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   1.
 
    
 
   Constantinople, 1453
 
    
 
   Sir John Page stood before the window of his prison and gazed at the dark waters of the Bosphorus as they slid past, some twenty feet below. 
 
   The words of an old song rose unbidden in his memory: 
 
   “Ye who are God's warriors and of his law,
 
   Pray to God for help and have faith in Him;
 
   That always with Him you will be victorious...”
 
      He was interrupted by the voices of the muezzins. The eerie call to prayer swept through the streets of Constantinople five times a day, summoning the faithful to worship. 
 
   Constantinople, city of the Roman Emperors and cradle of Eastern Christianity for a thousand years, belonged to Islam now. The city had fallen into the hands of the Turkish Sultan, Mehmed the Conqueror, and the last Emperor vanished under the blades and clubs of Mehmed’s janissaries. 
 
   Page closed his eyes and let the weird, ululating chant wash over him. He would never admit it, at least in the company of fellow Christians, but he drew comfort from the Muslim call to prayer. There was a mesmerising, almost trance-like quality to it. He took similar comfort from the voices of Christian monks raised in plainchant. 
 
   Perhaps the truth of God lies in sound, he reflected, rather than the words we shape with it. 
 
   “Dogs of Mahomet,” shouted his companion, “will they never quit their wailing?”
 
   Page turned to look at George Phrantzes. He was not easily moved to pity, but it was impossible not to feel a shred of compassion for the former imperial courtier and friend to the late Emperor. 
 
   Phrantzes had lost a deal of weight during the weeks of imprisonment. The strain of knowing their lives rested on the edge of a tulwar - that the Sultan only kept his prisoners alive so long as they amused him - had taken its toll. Added to this unbearable tension was the knowledge that Phrantzes’ wife and children had been sold into slavery, and even now were probably being used as playthings by some rich Turk.  
 
   He sat with with his elbows resting on the chamber’s single table, staring miserably at the blank parchment laid on the board. More blank leaves of parchment lay in a neat pile beside it. 
 
   Phrantzes’ task was to write down the tales that Page dictated. They were drawn from Page’s military career in France, Bohemia and Italy, and each had to be completed inside three days and nights. At the end of that time, a Sipahi officer took them to the Sultan. 
 
   The tales were read out to Mehmed during his leisure hours. He had enjoyed the first cycle enough to spare the lives of his helpless captives. Now they had to produce another to save their necks from the executioner’s blade. 
 
   “Tell me, Phrantzes,” asked Page, “have you ever seen men so drunk on God they had no real fear of death?”
 
   “Yes,” replied the other man, wiping his bloodshot eyes. “During the siege I saw the Sultan’s accursed janissaries crawl towards our lines even with their legs blown away and bodies riddled with bullets. The power of faith can make gods of men, if only for a little while.”
 
   He blinked owlishly at Page. “Why did you ask?”
 
   “Because I, too, have seen such holy warriors. I marched and fought alongside them. Shared their rituals. Slew their enemies.”
 
   Page turned back to the window. Only a touch of mental effort was needed to recall the Hussite banner of the golden chalice, flying over countless shattered battlefields; the boom of gunfire over the hills at Kutna Hora; the screams of German trumpets as they sounded the retreat; the shrieks of burning heretics.
 
   The screams melded into the high-pitched wail of a newborn infant. Page once again looked into his baby son's eyes. Those eyes, in later years, would be full of rage and suspicion as they looked upon their father. At this moment they were pure, blue and full of innocence.
 
   He shook away the memory. It was useless to dwell on past mistakes.
 
   “Warriors of God,” he went on, “I saw a rabble of peasants, including women and boys, with barely a helm or a mail corselet between them, shatter the finest armies in Christendom. Faith, as you say, can make gods of us.”
 
   Phrantzes took up his quill. “I’ve heard you mention them before,” he said, “I also know the words of that old song you recited. You speak of the followers of the Bohemian heretic, Jan Hus.”
 
   Page smiled. “You call him a heretic. Perhaps you're right. Perhaps the Roman priests were right to declare him the enemy of God. If so all those fought in his name, myself included, are heretics too. Our souls are damned.”
 
   “Though I hope not, for the Devil’s sake. With my old commander Zizka at their head, the Hussites would storm the gates of Hell, cast down every demonic prince, and make it a house of God. The communion in two kinds would be taken on Satan’s own threshold, and his benighted halls echo to the sound of Hussite songs.”
 
   Phrantzes dipped his quill in a small pot of ink and wiped away the excess. “Tell me of your time with them,” he said, “tell me of Hus, and Zizka, and the wars in Bohemia.”
 
   Page cleared his throat, fixed his gaze on the clear blue skies over Constantinople, and remembered. 
 
    
 
   2. 
 
    
 
   After the disaster at Baugé, the Company of the Wolf was reduced to just thirteen men. The survivors preferred to stay with me, their captain, rather than stay in France and risk their necks in what, at that moment, seemed a losing cause. The only English army in France had been shattered at Baugé, King Harry was still in England, and the French seemed poised to sweep our scattered garrisons back into the sea. 
 
   Before us lay a long, hazardous trek to Bohemia. Only one of us, my servant Ralf, had any firm knowledge of the world beyond the eastern borders of France. A mysterious, soft-spoken Cumbrian of unfathomable depths, he claimed to have spent part of his youth travelling through Germany and Austria with a wandering troop of actors. 
 
   “We passed through Munich,” he told me, “and spent Christmas in the beer-cellars. From there we proceeded north, to Nuremberg, where the citizens thought our play obscene, and flogged us out of the city gates. My back still carries the scars.”
 
   He smiled, as though it was a fond memory. “You can speak the language, then?” I asked impatiently. 
 
   “I was reasonably fluent,” he replied, “doubtless I can pick it up again.”
 
   This was the second night after our flight from Baugé. The French had stayed at the town to celebrate their victory and gloat over the corpse of Clarence, the defeated English commander. Even so we were on our guard: unhappy, war-torn France was plagued by bands of roving mercenaries and cut-throats, many of them larger than our decimated company. These scavengers were happy to prey on each other, and would not hesitate to slaughter us and take our gear and horses. 
 
   We had to be careful. King Harry loathed deserters. My former service in the English cause would have counted for nothing if his men caught us. In spite of all these dangers, I was resolved to follow my conscience to Bohemia.   
 
   You may laugh, O Sultan, at the thought of a mercenary with a conscience. It is true that for much of my life I have followed the same venal path as any other soldier of fortune. Yet there was a kind of fever raging through Christendom at this time. It infected even the most hard-headed of men, turning them away from the pursuit of their own glory to something greater.
 
   The fever was carried by a name. Jan Hus. I have mentioned him before in these chronicles. Hus, a Bohemian priest, had spoken out against the evil and corruption of the Catholic church. For this he was burned to death as a heretic, but nothing could destroy his message. The followers of Hus had declared they would have their own church in Bohemia, cleansed of every form of earthly vice. They drew up four rules or articles, which I shall repeat below:
 
   I. The Word of God shall in the Kingdom of Bohemia be freely and without impediment proclaimed and preached by Christian priests.
 
   II. The Sacrament of the Body and Blood of God shall in the two kinds, that is in bread and wine, be freely administered to all faithful Christians, according to the order and teaching of our Saviour.
 
   III. Priests and monks, according to secular law, possess great worldly wealth, against the teaching of Christ. Of this wealth they shall be deprived. 
 
   IV. All mortal sins, particularly those that are public, as well as all disorders which are opposed to God’s law, shall in all classes be suppressed by those whose office it is to do so. All evil and untruthful rumours shall be suppressed for the good of the commonwealth, the kingdom and the nations. 
 
   These, the Four Articles of Prague as they were called, were the foundation stones of the Hussite cause. I still carry them in my heart, especially article three. No true man of God, from the Pope himself down to the meanest hedge-priest, has any business dealing in worldly wealth.     
 
   God must have approved of my purpose. Our luck held in the following weeks as we rode through the fresh green countryside of southern France. It was early spring, and the dust and blood and horror of Baugé seemed like a distant nightmare. We gave Tours and Orléans a wide berth, and at times were forced to act like scavengers ourselves, riding into little villages and demanding food and lodging at swordpoint. 
 
   At one such dirty, pox-ridden place, a few miles west of Nancy, some of the local peasants banded together to oppose us. They were led by the village smith, a huge fellow with an overgrown russet beard and shoulders like an ox. 
 
   I gave them fair warning. “Stand aside,” I ordered the little gang of village idiots and red-faced farm boys, with the gigantic figure of the smith at their head, “stand aside or be ridden down.”
 
   They stood their ground, the fools, barring the dusty track that led into their village. With a sigh, I drew my sword and led the Company of the Wolf in a full-blooded charge, straight through the middle of them. 
 
   “No bloodshed!” I cried as the peasants scattered and ran for their lives, howling like whipped dogs. My men, who had no wish to kill, pursued for a short distance, whacking the fugitives with the flats of their blades. 
 
   Only the smith refused to run. He stood rooted to the earth like the ox he resembled, head down, little eyes full of rage. I cracked him on the head with my sword-hilt and he went over like a fallen tree, stretching his length on the grass.  
 
   “Dolt,” I remarked, sheathing my sword, “in future he will know better than to lead peasants against soldiers on horseback.”
 
   “Our own native-born peasants have often humbled the chivalry of France,” Ralf reminded me. 
 
   I laughed. “The archers of England are mostly freemen. Trained in the use of the war bow from childhood. You can’t compare them to these poor rustics.”
 
   For a commoner, Ralf knew much of history. While we plundered the cottages for bread and cheese and flitches of baron, he lectured me on victories won by peasant armies of other nations: the famed ‘blue-nails’ of Flanders, common dyers and tradesmen, who destroyed a French army at Courtrai; the Scottish pikemen of Stirling Bridge and Bannockburn; the lightly armed woodsmen of the Swiss Confederacy.
 
   “The Swiss go into battle wearing no body armour,” he told me as we chewed our stolen bread, “save planks of timber strapped to their right arms. Yet they crushed the Austrians and their mercenary allies. The finest armies in Christendom failed to stand against them.”
 
   I had known Ralf for two years. He rarely spoke with any emotion, but now there was a definite note of passion in his voice. I looked sidelong at him, wondering at his true character.  
 
    He was teaching me some German, though I already knew a little thanks to the teaching of my late friend, Herr Hartmann, killed at the siege of Melun. Ralf also taught my archers a few words of the language, though they were reluctant learners. 
 
   “Take heart, lads,” I told them, “we’ll be safe once we get across the border into Germany. No more lodging in flea-bitten cottages for us. It’s a fair land, so I’ve heard, bursting with wine and women and all manner of good things.”
 
   Their glum faces lifted a little at the thought of the pleasures I described. They were rough soldiers, interested in pay and plunder and little else (or so I thought). How much longer would they agree to follow me? I was on a personal crusade, to join the so-called heretics in Bohemia and fight with them against the corrupted church of Rome. Few, if any, of my archers would wish to follow me on such a dangerous and unprofitable enterprise. The risks were great. Jan Hus, the idol of the Bohemian heretics, had been burned alive for his beliefs. If defeated, his followers could expect the same treatment at the hands of the papal inquisition.
 
   We safely crossed the border and reached Stuttgart, a town of pretty half-timbered houses, narrow streets and cobbled squares. It was also crawling with soldiers. After stabling our horses at one of the larger inns, we wandered in a daze among the bustling throngs of knights, archers, men-at-arms, the air filled with the chatter of countless foreign tongues: Bohemians, Moravians, Hungarians, Frenchmen, Germans, Switzers, men of Brabant and Westphalia, Poles, Aragonese, Castilians, even a few Scots and Welshmen. And Englishmen, of course. They were all mercenaries, sell-swords from every corner of Christendom, hired for the sole purpose of crushing the Hussites in Bohemia. 
 
   The crusade - for so it was called - had proved an abysmal failure. This much we learned from an Englishman who marched up to us in the street. A big, burst-bellied, broad-shouldered fellow he was, his face a swollen bag of broken veins and mottled cheeks. 
 
   “Heard you talking,” he boomed, crushing my hand in an iron grip, “English voices, by God! Made me shed a tear for home. Dear old England. Haven't seen the place in years. Well, couldn't leave you moping in the street, could I? I'm Hugh Venables. Come and have a bite to eat.” 
 
   To my surprise and relief, his friendship didn’t come at a price. Rather, he bought dinner for us in one of the many brothel-cum-taverns tucked away in the alleys of Stuttgart. 
 
   It was a happy place, full of harlots swaggering about with painted faces and exposed breasts, serving cheap wine from battered tin flasks and heaps of plain but plentiful food. The plaster on the walls was a grubby shade of off-white, cracked and peeling, the floor scattered with dirty rushes that hadn’t been changed in a twelvemonth. While we got good and drunk, a couple of fiddle players scraped away in a dirty corner, switching between melancholy airs and fast, swirling reels. The customers roared tunelessly, while some of the drunker fellows danced with the whores, staggering about in crazy circles, stamping and clapping in time (more or less) to the wild music.  
 
   The songs were in many tongues, most of them filthy and unrepeatable to your royal ears, O Sultan. At least one was in English. I still recall the words, so many years later, swirling around the fug of the packed whorehouse:
 
   “Now it is the time to drain the flowing bowl,
 
   Now with unfettered foot to beat the ground in dancing,
 
   Now with Salian feast to deck the couches of the Gods!”
 
   “Fill your bellies, comrades,” cried Hugh, tipping the contents of yet another flask into our cups, “drink, eat and fornicate, else the Devil might be disappointed.”
 
   This man, I had to remind myself, was a crusader. “You served in Bohemia?” I asked him, raising my voice above the riotous din. 
 
   He nodded and took another gulp of rotgut wine. I suspected him of being minor English gentry like myself, some cadet branch of a noble family, long since fallen on hard times. His only possession of value was a fine gold-hilted sword, either stolen or an heirloom. The heavy bags under his eyes, cheap jewellery, broken veins in his sunken cheeks, stained doublet and cracked boots, completed a vile picture. I saw myself in him, twenty or thirty years on, and shuddered.
 
   “Yes, I was in Bohemia,” he shouted back, wiping spillage from his untidy grey beard, “for my sins, which are many and varied. I was a distinguished member of the mighty host that sat outside Prague last summer, starving on half-rations and regularly getting our backsides kicked by Jan Zizka and his band of heretics. The priests insisted that God was with us. If so, God is a shit general. Even worse than Sigismund, the fat German swine, and that’s saying something.”
 
   Sigismund, I knew, was King of Germany and Hungary, titular King of Bohemia and darling of the Pope, who largely owed his position to the King’s influence. It was Sigismund who lured Jan Hus to the Council of Constance on false pretences, Sigismund who tore up Hus’ safe-conduct and had the preacher consigned to the flames. 
 
   It was also Sigismund who, as the self-appointed champion of the Catholic church, had invaded Bohemia the previous summer at the head of a vast army of crusaders. I had heard something of his defeat, though few of the details. 
 
   My archers, half-drunk as they were, laughed at Hugh’s careless blasphemy. I found it amusing myself, though Ralf was pale and silent.   
 
   “What happened?” I asked, leaning over the filthy table, “why did the siege fail? You had the advantage of numbers, did you not?”
 
   “Numbers,” sneered Hugh, “numbers count for fuck-all unless you know how to make them count. Sigismund threw his men at Prague like a madman hurling shit at a wall.”
 
   “Here,” he added, tearing up a hunk of bread, “let me show you what happened at Vitkov Hill. A farce for the ages, my dears! The stink of it will linger in German nostrils until the end of time.”
 
   He described, with strange relish for one who had been on the losing side, how the garrison of Prague repelled the armed might of Christendom. 
 
   “Zizka’s strong point was at Vitkov Hill, on the edge of the city,” he said, slapping a lump of bread in the middle of the table, “the heretics built a wooden fort on the hill, strengthened by a lesser wall of stone and clay and defended by a deep moat. There was also a chain of block-houses, where they placed their cannon.”
 
   “That blasted hill,” he mused, picking at a greenish tooth, “so long as they held it, we couldn’t get near Prague, or prevent supplies getting into the city. Whoever held the hill controlled the roads, you see.”
 
   “The oaf Sigismund sent eight thousand men plodding up the hill to try and storm the block-houses. I was among them, God help me. We were shot to pieces on the way up. Those of us that reached the summit found a pack of lunatics waiting for us, with no fear of death in them. One of the block-houses was defended by a handful of serfs, including two wenches and a little girl. A child! Yet they fought like mad dogs.”
 
   He tapped a long white scar on his hairy cheek. “See this? It was given to me by one of the women, an ugly slattern with a great boil on her neck. She jabbed at me with her club. Vicious long thing, it was, with iron spikes screwed into the head. All the while she screamed and spat at us, called us Antichrist, and vowed that no true Christian ran before the servants of the Devil. I lost patience and brained her with my halberd.”
 
   “The attack failed?” I asked when he paused to lubricate his throat with another long swallow of wine.
 
   “Yes, it failed,” he went on, “Zizka took us in flank, at the head of a great mob of screeching peasants armed with flails and spiked war-clubs and all manner of butcher's tools. I heard church bells sound inside the city, summoning the citizens to arms. They piled into us as well, led by a band of priests - priests! - carrying the Sacrament.”
 
   Hugh puffed out his fallen cheeks. “There was no holding them. We were sent hurtling back down the slopes of the Vitkov, and I damn near drowned in the river at the bottom. The Vltava, I think its called. A burly great Switzer I owed money to hauled me out by the neck. Many of my comrades were not so lucky.” 
 
   “Three hundred Hungarian knights were slain in the rout. God knows how many commoners died. Sigismund gave up and ran off east with his tail between his legs. Most of his mercenaries had already deserted him. I only stayed long enough to collect my wages from a dog-faced swine of a quartermaster. He claimed no money was owed, so I cut him until his memory returned.”
 
   There was a pause, while he noisily sucked down the dregs of his flask and snapped his fingers at a harlot for another.
 
   “If the war is over,” I asked, “why are there so many soldiers in Stuttgart? Why do they linger in Germany?”
 
   Hugh flapped a hand at me. “Oh, there’s always work for fighting men in Germany, lad. The Germans are a bloodthirsty race, almost as bad as we English. Their princes are forever waging private wars on each other, and there will be another crusade against Bohemia.”
 
   “Another crusade?”
 
   “Of course. Sigismund is the laughing stock of Christendom. He has to mend his reputation. The Pope, that tonsured pig, won’t let it lie either. Only a sea of Hussite blood can soothe their injured pride.”
 
   I glanced around nervously. Hugh’s blasphemies were reckless, and I feared there were some among the crowd who would object to the King of Germany and Christ’s vicar on earth being described in such insulting terms. 
 
   My fears were groundless. The men in the brothel cared not a whit. They wanted to get drunk, toast their lost comrades, forget their defeats, and end the night curled up with cheap whores. No blame to them.   
 
   We talked and drank and gambled with Hugh into the small hours. He seemed to have an endless supply of pfennigs, and suffered terrible luck at dice, which was fortunate since we only had a handful of useless francs to play with. I told him I was officially a baron in France, though the peasants on my land had tried to kill me, while my little castle had probably been pulled down or turned into a cattle byre. He laughed at that, a dreadful hacking noise, and slapped me heartily on the shoulder.
 
   “Tell me, friend John,” he asked, “why have you lately come to Germany? Why not stay in France, like a good little Englishman, and make your fortune in the service of King Harry?”
 
   The question sounded innocent enough, but I could see the glimmer of enquiry, even suspicion, in his bloodshot eye. I decided it was safest to respond with a half-truth. 
 
   “I was driven out of my little barony,” I replied, “and so rejoined the army under Clarence. You heard of what happened at Baugé?”
 
   Hugh nodded slowly, toying with one of his long whiskers. 
 
   “There is no English army in France any more,” I went on, “not until Harry gets over the Channel with reinforcements. I had no interest in getting killed for dear old England, so decided to try my luck elsewhere.”
 
   The old mercenary stared at me, then at my comrades. After a moment of pensive silence his raddled face cracked into a grin, and he hoisted his cup into the air. 
 
   “Here’s to the men who fight for profit,” he yelled, “may the Devil offer a fair price for our souls!”
 
   I have no memory of leaving the brothel and making our way back to the inn, near the outskirts of Stuttgart.We must have done so, for I woke after midday with a pounding head and a rank taste in my mouth. 
 
   Most of my followers, when I roused them out of their beds, were in a similar condition. The exception was Ralf. He had been careful to sip watered wine all night, and damned little of that. 
 
   “I don’t trust Hugh Venables, sir,” he told me over a breakfast of eggs and fatty bacon, “he loosened our tongues with wine last night. I fear he might betray us.”
 
   By our tongues, of course, he meant mine. “I told him nothing of value,” I replied, “certainly nothing of our true purpose. Take heart, Ralf. The inquisitors aren’t going to come and drag us off to their torture chamber.”
 
   Despite my brave front, Ralf’s warning had rattled me. My archers would have happily stayed another night or two in Stuttgart, drinking and whoring themselves blind, but I took no chances. Deaf to their grumbles, I insisted we leave the town after breakfast. 
 
   Thank God for Ralf’s guidance. Without him we might have wandered aimlessly for days in that enormous country, getting lost in the trackless forests that cover so much of it. He took us north-east, following the highway to Nuremberg, a prosperous city at the centre of a network of trade routes, guarded by a magnificent castle. 
 
   It took us two days to reach the city. “This was the scene of my flogging,” he remarked as we rode through the gate, “my back itches at the memory.”
 
   We found similar lodgings to those in Stuttgart, a quiet inn on the edge of the city. After supper I gave my archers leave to go out and enjoy themselves - a mistake, and nearly a fatal one. Yet I could have done little to prevent it. My men were restless, which I put down to their usual appetite for drink, dice and easy women. In my arrogance I made no effort to look into their hearts. To me they were peasants, useful fighters perhaps, otherwise ignorant and biddable.
 
   Any sensible captain, about to offer his sword to a forbidden cause, would have carefully studied his followers for any sign of doubt or treachery. In my defence, I was still a reasonably young man, and cherished the slight hope of one day resurrecting the Company of Wolves. If I turned away the last of my followers, that hope would be extinguished. 
 
   Distracted by idle dreams of glory, I almost took a knife in my liver. 
 
    
 
   3. 
 
    
 
   I got no sleep that night. By some miracle I had managed to get a room to myself: most inns in large towns are stuffed to overflowing, where guests are packed three or even four to a bed. This was my experience in Stuttgart, where I was kept awake all night by the snoring, hawking and farting of my bedfellows, a trio of unwashed Austrian crossbowmen. 
 
   At Nuremberg I was able to enjoy the luxury of a tiny attic room with a single lattice window overlooking the street, far below, and a sloping roof that made it impossible to stand upright. While the inn trembled gently to the snores of the customers, I lit a tallow candle and sat by the window, weary but unable to sleep.
 
   My thoughts rambled. At first they conjured up memories of England and the ancient stone house at Kingshook, nestled among the soft green hills of Sussex. My mother’s face rose before me. Tears blurred my eyes and she faded into the mist. Then I saw the disease-ridden features of the Baron de Rougemont, laughing in his ruined throat. 
 
   “Away, ghoul,” I muttered, staring into the candle flame, “back to the lowest circles of Hell, where your soul has its dwelling.”
 
   Mercifully, the Baron’s face melted away, replaced by a pair of hazel eyes. The eyes belonged to Harry of England. They stared at me, hard and ruthless, devoid of the merest spark of pity. 
 
   Traitor. The king’s stern voice passed through my head. Deserter. I gave you my trust. You abandoned me. Never come home, Page. Hide your head in exile, or lose it. Every true Englishman’s hand will be turned against you.  
 
   I bore his condemnation in silence. Every scrap of it was deserved. I owed King Harry much - he had raised me from the ranks of the common soldiery, gave me a knighthood and a barony, albeit a poor and unprofitable one. In return I abandoned his cause and ran away to follow my heart. 
 
   The colour of his eyes changed. Now they were softer, a deep, lustrous blue in place of hazel, with long lashes. 
 
   A sad female voice whispered in my ear. Traitor. Deserter. I gave you my heart. You abandoned me. 
 
   Constanza’s voice. Constanza de Santaella, widow of a Portugese knight, now a spy and double agent in King Harry’s service. She was my lover in France, though I never thought she harboured any true affection for me. I was an amusement to her, a toy she played with as a distraction from her secret work. Probably one of many. A woman of her beauty and independence of mind surely had lovers scattered all over the country. 
 
   Or so I thought. The guilt I felt at leaving her, without even saying farewell, ate away at me in the small hours of the night. Perhaps she had loved me after all. She certainly cared enough to take risks on my behalf, and tried her best to persuade me against leaving France. 
 
   “I lied to you,” I said quietly, gazing at the shadows as they played on the wall, “forgive me. It was necessary.”
 
   Constanza had no sympathy for the Hussites. She dismissed them as evil, enemies of the truth faith, and spoke of Jan Hus as an agent of the Devil in human guise. I pretended to agree with her, fearing she would betray me if I revealed the truth. Like millions of others, Constanza was a willing slave of the church, blind to its corruption and the excesses of the priesthood. 
 
   My peace was shattered by the pounding of heavy feet on the stair. Angry cries erupted from the rooms below, even as a heavy fist battered against my door, threatening to tear it from the hinges.
 
   “Sir!” shouted a familiar north country voice, “we’re betrayed! We must get out, at once!”
 
   The voice belonged to Thomas of Wirkesworth, one of my archers.
 
   I crossed quickly to the door, threw up the bar and heaved it open. Thomas stood on the threshold, along with Henry of Kniveton, his cousin. They were ex-foresters from Derbyshire, superb bowmen, and their breath stank of ale and wine. Both swayed like ships in a high wind. 
 
   Ralf was also with them. Like me, he had elected to stay indoors instead of sampling the delights of Nuremberg. He was typically sober, and fully armed in padded jack, sword and dagger and visored sallet. 
 
   “What’s all this?” I demanded above the shouts and Germanic curses floating up the stairs, “Thomas, Henry, you are drunk. Get to bed at once.”
 
   “These two say there was a fight,” Ralf said calmly before the others could speak, “they were with the others, drinking in some ale-house, when Philip Lightfoot got up and denounced you. He said you were a heretic, an enemy of both man and God. That he would rather die a traitor’s death than serve under you a moment longer.”
 
   Philip Lightfoot, another of my archers. A quiet man, one of the also-rans who seldom spoke his mind or gave any trouble. All I knew of him was that he was from Blidworth in Nottinghamshire, could split a peeled wand at sixty yards, and had a dreadful singing voice. 
 
   “Seven of the others agreed with him,” mumbled Thomas, leaning heavily against the wall for support, “within a trice, the knives were out. We got away, but Richard Trusselowe and Nicholas Dunne were stabbed.”
 
   I was too shocked to speak. Eight of my archers, whom I had hand-picked in France and counted as loyal men, had turned against me. 
 
   “The traitors have gone to fetch the watch,” said Ralf, still in the same calm, patient voice, “fortunately they speak little German, so we have time to get out of Nuremberg. Gather your belongings, sir. Quickly.”
 
   The quiet urgency in his voice spurred me to action. While Thomas and Henry kept watch, Ralf helped me to wrestle into my mail shirt, helmet, cloak and sword-belt.  
 
   Still fumbling with my belt, I clattered down with the stairs with the others close behind. The innkeeper appeared below, a fat fool who tried to block our path, rubbing his big soft hands together and whining something about payment. I smashed him aside and stampeded through the taproom into the hallway, scattering a couple of bleary-eyed maids. Thomas and Henry had left the door ajar. I put my boot to it and ran outside.
 
   The night was cold and dark, but far from quiet. Shutters were thrown open above my head, dogs barked, confused voices demanded to be heard. To my left, at the far end of the street, I spied the glint of torchlight on pikes and halberds, heard the clash of mailed feet on cobbles. The city watch was coming for us. 
 
   Ralf’s powerful fingers closed on my wrist. “This way, sir,” he hissed, dragging me down a narrow side-alley, towards the stables behind the inn. 
 
   “There’s no point fetching the horses,” I said, “the gates of the city are shut at this hour. They won’t open again until dawn.” 
 
   He said nothing. The four of us ran on - or staggered, in the case of Thomas and Henry - past the stables, turned left at the end of the alley, and plunged down a back-street. 
 
   When the sound of pursuit had died away, we stumbled to a halt inside a tiny cobbled square, surrounded on all sides by ramshackle three or four-storey houses with upper storeys that leaned drunkenly over our heads. The square was littered with rubbish, overflowing sacks of mouldy straw, slops hurled from the windows and the like. A dead pig quietly rotted away in one corner, filling the already tainted air with a fragrant odour of decay. 
 
   My head swam. I hadn’t slept properly for days. Shock and exhaustion, combined with too much cheap wine and too little food, had taken its toll. 
 
   “You know this city, Ralf,” I panted, “where can we hide until dawn?”
 
   Ralf’s smooth face was bone-white in the gloom. “I haven’t been here for sixteen years,” he replied, “our best hope is to lose ourselves in the poor quarter for a few hours. The city watch won’t relish the thought of hunting for us in this labyrinth.”
 
   No better idea presented itself, so we crept like frightened rats through the den of narrow streets and twisting alleyways. Often we heard shouts in the distance, marching feet, the clanging of a bell. 
 
   “What if they use dogs?” rasped Thomas as we crouched at the mouth of yet another alley, “they'll track us down in no time.”
 
   My two faithful archers were perfectly sober by now, the ale and wine fumes blown away by sheer terror. They looked at me with desperation in their eyes, and once again I sagged under the crippling burden of leadership. 
 
   “We must hope they don’t,” was all I could think of to say, “it will be dawn soon. Look, the sky begins to to lighten.”
 
   There was a sliver of grey in the east. I judged it to be three or four hours after midnight. All we had to do was lie low for a little while longer, and then make a dash for the nearest city gate. We couldn’t go back for our horses - if the watch had any brains at all, they would have seized the animals and posted a strong guard at the inn. 
 
   “They'll burn us,” moaned Henry, “that’s what they do to heretics. We will be led through the streets in a cage. Tied to iron stakes above a heap of faggots. I saw it done in Smithfield, back in old Bolingbroke’s day, when William Sawtrey was burned. He died praying, his hands clasped together. The flames melted his flesh, so he couldn’t unclasp them...”
 
   His voice died away to a sob. Angered by his cowardice, and my own lack of inspiration, I slapped him hard across his dirty, tear-streaked face. 
 
   “Stop whimpering,” I growled, “you’re a soldier, not a child weeping over his shitten drawers. One more word of that nonsense and I’ll cut out your tongue. Understand?”
 
   Henry understood threats well enough. He piped down, snuffling and wiping his nose, while the rest of us sat on our haunches and waited for sunrise. 
 
   Occasionally I caught a distant echo of the man-hunt. It seemed to be dying down. Perhaps the watch resented being roused from their beds at such an ungodly hour, especially by a band of drunken Englishmen, babbling in their strange tongue about heretics.
 
   Someone coughed behind us. We turned, hands clapped to our swords. I expected to see a troop of grinning watchmen with halberds lowered, ready to carve us into pieces if we resisted. 
 
   Instead there was just one man, a slight figure, face hidden under the cowl of his ankle-length grey cloak. He stood in the middle of the narrow street, little white hands raised with palms outwards to show he came in peace. 
 
   “Your pardon,” he whispered in German, so slowly even I could understand him. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
 
   Thomas drew his sword. I grabbed the big ex-forester by his brawny shoulder and pulled him back.  
 
   “My name is Schiller,” the stranger said before I could ask, “you should come with me. I know somewhere you can hide in safety until morning. The streets are not safe for...”
 
   “For what?” Ralf asked quickly, “what do you think we are?”
 
   “Englishmen,” the other replied, “the watch are hunting for four English fugitives. Heretics, so they say. Enemies of God.”
 
   “Trust me, or not,” he added, “but decide quickly.”
 
   “Why would you offer to help such men?” I demanded, straining to catch a glimpse of his face under the hood. 
 
   “Because I am Schiller,” he replied evenly, “and Schiller was a friend to Jan Hus.”
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   I decided to trust him. Anything seemed better than creeping through that maze of streets, damp and cold and scared half out of our wits, praying for the sun to rise. We might have been attacked at any moment, by footpads if not watchmen. Nor was I confident the gates would be opened at dawn.
 
   “Unless the commander of the garrison is an idiot, or cares little for his duty,” I said, “he'll order the gates to remain shut until his men have scoured the city from top to bottom, including the poor quarter. We need a refuge. Somewhere even a pack of dogs can’t sniff us out.”
 
   Ralf looked suspicious, but respected me too much to argue. Henry and Thomas were simply too exhausted and frightened to do anything but trail after us like a couple of lost sheep. 
 
   “How did you find us?” I asked Schiller as we followed the grey-cloaked figure down a sidestreet. He moved with a light step, padding noiselessly across the wet cobbles. 
 
   “I heard the bells,” he replied, “and the cries of ‘heretic!”’ and “Englishmen!” that swept through the streets. When I heard a band of foreigners stumble past my dwelling, cursing in their barbarous northern tongue and making enough noise to be heard in Prague...well, God has granted me enough wit to make certain connections.”
 
   “You risk your life,” I said, “a follower of Hus, living in a German city.”
 
   “The risk is shared, friend. I am not alone.”
 
   He said nothing more, and we followed him in silence through the dank streets. Above us the sky was slowly fading from black to charcoal grey. I heard the rattle of cart wheels, the clop of hoofs, shutters unfastened and thrown back, bleary morning voices. Nuremberg disturbed night was almost over.  
 
   Finally we came to a little church with a square tower. The church lay at the northern end of an unusually wide street, where one or two shopkeepers were already laying out their stalls. 
 
   Schiller led us around the back of the church to a narrow door. I thought I heard him breathing hard, and his fingers shook slightly as they fumbled with a bunch of keys at his belt. 
 
   The door glided open without a sound. We filed through into a whitewashed antechamber, bare of furnishings save a row of wooden pegs on the wall. Schiller closed and locked the door behind us. Only then did he peel back his hood.
 
   He was quite young, perhaps in his early twenties, and girlishly pretty. His thinning hair was the colour of sand, and his moist blue eyes and sensitive mouth gave him look of a poet: a delicate, undernourished poet, of the sort who spend their short lives in garrets scribbling verses dedicated to women who despise them, before gently expiring of drink and starvation.  
 
   Yet this Schiller, I reminded myself, must be forged of harder stuff. He had placed himself in jeopardy by helping us. 
 
   “I am not a priest,” he explained, “but the clergyman in charge of this church is a secret follower of Hus. He lets me use it as a bolt-hole from time to time. For fellow heretics, as they creatures of Rome call us.”
 
   “What are you, then?” I demanded. Schiller had the look of a clerk, and a damned nervous one, fingernails bitten to the quick, face prickled with cold sweat. 
 
   “A guild apprentice,” he replied shortly, “though I recently took holy orders as a useful disguise. No more questions, for now. Follow me.”
 
   Wiping the sheen of perspiration from his brow, he took us through a doorway into the nave. 
 
   The unearthly silence of an empty church pressed down on me. I glanced at the altar and made the sign of the cross. I was still a Christian, a member of Christ’s church, whatever the priests might say. 
 
   Schiller fiddled with the lock to another door at the rear of the nave. This opened onto a flight of stone steps leading down into shadow. He took a stub of candle from a recess in the wall, lit the wick with flint and tinder, and beckoned at us to follow him. 
 
   “A hole in the ground,” moaned Henry, “this little turd means to bury us alive.”
 
   “Quiet,” I snapped, though a similar fear had occurred to me. Ever since my brush with death in the mines outside Rouen, and later in the Baron de Rougemont’s filthy dungeon, I had hated the prospect of enclosed spaces, especially underground. 
 
   The stair was mercifully short and ended in a small crypt, less than half the size of the nave. Schiller’s candle revealed a tomb under an arch in the western wall. The effigy on the lid depicted a clergyman. His stone fingers were pressed together in prayer, the details of his face worn away by time. Otherwise the crypt was empty, and smelled faintly of mould. 
 
   “You will be safe down here until morning,” Schiller whispered, his face transformed into a hideous yellow mask by the flickering light, “wait until dusk before trying to leave the city. The watch should have lost interest by then. I will bring you food.”
 
   “Wait,” I said as he walked back to the stair, “give me the keys to the door upstairs.”
 
   He turned to face me. Thomas shuffled behind him. The big Derbyshireman’s eyes fixed on mine. Waiting for the signal. I had seen Thomas kill French soldiers with his bare hands. He could have snapped Schiller’s neck like a straw. 
 
   Thankfully it didn’t come to that. The priest smiled and dropped the keys into my waiting palm.
 
   “You are a prudent man,” he said, not even glancing at Thomas. 
 
   “It pays to be,” I replied. 
 
   He handed the stub over to Ralf, and showed us where a pile of fresh candles were kept in another recess, along with flint and tinder. Then, with a promise to return in a couple of hours, he scampered up the steps and heaved the door shut behind him.
 
   “He’s a strange one,” said Thomas as we tried to make ourselves comfortable on the cold stone floor. “I don’t trust him. Oily little worm. Should have let me snap his neck, sir. We could have holed up here until it was safe to leave.”
 
   “Next to Schiller’s corpse, you mean?” I replied angrily, “how do you think God would reward us for murdering one of His servants, inside a church to boot?”
              I rolled up my cloak for a pillow and curled up on the flagstones. The cold seeped through layers of mail and wool into my flesh. I was too tired to care. Waves of fatigue rolled over me, a host of fractured images, gory battlefields and burning towns and and laughing, tearful faces, dead faces, faces contorted in agony, faces silhouetted against raging fires. At last the pictures faded, and I slept. 
 
   I was woken at midday by the return of Schiller. He brought us bread, cheese, a jug of cold water, and news. 
 
   “The watch are still hunting for you,” he said, “extra soldiers have been posted at every gate. There is no way in or out of the city. The militia are out on the streets, sniffing for English blood.”
 
   “Seems a lot of fuss over a handful of foreigners,” remarked Ralf. 
 
   “It is,” agreed Schiller, “left to themselves, the burghers would happily drop the matter. They want the gates opened and trade to resume as soon as possible. The wretched priests won’t allow it. They have the scent of fire in their nostrils.”
 
   “How long must we stay down here?” I demanded. 
 
   “Until the citizens grow bored,” he answered, “another day or so. In the meantime you must stay in the crypt, and pray.”
 
   Two more days and nights passed before it was safe to emerge from that stuffy vault. Schiller held to his promise, and kept us fed and informed. He had friends in the city, other secret Hussites like himself, though he revealed little of their identity or whereabouts. Nor did he ask questions. He seemed content to believe we were true followers of Hus, and happily risked his own skin on our behalf. 
 
   Only once did Schiller test us. “I must know,” he said on the evening of the second day, “have you received Communion sub utraque specie?” 
 
   We must have looked baffled, for he gave us a patronising smile. “The Communion in two kinds,” he went on, “the receipt of both bread and wine during the sacrament of the Eucharist.” 
 
   I knew little of this strange form of Communion, known as Utraquism after the Latin. In the Catholic faith, only bread is administered to the congregation during Eucharist. The Hussites believed that the essence of Christ was present in both the bread and wine, and so took both. Those who held to this belief in Bohemia – the creed was especially popular among the nobles - were called Utraquists. There are many other complex theological arguments involved, which a poor blockheaded soldier like myself cannot hope to adequately explain. My lot in life has ever been to fight, kill for money, and ask as few questions as possible. 
 
   Schiller insisted on us taking Communion in both kinds, then and there, in the crypt. Our lives depended on his goodwill, so we obediently knelt on the floor while he played priest, muttered Latin over us, and distributed hard black bread bread and sour wine. 
 
   When the rite was completed, Schiller's pale face glowed with a kind of inner light. He was almost hysterical with joy, laughing and rubbing his hands together, and insisted on embracing us all. 
 
   “Welcome,” said Schiller, kissing me on both cheeks, “welcome to the true and uncorrupted faith. Forget your old lives, and whatever sins you may have committed. Now you are warriors of God, washed clean in His mercy.”
 
   Next morning, after another comfortless night on cold stone, he told us the hysteria in the streets had died down. “Now is your time to escape,” he said, “all is arranged. My friends have procured four good horses for you. They are stabled at a tavern near the eastern gate of the outer city wall. The tavern is called Der Rabe. A guide will take each of you there.”
 
   “Each of us?” I asked sharply. 
 
   “Indeed. You cannot leave all together. It might arouse suspicion. You will leave individually, an hour apart.”
 
   He planted his forefinger on a yellowed map of Nuremberg and its surroundings. “There is a town named Weigendorf some thirty miles east of the city. I suggest you meet up again there. After that, seventy miles lie between you and Tachov, just inside the border of Bohemia.”
 
   Schiller was no fool. He assumed (correctly) that we were headed for Bohemia, and intended to offer our swords to the Hussite army. He and his friends, whoever they were, had arranged a neat plan of escape. 
 
   “You are the captain,” he said, nodding at me, “so you leave first. It is only right.”
 
   I would have offered to draw lots instead, but the others were happy to let me go first. Not, I suspect, out of loyalty to their beloved commander: if the plan went wrong, or was betrayed, I was the most likely to suffer for it. While I was being interrogated, possibly tortured, they could make good their escape. 
 
   Our guide arrived at noon. To look at, he was a thoroughly respectable middle-aged German citizen, all bushy beard and sagging belly. His green cloak with its gold clasp, rolls of vellum stuck into his thick leather belt, silver-hilted dagger and red velvet hat, jauntily decorated with a goose feather, marked him out as a wealthy merchant or guild-brother. In short, just about the last man to have any dealings with heretics.  
 
   The newcomer was silent, and Schiller told us nothing about him. “You will pose as his servant,” said the young man, “follow him through the streets, exactly three paces behind. Keep your hood down and your face hidden.”
 
   “God bless you, my friend,” he added, hugging me again, “when next we meet, it will either be in Heaven or a world cleansed of sin.”
 
   More chance of the former, I thought, assuming filthy soldiers like me are allowed to enter Paradise. 
 
   I said a brief goodbye to my men, shaking each by the hand, then followed my new master up the steps, through the church and into bright spring sunshine. 
 
   Schiller had given us all new clothes, in my case a quilted jack, loose breeches and hooded mantle. I pulled the hood low over my eyes and walked slowly behind my guide, exactly three paces behind. He led me through busy streets, an endless press of people growling away in German, possibly the most aggressive-sounding language in the world. 
 
   I sweated at the thought of being identified. Somewhere in Nuremberg were the traitors, eight English archers who had chosen to betray their lord and captain, the man who had fed, paid, clothed and housed them for the best part of a year. The same men who had drank my health in the great hall of Red Keep. 
 
   Those eight turncoats were once my comrades. I am a vengeful man, quick to harm those who wrong me, but my vengeance would have to wait. 
 
   We reached the tavern, Der Rabe – The Raven - safely enough. It was a large inn, two storeys and half-timbered, with a large wooden sign hanging over the door. Some talentless artist had daubed a picture of a black raven with outspread wings on the sign, though it looked more like a startled chicken. 
 
   I followed the guide around the back, to the stables. My horse was ready in the yard, bitted and saddled. A young groom held her reins.  
 
   “Take this,” said my guide in a heavy accent, “keep it safe.”
 
   He plucked one of the rolls of vellum from his belt and pressed it into my hand. “It's a letter,” he whispered, “to a business friend of mine in Weigendorf. You are my servant, and I have despatched you to carry the letter. That is your story in case you are stopped and questioned on the road. Understand?”
 
   I nodded. He grunted and handed me a small leather purse. 
 
   “Money,” he said, “not much, but enough to get you to Bohemia.”
 
   “What about my companions?” I asked, “we can't all pretend to be envoys to your friend in Weigendorf.”
 
   “Fear not,” he replied, “different alibis have been prepared for each. The followers of Hus are not fools, Englishman.”
 
   He left me then, after pointing out the shortest route to the Eastern Gate. I took the horse, a strong and biddable animal, superior to the rouncey I had lost, and led her through the streets. 
 
   The man-hunt may have slackened, but there were still extra guards posted at the gate, halberdiers in plate and mail and kettle hats. Above them, on the rampart, five arbalasters with heavy crossbows looked down at the packed streets.
 
   In my drab garb, I was safe enough, just one of the endless flow of bodies. Even so, I held my breath as I shuffled past the halberdiers, expecting at any moment a heavy hand to land on my shoulder. 
 
   Moments later I was free. The highway to the east lay before me, stretching through the suburbs beyond the city walls, towards distant forests and mountains. Somewhere beyond those wooded hills lay the marches of Bohemia.  
 
   I climbed into the saddle and guided my horse through the heavy traffic flowing in and out of Nuremberg: wagons loaded with goods, drovers and their flocks of bone-headed sheep, tradesmen and soldiers, priests and peasants, beggars, wise men, fools and slatterns, even a little group of miserable white-robed lepers, scarred faces hidden under their cowls. All the tides of humanity that wash in and out of any great city, like effluent rinsed through a gutter.  
 
   After a mile or so the traffic thinned out, and I was able to put my horse to a canter. She splashed eagerly along the muddy road, strewn with puddles and pot-holes. The hamlets and farmsteads immediately outside Nuremberg flashed past. Then we plunged into the forest, where the highway narrowed to barely twelve feet wide, flanked by rows of pine trees. I covered the thirty miles to Weigendorf in a day and a half, stopping for the night at a lonely traveller’s inn at the side of the road. 
 
   That night was one of the longest of my life. I sat and wolfed my supper of pork and cabbage in a corner of the crowded taproom, straining to listen for any sounds of pursuit. Later I slept restlessly in one of those infernal shared beds, trying to ignore the lice crawling over the bolster and the heavy snores of my companions.
 
   Come the morning, heavy-eyed and tottering through lack of sleep, I choked down a quick breakfast and was out on the road again at first light. The highway was busy, though none of the troops of mounted soldiers I encountered or bands of peasants, travelling together for safety, showed more than a flicker of interest in me. 
 
   Schiller had given me his map. I followed the route he had explained, riding east and north-east from Nuremberg, passing several little towns on the way. At dusk I rode into Weigendorf, a sprawling place tucked away among dark green hills, ringed on all sides by deep forest.
 
   I decided to follow Schiller’s suggestion and wait for my companions. The money given to me by the mysterious guide bought supper and lodging at an inn on the western outskirts of the town. After I had stabled and rubbed down my horse I sat down with a jug of dark brown ale to settle my nerves, in a stall with a good view of the road.  
 
   The others didn’t come. I waited until long past midnight, by which time the town was dark and silent and I was thoroughly drunk. In the end the innkeeper, a heavy-jowled fellow with piggy eyes, refused to serve me. I cursed him and staggered to bed, where I lay nursing a sore head and wondering at the fate of my companions. 
 
   Images of smouldering pyres, cackling priests in rich vestments and burning bodies spun before my eyes. Sheer exhaustion drove me to sleep. Every so often I was woken by the creak of a timber, or the scuttling of rats in the thatched ceiling. I prayed to hear familiar English voices, the tread of my companions on the stair. 
 
   My prayers were ignored. When morning came, washing the secluded valley with pale light, I knew I had to leave. To stay much longer in Wagendorf might arouse suspicion. 
 
   I fetched my horse and led her outside. With a last look back at the road to Nuremberg, I clapped in my spurs and rode east. 
 
   Alone. 
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   My plan was to head for the town of Tachov, which lay just inside Bohemian territory. With nothing save Schiller’s tattered map to guide me, I soon got lost on the network of roads that cut through the heavily forested country north-east of Weigendorf. 
 
   I passed through several more towns and villages on my way to the German border, the names of which escape me. The money in my slender purse bought me food and lodging for another two nights. I bedded down in cheap, flea-infested taverns, where I was careful to sleep light and keep one hand on my dagger. At one such pigsty a man drew a knife on me while I sat eating a bowl of greyish slop. He was hopelessly drunk, and I slit his belly open and left him on the floor to bleed and howl while I finished my indigestible supper. A couple of roughs, employed by the innkeeper to deal with such problems, dragged him out. God knows where the fool ended up: in the river, probably, with a couple of heavy stones tied to his ankles. 
 
   I continued to blunder in a vaguely north-east direction, and spent my third night on the road sleeping under the stars, shivering under a blanket of ferns with a sod of turf for a pillow. I draped my cloak over my horse to stop her taking cold in the night. If she died, my chances of survival were bleak. 
 
   The next day, without realising it, I crossed the border into Bohemia. I rode along deserted roads, mile after mile of pine forest, wreathed with mist. Occasionally I passed a dwelling, some isolated farm or woodcutter’s hut lost deep in the woods, but never saw another living soul. Heavy grey skies stretched into eternity, shot through with patches of black cloud. 
 
   Just when I thought this dreary, monotonous landscape would wind on forever, the forests started to peter out. I emerged to find a broad sweep of empty countryside, gently undulating plains stretching away before me towards a range of blue hills. 
 
   Beyond the forest, the road narrowed to a track that followed an erratic path before vanishing into the hills. I dismounted and let my horse crop the grass. As she fed, I drew in lungfuls of gloriously pure air and marvelled at the strange land that had suddenly unfolded before me. 
 
   We pushed on, following the track as it cut across open country. The hills lay some three miles from the edge of the woods, and before long we were passing through them, picking our way through little gulleys and ravines, splashing across shallow streams. It was a beautiful country, though desolate. After another couple of hours the charms of all this wild emptiness started to fade. I longed for the sight of another human face.  
 
   Then I spotted wisps of smoke, curling lazily above the treeline to the east. Some kind of settlement. I hesitated, gnawing my lip as I mulled over the risks of approaching the place. Civilisation was a long way behind me, and I had no money left to buy my way out of trouble. 
 
   The ground sloped gently down to a little wood. I donned my helmet and carefully followed the path into the trees, sword drawn. The wood made for a perfect ambush spot, and I wanted to be prepared. 
 
   All was quiet. I rode loose in the saddle, reins slack in my left hand, allowing my horse to plod along at her own pace. The ground was well-trodden, marked with the regular passage of men and beasts. 
 
   We rounded a bend in the track. From here I saw the trees ran out, some twenty paces ahead. Beyond the ground sloped sharply up again, to a small village perched on the crest of a hill. The smoke I had glimpsed earlier rose from holes in the thatched roofs of the cottages. 
 
   I reined in. “All right,” I shouted, “you may as well show yourselves. I’ve heard you crash about like a herd of cows. Now I want to see your faces.”
 
   In truth, the men stalking me made little noise. I had sensed rather than heard them: soldiers learn to develop these heightened instincts. Those who don't soon fill a pit.  
 
   I heard a twig snap, and twisted to see my stalkers emerge from the trees. Two men and a boy in typical peasant garb - long woollen tunics reaching to the knee, fastened with loops and laces, rumpled hose, hooded capes to cover their heads and shoulders. On their feet they wore loose, bag-like boots, gathered in and tied at the ankles. 
 
   My heart thumped a little faster when I saw they were armed. The boy and one of his elders each carried a hooked scythe-blade mounted on the end of a shaft, ideal for dragging a horseman from the saddle. The other bore a flail, of the sort used to thresh grain: essentially, a long wooden staff with a weighted head swinging from it. This one bristled with sharp nails driven through the head, turning a farming tool into a deadly weapon.  
 
   “Well, friends,” I said with forced cheerfulness, “this is a happy meeting. I was just heading to yonder village, and now I have an escort.”
 
   My impression of a merry halfwit failed to win them over. They advanced slowly towards me, anger and suspicion writ large on their rough features. The one with the flail was a particularly ugly brute, with the face of an African ape under his hood. 
 
   They advanced slowly towards me, led by the flail-man. I sheathed my sword and urged my horse on at a slow trot, keeping the peasants at a safe distance. If they made a sudden charge, I could gallop to safety.
 
   The indignity of it, retreating before a parcel of serfs, filled me with impotent rage. If my comrades were present, we would have made short work of these clowns. As it was, I allowed them to herd me in the direction of the village. 
 
   “I am not your enemy,” I kept saying, “I’m an Englishman. A foreigner. All I want is food and a bed for the night. Can’t you understand, you bone-headed sheep? Are you deaf?”
 
   They didn’t seem to comprehend my bad German, or pretended not to. Once we were out of the wood, I might have driven in my spurs and left them for dead. Instead I trotted up the hill with the peasants shambling after me. On the way I counted fourteen houses in the village, half-timbered huts and cottages. Most were thatched, though three of the largest had red tiles. To the west was a byre for livestock and a couple of grainstores. The pointed blue spire of a church loomed over all. 
 
   A peaceful, unremarkable place, yet it bore the scars of war. Three of the cottages were badly damaged by fire. The straw thatch was all burned away, exposing blackened gables, walls smeared with soot. Some villagers were hard at work, rolling new thatch onto the roof and mending broken doors and window frames. 
 
   Some effort had been made to put the village in a state of defence. There was no wall or palisade, but a deep ditch guarded the middle of the track cut into the side of the hill, with a rampart of heaped earth behind it. More of these crude earthworks had been thrown up across the widest gaps between the houses. One or two were topped by a fence of sharpened stakes. 
 
   The village had been turned into a little fortress. I wondered if an ex-soldier dwelled here. Someone who knew how to guard against cavalry. 
 
   Two more peasants stepped out from behind the earth rampart. They were dressed like the others in loose smocks and caped hoods, and carried two more of those damned scythe-hooks. 
 
   If I couldn’t make these brutes understand me, at least I might avoid angering them. To that end I folded my arms, smiled down at the rough faces, and waited. 
 
   They didn’t know what to do. Three started to jabber at each other in a completely unfamiliar tongue, waving their hideous weapons under my nose. The oldest of them, a burly greybeard who had an air of common sense about him, barked at the others and stumped away, back towards the village. 
 
   I sat perfectly still and quiet, surrounded by four scowling peasants. It was vital not to give them any cause for alarm. Those wickedly hooked scythes would have carved through my mail like parchment, though it was the flail that really made me sweat. The evil thing looked heavy enough to crumple steel and drive nails through flesh and bone with terrifying ease. 
 
   The greybeard soon returned, thank God, accompanied by a priest in a plain brown habit. His companion was tall and stringy, with thinning red hair and a deathly pale complexion. I was startled to see a long-handled mace dangling from a bow at his belt. In this land, it seemed, even the churchmen went armed.
 
   “You speak German?” the priest asked in that language, studying me through intelligent grey eyes. I nodded. 
 
   “I am Father Tomislav,” he went on, “and you, I think, are very lost. You have no mastery of the Bohemian tongue, I take it?”
 
   “Not a word,” I replied cheerfully, “though at least I know where I am now. I must have crossed the border some hours ago.”
 
   I offered him my hand. “My name is John Page. I’m English. Happy to meet you, Father Tomislav.”
 
   He ignored my gesture. A wary sort, this one, much like the clods around him. Perhaps he had good cause to be. 
 
   “Why does an Englishman come to Bohemia?” he asked. 
 
   I glanced over his head. More peasants were approaching us from the village, women and children as well as men. All of them, down to the smallest brat, carried some kind of weapon. Every pair of eyes was brimful of malice and suspicion. 
 
   It was time to throw the dice again. Hopefully the odds were weighted in my favour.
 
   “Hus,” I replied simply, “Jan Hus brought me here.”
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   I was obliged to hand over my sword and dagger, and my horse, and then taken into the village. My escort was Father Tomislav and six burly peasants. The rest of the villagers crowded behind us, muttering darkly to each other. If not for the priest, I have little doubt they would have murdered me on the spot. 
 
   The village was wretched enough. A few hens scratched about, while geese mucked in the street and made the place hideous with their noise. Peasant women squatted in the doorways and gaped at me, lumpen creatures in heavy woollen smocks, dirty faces half-hidden under their coifs. The smell of wood smoke filled the air, mixed with the pervading stench of excrement and unwashed flesh. 
 
   I was bundled into one of the largest cottages, next to the church. The interior was a single long room, heated by a fire burning low inside a square hearth in the middle of the floor. A pile of logs was stacked against one wall, and there were a few pieces of furniture, plain but stoutly made. The western end of the house was taken up by a flight of timber steps, leading to a loft where the man of the house and his wife slept. 
 
   The mistress, a tall, stern-faced woman in an unusually clean tunic and long skirt, snatched up a poker at the sight of me. Her three brats clustered for safety around her, eyes wide with fright. 
 
   Father Tomislav spoke to them briefly in their own tongue. The woman’s face coloured, and she tried to argue, spitting what sounded like foul obscenities at the holy man. He responded with more patience than I would have shown, and after a time she threw down the poker and stalked out, dragging the urchins with her. 
 
   “My apologies,” he said gravely, “she is the wife of our headman, and considers herself the most important person in the village. I have told her you will be a guest in this house for a while.”
 
   “A guest,” I said, “or a prisoner?”
 
   “A prisoner,” he replied with a shrug, “if you wish to see it that way. You will remain confined until we decide what to do with you.”
 
   “This is unjust,” I protested, “I came to Bohemia to fight in your cause. You are Hussites, are you not?”
 
   My lucky guess was proved correct. “We are,” said the priest, “though the term is used as an insult by the enemies of Bohemia. If you speak the truth, then all well and good. True followers of Hus are welcome here. But we are at war, Master Page. Bohemia is encircled by wolves. Nowhere is safe. No stranger, especially one from foreign lands, can be trusted.”
 
   He moved over to the window. I glanced at the door, where two hulking peasants stood guard. Unarmed, I had little chance of overpowering them. Both had knives tucked into their belts, and carried axes.  
 
   “You saw the damaged houses?” asked Tomislav. I nodded.
 
   “They were fired by raiders, two nights ago,” he went on, “this village has been attacked six times in the past year. Bohemia is sliding into anarchy. Bands of marauders roam freely about the countryside, plundering and slaying at will. We are particularly vulnerable, so close to the German border. Some of the marauders are mercenaries in German pay, sent to kill as many Hussites as possible. Others are merely thieves. Whatever their motives, the result is the same. Fire and famine, blood and slaughter. Eight of our people died in the most recent raid. Eight fresh graves in the cemetery.”
 
   “What about your lord?” I asked, “why does he not protect you?”
 
   “Our young baron rode away eighteen months ago,” replied Tomislav, “taking his men-at-arms with him. He went to join the army in Prague and fight against Sigismund’s crusaders. Since then we’ve had no word of him. None of his soldiers have returned.”
 
   “Crusaders,” he spat, crossing himself, “they dare to call themselves holy warriors, these Germans and Hungarians and the foreign trash they hire to fill out their armies. They are servants of the Devil, blasphemers and murderers, slaves of that deluded villain in Rome who calls himself Pope. Pope! The Sacred College of Cardinals may as well have elected a pig. At least pigs are honest creatures.”
 
   The ‘deluded villain was Pope Martin V, who largely owed his position to the influence of King Sigismund. Between them, Martin and Sigismund had vowed to destroy the Hussites in Bohemia. Tomislav clearly hated them both with a passion.  
 
   “Let me help,” I said eagerly, “this is why I came to your country, to fight the enemies of Hus. I saw the ramparts and ditches. They offer some defence, but can be improved. The village could be made impregnable. There's plenty of good timber in the woods to build a palisade. The ditches should be widened, and filled with sharpened stakes. I’m a soldier. I know all sorts of tricks.”
 
   He gave me a sly look. “I expect you do. Yet we have learned to defend ourselves. Those raiders I mentioned? Five of them will never see home again. We piled their bodies in a field and burned them. They didn’t deserve Christian burial.”
              “Tell me,” he asked thoughtfully after a pause, “where were you heading before you wandered into our village?”
 
   “Tachov,” I said. 
 
   Tomislav chuckled. “You strayed a little off the path, Englishman. This village is called Straz. Tachov lies ten miles north of here. The Germans will lay siege to it, very soon.”
 
   “Perhaps I was fortunate to lose my way, then,” I said lightly, “God must have guided my steps.”
 
   “Perhaps,” replied Tomislav, “we shall see. The elders will decide your fate. In the meantime you stay here, under guard. Have no fear. You will not be maltreated.”
 
   Tomislav proved to be that rare creature, an honest priest. For almost a week I was held prisoner in the headman’s house at Straz - the headman and his family were quartered elsewhere - and kept adequately fed and watered on vegetable stew, black bread and a plentiful supply of ale. Bohemian ale is the best I have tasted anywhere. It washed down the bland food, got me good and drunk, and never failed to knock me out. Otherwise I might not have slept at all, uncertain whether I might live another day, or be dragged out in the morning and murdered. 
 
   None of the villagers, not even Tomislav, visited me. I was left in silence, save for the cheery greeting I tossed at the hobbling, black-gummed old peasant who brought my food twice a day. He hissed at me in return, and made the sign of the cross before withdrawing: perhaps in case I turned into a fiend and flew away through a window, trailing fire from my backside. 
 
   Otherwise my confinement was hellishly dull. I swung between boredom and despair, and cursed Tomislav for a suspicious fool. 
 
   God must have taken pity on me. One moonless spring night, black as hell and warm as blood, the village was attacked. A band of riders came galloping from the west. Mercenaries in German pay, sent to exterminate the stubborn defenders of Graz and wipe their village off the map. 
 
   I was drowsing on the floor next to the embers of the fire, wrapped in the scratchy woollen blanket Tomislav had given me, when the church bell started to clang. It was followed by cries of alarm, screams, the thunder of hoofs. 
 
   “Jezdci!” I heard the shout echo through the street. “Jezdci!” - “Horsemen!”
 
   Torchlight flickered through cracks in the shutters and cast grotesque shadows against the wall. The house echoed to the sound of running footsteps, gruff voices raised in alarm. 
 
   I got up, staggered to the door and hammered on the tough, cross-grained wood, yelling at the top of my voice.
 
   “Let me out, you clods! I can fight! Give me my sword - my sword, damn you!”
 
   None heeded me, though I continued to punch and kick the door with all my strength. It shuddered in the frame, but refused to yield. I heard the neigh of horses, war-cries - some were in German - and the clash of weapons. The enemy had got into the village.
 
   “You stupid bastards,” I panted, leaning my head against the door, “so much for your trenches and little heaps of earth. I could have turned this dunghole into a fortress. Now you're all going to die.”
 
   A key scraped in the lock. The door was wrenched open. Tomislav stood in the doorway, silhouetted by a torch grasped in his left hand. He looked ghastly, his long face white as death, eyes bulging, skin damp with sweat.
 
   “Here,” he rasped, holding out my sword, hilt-first, “fight for us. Fight for God.”
 
   I took it without a word, and he turned and sprinted towards the fight.“Hus!” he shouted, snatching up the heavy iron-shod mace from his belt. 
 
   A mob of peasants streamed after him, including my guards. They brandished torches, flails, scythes and spiked clubs, and their gaunt faces shone with bloodlust and holy zeal. 
 
   “HUS! HUS!”
 
   The cry rose like a storm into the night sky. I jogged cautiously after them, shading my eyes against the glow of torches. There were figures clustered at the far end of the street, men and horses silhouetted in black against the red glare of fired houses. Mounted soldiers hurled flaming brands onto the nearest roofs. Enraged villagers swarmed around them, baying like dogs.  
 
    I shuffled crabwise to my left, back pressed against the wall. A few paces ahead, five or six horsemen were fighting for their lives against a crowd of peasants. They wheeled their mounts and stabbed at the crowd of livid faces, trying to clear a path. The Bohemians fought with a kind of wild, untrained fury, thrashing and hacking at the soldiers as though they were barley stalks, ripe for harvest. 
 
   The nearest horseman had his back to me. I darted forward and cut at his horse, severing a hamstring. With a hideous shriek, the animal collapsed and threw her rider. He got to his knees and thrust his spear into the belly of a peasant who came charging at him, wielding a hatchet. The peasant fell, vomiting blood, the spear-head lodged in his guts. As the soldier tried to wrestle it free, I plunged my sword into his back. The blade ripped through the leather and wool of his padded jerkin and bit deep into flesh. He screamed and screamed, a dreadful animal noise, veins protruding in the side of his neck. 
 
   I twisted the sword out of his body. Another horse pitched over to my left, her neck cleaved by a scythe. Her rider was dragged clear, pinned down and beaten to death. His killer was the ugly giant I had compared to an African ape. This was the first time I saw the damage a Hussite war-flail could do to a human body. The giant rained down blows with mad fury, wielding his flail in both hands. There was awesome strength in his thick arms and slanted shoulders, tempered from a lifetime of hard labour in the fields. Within moments the soldier’s face was reduced to bloody pulp; his helmet crumpled under the relentless pounding, skull shattered like an egg. 
 
   Another of the soldiers had lost his horse. A skilled swordsman, he stood over her body, fighting off three villagers at once. One was a young girl, her long black hair straggling over her face, wailing “Hus! Hus!” as she jabbed at him with a crude spear, made from a hunting knife strapped to the end of a broom handle. 
 
   I rushed at him and aimed a stroke at his head. He parried the blow deftly enough, but was forced to give ground, attacked on all sides. We pinned him against a wall, where I beat down his faltering guard and cut off three of his fingers. The girl crowed in delight as she thrust her spear into the meat of his shoulder, impaling him against the timber. Her companions hacked at him with their scythes. His face was streaked in blood, his nose hanging by a slender thread of skin. They drew their long knives and went in for the close work. 
 
   I left them to it. His screams joined the general chorus of slaughter: bellows, war-cries, pleas for mercy, the shriek of horses, moans and wails of the dying. Torchlight cast an unearthly reddish-gold light over the scene. Bodies lay all over the muddy street, blades flashed, blood flowed. 
              “Hus! Hus!”
 
   The soldiers had had enough. Those still mounted turned and galloped into the night, leaving their wounded comrades to die. The stranded men were quickly butchered, throats slashed with cold efficiency.  
 
   One of the survivors was singled out for special treatment. Two men dragged him into the light, an esquire in a suit of costly silver plate, barely conscious from loss of blood. The lower half of his face under the sallet was pale and beardless. A boy, I thought. Perhaps this was his first time in action.  
 
   “Wait,” I pleaded, “let this one live. Perhaps we can question him.”
 
   The men spat curses at me. One placed his big meaty hand on my chest and shoved me backwards. I would have struck him, but Tomislav intervened. 
 
   “This is not your affair,” he said, glowering at me. “Stay out of it, Englishman. Our people want vengeance, as is their right.”
 
   Under Tomislav’s direction, the villagers heaped up bales of dry straw outside the church and planted a stake in the middle of them. Their victim, still encased in steel, was tied firmly to the stake. Barely conscious, he offered no resistance. Torches were thrust against the straw. They lit easily, bursting into flame. 
 
   After four years of soldiering I had plenty of foul acts committed in the name of one cause or another. Yet I couldn't bear to watch the lad die. Whatever crimes he had committed in his short life, nobody deserved such a fate. 
 
   He groaned. The fire had reached his armoured knees, and the pain jerked him out of his swoon. It would rise, and rise, until his flesh was baked inside its metal shell. If God was kind he might choke to death on the smoke first, as often happens when men are burned.
 
   After a time he started to scream. 
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   The stench of violent death and roasted human flesh lingered into the morning. I spent a sleepless night, helping to gather and lay out the dead for burial in the walled cemetery behind the church. 
 
   Graz had suffered terrible losses in the raid. Twelve dead, including three women and four young children. One poor women had lost her husband and daughter. She knelt beside their freshly dug graves, wailing and weeping and tearing at her hair. Tomislav did his best to comfort her. She clung to him like a child, almost drawing blood from his neck with her sharp nails. 
 
   Five of the cottages had been set on fire. Despite the best efforts of the villagers, who laboured to fetch water from the nearby river, all five were roofless husks by dawn. 
 
   Weary and heavy-eyed, I wandered back from the cemetery to look at the remains of the German esquire. His armour, partially melted and still gently smoking, stood upright against the stake. I didn’t care to lift his sallet and see what remained inside. Much of his flesh had probably melted away, leaving a few shreds of charred meat clinging to black bones. 
 
   The enemy had also suffered. Eight dead, and six horses. I helped to carry their bodies into a field, where they were stacked in a great heap and burned. The smell was overpowering, and I had to hurry away and find a quiet place to vomit under a hedgerow. 
 
   When all was done, the survivors gathered in the square. They were a sorry-looking crowd, thirty or forty souls, cold and frightened and exhausted in the raw light of day. Scarcely a family in the village had not lost someone to the raid. The air was full of the sound of mourning, tears and cries of grief and fervent prayers. 
 
   Father Tomislav stood on the step of the church to address his decimated flock. He looked as tired as the rest, his habit scorched and spattered with blood. More blood stained the dinted iron head of his mace. Below him stood the burly headman, face grey with pain, one arm in a bloodstained sling.  
 
   Tomislav spoke to the villagers for a good half-hour. I couldn't understand any of it, of course. Judging from the reaction of his audience, the dark whispers and shaking of heads, he had some hard advice for them. He was supported by the headman, who growled and snapped at the loudest critics until they fell silent. 
 
   After Tomislav had finished, and the villagers fallen to arguing among themselves, I pushed through the crowd and grabbed his arm. 
 
   “Well?” I demanded, “what did you tell them?”
 
   He glanced down at my hand until I released him. “Let us speak in private,” he said, beckoning me into the dark coolness of the church.
 
   I followed him inside. “The raids will not cease,” he told me, “until Graz is destroyed, and all our people slain or taken prisoner. We are far too close to the border for safety. I have advised the villagers to abandon Graz and seek refuge elsewhere. Pilsen is the nearest large town, but we cannot go there. It is held by the enemy. Our only choice is Prague.”
 
   I tried to recall my hazy knowledge of Bohemia. Prague, Schiller had told me, was the capital and the only major city in the kingdom. It lay some forty or fifty miles to the east. 
 
   “What of me?” I asked, “am I still a prisoner, or have I earned your trust?”
 
   Tomislav gave me another of his shrewd looks. “I will speak to the elders,” he said, “but you are probably safe enough. They thought you were a spy for the Germans. Personally I think you are a little mad.”
 
   My patience, already stretched thin, threatened to snap. “I came to your country, of my own free will, to offer my sword to the Hussites. Since crossing the border I have met with nothing but insults. If I am rated so cheaply, let me go, and I will gladly ride back to the wars in Normandy.”
 
   The priest held up his hands. “No offence was meant,” he said soothingly, “but consider your behaviour, Englishman. You stumble into Bohemia, alone, with nothing save a few pennies in your purse. What are we supposed to make of you? Only a madman or a fool chooses to throw away his life in such a hopeless cause as ours.”
 
   His voice rose. “Bohemia is surrounded. Outnumbered. Condemned. Against the power of the Pope, and the mightiest realms in Christendom, we can muster only a few thousand soldiers. Yes, we have held them off so far, thanks to the favour of God and the victories of Jan Zizka. But for how much longer? Zizka grows old. Our enemies are legion.”
 
   “They come,” he murmured softly, gazing at the plain wooden cross on the altar, “they and all their armies with them, as many people as the sand that is on the seashore, with a great many horses and chariots...”
 
   “Let them come,” I said, “all the hosts of Midian, chariots and all.”
 
   The name of Jan Zizka was familiar to me. His fame had reached Normandy, where the news of his endless military victories was greeted with sceptism bordering on disbelief. It seemed impossible that one ageing general and his little peasant army could hold off the imperial might of Germany and Hungary. Yet Bohemia was still independent, largely thanks to his genius. Tomislav plainly adored him. 
 
   In spite of my angry words, there was no turning back. In England I was an outlaw, in France a deserter, in Germany a heretic. Bohemia was my only refuge, and it trembled on the verge of destruction.  
 
   Many of the villagers were reluctant to leave. Graz was their whole world: they had probably never ventured more than a few miles beyond it in their lives. Tomislav, however, was supported by the elders, who saw the sense of his argument. With enemy troops gathering on the German border, and raids and invasions becoming ever more frequent, an ill-defended place like Graz could not hope to survive for much longer. 
 
   The villagers destroyed their home before leaving it. Every house was emptied of goods and furniture, and then burned. Grim necessity. Nothing was left for the enemy to scavenge. I helped to fetch teams of oxen from the byres and yoke the beasts to four large wagons.
 
   These wagons were no ordinary farm carts. They were exceptionally sturdy, with thick planking on the sides and an extra panel of roped-together planks on the inside. Tomislav was busy elsewhere, and none of the men I worked with spoke German, so I could ask no questions. I guessed that the panel was supposed to be dropped over the side, to act as another layer of defence. There was a row of holes bored into the top half of it. Weapon ports, through which a man might shoot a bow or crossbow. 
 
   I didn’t know it then, but these carts were simple versions of the armoured war-wagons used by the Hussites. They were Zizka’s invention. In a country of vast plains and little natural cover, he used converted farm carts as mobile fortifications. In battle he drew them up on a hill, stuffed with crossbowmen and handgunners and defended by artillery. Time and again, invading hosts of crusaders broke their teeth on the wagon-squares, shot to pieces as they struggled to break through the chain of timber and steel. Once their strength was exhausted, Zizka would unleash his ragged infantry to drive the enemy from the field. 
 
   Some echo of the strategy, and of Zizka’s victories, must have reached the villagers. Loaded with goods and supplies, the wagons formed the core of the sad procession that struck out east, leaving behind the smoking ruins of Graz. 
 
   The able-bodied men went first, tramping along with grim determination, led by Father Tomislav. He walked with a long-legged stride, aided by a staff. Behind the men came the women and young children. The older children drove the beasts at the rear of the column, a straggling herd of cows, goats and a pig or two. Baskets full of squawking poultry balanced precariously on top of the wagons, already stuffed to overflowing. 
 
   My horse, which had spent a comfortable few days in a byre, was returned to me. “Ride on ahead,” said Tomislav, “you are the only soldier among us. Behave like one. It may give our people confidence to know we have a veteran of the French wars among us.”
 
   He also returned my helm and dagger. I nodded my thanks and followed his suggestion, galloping ahead of the villagers to spy out the land. 
 
   It was the cusp of summer. Before me lay a flat landscape and an open road, twisting like a ribbon over the fields and little patches of forest before vanishing into a blue haze. The land was eerily silent. There was no birdsong, not a sign or sound of wildlife. Most of the fields were uncultivated, their crops left to rot over the winter. 
 
   I recognised the signs. This was a country at war. The normal rhythm of the year was disturbed, harvests neglected or destroyed, the people driven away. Graz was not the only village to have suffered. All over Bohemia, invading armies and the bands of cruel robbers that inevitably sprang up in their wake, like pestilence after a famine, had left their mark. 
 
   For the ordinary people, the peasants who tilled the land and the citizens of the scattered towns, there was little refuge. Forced to take up arms, they fought back with a ferocity that stunned Christendom. 
 
   I had seen a glimpse of the fighting qualities of Bohemian peasants. Perhaps the tales of the stubborn defenders of Graz had spread, for we were unmolested on the journey to Prague. Occasionally I saw horsemen on the horizon, singly or in small groups, but they quickly vanished again. Some may have been scouts, members of robber bands, hunting for easy prey. Our ramshackle convoy looked vulnerable enough to me, yet the jackals let us alone. 
 
   On the way I asked Father Tomislav to teach me Bohemian. He was happy to agree, and every evening he played schoolmaster, drilling the basics of his language into my head while we sat and ate our bread and beans by the campfire. 
 
   At dusk, when the convoy stopped for the night, the wagons were unloaded and arranged in a defensive square. The best archers among us were placed inside, to take turns keeping watch during the long hours of darkness. 
 
   “Your people have started to think like soldiers,” I remarked to Tomislav one night. We spoke German. I learned the Bohemian tongue swiftly enough – I have some talent for languages, which is just as well, considering the wandering vagabond life I have led - but months would pass before I had the confidence to use it.
 
   “They have to,” he replied shortly, “it is that, or perish. You have seen the fate of those who fail to learn.”
 
   I nodded. Along the route we passed many destroyed villages and small farms. The buildings razed to their post-holes, the people massacred or fled, beasts stolen, crops burned in the fields. I had seen it all before in Normandy.
 
   Occasionally we passed a castle. Small, grimly functional places compared to some of the magnificent schlosser I saw in Germany, usually perched on some high crag over a road or river crossing. Nobody hailed us. The gates were always closed, towers and battlements crammed with soldiers.  
 
   In those days it seemed the whole of Christendom, not just Bohemia, was sliding into war. I wondered if the dire predictions of Robert Stafford, the outlawed chaplain of Sussex, were coming true after all. Perhaps the end of days was nigh, and the advent of Antichrist.   
 
   Tomislav, like many Hussites, was convinced Antichrist had arrived already in the person of King Sigismund. “Sigismund is the Dragon spoken of in Revelation,” he said, “the signs are clear. He lured Jan Hus to his death at Constance. He seeks to destroy our holy kingdom. He upholds the false doctrine of the Pope.”
 
   As well as language, Tomislav taught me some recent history, of how the entire country had risen in arms when the news of Hus’ death reached Bohemia. One Jan Zelivsky, a priest, had denounced Sigismund as the Dragon of Revelation. Zelivisky led an armed mob to attack the burghers of Prague, invading their council chamber and hurling many to their deaths from the windows. This incident was the spark that ignited the Hussite revolt.   
 
   The nights passed without incident. Outside, beyond the wagon-square, the dreary howling of wolves echoed across the waste. The villagers huddled around their fires, cradling their children and talking in low voices.
 
   One always sat apart from the rest. This was the young woman who had lost her husband and daughter in the raid. Her name was Jana. Since her initial outburst of grief, she had refused to speak to anyone save Tomislav. 
 
   “The others respect her silence,” the priest told me, “she is in mourning.”
 
   He gave me one of his sly looks. “I ask you to respect her as well. For your own sake as much as hers. Our people would not take kindly to a foreigner interfering with one of their own.”
 
    “It hadn't crossed my mind,” I said indignantly. In truth, I had barely spared Jana a glance. I did now and was intrigued to find she was pretty enough, under the grime and greasy locks. 
 
   “You are a soldier,” said Tomislav, “the nature of soldiers does not change, wherever they are from. Be wise. Leave her be.”
 
   His warnings were quite unnecessary. True, I had not lain with a woman for months, but I was not fool enough to try and seduce a young widow. Even if I had rated my manly charms so high, there was the appalling risk to consider. She had kin among the villagers, and they would not hesitate to tear me to pieces if I offered her any insult. Killing a few Germans was not enough to earn their trust. I slept light, with one hand on my dagger. 
 
   The convoy lumbered on, covering eight to ten miles a day. In my role as scout, I was the first to catch a glimpse of the turrets and spires of Prague, rising above the hills to the east. 
 
   We came within sight of the city on the fourth day after leaving Graz. A troop of outriders came galloping down the highway to meet us, fifteen sergeants in kettle hats and quilted jacks. While Tomislav and the headman went forward to meet them, I ran a cool professional eye over their gear and horses. Neither was of the best. The men were slovenly peasants who rode badly, their equipment cheap, and their mounts looked like farm horses pressed into service: ugly, raw-boned creatures, strong enough, but ungainly and slow to handle. If these were a typical example of Hussite cavalry, I could only hope the infantry were excellent.  
 
   Their officer, who had a youthful face under his oversized helmet, spoke gruffly to Tomislav. Their speech was too quick for me to follow, but we didn’t seem to be in any danger. The officer’s eyes widened as Tomislav pointed at me, doubtless explaining the presence of an Englishman among his flock. 
 
   I gave the soldiers a cheerful wave. One of the brutes tried to stare me down, so I winked at him and tapped the hilt of my sword. He looked away. 
 
   Tomislav walked back to us. “It is well,” he said to me after addressing the villagers, “we are just another band of refugees. Hundreds have come streaming into Prague in recent months, driven by the tides of war.”
 
   “Are we welcome?” I asked. I didn’t like the look of the ruffians on horseback. They weren’t proper soldiers, not to my eyes, and I doubted the young officer had much control over them. 
 
   “Yes,” said Tomislav, “all those prepared to fight are welcome. The situation is urgent. Another enemy host gathers on the border.”
 
   The news startled me. “Sigismund again? His war-chest must be bottomless.”
 
   Tomislav shook his head. “No. The Dragon is still licking his wounds. This new threat comes from Silesia, the kingdom to the north. Some of our frontier towns remain true to the false church, and have appealed to the Silesians for military aid.”
 
   His lean face coloured. “Traitors! They mean to sacrifice their own countrymen, like so many Judases. Now a great horde of Silesians, the scum of Breslau and Schweidnitz, along with hundreds of knights and their lackeys, stand ready to invade Bohemian soil.”
 
   The news was daunting enough, but this was why I had come to Bohemia. To fight. What else was I good for? 
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   I had little time to savour the glories of Prague. An army was already being assembled when our convoy, tired and foot-sore, shambled through the gates. Parts of the city still bore the scars of Sigismund’s failed assault in the previous summer. Tomislav took me through one of the war-torn districts on the west bank of the river called Vltava.  
 
   “This was the Malá Strana,” he said, looking sadly about him at the empty streets, “Prague’s German citizens lived here, before they were driven out two years ago. Their homes were burned. Sigismund’s guns did the rest during the siege.”
 
   The Malá Strana, or Lesser Town, was certainly a ruin, though not quite abandoned. We passed a team of labourers, laying new tiles on the shattered roof of a church. Here and there families of squatters peered out at us from the windows of a derelict house. Beggars and stray dogs wandered among the rubble. 
 
   The district was gutted by fire. Many of the buildings had been completely flattened, churches as well as shops and houses. A tall statue of some bishop or other lay on its side in the middle of a plaza, toppled from its plinth. The bishop’s head had broken off and rolled away across the cobbles. His stone eyes gazed up at heaven, doubtless outraged by these indignities. 
 
   “Our people knocked him over,” said Tomislav. “Prague is littered with such broken idols. When the false priests were also driven out of Prague, we plundered their churches, stripping them of vestments and other such rubbish. No true house of God has need of such things.”
 
   When Tomislav spoke of 'we', I assumed he meant the Hussites. I had yet to learn how the Hussite cause was already split into factions. The fanatical peasants who burned down churches and smashed holy monuments in Prague - and murdered Catholic priests, if they caught them - belonged to the more extremist sects.                                             
 
   The rest of the city was split into two main districts, the Old and New Town. Looming over all, south of the Vltava, was Vitkov Hill.
 
   I stopped to gaze up at the mighty ridge, its steep flanks covered in vineyards, where Sigismund’s army had come to grief. It was easy to see why the crusaders failed. The crest of the hill was defended by wooden fortifications, ringed by a series of moats and buttressed with clay and stone ramparts. The upper slopes of the hill were defended by a line of squat block-houses. Sunlight gleamed on the barrels of light cannon protruding from the square weapon ports. 
 
   At the southern end there was a square tower, again made of timber, its northern flank guarded by a steep cliff overlooking the banks of the Vltava. 
 
   “That was where Zizka had his vantage point,” said Tomislav, pointing at the tower, “from there he watched the crusaders swarm up the flanks of the Vitkov, only to be routed and driven down the cliff. Hundreds of the misguided swine drowned in the river.”
 
   I had already heard the story from the English mercenary, Hugh Venables, in the brothel at Nuremberg. As a soldier, I could not help but feel a twinge of pity for the thousands of men who fled headlong down that terrible precipice. Venables had cursed King Sigismund for a fool, and so he was. No halfway competent general would have flung his troops in a head-on assault against the Vitkov. The only sane course was to stand back and pound the crude defences to rubble with gunfire.
 
   In stark contrast to the desolation of the Malá Strana, the streets of the New Town were full of life. Bands of armed men (and women) roamed about, led by wild-eyed priests chanting Latin dirges and holding aloft images of Christ and the Apostles. Peasants and citizens crowded around the priests, kneeling or stretching out their dirty hands for blessing. Everywhere was the sound of plainchant, the doleful clanging of church bells, Bohemian voices roaring hymns. The city was gripped by a potent mix of fear and anger and religious zeal. 
 
   It was impossible not to be affected. My blood  pumped a little faster as I listened to the hymns, thousands of voices raised as one. There was passion here, raw passion. The pulse of it, the vibrancy, quickened my heart. Here, in the middle of Prague, it was possible to believe a new spirit had entered the world. The true and divine spirit of Christ, come to wash away the sins of mankind.
 
   Our convoy had struggled through the busy streets, across a bridge over the Vltava, into a plaza just inside the Old Town. Here there were fewer people, and the plaza was wide enough to accommodate the wagons and horses. To the north, the twin spires of an enormous cathedral thrust into the sky. Near the cathedral stood a castle, somewhat dwarfed by comparison. 
 
   “I will leave you now,” I said to Tomislav, “my thanks. I am in your debt. Someday I hope to repay it.”
 
   “Someday,” he said, with a knowing grin. We shook hands. I glanced one last time at the survivors of Graz, huddled together in a corner of the plaza, staring wide-eyed at the magnificence of Prague. I suspected Tomislav had visited the city before, but it was all new to those poor country mice. God knows how the priest meant to feed and lodge his flock. It wasn’t my concern. 
 
   One or two of the youths waved and called out good wishes as I turned my horse to go. Jana, as ever, stood apart from the others. I half-hoped she would say farewell, but instead she stood with her arms folded, staring mutely at the cathedral. 
 
   Despite my poor grasp of Bohemian, it was not difficult to find an officer willing to accept my sword. He and his fellow officers were drilling the city garrison, joined by a noisy complement of volunteers, on the square outside the castle. The Hussites were always desperate for cavalry, so a volunteer who came with his own horse was especially welcome.
 
   I had hoped to offer my services to Zizka in person, but the great man was absent, laying siege to Catholic-held fortresses in the south of Bohemia. The commander he left in his absence, whose name escapes me, was busily scraping together troops to march north and repel the Silesians. 
 
   The Hussites didn't waste time. Shortly after noon I found myself among a body of three hundred light horse, riding out of the eastern gates. The militia, a willing rabble of commoners, were sent after us. A pitiful sight. If it came to open battle against the Silesian knights, these poor serfs would would have been cut to pieces in no time.    
 
   My sense of dread grew as our company neared the border. The men around me said little, and kept their eyes fixed on the skyline. I was reminded of the tension in the English army prior to Baugé. Soldiers can sense disaster, especially if they're likely to be on the wrong end of it.  
 
   I still had Schiller’s map. When we halted for the night, to pitch camp on the edge of a wood near a river, I took out the tattered rag of parchment and squinted at it. Judging from the distance we had covered since Prague, the Silesian border still lay some thirty miles away. A number of towns with  barely pronounceable names lay between us and the border. 
 
   One of the Bohemian soldiers squatted next to me. “Hradec Králové,” he said, tapping one of the places on the map. 
 
   I glanced up at him. A burly, thickset fellow, quite young, with a dimpled chin and golden hair, cut brutally short. He wore a brigandine, and had loosened the strap of his kettle-hat so it dangled over the back of his head. 
 
   “Hradec Králové,” he repeated, adding in broken German, “we go there. More men wait for us.”
 
   I thanked him, and he gave me a friendly nod before turning to rejoin his comrades by the fire. The gesture wasn’t much, but it was something. I flattered myself that at least I might die among friends instead of wary strangers. 
 
   Shortly after dawn we set off again. About mid-morning we reached the town of Hradec Králove, where reinforcements were supposed to be waiting for us. A group of richly-dressed citizens waddled out of the gates to gabble at our captain, plump faces white with terror as they waved their arms and tugged at their beards. 
 
   My spirits sank into my boots. There were no troops here, only these scared, fat old men. Desperate for an explanation, I turned to the fair-haired lad who had spoken to me the previous evening. He jabbed his spear at the far hills beyond Hradec Králove.
 
   “Our men have gone,” he told me, “gone to fight.”
 
   My heart started to thump. The invasion had started. Without waiting for us, the militia had tramped out to face twenty thousand Silesians, including armoured knights and men-at-arms. I could only pray the numbers of the enemy host were exaggerated. 
 
   To his credit, our captain didn’t hesitate. We skirted the town and raced northeast, pushing at a gallop across the rough road that plunged into the hill country. The first trails of smoke soon became visible, drifting across the landscape directly ahead. 
 
   The speed of the invasion had caught the Bohemians off-guard. Even as news reached Prague of the Silesian host mustering over the border, the invasion was already in progress. By the time our cavalry were despatched, the worst of the damage was done. I had seen a fair amount of bloody work in Normandy, and reckoned I was grown immune to the horrors of war. Nothing prepared me for the carnage wreaked by the Silesians. 
 
   Just south of the border was a town named Police, defended by a handful of militia, a ditch and a flimsy wall of logs. A peaceful place, of little importance in strategic terms. The Silesians might easily have passed it by to strike at more valuable targets. Instead their commanders chose to make an example of Police. An example against heresy. 
 
   We swiftly caught up with long columns of infantry, spearmen and pikes, slingers, crossbows and flail-men, jogging towards the smoke. Many were barefoot, and only one in five wore a mail coat. These were the reserves of the militia from Hradec Králove. If they didn't look like soldiers, they behaved like them, force-marching in disciplined silence, every man in his place.  
 
   Our cavalry were first to reach Police, only to find the Silesians had retreated. Not, however, without leaving a few mementoes of their visit.   
 
   The town had been sacked, no quarter given to the inhabitants. Grim-faced Bohemian soldiers picked through the reeking devastation, looking for survivors. The Silesian cavalry had leaped the shallow ditch and set about butchering every man, woman and child they could find. Meanwhile their infantry forced the gate. A pile of Bohemian militiamen lay dead just inside the gateway, overwhelmed as they tried to stem the tide of bodies. At least they had died fighting, in the heat of battle. Far worse was in store for their kin. 
 
   A kind of madness had gripped the Silesians. Raging bloodlust, as often happens when a town is given over to the sack. There was something else here, though. Something inhuman. Even the atrocities I witnessed at Caen and Rouen paled next to it. 
 
   The naked bodies of forty boys, none older than twelve, were piled in the town square. They had been stripped and horribly mutilated before the Silesians murdered them. Their legs and arms lay in a separate pile, their noses in another. The task was done with calculated fury. Cold, methodical sadism, committed by men who apparently thought God would approve their actions. Those white bodies, glistening like slugs in the bright spring sunshine, still haunt my nightmares. 
 
   This was not the only horror. Some of the people of Police had fled to a fortified refuge on the summit of Ostas, an isolated mountain not far from the town. The merciless Silesians tracked them like ravening wolves, stormed the refuge, and put every one of the fugitives to the sword. 
 
   The cowards who worked all this evil fled before the approach of our soldiers, scrambling back to their own country with only one burned town and some butchered peasants to boast of. Such was war in Bohemia. Often senseless, cruel to the point of insanity, waged by vicious fanatics whose chief aim was to cause as much suffering as possible. I cannot pretend the Hussites were guiltless: they exacted every drop of bloody revenge against the Catholic armies that laid waste to their country. 
 
   Why did it happen? Because the men on all sides were frightened. The worst hatreds are always driven by fear. Without meaning to, the gentle preacher Jan Hus had triggered a war like no other. 
 
   A war, not for honest profit, but for the possession of God. 
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   After the Silesians had retreated, we immediately returned to Prague, where I enlisted as a soldier in the Hussite army. In the presence of the commander of the city garrison and his under-officers, I signed my name to an indenture and took the oath, swearing to uphold the Four Articles of Prague and obey the Regulations of War drawn up by Jan Zizka. 
 
   For my benefit, the commander read out the list of regulations in German before I signed. There were twelve in all, mostly concerned with the behaviour of troops on the march. They were harsh, and gave me a glimpse into Zizka’s iron soul. Most are still burned into my brain. Let me quote Rule Eleven, which dealt with gambling and other offences:
 
   “We will not suffer among us infidels, disobedient men, liars, thieves, gamblers, robbers, plunderers, drunkards, revilers, lewd men, adulterers, prostitutes, adulteresses, or any other sinners, male of female; all these we will banish and drive away, or execute them with the help of the Holy Trinity and in accordance with God’s Law.”
 
   Rule Twelve described, with painful clarity, the penalties reserved for those soldiers who broke the commandments:
              “All disorders will be punished by banishment, by flogging, slaying, decapitating, hanging, whipping, burning, drowning and by all other punishments which are befitting according to God’s law, with exceptions of no one, whether of male or female sex...”
 
   Zizka’s army was not the merriest I ever served in. It was, however, the most disciplined, and this severe discipline was vital to its success. Even King Harry of England, who hanged men for plundering churches on the road to Agincourt, did not expect his soldiers to behave like saints. Zizka, on the other hand, was fighting both to defend his country and his God against the awesome might of the Pope. The rules he invented were meant to turn his soldiers, a rag-bag of rough, untutored peasants, tradesmen and citizen militia, into holy warriors, capable of besting the finest armies in Christendom. 
 
   After I had signed the indenture and sworn the oath, I enjoyed several weeks of leisure. Having driven off the crusaders and the Silesians, the Hussites now decided to fall out among themselves. An assembly was held at Caslav, where the high nobles and churchmen argued over how Bohemia should be governed. The land no longer had a king, since the last one, Wenceslav, perished of a fit of apoplexy after hearing of a riot in Prague. They say he died roaring like a lion, tearing at his clothes and chewing the rushes on the floor, even as blood gushed from his nostrils. 
 
   Wenceslav was the elder brother of Sigismund, who claimed Bohemia as his rightful inheritance. For reasons already described, there was more chance of the Hussite leaders converting to Islam – no disrespect intended, O Sultan – than accepting Sigismund as King. Thus they argued, and wrangled, and drew up lengthy proclamations, and tore them up again, and generally behaved like a pack of quarrelling old washerwomen. 
 
   None of this concerned me, much. I used my free time to explore Prague and taste the pleasures on offer. At first I went in search of my old companions from Graz, particularly Tomislav and Jana. The priest was a friend of sorts, and I was in great need of friends in that harsh, strange land, where I knew so few people and could barely speak the language. Jana was much in my thoughts. Something about her appealed to me. Perhaps it was merely the ancient lure of forbidden fruit, which proved the downfall of Adam. 
 
   Tomislav had said the nature of soldiers does not change. He was right. After half a day I gave up and found my way to the poorest quarter of the Old Town. There, among the cheap taverns, wine-shops and fleshpots, I took my ease for a while. At Police I had quietly helped myself to some coin I found in a chest inside one of the deserted houses. It was enough to hire the company of a wiry, black-haired whore, with whom I spent the rest of the afternoon on a narrow couch, breaking Rule Eleven of the Regulations of War. 
 
   I would visit her several more times. She taught me more Bohemian, between bouts of fornication, than any tutor I could have hired. Fortunately the city was in a ferment, and nobody paid any heed to the evil conduct of an obscure foreign sell-sword. Fresh news arrived daily of some new victory won by Zizka, another town fallen, another castle stormed. The news of his triumphs was greeted by the joyous clanging of bells in Saint Vitus Cathedral, joined by the bells of all the lesser churches and abbeys. Prayers of thanks were offered up, ceaseless hymns, until my head rang to the cacophony of holy noise. 
 
   Once my short leave was over, I returned to barracks at the castle, where the garrison had their headquarters. The next morning my company was ordered to turn out and muster in the inner ward. There our commander, a tall, spare knight with iron-grey moustaches and a livid pink scar on his cheek, barked out orders. I listened to him in blank incomprehension, straining hopelessly to understand, until one of my comrades took pity.   
 
   “We’re being sent to Rabi,” the soldier to my left muttered in German, “a castle south-west of Prague. The Catholics hold it against us. Zizka is there with his army.”
 
   The soldier was the same fair-haired young man who had spoken to me on the ride to Hradec Králove. He had since introduced himself as Hynek, a wheelwright’s son from Kutna Hora. We became friends, of sorts, and through him I struck up a comradeship with several other men. They were much like the archers I had befriended in Normandy: rough, good-humoured (most of the time) foul-mouthed, much too fond of strong drink and loose women. 
 
   While the nobles and high churchmen argued, we honest soldiers were sent off to help smoke out a nest of Catholic loyalists at Rabi. There were thirty of us in the company, ten men-at-arms and twenty crossbowmen. It was good to be on the march again, away from the fug of politics and religion. My comrades were cheerful, uncomplicated men, concerned with earthly joys instead of spiritual reward, and the task that lay before us was a straightforward one.
 
   “Rabi will be tough to crack,” said Hynek, “the castle is strong, and placed high on a hill. Hundreds of Catholics are holed up inside. The survivors of other defeated garrisons. This is their last stand.”
 
   “Promises to be good and bloody,” grunted another man, a gigantic ogre named Krusina of Trocnov. Krusina was enormously strong, possibly the strongest man I ever met, capable of pulling a wagon by himself. The closest I ever met to a real-life Little John. 
 
   “The whoresons will fight to the last man,” he added. “Zizka won't accept any surrender. They either die by the sword, or hang.”
 
   I looked forward to meeting Zizka at last, the great Hussite general of whom I had heard so much. The citizens of Prague venerated him like a god. His name was rarely off the lips of the priests, who prayed day and night for the Almighty to keep him safe. 
 
   Rabi Castle was just as Hynek and Peter described. An infernally strong fortress poised on a hill, stuffed with obdurate Catholics ready to fight to the death. Zizka was just as ready to oblige them. 
 
   It was high summer, mid-June, and the siege had been in progress for several weeks. A forest of tents had sprang up around the castle. One glance at the camp was enough to tell me it was well-ordered and supplied, everything just as it should be, with no sign of the disease, dirt or slack discipline that often afflicts besieging armies. 
 
   Hussite guns were in full voice as we rode into camp, filling the air with their stink and noise. These were bombards, of the kind I had witnessed the English army use in France: squat, hooped iron barrels mounted on wooden carriages, slow to reload and apt to burst if there was the slightest weakness in the cast, shredding the crewmen and any other unfortunates who happened to stand too close. Dangerous things. I always retreated to a safe distance before they belched out their shot. 
 
   The outer walls of the castle were badly scarred by gunfire. In places the masonry was fallen away, and several of the towers had lost their roofs and upper storeys. The defenders shored up the gaps with baulks of timber. Their brave efforts were in vain. Sooner or later the guns would open a breach in the ancient walls. Then Zizka would send in his fanatical peasant-soldiers, wielding their reaping hooks and war-flails and awlpikes, to butcher everyone inside. 
 
   “Look there,” Hynek said excitedly, “our gunners are at work.”
 
   He pointed at a broad stretch of open country, west of the castle. Here there were a number of timber palisades, trenches and pavises. Teams of Hussite gunners took refuge behind these defences as they reloaded their weapons. The noise was ear-splitting. Clouds of white smoke swirled lazily across the field, hiding the gunners from view.  
 
   I had seen types of handgun used in Normandy, long iron barrels mounted on wooden stocks, capable of firing an arrow or small roundshot. The Hussite guns were more advanced. Their barrels were slender, over a foot long (hence they were called 'pipe-guns', pistala or pischtjala  in Bohemian), and of different sizes. 
 
   Some were small and light enough for a single man to use, holding the pole stock firmly under his left arm while he pressed a burning match to the touch-hole with his right hand. There were larger guns mounted on wooden frames or an axle and wheels taken from a wagon. As well as roundshot these could fire canister, bags of spiked balls, bits of sharp metal and lead bullets. While the bullets and gunstones rained down, the enemy could only cower behind the ramparts, unable to shoot back since our gunners were beyond the range of their crossbows. 
 
   “The world changes, my friend,” Hynek shouted over the din, “and so does the nature of war. No armour in the world, however costly or well-forged, can stop a bullet.”  
 
                 I spent three days at Rabi, loafing with my comrades while the guns played their devil's music day and night. There was precious little amusement. Dicing and gambling were forbidden inside the Hussite camp, thanks to those dreary Regulations of War. So was the presence of females, save a few muscular, stern-faced cooks and washerwomen who might have been chosen to discourage male lust. Alcohol was allowed, of course, though in moderation. Any soldier who got drunk, not that it was easy to get properly drunk on the watered piss the Hussites called ale, risked a flogging, even mutilation. 
 
                 My chief interest lay in seeing Zizka, maybe even speaking with him. I was a little tired of my comrades. They were kind to me, of course, and helped me learn their tongue. Yet they were still peasants, ignorant, superstitious and dull. All their talk revolved around petty resentments, the sweethearts they had left at home, the imaginary deeds they had performed in bed and battle.
 
                 I longed for the company of my own kind. I was a gentleman and the child of gentlemen, knighted by King Harry in person for services in the field. To masquerade for so long as a private soldier, plain John Page, yeoman of England, was both wearying and shameful. I could almost sense the force of my dead mother's disapproval.
 
                 Zizka was struck down before I got the chance to clap eyes on him. One morning he strayed too close to the castle while inspecting the defences. The general wore no helmet, and his exposed head presented an ideal target to a crossbowman on the wall above.
 
                 The bolt pierced Zizka's remaining eye. He fell back like a dead man, a fallen tree, signalling the downfall of his cause, the death of hope, the ruin of Bohemia. A wail of horror rose from our lines, echoed by cheers from the castle, as Zizka's attendants swiftly dragged the wounded man away to his pavilion.
 
                 I saw none of this, but soon heard of it as the terrible news spread like wildfire through our camp. Men fell weeping to their knees, hands clasped in prayer. A few lost their wits completely and fled into the woods and fields. The demoralised marshals made little effort to stop them. Krusina, who could stun an ox with one blow of his mighty fist, cried like a baby and refused to be comforted. 
 
                 “The Devil is present in that castle,” he wailed, staring in pop-eyed terror at the fortress, “He shot down our general. Christ save us and have mercy on us – Jesu, Jesu have pity!”
 
         It was frightening, to witness such a big, powerful man collapse so suddenly. Nor was he alone. If, at that moment, the Catholics inside Rabi had ridden out in force, they might have won an easy victory. Fortunately they remained inside, celebrating the death of their greatest enemy. I imagine the man who shot Zizka was practically drowned in ale.   
 
         After the initial shock, a semblance of order was restored. Heralds rode furiously through the camp, quashing the panicked rumours of Zizka's death. 
 
         “Lord Zizka lives!” they cried, “praise be to God and the Saints, the general lives! His will is greater than any wound. He wishes you to fight on, brave soldiers. Fight on and conquer!”
 
                 “It's a lie,” muttered Krusina, “the nobles know we cannot fight on without Zizka. None of them are fit to lick his boots, never mind replace him. They lie to us, his loyal soldiers, his children.”
 
         His broad face reddened with angry blood. “They think we’re dirt under their noble heels. Of them all, only Zizka loves us.”
 
         “Let us wait and see,” said Hynek, “if Zizka is alive, he will show himself to us.”
 
         The next morning, after a vile night in which I was kept awake by the ceaseless prayers of Zizka's bereaved soldiers, the general emerged. Now completely blind, his ruined eyes covered by a bandage, he somehow found the strength to climb off his sickbed and mount a horse. 
 
        Two esquires held him upright in the saddle, while another led the horse at a gentle trot through the camp. Delirious with joy and relief, our soldiers crowded around him, bellowing his name and stretching out their hands for his blessing. 
 
         Thus I saw Zizka for the first time. Not the shining hero of my imagination, but a dumpy figure in a plain mail hauberk and stained coif, plodding along on a bow-legged mare. His face was strong and roughly hewn, with a firm jaw, thick moustache, high forehead and bony, aquiline nose. He wore his hair long, grey and thinning and swept back from his brow. 
 
         Zizka looked formidable, but hardly striking or particularly noble. There was an air of strength about him, something unbreakable. The bandage over his eyes was stained with fresh blood, and he must have been in appalling pain – the surgeons had only extracted the bolt from his eye hours before – yet he stayed upright as a lance in the saddle.
 
                 “Take heart, my children,” he cried in a hoarse, whistling voice. “God will not allow me to die. Not until our work is done.”
 
                 This extraordinary bit of theatre restored morale, but almost finished Zizka. He fainted in the saddle and had to be carried back into his pavilion, where a fever kept him flat on his back for days. Once again his life was despaired of. At last he was carried off in a litter, back to Prague, where a team of surgeons worked frantically to save him.      
 
                 In his absence, the siege of Rabi failed. The garrison stubbornly refused to surrender, and our captains lacked the heart to try and storm the place. In the autumn dire rumours reached us of a fresh army of crusaders mustering in Hungary. King Sigismund had hired the services of a famous Italian soldier of fortune, and was ready to try his luck in Bohemia again. 
 
                 The Italian was Filippo Buondelmonti degli Scolari, better known as Pippo Spano. He was the kind of man I aspired to be. Pippo had grown obscenely rich leading Free Companies in the wars between the Italian cities, and was now in demand all over Christendom. Sigismund had hired his services, presumably at enormous cost, in the hope that such a hardened professional would prove Zizka’s match as a general. 
 
                 Meanwhile his allies among the German princes gathered their forces in the west. Sigismund's plan was brutally simple. His superior numbers would roll in from both ends of Bohemia at once, crushing all resistance, burning and slaughtering all in their path.  
 
                 The moment of crisis, long awaited, had come. My company, along with many others, was called away from Rabi and sent to join the Hussite garrison at Zatec.
 
                 To await the storm. 
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   “On your feet, Englis! Here they come!”
 
                 I took a last gulp of ale, crammed the stopper into the bottle, and picked up my sword. The blade was dinted in three places along the edge, where it had struck against German steel.
 
                 For the third time in an hour, trumpets screeched from the other side of the curtain wall. Voices roared.  Three times we had thrown the German infantry back. Three times they returned, driven on by the clubs of their marshals, a relentless tide of halberdiers, spearmen, axemen, swordsmen, men-at-arms and mercenaries. We threw down their ladders and grappling irons, cut their throats, pitched them off the wall. 
 
                 The ditch below was filled with a mound of dead and dying men. The survivors charged over the bodies of their comrades, slammed new ladders against the wall, surged up the rungs with desperate courage. They held papal banners and screamed death, death, death to the Hussites, the heretics, the enemies of God. 
 
                 I had a few precious moments to suck in breath, wipe the sweat and gore and dirt from my face. Gather up the fragments of courage. I was spent. It didn't matter. The searing pain in my shoulders, the cramp in my chest, the hot blood oozing from the knife-cut on my brow. None of it mattered. I could fight, or I could die. 
 
                 An armoured knight rose before me, lifting an axe. The lower part of his face was covered by a mail coif. His eyes burned with rage. I struck at him two-handed. My sword's edge blinded him. He gave a muffled scream and fell backwards off the ladder.
 
                 I heard a grunt to my left. Glancing sideways, I saw Hynek with a crossbow bolt embedded in his chest. He looked down in surprise, plucked at the feathers, looked at me. 
 
                 He coughed blood, dropped his sword, tottered, plunged off the walkway. It was a long drop, some twenty feet. His body broke on the cobbles. Perhaps he was dead before he hit them. I hope so. 
 
                  One more gone. There had been thirty of us to defend this stretch of wall, between two towers on the eastern side of the town. The Germans sent their first wave against us at dawn. Now, about midmorning, sixteen defenders remained. Sixteen filthy, bag-eyed, bloodsoaked ghouls, red to the elbows like so many butchers, muscles and sinews creaking as we hefted our weapons, time and again, like so many butchers in a charnel house.  
 
                 “There is no retreat from here,” our officer had told us, “we must not yield a step. If the Germans gain the wall, Zatec is done for. If Zatec is taken, our cause is lost. The fate of Bohemia rests in our hands.”
 
                 The officer nodded gravely while he spoke, gazing into each man's eyes in turn. Now he was dead, stiff and cooling on the walkway, his windpipe laid open by a German sabre. 
 
                 I was dead too, unless reinforcements arrived. It wasn't likely. The numbers of the garrison were stretched to breaking point, every man needed to fend off the relentless waves of German assaults. There were six thousand Hussite troops inside Zatec. No more could be spared to fend off the German invasion. The bulk of our army was mustered at Slane, near Prague, waiting for King Sigismund's host to appear on Bohemian's eastern border.
 
                 Six thousand men, to fend off a hundred thousand. Led by the Margrave of Meissen, the Germans had poured across the frontier of northern Bohemia in August. With the Margrave were a number of high churchmen, including three German archbishops. These pious men, hungry for Hussite blood, allowed the German troops to act like brute beasts on the march. The crusaders destroyed towns, villages and forts, torched crops, put every Bohemian – Hussite and Catholic, it mattered little – they could find to the sword. 
 
                 Zatec, with its strong walls and castle, was the only safe haven. Refugees flooded into the town, carrying their few possessions and dreadful tales of the atrocities committed by the Germans. Our garrison was swelled by volunteeers, able-bodied peasants as well as soldiers from the various smaller towns and castles, who had quit their posts rather than wait for inevitable destruction. A Hussite army, laying siege to the castle of Most, was attacked by the Germans and suffered a crushing defeat. The survivors retreated to the safety of Zatec, a straggling ghost-army of beaten men, their wounded piled in carts. 
 
                 So much for their prayers, I thought as I watched them file through the gates, hundreds of bleeding and crippled men, some leaning on crutches fashioned from broken spears, others on the shoulders of their comrades. This was the first significant defeat the Hussites had suffered in two years of almost constant warfare. 
 
                 After so many victories, this reverse had a shattering effect on morale.  “The gates of Hell have opened,” I heard one soldier moan, nursing his broken arm, “all the hosts of Satan are unleashed. I have seen them. They march in iron columns. Plague, fire and death are their heralds.”
 
                 “Don't be a fool,” snapped one of the fighting priests that always accompanied the Hussite armies, “we have beaten them before, and shall do so again. Christ is our friend and ally. He marches alongside us, under the banner of the holy chalice.”
 
                 The wounded soldier didn't seem to hear him. “A plague of locusts,” he murmured, his eyes glassy, “spreads across the land. Devouring all in their path. Nothing on earth can stand against such a multitude. It is God's judgement. We have angered God. This is his punishment.”
 
                 God's punishment or not, the Germans seemed intent on exterminating all human life in Bohemia. From the walls of Zatec, we watched in helpless dismay as a chain of fires raged across the land.  A plague of locusts was a perfectly apt comparison to the German army when their vanguard finally marched into view; battalion after battalion of spears and lances and banners, the entire military wealth and might of a huge kingdom, come to trample little Bohemia into the dust.   
 
                 Now another German soldier struck at me. A wealthy knight, clothed in richly inlaid and decorated steel. Blinded by sweat, I stabbed wearily at one of the tiny slits of his visor. He batted aside the thrust with his arm and swung his flanged mace at my head. I sidestepped, but it caught me a glancing blow on the side of the helm.
 
                 The terrific impact sent shockwaves through my skull. Blood filled my mouth and nostrils. My head rang fit to explode. Dazed, I almost lost my footing. Sheer terror, the well-honed instinct for survival, drove me to flight. 
 
                 Trumpets blared as I stumbled away, blood seeping through my fingers as I clapped a hand to my mouth. I crashed into a body, fell over, scraped my knees on bare stone. Through the wordless singing in my ears, I faintly heard the wet crunch of steel chopping into bone. A man screamed, very near. The scream died as he plunged into the abyss mere inches to my right. 
 
                 “Fall back! Retreat!”
 
                 These orders, bellowed in a hoarse yell, rose above the muddled din of close-quarter fighting. We were overrun. The enemy had the wall. 
 
                 I got up and blundered towards the nearest stair. Shadows of fighting men rose and fell before me, the glint of weapons, the spray of hot blood. A sword flashed before my eyes. I ducked under it, reached the steps, half-fell, half-rolled down to the street. 
 
                 For a moment I lay on my front, wondering where the hell I was. A strong hand gripped the back of my neck and dragged me up. 
 
                  “Move, Englis!” Krusina's bull-horn of a voice tore through my head, “move, or you're done for!”
 
                 I tried to get up and run. My legs gave way, so he scooped me up and carried me over his brawny shoulder. The sound of fighting ebbed a little as he fled down a street. Other men ran alongside us, a handful of survivors. 
 
                 At last we stopped. Krusina laid me carefully against the side of an abandoned wheelbarrow, tilted my head up and forced some watered ale down my throat. After a few seconds my vision started to clear. 
 
                 “Better, Englis?” he asked, bending over me with a look of genuine concern in his little eyes. I nodded and climbed groggily to my feet, leaning on the barrow for support. (‘Jan Englis' or John the Englishman, I should say, was the nickname my Bohemian comrades bestowed on me.) 
 
                 Looking around, I saw just eight of us had survived the last German assault. Eight, of the company of fifty despatched from Rabi to join the garrison at Zatec. 
 
                 “We can't let the Germans get inside the town,” I mumbled, spitting blood and ale, “must go back. Stop them.”
 
                 I am no kind of hero – heroes don't survive as long as I have – but our late captain was quite right. Once the enemy got a foothold inside the town, Zatec was lost. We could retreat to the castle, but the Margrave had brought enough guns with him to batter it into submission within a day or two. His aim was to secure a quick victory, storm Zatec, pick it clean and march on before the Hussite army at Slane had a chance to react.  
 
                 “I won't go back,” gasped Menhard, another of the survivors, “I'm finished. I've had enough. Let them have the town, and welcome.”
 
                 Menhard was no coward, but every man has his limits. He could barely hold himself upright, and there was an ominous black stain under his armpit. His blood splattered the cobbles.    
 
                 “Zizka will come,” said Krusina, clasping his hands, “Zizka will come and save us.”
 
                 The brute's childlike faith in Zizka was almost touching. I didn't have the heart to tell him his hero was finished, slowly expiring in Prague under the knives of his surgeons. Probably dead already. Certainly blinded. Even if he lived, what salvation could we expect from a crippled old man? 
 
                 I looked around the other faces, pale and haggard and hollow-eyed, almost unrecognisable under masks of filth. All the fight was knocked out of them. I tried to find some inspiring words, pull these wretches up by their chin-straps and lead them back to the slaughter.  
 
                 A company of Hussites stampeded into view. Our long-awaited reinforcements, led by a Bohemian knight with a golden eagle on his surcoat and a priest wielding a ceremonial axe. In his left hand he carried a banner displaying the symbol of the Hussites, a red chalice against a black field. 
 
                 We stood back to let them pass. “Follow, brothers!” howled the priest as he sped by, his robe hitched up to his knees, sandalled feet flapping over the cobbles, “trust in Christ!”
 
                 They charged on towards the post we had abandoned. A strange calm descended after they had gone, one of those unnatural lulls that sometimes occur in the middle of a battle. My head had cleared somewhat, though the clamour of distant bells still reverberated inside the depths of my skull. I winced, and spat out the rank, coppery taste of blood. 
 
                 I had lost my sword, probably when I tumbled down the steps. “Give me a weapon,” I said, glancing around at my comrades, “we have to go back.”
 
                 Menhard offered me his mace. It was a popular weapon among the Hussites, a glorified club, needing only a strong arm to wield.  
 
                 “Take it,” he said, “I'll stay here awhile and rest.”
 
                 We all knew what he meant. I took the mace, while he gently slumped against the wall. One man unclasped his cloak and draped it over the dying man's shoulders. Another gave Menhard his flask.  
 
                 “Rest easy,” said Krusina. Menhard nodded, rested his head against the stonework and shut his eyes.  
 
                 Seven of us remained. We trudged back towards the sound of fighting. Something about the raw, visceral noise lit fresh fires inside me. I forgot the pain of my overstretched muscles, the throbbing bruise on my head.  
 
                 I started to jog. My comrades followed in silence. We turned a corner to see the fight laid about before us: a struggling crowd of bodies at the foot of the wall, Hussites and Germans all mixed up together, swords and axes and sawn-off lances stabbing and hacking, the plain russet coats and smocks of our men contrasting starkly with the bright jupons and gleaming steel of German knights. The din of weapons and voices was echoed by the distant thump of enemy rams smashing against the gates. 
 
                 “Hus!”
 
                 The war-cry came from the priest. He was halfway up the steps, holding aloft his holy banner, red beard jutting like a spade as he laid about him. The tendons of his slender white arm shuddered with the effort of swinging his axe. 
 
                 A broadsword clove the top of his head. Watery brains splattered the men below as he fell, limbs flailing, Hus' name frozen on his lips. Enraged by his death, the Hussites pressed forward. The knight of the golden eagle snatched up the fallen banner and hacked down two German halberdiers, his sword gleaming in the half-light.  
 
                 I ran to the wall and clubbed a German from behind just as he lifted his axe to stove in a fallen Hussite's skull. Another whirled to face me, a man-at-arms in light mail, yellow teeth bared in a snarl, sword and dagger slick with blood. I swung the mace at him with all my strength. Teeth, bone and cartilage snapped under the impact of the spiked iron head. He flopped to the ground, unconscious and horribly mutilated. 
 
                 Krusina plunged past me, roaring like a mad bull. He also wielded a mace, and brought it down with sickening force onto a German bascinet. The left side of his victim's helm crumpled with a force that must have broken the skull inside. 
 
                  “Drive them!” shouted a harsh Bohemian voice, “drive the Godless pigs back over the wall! No mercy! Kill those who surrender!”
 
                 The Germans gave ground, a fighting retreat back up the steps to the walkway. The bravest of them formed a wedge at the top of the stair, holding us off while their comrades escaped.  
 
                 Our soldiers, drunk on blood, howled in frustrated anger. They clawed and slashed at the German rearguard like animals, dragging each man down in turn and tearing him to pieces. Some unwisely dropped their weapons and tried to surrender.
 
                 “Quarter!” I shouted hoarsely, “give them quarter!”
 
                 None heeded me. I could only watch, appalled, until the butchery was done. The heads and privy members of the dead men were severed and held aloft, impaled on the end of pikes. Our soldiers, drunk on blood, brandished the ghastly trophies and crowed in triumph. 
 
                 That was the fourth German assault. Everywhere their storming parties were thrown back, at a terrible cost in lives on both sides. Unlike us, they had plenty of fresh meat to toss into the fray. 
 
                 Two more of my decimated company were killed in the fight at the wall. A third was struck on the knee by a warhammer. He moaned pitifully as I helped to carry him to the cluster of medical tents just outside the castle gates. Two exhausted surgeon's mates, their aprons rank with blood, strapped him down on a filthy board and poked at the broken limb.
 
                 “It will have to come off,” one said. I nodded wearily, and left them to their grim work.
 
                 The stench of the medical tent was typically foul, a stomach-churning mix of sweat and blood, excrement and terror. Men screamed as the sawbones stitched and hacked at their ruined bodies. Severed limbs were dumped in buckets and carried out by assistants, to be dumped in a ditch.  Priests muttered the last rites over those with no hope of recovery. I saw one man singing drunkenly through the side of his mouth, the rest of which was stitched up like a football. A sword had pared off half his face, taking one eye and exposing the network of muscle and bone underneath.  
 
                 I hurried out and found a quiet nook of the deserted castle guardroom. Krusina followed, carrying two bulging wineskins. He tossed one at me, ripped out the cork from the other and gulped down the contents.  
 
                 “We should go back,” he said, wiping the spillage from his beard, “the German swine won't let us rest for long.”
 
                 I leaned my head against the wall. There was something comforting about the touch of cold stone. Occasionally the entire castle trembled, like a living body, under the impact of the German guns. They crashed and boomed relentlessly, the prelude to yet another assault. 
 
                 “You go,” I said, “I'll rest here awhile.”
 
                 “The marshals would call that desertion,” he warned, “if they find you here, they'll kill you.”
 
                 I smiled indifferently. “My head is forfeit anyway. So is yours. What difference does it make? A Bohemian blade is just as good as a German one.”
 
                 He shrugged his massive shoulders and left, closing the door behind him. I settled down in my window seat and closed my eyes. Sleep seemed impossible, thanks to the noise of the doomed wretches in the medical tents and the crash of cannon. Still, I was determined to try. 
 
                 Waves of fatigue battered me, just as sea-waves battered against the shores of Sussex. I drifted back through memory into a world of grey waves, gentle green hills and fields full of golden wheat, steadily ripening under bright sunshine. The old manor house at Kingshook drowsed in the summer heat. Peasants, their weathered faces burned brown by the sun, laboured in our fields. I ran in the woods and orchards, free as the wind. My mother, cross as usual, stood in the doorway of the house, shouting my name...
 
                 “Englis! Englis, help me!”
 
                 I was jerked awake by the scream. Krusina's voice. He sounded in terrible pain. I reluctantly uncoiled and staggered outside. 
 
                 It had taken four men to carry his vast bulk. There were no spare boards, so they laid him on the grass just inside the nearest tent. An axe had cut into his side, breaking several ribs and doing untold damage to his innards. His padded jack was soaked in blood. More flowed from two broken spears lodged in his midriff. 
 
                 “The Germans tried again on the eastern wall,” panted one of the men who had carried him, “we threw them back, largely thanks to this monster.”
 
                 “You should have seen him fight!” enthused another, “he killed three of the whoresons with his bare hands. Even with the spears in him, he kept on fighting. He stayed on his feet until the Germans turned and ran.”
 
                 “Then he fell,” I said quietly. Krusina's breath came in shallow gasps, his face drained of colour. I saw the familiar shadow of death creep across his brow. Wise men say the shadow is just a fable, a figment of weak minds, but I have seen that loathsome wraith crawl across the faces of too many dying friends to doubt its existence. 
 
                 The giant didn't relinquish his grip on life easily. All night he fought against death, his huge body shuddering with the tension of that silent battle.
 
                 “Zizka will come,” he whispered constantly, “Zizka will come.”
 
                 I sat beside him and held his hand. Meanwhile the guns roared and the casualties continued to trickle in. The German commanders were stubborn. Even after five failed attempts to storm Zatec, they tried again for a sixth and last time. Perhaps they hoped the sheer weight of flesh and iron would break our overstretched defenders. 
 
                 This time the fight raged until after midnight. Incredibly, we held them off, though I cannot claim any share in our garrison's heroic, last-ditch resistance. While the fight raged, I sat by a dying man's side, swilled wine and tried to comfort him with snatches of English country ballads dredged up from my youth.   
 
                 “Zizka will come...he will come...”
 
                 Krusina died in the early hours of the morning, still muttering the name of his hero. I had long since finished the wine. Slow tears dripped down my cheeks as his hand slackened in mine, and the enormous body ceased to breathe. 
 
                 Some time afterwards I heard a single bell ring through the streets of Zatec. It was followed by the wild beating of a drum, and men shouting in cracked, almost hysterical voices:
              “Zizka! Zizka! Zizka!”
 
                  My dead comrade's faith was vindicated. Zizka had come after all. 
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   God bless the ineptitude of King Sigismund. If he had judged his invasion properly, the Hussites would have been crushed between two forces, like a nut in a vice. Instead he dawdled, collecting more troops from his Austrian allies (as if his army wasn't large enough) even as the Germans rumbled into Bohemia from the west, smashed aside our flimsy outposts and laid siege to Zatec. 
 
                 Hardly able to believe their good fortune, the Hussites encamped at Slane hurried to relieve the town. They were inspired by Zizka, who had risen, Lazarus-like, from his deathbed in Prague. Blind and enfeebled, he still insisted on riding at the head of his troops.  Our army arrived just before dawn, while the exhausted and dispirited Germans were recovering from their latest failed assault. 
 
                 Zizka knew how to play on his fearsome reputation. For once he doffed his plain workaday armour and donned a suit of gleaming silver plate, the best the Prague armouries could provide. He rode a magnificent dappled grey charger, and went bareheaded, his eyes covered by a red sash, broadsword in one hand, mace in the other. His charger was led by an esquire on foot, while two knights followed discreetly behind.   
 
                 The effect on the Germans was devastating. The news of Zizka's demise had quickly spread to their country, and yet here he was at the head of his army, having apparently conquered death itself. 
 
                 I made my way to the rampart over the eastern gate. From here I witnessed the swift collapse of the German host. Seized by panic at the mere sight of Zizka, the infantry took to their heels and streamed away to the west. They abandoned everything: tents, equipment, horses, supplies. 
 
                 Many of the German nobles followed, the Margrave himself and the archbishops showing the way. I laughed to watch them gallop away, all their dignity and self-importance left behind with the baggage, the churchmen still in their nightshirts. They were closely followed by a rabble of servants and priests and soldiers, even the bravest overcome with terror, the sudden unreasoning panic that can overcome the greatest of armies. 
 
                 Only a handful of crusaders, the cream of their fighting men, were too proud to run. These were the Iron Knights of Strakonic, a famous knightly order, so-called because of the strength and thickness of their heavy plate armour. While their comrades fled in disgraceful rout, they gathered together in a square, having first dismounted and driven away their horses. Lances levelled, they dared the Hussites to come on, taunting them with the cry “Ha! Ha! Hus, Hus – Ketzer! Ketzer!” - Heretic! Heretic!
 
                 They had forgotten the garrison. The gates were flung open and our horsemen charged out, followed by a horde of infantry. Our cavalry were few, but enough to disrupt the rear ranks of the crusaders, which broke up into a disordered mass of fighting men and whinnying horses. 
 
                 Moments later our infantry ploughed into the melee, priests and citizens and peasants roaring hymns as they dragged down the outnumbered knights. Some were held down and clubbed to death, their helms beaten to pulp, others knifed through their visors. No quarter was given. The merciless atrocities committed by the crusaders during their invasion had roused furious hatred among the Hussites. Now the enemy were made to pay.
 
                 A witness, watching the battle from a safe distance, might have observed a lone soldier ambling in the wake of his comrades. This man was in no hurry to join in the bloodshed. Instead he made his way to the largest of the empty German pavilions and helped himself to the rich pickings inside. 
 
                 It was like stumbling into a dragon's hoard. For an hour or so I rummaged merrily through piles of rich vestments embroidered with precious stones; chests stuffed to overflowing with gleaming jewels, gold coin, crucifixes, pyxes, gold-enamelled books of hours; robes of Byzantine silk, all manner of costly garments, ruinously expensive suits of plate armour forged of Spanish and Italian steel; swords with blades like polished glass and silver or gold-plated hilts inscribed with personal mottos. 
 
                 Once the last embers of German resistance were stamped out, the Hussites also fell to plundering. Zizka and his generals made no effort to stop us – indeed, they sent their own esquires to take a share of the spoils. This was God's bounty, after all, liberated from the hands of His enemies. It was done in a fair and disciplined fashion, with officers dividing the loot among their men. A few of the rougher spirits ran wild, of course. It was high comedy to witness these raw-faced country loons staggering about under the weight of great heaps of glittering trinkets, like crazed magpies, totally ignorant of the value of the things they stole.
 
                 I contented myself with a pair of white doeskin gloves, a fine sabre and dagger, and some pieces of superb Italian armour to replace the old battered stuff I had worn since Baugé. I also picked out a dark blue cloak trimmed with rabbit fur, which I liked to think had once graced the holy form of an archbishop, as well as some other carefully chosen valuables. These included a thick leather purse, pilfered from the tent of a German baron. I needed it to carry all the gold and silver coin I took from his money-box. 
 
                 Fatal defeat was averted at Zatec, largely thanks to the heroism of Jan Zizka, and Bohemia granted space to breathe again. It also ended well for me, if not for so many my comrades. I was not only alive and whole, but rich, which is all a soldier can ask for. 
 
                 That night, with our tired but happy army encamped on the plain, I drank a quiet toast in stolen Spanish wine to the souls of my departed friends: Hynek and Kusina and Menhard and the rest. One or two of the others may have survived the final German assault, though I never saw them again.  
 
                 Zatec was a brief respite. The darkest of winters lay ahead, lit by burning pyres.   
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   “Inform Lord Zizka that Sir John Page, knight of Kingshook, Baron of La Rougemont-sur-Seine and formerly Captain-General of the Company of the Wolf, presents his compliments and asks to speak with him.”
 
                 The sentries on guard outside the general's quarters looked at me dubiously. “We know of no herald from England,” said their officer. 
 
                 “I am no herald,” I replied, impatiently tapping the gilded silver hilt of my new sabre. “I have served in the Hussite army for months, and fought at Rabi and Zatec. Must you keep me waiting?”
 
                 I pitched it just right, projecting all the obnoxious arrogance of a nobleman forced to deal with thick-headed underlings. The officer vanished through the door to speak to his master, while his men gave me dark looks. They plainly didn't like my attitude – even the lowest Hussite regarded himself as equal to a lord - and wouldn't have taken it from a Bohemian noble. I was excused on the grounds of being not only a foreigner but an Englishman. Everyone knew the English were a little mad. 
 
                 The officer returned. “Lord Zizka will see you,” he said, “be swift. He has much business to attend to.”
 
                 I gave him a disdainful nod and swaggered inside. Zizka's quarters, on the upper floor of the keep inside Prague Caste, were as severe and plain as their owner. A bare antechamber led into a single round chamber, starkly furnished with a window seat, a narrow bed and a battered old chest. The walls and floor were bare of hangings, rugs or anything to soften the hard whitewashed stone. There was at least a warm fire, crackling inside a hooded hearth. 
 
                 Otherwise the only furnishings were a wooden cross fixed to the wall facing the bed, a chair and a square campaign table. Zizka himself sat at the table, his hands laid flat on the board while he listened to a clerk read out correspondence. A little whey-faced confessor lurked in the background, meekly contemplating his dirty fingernails.
 
                 Sensing my presence, the blind general raised his right hand. The clerk stopped droning and flitted out, taking a sheaf of carefully folded letters with him. The confessor also departed. 
 
                 “You are Sir John Page,” said Zizka in his slow, ponderous voice. 
 
                 “Yes, my lord,” I replied. My skin prickled with awareness of the two guards who had followed me into the chamber. The slightest hint of treachery on my part, and I would feel their knives in my back. As the mainstay of his cause, the general lived under permanent threat of assassination.   
 
                 “Why have you come?” Zizka said patiently. 
 
                 “Since joining your cause back in the spring, I have served as a private soldier,” I answered, “now I ask to be made an officer of horse.”
 
                 “Not because I am a nobleman,” I added quickly, “or dislike serving alongside common men. I led my own company of mercenaries in Normandy. You have few cavalry, Lord Zizka, and even fewer knights. Give me the chance to prove myself.”
 
                 Zizka said nothing for an uncomfortably long time. Seen at close quarters, he was even bigger and more imposing. And older. He was in his mid-fifties or thereabouts, but the strain of carrying the hopes of his country had aged him. The brawny shoulders were bowed, the raddled, weather-beaten face deeply scored by lines and wrinkles. There was a deep impression between his brows, like a thumb-mark, a sign of constant frowning. He occasionally plucked at the padded white bandage over his eyes, as thought it caused him some discomfort.
 
                 At first I thought he failed to understand me. My Bohemian was still awkward, and the natives often smiled at my execrable accent, but I had become fluent enough to hold a conversation. I was about to speak again when he coughed, a gravelly, rolling noise in the back of his throat. 
 
                 “We make strange allies in war,” he rumbled, “and none stranger than a vagrant Englishman, far from home, who carries himself prouder than an earl and gives no explanation of how or why he came to be here.”
 
                 I forced myself to swallow the insult. Zizka was testing me, just as King Harry did on the fateful night I was summoned to his pavilion at Rouen. 
 
                 “I am an outlaw in my own country,” I confessed, “and deserted the English army in Normandy to join your cause. Conscience demanded I come to Bohemia.”
 
                 I explained my hatred of the church, of how it should be deprived of all its wealth, and returned to the humble poverty of its original state. Zizka listened in grave silence. 
 
                 “Our cause, as you call it, has its roots in England,” he said when I had finished. “Jan Hus drew much inspiration from the Lollard preacher, Wycliffe. Are you a Lollard, Sir John?”
 
                 It was tempting to lie and pretend so, but I feared a trap: had I claimed to follow Wycliffe's teachings, the clever old rogue would have probably bombarded me with questions on Lollard doctrine, of which I was almost entirely ignorant. 
 
                 “No,” I answered simply, “yet I have taken the communion in two kinds, and signed a formal indenture of service in Prague. I am your man unto death, Lord Zizka.”
 
                 Another infernally long silence followed. “Well done,” he said at last, “you have told me the truth, or enough of it. Now I should return the compliment. I already knew of your existence. An English knight in Bohemia, and an English Hussite at that, cannot hope to escape notice. The commander of the garrison told me you had signed the indenture.”
 
                 “You fought at Rabi,” he added, tapping his bandage, “where I lost my other eye. My confessor insists that the Devil directed the hand of the crossbowman who shot me. I disagree. It was God's doing. He deprived me of earthly sight, so I might not be distracted by vanities. I am His tool, Sir John. As are we all.”
 
                 I listened politely, wondering if the old hound was tipsy. It was still mid-morning, which seemed a little early, particularly for a man who flogged and beheaded his soldiers for drunkenness.  
 
                 “You fought at Zatec,” he said, “where most of your company was destroyed. Yet you survived without a scratch. Again, I sense God's handiwork.”
 
                 He laced his powerful, sausage-like fingers together. “In a few days I go south, to put down the Catholic nobles still in arms in those districts. Some of them, base traitors, have already gone to join Sigismund in Moravia.”
 
                 I knew something of this. After gathering a colossal horde of Italian mercenaries, Austrians, Hungarians, Croats and Transylvanians, Sigismund had marched into Moravia, the country south of Bohemia, and summoned the Moravian nobles to an assembly. There he ordered them to renounce the Four Articles of Prague. Since the council chamber was packed with his soldiers, all armed to the teeth, the Moravians hastily submitted and begged for absolution from the Pope. 
 
                 With Moravia reduced, it was clear Sigismund would soon once again invade Bohemian soil. Before his enemy moved, Zizka wanted to stamp out the last embers of Catholic resistance. If the country was united, there might be some hope of withstanding the wrath of the Dragon. 
 
                 Zizka was in dire need of all the loyal soldiers he could find, especially horsemen. I counted on this to earn myself a quick promotion. Few of the Bohemian nobles had joined him, and those who did were mostly lesser men, country knights and barons who brought few lances with them. The poorest gentry brought none at all, only themselves and their esquires. The wealthier nobles either held aloof from the conflict, hoping in vain to broker peace, or ran away to join Sigismund. 
 
                 “You will accompany me,” said Zizka, “as part of my household. There will be plenty of fighting. Plenty of chances for you to prove your worth.”
 
                 I couldn't ask for better. Two days later the army marched south from Prague, a moving fortress of war-wagons, with a host of foot following on behind and a small reserve of cavalry in the rear. 
 
                 Zizka rode in the vanguard, surrounded by his retinue of esquires, nobles, priests and mounted guards. As a knight, I was allowed to ride among the Bohemian nobles. They were wary of me, and the lack of conversation gave me time to observe the Hussites on the march. 
 
                 For strict order and discipline, I have seldom seen the like. Zizka had everything planned out to the last detail. Our three hundred wagons were divided into units of fifty, each commanded by an officer called a linesman. The largest armoured wagons were arranged in column on the flanks, with the baggage in the centre. If attacked, the drivers were trained to quickly steer the wagons into a defensive square. The missile troops inside were able to shoot out in any direction, while our infantry and cavalry were kept inside the square, waiting to be unleashed.  
 
                 To my eyes, the Hussite infantry still looked like a rabble of ill-trained peasants, with a disgraceful number of women among them. They were neatly divided into companies of a hundred, each with an experienced officer in command, and a captain over all. The companies themselves were divided into regular numbers of crossbowmen, pipe-gunners, flailmen, pikemen, halberdiers and pavisiers. 
 
                 “They may look rough,” Zizka said to me, “but I have drilled them as well as any soldiers in Christendom. Every man knows his duty, and how to perform it.”
 
                 “And every woman,” I remarked sourly, at which he gave one of his rare husky laughs and clapped me on the shoulder.
 
                 “I take all the soldiers I can get,” he boomed, “and the women of Bohemia are no delicate flowers. They fight like she-wolves in defence of hearth and home, family and faith. A mace is a mace, whoever wields it.”
 
                 The first part of the campaign was straightforward enough. We laid siege to two small castles, held by Catholic nobles, and spent a few days at each knocking down the walls with our cannon. The nobles duly surrendered, and were forgiven on condition they handed over their wealth and arms to Zizka. 
 
                 Then we arrived at Caslav, a little way south of Kutna Hora. The Hussites had set up a big military camp there, defended by earthworks. Here, after some discussion with his generals, Zizka announced the next stage of the campaign. 
 
                 “The bulk of the army will rest in camp for a few days,” he told us in his pavilion, “meanwhile I shall take four hundred men south. To here.”
 
                 I craned my neck over the nobles in front of me to see the location. His finger tapped a certain point on the River Nezarka, three or four miles from Caslav. It seemed an odd choice, since there were no towns or castles marked that I could see. 
 
                 “There are enemies within and without, my lords,” said Zizka, “God has granted us a respite from our external foes. We must now use it to root out and destroy another kind of threat.”
 
                 I noticed he was breathing heavily, like an old mastiff, and his heavy cheeks were mottled with angry blood. 
 
                 “The Adamites,” muttered a stocky knight with black whiskers.
 
                 “I will not suffer that name to be spoken in my presence,” rumbled Zizka, “nor will I suffer the presence of these godless perverts in Bohemia a moment longer than necessary. For too long have they remained a blight on our land, poisoning the air with every breath. The blight shall be cleansed with fire.”
 
                 I had never heard of the Adamites before. Afterwards I approached one of Zizka's tame priests and asked him who they were. 
 
                 The priest, a tall, stringy fellow with mean eyes and a mean mouth, looked me up and down with obvious disapproval before answering. “The Adamites, as they call themselves,” he said, pronouncing the word with distaste, “are a sect of madmen and blasphemers. They wander the land, pretending to be in a state of innocence. The same innocence Adam knew before the Fall. A group of them have holed up on an island near Caslav. They must be exterminated, lest their heresy spreads.”
 
                 “Heresy?” I said, “what heresy do they commit?”
 
                 The priest's little mouth twisted in a sneer. “You are shamefully ignorant, Englis. The Adamites reject all church doctrine. All of it. They reject the Sacrament, the rite of Communion, even the form of marriage. They live in a state of absolute lawlessness they call bliss. Quite apart from these evils, they acknowledge no moral law, and perform the most wicked and unnatural acts. Carnal acts, obscenities beyond description.”
 
                 His teeth were gritted as he spoke. I wondered if the thought of these carnal obscenities held some secret appeal for him. From the little he told me, the Adamites sounded like another Hussite splinter group, rejected and forced to live in the wild due to their extreme beliefs. 
 
                 A handful of addle-brained dissidents wandering the countryside didn't sound like much of a threat. Zizka, however, took them every bit as seriously as the armies of foreign crusaders hovering on his borders. 
 
                 As a member of his household, I accompanied him on the short march south from Caslav. He took four hundred horse and foot, including the small number of armoured knights who had thrown in their lot with the Hussites. I thought the Adamites must be capable fighters, and expected a tough battle ahead. 
 
                 The small island they had taken for their home lay squarely in the middle of a wide stretch of river. It was heavily wooded, with a hill in the middle rising from the trees, like the crown of a bald man's head. I rode to the edge of the riverbank and looked for any sign of fortifications, but saw none. 
 
                 “According to my scouts, they have their dwelling somewhere inside the woods,” said Zizka when I reported back to him, “a filthy, flea-infested village of sorts. Otherwise they live in brakes and caves dotted about the island.”
 
                 “How many are they, my lord?” I asked.
 
                 Zizka shrugged his armoured shoulders. “A few score. Half our number, perhaps. No more.”
 
                 Thank God the old man was blind, otherwise he might have taken offence at the amazement on my face. I wondered if he had taken leave of his senses. Four hundred horse and foot, mounted knights and pikemen and crossbowmen, to deal with half that many sad, deluded clowns, living in poverty on an island? It seemed incredible. 
 
                 Yet Zizka was frightened. Breakaway sects like the Adamites threatened to undermine everything he believed in: an independent, self-governing Bohemia at peace with itself, united under a church of holy simplicity, stripped of all its undeserved wealth and worldly corruption. To his way of thinking, the Adamites had taken these good and honest principles and purposely twisted them, used them as justification for their own vile way of life. Agents of the Devil, working to destroy Bohemia from within. Zizka had a short way with such folk. 
 
                 I could see a massacre looming, and felt bound to prevent it. “Let me go to the island and treat with them, my lord,” I pleaded, “perhaps I can persuade them to surrender without bloodshed. To recant.”
 
                 Zizka frowned, and the mean-mouthed priest I had spoken to earlier snorted down his long nose. “Recant?” he jeered, “one may as well ask Satan to accept communion. The people on the island have long since traded their souls. It only remains to destroy their bodies.”
 
                  “A few might yet be saved,” I said, “the younger ones, perhaps. Anyone can be led into temptation.”
 
                 The priest and his acolytes eyed me darkly, but my plea made some impression on Zizka. “To go to that island, alone, is to walk into a valley of death,” he said, “they might kill you, Englis, and think no more of it than swatting a fly.”
 
                 “At least let me try, my lord,” I replied. 
 
                 After some hesitation, he gave me leave to act as his envoy. Two young esquires volunteered to go as well, but Zizka would not hear of it. I could guess his thoughts. If the mad Englishman wanted to throw away his life, so be it. Good Bohemians should not be allowed to follow suit. 
 
                 I goaded my horse into the river. The water was only fetlock-deep, and I crossed with no challenge or sign of life from the island. Once I reached the other side, I looked back over my shoulder to take a last look at Zizka's army. His troops were drawn up in silent lines, every pair of eyes fixed on me. Somewhere a lone drum beat, and the red and gold banners of the chalice fluttered in a gentle wind.  
 
                 Heart sinking, I turned and spurred onward into the shadowy trees. 
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   Soon after plunging into the woods I found a track of sorts, the long grass beaten down by the passage of many feet. I decided to follow the track, hoping it might lead to the Adamite settlement. 
 
                 Other than the slow clop of my horse's hoofs, and the occasional rustle of some wild thing in the bushes, all was quiet. I peered anxiously through the tangled wilderness ahead, fingers tightly clenched around the grip of my sword. 
 
                 Only now did I curse my folly. What in God's name was I thinking, to volunteer for such a pointless and dangerous mission? The Adamites were doomed, whether or not I persuaded a few of them to recant. Zizka had only sent me to ease his conscience. 
 
                 A darker thought slithered into my mind. What if Zizka secretly wanted to be rid of me, and seized on this as an ideal opportunity? I knew suspicions over my presence in Bohemia still lingered. Zizka himself, in the short time I had known him, showed no sign of distrust. Still, he was both politician and soldier, and knew how to cloak his true thoughts. 
 
                 I was in a sweat by the time two figures stepped out of the woods in front of me. My sword was halfway out of the scabbard before one of them lifted a hand. 
 
                 “Welcome, stranger,” he called out, “put away your sword. There is no need of weapons here.”
 
                 His voice was friendly enough. I warily slid my sword home and shaded my eyes to get a better look at them. 
 
                 They were both stark naked. A man and a woman, quite young, holding hands and grinning at me like a couple of deranged children. The man had dark hair and a scrubby, overgrown beard, while his companion was strawberry blonde, without so much as a loincloth to cover her modesty. They made a handsome pair, or would have done if they weren't both gaunt with hunger, ribs protruding against their pale skin. 
 
                 “I am Martin,” said the young man, still in the same mild, friendly tone, “and this is Elisabeth. Please don't look so suspicious. You have nothing to fear from us.”
 
                 I swallowed, trying not to look at the girl. “I have come from Lord Zizka,” I said, “he regards you and your brethren as heretics. Unless you agree to recant, and beg for mercy, the worst will follow.”
 
                 Martin seemed unperturbed. “We know of Zizka,” he replied, “some weeks ago he burned fifty of us at the village of Klokot.”
 
                 “There will be no mercy from him,” said Elisabeth, in a soft, breathy voice that made me shudder, “so let him come. We have made our peace with God.”
 
                 I was unaware of the incident at Klokot, where Zizka ordered fifty Adamites, men and women, to be put to the flames. The people of the island knew exactly what to expect from the general, and I had talked myself into going on a fool's errand. 
 
                 “I've persuaded him to relent,” I said, “surrender, and a few of you may yet be saved. Fight, and all of you will die.”
 
                 They both laughed. “Fight?” exclaimed Martin, “none of us bear arms, friend. To kill one's fellow man is the ultimate crime against God. Beasts in the wild rend each other. We are not beasts. God gave us the ability to think, to reason. To love.”
 
                 “Come,” he added, “let me show you what I mean. We'll take you to our village.”
 
                 I dismounted and led my mare after this pair of holy simpletons, wondering if all the Adamites were like them. If so they were mad, of no danger to anyone except themselves. 
 
                 It was late autumn, and the trees dripped gold and brown leaves. There was already a biting chill in the air. Unless the Adamites had the sense to cover their bodies in the winter months, Zizka had no need to slaughter them. They would soon die off anyway. 
 
                  Their village, if such it could be called, lay on the edge of the woods at the south-west corner of the island, close to a muddy riverbank. It reminded me a little of Robert Stafford's outlaw camp in the Weald in Sussex, except smaller and even dirtier. Seven or eight ramshackle lodges were scattered about a forest glade, large enough for two people, made of twisted branches and overlaid with roofs of heaped leaves and moss. They looked likely to blow over in a strong wind.   
 
                 The glade stank of piss, dung, wood smoke, and the predictable reek of unwashed bodies. Perhaps a dozen Adamites squatted or lounged about a spluttering fire inside a rough circle of stones. They were all naked, and they all stank. Something foul bubbled inside a dented old pot set up over the fire. 
 
                 Nobody paid any heed to our arrival. One couple, an older man with a pot belly and a much younger girl, no older than fourteen, frantically copulated under a tree. The man grunted like a pig as he thrust inside her, pale flabby buttocks thrashing up and down. A woman with a shock of greying red hair knelt in prayer beside the river. Occasionally she uttered a high-pitched shriek and hugged herself, weeping.  
 
                 “You see?” said Martin, “the innocence of the life we have made here? This is how Adam and Eve dwelled in the Garden of Eden before they were tempted.”
 
                 “You call rape innocent?” I demanded, pointing at the couple under the tree. Martin laughed again. The patronising tone of it filled me with rage. 
 
                  “There is no question of rape,” he said complacently, “such terms were invented much later, after mankind had descended into sin and lost its way. The girl was quite willing. There is no crime in sexual congress, friend. God wants us to breed. Our children, born into blessed innocence, will be infused with the Holy Spirit.”
 
                 “It matters not if the partners are kin,” this amazing lunatic babbled on, “a father may impregnate his daughter, a brother his sister, and so on. Those who first condemned incest as a sin were liars.”
 
                 “To lie is a sin,” Elisabeth added gravely, “the worst sin of all. Adam and Eve were led into temptation by a lie. For the sake of that lie they were driven out of Eden, and took to wearing clothes, hiding their true forms. We reject that original lie.”
 
                 I looked around the squalid glade, my head swimming at the stench, and spotted a group of five children. They squatted outside one of the lodges, playing listlessly in the dirt. Like the adults, they were naked, and put me in mind of a brace of skinned rabbits. Their bodies were savagely malnourished, bellies protruding, limbs like twigs, faces pinched with hunger. 
 
                 “If you won't recant for your own sake,” I urged Martin,“at least save the children.” 
 
                 The other man looked shocked. “This is your notion of mercy?” he cried, “to send us to Paradise, separated from our children? To leave them behind in the world as orphans, dependent on the charity of others? Zizka's cruelty is limitless.”
 
                 My voice started to crack. “For God's sake,” I pleaded, “see sense. They will all be killed.”
 
                 Martin and Elisabeth shook their heads and looked kindly on me, as though I was the madman. I was tempted to get the children out at swordpoint. Granted, I was outnumbered, but the Adamites rejected violence, even in self-defence. Besides which, they were all so enfeebled by hunger I reckoned I had an even chance of cutting my way through them.               
 
                 A thought struck me. What if the brats refused to come? Their heads were probably stuffed full of the insane creed of the Adamites. I couldn't rescue anyone who had been taught to welcome death.
 
                 Roused by our voices, some of the people around the fire started to stir. One huge fellow with blacksmith's shoulders and a thick mat of golden chest hair raised himself on one elbow. He blinked at me, snuffling under his breath like an old sow.  
 
                 “You have done all you can, friend,” said Martin, “now you must leave. At once.”
 
                 There was a hint of fear in his voice. I believe he was genuinely concerned for my safety: perhaps some of his companions had not entirely relinquished violence. The big man in particular was glaring at me with the light of battle in his eyes. One of his huge hands reached out and closed around a rock.  
 
                 Martin was right. I had done all I could, and it made no sense to stay and risk my skin any further. He and Elisabeth called out a fond farewell, as though we were old friends, as I mounted my horse and rode away.
 
                 Zizka's troops were still drawn up in battle array when I returned. The general listened to my sad report in silence, while his priests nodded and tutted and smiled knowingly at each other. 
 
                 “Just as we expected,” gloated the thin-lipped swine I had taken a particular dislike to, “your pity was wasted on them, Englis.”
 
                 “The Devil has stolen their wits,” another shaveling remarked piously, “as well as their souls.”
 
                 I ignored them and looked at Zizka. Even now, I hoped he would show mercy. “There are children among them, my lord,” I said quietly, “our enemies might choose to slay innocents, but we are Christian men. True Christians.”
 
                 Zizka didn't seem to hear me. “Advance banners,” he ordered in his bass rumble, “I want the island scoured clean by sundown.”
 
                 I took no part in what followed. Three of our young knights also refused, on the grounds that it was unchivalrous to slay unarmed women and children, even heretics. The priests branded them cowards and weak-minded appeasers. Zizka said nothing. Unlike his peasant soldiers, who were required to abide strictly by his Regulations of War, noblemen enjoyed a certain privilege. He had too few knights under his command to risk alienating or punishing those in his service.
 
                 The rest of his troops went berserk. Whipped into an ecstasy of bloodlust, they stormed the island in under an hour, sweeping it from end to end and putting every Adamite they found to the sword. A select few, on Zizka's orders, were dragged out for special treatment. 
 
                 I saw Martin and Elisabeth among the pitiful group of naked prisoners herded  across the river. Our soldiers jeered and cursed and spat at them, called them Antichrist, flogged their bare backs with bowstrings and spear-butts. 
 
                 This was only the start of their torments. Two of our baggage wagons carried spars of timber. To my horror, these were now unloaded and methodically pieced together to form six crucifixes, some ten feet high. At the same time our men scooped out a row of post-holes in the soft earth close to the riverbank.
 
                 There were ten prisoners. Six of the shivering wretches, two of them children, were hauled out of line and forced to lay flat on the crucifixes. Then, as the priests howled prayers and benedictions, thick iron nails were hammered through their wrists and ankles, pinning them to the timber.  
 
                  The remaining four were ordered to stand knee-deep in the river. Elisabeth was one. Her blue eyes gazed at me even as six Hussite knights drew their broadswords and set about hacking the defenceless prisoners to death. 
 
                 While the water turned red and the air filled with screams, the crucifixes were raised and planted firmly inside the post-holes. The nailed Adamites shrieked and writhed, an obscene parody of Christ's torment on the cross. Blood flowed freely from the wounds in their bodies and watered the earth beneath. 
 
                 I, along with the four knights who had refused to follow Zizka's order, stood apart. “God forgive us,” muttered one, “today we have forfeited His goodwill.”
 
                 “We shall be punished,” said another,
 
                 God, I think, was already at work. My punishment was to watch, helpless, as the people I had tried to save were tortured to death before my eyes.                
 
                 Now I started to reap the consequences of my folly. I had come to Bohemia in search of a cause worth fighting for. In Lord Zizka, I hoped to find a man I could love as well as serve. I was a great fool. Zizka might have been King Harry's soul-brother. They were both men of iron, with iron souls and lumps of iron in place of hearts. 
 
                 It was too late to recant. I had pledged myself to the Hussites, body and soul, and could only see out the contract. 
 
                 To whatever end.
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   Zizka left his victims to rot and marched straight back to Caslav. After my refusal to assist in the massacre, I feared I might be in disgrace. Instead he gave me a commission. 
 
                 “You showed courage at the island,” Zizka grunted when I was summoned to his pavilion, “courage to speak with the heretics alone, and to defy my orders. I will overlook your disobedience. Once. Repeat the offence, and you will be punished according to the Regulations of War. Understand?”
 
                 “Yes, my lord,” I replied with a bow. A worm of fear trickled down my spine. I had been flogged once, in Normandy (my back still carried the scars) and had no wish to repeat the experience. 
 
                 Zizka snapped his fingers. A clerk stepped forward and placed a roll of parchment in his hand. 
 
                 “I know you are brave, Englis,” he said, “and that you can fight. Now we shall see if you can lead.”
 
                 He unrolled the parchment and pressed it flat on his desk. “Your name has been entered on the muster roll as a captain of horse, in charge of twenty lancers. May Christ guide your sword in the battles to come.”
 
                 Life was easier for a while after my promotion. Zizka marched away with half his army to conduct a hellish winter campaign in southern Bohemia, leaving me behind to drill my men. The general called them lancers, but really they were ordinary sergeants, armed with long spears. They were an eager but dull-witted set, farm lads who had never backed anything more lively than a carthorse. I spent my days teaching them to ride in step and knock vegetables off stakes at the gallop, and my nights inside a warm tent, dreaming of wine, whores and England. 
 
                 As ever, there was little in the way of sinful amusement: Zizka's damned Regulations strictly forbade drunkenness, gambling and the presence of whores in camp. All the things that make army life bearable. Still, it was better than sitting outside Catholic strongholds in the cold, dodging arrows and dysentery.
 
                 My peace didn't last, nor did I expect it to. Bohemia was rotten with fear.  You could almost smell it. The shadow of the Dragon hung heavy over the entire country, and the spirits of our troops at Caslav could not be lower. Prayers were sent up, day and night, for God to stop the hearts of Sigismund and his German allies.  
 
                 The Almighty was deaf to their pleas. In the early days of November, Sigismund's vanguard finally stormed over the border. They moved quickly, razed a couple of towns and marched straight on to Kutna Hora, some fifty miles east of Prague.  
 
                 As soon as word reached Caslav of the invasion, every officer was summoned to an emergency council of war. In Zizka's absence our commander was Lord Cenek of Wartenbeg, a darkly handsome, smooth-tongued nobleman who had already changed sides once. Selfish and unreliable, he was also the most powerful of the Hussite nobles. Zizka distrusted him, but could not afford to do without his money and soldiers.  
 
                 “Sigismund advances at speed,” said Cenek, “Humpolec and Ledec have already fallen to him. Caslav lies directly on his line of march to Kutna Hora. Many of the citizens there are loyal to Sigismund and the Pope. My spies report rumours that the burghers sent secret messages to the Hungarian court, begging the King to come and liberate them.”
 
                 “Turncoats,” spat a hard-faced knight to my left, “they should have been driven out or executed when we took over the city.”
 
                 Cenek smiled at him. “Let us not be quick to judge,” he said mildly, “the German miners at Kutna Hora never renounced their allegiance to Sigismund.”
 
                 “Turncoats and murderers!” exclaimed another knight, “they have the blood of good Christians on their hands.”
 
                 The German miners they spoke of formed an uncomfortably large community of Catholics at Kutna Hora. Strict Catholics, they were only tolerated so they could mine the rich veins of silver under the town. I had heard dark tales of the evils they committed at the start of the war. It was said they seized Hussite civilians and threw them down the shafts of the mines. Over sixteen hundred were supposed to have died in this way, suffocated and crushed to death in the deep darkness under the earth. 
 
                 “Zizka has broken off his campaign in the south,” Cenek continued, “he should reach Prague in a matter of days. Our task is to hold off Sigismund as long as possible until Zizka arrives.”
 
                 “Let the Dragon come!” barked the knight who had first spoken, smacking his fist into his palm, “we shall keep a warm welcome for him.”
 
                 The Dragon showed an unexpected flash of cunning. Instead of banging his head on the heavily fortified camp at Caslav, as the Germans did at Zatec, Sigismund marched around our position and advanced on Kutna Hora via indirect roads. This was probably done on the advice of Pipo Spano, the Italian condottiere he had hired to lead his armies for him.
 
                 News of Sigismund's clever side-step reached us in the middle of a snowbound December. Our troops huddled in their tents or around massive campfires, anything to keep their blood flowing in the iron grip of winter. Zizka had arrived at Caslav from Prague with his army, including hundreds of the armoured war-wagons I had heard so much about. The sight of those lumbering behemoths, each drawn by teams of six dray horses, filled me with confidence. 
 
                 His troops inspired a different reaction. The majority of them were Táborites, so-called because they named themselves after Mount Tábor in the Bible. They were the largest of the splinter groups among the Hussites, and their beliefs went far beyond anything preached by Jan Hus. The Táborites founded their doctrine on the Bible alone, rejecting all later Christian dogmas as false and impure. Private confession was forbidden, they refused to admit the existence of Purgatory, and demanded extreme simplicity in church services. This meant no vestments, no altar cloths, no vessels or cups or chalices. Just a plain board and a priest in simple garb, reciting the words of Christ in their oldest written form. 
 
                 My clearest memory of Caslav is of watching the columns of wagons rumble into camp, followed by long files of Táborite peasant-soldiers slogging along the icy roads on foot. The air was still and cold, the night sky clear, and the deep voices of Zizka's troops, raised in song, echoed among the white hills:
 
                 “Ye who are God's warriors and of his law,
 
                 Pray to God for help and have faith in Him,
 
                 That always with Him you will be victorious,
 
                 Christ is worth all your sacrifices, He will pay you back an hundredfold,
 
                 If you give up your life for Him you will have eternal life,
 
                 Happy is he who believes this truth.              
 
                 The Lord commands you not to fear bodily harm,
 
                 And commands you to put down your life for your brothers,
 
                 Archers, crossbowmen, men of knightly rank,
 
                 Scythemen and macebearers from all walks of life,
 
                 Remember always the Lord benevolent.
 
                 Do not fear your enemies, nor gaze upon their number,
 
                 Keep the Lord in your hearts; for Him fight on,
 
                 And before enemies there is no need to flee.
 
                 You beggars and wrongdoers, remember your souls!
 
                 For greed and theft don't lose your lives,
 
                 And pay no heed to the spoils of war.
 
                 And with this happily cry out – “At thee! Have at thee!”
 
                 Savour the weapon in your hands and shout “God is our Lord!”               
 
                 This was the great war-hymn of the Hussites, “Ye Who Are Warriors of God.” Trapped on the page, it reads like a mediocre hymn, but the Táborites roared out the verses with spine-tingling passion. They believed fiercely in the truth of every word. 
 
                 “The Lord commands you not to fear bodily harm.” Nor did they. The average soldier fights for pay, only risking life and limb if absolutely necessary. Fanatics such as the Táborites had no such fear of death. Much like your janissaries, O Sultan, they fought in the certain knowledge of salvation. To die in battle, fighting against the enemies of the Lord, was to be welcomed. A sweet release into the hereafter, life everlasting among the angels.
 
                 It was comforting to have such fearless warriors on our side. Their severe beliefs made little difference to me  - the Táborite priests could hold their services in a field for all I cared, with the sheep and cows for a congregation. 
 
                 Outmaneovured by Sigismund, Zizka left a strong garrison to defend Caslav and marched hurriedly to Kutna Hora. We reached the town late on a Saturday, the twentieth of December. The arch of the northern sky was lit up by the glow of many fires. Sigismund's army had fallen to plundering and burning on the march, the usual parade of unspeakable cruelties, massacres and rapes and even crucifixion of defenceless innocents. These atrocities, committed by so-called Christians against other Christians, only served to slow up their advance. Otherwise they might have reached Kutna Hora before us, reducing it to smoke and ashes before sweeping on to Prague. 
 
                 On Sunday morning, Zizka sent out heralds in the streets and marketplaces. “Every one of us should be ready to meet King Sigismund and his marauders,” they bellowed, “keep the faith, trust in Christ, and do not fear these foreign murderers, rapists, cowards and child-killers who have come to destroy our country, take away our religion and make us their slaves. Take up arms, dear comrades, princes, lords, knights, squires, townsmen, craftsmen, peasants, villeins, men of all estates and faithful Bohemians. And remember, God is our Lord!” 
 
                 The speech worked, and filled the citizens with courage. Swollen by volunteers, the army marched out of Kutna Hora and formed up into a gigantic square, shielded and buttressed by the war-wagons. 
 
                 Shortly after midday, Sigismund's banners appeared.   
 
    
 
                 15.
 
    
 
   Our army's first action, upon sighting the enemy, was to kneel in prayer. I watched, scarcely able to believe my eyes, as thousands of soldiers dropped to their knees. The more devout souls wrung their hands and mumbled silent prayers, tears coursing down their faces.
 
                 “Pray, soldiers,” cried the priests, “pray that the Almighty God may deign to grant us His aid, that we may carry on His holy fight to His holy glory, for the increase of all that is good, for the salvation and aid of the faithful.”
 
                 “Amen,” chanted hundreds of voices as one. 
 
                 “Kneel, Englis” grunted an officer to my right. Feeling no end of a fool, I slowly knelt on the frosty ground and clasped my hands.
 
                 Zizka himself knelt in the middle of his staff, silently mouthing a prayer. I wanted to show off my lancers, but the general insisted I stay close to him. We were on a small hillock, near the centre of the wagon-square, with an ideal view of the enemy. 
 
                 When the prayer was finished, our troops rushed back to their positions. By now the royalist vanguard had marched within range of our guns. Within moments the holy atmosphere was shattered by the crash of gunfire. I clapped my hands over my ears and watched the roundshot streak towards the royalist pikemen and halberdiers. They advanced in neat squares, banners to the fore, led by dismounted knights in gleaming steel.  
 
                 The Hussite gunners were experts. Their shot tore through the squares, knocked men over like skittles, tore off limbs and shattered fragile cages of flesh and bone. Our men shouted for joy as the nearest battalions faltered. The general remained silent. He could see nothing, of course, and relied on an esquire talking in his ear. 
 
                 The royalist trumpets screeched. Brave men stepped forward to fill the gaps torn by our guns. The enemy resumed their advance, stepping over the bodies of their comrades. Our artillery continued to pound them, crewmen labouring like ants to keep up a swift rate of fire, dousing the barrels of their weapons with pails of cold water to prevent overheating.
 
                 In battle the Hussites used a smaller type of gun, called a tarasnice. At Kutna Hora we had three hundred of the things. They were all of similar design, long iron barrels mounted on a two-legged plank trestle. Elevation of the barrels was controlled and fixed by a pin through an arc of pierced holes in the stock. To change the direction of fire, one of the gunners picked up the rear of the trestle and moved it from side to side. 
 
                 Our guns were protected by movable timber palisades and pavises, placed in the gaps between our armoured wagons. The wagons themselves were stuffed full of crossbowmen and pipe-gunners, waiting to loose a hail of missiles when the royalist troops marched within range. Zizka's army was essentially a fortress of timber and iron, upon which he invited the enemy to break their strength.               
 
                 Even Hussite guns couldn't fire quickly enough to destroy Sigismund's host. More and more enemy troops came into view, slowly filling the barren landscape to the west. 
 
                 “The Devil sowed dragon's teeth,” murmured an esquire to my left, “and lo, a hundred thousand swordsmen sprung from the ground.”
 
                 “Not dragon's teeth,” I replied, “gold. An ocean of gold.”
 
                  Sigismund must have emptied his treasury to hire such a multitude. Endless files tramped over the stark white hills, thousands of spears and lances and banners silhouetted against the sky like the spines of a gigantic beast. I cursed as the inevitable clouds of gunsmoke started to drift across our position, obscuring the enemy from view. 
 
                 I could still hear them over the bark of our guns: drums, marching feet, trumpets and bugles and tocsins. Closer. Ever closer.
 
                 “Englis,” cried Zizka, “is Lord Cenek in position yet?” 
 
                 I looked over my shoulder. To the rear of the square, gaps had been left open between the wagons for horsemen to ride through. Our pitifully small number of cavalry, two hundred light horse and a few knights, waited nearby. Their task was to act as a mounted reserve and ride out, if need be, to attack the enemy in flank. 
 
                 Their commander was Lord Cenek. His was a position of honour, fighting on horseback instead of on foot, as befitted a man of noble blood. I suspect he demanded it as the price of his loyalty. He was stuck up on a white destrier, idly twirling his jewelled broadsword, a splendid knightly figure in silver plate and a halved surcoat of black and gold. 
 
                 Our infantry were drawn up in front of him. To look at, they were the worst raw material on earth, beggarly rascals with little armour and armed with converted farm tools. Yet I knew how they could fight, and shivered at the sight of those terrible flails and spiked war-clubs. 
 
                 “Lord Cenek is ready, my lord,” I said, turning back to Zizka.
 
                 The breath caught in my throat. To the west, visible through a gap in the smoke, the plain was filled with horsemen. Long lines of cavalry, armed with bow and sabre, racing at a hard gallop towards our position.               
 
                 “Magyars!” shouted one of Zizka's officers, “Hungarian rabble. Our guns will drive them off.”   
 
                 Rabble, the fool called them. I saw a brave and disciplined body of light horse, thousands strong, riding in practised skirmish order. They wore loose, brightly patterned tunics decorated with swirling patterns, and sang as they advanced, a low, keening noise, like the buzzing of a great host of bees. 
 
                 The Magyars, I quickly discovered, were superb horse-archers. Sigismund recruited them from the steppes of Hungary, where men are virtually born in the saddle. Our guns knocked them over by the score, blowing away horses and riders. The rest came on regardless. Those on the wings divided into groups and started to ride in circles, aiming their short bows high and darkening the sky with arrows. 
 
                 Their shafts plunged down onto the exposed heads of our soldiers. Men started to fall, others scrambled under pavises and mantlets for shelter or crawled underneath the wagons.  
 
                 “Shoot! Shoot them down!” 
 
                 Our crossbowmen and gunners sweated over their weapons, feverishly shooting, loading and re-loading. The arrows continued to fall like poison rain. One thumped into the turf barely a yard in front of me. I dismounted, snatched up the evil-looking dart and snapped it in two. My comrades laughed, and the legend of Jan Englis was born. 
 
                 The Magyar casualties were horrific. Few wore any type of armour, save perhaps a leather jack or scraps of ringmail. Half an hour passed, and the ground west of the square was littered with their bodies, men and horses, piled high like autumn leaves. They retreated, gathered fresh quivers of arrows, re-formed and came again. It was impossible not to respect such careless courage in the face of bullets and bolts and gunstones. 
 
                 Sigismund brought his own guns into play. They were bombards, slow to load and hopelessly inaccurate compared to the Hussite guns, but still dangerous. The plain, blanketed in white smoke, was lit up by stabs of orange flame as the bombards roared, peppering us with balls of stone and iron larger than a man's head. 
 
                 The wails of the Magyars and thunder of cannon were joined by something else. A tremendous war-shout, accompanied by drums, fifes and trumpets. The noise rose and rose to an unbearable crescendo. Below me the earth shuddered. Around me the world dissolved in smoke and flame. Hussites died by the score, shot down or blown apart. Blood pooled under the hoofs of our horses. Our wagons rocked under the impact of gunstones. A cannonball ripped up the ground to my left, spraying me with pebbles and clods of earth.   
 
                 “Englis!” bawled Zizka, “go forward! See what is happening!”
 
                 I spurred down the flank of the hillock. Our horses had been trained during the long weeks in camp at Caslav to endure the noise of battle, else they might have bolted long ago. 
 
                 The line of wagons, wreathed in smoke, was just about visible below. I could hear the soldiers inside them singing their battle-hymn:
 
                 “Ye who are God's warriors and of his law,
 
                 Pray to God for help and have faith in Him,
 
                 That always with Him you will be victorious,
 
                 Christ is worth all your sacrifices, He will pay you back an hundredfold...”
 
                 All the while Magyar arrows rattled against the armoured sides of the wagons. Cries of pain indicated when they found their mark. 
 
                 I reined in sharply. Our gunfire had slackened, drowned by enemy war-shouts and the clatter of steel. 
 
                 A Hussite esquire careered towards me through the smoke, his horse bleeding from the neck, one hand pressed to the side of his face. His sword was gone. A sabre-cut had slashed open his cheek, exposing teeth and tongue. 
 
                 “Their infantry!” he yelled, spitting pinkish phlegm, “they're trying to storm the wagons!”
 
                 I hesitated. Sigismund's guns were still firing. They risked hitting his own men, but he obviously cared little for that. 
 
                 “Find the general,” I said to the esquire, “report to him, and get that wound dressed. I will be along shortly.”
 
                 I rode on. It was foolish, riding into danger for no reason, but I wanted to see the battle for myself. I also craved action. So far I had done nothing but stand on a hill and watch. Now it was time to get my sword wet. 
 
                 Something flitted over my head. I ducked instinctively and spotted a savage melee in progress, just yards ahead. Before me was a gun emplacement, set up in a space between two wagons. Two of the crewmen lay dead, hacked up by sabres. Another was wounded. He sat propped against a pavise, his face grey as death, an arrow stuck in his breast. He had broken the shaft trying to pull it out, leaving just an inch or so protruding from his flesh. 
 
                 The two remaining gunners fought with desperate courage against five Hungarian soldiers, tall bearded men in tunics of boiled leather, wielding double-handed axes. Our gunners, who only had daggers to defend themselves, stood little chance. 
 
                 I spurred forward and cut at the nearest axeman, who had his back to me. The sabre I had looted at Zatec cut easily through his woollen hood and split his head like a ripe apple. He dropped without a sound, brains leaking over the snow. 
 
                 Another Hungarian swung his axe at my horse. I wrenched her head aside and hacked downward. The blade sliced through one eye and the bridge of his nose. He dropped the axe to clap his hands over the wound, and was stabbed from behind by a gunner. 
 
                 Dismayed, the rest of the soldiers ran like hares. One was tackled to the ground by the gunners. They held him down and made hard work of cutting his throat while he screamed and tried to wriggle free. 
 
                 I took stock of the battle, or what I could see of it. The Magyars had retreated again, but our wagons were still hard-pressed. Royalist infantry crawled like ants over and under them, struggling to dislodge the Hussites inside. Our soldiers resisted furiously, striking with the butts of their crossbows and pipe-guns, hurling rocks down on the heads of the enemy.
 
                 “Help us!” one of the gunners shouted at me. I rammed my sword back into its sheath and dismounted. My horse, faithless brute, instantly bolted. At least she had the sense to gallop back to the Hussite lines, and quickly vanished beyond the wagons.   
 
                 The crewmen, eyes white in their sweating, powder-stained faces, struggled to lift the tail of their gun. It was a wheeled houfnice or howitzer (as we English now call them), of the type I had seen used at Rabi. These squat weapons were used to fire at short distances into crowds of infantry, or frighten away horses with their terrific noise.  
 
                 I lent a hand to shift the gun. Meanwhile the din of battle rose and fell around us, like the crash of waves in a storm. Arrows zipped overhead. After much straining we managed to angle the howitzer a few inches to the left, so its muzzle pointed directly at the mass of royalist infantry swarming about the wagons. 
 
                 “Stand clear,” a gunner rasped. I hurriedly stepped backwards. His mate fetched a long strip of match and worked frantically to light one end with flint and tinder. After a few anxious seconds he got the match lit, and hurriedly pressed it against the touch-hole at the rear of the gunbarrel. 
 
                 There was an almighty bang. A gout of white smoke spat from the barrel. The howitzer bucked like a frightened horse. I flinched and covered my eyes, convinced the damned thing had exploded.
 
                 The hoarse cheers of the gunners persuaded me to lower my hands. Some fifteen yards away, at least a dozen enemy soldiers lay dead or dying, torn apart by the hail of spiked balls our gun had fired into their bodies at point-blank range. A few of the wounded tried to crawl away, leaving red trails in the snow. Their comrades, terrified by the sudden explosion and its gory consequences, turned and fled. 
 
                 Their flight precipitated a general rout. All down the line the enemy retreated, leaving the bodies of their dead strewn in heaps before the wagons. Shouts of triumph burst from the Hussites, psalms and battle-hymns. Our own casualties were light, while the enemy had suffered terribly. 
 
                 I didn't share in the jubilation. Sigismund was far from done. The footmen he had sent against us were his worst troops: lowly spear-fodder, woodsmen and peasant levies. Much like our own rascals, they fought in woollen smocks, leather jerkins and the like, with barely a helm or coat of ringmail between them.  
 
                 To the east, drawn up in steel ranks, Sigismund's legions waited in reserve. His Magyars continued to pepper us. His cannons roared. With numbers and time on his side, the King of Hungary could pound us to death at leisure before sending in his crack troops to cut up the remains. 
 
                 I left the gunners and started to make way back to Zizka’s position. With luck, my horse would be somewhere nearby, unless she had lost her head completely and galloped away in a random direction. 
 
                 Before I could find her the psalms died away, replaced by a babble of excited voices. I heard a man's voice, shrill with terror:
 
                 “Kutna Hora – Kutna Hora is lost!”
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   I started to run. The evil rumour swept before me. Panic, the death of even the most disciplined host, threatened to sweep through our army. 
 
                 Zizka's banners still flew at the top of the hillock. The general's squat figure, mounted on his destrier, was surrounded by a knot of worried-looking officers. Gallopers hurried to and fro.
 
                 I reached the summit to find an esquire waiting for me, holding the reins of my horse. “She came straight back here, Englis,” he explained, “we thought you were dead.”
 
                 “What's happening?” I demanded, snatching the reins from him, “is the city lost?”
 
                 His beardless face was pale. “Yes. We think the enemy worked around our flank and got in through a postern gate. Listen.”
 
                 I cocked my head. From the east, carried on the wind, I heard faint voices raised in anguish.              
 
   “The enemy are in the streets,” he said, “like a fox in a chicken coop. God help the citizens.”
 
                 The fortified gates of Kutna Hora, from which we had marched out to face Sigismund, lay two hons away. The space between our wagon-fortress and the walls was filled with crossbowmen and gun emplacements, making the city itself part of our defences. 
 
   Kutna Hora was well guarded, surrounded by high walls and towers, and crammed with soldiers. The citizens were divided between native Bohemians, most of them Hussites, and the colony of German miners loyal to Sigismund and the Pope. Zizka was unconcerned by the presence of the Germans. The militia he had left inside to guard the city were loyal Hussites, their ranks stiffened by a few hundred of his veterans. 
 
   Kutna Hora should have been impregnable. Yet I heard screams, the unmistakable sound of defenceless innocents being put to the sword.
 
   One of Zizka's gallopers came racing towards us. He brought his pony skidding to a halt, saluted Zizka and gulped out his news.  
 
   “It's the Italian, my lord,” he said breathlessly. “Pippo Spano led some of his mercenaries around our right flank. They were allowed into the city through a side-gate. A traitor inside must have left it open.”
 
   Zizka's face might have been carved from stone. “How many got in?” he growled. 
 
   “Perhaps a thousand. Italian sell-swords and some five hundred German exiles.”
 
   Later I was able to piece together what happened. While Sigismund's infantry and horse-archers distracted us, Pippo had led a division of his troops around our flank. Some were Germans who had once worked the silver mines under Kutna Hora, and exiled for their refusal to accept the teachings of Hus. 
 
   A certain gate had been left unbarred, probably by a German loyalist. Pippo and his men poured into the city and immediately set about butchering the Hussites inside. The exiled miners committed the worst atrocities, slaying women, children and priests in an orgy of bloodlust.  
 
   The city militia, even strengthened by Zizka's veterans, stood little chance against the miners and Pippo’s mercenaries. With the city lost, our army was trapped, surrounded on all sides. 
 
   “Nightfall is our saviour,” I heard Zizka say, “we must pray for darkness.”
 
   I left them to their devotions. My belly rumbled with hunger, so I made for the nearest campfire. A group of Hussite soldiers sat around it in miserable silence, eating broth from wooden bowls. An iron pot was set up on a griddle over the fire. The contents smelled rank, but I was too famished to care. 
 
   The soldiers sat with their heads bowed while one of them muttered a prayer. When the prayer was finished, I took one of the empty bowls heaped beside the fire and helped myself to stew from the pot. There were no objections. Everything was held in common among the Hussites. No man, whatever his degree, was permitted to deny food and shelter to his comrades. 
 
   It may sound strange, O Sultan, to hear of men eating in calm silence while a battle still raged and missiles streaked overhead. Yet the Hussites were supremely confident in their faith. The meanest peasant among them was as brave as any janissary, and fought with a similar zeal and disregard for physical safety. Their souls had already clinched a berth in Paradise.  
 
   I didn’t share their complacency. My own faith was weak, and I was by no means certain of salvation. There were too many sins on my head, murders and thefts and betrayals. The blood of a kinsman, my cousin Sir William, whom I had killed in a duel, was a permanent stain. No amount of prayer could wash it out. 
 
   My mind turned in on itself. Why had I come to this cold eastern land, riven by war and schism? I had never paid more than lip-service to God, and was only attracted to the Hussite cause by their desire to root out evil in the church. The theology was beyond me. What did it matter if men took communion in one kind or two? The bread was just bread, the wine remained wine. Yet I could be burned alive for saying as much. Perhaps I was a Lollard after all.  
 
   The priesthood, to my mind, should be returned to their original state of poverty, as Christ intended. What right had they to live in gilded palaces, wage war, accrue massive estates, make beggars of honest men? What right had Christ’s ministers to profit from their work? 
 
   “God preserve us,” exclaimed one of the men next to me, “look there.”
 
   To the east, the darkened skies over Kutna Hora were lit by hellfire. Not content with mere slaughter, Pippo's men had set light to the city. Gouts of smoke and tongues of orange flame rose over the walls, mingled with the shrieks of the damned caught inside. 
 
   We could do nothing but listen to their torment. The city gates were closed against us, and Zizka needed every man to hold off Sigismund’s troops. 
 
   The artillery barrage slackened as true darkness fell. “Sigismund is saving his powder,” one of my companions remarked gloomily, “come first light, the guns will start to pound us again.”
 
   “We are dead men,” said another, “come noon tomorrow, the crows shall have our corpses for supper.”
 
   I might have picked a more cheerful crowd to spend my last night on earth with. Happily, Zizka was not content to sit and wait for death. Shortly after we had finished our meal, trumpets sounded through the wagon-square. Mounted officers galloped about, barking orders. 
 
   The men around the fire scattered back to their companies. I stood up, wrapped in my blue cloak, and tried to make sense of the sudden burst of activity. 
 
   I listened to the musicians rather than the officers. The Hussites used a system of trumpets, drums and banners as signals to control the movements of their army. Unlike their language, the system was relatively straightforward, and I had taken pains to learn it.
 
   Zizka was giving the order to advance. He was going to try a frontal attack, in the dark, against the might of Sigismund's army. 
 
   
  
 

I thought he had gone mad. Our only hope of victory was to stay behind the wagons and soak up pressure. Granted, it was a slender hope. Sigismund held all the advantages.  
 
   Men ran towards the enclosure at the rear of our position. The dray horses were kept here, inside a fence of chains and stakes. These beasts were  more precious than our limited number of cavalry horses. Without them the wagons were stranded. Zizka had placed them at the rear, as far as possible from enemy gunfire.
 
   A Hussite archer beckoned at me. “Come, Englis,” he shouted, “don't stand there gaping like a scarecrow. Make yourself useful.”
 
   I went after him, and together we joined the crowd of bodies surging towards the enclosure. Some of the horses had already been dragged out. Their usually placid temper was shattered by the din and stench of battle. One of the huge beasts kicked out and broke a man’s thigh. Others plunged and fought wildly against the men struggling to bring them under control. 
 
   We laboured to get the horses yoked to their wagons. I was worse than useless, repeatedly barged over, kicked several times, almost had my fingers bitten off. At last I gave up and limped away to nurse my bruised hand. This was work for peasants, not gentlemen. As our men laboured to get the beasts harnessed, officers moved among them with lanterns, rasping out a single order:
 
   “Umlčet!” (Silence!)
 
    Fortunately the royalists were complacent. The troops in Sigismund’s camp gambled, drank and sang, while their comrades inside Kutna Hora practised all the usual evils on defenceless citizens. Their cruelty lived long in the memory of Bohemia, fuelling a hatred that shall, I suspect, never quite die away. 
 
   As we struggled with the horses, the wagons were unchained and shifted into line of march. The smaller baggage wagons were put in the centre and the war-wagons in wide columns on the flanks. 
 
   I lent my shoulder to the task of pushing the wagons into column. This was also no fit work for a gentleman, shoving farm carts about in the snow, but I couldn't stand idle for long. Too many of the Hussites still regarded me with suspicion.  
 
   Eventually the job was done. Not a soul was left behind. The wounded were carried into the baggage wagons at the rear, while even the dead were loaded aboard, to be given proper Christian burial once the army was safe. Our cavalry were drawn up behind the wagons, commanded by Lord Cenek. I retrieved my horse and joined them.  
 
   Zizka’s strategy was obvious. Rather than attack Sigismund, he meant to roll his wagons forward in a single compact body and smash through the royalist lines. Victory at Kutna Hora was impossible, given our position and the numbers ranged against us, yet the army could still escape and fight another day.   
 
   Lord Cenek spotted me among the ranks of his cavalry. “Sir John,” he drawled, lifting his visor (he was one of the few Hussites to use my proper name), “I'll wager my second best destrier you wish you were back in England.”
 
   “Gambling is forbidden, my lord,” I replied, to snorts of laughter from the men around us. They were knights, lesser Bohemian gentry for the most part. Unlike Sigismund's nobles, they couldn't afford to clothe their bodies in plate armour, and so made do with humble mail and leather jerkins. 
 
   Cenek grimaced. “A great deal is forbidden in this army,” he said, “at times it feels like marching with the angels. A host of saints and martyrs. Happy sinners like myself are quite out of place.”
 
   More laughter. I wasn't surprised. The nobles didn't regard Zizka's Regulations of War with the same reverence as the priests and peasants. At least, I thought, I would die among my own kind. 
 
   It was a bitterly cold night. Our horses tossed their heads and pawed at the frosty ground, eager to be off. Before us the last of the infantry were boarding their wagons. The only light, beside the pale glow of a half-moon, came from the lanterns in the hands of the drivers. Save for the occasional prayer, silence reigned. 
 
   “God help us,” I heard Lord Cenek mutter. Under his visor he looked ghastly, pale as death, a bright sheen of sweat on his brow. I must have looked no better myself. My entire body trembled with exhaustion and fear. 
 
   It sounded at last, the brazen chorus of trumpets, tearing through the still night air. The shrill notes died away, echoed by a barrage of shouts from our drivers. Goaded by whips and yells, the big horses lurched forward. The wheels of the massive timber boxes they drew crunched over the snow. Our host rumbled and shuddered into life. 
 
   The column of war-wagons slowly picked up speed as the horses were urged into a canter. I stood up in my stirrups and peered west, trying to catch a glimpse of the enemy camp. Before me the icy plain was lit by hundreds of campfires. Sigismund’s troops lay at rest, blissfully unaware of the monstrous weight of iron and timber and flesh bearing down on them. 
 
   The element of surprise was brief. Above the rattle of our wheels, I heard the panicked wail of bugles. The enemy had sounded the alarm. Too late. Sigismund must have been lax in posting sentries. I heard the bang and crackle of gunfire, glimpsed the red tongues of flame shooting in the dark. 
 
   Cenek raised his sword. “Follow the left-hand column,” he shouted, “ride hard, straight through the camp, and don't stop to plunder. Stragglers will be left behind. On!”
 
   He dug in his spurs and galloped off, following the trail of the rearmost wagon. The rest of us gave a shout and surged after him. I was somewhere in the middle, revelling in the excitement of the charge, the cold wind lashing at my face, the horse surging under me, the wild yells and war-shouts of my companions. 
 
   "Hrr na ně!" 
 
   The Hussite war-cry - “At them!” - burst from twelve thousand throats. It roared across the midnight plain, swiftly joined by the screech of trumpets, the rumble of wagons and thunder of racing hoofs as our wagons crashed through the royalist outposts. 
 
   Their sentries scattered into the path of our onrushing cavalry. A German fell into my path. I rode straight over him. Two more stood frozen in shock. I missed one with a sweep of my sword, half-decapitated the other. The top half of his head, a sliver of bone and hair, spun away into the night.   
 
   Our wagons ploughed straight into the orderly rows of tents and pavilions. My ears rang to shrieks of agony, the crunch of bone, as royalist soldiers vanished under the churning wheels. 
 
   I galloped on, knocked over a couple of braziers and hacked through the guy-ropes of a knightly pavilion. It collapsed like a burst bladder, trapping its occupant in heavy folds of silk. His panicked curses died away behind me. Lines of tents flashed past, standards and streamers and racks of war-gear, flickering braziers and the silhouettes of men. Hundreds of utterly bewildered men, running in all directions, many still in their night-shirts. 
 
   A kind of madness, born of fatigue and exhilaration, took hold me. “King Harry!” I shouted, “God for King Harry and England!”
 
   The Hussite pipe-guns wreaked havoc. They probably caused more terror than damage - firing one of those clumsy weapons with any accuracy from the back of a moving wagon is no mean feat - but that was all to the good. Horses are terrified of gunfire, and the royalist camp was full of stampeding beasts, cattle as well, broken free of their stalls and galloping in all directions. 
 
   Taken unawares, thrown into utter confusion by Zizka’s audacity, the enemy could do little to stop us. Few of their captains, least of all Sigismund, kept their heads and tried to scrape together some kind of resistance. I saw only one baggage wagon overturned, the horses shot down by crossbows. Our soldiers inside, most of them already wounded, were knifed on the ground as they tumbled out.
 
                 A few of Lord Cenek's knights forgot their orders and ran berserk. They speared and sabred the hapless royalists, overturned braziers, trampled already fallen tents. I risked a glance over my shoulder, and saw one of the knights surrounded by a group of German pikemen. He hacked right and left at the forest of steel points, laughing like a madman.
 
   "Hrr na ně! Hrr na ně! Hrr na ně!" 
 
   The pikes gored his horse, bringing her down in a frenzy of animal screams and threshing limbs. I might have turned back to save him, but fear drove me on. His yells, as the Germans stabbed him to death, echoed in my sleep for days afterwards.
 
   All this passed in an instant, a blur of noise. Within moments we were through the camp and onto the broad white plains beyond. The wagons lumbered on, following the road north-west to Kolin. 
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   Hussite chroniclers like to claim Kutna Hora was a victory. This is nonsense. True, Zizka's desperate break-out did succeed in preserving the larger part of his army. If it had failed, the war would have ended then and there. The outnumbered Hussites were always one bad defeat away from extinction. Sigismund, on the other hand, might lose a dozen battles, and still have enough men and gold to carry on fighting.  
 
                 Kutna Hora was a defeat. We had lost the town, with its important strategic position just a few miles from Prague, and perhaps a third of our men and horses, not to mention thousands of loyal Hussite citizens massacred by Pippo Spano's troops. 
 
                 Fortunately the royalists made no great effort to pursue our battered army. Demoralised by the unexpected attack on their camp, they followed slowly, giving Zizka time to arrange his wagons into another defensive square on a hill north-east of Kutna Hora. There, in the biting cold, short of provisions and winter clothing, we awaited their onslaught.    
 
                 Sigismund's troops didn't have the stomach for it. Reluctant to advance, they stood at a safe distance and watched us watch them. After dusk Zizka ordered his field guns to fire on the royalist lines, to distract the enemy while our wagons moved off towards the safety of Kolin. 
 
                 As part of the cavalry reserve, I was among the last to quit the hill. It was one of the bleakest nights of my life. Shortly after dusk a blizzard started to fall. We could do little save huddle together on that bare hillside, with no cover, doing our best to keep the horses warm against the damp. The guns boomed – our crewmen set up canvas shelters to keep their powder dry – and I thought longingly of hot wine and roasting fires. 
 
                 “Hello, John.”
 
                 The comforting images in my head evaporated at the sound of this voice. An English voice, the first I had heard for months, ever since I was separated from my companions in Nuremberg. 
 
                 Not only English, but with a familiar northern burr. I turned, blinking through the heavy snowfall, and saw Ralf. 
 
                 He was barely recognisable. His cropped military haircut had sprouted into a greasy shoulder-length mane, and his beard trailed down past his waist. In place of his armour he wore the garb of a Bohemian peasant, stained and grubby. A mace hung from a loop at his belt, and a small wooden crucifix from a leather thong about his neck. All in all, he was the very picture of a Hussite demagogue. 
 
                 “Ralf?” I whispered, my teeth chattering with cold, “is it really you?”
 
                 He gave a lopsided smile. His face, or what I could see of it under all the matted hair, had become terribly gaunt. The corners of his eyes were a mass of wrinkles, and he looked to have aged twenty years in a few months. 
 
                 “Yes,” he said, “though I have changed somewhat. I wager you thought I was dead.”
 
                 I tried to overcome my shock. “I...I can scarce believe it,” I stammered, reaching for the flask at my belt, “have some wine. Let's drink to life.”
 
                 He held up his hand, palm outwards. “Not for me. Water is my only drink these days. Except in communion, of course.”
 
                 “I see you are full of questions,” he added, “I will answer them, and soon. But not here. I only wished to see you. Tales of an Englishman named John Page serving under Lord Zizka reached Tábor weeks ago.” 
 
                 Tábor lay somewhere in the hills south of Prague, near the banks of the Luznice river. I never had cause to visit that nest of fanatics, thank God. It seemed Ralf had made his way there somehow, and joined the Táborite ranks.
 
                 “There will be more battles,” he said, “the Dragon must be driven from the sacred soil of Bohemia. We shall meet again, if God sees fit to spare us. Until then, John.”
 
   Now my surprise was over, I had to quell an urge to strike him. No servant – even a former servant – should presume to use my first name. I had sense enough to realise things had changed between us. Ralf had fallen in among an extreme Hussite sect. They believed all true Christians were brothers, who should deal with each other on an equal footing. 
 
   I remembered the light in his eyes when he spoke of the peasant rebellions in Switzerland and Flanders. It was easy to understand why the Táborite creed appealed to him. Underneath his careful manners, he had always believed himself as good as any nobleman.
 
   He strode away, mace swinging at his belt, towards the bulky shape of a wagon. I heard voices raised in prayer behind it, and assumed he had gone to rejoin his new friends. 
 
   I didn't care to follow him. It was good to hear a voice from the old days, when I had led my Company of the Wolf in Normandy, but reformed characters always make me nervous. I was too much a sinner, as Lord Cenek said, to be comfortable in the presence of saints. Still, I wanted to know how he escaped Nuremberg, and what had become of Thomas and Henry, my loyal Derbyshire archers. One day, I thought, I would seek him out. 
 
   In the meantime there was a war to win. Two days before Christmas, our   army struggled gratefully into Kolin, where Zizka allowed us a few days of vital rest. I paid a family of peasants for bed and board, and slept for two whole days in a comfortable little garret at the top of their stairs. They were generous with food, and somewhat awed by my foreign accent and rich clothes and armour. I deliberately played up the lordly airs, speaking through my nose of the fine manors and castles I owned in England. This seemed to keep them happy.   
 
   Outside the blizzards turned Bohemia into a white hell. While I loafed and slumbered and ate like a pig, Zizka turned his active mind to the conflict ahead. Needing more soldiers, he sent messengers out into the snow to summon all able-bodied peasants from the nearest villages. To my amazement, they flocked into Kolin in large numbers, slogging bravely through ice and snow and hailstorms. I doubt even King Harry, at the height of his popularity, could have inspired such a response. 
 
   After a week in Kolin, Zizka summoned all his nobles and officers to a council of war, held inside the large townhouse he had requisitioned as his headquarters. Grumbling at the cold, and after stealing a quick kiss from my host's pretty daughter, I trudged my way through the icy streets. 
 
   At least it had stopped snowing. The roofs of the half-timbered houses were heavy with snow, and long icicles, like the fingers of frost giants, dangled in rows from the gables. Children laughed as they hurled snowballs at each other (one of the little brutes caught me in the face with a direct hit) slid down banks on sledges of rough sacking, or piled up snowmen. The largest snowman was crowned with a circlet of twigs, and the children thrust sharpened sticks into his lumpen body as they danced around him, chanting “Death to Sigismund! Death to the Dragon!”
 
   I found Zizka holding court in a large dining room, warmed by a blazing fire in the grate. The cold and fatigue of the past few days didn't seem to affect him, though his officers had a pale, strained look about them. Defeat, and its terrible consequences, loomed large in their minds. 
 
   “Gentlemen,” Zizka began when all were present. “Sigismund has occupied Kutna Hora and spent Christmas there, doubtless celebrating his great victory. He is deluded. We are far from beaten. I mean to advance on the town and offer battle before he can think of assaulting Prague.”
 
   This met with groans of dismay, mixed with shouts of approval from the Táborite captains. They feared nothing, and couldn't wait for another stab at the Dragon. 
 
   “My lord, we don't have the numbers to face Sigismund in the open,” protested Lord Cenek, “we only escaped at Kutna Hora thanks to a miracle.”
 
   Rather tactless, I thought, but Zizka showed no offence. “I know our enemy,” he rumbled, “I have long studied his character. Sigismund is a coward at heart. Nor is he much of a general. He only fights when all the odds are stacked in his favour. The man is incapable of coping with any sort of crisis.”
 
   Zizka slapped his hand flat on the table. “Tomorrow at dawn,” he barked, “we make a sudden march from here, south, to Nebovid. Sigismund rates every man as craven as himself. He thinks we mean to retreat. An attack will be the last thing he expects.”
 
   “Coward or not,” Cenek said gloomily, “he outnumbers us three to one. He also has Pippo Spano. The Italian is a brute, but a good soldier.”
 
   “I say he will evacuate the town,” Zizka said confidently, “and run to save his miserable hide. We will march.”
 
   Nobody dared to challenge the general once his mind was set. At first light the entire army set out, wagon wheels crunching over thick snow, long files of bedraggled infantry plodding under mackerel-grey skies, banners hanging limply in the still air. Our cavalry brought up the rear, as usual. I brought up the rear of the rear, waving fondly to my host's tearful daughter and wishing both King Sigismund and Jan Zizka to the lowest pit of Hell. 
 
   Zizka took it into his head to send on a few riders as scouts. My name, damn him, was among those chosen for the task. Thus, barely an hour after quitting my warm bed I found myself on the road, in blistering cold, at the head of twelve other frightened men. “Now we shall see if you can lead, Englis,” the general had said to me in Prague, and meant it. 
 
   We were ordered to ride to Nabovid, a village halfway between Kolin and Kutna Nora, to check it was still in friendly hands. The road was deserted, and we soon reached the huddle of timbered cottages, half-buried under a thick mat of snow. 
 
   The headman who came out to greet us, a crook-backed old fellow with a red nose and a thatch of white hair, wept as he clutched at my reins. “Come,” he whined, “come and see what they have done.”
 
   Wondering, I climbed off my horse and followed him into the village. It was a poor place, smaller than Graz, and deep in mourning. I heard wails of lamentation inside the cottages, bitter tears, recriminations. The doors were all shut, and the only people in sight were a group of men, standing outside a little wooden church at the northern end of the street.
 
   The men, rough peasant labourers, their eyes sore from weeping, parted to let us through. They said nothing as the headman ducked under the low door and beckoned at me to follow. 
 
   It was cold inside. A pallet, covered with a white cloth, had been set up at the far end next to the altar. Next to it stood an old priest, his head bowed in prayer. On the pallet lay the corpse of a young girl, no more than five or six years old. A grey cloth was wrapped around her throat. 
 
   “Magyars,” whispered the headman, his voice choked with grief, “six of the beasts rode into our village after dark last night. We couldn't stop them snatching the girl. They left her body in the woods for us to find.”
 
   He looked at me with haunted, tear-filled eyes. “They used her first. Then cut her throat.”
 
   My own throat had dried up. I swallowed, fighting for words. “Where are her parents?” I managed. 
 
   “With kin,” he replied bleakly, “the mother had to be stopped from drowning herself.”
 
   I remembered the children slain by the raiders at Graz, and the look in Jana's eyes after her daughter was buried. I remembered the boys at Police, their naked bodies left to rot in the sun. I remembered the screams of Adamite children as Zizka's men nailed them to wooden crosses.  
 
   “Our enemies make war on children,” said one of the soldiers behind me, “we must avenge this crime, even at the risk of our lives.”
 
    We all make war on children, I might have replied. We were all guilty.
 
   Are you angry yet, John Page? 
 
   The voice rose from somewhere in the depths of my mind. It was followed by a spate of anger. Cold, focused rage, of the sort a man can use as a weapon. All my doubts melted away.
 
   “What was her name?” I asked quietly. 
 
   “Anna,” he replied.  
 
   I looked down at Anna, so the details of her face would never leave my memory.  
 
    
 
   18.
 
    
 
   Zizka was proved right. As soon as word reached Sigismund of the Hussite advance, he quit Kutna Hora and fled, straight back to Moravia. He ordered those Bohemian nobles who had joined him to stay behind and defend the town. Unsurprisingly, they refused to sacrifice themselves on behalf of such a cowardly master, and so Sigismund ordered Kutna Hora to be razed.   
 
                 Our advance guard reached the town in time to douse the flames. They also found the German miners and their families gone. Knowing they could expect no mercy from the Hussites, the Germans had fled with the royalists. They had no food or winter clothes, and their stragglers, mainly women and children, died like flies. I saw their bodies strewn about like frozen leaves in the snow. 
 
                 Sigismund was vengeful to the point of madness. He suspected the town councillors of treachery, and so had them tied to his baggage wagons and dragged along behind the army. Those who lacked the strength to keep up were hauled along the rough ground until their bodies were torn to pieces. Then they were cut loose and left to die. 
 
                 “The Dragon has inflicted enough suffering,” declared Zizka, “now it is time to pay him back in kind.” 
 
                 We gave chase, hoping to catch the royalists as they straggled towards the border, and destroy each part of their army in turn. Sigismund, if he had been half a man, could have turned and made a stand. True, many of his soldiers were mutinous, but he still outnumbered us three to one. Instead he gave command of his army to Pippo Spano and ordered the Italian to delay us while he scrambled to safety.  
 
                 Pippo made an effort to earn his pay. He drew up his sullen troops on a line of hills near the village of Habry. It was a strong position, and blocked our route to Moravia. Zizka ordered the army to halt while he mulled over a plan of attack. 
 
                 I approached the general and knelt before him. “My lord,” I said, “I beg you for command of the vanguard.”
 
                 “This is no time for vanities, Englis,” he replied distractedly, “I have a battle to fight.”
 
                 “Command of the vanguard, my lord,” I repeated, ignoring the glares of his officers. The anger I had felt inside the church at Nabovid still flowed inside me. I wanted to fight in the front line, and kill as many enemy soldiers as possible. Or be killed. For once, I didn't care. 
 
                 “Go and rejoin Lord Cenek,” he ordered, “if you wish to die, there will be plenty of opportunity.”
 
                 Even in my anger, I knew better than to try his patience. I mounted and rode to find Lord Cenek. Zizka had placed him on the left wing instead of the reserve, directly opposite the Magyars.  
 
                 “Welcome, Sir John,” Cenek said mildly when I saluted him, “you've come just in time for the sport.”
 
                 He jabbed his sword at the Magyars. They were strung out in skirmish order, next to long lines of pikemen in the enemy centre. I quailed at the sight of those sixteen-foot pikes, capable of skewering both horse and rider. The pikemen themselves were better furnished with plate armour than most of the Hussite knights. Pale winter sunshine reflected off their plumed helmets and steel breastplates, while their drummers kept up a steady, throbbing rhythm. The sound of death.  
 
                 “Those men in the centre are Austrians,” said Cenek. “I recognise some of their banners. Solid, heavy fellows. Best avoided. Our job is to drive away the Magyars.”
 
                 “There's a lot of them, my lord,” I said doubtfully. Some six hundred Magyars faced us. Three times our number. They weren't our match in combat, perhaps, but they didn't need to be. Magyar ponies were swift, and their riders could retreat and shoot us down before we got within a spear's length.
 
                 “Those are Lord Zizka's orders,” replied Cenek, “when the wagons go forward, so do we.”
 
                 This was no good. I wanted revenge for the little girl killed at Nebovid. For all the children slain in this unholy war. Now Zizka was about to throw away his cavalry. He almost always fought defensive battles, and only risked an attack when the enemy least expected it, as at Kutna Hora. At Habry he was required to launch a head-on assault, in broad daylight, against superior numbers on high ground. 
 
                 I remembered, all too well, when the Duke of Clarence tried to do the same thing at Baugé. This was Baugé all over again. Not again, I prayed. Not here. Not now. It seemed impossible. Clarence was a jealous buffoon who threw away his army and his life for reasons of sheer pride. Zizka, on the other hand, was one of the greatest soldiers of the age. 
 
                 You will know from your studies, O Sultan, how even great generals make mistakes. My heart sank when I heard our trumpets signal the advance, and the armoured wagons on our left flank rumbled towards the Austrian pikemen. At the same time the Hussite guns, mounted on some rising ground, started to belch.   
 
   I drew my sabre and glanced at Cenek. He trotted forward, flipped down his visor and reached for his broadsword.  
 
                 Before he could signal the charge, Pippo's entire right flank disintegrated. 
 
                 It was an incredible sight. Without warning, every one of those six hundred Magyars wheeled their ponies and quit the field, galloping away at full speed. They went south, following Sigismund's line of retreat. 
 
                 Moments later the Austrians started to run. Their orderly ranks melted away, banners and pikes and drums cast away like so much useless rubbish. As if by magic, a large part of the enemy host had ceased to exist. Sigismund's soldiers, sick of Bohemia and utterly disheartened by the flight of the Magyars, stampeded like a herd of frightened cattle.  
 
                 Our troops, resigned to a hard and bloody fight with no certain victory at the end of it, watched the collapse of Sigismund's host in dumbfounded silence. The wagons ground to a halt. When it became clear that the retreat wasn't some clever Italian ruse, we started to cheer. The cheers rippled down the length of the Hussite army, joined with prayers of thanksgiving. 
 
                 “God is our Lord! God is our Lord! Give all the Glory to Him!”
 
                 Thus cried the Táborite priests, and who could argue? For once I put aside my sceptism. A third of Pippo's army had fled without a blow being struck. The fear of God – or rather, of the Hussites, and we were God's warriors - drove them away. 
 
                 Pippo, a mercenary to his boots, was not about to stay and fight a losing battle. He still had the numbers, but the rest of his army was starting to disintegrate. Gaps appeared in the enemy line as more men abandoned their posts. The rout became general when Pippo's standard was seen to move away from the field. Like his royal master, he preferred to keep a whole skin. 
 
                  Cenek didn't wait for orders. “At them!” he shouted, “the quarry lies before us!” 
 
                 He drove in his spurs and took off like a cannon-shot in pursuit of the Austrians. I went after him, flushed with excitement and bloodlust, veins pounding in my neck, heart thumping against my ribs. I dimly heard the shouts and bugles and drumming of hoofs as Cenek's cavalry galloped in our wake. 
 
                 The red mist came down. My rage, bottled up for so long, was unleashed on the luckless bodies of the Austrian footmen. I slew them like animals, chopping down one man after another. Every time I killed, I screamed out a name. 
 
                 “Anna!”  
 
                 I don't know how many I slew. Fifteen, perhaps. My comrades were equally merciless. The tale of Anna's  death had spread throughout the Hussite army, convincing our soldiers (if any needed to be convinced) that our enemies were the Devil’s get, vermin rather than men, and should be destroyed without pity. 
 
                 My sword-arm grew weary. The red veil lifted from my eyes. Panting, soaked in blood, I gently slowed my overworked horse to a trot. Her flanks heaved, slick with sweat and bleeding from wounds inflicted by my spurs.
 
                 I looked south. Before me, half a mile away, lay the walled town of Nemecky Brod, held by royalist sympathisers. Near the town a river snaked past, crossed by a plank bridge. Beyond the bridge lay a clear route to the Moravian border. 
 
                 There was barely enough space for four men to cross abreast. Sigismund's troops milled about on the northern bank, a crowd of terrified, panic-stricken men, fighting each other in their haste to cross. The king himself and his personal guard had got away, though he left all his rich baggage behind, along with the plunder he took from Kutna Hora and other Bohemian towns. 
 
                 His wretched infantry were stranded. The strongest forced a way across, leaving their comrades behind. Some tried to escape across the river, which was frozen solid. 
 
                 I arrived in sight of the town just in time to witness the final death-knell of Sigismund's army. The Magyars had stopped on the edge of the river. They had no chance of crossing the bridge, not while it was blocked by the infantry. Some dismounted and tried to lead their reluctant horses over the ice.  
 
                 When they saw our banners, the Magyars stampeded onto the river. A few of the swiftest reached the opposite side, but the ice couldn't support the weight of so many men and horses. Fractures appeared in the great sheet of white. It creaked and splintered, and then suddenly broke. Hundreds sank into the freezing black waters, screaming in terror, fighting desperately to stay afloat. They fought in vain. The water was too cold, and nobody was going to drag them out. 
 
                 I watched with grim satisfaction as they drowned. With luck, the men who killed Anna were among them. A passage from scripture came to mind. 
 
                 “Now let God arise,” I said, “and let his enemies be scattered. Amen.” 
 
    
 
   19.
 
    
 
   Zizka wasn't content with his victory. Furious at Sigismund's escape, he unleashed his blood-hungry army on Nemecky Brod. Some of the fleeing royalists had taken refuge inside the walls. Zizka wanted to make an example of them, and of the civilians for their treachery. 
 
                 First he ordered his troops to say Mass, praising God for His divine mercy before they set about butchering their fellow men. I always felt slightly foolish and out of place in these mass devotions. The more devout Hussites often went into ecstasies. Driven temporarily insane by holy fervour, they rolled in the dirt, tore their clothes, drooled like rabid dogs. 
 
                 I spotted Ralf among a mob of other ragged Táborites. His entire body trembled with passion as they bawled some Latin dirge. The sight of him made me shudder. The soft-spoken, handsome soldier and former troubadour I had known was quite gone, replaced by a dirty bearded fanatic. 
 
                 The Táborites, worked up into a divinely inspired frenzy, were first up the ladders into Nemecky Brod. They tore the garrison to bits and flung open the gates, allowing the rest of our assault troops to pour into the town. 
 
                 “Slay all the men,” was Zizka's stern instruction, “spare the women and children.”
 
                 My own bloodlust had cooled, so I went off to find a quiet spot by the river, with a flask of spiced ale to keep me warm. If anyone noticed my absence without leave, they didn't tell Zizka.
 
                 The massacre went on long into the night. I found some pity for the men trapped inside the town. They were not the Devil's servants, two-legged fiends in human shape, as the Hussite priests insisted. They were soldiers. Pressed into service, perhaps, or from small villages where soldiering was the only alternative to a life of drudgery. Many would have families. More widows, more orphans, more pointless misery. 
 
                 Zizka had won his war. He might have displayed a little of Christ's compassion, and spared the garrison. Unlike Sigismund, that sadistic fool, I daresay he took no pleasure in ordering mass slaughter. It was a means to an end, nothing more. Another part of his strategy. The fate of Nemecky Brod was a warning to his enemies. In future they might think twice before invading Bohemia.
 
                 It was dark when Ralf found me. He carried a lantern, and the mace hanging from his belt was smeared with blood up to the grip. 
 
                 “Found you at last,” he said, setting down the lantern, “I thought you might have deserted.”
 
                 “It wouldn't be the first time,” I replied. He smiled. In stark contrast to his earlier frenzy, there was a relaxed air about him, an expression of smug contentment on his hairy, blood-spattered features.
 
                 “The good work is done,” he said happily, “Nemecky Brod has fallen.”
 
                 “It fell hours ago,” I retorted, “there was no need to slaughter all those poor devils. Zizka ought to have offered them quarter.”
 
                 Ralf's eyes glinted. “Quarter, for the men who raped and looted and murdered their way across Bohemia? For the agents of the Antichrist in Rome? I think not, John. We slay their bodies, and leave God to sift their souls.”
 
                 He stood very close, so close I could smell the foul taint of his breath. “Why did you seek me out?” I demanded, backing away. 
 
                 “Only to talk,” he replied, “as old comrades should. I thought you might wish to swap tales.”
 
                 I swallowed my revulsion for him. “Come, then,” I said, “tell me how you got out of Nuremberg, and what became of our comrades.”
 
                 He nodded. “Shortly after you were smuggled out of Nuremberg, some traitor informed the city watch of Englishmen hidden inside the crypt of Schiller's church. Perhaps there was a Catholic spy planted among the Hussite sympathisers in the city.”
 
                 “Before we could get out, the church was attacked. Thomas and Henry made a fight of it, while I fled with Schiller. They caught him, the poor fool, but I managed to lose myself in the back streets. One of Schiller's loyal friends discovered me, and gave me shelter in his house.”
 
                 “I hid there, in the dark of a wine-cellar, for two days. Meanwhile our comrades were tried, condemned and burned at the stake. The man who sheltered me witnessed the executions. He said Schiller took the longest to die. The faggots under him wouldn't light properly. He was half-suffocated and terribly burned. Still he wouldn't die. He called on the soul of Jan Hus for courage, even as the crowd jeered and spat and threw dung. At last a crossbowman took pity and shot him in the throat.”
 
                 Ralf's voice trembled with passion. “They searched for me,” he said, “but God cast sand in their eyes. Early in the morning, I was smuggled out of Nuremberg on a cart. Hidden inside an empty wine cask.”
 
                 He laughed softly. “Even now, I can smell that accursed wine on my body. The mere thought of it disgusts me.”
 
                 “So you were taken east,” I said, “into Bohemia.”
 
                 “Yes. At the frontier I was delivered into the hands of a group of Táborites, who blessed me and took me to their stronghold. It lies on the hill formerly known as Hradiste, near the Luznice river. Little more than a day's ride from Prague.”
 
                 I shrugged, ignoring his hopeful look. If Ralf thought he could recruit me, he was doomed to disappointment. 
 
                 “What of you?” he asked. Reluctant to spend too long in his company, I kept my tale brief. Ralf was outraged at my refusal to kill the Adamites. 
 
                 “The Devil senses weakness in you, John. Your lack of faith. Of resolution. He sees you as a chink in the Hussite armour.”
 
                 He stabbed a grimy finger at me. “I know why you joined the Hussites. You despise the corruption and material wealth of the Catholic church. That isn't enough. God wants more from you. Put aside your foolish doubts. Open your heart and embrace the Hussite faith in its entirety. Come with me to Tábor. The priests there are good men, full of fire. They can teach you the truth of God, better than I ever could.”
 
                 “I thought it was the Devil who wanted me,” I replied lightly, “now it seems God is on my trail as well. I am much in demand.”
 
                 “Save your words,” I said as he drew in breath for another sermon, “God knows my soul is tarnished enough. I do know this. Come what may, I have no intention of going to Tábor, or of capering about in a filthy smock with you and your band of deluded savages.”
 
                 Ralf sighed. “I am trying to help you, John,” he murmured. His gentle voice was full of reproach.
 
                 “Sir John, if you don't mind,” I said evenly. He stared at me for a moment, then sighed again and threw up his hands. A saint giving up on the hopeless sinner. 
 
                 “You are infected with the sin of pride,” he said, “in time, God will break that stiff neck of yours. Depend upon it.”
 
                 He turned to go. “One more thing,” I called after him, “when you were at Tábor, who told you I was in Prague?”
 
                 “A priest,” Ralf answered, “his name was Tomislav. He died soon afterwards, shot by a Catholic archer in a skirmish. He was a good man, if too soft-hearted. God rest him.” 
 
                 I was genuinely sorry to hear of Tomislav's death. He was the first man to show me any kindness in Bohemia. 
 
                 “He wasn't the only one to mention you,” Ralf added with a sly smile, “he brought an entire village with him to Tábor, wagons and all. They were starving, and came to us after finding little solace in Prague. There was a young widow among them.”
 
                 “Jana,” I murmured. Ralf nodded his shaggy head. “Yes. A stubborn woman, with no proper fear of God in her. She spoke of you as a lost soul in need of guidance. I can only agree.”
 
                 “Is she still at Tábor?” I asked urgently. 
 
                 “God knows,” he replied with a shrug. He strode away and left me alone beside the river. 
 
                 The sound of deep voices raised in prayer rolled over the fields from the direction of Nemecky Brod. While the smoke of charred houses rose over the town, I gazed west and thought of a widow's eyes. 
 
    
 
                   20. 
 
                 
 
   Sigismund came no more to Bohemia. He had lost yet another army, upwards of twelve thousand men, as well as all his captives and treasure and baggage. The Dragon was defeated, if not slain, and Bohemia left to bask in a hard-won peace. 
 
                 Peace, however, was a stranger to that unhappy land. Almost as soon as the threat of invasion was dealt with, the Hussites turned on each other. Prague dissolved into utter chaos. Jan Zelivisky, the rabble-rouser who had caused so much trouble in the past, led the mob in a series of vicious attacks against his Utraquist enemies. For a brief time he controlled Prague, only to be lured into a trap and beheaded. His enraged followers declared him a martyr and honoured his memory in more riots, destroying religious houses and assaulting citizens they suspected of Utraquist sympathies. 
 
                 In Caslav, where I was still employed training cavalry, I listened in despair to the lurid stories of violence, treachery and bloodstained politics that arrived daily from the capital. Civil war threatened. If fighting broke out, Bohemia was doomed. All hope of a purified church, free of the shadow of Rome, lost forever.  
 
                 Mutual destruction was averted, at least for a time, by the arrival of a foreign prince in Bohemia. This man, Prince Korybut, was the nephew of Vitold, the aged Grand Duke of Lithuania. After much argument, the Hussite leaders had decided they could not do without a king after all, and so offered the vacant crown of Bohemia to Vitold. The cunning old fox accepted, but preferred not to set foot in his new kingdom until the land was settled. To that end, he sent his energetic nephew to act as regent and knock some sense into the warring factions. 
 
                 I was present at the first meeting between Zizka and Korybut outside Prague. The blind old soldier and handsome young Lithuanian princeling embraced each other heartily, called each other 'father' and 'son' and swore eternal friendship, while our troops cheered and sang hymns and threw their hats into the air. 
 
                 The two men privately loathed each other. Korybut was arrogant, and made the mistake of treating Zizka as a subordinate. Zizka, for his part, ignored the prince's orders and insulted him in private.  
 
                 “Lord Zizka called our youthful saviour a swaggering, perfumed maggot,” Lord Cenek told me over supper, “among other choice insults. I was quite impressed. I've never heard our sainted commander blaspheme before. He seemed almost human.”
 
                 Cenek's attitude towards me had changed. His old indifference, verging on contempt, had been replaced by a keen desire to win my friendship. He regularly invited me to share supper in his pavilion, where we ate off silver plate and drank costly wine from Gascony and Bordeaux. 
 
                 I was happy to devour Cenek's rations, but always kept in mind his real motives. Such men think of little save their own advantage. Now I was a knight and captain of horse, much favoured by Zizka, he saw me as a useful ally. 
 
                 “If Korybut wants to win Zizka's respect,” I said through a mouthful of powdered chicken, “he will have to prove himself in the field. Zizka has little time for cowards and bad soldiers.”
 
                 Cenek snorted with laughter. Word had just arrived at Caslav of Korybut's failure to take Olmutz, a strongly fortified town still loyal to Sigismund. By all accounts the siege was horribly botched, and the prince’s army suffered terrible casualties before retreating. 
 
                 “He may be an upstart,” said Cenek, “but at least he is a prince of the blood, and acts like one. I am sick of listening to sermons on the essential brotherhood of man. How God made us all equal under His sight. Such nonsense. God never intended us to be equal. Some men are born to lead, some to pray, some to fight, some to work. The world is laid out according to a strict pattern. Otherwise it would descend into chaos.”
 
                 I looked with interest at his flushed face. Cenek rarely gave any hint of his innermost thoughts, preferring to hide them behind a mask of insincerity. Too much wine had caused the mask to slip. 
 
                 “You don't agree with Zizka, then?” I asked carefully, “he was born a lord, but treats the lowest serf as his comrade.”
 
                 “A lord!” Cenek spluttered, “the man is barely even a knight. His family holds one small manor at Trocnov. One manor! And yet he lords it over the best blood in Bohemia. Directing our battles, deciding our policy. The man is nothing more than a glorified farmer. I've heard rumours he worked the land with his own hands before the war, like a peasant. And yet this man places himself above the best blood in the kingdom! How the souls of our noble ancestors must weep.” 
 
                 “Zizka may choose to break bread with wheelwrights and cobblers and butcher's boys,” he added, wagging a finger at me, “but he is sowing dragon's teeth. Men should know their place.”
 
                 And you would keep them there, I thought. Cenek was an ambitious man, greedy for more power and wealth. He resented serving under Zizka, a minor country squire by birth, and saw himself as the rightful commander of the Hussite army. His ambitions might have gone even further. The imperial crown of Bohemia still lay vacant. Perhaps he dreamed of it sparkling on his brow. 
 
                 “As for Korybut,” Cenek went on, “he's not so big a fool as you might think. I hear his next target is the Karlstein.”
 
                 I had little doubt that Cenek's information was good: he had spies all over the kingdom. The Karlstein was a strong castle mounted on a crag, some twenty miles south-west of Prague. It was still held by partisans of Sigismund, even though their defeated master had fled the country. Despite its closeness to Prague, Zizka had judged the castle a nuisance rather than a threat, and left the garrison alone. 
 
                 “Besieging the Karlstein is a waste of time,” I said, “Korybut should take his army west to keep the Germans quiet.”
 
                 Cenek gave me a conspiratorial wink. “You know little of our history, Englis,” he said, breathing wine fumes, “let me enlighten you. The Karlstein was built by one of our kings as a hidey-hole for himself and his family, in case they ever had to flee Prague. All his jewels were stored there, including the imperial crown and regalia of Bohemia. Legend has it he placed them inside the Chapel of the Holy Cross, more a fortress than a chapel, behind four iron-bound doors with nineteen locks to each key. The keys themselves were guarded separately. Prince Korybut thinks the treasure is still inside the castle. He wants it for himself.”
 
                 “Is it still there?” I asked, nonplussed. 
 
                 “A portion, maybe. The crown itself was sent to Hungary by Sigismund. Most of the jewels are said to have gone with it. Difficult to know for certain. I fancy Korybut may be acting on his uncle's orders. Duke Vitold means to squeeze every ounce of profit from Bohemia.”
 
                 “So Korybut is only here on a treasure-hunt,” I said angrily, “and yet he took the communion of two kinds at Prague, and swore a sacred oath to uphold the Four Articles.” 
 
                 Cenek shrugged. “He and his uncle seek a return on their investment. They've already spent a great deal of gold on our behalf. Risked the anger of the Pope. Excommunication. We ask much of them.”
 
                 “I believe every man should be rewarded,” he added with a knowing look, “according to his deserts.”
 
                  I said nothing. If he wanted to buy me, Cenek would have to offer a lot more than shrewd glances. For all his selfish vanity, it was easy to like Cenek, yet only a fool would trust him, or rate his chances in battle against Zizka. If it came to war, I knew which side to take. 
 
                 After a leisurely stay in Prague, where his easy charm made him popular with the mob, Prince Korybut marched to besiege the Karlstein. Zizka and the Táborites held aloof, but Hussite soldiers were summoned from Caslav to take part in the siege. 
 
                 My cavalry were included in the muster. By then I was too distracted to care about the Karlstein, or Prince Korybut, or the fate of Bohemia itself. In September, fourteen hundred and twenty-two years after the birth of Christ, news reached me of the death of a King. 
 
                 Harry of England was dead. Dead, at thirty-five, in the prime of his strength. Not in battle, but from dysentery, the soldier's disease that wiped out so many of our troops in France. He was laying siege to Meaux when the illness struck him down. 
 
                 I didn't sleep for two days after hearing of his death. It seemed impossible. The victor of Agincourt, scourge of France, England's greatest warrior-king for generations, was gone. Swept away like a leaf in the wind. 
 
                 Guilt and grief warred inside me. I had feared Harry, even disliked him at times. He was one of those men who are easy to admire at a distance. Seen at close quarters, his ruthless ferocity made him difficult to love. Yet he was still my king. As an Englishman, I naturally owed loyalty to him. Instead I broke my oath and deserted his cause. Worse, I betrayed the personal faith he placed in me.    
 
                 I have always been a dreamer. In my dreams I saw myself returning to France at the head of a great army of mercenaries, the Company of Wolves restored to glory, and pledging myself again to Harry's service. I would earn his forgiveness in a series of great battles, ending with the utter defeat of the Dauphin and Harry being crowned King of England and France in Rheims. 
 
                 Now my dreams were dust. Harry's soul had departed, leaving his subjects to mourn the passing of their own Alexander. He left his infant son to succeed him. Another Harry, sixth of his name to rule England. A weak creature with a grim future, infected with the madness of the Valois.  
 
                 The wheel turns, and our lives turn with it. I dried my tears, said a final prayer for my King, and led my company to the Karlstein. 
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   That damned castle. We sat outside it from September to November, while the world turned white around us and hostile German princes made threatening noises on the western border. The castle itself, perched on an isolated ridge surrounded by larger hills, was defended by five hundred brave men who refused all demands to surrender. 
 
                 We dug in for a long siege. Our artillery, including four massive field guns, was set up on the heights. Korybut's army had also dragged along a few old-fashioned springalds and mangonels, which proved more effective than the cannon. The big guns took an age to load, and were poorly handled, more often than not hurling their shot wide or short of the target. 
 
                 Meanwhile my young cavalrymen languished inside one of the chain of block-houses set up around the castle, gobbled their rations and waited impatiently for the order to attack. 
 
                 “Don't worry, boys,” I assured them, “you'll get a chance to die soon enough. A rock to the head, an arrow in the eye, or maybe a drop of boiling oil in the face. I once saw a man's flesh melted clean from his bones under a gush of oil. At Caen, that was. He was still alive, mind. I had to cut his throat.”
 
                 None of my war stories, no matter how lurid, made the slightest dent on their eagerness. I thought of them as puppies, chafing to be unleashed. Their youthful faces and excited chatter made me feel like a tired old dog. At twenty-nine, I was over a decade their senior. Sometimes they called me Grandfather, when they thought I was out of earshot, and laughed at the silver streaks in my beard. I didn't mind. Grandfather was still alive, and meant to keep on living, long after their tender young bodies were cold in the ground. 
 
                 Prince Korybut had some novel ideas on how to take a castle. On his orders, the mangonels switched from lobbing rocks to stink-pots crammed full of human excrement and the corpses of plague rats. Thanks to this bombardment of filth, sickness quickly spread among the garrison. However, instead of killing them, it merely caused all their teeth to fall out: the envoy they sent, begging for a truce, mumbled at us through toothless, blackened gums. Korybut refused the truce and hurriedly sent the diseased wretch back to the castle before his infection could spread among our troops. 
 
                 Even now, afflicted by their strange illness, the defenders refused to surrender. An angry rumour passed through our camp that an enemy agent had slipped through our lines and reached the castle with medicines bought from certain doctors in Prague. The sick men were soon cured and ready to fight again, if incapable of eating solids. The agent probably never existed, but certainly the garrison found enough strength to hold out against everything we threw at them. 
 
                 Another harsh winter closed on Bohemia. November brought with it fresh snowstorms, freezing gales, hails of sleet and an unexpected messenger. The latter was a tough Gascon mercenary who had ridden all the way from Normandy, alone, with a letter for me. 
 
                  He was ushered into my tent by a sentry. “For you,” the envoy grunted, handing over a roll of vellum with a blank red seal. His gloved fingers trembled with cold, and I could see the man was chilled to the bone.
 
                 “Fetch some spiced wine for my guest,” I ordered the sentry. At my invitation the Gascon warmed himself next to the brazier while I cracked open the seal. 
 
                 The vellum was expensive, and unrolled easily. One side was covered in neat, precise writing in fluid French. My heart jumped when I recognised the hand. 
 
                 “To Sir John Page (I read), Baron of Le Chárite-sur-Loire,
 
                 Greetings to you, traitor. A man I once loved, and now think of as a false, craven, Godless heretic who has twice broken my heart. First, when you vanished after the English defeat at Baúge and sent me no word that you had survived the battle. Second, when scandalous tales reached Normandy of an English knight with your name serving among the Devil-worshippers in Bohemia. 
 
                 At first I refused to believe it. The man I knew would never have traded his soul and taken up arms with the scum of Christendom, crazed peasants and malcontent hedge-priests, lured away from the true church by the insidious lies of the false prophet, Jan Hus. 
 
                 Six months ago I broke my pledge to King Henry, God rest him, and went into Germany in search of the truth. My darkest fears were only confirmed by the soldiers I spoke with. Survivors of King Sigismund's failed crusades. They told me an Englishman named Sir John Page, or Jan Englis by the heretics he marches with, had indeed taken up arms under the arch-heretic, Zizka of Trocnov.
 
                 The Devil is strong in Bohemia. He has broken the armies of the righteous and twisted the minds of good Christian folk. Those infected with the plague of heresy shall burn, on earth and in Hell. You will also burn. For the sake of the love I once bore you, I have made one effort to rescue your soul from everlasting perdition.
 
                 John, we have a son. He was born at Rouen seven months after Baugé. You know the manner of life I am obliged to lead. I cannot be a mother to him, at least not at present, with the whole of France in a state of flux after King Henry's death. Therefore I have placed him in the care of a certain French monastery. 
 
                 The monks are good men, used to taking orphans. Many of the boys choose to join the brethren and devote their lives to the worship of Christ. It is my fondest hope that our son will do the same. 
 
                 I named him Julian, after the sainted Roman Emperor. In all likelihood you will never meet him. Nor will you see me again on this earth. Despite all you have done, I shall pray for you. 
 
                 Farewell. 
 
                 Constanza de Santaella.”
 
                  I rolled up the letter and stood quietly for a while, trying to absorb the waves of anger and shock, tinged with unexpected joy, battering against my senses. 
 
                 I had a son. I had a son. The words revolved over and over in my mind, sweeping aside all other thoughts. 
 
                 “Did Lady Constanza hand you the letter in person?” I asked the Gascon. He looked up from his wine and gave a curt nod.
 
                 “She did,” he said, “in the camp of the English at Meaux.”
 
                 I had little doubt the letter was genuine. Constanza's hand was unmistakable. Who would seek to dupe me with a forgery?
 
                 Was she telling the truth? I never suspected her of having any deeper feelings for me. Constanza always gave the impression I was just an amusement. One of many. Then again, I was never any good at plumbing the depths of a woman's heart.                   
 
                 The letter made it plain she hated me for making no attempt to contact her after Baugé. Had she invented our son, a son I could never realistically hope to clap eyes on, out of pure spite? Or perhaps he did exist, and his mother really had consigned him to some dungeon of a French monastery. The poor lad would be flogged and sodomised and God knows what else, until his spirit was broken and he agreed to join his tormentors.   
 
                 It was unbearable to think of any child of mine, my own flesh and blood, becoming a slave of the church. My pulse quickened as I imagined him, a frightened, white-faced novice, braying Latin psalms and liturgies under the lustful eye of some disgusting old abbé. 
 
                 It was true. In my heart I knew. I had fathered a bastard son on Constanza. The sadistic bitch, displaying all the inventive cruelty of a wronged Portugese noblewoman, had sacrificed him merely to cause me pain. As a final touch she deliberately omitted the name of the monastery he was locked up in, so I had no hope of finding him. 
 
                 “You did well,” I said to the Gascon, “such a long journey, alone, through dangerous country. I hope she paid you well.”
 
                 “Pretty well,” he answered, “is there any message you would like me to take back to her? My fee is reasonable.”
 
                 “No. No message. You can go.”
 
                 With a shrug, he drained his wine and stalked out of the tent, smacking his lips. After he was gone I re-read the letter a few times and then dropped it into the brazier. The vellum gave off an unpleasant smell, as vellum does when it burns. I ignored the stench and gazed at the red glow of the coals, thinking on my future. 
 
                 It was a changed man who emerged from his tent the next morning. A heavy mist had fallen during the night. The Karlstein was a rugged silhouette against the grey. Somewhere among the invisible hills our cannons boomed, heralding another day of futile bombardment. 
 
                 “The Rychlice has started early this morning,” remarked a voice I knew, “I wager she will spit thirty times before nightfall.”
 
                 “Wagers are forbidden,” another voice said primly, to scornful laughter from his companions. 
 
                 The Rychlice or Rapid was one of our big field guns. She was so-called due to her swift rate of fire. By contrast, the others could only fire seven times a day. In truth, all of our guns were so poorly handled they might have fired ten times an hour and made little impression.
 
                 The speakers were my young cavalrymen. Six of them sat on their cloaks around a breakfast fire, drinking ale and grilling bacon on an iron plate set over the flames. 
 
                 They nudged each other when I emerged. All six gave me a cursory salute and turned back to their breakfast. 
 
                 In my grief for King Harry, and indifference over the fate of the Karlstein, I had allowed these striplings to grow far too insolent. It was time to instil a little respect. To begin forging a new reputation. 
 
                  “You,” I barked, crooking my finger at one of the lads, “get up. Fetch your sword.”
 
                 “Up,” I repeated when he stared at me dumbly, “obey, unless you want a bloody back.”
 
                 The boy I picked out was a muscular, red-haired Achilles, fairly dripping with the insolence of youth. He was one of those who mocked me when they thought my back was turned. Determined not to lose face before his cronies, he gave them a wink and a smile before loping off for his sword. 
 
                 I drew my sabre and made a few passes, once again admiring the almost translucent quality of the steel. The German baron who left it behind at Graz must have cursed his luck. 
 
                 My Achilles soon returned. I privately rejoiced at the flicker of doubt in his eyes when I marched straight at him, sword in hand. 
 
                 “Sir...” he stuttered, backing away. Perhaps he thought I had run mad, and meant to kill him on the spot. Instead I rammed the hilt into his gut. 
 
                 “Come,” I said as he fell to his knees, bent double and retching for breath, “grandfather is in the mood for a little sparring.”
 
                 While he recovered I grinned at his mates. Their pale young faces were a shade paler. They stared at me in silence, ignoring the strips of fat bacon burning to a crisp over the fire. 
 
                  “You old swine,” gasped my opponent, clutching his belly, “that was a coward's blow. I'll make you pay for it.”
 
                 “Insolence to a superior officer,” I remarked, “Lord Zizka would have you flogged for that. Maybe hanged.”
 
                 He came at me, roaring. I turned aside his wild swing and fell on guard, beckoning at him with my free hand to try again.
 
                 To be fair, the youth had the makings of a swordsman – he was my pupil, after all – but no defence against my arsenal of dirty tricks. Three times I floored him and sent the sword spinning from his hand. The third time I considered giving him a good scar, but he was a pretty boy, and it seemed a shame to ruin his marriage prospects. Instead I contented myself with loosening a couple of his teeth. 
 
                 While he crouched on all fours, spitting blood, I kicked him in the chest and flipped him onto his back. Then I rested my foot on his throat and spat on him. 
 
                 “Call me Grandfather again, you little turd,” I said amiably, “and I'll tear your bowels out through your belly and wind them round a tree.”
 
                 “The same goes for the rest of you,” I added, glancing at his companions, “you will show me the respect due to my rank. If not, I'll show you the colour of your guts.”
 
                 The noise of the fight had drawn the others from their tents. They stood around me in a ragged circle, like a herd of frightened bullocks.  
 
                 For an instant I was tempted to kill the youth lying under my foot. As a Hussite officer, I was perfectly within my rights. He had insulted me to my face, in flagrant breach of the Regulations of War. Lord Cenek would not have hesitated to execute him on the spot.
 
                 The boy's eyes were fixed on my blade, hovering just a couple of inches above his face. How old was he? Fifteen, perhaps, with a measly scrub of reddish beard on his chin. I suddenly remembered the French boy I had killed in the savage melee under the mines at Rouen. He was even younger.
 
                 I took my foot off the lad's throat. “Go and clean yourself up,” I ordered, “we'll do some sword-drill later. You're clearly in need of it.”
 
                 He eyed me warily as he got up, wiping away the thin trickle of blood from his mouth. I sheathed my sword and stood with arms folded, waiting. 
 
                 His fingers curled around the grip of his fallen sword. Our eyes locked. 
 
                 The lesson in manners had worked. He rammed the sword into its sheath and stalked away, still clutching his bruised stomach. His comrades parted ranks to let him pass. None said a word, or dared to meet my eye. 
 
                 “Right,” I said, “dismissed.”
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   Prince Korybut never got his hands on the treasure in the Karlstein. While we sat outside, burning powder and hurling pots full of decaying body parts at the garrison, fresh armies of German crusaders swept into Bohemia. At the same time another host of Silesians threatened the northern frontier. 
 
                 Once again the fate of Bohemia shivered in the balance. Thankfully the German and Silesian generals were a talentless set of brigands, whose only strategy was to raid and plunder and cause as much material damage as possible. 
 
                 Sigismund was the driving force behind this latest crusade, though he wisely declined to lead it himself. Instead the main German army, meant to follow on the heels of the first wave, was led by the Elector Count of Brandenburg. He loathed Sigismund more than the Hussites, and showed little enthusiasm for this latest crusade. 
 
                 “We have little to fear,” Lord Cenek told me, “the count will make all the right noises, burn a few villages and march his men up and down for a week or two. He wants to avoid angering the Pope, you understand. As soon as he thinks it is safe, he'll disband the entire army and go home again to bicker with Sigismund.”
 
                 Cenek speared a chicken leg on his knife and winked slyly at me. “Fortunate Bohemia. May God continue to send us halfwits for enemies.”
 
                 He was still trying to lure me to his side. I continued to eat his grand suppers (Hussite army rations were not the best) and let him think I might be tempted. In truth I had no intention of deserting Zizka. The general might be old and blind, but he was still the greatest soldier bar none in Bohemia, perhaps in the whole of Christendom now King Harry was dead. Some of the deeds he committed in the name of God revolted me, yet my allegiance never wavered. I had already broken too many oaths for my conscience to bear. 
 
                 As usual, Lord Cenek was well-informed. The Elector took his small army up to Tirschenreuth in the Upper Palatinate, close to the Bohemian frontier. There he dawdled, waiting impatiently for reinforcements. None came. His troops, reluctant to face the dreaded Hussite armies in battle, started to drift away. At last the Elector himself gave the whole thing up as a bad job, disbanded the remainder and went home. 
 
                 The German armies already in Bohemia marched on regardless. They stormed the town of Chomutov and advanced on our camp at the Karlstein, hoping to relieve the hard-pressed defenders. Prince Korybut, who much preferred the glamour of war to the reality, offered the Germans a truce instead of battle. Thus the crusade – the third sent against Bohemia in just two years - and the siege of the Karlstein petered out into nothing. 
 
                 I continued to play the iron captain with my lancers. Every morning I inspected their gear, enforced the Regulations with a furious intensity I didn't feel (my skill as a play-actor came to the fore here) screamed at them until their heads rang, drilled them with sword and lance until they could barely lift their arms. 
 
                 “You handless clowns!” I bawled as they sparred in pairs, “the meanest German serf would make chopped liver of you with his eyes shut. Stamp-parry-thrust! Again! You slovens. You serfs. You rascals. You ride like sacks of meal and fence like a pack of nuns!”
              My company was not large, but word soon spread of the Englishman's zeal for discipline, married to a piety I had not shown before. I insisted that my company pray three times a day, and led the prayers myself, grovelling on my knees before a priest and barking at the top of my lungs:
              “May the Almighty Lord deign to grant us His aid, that we may carry on His holy fight to His glory, for the increase of all that is good, for the salvation and aid of the faithful!”
 
                 And so on. It was all to a purpose. Previously I was content to serve the Hussites as a mere captain of horse. Now I wanted to become a man of high rank. A general, second only to Zizka himself. 
 
                 Hussite officers were supposed to fight selflessly for God. Even Zizka only accepted a small castle from the people of Bohemia as a reward for his great services: he called it Chalice, after the Hussite symbol. I, on the other hand, was a soldier of fortune. My own interests came first. Once the wars had ended, and I had enough money and a loyal following of my own, I planned to quit Bohemia and go in search of my son.   
 
                 A rare peace descended over Bohemia. Prince Korybut was recalled to Lithuania by his scheming uncle, Duke Vitold, who promptly declared that his friendship with the Hussites was over, and that he had entered into alliance with King Sigismund. 
 
                 I was in Prague when the news of Vitold's treachery broke. A wave of despair rolled over the city. The churches were crammed with citizens, beseeching God to know why Vitold chose to abandon them in their hour of need. They had expected to welcome him into Prague as their new King. Instead he made common cause with the Dragon. 
 
                 The general air of panic didn't affect me. Prague forever teetered on the verge of some fresh crisis. There was a prophet of doom on every street corner, half-naked flagellants and crazed seers, their backs red with self-inflicted wounds, stretching their hands to Heaven as they predicted the arrival of judgement Day. I drilled my soldiers, ensured they looked spotless on parade, and paid occasional visits to my old friend, the black-haired whore in the poor quarter. 
 
                 I didn't regret Vitold's defection. He was a sly politician, hardened from a lifetime of intrigue. There were rumours that Sigismund, having failed to conquer Bohemia, had plans to carve up Poland and Lithuania. Vitold's sudden affection for Sigismund was a means of keeping the ambitious Hungarian king at arm's length, nothing more. The King of Poland, Vitold's kinsman, also hurried to make his peace with the Dragon. The negotiations were long, complicated, and fraught with tension on all sides.
 
                 “So much the better,” remarked Lord Cenek, “Bohemia is safe, as long as these princely fools waste their energy in a pretence of friendship.”
 
                 During this lull between wars, my life was given another unexpected twist. Since Nemecky Brod I had almost forgotten the widow Jana, thinking her lost to the Táborites. Early in the spring, almost a year after my flight to Bohemia, she found me.
 
                 After Prince Korybut's recall, my company was sent to reinforce the Prague garrison. My men were quartered in the barracks, but I chose to take lodgings above a wine-shop, a street away from the castle. From there it was easier to keep a finger on the city's pulse. Zizka, who preferred to stay away from the volatile capital, needed friends inside Prague to keep watch on events. I was gratified by his trust, and sent him regular reports on the latest plots and riots and feuds, of which there were plenty: the burghers and the merchants were forever at each other's throats, or forming temporary alliances against the mob. 
 
                 Everyone hated the Utraquist nobles, branding them traitors who secretly adored the Pope and wanted the Catholic priesthood back again. They had to go about everywhere under armed guard to avoid being seized and ripped to pieces, or even burned. As for the small community of luckless Jews, they were robbed and bullied and persecuted by all factions.  
 
                 An interesting place, Prague, if not the happiest. After several weeks dwelling inside this powder-keg, ripe to explode, I started to feel desperately alone. Thanks to my wandering rascal life, I was long past the age a man should marry. At the same time I couldn't set down roots in Bohemia, not while my son still languished in a French monastery. Still, I craved a companion. 
 
                 God (or in hindsight, perhaps the Devil) sent Jana to comfort me. I kept a servant, a solid, dependable fellow named Nicholas who cooked well and knew how to keep his mouth shut. 
 
                 One evening he knocked politely on the door of my bedchamber. Inside I was hunched over my desk, labouring by rushlight over the latest report to Zizka.
 
                 “Come!” I barked, grateful for the interruption. Writing doesn't come easily to me. More than ever I regretted the loss of Ralf, who had been a clerk in one of his former lives. 
 
                 The door swung open. “Sir,” said Nicholas in his deep, ponderous tones, “there is a woman downstairs who wishes to see you. A beggar, judging from the look of her. She gives her name as Jana of Graz.”
 
                 My heart skipped. “Is she alone?” I asked, massaging my aching wrist. 
 
                 “Yes, sir.”
 
                 “Send her up.”
 
                 Radiating disapproval, he bowed and stumped downstairs. I waited, gripped by a strange anxiety, rolling my ink-spattered quill between nervous fingers. I heard a brief murmur of voices at the foot of the stairwell. Then Nicholas laboured back up the creaking steps, followed by a lighter tread. 
 
                 Seconds later Jana stood in the doorway. She was much as I remembered, slender as a willow, her face partially hidden under a close-fitting linen bonnet. Her eyes, her most striking feature, shone like green gemstones in the musty darkness of my bedchamber.  
 
                 She rested one small white hand against the frame. “Jan Englis,” she said in a tired voice. “I have found you at last.”
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   Jana's eyelids fluttered, and she would have fallen if Nicholas hadn't caught her. I crossed the room, caught her arm and pressed my ear against her wrist to check the pulse.
 
                 “Strong enough,” I said, “she's exhausted, that's all. Help me get her into bed.”
 
                 We lifted her disturbingly light body into my narrow bed, covered her in woollen blankets and a wolfskin, and left her in peace. That night I slept beside Nicholas in the spare chamber, my mind churning with possible explanations. The last I heard of Jana was from Ralf, who told me she was in Tábor. Why was she looking for me in Prague? Had she offended the Táborites somehow, and expected me to shelter her from their vengeance?
 
                 My blood ran cold at the thought. The Táborites, for all they claimed to hark back to a purer form of Christianity, were strangers to Christian mercy. I had seen their handiwork at Nemecky Brod, where they slaughtered every Catholic soldier inside the town. The dead men were piled high in the marketplace, and the gates left open for wolves to steal in and gnaw the corpses.  
 
                 All night I wrestled against my baser instincts. If Jana was a fugitive, it would be far simpler and less dangerous to give her up. If I did so, I might as well have chopped off my spurs and thrown them into the river. No true knight could do such a thing. 
 
                 When dawn came, I let Nicholas sleep on and took our guest some breakfast. “Come,” she said quietly in response to my gentle tap on the door. I crept in to find her sat upright in bed. She had taken off her bonnet, and her unwashed black hair tumbled in untidy ringlets over her shoulders. 
 
                 She clutched a small wooden cross on a thread about her neck. “Nothing to fear,” I said lightly, holding up the platter, “except a touch of indigestion. I'm afraid we live off rough victuals here.”
 
                 Jana ventured a tight little smile. Her big green eyes watched me carefully as I drew up a stool and sat beside the bed. Breakfast was watered wine, a hunk of bread, some fresh cheese and a couple of wrinkled pears. 
 
                 I offered her a pear. After a second's hesitation, Jana took it and bit greedily into the fruit, closing her eyes in relish as the juice dribbled down her chin. We ate and drank in silence for a while. After her second cup of wine, she was ready to talk. 
 
                 “I left Tábor,” she said, “of my own free will. Nobody is chasing me.”
              This was some relief, at least. I tried not to let it show. 
 
                 “I couldn't be one of them,” Jana went on, “though I tried. I prayed every day, listened to their priests, did my best to understand. I thought I owed them something, you see. The Táborites were kind to my people when we begged them for food and shelter after leaving Prague.”
 
                 Her finger gripped the cross. “I thought they acted out of Christian charity. I was wrong. They were kind because they wanted us to join them. That's all.”
 
                 “Did any of your people agree to join?” I asked.
 
                 She nodded. “Yes. All except myself and Father Tomislav. He argued with their priests. Said they had misinterpreted holy writ. When he was killed in battle they said it was the judgement of God.”
 
                 Her voice rose in anger. “Their sermons are monstrous! The Táborites talk of nothing except death and damnation and the final judgement. If they ever took control of Bohemia, thousands would die or be driven into exile. They even talk of marching on Prague and purging it of unbelievers.”
 
                 Such a purge, I suspected, would turn Prague into a mass grave. Another image of the corpses in the marketplace at Nemecky Brod flashed through my mind. 
 
                 “At last I decided to leave,” said Jana in a quieter tone, “Tábor is not a prison, and those who reject Táborite teachings are free to go. None of the people of Graz, not even my closest kin, offered to come with me. I was alone in the world.”
 
                 “Did you meet an Englishman named Ralf at Tábor?” I asked, “he was my servant once.”
 
                 Her wan face darkened. “Oh, yes. I knew Ralf Englis. He is no priest, and his grasp of Bohemian is a little clumsy, but they let him preach regardless. He is naturally cruel, I think, and wants to get as much blood on his hands as possible. Talking to him, listening to his speeches, made my skin crawl. I know of your past friendship. He told me a little about you.”
 
                 “All to my credit, I hope,” I said drily. “So why did you come to find me after leaving Tábor?”
 
                 “Because I needed a friend. Someone who might protect me. I remembered how you fought for us at Graz against the raiders. How you acted as scout on the journey to Prague, risking your life time and again on our behalf. You didn't have to. I thought you must be a good man.”  
 
                 A good man. God help us. “There's something else,” I said, “something you're not telling me.”
 
                 She gently her hand over mine. “Is it so obvious, then?” she whispered, “I was never any good at hiding secrets.”
 
                 My heart beat faster at her touch. “You're not a Hussite,” I said in a low voice, “you don't share any of their beliefs. In your heart, you remain a Catholic.”
 
                 The shaft hit home. She swallowed, and her eyes moistened. “Yes. You're right. Jan Hus brought nothing but war and misery to my country. I think it would be better if he had never been born.”
 
                 “He came to preach at my village once, when I was a child. I remember him very well. A small man, grubby and unshaven. Nothing to look at. But when he preached, his entire body shook with passion. There was something about his voice. People were spellbound by it. He frightened me. Still does. His spirit haunts Bohemia.”
 
                 She looked at me timidly. “I thought perhaps you...you also...”
 
                 “You thought I shared your lack of belief,” I said bluntly, “because I am a foreign sell-sword, and fight for pay rather than God. Mercenaries don't believe in anything except money. Isn't that so?”
 
                 “You have told me your secret. Let me share mine. We understand each other. Back home in England, my mother's family was crippled by debts owed to the church. I hated the idea of Christ's ministers behaving like usurers, and never understood why they were allowed to live in grand palaces and eat off gold plate while the poor were starving. When I heard of the Hussites, and how they wanted to rid the church of corruption and take away all its earthly wealth, I was keen to join them. Theirs was a cause a man could be proud to fight for.”
 
                 “Then I came to Bohemia and witnessed the reality of this great cause. In the past year I have fought alongside men who murder innocents and kill enemies after they have surrendered, all in the name of God. Lord Zizka is a good soldier. He turned a peasant rabble into the finest army in Christendom. It has been a privilege to serve under him. But he disgusts me. They all disgust me. Father Tomislav was right. The Hussites, just like the Catholics before them, have failed to understand the word of God.”
 
                 “So what will you do?” she asked after a long silence, broken only by the faint rumble of Nicholas snoring in the next room. 
 
                 “Fight,” I replied, “fight on until Bohemia is either free or enslaved. I broke the terms of my last indenture. I won't break this one. Fight, and draw more men to my banner, and pile up as much wealth as I can. When I am rich, I can do as I please.”
 
                 “Can I stay with you, at least for a little while?” she asked.  
 
                 “Of course,” I replied with a smile. 
 
                 I shouldn't have been so hasty. I was attracted to Jana, yet something about her disturbed me. She was tough, in her way – it took courage for a woman to make the journey from Tábor to Prague, alone, on foot – but also brittle. The loss of her young family, slaughtered by German blades, might have unbalanced her. Or perhaps the seed of madness was always in her brain, slowly waiting to fruit. 
 
                 There was little time to reconsider. Two days after her arrival Nicholas stumbled into my quarters with news of fresh trouble brewing, this time near Hradec Králové in the far eastern district of of Bohemia. 
 
                 “It's Lord Cenek, sir,” Nicholas said breathlessly, “he's raised his standard, and put himself at the head of a band of nobles. Together they have raised an army against Lord Zizka.”
 
                 I bowed my head and made the sign of the cross, for all the good it would do. 
 
                 My worst fear had come to pass. Civil war. 
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   I had expected Cenek to show his hand sooner or later. Yet I overrated the man's abilities. His rebellion, when it came, was no carefully plotted affair, but the messy result of an idiotic quarrel. 
 
                 The whole affair might have easily been avoided. Cenek had a gift for making enemies, and got himself entangled in a violent row with two Bohemian knights, brothers named Bernard and Bartos of Valecov. More knights joined in on the side of the brothers, probably encouraged by Prince Korybut, who had no love for Cenek. The prince was on his way home to Lithuania by now, but still found time to dabble in intrigue. 
 
                 Zizka was the key to it all. He had made his home in the eastern part of Bohemia, surrounded by loyal followers who called themselves Orebites, after Mount Oreb in the Bible (my apologies, O Sultan, for the confusing number of factions in this tale. Your Majesty must blame the Hussites for their eternal infighting, and not the poor storyteller). 
 
                 The brothers Valecov were close friends and allies of Zizka. When he heard of how they were oppressed by Lord Cenek, their lands raided and their tenants robbed and slain by his soldiers, he flew to arms. 
 
                 I struggled to understand Zizka's desire for conflict. Perhaps he was bored by months of inaction. The old war-dog was born to fight, and now he rushed into war against his former ally, at the expense of the peace they had both fought so hard, against such desperate odds, to win for their country.
 
                 He sent a summons to Prague, ordering all loyal soldiers to muster at once and march to join him in the east. I was named among his captains in the letter he sent to the capital: 
 
                 “By my order Sir John Page alias Jan Englis, knight of England, is promoted to a captain of horse and foot. A hundred lancers and three companies of infantry are to be placed under his command.”
 
                 “Lord Zizka trusts you,” said Jana as she helped me to arm. Nicholas, who usually performed this duty, glowered resentfully in the background. 
 
                 “He wants to trust me,” I corrected, adjusting the shoulder-straps of my breastplate, “his list of friends grows thin. If the reports are true, Lord Cenek had recruited a great many nobles to his banner.”
 
                 “With the nobles come the smaller men,” said Nicholas, “men-at-arms, squires, tenants, servants, foresters and the like. Bohemia is divided against herself.”
 
                 A stubborn woman, was how Ralf described Jana, and so it proved. Despite all my protests (quickly fading to pathetic entreaties) she refused to stay behind and keep house when I rode off to war. 
 
                 “Women in England might be content to stay at home while their menfolk risk all on the battlefield,” she said fiercely. “Bohemian women are made of harder stuff. I cut a German's throat in the fight at Graz, and am perfectly capable of wielding a mace, like the Táborite sisters.” 
 
                 There was no dissuading her. Jana marched happily with the infantry when my little army hurried east to meet Zizka. For once we didn't have to fight our way through snowdrifts and across roads made virtually impassable by thick layers of frost. It was April, and the snows had melted, leaving just a few traces glimmering like white crystals on the hilltops. Warm spring sunshine beat down on the Bohemian countryside, where the forests and hedgerows were just coming into bloom after long months of winter. 
 
                 I was grateful for the warmth beating on my back, yet had to fight off a sense of dread as we neared Hradec Králové. The district held evil memories for me. A few miles to the north lay the little village of Police, where the Silesians had committed a brutal massacre of the inhabitants.  Those dead boys stacked in the village square still haunted my dreams. Sometimes they came alive and danced around me with hideous jerky motions, like clumsily operated puppets, flaunting their ghastly wounds as they sang:
 
                  “Christ is worth all your sacrifices, He will pay you back an               hundredfold,
 
                 If you give up your life for Him you will have eternal life,
 
                 Happy is he who believes this truth.              
 
                 The Lord commands you not to fear bodily harm...”
 
                 Had these fine words been any comfort to those children, I wondered, when the Silesian knives cut into their naked bodies? Why had Christ not come to their aid? What reward could He possibly offer their souls in Heaven, that would make up for the unspeakable torments they had suffered on earth? 
 
                 Questions such as these made me uncomfortable. They opened up a range of horrifying possibilities. Perhaps God was absent from Bohemia, and from the world in general. Perhaps He didn't exist anywhere.
 
                 These were the type of thoughts that led men to the stake. I deliberately suppressed them, and did my best to concentrate on the task in hand. 
 
                 A troop of Hussite outriders met us on the road west of Hradec Králové. “Lord Zizka sent us to find you,” said their officer, saluting me, “he is dug in at Horice, eight miles north-east of here.”
 
                 “Where is the traitor Lord Cenek?” I asked. 
 
                 “Close. He advances from the north. We must hurry. The armies may already be engaged.”
 
                 I ordered the column to turn northeast. Our cavalry pressed on, leaving the footsoldiers to follow up as quickly as possible. I was grateful to leave Jana behind, and prayed all would be over before she reached the battlefield. 
 
                 Our horses ate up the miles. Before noon we rode across a crest overlooking the wide sweep of the plateau near Horice, a village nestled among some brown fields half a mile to the east. 
 
                 Northeast of our position, Zizka's army was drawn up on the flank of a small hillside. Perched on the hill was a church with a spire, and the general had used the wall of the cemetery to guard his left flank. Sunlight glinted on the barrels of his field guns, set up behind the wall. In typical Zizka style, his centre and right were defended by lines of war-wagons. For a man with no eyes, he knew how to choose ground.  
 
                 There were maybe five thousand Hussites on the hillside. To the north, a great cloud of yellow dust heralded the advance of the rebel host. Lord Cenek moved fast. He enjoyed huge superiority in numbers and meant to win a quick victory, crushing Zizka before reinforcements could arrive.  
 
                 “Cenek has all his knights on foot,” I said to my officers, “see there – they form the centre, supported by their retinues. Lighter troops on the flanks, a few in reserve, archers and crossbowmen jogging ahead.”
 
                 I could see or hear no rebel cannon. Perhaps Cenek had left his artillery in the rear, thinking he could swamp Zizka with numbers alone. 
 
                 Our own guns started to fire from the heights. They were handled expertly, and the storm of iron roundshot tore into the middle of the rebel infantry, smashing gory lanes through the packed ranks of knights and nobles and men-at-arms. 
 
                 I winced at the dreadful carnage. Steel bodies were pulped or blown high into the air. Body parts and severed limbs pattered like obscene rain upon the heads of their comrades. The rebels closed up and marched on remorselessly, banners waving, drums hammering and pipes playing, thousands of deep voices raised in a familiar shout:
 
                 "Hrr na ně! Hrr na ně!"
 
                 The war-cry of the Hussites, roared by our troops at Zatec and Kutna Hora and Nemecky Brod as they drove the enemy from the field, was now uttered against former friends and brothers-in-arms. The sick irony of it was enough to make me weep. All that glorious effort, all those victories won against incredible odds, fated to end in mutual destruction.  
 
                 Lord Cenek's skirmishers were driven away by the barrage, but the solid core of his army ploughed bravely on. They gained the foot of the steep hill and started to climb, three dense phalanxes of heavily armoured men on foot. Above their heads fluttered the standards of a score of Hussite nobles. The front ranks lowered their pole-arms as they advanced with heavy, inexorable tread, terrible and faceless behind the gleaming steel masks of their helms. 
 
                 I looked over my shoulder for any sign of our infantry. A smear of dust over the hills indicated they were still miles away. Much too far to have any influence on the battle. At least Jana might live through the day.
 
                 So far the enemy had failed to spot us, poised on the southern edge of the field. “Sir,” said one of my officers, “when Lord Cenek's vanguard is engaged, I suggest we charge his right flank.”
 
                 He pointed at the extreme edge of the enemy flank, where the rebel infantry marched in the wake of the vanguard. They were peasant-soldiers, veterans of the wars against Sigismund. Thousands of pikemen, clubmen, flailmen. Zizka's beloved children, now turned against him. Above the din of martial music and marching feet I heard the refrain of Ye Who Are Warriors of God. I could only wonder whose side God favoured here. Perhaps the Almighty fought against himself. 
 
                 The rebel drums pounded. Their trumpets screamed. We watched in anxious silence as the glittering ranks of Cenek's vanguard tramped to within a spear's length of the wagons. I spotted a burly figure on horseback at the summit of the hill, where the Hussite standards flew. The general himself. He rose in his stirrups and brandished his mace.
 
                 “Now,” I whispered through gritted teeth, “it must be now.”
 
                 The wall of the churchyard, protecting Zizka's left flank, suddenly vanished in a rolling cloud of white smoke and stabs of orange flame.  
 
                 Zizka had chosen his moment perfectly. His pipe-gunners, concealed behind the wall, rose at his command to fire a single concentrated volley of bullets into the enemy. At such close range they could scarcely miss. His field guns, their muzzles angled downwards, switched from firing roundshot to canister.               
 
                 Cenek's forward ranks staggered under the avalanche of shot. Gaping holes appeared in their line. Their advance ground to a halt. 
 
                 “Again!” I shouted. 
 
                 There was no respite. While Zizka's gunners reloaded, his crossbows and pipe-guns inside the wagons unleashed a second storm of missiles. The bullets, capable of punching holes in the finest armour, ripped the orderly rebel lines to shreds. The slope in front of the wagons was littered with the broken corpses of Bohemian knights, watering the grass with their noble blood. 
 
                 Just over four minutes had passed since the Zizka gave the order to fire. Now there was a pause. Cenek's nobles, reeling from the shock, bravely tried to re-order their tattered lines and press forward again. His reserves, still bawling hymns, had come to a dead halt at the foot of the hill, stranded behind the vanguard. 
 
                 I chewed my lip. We, too, needed to pick our moment. The mass of rebels on the hill lurched forward again, their battered ranks all broken and jumbled up together, yet grimly determined to get within striking distance of the Hussites. 
 
                 “Fire!” 
 
                 Zizka's missile troops and artillery shot as one, a terrible, howling discharge that echoed inside my head like a thunderclap. For a moment the summit of the hill was wreathed in smoke, hiding both armies from view. When it cleared, the wreckage of Cenek's vanguard was strewn about the hill; banners torn to rags by flying shards of metal, scores of twitching, bullet-riddled bodies, hideously wounded men staggering about in a daze, arms blown off and faces ripped away. 
 
                 The phalanxes were torn to rags. Incredibly, some brave men still lumbered forward, or tried to rally around those rebel standards that still flew. Our gunners fired in disciplined relays, pouring volley after volley of shot into the decimated rebel host.  
 
                 I strained my eyes to pick out the black and yellow arms of Lord Cenek himself, assuming he still lived. His standard was nowhere to be seen, and I guessed he had either fallen or quit the field.  
 
                 A roll of drums sounded at the top of the hill, followed by a blast of trumpets. The banners of the chalice waved above the chaos. My blood coursed swifter in my veins as I recognised the Hussite signal to advance. Zizka was about to unleash his infantry.
 
                 The barricades between the wagons were thrown down. A terrific yell rose, and our footsoldiers poured through the gaps like a swarm of angry bees. Howling for blood and led by droves of ragged, mace-wielding priests, they tore into the broken phalanxes.  
 
                 Lord Cenek's men, bloodied and battered as they were, refused to yield a step. Now it was Bohemian peasant against Bohemian noble in a struggle to the death, flail against pole-axe, awlpike against halberd, fighting-club against broadsword. 
 
                 Zizka's gunners switched back to roundshot, firing over the heads of the fighters into the mass of enemy infantry stuck on the lower part of the hill. Unwilling to take such punishment, they ignored their officers and started to press forward, stumbling into the rear ranks of the hard-pressed vanguard. Soon the northern slopes of the hill were covered by a dense forest of spears and banners, divisions hopelessly mixed together, captains shouting futile orders as the rebel host dissolved into a confused mob.
 
                 “Time we joined the dance,” I said, signalling to my trumpeter. 
 
                 Our cavalry surged forward. I led the charge, sabre in hand, my horse flying beneath me. We swept across the plain and curved around the flank of the rebel pikemen as they laboured up the hill. 
 
                 The enemy failed to spot us in time to swing round. We slammed into their rear like an armoured fist punching through glass, trampling and spearing dozens of men before their comrades at the front knew what was happening. Rank after rank vanished under our hoofs. 
 
                 We might have swept away the entire company, but the angle of the slope slowed our momentum. “Saint George!” I shouted, sabring right and left, “Saint George and Saint Crispian!”
 
                 We had driven right into the heart of the rebel infantry. Above me was a host of pikes, waving like so many giant reeds. Cannons boomed on the heights. The red-hot iron shot whined as they streaked high over my head or plunged into the throng, knocking men over like skittles.  
 
                 I hacked at the sea of faces, fingers numbed as my blade rebounded off a helm. A footsoldier tripped over a fallen pike and stumbled to his knees in front of me, screaming in terror. He raised his hands, covered by thickly padded leather gauntlets, to protect his face. I leaned down and thrust a foot of steel between his fingers, through an eyeball into the brain. He screamed again, once, and rolled onto his side, almost tearing the sabre from my grasp. 
 
                 Another man tried to club me from the saddle with his pike. I ducked under his clumsy sweep and slashed his throat. Two more came at me with knives. One stabbed at my thigh. The blade scraped harmlessly against the skirts of my mail, and I was able to put my foot on his chest and kick him away. He fell, shrieking, under the hoofs of another horseman. 
 
                 I twisted and lashed out at his comrade. He leaped aside, dropped his knife and tried to run. I spurred after him, hacked at the nape of his neck. My blade cut through the leather of his hooded cape and ground on flesh and bone. His head snapped backwards, eyes wide, mouth gaping in silent agony. He flopped forward and went into violent death-throes, writhing like a gaffed salmon as his blood spurted into the dust.
 
                 “Zizka! Zizka! Hrr na ně! Hrr na ně!"
 
                 This time the war-cry burst from the throats of our men. Zizka's troops pushed hard against the remains of Cenek's vanguard, while my cavalry butchered his peasant soldiers.  Assailed from front and rear, shattered by gunfire, the rebel battalions slowly collapsed. 
 
                  Horice was a messy, drawn-out business. In places the rebel knights closed up around their banners and fought to the end, preferring to die on their feet than submit to prison or execution. Zizka had his guns wheeled up to these stubborn men, and offered them a choice: surrender, or be blown to pieces. They threw his offer back in his face and cursed him for a traitor. 
 
                 Zizka saluted them. “God bless your courage, my children,” he said heavily, his haggard face grey as death. Then he turned and gave the order to fire. 
 
                 Much of the rebel foot dispersed, to be hunted down over the surrounding fields and ditches by our cavalry. I took part in the pursuit for a while, slaying without pity, until my horse misjudged a leap and threw me over a hedgerow. Shaken by the fall, I crouched under the leaves until darkness fell, along with a light rain. 
 
                 I watched ragged black clouds scud over the hill, where thousands of dead men lay in heaps, and the Hussite banners fluttered in victory. Drums beat near the summit, accompanied by pipes and the deep, rhythmic chant of Hussite voices raised in a hymn of thanksgiving. In my dazed state, I thought the clouds were the shawls of witches, cackling as they flew over the dreadful carnage. 
 
                 “Lord Cenek has lost his army,” I muttered, stroking my horse's muzzle, “but Lord Zizka has lost Bohemia.”
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   You may think, it strange, O Sultan, that I thought Zizka was done for. After all, he had overcome every setback, and crushed a dangerous rebellion. 
 
                 Nevertheless, Horice marked a turning point. Zizka was no longer the heroic leader of a united realm, fighting for God and independence against foreign invaders. Now he was seen by many Bohemians as a ruthless tyrant who spilled the blood of his countrymen. This judgement was terribly unfair. Zizka had not started the civil war, though he was the only man who could stop it. 
 
                 Fairness was irrelevant, especially in a country so divided as Bohemia. To many Zizka had become an inconvenience, a bar to their ambitions. They wanted him gone, by fair means or foul. More to the point, once he was disposed of, my own chances of survival were slim. I was too closely associated with the man, and seen as a rascally foreigner to boot.  
 
                 Jana might light of my fears. “We are both alive, and whole,” she told me, “God smiles on us. Is that not cause enough to be happy?”
 
                 She had come to my tent the morning after the battle. Outside the air was full of the hoarse croak of carrion-birds, glutting themselves on the bodies of the dead. Their dismal noise was echoed by the distant screams and groans of our wounded in the medical tents. 
 
                 I made no effort to fend off her embrace. She gripped my neck tightly and kissed me on the cheek. Before the battle I might have thrilled to her touch. Now I was too drunk to even feel it. 
 
                 “Two friends of mine died in the tender care of army surgeons,” I said quietly, listening to the terrible cries of men under the knife, “Herr Hartmann and Krusina of Trocnov. Both were such big, powerful men. I thought nothing could knock them over. Yet they are dead, and I still draw breath.”
 
                 The drink had made me maudlin. Disappointed by my cold reaction, Jana drew back and looked at me with gentle concern in her eyes. They were flecked with gold, I noticed. It would be easy to gaze into their depths for hours. Lose myself in them. 
 
                 “Come, John,” she said, which made me smile (I was flattered by her English pronunciation of my name), “the war is over. You have seen too much fighting. Let us go back to Prague. Together.”
 
                 I raised my cup in her honour. “Nothing would make me happier,” I replied. She leaned forward to kiss me again, on the mouth this time, and I responded. 
 
                 Jana was quite wrong. The wars were far from over. The next morning I learned that Lord Cenek had escaped the battlefield with a few followers. Even without an army, he could still make a nuisance of himself, and hatch fresh conspiracies with Zizka's growing legion of enemies. 
 
                 Fresh fires broke out all over the country. A band of wealthy citizens in Prague suddenly declared for Sigismund and raised men to attack the Táborites. After some bloodshed the two parties took to fighting each other with words rather than swords: an indescribably tedious assembly was held, in which the clergymen and scholars of both parties wrangled over the meaning of Holy Scripture, and said that this bit of doctrine was false, and that bit was true, and so on, croaking at each other like a pack of bald crows, and about as sensible. 
 
                 Would you believe, O Sultan, they argued over such things as whether priests should have tonsures, or wear vestments during the Sacrament? This, while Hussite armies butchered each other in the field, and wolves stalked the desolate streets of ruined Bohemian towns. 
 
                 They could argue until the Day of Judgement so far as I was concerned. Far more worrying was the state of affairs in Prague. I wanted to return to the city and see for myself what was happening in the streets. Zizka wouldn't let me go. 
 
                 “The capital has grown too dangerous, Englis,” he rumbled at me, “several of my agents were lucky to escape with their lives. The people have turned against me.”
 
                 I had not seen him at close quarters for months. He was ageing fast, buried under the weight of years and ceaseless pressure. His sparse hair was white now, and the skin of his ravaged face hung loose, tinged by an unhealthy grey pallor. I glanced fearfully at his heavy shoulders, and wondered how much longer they could bear the weight of an entire kingdom. 
 
                 “My lord,” I said, “we cannot lose Prague. There are still many inside the city who love you. March on the city and secure it, before your enemies grow too bold.”
 
                 He rubbed his corrugated brow, like a tired old bear. “I will not attack Prague unless absolutely necessary. Great God! Has it come to this? Besieging my own capital. Slaying my own folk.”
 
                 “Listen hard, Englis,” he rumbled, turning his blind head towards me, “listen hard, and you can hear the Devil's laughter.”
 
                 Any hope of peace and unity in Bohemia crumbled away in the next few months. More of Zizka's former allies deserted him, and he was forced to fight a battle against a coalition of rebel nobles and Prague citizens. The battle took place in the east, near a farm called Strachov, where for the first time Hussite war-wagons were ranged against each other. A grim slugging match followed, in which Jana killed three men and I was shot in the thigh. Fortunately the bullet passed clean through, sparing me the torture of a surgeon trying to pick it out. 
 
                 The doctors, curse them, still made a mess of it. One zealous young orderly decided the best way to stop the bleeding was to clamp a red-hot iron into the wound. I fainted, though not before the stench of my own roasting flesh filled my nostrils. To this day my leg aches in cold weather. 
 
                  Zizka won his battle, but took little joy in the victory. Enraged by the loss in Hussite lives, he had one of the captives brought before him – a priest, no less – and brained the man with his mace. 
 
                 Along with the rest of the wounded, I was lifted aboard a wagon and carried to Zizka's hilltop stronghold at Oreb. Delirious with pain, I remember little of the journey, or the weeks that followed. Laid up in a hut with twenty other casualties, I apparently spent my waking hours singing in English. This must have caused my fellow sufferers great pain, since I have a voice like a strangled cat. Sometimes I called on the soul of King Harry for forgiveness. I doubt he heard me.  
 
                 Jana stayed at Oreb to nurse me. In my lucid moments I saw her through a gauze of pain, patting my feverish brow with a damp cloth, trying to force a little warm gruel through my lips. 
 
                 “You must eat, John,” she would say crossly when I turned my head aside or spat the gruel out, like a spoiled baby. It is a measure of Jana's love for me that she persevered. Eventually, to the jeers of the men in the other beds, she would grip the back of my head and stuff the spoon into my mouth. Faced with a choice of swallowing or choking, I gulped the revolting slop down. 
 
                 While I was coaxed and bullied into recovery, Zizka invaded Hungary. It was a desperate step, a last-ditch effort to heal the divisions in Bohemia. If he took the fight to Sigismund, Zizka reasoned (previously the Hussites had always been on the defensive), the country might unite behind him. 
 
                 The invasion achieved little, except the not very difficult task of frightening Sigismund. He was in his palace at Buda when Zizka's wagons rumbled over the Hungarian border. True to his craven nature, Sigismund ran away and left his generals to deal with the crisis. They hurriedly assembled a vast horse of cavalry, including thousands of Magyars. 
 
                 Wisely, the Hungarians avoided a pitched battle. Instead their cavalry harried Zizka's columns on the march, attacking the baggage wagons and attempting to seize our guns, loaded in the carts at the rear. Our crossbowmen drove away their horse-archers, while every attempt to entrap the Hussite army in the densely wooded hills of Hungary was foiled, thanks to Zizka's superb generalship. When it became obvious that nothing could be done to stop him, the Hungarians started to whisper that he was no man but a devil, and could not be defeated by earthly means.  
 
                 For all the general's skill, little was accomplished. Shadowed by a much larger host, our army dared not stay in one place for too long, or even think of laying siege to any Hungarian towns or fortresses. After marching about for a few weeks in a futile display of strength, Zizka gave the order to retreat. With the Magyars snapping at his heels, he led the army safely into Moravia and then back to his own country.  
 
                 While Zizka marched in circles around Hungary, I recuperated quickly under Jana's tender care. By the autumn I was back on my feet, hobbling around the fortress on a crutch. Jana was at my side when I wanted her, and instinctively knew when to leave me alone. I spent much time on the timber ramparts, gazing west. 
 
                 My heart ached for home. I wanted to see England's soft green hills and quiet woods again, feel her rain on my face. Bohemia was no substitute. The landscape had its own stark beauty, but it wasn't the same. Even the light fell in subtly different ways. After the best part of two years I still felt like an alien, an outsider, fighting someone else's war for little purpose or reward. 
 
                 Yet there were compensations. One night, as I stood at my usual post with Jana, I asked her to marry me. I could hardly do otherwise. As yet we hadn't slept together, for I thought too much of Jana to treat her as a concubine. 
 
                 “Yes,” she answered, and the happiness in her eyes scorched my heart. 
 
                  We were married the next day by an elderly priest with a fluffy white tonsure and a kind smile. Such gentle old men did not exist among the Orebites, and this one was no exception. I had last seen him in the forefront of the battle at Habry, frothing at the mouth like a rabid dog as he beat the brains from an Austrian bowman.
 
                 For the time being, I chose not to tell Jana of my bastard son in Normandy. I didn't want to spoil her happiness, and it pained me to speak or even think of him. Someday I would find the boy. Get him out of that accursed monastery. The possibility that he might not want to leave was something I preferred not to consider.   
 
                 Our wedded bliss lasted three weeks, a rare interlude of peace in my turbulent life. At the beginning of October, when the cold winds once again swept the plains, heralding the inevitable white winter, Zizka sent an urgent message to Oreb. All troops were to leave the stronghold and march at once to join him in the region of Hradec Králové, to help crush an uprising. Only the sick and old should stay behind to guard the fortress. 
 
                 I still needed a crutch to walk, but was well enough to ride. Jana, who rode badly and was nervous of horses, again marched with the infantry. I never knew such a warlike woman. She seemed happiest marching off to battle, lustily bawling Ye Who Are Warriors of God with her comrades, long skirts trailing in the dust, iron-shod mace resting on her shoulder. 
 
                 My wife baffled me. She was either a fine actress and a shameless hypocrite, content to play the devout Hussite without believing any of it, or she had lied to me about her doubts. Possibly her mind was fractured, and she never truly knew herself. 
 
                 Since we marched east, I assumed Lord Cenek had emerged from hiding to cause more trouble. In truth the whole of that part of Bohemia was in revolt against the Hussites, and Zizka in particular. 
 
                 This was not the worst of it. Shortly after reaching Zizka's camp, not far west of Hradec Kralóvé, I limped into a council at his pavilion to find the general in low spirits. Perhaps the lowest I had ever seen him. 
 
                 “Welcome, Englis,” he said bleakly, “at least you have stayed loyal. You, and a handful of others.”
 
                 Aside from his confessor, there were just four other captains present, hard-bitten veterans who had stood by Zizka since the beginning. Others were notably absent. 
 
                 “I am abandoned,” he said heavily, “old friends and allies fall away from me. The earth shifts under our feet, Englis. Our people give way to the Devil.”
 
                 His tone horrified me. Zizka was the one man who never despaired, never entertained the slightest possibility of defeat. Like King Harry, he thought – no, he knew – that God was on his side. To see him tremble was unnatural somehow. And frightening. If the mightiest pillar of the Hussites splintered and fell, what remained to prop them up?
 
                 “Prague is lost,” explained one of his captains, a heavyset nobleman with thick, iron-grey hair and a scar bisecting his left cheek, “the Utraquists have settled their differences with the Catholics and other factions, and entered into talks with Sigismund. In return for the Pope's mercy, they have offered to take back the Catholic priesthood and...”
 
                 His voice tailed away, choked with anger. “And offer Sigismund the crown of Bohemia,” said another captain, “after the Hussites have been destroyed.”
 
                 My throat dried up. All was lost. Prague, the only major city in Bohemia, had gone over to the enemy. The lesser towns, always divided in their loyalties, would follow suit. A few isolated Hussite fortresses, chiefly Tábor and Oreb, might hold out for a while. Flickering embers of resistance, easily crushed by the overwhelming might of the Prague traitors and their foreign allies.   
 
                 “My lord,” I croaked, “what...what is your plan?”
 
                 Zizka's hands, callused and swollen and fearsomely strong from a lifetime of war, slowly clenched into fists. His face hardened. 
 
   
  
 

              “My plan, Englis?” he husked, “my plan is to fight. Fight to the last battle, the last man, the last breath in my body.”
 
                 “Always, to fight. Until the end.”
 
                 
 
   27.
 
    
 
   The final months of that year, fourteen hundred and twenty-three, were spent on the march. Only fools fight in winter if they can help it, but the steadily worsening conditions made little difference to the Bohemians. All parties, driven by festering hatred and a belief that God favoured them over the others, were happy to fight even in the midst of gales and snowstorms. 
 
                 My memory of the campaign is largely one of painful marches over icy roads and a series of confused battles. The rival armies stumbled about, losing more men to frostbite than the enemy. Zizka ravaged the estates of two Bohemian knights, Puta of Castalovice and John of Opocno, former Hussite loyalists whom he suspected of hiring an assassin to kill him. We burned their villages, killing or driving out the peasants. Christmas was spent in camp, with myself and Jana curled up together under piles of woollen blankets inside our tent. 
 
                 In early January, the season of snows and darkness, Jana told me she was pregnant. The news, though not unexpected, struck me dumb at first. When the shock wore off, my joy was boundless. 
 
   “God has granted us another chance at life,” Jana whispered as I held her tight.
 
                 From bliss to hell. A few days after, a battle was fought at Skalice. It was a brutish, confused affair, fought in sleet and cold and semi-darkness, and ended in another bloody victory for Zizka. We lost far too many men, and I advised him to retreat to Tábor for reinforcements.
 
                 “No,” he barked, “if I turn back now, my enemies will say I run away. We go on. With the Lord's help, we shall conquer.”
 
                 His brief flicker of weakness, if such it was, had quite vanished. The old indomitable soldier was back, and it was possible to believe he might yet win through. 
 
                  My optimism was destroyed at Pilsen, a major stronghold for the Catholics in Bohemia since the start of the war. Fresh from his victory at Skalice, Zizka decided to put an end to this stubborn nest of rebels. 
 
                 The siege ended in disaster. Our troops, shivering in their thin tents, sickened and died like flies, and every attempt to storm the walls met with bloody repulse. Alarmed by the camp fever raging through his army, Zizka raised the siege and withdrew. 
 
                 The Catholics inside Pilsen sent horsemen to harry the retreat. They cut down our stragglers, seized a few baggage wagons and even made off with a field gun. In the haste of our withdrawal, some of the wounded were left behind. They dropped and died in the snow, where their frozen corpses were eaten by  carrion birds, gangs of wild dogs, and those eternal predators, the wolves of winter.  
 
                 Zizka returned to Oreb. There was a blessed lull in the fighting, as the winter snows melted away and a fair spring came to Bohemia. Our army had a chance to grow strong again. My leg continued to mend, and my wife and I were granted a little more time together. 
 
                 Those happy, sunlit days are treasured in my memory. Jana, whose thoughts were full of our impending baby, was the happiest I ever knew her. 
 
                 “This child is our redemption,” she said earnestly. I knew what she meant. She had left one family buried in the soil outside Graz. Finally, so I hoped, the shadows of the dead had lifted from her.  
 
                 “Yours, perhaps,” I said with a smile. “I fear I'm beyond redemption.”
 
                 She laughed at the weak jest. I thought again of my son in Normandy, and wondered if I would ever be free of guilt. 
 
                 Our happiness ended with the onset of summer. Zizka finally swallowed his reluctance and marched on Prague, only to find two massive armies, one of Praguers and the other a coalition of Utraquist and Catholic nobles, blocking his path. 
 
                 Confident in their numbers, they decamped and advanced swiftly on our little army. Desperate for refuge, Zizka fell back to Kostelec on the River Elbe. Our enemies moved quickly to surround the town and turn their guns on the ancient stone walls. 
 
                 Night fell shortly after we straggled into Kostelec, cloaking the hostile forces that everywhere swarmed around us. They allowed us no sleep, blowing trumpets and clashing cymbals all through the hours of darkness, even as their guns tore great holes in the crumbling ramparts. 
 
                 “Come the morning,” croaked Zizka in a strained council of war held inside the mayor's house, “they will attack from all sides.”
 
                 His esquire rolled out a rough sketch of the town's defences. “We shall set up barricades near the gates,” he went on, “the townspeople shall help, at swordpoint if need be.”
 
                 “My lord,” I ventured, “we don't have the numbers to defend every part of the wall. Our men are tired, as well as rotten with sickness. Far better to pull back and build barricades in the streets. Make the enemy pay for every step of ground.”
 
                 He rammed the end of his dagger into the table. “Let them have the walls?” he shouted, “never! Once the enemy get inside we shall be trapped, like rats in a barrel. All they need do is starve us out.”
 
                 Silence greeted this outburst. I stared at my reflection in the polished steel of his blade. My face was horribly distorted by the metal, yet a proper mirror would have shown little improvement. The wound in my leg still throbbed, and I had lost an alarming amount of weight in recent weeks. I looked like a ghost, pale and red-eyed, my shaggy beard now almost entirely grey. 
 
                 Who is this old man? I wondered. Did my father look thus, on the eve of his final defeat at Najéra? 
 
                 The voice of Lord Hynek, one of the few nobles to remain loyal to Zizka, broke the silence. “My lord,” he said, “let us speak plainly. We cannot hope to hold Kostolec. Our only chance is to break through the enemy lines, as you did at Kutna Hora.”
 
                 He traced his finger across the map. “I know a ford over the Elbe,” he said, “shallow enough for our wagons to cross in safety. If we go, now, under cover of darkness, we may yet escape the trap.”
 
                 Zizka said nothing for a moment, his lips moving soundlessly. Then he threw back his greying head and uttered a shout of laughter. 
 
                 “God has blessed you with wisdom, Hynek,” he cried, “the wisdom He once granted me, before old age slowed my wits. Here I am, thinking of barricades and other such nonsense – to what end? A hopeless last stand in the marketplace? No, my friends, we are not fated to die here. Let the enemy have Kostelec, and welcome.”
 
                 He was exultant, and insisted we all kneel and join him in prayer. I couldn't kneel, thanks to my bad leg, and so remained upright. We muttered prayers, the guns boomed outside, and the enemy generals smacked their lips in anticipation of an easy victory. Zizka, they thought, would soon be their prisoner, and sent off in an iron cage to King Sigismund in Hungary.   
 
                 Thanks to Lord Hynek, the old fox once again outwitted his pursuers. In the early hours of the morning, while it was still pitch-dark, our wagons lumbered out of the eastern gate and splashed across the ford, guided by Hynek's scouts. I led my cavalry in the wake of the armoured columns. Since Lord Cenek's defection, Zizka had placed me in charge of the Hussite horse. 
 
                 Our breakout met with little resistance. The ford was lightly guarded, and at the first sight of our wagons the enemy sentries took to horse and fled. We rolled over their flimsy tents and ploughed on east, hugging the southern bank of the Elbe. My cavalry, tasked with guarding the rear, followed the column at a fast trot. I was the last man at the tail-end of the army, nervously watching over my shoulder for any sign of pursuit. 
 
                 The night was hot and dry, our way lit by a full moon. We struggled on in a more or less straight line, always keeping the river to our left. A few miles ahead lay the castle of Podebrady. The lord was friendly to Zizka, and our army could rest awhile behind its strong walls. This was just another temporary respite. We couldn't go on forever, scrambling from one safe haven to the next. At some point Zizka's well of tricks would run dry. 
 
                 I might have escaped, quit the army then and there, and made off under cover of darkness. Saved my skin. It would be a lie to pretend the ignoble thought didn't flash through my mind. If not for my pregnant wife, I might well have run. Zizka's cause was lost, and no mercenary with an ounce of sense dies for his employer if he can help it.   
 
                 The lord of Podebrady rode out to meet us before we reached his castle. He brought reinforcements with him, a few hundred spears and mounted sergeants, which cheered our troops a little. 
 
                 He also brought bad news. “The Praguers and their allies are shadowing you,” he told Zizka, “their army marches parallel with yours, on the northern bank of the Elbe.”
 
                 A groan passed among our officers. Zizka turned his blindfolded head towards the river. Somewhere beyond the northern bank, hidden by clouds of dawn mist, the enemy was stalking us. 
 
                 I shivered. Now I knew how a deer felt, or a wild boar, when the hunting horns blew and the hounds closed in. 
 
                 “Twenty thousand,” Lord Podebrady said quietly, “or thereabouts. My scouts only had time for a quick head-count.”
 
                 “Twenty thousand,” repeated Lord Hynek, his voice heavy with dread, “all fresh, fit and well-supplied. We must not give battle.”
 
                 All of us looked to Zizka. To my horror, he seemed at a loss, chewing his lower lip and fiddling absently with his reins. 
 
                 “Withdraw,” he said at last, “withdraw. Nothing else to be done.”
 
                 Footsore and dispirited, we marched on to the castle, which loomed over the northern side of the Elbe. As soon as our army had crossed, Zizka had a sudden change of heart and ordered us to turn about and cross back again. Baffled, angry, exhausted to the point of collapse, grumbling every step of the way, we obeyed. Zizka's stern discipline, his iron grip over the minds and bodies of his troops, held firm. 
 
                 There was plenty of discontent. Even the priests were starting to look doubtful. Despite my wretched, saddle-sore state, bad leg aching fit to burst, I was amused to see Zizka's confessor glance anxiously at the sky. 
 
                 “Has God vanished?” I asked him. In return he gave me a filthy glare. I risked a flogging for such blasphemy, but none of Zizka's marshals were in a mood to enforce the Regulations. 
 
                 The army plodded on, following the road south-west, through fields of young crops and swathes of dark green pine forest. Stuck in the reserve, I couldn't ask Zizka his intentions. We were headed towards Kutna Hora, the scene of his only defeat. It seemed a bad omen. 
 
                 At last I could stand the mystery no longer, and galloped to the front of the column. Zizka was resting his old bones inside a wagon, so I approached Lord Kynek, who had command of the vanguard. 
 
                 “Where in hells are we going?” I hissed, “does Zizka even know? Surely to God he can't mean to hole up in Kutna Hora. The cursed place is full of Germans. What if the gates are closed against us?”
 
                 Hynek looked at me with stern disapproval. “The general is Lord Zizka to you, Englis,” he said primly, “in reply to your question, I don't know. Zizka has not confided his plans to me. I suspect he's looking for somewhere to make a stand. He knows this part of the kingdom better than most. Get back to your post.”
 
                 Before the day was out Zizka gave orders for the army to swing south. We halted for the night in open country and pitched camp inside the wagon-square. I shared a frugal supper with Jana, holding her close while my men sang and prayed around the supper fires. Their voices were soporific, and after a time I fell asleep against her shoulder.
 
                 I sank into the pit of dreams. A boy's face, pale and frightened, gazed out at me from the window of a monastery, his features distorted by the stained glass. He screamed and vanished. I tried to reach out for him. My hand passed through empty air. The monastery was instantly consumed by fire. A stench of roasting meat filled my nostrils. I looked down and cried out in horror as I saw my hands were burning. I was chained to an iron stake in the marketplace of Nuremberg. The mob jeered and chanted and spat at me, and a fat bishop with Ralf's face sighed and asked why I should wish to eat Christ the Redeemer?
 
                 My body burned away and released my soul to wander through the ruins of Prague. The streets were empty, with a wooden cross nailed to every door and window. Naked Adamites writhed on the crosses, chanting Ye Who Are Warriors of God. Blood flowed from their wrists and ankles, impaled by iron spikes.  
 
                 I spotted two children, laughing as they ran away from me down the street, hand-in-hand. I ran after them. My feet were heavy as lead weights, and the cobbles under me dissolved into slush and mud, soaked through with the blood of dead soldiers. 
 
                 “Wait!” I shouted, “don't leave me here. Take me with you.”
 
                 Their laughter, high and mocking, rang like church bells in my ears. They stopped and turned to beckon at me. A boy and a girl, almost identical in age and appearance. Brown-haired, thin and elfin, with green eyes and wicked grins, their mouths filled with sharp little teeth. 
 
                 I was drowning in the gory slush. “Help me!” I pleaded through a mouthful of blood. The children laughed again. The gold flecks in their eyes grew larger and larger. The golden orbs flashed fire at me. I shrieked in agony as I burned all over again, every inch of my skin melting and peeling away. The blood choked me before I could burn. The ground closed over my head. I was lost in suffocating darkness. 
 
                 “John.” Jana's voice, urgent in my ear. Her hand shook me awake. “John, for God's sake be silent.”
 
                 My eyes flickered open. I lay flat on the grass beside the embers of the fire, bathed in cold sweat. My heart pounded like a drum.  
 
                 “Hush,” whispered Jana as I tried to speak, “you cried out in your sleep.” 
 
                 “He's possessed,” grunted a man's voice, “why else would he scream like that about hellfire and suchlike? The Devil has entered his soul.”
 
                 I cursed inwardly. Some of my men were also sat around the fire. They had seen me writhe in the grip of a nightmare. Heard me scream in fear. Half the camp had probably heard it. 
 
                 I pushed Jana away and sat upright. “A bad dream, that's all,” I said, trying to sound offhand, “the cheese we had for supper is to blame, not the Devil.”  
 
                 The speaker didn't look convinced. Nor did his mates. They were a typically superstitious lot of peasants, convinced Satan was everywhere at work, burrowing his way like a maggot into the corrupted souls of dishonest men. Even after two years of loyal service, many Hussites still looked on me with grave suspicion. To them I was still a foreign hireling, little more than an adventurer, and always would be. In their eyes I was a bad Christian who fought for money rather than God. There were rumours that I hoarded wealth taken from Hussite campaigns, and hid the booty in hidden chests scattered about the kingdom. 
 
                 In truth I did have a few small boxes of gold hidden away, secreted in Prague and Caslav and other places. Only I, and my trusted servant Nicholas, knew where they all were. I had lost faith in the Hussites, who seemed intent on tearing each other to pieces rather than humbling the Catholic church. No matter how many victories Zizka and his generals won on the battlefield, Rome would win in the end. One small kingdom without allies couldn't hope to defy the might of the Pope forever, much less reform the whole of Christendom. 
 
                 I had started to plan for a future outside Bohemia. Jana was part of that future, of course, so long as I could persuade her to leave the country. 
 
                 For now, my fate was still bound up with Zizka's. At dawn the wagons continued to roll south through an early morning haze, tinged with gold. After ten miles or so a column of footsoldiers tramped into view, marching under a tattered red banner emblazoned with the chalice. Reinforcements from Tábor, mixed with a few professional troops brought by a loyal Hussite noble.
 
                 “Hail Zizka!” they bawled, brandishing their flails and awlpikes and fighting clubs, “hail the Soldier of God!”
 
                 One of the Táborite leaders, an emaciated fanatic in a tattered shawl and bits of rusted mail, barefoot and barelegged, his face plastered in scabs, looked oddly familiar. Under the grime and the sores and the matted layers of hair, he was just about recognisable. Ralf, my one-time servant.  
 
                 He was much thinner since I last saw him, beside the river at Nemecky Brod, and was clearly a sick man, in body and mind. The extreme piety – madness - of the Táborites had swallowed him up. 
 
                 “John Page!” he bawled, his feverish, red-rimmed eyes fastened on me. “I said we would meet again. The Lord spares us both for a reason. Have you given yourself entirely to Him?”
 
                 Embarrassed, I walked away. The sound of his cracked laughter followed me. “Wriggle on the hook, old friend!” he yelled, “you are a tool of the Lord, and He will not let you go!”
 
                 Jana was terrified by Ralf's presence. “Don't let him come near me,” she pleaded, “I cannot bear to look into his eyes. His soul is rotten.”
 
                 “He'll keep his distance,” I assured her, “or I'll cut off that unsightly beard and stuff it down his throat.”
 
                 A thousand Táborites had marched from their headquarters in the southern hills to reinforce Zizka. Our little army was still outnumbered over four to one by the Praguers and their allies, so we continued to retreat south.  
 
                 The enemy pursued us at a leisurely pace. Why hurry? Everything was in their favour. Other than a few diehard Hussite strongholds, the whole of Bohemia was on their side, including the guilds, the towns, and the majority of the nobles. Sigismund hovered on the Moravian border, waiting to hear of Zizka's inevitable defeat and capture. Doubtless his blood tingled at the thought of the hated Bohemian general, who had defied and humiliated him on so many occasions, paraded through the streets of Buda in chains. Afterwards Zizka would be burned at the stake, like Jan Hus before him, and his ashes cast into a river.   
 
                 At last, on a sweltering day in early June, we arrived at the place Zizka had in mind. A thickly wooded hill, surrounded by marshy ground, overlooked by a deserted wooden fort at the summit. Before the hill lay a narrow valley, through which ran a stream. The dusty road we marched along cut through the valley, over the hill, passed under the walls of the fort. 
 
                 “The hill of Malesov,” said Lord Hynek, shading his eyes to look up at the fort, “the general has chosen well, as ever. We shall deploy on the slope, forcing the enemy to come at us via the road. The only other option is to hack their way through the woods.”
 
                 “See, Englis, how the road passes through the marsh,” he added, “the enemy foot will get bogged down there. Our guns can play havoc among them as they struggle to get out.”
 
                 I doubted it. The hot weather had dried up the marshy ground, save for a a few boggy patches. It would prove no more than a temporary obstacle. 
 
                 “Even if they are halted for a while,” I argued, “weight of numbers must tell in the end. The Praguers can afford to soak up casualties. Everything depends on the resolve of their generals.” 
 
                 Hynek shook his head. “You're wrong, Englis. None of their generals are worth a spent piss. Fat merchants and burghers and cowardly Utraquist barons who haven't lifted a sword in anger for years. Everything depends on Zizka. You'll see.” 
 
                  I had no wish to dent his confidence by arguing. Instead I fell silent and looked fearfully to the north, where a storm of dust over the trees marked the approach of the enemy. 
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   Our army hurriedly deployed on the hill. Zizka arranged his troops in the normal fashion, wagons in the centre, infantry behind, cavalry on the wings. On the march he had ordered his soldiers to gather up loose rocks and pile them in the wagons, so now the horses strained to drag their heavily laden burdens up the road. The infantry were obliged to lend a hand, and after much sweat and struggle the damned things were finally shoved into position. Afterwards the horses were unharnessed and taken inside the compound of the fort, to be kept there until needed.  
 
                 “Much will depend on you today, Englis,” Zizka said to me at our brief council of war, held under the gates of the empty fort, “when I give the signal, your cavalry will charge down the slope and kill as many of the enemy as possible. Keep them busy, but stay clear of the road. Understand?”
 
                 I glanced at the wooded slopes of the hill flanking the road. The trees clustered thickly, and the hill was dangerously steep. Difficult ground for cavalry to fight in.
 
                 “The enemy vanguard will advance up the road,” he explained, “they'll also send men through the trees. Your task is to stop them.”
 
                 “My lord,” I said, “give me a thousand armoured lancers and I’ll chase the enemy all the way back to Prague. As it is, I have fourteen knights and less than two hundred light horse. We might delay the enemy for a while, but....”
 
                 He held up a hand. “Delay is all I ask for,” he grunted, “when the time is right, your men will retreat.”
 
                 If any of them are still alive, I added silently. I couldn't see what Zizka hoped to gain by sacrificing his cavalry, or me into the bargain. Still, I had left it far too late to desert. My life depended on his judgement. 
 
                 Above us the copper orb of the sub, suspended in a clear azure sky, beat down relentlessly. Trapped inside my cocoon of leather and steel (for once, I wore full plate) the sweat rolled in slick waves down my skin. I toyed with the hilt of my sabre, wishing the bloody work of the day would begin.
 
                 The steady throb of drums echoed through the valley below. From our position on the summit, we had a superb view of the terrain to the north. And the enemy. Long columns of infantry, armour glistening in the sun, snaked through the valley in their thousands: dismounted nobles and their retinues of men-at-arms, Prague militia, disciplined bodies of peasant-soldiers, a moving forest of spears and pikes and banners.   
 
                 “Look at them,” snarled Lord Hynek, “treacherous dogs. We once fought  alongside those men against Sigismund. What for? Why did we take up arms in the first place? So we might destroy each other in the end?”
 
                 “For God,” Zizka said quietly, “all was for God.”
 
                 Hynek turned on him. “For God?” he yelled, “why should He choose to punish us like this? Bohemia is finished, Lord Zizka! Thousands of our people are dead. The countryside is littered with unburied corpses. Dogs gnaw at their bones. Our villages and towns lie in ruins, the crops go untended, there is no law and order anywhere. No king, no government, no church. Nothing but endless war, misery piled on misery.” 
 
                 Hynek was a tough fighting soldier, yet there were tears in his eyes.  “After this last fight, the Devil may take Bohemia.”
 
                 I swallowed uncomfortably. Lord Hynek's nerve had snapped. The young esquires in Zizka's retinue who heard his speech looked ready to bolt. 
 
                 The general was unmoved. “No,” he said with conviction, “we are God's chosen people. The Lord means to test us, as He tested the people of Israel, to gauge the depth of their love for Him.”
 
                 His voice rose to a husky shout. “Thus far we have passed every test,” he roared, “destroyed every one of our enemies, and given the thanks for our victories to Him. Always to Him. In return God has sustained us. He will not abandon us at the last. Have faith, my children.”
 
                 Zizka, like me, had a touch of the play-actor about him. As he finished speaking he ripped out his broadsword and held it high. Golden sunlight rippled down the length of the blade. The glow reflected off his burnished steel plate, and for a moment the general's burly figure was surrounded by a crescent of fire. 
 
                  “Zizka!” chanted the ragged files of Táborite footsoldiers, who had never lost their love for him, “holy warrior! Warrior of God!”
 
                  Their impassioned voices drowned out the thunder of enemy drums. I saw Ralf among the Táborites, bawling his head off and brandishing a spiked club. More cheers broke from the rest of our army, chants and hymns and prayers, while the Hussite standards were raised and the field guns wheeled into position. 
 
                 I looked at Lord Hynek. He gave me a dark look, dashed away his tears and galloped away to join his company. 
 
                 “You relit the fire in his belly, my lord,” I remarked. Zizka laughed and rammed his sword back into its sheath. 
 
                 “Go to your command, Englis,” he ordered cheerfully, “God grant we see each other again.”
 
                 I twitched my reins and rode left, past the shallow lines of Hussite foot. Jana stepped out from their ranks and reached out with her free hand. The other gripped a mace. I touched her fingers as I passed and gave her an encouraging smile. She wore no armour, the stupid wench, not even a scrap of mail, only the same everyday woollen smock and linen coif. Yet she carried my child in her belly! 
 
                 We had argued the night before. Nothing I said, no threats or pleas or curses, could persuade her to leave the army.
 
                 “Our son will be born into a hard world,” she said proudly (Jana was convinced the child would be a boy), “he will need to be a fighter. Born into battle.”
 
                 “Just so long as he is not killed in battle,” I answered sourly, “the world's first unborn warrior.”
 
                 “Promise me,” I said, “if the battle goes ill, you will get away. Run. Run as far and as fast as you can. Not for my sake. Or yours. Or even for God. Run, for the sake of the life you carry. He deserves a chance in this world, even if his parents have squandered theirs.”
 
                 Her jaw clenched. I was familiar with that stubborn look, and readied myself for another fight. 
 
                 To my surprise, she relented. “I promise,” she replied softly, “for his sake, I will live.”
 
                 We both knew Jana said this just to comfort me, nothing more. To run away from a fight was alien to her nature. 
 
                 I joined my cavalry on the left wing of our little army. Zizka had divided my command in two, and placed the other half on the right of his position. Apart from the knights, these men were the survivors of the raw youths I had trained at Caslav. Their numbers had thinned out since. Perhaps a third had died in the battles at Strachov and Skalice and elsewhere, leaving just over two hundred hard-faced young veterans. 
 
                 They gave me a ragged cheer. I saluted in response, and felt a touch of pride as I looked over them. They were good boys, even if their horses were poor screws and their equipment was crude, hand-me-down stuff, inherited from their fathers or looted from battlefields. 
 
                 “We have a job to do, lads” I cried when the cheers had died down, “Lord Zizka reckons the enemy are going to send men through the woods. He wants us to kill them. Can we do that?”
 
                 Another cheer, this time with real venom behind it. My pride was replaced by shame. They were proper fighters, yet to taste defeat in battle. Full of youthful courage, bolstered by absolute confidence in me, Lord Zizka, and God. The unholy trinity, if you like. All three of us would soon fail them. 
 
                 The Praguers wasted no time. Their dismounted nobles advanced down the road, Utraquists marching shoulder-to-shoulder with Catholics, led by a huge knight in black armour bearing aloft the standard of Prague. The standard was magnificent, a swallow-tailed banner of red silk displaying the city gates worked in silver thread and a golden sun with rays. Behind the nobles tramped the lesser men, compact blocks of retainers in colourful household livery and numberless hordes of civilian and peasant footmen. 
 
                 I looked to my right, where Zizka had set up his cannon under the walls of the old fort. The smaller cannon were set up behind pavises in the gaps between the wagons, which formed a chain further down the slope. 
 
                 Recent desertions and casualties had taken their toll. Zizka had just fifty wagons left, compared to the three hundred he commanded at Kutna Hora, and eight big field guns. This was the rump of the army he had commanded with such unlikely success for almost five years, repeatedly humbling the greatest princes in Christendom.
 
                 Until, that is, our enemies learned to step back and wait for the Hussites to destroy each other. “Only the Bohemians can defeat the Bohemians,” Sigismund is reputed to have said. For once the Dragon spoke true. 
 
                 The guns roared into life, belching their roundshot at the mass of Praguers tramping steadily up the road. My horse started at the noise. I calmed him and beckoned at one of my young sergeants. 
 
                 “Go to our men on the right,” I yelled at the lad over the din, “tell Boleslav to charge the enemy foot directly below his position when Zizka gives the signal. I will do the same. Our task is to delay them, that's all. The instant Zizka sounds the recall, he is to withdraw at once. Understood? Good – ride!”
 
                 He drove in his spurs and took off, galloping across the narrow space between our guns and wagons. Boleslav was my second-in-command, an impoverished country knight who had sold all his worldly goods, such as they were, to take up arms for the Hussites.  
 
                  I glanced down at the enemy. The road was scarcely wide enough for fourteen men to march abreast, and their ranks were all bunched together. It was hard not to wince at the dreadful execution committed by our gunners, who must have slavered at such a choice target. A fine spray of red mist rose into the air as the deadly iron missiles bounced and slashed through the Prague nobles, pulping their armoured bodies with frightful ease. 
 
                 Perhaps thirty Praguers died, or suffered crippling injury, in the first barrage. “Not enough,” I muttered, chewing my lip. Cannons require precious minutes to reload, even with the best crews to service them. While our men worked feverishly to swab out the barrels and pack in fresh shot, the enemy closed ranks and marched on.  
 
                 Their vanguard reached the marshland at the foot of the hill. As I feared, it only slowed them a little. A few nobles, weighed down by heavy steel plate, sank to their knees in pools of watery muck, and were helped out by their esquires. Not a single man was drowned. The Praguers pushed confidently up the slope, still led by the huge figure of the black knight.
 
                 “Look, sir,” cried one of my sergeants, “down there, in the trees!”
 
                 I wrenched my gaze from the road to the woods directly below. At first I saw nothing, then caught a glint of steel among the green, the flash of red and yellow banners. As Zizka predicted, the enemy had sent men to fight their way up the wooded slopes of the hill. Restricted by the terrain and the narrowness of the road, it was the only way to bring their superior numbers to bear. 
 
                 Men started to emerge from the treeline, light infantry with spears and round shields, creeping forward in nervous silence. I measured the distance between them and my position. Thirty paces of steep ground, broken up by tree roots, clumps of trees and bushes and some old wooden stakes half-buried in the soil, the remains of an outer palisade. Enough for my cavalry to work up the momentum of a charge.
 
                 “Give the order,” I muttered, glancing anxiously at Zizka's banners, “now, damn you!”
 
                 Zizka's timing was perfect. A pennon waved, signalling the charge, accompanied by a trumpet. 
 
                 “After me,” I shouted, raising my sabre, “stay close together, and out of the woods. Forward!”
              I urged my gelding down the incline at a canter. He was a sure-footed beast and made short work of the treacherous ground, leaping or sidestepping every obstacle. My heart raced with him, merging with the drumming of hoofs into a single wild pulse. 
 
                 The battle-fury swept over me. I gave a wordless shout and bent low over my horse's neck, sabre outstretched, point levelled at the nearest foeman. 
 
                 The Praguers below us were citizen levies, tailors and drapers and cobblers and the like, given shields and spears and thrown into battle. They had barely any training, maybe an hour's drill one day a week. Nor had they faced cavalry before. Half of them turned and ran back into the woods, howling in fear. The remainder tried to shuffle together into a spear-ring. Their officer, a fat man in a rusting brigandine, was still shouting at them to close ranks and present spears when my gelding rode straight over him. 
 
                 His skull crunched under the hoofs. I struck out, knocked off one man's helm and split another's face open. A spear rasped against my armoured thigh. Snarling, I wrenched my horse to the left and cut down a third soldier. Dark blood streamed from the rent I opened in his throat.  
 
                 The Praguers fell back. Seconds later my cavalry smashed into them and burst their pathetic shieldwall to pieces, bawling “Hus! Hus!”, spearing and riding them down, hurling the survivors back down the hill. Seeing the Praguers run, my lads gave chase, caught them at the edge of the woods and sabred down the last of the fugitives. Within moments not a single enemy soldier remained alive. 
 
                 “Back! Back!” I shouted, striking at the blood-crazed fools with the flat of my sabre, “withdraw! Stay out of the trees!”
 
                 The discipline I had flogged into them at Caslav, hardened by months of war, came into play. Growling like hounds whipped away from the kill, they turned and rode back up the hill. One insolent swine – my young Achilles, it was, whom I had disciplined at the siege of the Karlstein – winked at me as he rode past, and licked the blood from his sabre. 
 
                 We retreated just in time. More Praguers came streaming through the woods behind us, baying for revenge. I turned to get a quick look at them. 
 
                 My throat dried. We had killed forty Praguers. Hundreds more burst from the trees, armed with spears and axes and flails and spiked clubs, supported by archers and slingers and God knows what else.  
 
                 To charge into that teeming mass of bodies was suicide. Yet I had my orders. Zizka needed me to hold back the enemy in the woods until he saw fit to sound the recall. If we lost the hill, the battle was lost with it. 
 
                 “Turn about!” I shouted, “close ranks – form up – charge!”
              My men, still drunk on death, needed no encouragement. Several overtook me as we urged our horses back down the hill, screaming like maniacs. My Achilles was at their head, his cropped blonde hair shining like gold in the merciless June sun. 
 
                 He hurtled straight into the Praguers, sabre dancing in his hand. The enemy ranks opened and closed around him. I heard him shriek in agony, saw his fair head flung back, teeth bared in agony, neck impaled by a spear. His horse screamed, reared onto its haunches, twisted and vanished in the press.
 
                 Enraged, my men flung themselves at the enemy. The sheer weight and venom of their charge shoved the mass of the Praguers back into the trees. We cut deep lanes in their ranks, trampled men under-hoof, hacked them up like so many sides of beef. I sensed them waver and shouted in triumph, brandishing my reeking sabre. 
 
                 The moment passed. More troops stormed through the darkened woods below. Their drums and pipes drowned out the screams of my men, clawed from their saddles and knifed or beaten to death on the ground. We were forced back, split up, all discipline gone, shattered by the remorseless tidal wave of bodies rolling through and over us. 
 
                 We could only retreat. Retreat or die. My blade shivered and almost snapped as I sliced downward at a bearded peasant jabbing at me a spear. He fell, skull carved open, brains dribbling over his astonished eyes. 
 
                 Where in hells was the signal? What was Zizka doing? I wrenched my horse about and put her to the slope. Praguers snapped at our heels. 
 
                 I was already on the verge of panic. Now cold terror seized me as the ominous silence from above hit home. 
 
                 Our guns had stopped firing. 
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   I quickly took in the scene. While my men fought and died, our crews had abandoned their guns to help the infantry wheel some of the largest wagons out of the defensive chain. Together they pushed the cumbersome things to the top of the road and dragged them around so their front ends pointed downward. 
 
                  Zizka finally gave the signal to retreat. My cavalry were already streaming up the slope, closely pursued by the vengeful Praguers. Even before the trumpet notes died away, our footsoldiers gave a mighty shout and shoved the wagons down the hill. 
 
                  Packed with heavy stones, the massive timber boxes quickly gathered speed. They clattered and freewheeled down the road and crashed straight into the tightly bunched ranks of Prague nobles, who stood rooted, unable to avoid or flee their doom. Scores of men were crushed under the iron-shod wheels of the wagons, proud banners flattened, limbs and heads and bodies ground to pulp. The cream of the Bohemian warrior nobility, swatted aside by a dozen farm carts filled with rocks. 
 
                 I reached the summit just in time to witness the carnage. Below us the Prague infantrymen had stopped dead, gaping in dumbstruck horror at the fate of their lords. All eyes were fixed on the wagons, which continued to barrel unstoppably down the road, flinging aside armoured bodies like dolls or crashing over them, until they finally ploughed into the marsh at the foot of the hill and came to rest. One or two wobbled and overturned, splashing into the mud and spilling their cargo of stones. 
 
                 The enemy vanguard was smashed all to bits, but thousands of Praguers were still packed inside the valley. Once the first shock had passed, some of these men swarmed forward to heave aside Zizka's wagons and clear the way for another assault on the hill. 
 
                 “The trick has failed,” I muttered. Zizka must have hoped the Praguers would lose heart after their vanguard was destroyed. Now a dozen of our precious wagons were gone, the enemy refused to flee, and our army stood exposed on the hill. There was nothing for it save flight or a futile last stand, back-to-back under the chalice until every one of us lay dead. 
 
                 I had to get Jana off the field. Left to herself, she would stand and fight until the end. The ghastly image of a sword thrusting into her belly, killing both her and the child, flickered through my mind. Yet I also had a duty to my men. Caught in a frenzy of indecision, I strained to pick out Jana's face among the Hussite infantry clustered under the walls of the fort. Guilt, love, terror and the desire for self-preservation clawed at my conscience and fought each other for supremacy. What in God's name could I do?
 
                 God, or rather Lord Zizka, took the decision out of my hands. An almighty roar billowed up the flanks of the hill, almost bursting my eardrums and terrifying my horse. The beast whinnied and bucked and damn near threw me from the saddle before I got him under control. 
 
                 My nose and mouth were full of the stench of gunpowder. Below me the bottom half of the hill was entirely shrouded in white smoke, shot through with crimson gouts of fire. The echoes of the roar died away, replaced by the screams of men in terrible pain. 
 
                 “God and the Saints!” a Hussite yelled, his voice muffled by the clanging in my ears, “the wagons have exploded!”
 
                 It was true. Gradually the smoke cleared and revealed that nine of the twelve wagons had detonated, one after another, enveloping the luckless Praguers in storms of of flying rock and shards of broken and twisted metal. The closest soldiers were torn limb from limb by the force of the explosion. Others were horribly burned and crippled. Their scorched bodies lay groaning among scattered heaps of smoking, blackened timber.  
 
                 “Christ save us,” I whispered. Zizka must have ordered the wagons to be stuffed full of bags of powder and caltrops under the top layer of stones. His gunners had cleverly inserted long pieces of match inside the powder, and set light to them before the wagons were unleashed. Three had failed to explode, but it hardly mattered. The damage was done.
 
                 Dimly, through the fug inside my head, I heard Zizka's trumpeters sound the general advance. Our infantry poured down the hill, spearheaded by the Táborites. They roared a single name, over and over:
              “ZIZKA! ZIZKA! ZIZKA!” 
 
                 A young cavalryman, his face smeared with gore, shouted in my ear. “The Praguers are running, sir! Do we go after them?”
 
                 I looked down and saw the Prague infantry fleeing into the woods. Panicked by the explosions and the wild charge of the Táborites, the rabble had given way to panic. Thank God. If they had stood their ground, there was more than enough of them to smother my decimated command and storm the hill. 
 
                 “Go, then,” I said, waving my men forward, “hunt them down. Kill.”
 
                 My lads stormed down the hill at the gallop, whooping like madmen. They plunged into the woods and were quickly lost to view, though I could hear their exultant cries and the screams of their victims. 
 
                 I didn't go with them. Before me, in the bowl of the valley, I saw the great mass of the enemy host break up. Men threw down their arms and fled, desperate to escape the wrath of the Hussites and Jan Zizka, the unbeatable general with the Devil on his side. The allied generals were first to run, back to the safety of Prague or wherever the winds blew them. 
 
                 The battle was won, but I had just one thought on my mind. To the right, Zizka himself sat his horse, brooding sightlessly over the despair and destruction of his enemies. A few household esquires stayed with him. Otherwise the hill was bare of life. Even the guns were abandoned, their crews gone to join in the slaughter below. 
 
                 I swung my horse about and trotted over to the spot I had last seen Jana, standing among the front rank of our infantry. It seemed foolish to hope she might have stayed behind. My gentle spouse would be somewhere in the valley, dealing death even as new life grew inside her. 
 
                 Again she surprised me. I found her sat with her back against a gun-carriage, mace laid on the grass beside her, hands folded complacently across the swell of her belly as she watched the massacre. 
 
                 She smiled up at me, “Hello, John,” she said, “you are safe, then. God must have a sense of humour. Or perhaps he doesn't want our boy to lack a father.”
 
                 “I saw you charge down the hill,” she added, “even the Táborites praised your courage. If only Jan Englis was as good a Christian as he is a soldier, they said. What a man he would be.”
 
                 I let out a long, shuddering breath, unstrapped my helm and let it drop to the ground. My cheek throbbed with sudden pain. I raised my fingers to the wound and was surprised to find blood. Some Praguer, possibly that bearded clown with the spear, had cut open a nasty gash just under my right eye. In the excitement of the melee, I failed to notice it until now. 
 
                 “An inch or so higher,” said Jana, her voice full of touching concern, “and you would have lost the eye. I'm happy for you to emulate Lord Zizka, John. He is a worthy man. But there are limits.”
 
                 I gave a hollow laugh, slid from my horse and plumped down beside her. She leaned on me, sighing happily as she rested her head against my armoured shoulder. Once again I felt a twinge of unease at her manner. 
 
                 Below us raged fire and death and slaughter. The valley had become a death-trap for the Praguers, overrun by our cavalry and butchered by our footsoldiers, cut down like wheat under the scythe. The Táborites in particular spared none, calling on God and praising Him to the heavens as they offered up a rich harvest of souls, slashing down men in their hundreds, cutting the throats of those who tried to surrender. The pick of the allied knights stood and fought doggedly, taking a cruel toll of our men before going down to death and hellfire, or whatever the Almighty had in store for them. 
 
                 Jana watched all this bloodshed with a sweet smile on her face, as other women might watch children at play. “They're at peace now,” she murmured, dabbing at the blood on my face with a clean cloth.
 
                 “Who are?” I asked absently. 
 
                 “My husband and daughter. I lost them at Graz, and their souls have wandered in torment ever since. This victory will allow them to rest.”
 
                 As I have said, she was more than a little mad. Only a damaged mind could have arrived at such a conclusion. The battle at Malesov, where Bohemian slaughtered Bohemian, fathers and sons and brothers slaying each other in an orgy of hatred, was a cause of pity and mourning rather than celebration. The souls of Jana's murdered family, assuming they were on hand to witness the debacle, surely wept at it.
 
                 Over twelve hundred Praguers and their allies were slain, most of them in the rout. Zizka's clerks made a careful count of the dead, entering the names of the slaughtered nobles on sheets of vellum. Zizka ordered this roll-call of the dead so he could know how many of his political enemies had died, and how many escaped. 
 
                 When dusk came on, I went down into the reeking valley and picked my way through the slain, holding a scented cloth over my face to ward off the foul charnel house stench. Our poorer soldiers were busily looting corpses, stripping rings from fingers, tearing off costly pieces of armour, using their knives to lever jewels and gemstones from richly inlaid sword hilts. Crows flocked everywhere, cawing in delight as they pecked at juicy eyeballs and gulped down strips of human flesh. On the fringes of the valley, lurking among the trees, the grey shadows of wolves lurked, waiting for proper darkness to descend so they might feast in safety. 
 
                 I was looking for an old friend. After an hour or so I found him, lying on his back, limbs spreadeagled, the fingers of his right hand curled about a fistful of silken fabric. Nearby lay the ragged standard of Prague, torn from its pole. The giant figure of the black knight, who had carried it bravely at the head of the Praguer vanguard, lay still nearby. 
 
                 Ralf and the knight had died on each other's blades. My former servant's head was split open by a sword-stroke, the contents of his brain pan emptied over the grass. His eyes were wide and glassy, brows still knotted in anger, mouth full of dried blood. The black knight's helm had come off and rolled away. Ralf's dagger was buried up to the hilt in the side of his neck. 
 
                 Jana, who had followed me, clasped my hand. “I'm sorry,” she said, shivering as she looked down at Ralf's body, “for your sake, not his. I hated and feared him, but he was your friend.”
 
                 “Once,” I replied, more sharply than intended. I wanted to bury the memory of Ralf as I had known him, the handsome English mercenary with a lively yet secretive past, loyal as a mastiff, wise as Solomon. The bloodstained fanatic who lay at my feet had little in common with that man. 
 
                 “He wanted me to search for the truth of God,” I said, turning away, “now his search is over. I hope he liked what he found.”
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   Immediately after the battle Zizka marched on Kutna Hora, where the citizens opened the gates to him and begged for the great warrior's forgiveness. News of his unlikely victory had already reached the city, carried by survivors of the shattered Prague host. Shortly afterwards the towns of Cesky Brod, Kourim and Nymburk, former allies of Prague, all sent envoys offering Zizka their submission. 
 
                 Malesov was Zizka's crowning victory. For the last year of his life, none dared to face him in open battle. His enemies, who remained legion, cowered behind the walls of their towns and castles, even when they enjoyed immense superiority in numbers. Zizka's long run of victories, all won against the odds, showed that mere numbers alone weren't enough to defeat him. None of the Bohemian nobles, or their allies among the German and Polish princes, could match him as a general. And they knew it.  
 
                 His next target was Prague. He marched slowly towards the rebel-held capital, gathering reinforcements on the way. The defeated Praguers still had friends. At the end of June a lone scout came galloping into camp with news that our old friend, Prince Korybut of Lithuania, had ridden into Prague with fifteen hundred Polish lancers at his back.  
 
                 “He declared himself the saviour of Bohemia,” the scout reported breathlessly, “and laid claim to the imperial crown itself. In return for destroying you, Lord Zizka, he wishes to be made King of Bohemia.”
 
                 Zizka's raddled, hangdog face was impassive. “How did the Praguers respond to his claim?” he asked in a soft growl. 
 
                 “They welcomed the prince as a hero and granted him powers to govern the land as regent. The nobles stopped short of granting him the crown.”
 
                 The general grunted. “Of course they did. Not even the Catholics want some arrogant Lithuanian princeling for their king.”
 
                 “They need his money, though,” I said, “and his troops.”
 
                 “Neither will save Prague,” replied Zizka, “ten thousand Polish lancers could not save the city from the wrath of God. I am God's instrument in this matter. His tool of vengeance.”
 
                 My blood ran cold. I had heard similar words before, from King Harry of England, shortly before he allowed his troops to run amok in Caen. He called himself the Scourge of God, sent by Divine mandate to punish the French for their lack of faith. Zizka, it seemed, now saw himself as the scourge of Bohemia. His people had turned away from the teachings of Hus and fallen into darkness. It was his task to drive them back to the light. Those who refused to be driven would die. 
 
                  He gave stark warning of his intentions. As summer darkened to a chill autumn, the army marched on to a miserable, poverty-stricken little town called Libochovice. Here the citizens brought four captive monks before Zizka, claiming they had raped some local girls. 
 
                  “You are our master, Lord Zizka,” said the mayor, “none but you. Give us justice on these men.”
 
                 “Justice they shall have,” replied Zizka, “burn these so-called men of God, and cast their ashes on fallow ground.”
 
                 The monks wept and struggled and pleaded for mercy as they were dragged away. I pitied the wretches, who should (to my mind) have been granted a quick death. Nobody, whatever their crime, deserves to burn. It is the most hideous death, cooked alive in order to purify one's soul via the slow destruction of the body. Only a churchman could have thought of such a thing. 
 
                 Zizka's sentence was carried out. Funnels of vile-smelling black smoke rose into the sky as the army marched from Libochovice, our way lit by four human candles. 
 
                 More reinforcements, including flocks of Táborites, joined us before we reached Prague. There is nothing like victory to encourage recruitment. Our army swelled to almost thrice the number we had at Malesov, while the Praguers made no effort to bar our progress to the capital. They stripped the surrounding countryside of crops and livestock and drew all their forces inside the walls, ready for a long siege. 
 
                 I steeled myself for a massacre. Zizka had made it clear he was intent on purging Prague of dissidents. This was sweet music to the ears of the Táborites, who dreamed of washing the city clean with Catholic and Utraquist blood. 
 
                 “I will have no part in it,” I said to Jana, “even if Zizka orders me directly. To hell with his Regulations. Not once, save by accident, have I shed the blood of innocents.”
 
                 “Perhaps God will persuade him to be merciful,” she said hopefully. 
 
                 “He hasn't so far,” I answered, remembering the fate of the Adamites. 
 
                 Perhaps the general's anger was feigned, meant to frighten Prague into surrender. There was a supple mind at work under his bluff military exterior, perfectly capable of gauging the weaknesses of his enemies, on the council chamber as well as the battlefield. 
 
                 Whatever the truth of his intentions, Zizka chose to negotiate with the Praguers rather than destroy them. After two weeks of siege a party of leading citizens, led by an eloquent priest named John of Rokycan, were allowed into our camp to begin the talks.  
 
                 When politicians argue, soldiers stand idle. Zizka had no use for me as a diplomat. I found myself frozen out of his councils with little to do save drill, daydream of England and lie abed with Jana.
 
                 “Where shall we live, when the wars are over?” she asked me. It was a warm light in mid-autumn, and we lay curled together under my cloak outside our tent. Above us the midnight arch of the sky glittered with stars. I was in an unusually contented mood, thanks to a jug of wine and the warmth of her body. Anything seemed possible.  
 
                 “Wherever we like,” I replied drowsily, “the world is our plaything. Even the stars are in reach. Look, all I have to is reach out and grab one.”
 
                 I extended one naked arm and curled my fingers into a fist. Jana laughed. She was much happier since the victory at Malesov and the death of Ralf, whom she had genuinely feared. 
 
                 The Táborites still made her nervous, but their influence seemed to be on the wane. They had lost several prominent leaders in the recent battles. Zizka, their former champion, ignored Táborite demands for an immediate assault on Prague. Even he, who rarely hesitated to slay in the name of God, was revolted by their desire to shed the blood of fellow Bohemians.   
 
                 “God grant our son is born into a land at peace,” said Jana, patting her belly, “and knows happiness and tranquillity all his days.”
 
                 “Amen,” I said fervently. She was almost five months gone now, and the bump was noticeable under her loose smock. In my darker moments I wondered what manner of infant would spring from her loins. Half bastard-born English gentleman turned mercenary, half Bohemian peasant stock. He (or she) at least promised to be a fighter, and would need to be. 
 
                 The negotiations carried on into October. In the midst of the lull, while Zizka and the Praguers continued to hammer out terms, I received a visitor. 
 
                 I was alone in my tent, shortly after dusk. Jana, who understood my need for solitude at times, had made herself scarce. Outside all was peaceful. The pleasant sound of plainchant drifted through the Hussite camp, mingling with the low voices of men chatting around their campfires, the whinny of a horse, the scrape of a sword on a grindstone.  
 
                 Comforted by these familiar noises, I lay at full stretch on my bedroll, composing verses in my head. It was over two years since I completed The Siege of Rouen, my only full-length work of poetry. I had spent much of the time since either fleeing or fighting for my life, with scarcely any leisure for private amusements. Now I tried to fit all my recent experiences, even the more unpleasant ones, into a new work. 
 
                 It was a struggle. I am no Chaucer, and whatever slight talent for rhyme I ever possessed had shrivelled up and died. The Hussite wars were to blame. They exposed me to the true nature of our species. It was an ugly revelation, guaranteed to kill the poetic streak in any man's soul. 
 
                 I was silently cursing my lack of wit and invention when a shadow flickered across the thin canvas wall of my tent, cast by the lantern hanging from a hook on the pole. The shadow of a man, grotesquely deformed by the dim half-light. 
 
                 An instant later I had rolled off the bed and was crouched on my haunches, dagger in hand, poised to spring at the newcomer. 
 
                 “No need for the blade, Sir John,” he said, holding up his hands, “I come as a friend. Perhaps the best friend you could wish for.”
 
                 My unexpected visitor spoke good English with a pronounced German accent. He was short and slender, almost boyish in appearance. His pale fair hair receded from a slanting forehead, and his sharp, yellow-skinned face put me in mind of a ferret: long nose, thin lips, shrewd little eyes. The left eye had a slight cast to it. He was dressed all in black, not very clean, black gauntlets, black cloak and mantle, black boots. One delicate white hand rested flat on his breast, the other on the silver pommel of a dagger in a black velvet scabbard. A small, blood-red brooch in a gold casing, the only splash of colour on his person, fastened his cloak at the shoulder. 
 
                 He put a finger to his lips. “Don't waste time with questions. You may know me as Hans. I slipped into your camp undetected because your sentries are incompetent peasants who would struggle to spot a cow at ten paces.”
              “And because creeping in and out of places unobserved is part of your trade,” I said, rising, “very well. I'll assume you're a spy. What do you want with me?”
 
                 Hans gave a tight little grin. “Straight to business, Sir John. Good. We have much in common. Like you, I am a mercenary of sorts. Currently I am in the employ of the King of Hungary. He sent me here to talk with you.”
 
                 I tried not to let my surprise show. “Why should Sigismund have any interest in me?” 
 
                 “His Majesty takes a great deal of interest,” answered the spy, “you are quite famous outside Bohemia, Sir John. The Englishman who deserted his King to join the enemies of God and became a great captain under the arch-heretic, Jan Zizka. Sigismund's court poets compose rhymes about you. Not very complimentary rhymes, I'm afraid.”
 
                 “In other words, they lie about me,” I replied shortly, though it flattered my vanity to think of Sigismund's tame poets singing of my deeds. I had a gift for earning popular fame, deserved or otherwise. In Normandy I was known, half-jokingly, as the Hero of Caen and the Poet of Rouen. Now my reputation had spread to the royal courts of Hungary. 
 
                 “The poets speak of you as an English devil,” said Hans with another of his unsettling grins, “seven feet high, with curling black whiskers and the strength of a bull. Green flames leap from your eyes as you charge into battle, wielding a broadsword no ordinary man could even lift. At your belt dangles a cluster of skulls. They once belonged to good Christian knights whom you slaughtered in single combat.”
 
                 “I'm sorry to disappoint you,” I said, “as you can see, I'm just an ordinary man.”
 
                 Hans moved a step closer. “Not so. His Majesty does not risk the lives of his agents for the sake of ordinary men. You have risen high under Zizka, thanks to your ability and the death or treachery of so many of his native captains. Yet you are still a foreigner in this land. You don't fight for God, or the memory of Jan Hus, or the good of Bohemia. You are a soldier of fortune. You fight for pay.”
 
                 “Don't deny it,” he added before I could protest, “we have studied you from afar, Sir John. Dug into your past. I know all about you. A country esquire, born into gentle poverty in Sussex. Mother a widowed noblewoman of faded stock, father a base-born mercenary who suffered an ignoble death, murdered by a rival. You fled England after killing your cousin in a brawl. Ran with outlaws for a time before taking ship for Normandy. Shall I go on?”
 
                 I stood very still, trying to marshal my thoughts. Where had this little reptile got his information from? The darkly beautiful face of Constanza de Santaella rose in my mind. She and Hans were both spies, employed on secret missions by the crowned heads of Christendom. Perhaps  they knew each other, and he had sought her out. Constanza would require little persuasion to spill everything she knew of my history. Certainly no other living soul knew as much about me. 
 
                 “Whatever you know,” I said slowly, choosing my words, “or think you know, is of little relevance. Yes, I committed certain crimes in England. Doubtless a hangman's rope waits for me there. What of it? This is not England.”
 
                 The little man chuckled softly. “I didn't mean to threaten you, Sir John. I was merely illustrating the point. Discover a man's origins, and you learn much of his nature. I judge you to be a man who looks to his own interests first. A typical sell-sword.”
 
                 “My royal master agreed with me. His Majesty also agreed with my assessment of your worth. Three hundred gold florins. The money awaits you at Pilsen. All you need do is collect it. In return you will quit Zizka's service and leave Bohemia. Forever.”
 
                 I caught my breath. Sigismund's wealth was famous, and relied in part on the extensive gold mines in Hungary. He must have been the richest prince on earth, if he could offer a lesser captain like myself such an enormous sum as a bribe: one gold florin, if not debased, was worth more than a labourer earned in a year. 
 
                 Hans' long white fingers toyed with the brooch. “I also know of your bastard child. Poor boy, hidden away in a French monastery with no father or mother to care for him.”
 
                 “You know where he is?” I demanded. 
 
                 “Alas, no,” he replied quickly, “my source knows how to keep a secret. I was supplied with just enough information to gain an insight to your character. You have plenty of motive to leave Bohemia, and precious little to stay. All you need is money. Think on it, Sir John. With such a fortune you can set up somewhere else. A new life, a new home, far away from Bohemia and its troubles. My master's offer is the key to your future.” 
 
                 “It's a bare-faced bribe,” I sneered, “your master knows he can't beat Zizka in the field. Instead he tries to buy off Zizka's captains, hoping to leave his enemy isolated. I knew Sigismund was a snake, but this is low, even for him.”
 
                 Hans shrugged off my contempt. “Think poorly of His Majesty if you wish. Sigismund is a great man, a king of kings. Such men cannot afford to cling to petty morals. The offer still stands.”
 
                 He could see I was tempted, curse him. “Your master's promises are worth nothing,” I said venomously, “how could anyone trust the man who betrayed Jan Hus to his death at Constance? I'm not some hapless preacher. As soon as I walked through the gates at Pilsen, your master's soldiers would slit my throat.”
 
                 “You need not come in person,” Hans replied, “between Prague and Pilsen there is a town called Zdice. Inside the town, not far from the western gate, stands a tavern, The Rose and Sceptre. The innkeeper, Svamberg, is an associate of mine. Should you accept my master's generous offer, all you need do is send a message to Svamberg. Mention my name. I will arrange the rest. The gold will brought to Zdice in a covered litter. Under guard of course. My soldiers will then escort you and your retinue to the border.”
 
                 I chewed my thumbnail. Sigismund and his creature had it all worked out. In my mind's eye I beheld an ironbound chest full of heavy gold coins. Mine for the taking, if only I broke my oath to the Hussites.
 
                 As Hans said, the money would enable me to go away – far away – and start anew. Set up in business as a merchant, perhaps, though soldiering was the only trade I really knew. Or travel south, to the Italian city-states, where any halfway competent mercenary captain with adequate funds could hope to prosper. Resurrect the Company of Wolves. I could almost hear my father's restless spirit, urging me on. 
 
                 “You need not rush to any decisions,” said Hans, “the gold is safe enough at Pilsen. There it will stay.”
 
                 His soft voice was like a caress. “For how long?” I asked, almost choking on the words. Sheer greed, the promise of unexpected wealth, threatened to overwhelm my better instincts. 
 
                 “His Majesty is patient,” he said, “and Lord Zizka is old. He cannot live forever. The gold will stay at Pilsen until you have need of it. That time will come soon.”
 
                 He bowed gracefully. “The Rose and Sceptre, Sir John. Remember the name of the tavern. All you need do is send a message. A few words scribbled on a bit of parchment. That's all.”
 
                 With that he flickered outside, into the night. I was left alone to dream of forbidden treasure and glorious futures.
 
    
 
                 31.
 
    
 
   I did not betray Zizka. Even mercenaries have a code of honour, and I had signed a formal indenture of service. To break it, as I broke my previous indenture in Normandy, was too much for even my feeble conscience to bear. It would also have left a black mark on my reputation. No employer with a degree of sense hires a captain with a history of broken contracts. 
 
                 Such a betrayal also came with its own risks. Zizka's negotiations with the Praguers were successful, and left him the supreme power in Bohemia, with effective control over the capital and all the largest towns. The reversal in his fortunes, from the lowest ebb to the highest point in just a few months, was spectacular. None could doubt that this was an extraordinary man, a titan of the age, unbeatable in war, wise in council, blessed with good fortune. The chosen of God, as the Táborites called him. 
 
                 It made sense, at least for the time, to hang onto the triumphant general's coat-tails for a while longer. The gold in Pilsen wasn't going anywhere (if Sigismund's promises could be trusted, which was far from certain) and Zizka was generous to the handful of loyal captains who had stuck by him when all seemed lost. 
 
                 I was granted a mansion in the Malá Strana, the district of Prague on the western bank of the Vltava, once the home of the capital's German citizens. The district was in ruins the last time I saw it, deserted save for a few beggars. Since then the Praguers had cleared away much of the rubble, driven away the squatters from the derelict, fire-gutted buildings, and repaired some of the grander churches and houses. Life returned to the desolation, as it does if given a chance. Many rich merchant families and nobles, both Catholic and Utraquist, were quick to seize the best land and property abandoned by the Germans.   
 
                 My house, a fine half-timbered residence with two storeys and twelve rooms, formerly owned by a wealthy German vintner, was close to the river. It had lain empty since the riots, almost five years gone. Gangs of looters had methodically stripped it of anything remotely valuable, down to the last set of curtains. 
 
                 “No fire damage, at least,” I remarked to Jana when we inspected our new home for the first time. It was a ghostly place, full of strange echoes, shadowy corners and creaking floorboards. 
 
                 Jana, a far more sensitive soul than her brutish husband, loathed the house from the start. “There is something else here,” she whispered, hugging my arm, her green eyes wide with fright, “something evil. A dark memory. Death. Murder.” 
 
                 “It wouldn't surprise me,” I replied with a shrug, “the rioters killed every German they could catch. Perhaps the vintner and his family failed to get out in time. What of it? I'm a soldier. I live with death grinning at my elbow. He may as well share my house.”
 
                 She denounced me as a blasphemous English devil, to which I laughed and brushed aside her fears. Fool. Short-sighted fool.  
 
                 I had only a few days to oversee the furnishing of my new home before Zizka summoned me to his side. He had patched up a truce with the disgruntled factions in Prague, but there was still much work to be done. The German princes again menaced the western border, and there were reports of Hungarian forces gathering in Moravia. 
 
                 With much of Bohemia united behind him, Zizka was able to march to deal with these threats. His allies included Prince Korybut, who had put aside his pretensions to the crown in exchange for peace. The prince's decision surprised everyone, including myself, who had thought him little more than a selfish Lithuanian princeling, as brainless as he was ambitious.
 
                 As Zizka's captain of horse, I was obliged to follow his banner in all the hard campaigns that followed. Months passed, during which I was barely out of the saddle. No actual battles were fought – our enemies had learned from bitter experience to avoid facing Zizka in the field – and instead the war bogged down in a weary sequence of sieges, forced marches, raids and counter-raids. 
 
                 Poor Bohemia, battered by five years of nearly constant fighting, was once again subjected to all the horrors of war. Much of the land was waste, the crops left to rot in the fields for lack of men to gather in the harvest. We marched through a strangely empty, desolate landscape; burned farmsteads and abandoned villages, where deer cropped grass in the silent streets. Even the larger towns were only partially occupied, entire districts given over to the ghosts of their former inhabitants. 
 
                 In this ruined country, slowly bleeding to death from innumerable wounds, I prospered. The wars had thinned out the Bohemian peasantry to the point where Zizka struggled to find native troops to replace the dead. At last he was forced to use some of his plunder to hire foreign mercenaries. 
 
                 “Heaven forgive me for inviting these wolves into Bohemia,” he said heavily, “as if we didn't have enough wolves already. Such beasts do not fight for God. They will pick us clean.”
 
                 “I was a wolf once, my lord,” I said cheerfully, “yet you made me your dog.”
 
                 He smiled mirthlessly. My own mood, depressed by the long absence from Jana and our unborn children, was lifted by his decision to hire the fighting scum of Christendom. They flocked to Bohemia in droves, eager to serve under the famous general. Veterans from Normandy, Englishmen, Burgundians, French, Gascons, pikemen and arbalasters from Switzerland, German routiers, Scots, even a few Basque and Catalan crossbowmen.  
 
                 As Zizka said, such hirelings do not fight for God. They knew little and cared less about Jan Hus, or the holy war waged by the Hussites against the Pope. These noble principles, which had first drawn me to Bohemia, were little more than a fond dream now, cherished by the surviving Táborites and a few other Hussite loyalists. 
 
                 I had cast aside my own idealism in favour of a more realistic aim. Instead of hoping to change the world, I would milk it for profit. To that end I volunteered to serve as Zizka's paymaster, overseeing the recruitment and payment of his mercenaries. I used my new office to carefully sort the wheat from the chaff, hiring the best of the newcomers– the best fighters, you understand, often men of the worst character – to serve in the Company of the Wolf. 
 
                 When the company had swelled to four hundred men, almost all foreigners, I unwrapped my father's banner from the leather and oilskin parcel I had carried it in, ever since Baugé. The wolf banner, beautifully reworked in gold and purple silk by a French seamstress, flew at the head of my cavalry as we stormed across Bohemia in the van of the Hussite army, driving our enemies like sheep before us. Sigismund's German allies were as disorganised as ever, while his Moravian troops proved reluctant to fight. They retired swiftly before our advance, back to their own country. 
 
                 In early autumn, while the army lay encamped near the Moravian border, I received a note from my servant, Nicholas. The contents alarmed me. Jana's moods, it said, were becoming increasingly erratic as she neared full term. She was so heavy with child now the doctors suspected she was carrying twins, which reminded me of the nightmare I experienced on the road to Malesov. Two green-eyed children haunting the empty streets of Prague, laughing at me as I sank into the mire.
 
                 I read on: “My lord, I grieve to report that your wife is much changed since we came to the house. Often she refuses to come out of her chamber in the day, and the maids have seen her wander the corridors at night, clad in just her shift, with a taper to light the way. I myself have seen livid cuts on her wrists and forearms. Self-inflicted with a knife. I fear for her peace of mind, and the safety of the lives she carries...”
 
                 I cast down the note and went to ask Zizka for leave. He was taken aback at the request, but granted it when I explained my concerns for Jana and the children. “No more than a week, Englis,” he warned, “I can't spare you a moment longer.”
 
                 With a dozen Burgundian lancers for an escort, I sped back to Prague. Nicholas admitted me to the house, his face sombre, and nodded at the stair as he took my cloak. 
 
                 “Your wife is upstairs, my lord,” he said, “she has been in her chamber all day. The door is unlocked.”
 
                 “Has she eaten today?” I demanded, one foot on the stair. 
 
                 Nicholas hesitated. “No, my lord, but....”
 
                 “What?” I snapped, “spit it out.”
 
                 “There...there is a mirror, my lord. The fine oval one you purchased from an Italian merchant, some months ago. My lady sits in front of it for hours on end. The maids claim she talks to it.”
 
                 Muttering an oath, I hurried up the stairs, along the gallery and put my boot to the nailed and timbered door of our bedchamber. It swung open noiselessly. The room inside was dark, the heavy purple curtains drawn. Jana sat in silhouette before her mirror, perfectly still, hands folded on her lap. 
 
                 “Jana,” I said. She didn't move. I stepped inside, squinting in the gloom to get a better look at her. Her hair was unbound, and she was still in her night-gown, though the day was far advanced. The swell of her belly was enormous, and it was clear the doctors were right. Twins, for certain.
 
                 “Jana,” I repeated, “it's me. Your husband. Why do you sit in darkness? Speak.”
 
                 She slowly raised one hand to her cheek, then lowered it again. “I can see them, John,” she said in a low voice, full of dread. “Their eyes in the glass. Sometimes I hear them. They whisper to me.”
 
                  I quietly pushed the door shut and crossed the room to stand behind her. The glass of the mirror was covered in dust. Our reflections were silhouettes in the deeper darkness. 
 
                 “Who are they?” I asked gently, resting my hands on her shoulders. Her bones felt dangerously light and brittle, as though I could crush them without much effort. I wondered how long she had fasted, and silently cursed Nicholas for not summoning me sooner.
 
                 “Ulrich,” she said, so quietly I had to bend my head to hear, “and Sophia.”
 
                 I drew in a sharp breath. These were the names of her late husband and daughter, slain in the skirmish at Graz and buried in the village cemetery.
 
                 “They haunt me,” she went on, “it is my fault. I was so lonely here, in this house of shadows, after you left. I asked God to let me speak to the spirits of my loved ones. It was blasphemous, I know. Only priests can communicate with the departed. But I miss them. I miss them more than anything. Ulrich was my cousin. I had known him since we were children. Our souls were merged.”
 
                 “There are no spirits,” I said, “you are imagining things, my love. You should get some sleep. Eat a meal, in Heaven's name. Remember, you are eating for three now.”
 
                 The fear in my voice was palpable. My hands shook a little. I believe Christ intended his priests to guard mankind from the shadowy evils that lie beyond the grave: spirits, demons, devils, call them what you will. If one is foolish enough to call them, they can enter the world of the living. 
 
                 Jana, in her folly, may have brought two such hell-sprites into our house, disguised as the shades of her slaughtered family. Either that, or my wife had gone truly mad. I pictured her locked up for the rest of her days in some quiet house of religion, where the sisters could look after her. Both possibilities filled me with despair.   
 
                 “With every visit, they stay a little longer,” said Jana, reaching out to lay her palm flat against the glass. “They beckon to me. They want me to join them in death.”
 
                 My despair curdled into anger. “Enough,” I shouted, “enough of this, do you hear? These ghouls that haunt you, whatever they are and wherever they come from, can climb back into their graves where they belong.”
 
                 Ignoring her cries, I drew my dagger and smashed the hilt against the mirror. The glass splintered. I pounded at it, again and again, until the frame was empty and the floor covered in broken shards. 
 
                 Jana howled in agony, as though I had struck her instead of the damned mirror. “For God's sake be quiet,” I pleaded, “the servants will think I'm beating you.”  
 
                 She kept howling. Terrified she would miscarry, I flung the door open and yelled for Nicholas to fetch help.
 
                 By the time the leeches arrived, I had managed to get Jana into bed. She sobbed wordlessly and clawed at me like an animal, scoring long scratches down my face with her nails. I dabbed at the blood with a handkerchief as the doctors, a pack of jabbering greybeards, clustered around her. Every man offered a different opinion. The most sensible of them suggested a sleeping draught, which I consented to. 
 
                 “She must rest,” I said, “if she loses the children, I will hold you responsible. Every one of you.”
 
                 They gaped at me in fearful silence. The myth of Jan Englis, the English monster who slaughtered men by the dozen and made trophies of their skulls, was now firmly established in Bohemia as well as Hungary. I didn't live up to any part of the myth, thank God, but the doctors didn't know that.  
 
                  I stayed at Jana's side for two days and nights. The sleeping draught was a powerful one, and she didn't wake for over fourteen hours. When her eyelids finally opened, she seemed lucid again, and spoke only of our future together. There was no mention of spirits, and I allowed myself to hope it was a passing madness. 
 
                 “Brain fever,” one of the doctors said confidently, “pregnant women suffer from it sometimes, especially if they are of a nervous disposition.”
 
                 The old fraud was plainly making it up just to please me, but I was too anxious for Jana's recovery to care. I dismissed him and summoned Nicholas. 
 
                 “Tomorrow I have to return to the army,” I said, “it is impossible to say when I might return. I entrust Jana, and my children, to your care. Don't let me down.”
 
                 Nicholas, faithful soul, knelt and placed one hand flat over his breast. “Trust in me, my lord,” he said, and so I did. 
 
                 Next morning I left Prague with a heavy heart. At least Jana was eating again, and kissed me warmly before we parted. Lest her madness returned, I instructed the servants to watch over her day and night. The doctors were paid extra to take rooms in the house (there were plenty spare) in case Jana miscarried or went into labour early. 
 
                 God, who had inflicted almost very kind of horror on Bohemia, now unleashed his final torment. Soon after I rejoined the army a terrible plague swept through the land. It began in the southeast and quickly spread, like a forest fire in summer. The country districts, barely recovered from years of war, suffered most. Panicky reports reached the army, still encamped near the Moravian border, of entire villages wiped out in a matter of days. Refugees were fleeing for shelter to the towns, doubtless carrying the disease with them. 
 
                 “Our citizens must harden their hearts,” ordered Zizka, “and close their gates to the sick. Otherwise Bohemia shall not survive.”
 
                 He raised his sightless head, now grey of pallor and practically bald, to the heavens. “Oh Lord,” I heard him mutter, “what have my people done, that you should punish them so? Let me carry the burden of their sins. Let the poor folk be, and punish me on their behalf.”
 
                 “Perhaps we should withdraw to Prague, my lord,” I suggested, “and take refuge there until the plague has abated.”
 
                 “Skulk behind high walls?” he snarled, “never. This pestilence is just another enemy. It must be confronted, head-on, and defeated.”
 
                 His resolve, unlike his failing body, remained unshakeable. A fever seized him as we marched south to besiege the castle of Pribyslav, which occupied a heavily fortified position near the Moravian border. He had to be carried the last few miles in a covered litter, attended by his confessor and a leech. One prayed constantly for the old man's survival, the other poured medicines down his throat. 
 
                 Our native troops prayed non-stop for his recovery. Many offered up their own lives in exchange for his. To them Jan Zizka had become more than a man. He was a living symbol of victory, of the hopes and independence of their country. With him, the armies of Bohemia were invincible. Without him... 
 
                 It was a dire autumn. Heavy rain churned up the already bad roads into a quagmire. Our wagons frequently got bogged down, or snapped their axles, and had to be dragged out or repaired on the spot by teams of cursing workmen, soaked to the skin. 
 
                 One miserable night, while the guns boomed outside and the incessant rain battered at my tent, I sat alone and drank a health to poor soldiers. With so many foreigners in the Hussite army, Zizka's harsh Regulations were hardly ever enforced anymore. There were no punishments for indulging in strong drink, so I gulped down health after health until three wineskins lay empty at my feet.  
 
                 I was quite drunk, and blinking away maudlin tears, when a man ducked into my tent. He was young, one of Zizka's esquires, the left side of his face horribly disfigured by a sabre-cut. His name was Albert, I dimly recalled through the fug of alcohol. The boy had taken the wound at Kutna Hora, nearly two years gone. How swiftly time passed.  
 
                 “You're wet, my lad,” I burbled, offering him my wineskin, “have a drink to warm you up.”
 
                 “Save it for yourself, Englis,” he replied. I tried to focus on the object in his hand. A neatly folded square of parchment, water-damaged and sealed with a blob of red wax. 
 
                 Albert gently took the wineskin away and pressed the letter into my hands. “This was delivered to Zizka's pavilion,” he said, “the envoy said it was a letter from Prague. For you.”
 
                 Blearily, I snapped the seal and unfolded the parchment. Nicholas' neat handwriting weaved crazily before my eyes. 
 
                 “Good news?” asked Albert after I had read in silence for a while. 
 
                 I lifted my head. The tears flowed freely now, and with good reason. 
 
                 “Jana was brought to bed five days ago,” I said in a hollow voice, “she gave birth to a boy and a girl. Both healthy. Alive and well at the time of writing.
 
                 The other man smiled with pure relief, and stepped closer to shake my hand. He froze at the sight of my expression.  
 
                 “Two days ago,” I added, “the maids went into our bedchamber and found Jana dead on the floor. She had cut her wrists open with a shard of glass and bled to death in silence. They said she was smiling.”
 
    
 
   33. 
 
    
 
   Two days after the news of Jana's death I was back in our bedchamber. Zizka didn't hesitate to grant me leave. The war could wait. 
 
                 I looked down at my newborn children in their their separate cots. They were fast sleep, blissfully unaware of the tragedy. Nicholas, ever practical, had hired a nurse to look after them. 
 
                 “She's a capable woman, my lord,” he told me, “and your sons are strong and healthy. They will thrive.”
 
                 He glanced at me nervously. “I must beg your forgiveness. I failed in my promise to keep your family safe. There was nothing I could do to prevent your wife's death. She must have kept the piece of glass hidden. It was from the broken mirror.”
 
                 I said nothing, distracted by the twins. Save for their sex, they were identical, the same size and weight and fair colouring. New to the world, and already motherless. As yet they didn't even have names.
 
                 “God help me,” I said wearily, putting a hand to my brow, “God help us all.”
 
                 My head throbbed. There was a persistent ache, just behind my left eye. Recently I had developed a nervous twitch in the corner of my mouth. There were pains all through my body, and I couldn't shake off a permanent exhaustion. Added to my fatigue were the twin burdens of guilt and grief. 
 
                 “My lord,” said Nicholas after a long moment, “forgive. I beg you.”
 
                 “You are forgiven,” I replied irritably, “now I wish to see her body.”
 
                 Jana was laid out in an antechamber, like a slab of meat on a wooden board. The wounds on her wrists had been washed clean and discreetly covered under the long sleeves of her favourite gown. It was of dark blue Byzantine silk, one of the few luxuries she had permitted herself. I had bought it for her shortly after our return to Prague.  
 
                 She looked peaceful in death. Her skin was alabaster, those extraordinary green eyes closed forever. The maids had bound up her hair, neatly folded her slender white hands over her stomach. 
 
                 The room was cold, with no fire in the grate. My heart beat sluggishly as I stared down at Jana's dead face. The pains in my body ebbed away, replaced by a dull indifference. 
 
                 Nicholas coughed. “My lord,” he said, his voice full of fear, “there is some difficulty in arranging a funeral. None of the priests I have spoken to will allow the lady Jana to be buried inside consecrated ground. “
 
                 I lifted my head. “Because she destroyed herself,” I said quietly, “and suicide, according to the church, is a crime against God.”
 
                 For a moment I almost laughed – sick, mad laughter. I had come to Bohemia to fight for God and a reformed church. In return God had taken my wife from me and condemned her earthly remains to be buried in unconsecrated ground, as if she were a leper. Or a heretic. 
 
                 A heretic. Poor Jana, who secretly despised the Hussites and fought only to save her country from destruction, had paid for the sins of others. My sins. 
 
                 I couldn't bear to look at the twins again. They reminded me of their mother. Of my failure. I was too hard on myself, perhaps. Love is no proof against madness. There was nothing I could have done to expel the devils from her mind. Still the guilt weighed me down, an invisible millstone about my neck. 
 
                 “Tomorrow I go back to the army,” I told Nicholas. “I won't come back until the wars are over. Look after the children. I'll send money. Plenty of money.”
 
                 “They shall lack for nothing, my lord,” he replied solemnly. 
 
                 We spoke briefly of Jana's funeral. I paid two grave-diggers to dispose of her remains in a patch of common ground outside Prague. I couldn't bear to watch the grim internment, her body shovelled into a hole in the ground like a dead animal, with no priest to speak the last rites. 
 
                 Little relief awaited me at the army, still bogged down outside the flinty walls of Pribyslav. The plague, which no clever battlefield strategy could hope to defeat, had stormed our fortifications and swept through the encampment with merciless ferocity. Our soldiers died in droves, their bodies racked by convulsions, covered in weeping sores and hideous black pustules. 
 
                 Nor was it any respecter of persons. Knights and nobles died just as easily as peasants. Their diseased remains met the same fate, hastily dumped into pits well beyond the camp or stacked in heaps and burned.  
 
                 Zizka, already a sick man, his iron constitution weakened by fatigue and illness, was one of the first to succumb. Sheer strength of will kept him alive long enough to say farewell. 
 
                 I was one of the last summoned to his pavilion. The interior was dark and smoky, lit by a single brazier next to the dying man's bed. I wore a scarf soaked in urine pressed over my mouth and nostrils to guard against infection. The only other soul in the pavilion was Zizka's devoted confessor. He refused to quit his master's side. I had never liked the rat-faced little man, but pitied him now. His eyes were red with tears, and his hands trembled as they held a silver crucifix over the bed. 
 
                 Stripped of his armour, eaten away by disease, the general was a shrivelled husk of his old self. I shuddered at the sight of his head, propped up on a bolster.  His face was a ghastly death-mask, the skin yellow, cheeks fallen in, lips shrivelled over bad teeth. Someone, presumably on Zizka's orders, had peeled away his blindfold. Layers of skin had grown over his empty eyes. There was a livid purple scar under the rim of his left eye, where a German Templar's lance had pierced it, more than thirty years gone. His nightshirt was open at the neck, revealing a couple of glistening plague sores. 
 
                 I stopped at a prudent distance from the bed. “My lord,” I said, my voice muffled behind the scarf. 
 
                 Zizka's throat was damp with sweat as he fought for speech. “Englis,” he said in a hoarse whisper, “you, who were always first in war, are the last to say goodbye.”
 
                 “You flatter me, my lord,” I replied. So he did. There were plenty of braver and more able captains than me in his service. I, however, was one of the few who remained loyal to the end. It is something to boast of, in a largely misspent life. 
 
                 Pain tore through Zizka's body. He didn't speak again until it had passed. I felt a pang of sorrow for him. Never before, in the time I knew him, had Jan Zizka admitted to pain. 
 
                 “Courage, my lord,” said the confessor, holding the crucifix closer to his master's sweating face, “Christ is near. Draw strength from Him.”
 
                 “Englis,” Zizka breathed, “time grows short. I have granted all my loyal followers one final request before I depart. Name it. Land. Castles. Anything in my power.”
 
                 “I want nothing, my lord,” I replied, “save this. Break the terms of my indenture, and allow me to leave Bohemia.”
 
                 It shames me to admit I profited from a dying man's generosity. Yet this is a hard world. We must seize our chances when they come. Here was my chance to escape Bohemia without sacrificing honour and reputation. 
 
                 Zizka's lips moved soundlessly. Perhaps he cursed me, or prayed for my salvation. Both equally futile. 
 
                 “I hoped you would stay,” he murmured eventually, “my country will have need of able captains in the days to come. I see now your heart lies elsewhere. England, perhaps?”
 
                 “No, my lord,” I replied, “not England. Only a hangman's rope awaits me there.”
 
                 He nodded sorrowfully. “You are a mere sell-sword after all. Men should fight for God and country. Those are the only causes worth dying for. You shall die on a foreign battlefield, Englis, far from home and all you love.”
 
                 I cared little for his predictions. I wanted to be off. Claim my blood money at Pilsen and take the Company of Wolves far away, to the warm and profitable land beyond the Alps. 
 
                 “Your request is granted,” he said after a long pause, “though I wish it could be otherwise. I compel no man to fight against his will.”
 
                 “Thank you, my lord,” I replied. Not caring to touch him, I knelt beside his bed and made the sign of the cross. 
 
                 Zizka didn't seem to notice. His breathing was increasingly laboured, his callused, battle-scarred hands folded in prayer. The confessor, weeping like a baby, lowered the crucifix until the cold metal almost touched Zizka's brow. A familiar shadow crawled across the diseased flesh. Death had come to claim his own. 
 
                  I left him before the end. When it was over, and the general’s demise of was proclaimed by a single mournful horn-blast, the world felt shabbier. Meaner, and deprived of purpose. Jan Zizka was a harsh man, consumed by God, but undeniably a great one. Without him, a little more glory had faded from the earth. 
 
                 In His divine wit, God had seen fit to kill Zizka but spare me and my men. Miraculously untouched by plague, the Company of Wolves rode out the morning after Zizka's death.  
 
                 We rode west, towards Pilsen and the promise of gold. 
 
                  
 
   ***              
 
   Phrantzes looked up from his work. “Did you find it?” he asked, “was the money at Pilsen?”
 
                 “Yes,” said John Page, “for once, Sigismund kept his word. I followed the instructions of his agent, Hans, and the money was brought to me at Zdice. Along with the plunder taken from the Bohemian wars, I had more than enough to pay the Company of Wolves until we reached Italy.”
 
                 As was his habit, Page sat on a bench, arms folded, looking down through the latticed window of their shared cell at the waters of the Bosphorus. Phrantzes was at his usual place behind the desk, his face and hands spotted with ink.
 
                 The little clerk scratched his cheek with the quill. “What of the twins?” he asked, “did you leave them behind in Prague?”
              Page nodded. “Of course. They were too young to be moved, and a military camp is no place for infants. I left money to ensure they were guarded and looked after. When they were old enough, I intended to send for them.”
 
                 “I wasn't sorry to leave Bohemia,” he added, “the place was rotten with plague and religion. Hatreds that will last for generations. The Hussites chose their new leader from the priesthood. Prokop, his name was. A priest, in charge of an army! Even if Zizka had forbidden it, I would have quit Bohemia then. I cared not to serve under any so-called man of God.”
 
                 “What of your other child,” said Phrantzes, “the boy in Normandy?”
              “I could do nothing for him. Normandy was English soil, where I was wanted as an outlaw and a deserter. Many years passed before I clapped eyes on the lad's face.”
 
                 Phrantzes struggled to detect any note of regret in the old soldier's voice. Page liked to talk of his guilt. To Phrantzes these claims sounded like so much empty noise. Play-acting. Page spoke without emotion, nor shed a single tear. There was something cold about him. Remorseless. 
 
                 Phrantzes thought he detected something else. Page was hiding something. Something he preferred his biographer, and the Ottoman Sultan, not to know. 
 
                 The clerk smoothed the top leaf of the stack of vellum next to his elbow. “This will go to the Sultan,” he said, “I pray he likes it enough to grant us another stay of execution. Your adventures in the Italian city-states should be worth hearing.”
 
                 Page's eyes flickered. “Italy,” he said, “land of blood and gold. Yes. Let us hope the Sultan is merciful.”
 
                 
 
   END. 
 
    
 
    
 
   AUTHOR'S NOTE
 
                 
 
   The Hussite Wars, fought largely in Bohemia and Moravia (the modern-day Czech Republic), began in 1419 and officially ended in 1436. After seventeen years of war, in which the vastly outnumbered Hussite armies won a string of unlikely victories, King Sigismund finally got his hands on the Bohemian crown. So unsuccessful on the battlefield, the wily old monarch triumphed at last thanks to internal divisions between the Hussites. These culminated at the Battle of Lipany in 1434, where the Hussite factions destroyed each other and Prokop (known as Prokop the Great), Jan Zizka's successor, was killed. 
 
    
 
   John Page's narrative is chiefly concerned with the years 1421-24, perhaps the most eventful period of the long war. The old soldier arrived in Bohemia just in time to witness the blinding of Zizka and take part in some of the most famous battles, such as Kutna Hora and Malesov. His tale provides a brief snapshot of conditions in Bohemia at this time: the ever-present threat of war and invasion, the relentless fanaticism of splinter groups such as the Táborites, and the desperate battles, in which armies of peasants roared hymns as they drove the flower of European knighthood from the field. Above all, Page highlights the military genius of one man, Jan Zizka, still celebrated in the Czech Republic today as a national hero. 
 
    
 
   Without Zizka's genius, the Hussite cause would in all likelihood have been crushed in a matter of months. Thanks to him, it lasted for seventeen years, and sent a tremor throughout Europe. Even after Lipany, the Hussite influence lingered on. Sigismund died in 1437, barely a year after his long-awaited victory, and the Bohemian crown passed to George of Podebrady, Bohemia's one and only Hussite king.
 
    
 
   As might be expected from a professional mercenary, Page is mostly concerned with himself. He does betray some interest in Hussite beliefs, and claims to have been inspired by his personal disgust for the Catholic church. Such principles, if they ever existed, soon dissolved under the glare of gold. After making a fortune and a reputation in the service of Zizka, he now takes his wolf banner south, to the melting pot of war and politics in the Italian city-states...
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