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1


Venezia


Late autumn, 1336


No ship, beaten and conquered by the waves,


ever made land more happily than me


(Petrarch: 14thC)


Thick fog stifled all sound save slap of waves and crack of rigging and shouts from sailor to sailor, from boat to boat, swinging the lead, checking depth, checking channels, but all sound disembodied, souls of sailors lost at sea, not flesh-and-blood-and-of-this-earth. There was urgency in their calls: they must not run aground on the mudflats, not now, not so close to journey’s end.


Shapes rose up out of the nothingness, resolved themselves into reeds, a bank of mud and silt, the bow of a boat sailing too close alongside. From somewhere came a bleating of flocks of sheep kept on the salt marsh. Without warning, the mass of a building ghosted before their eyes. It floated in fog, miraculous and disturbing. A sudden clamour of unseen bells close at hand. Another, further off. Another and another until the air was crammed with the clamour of invisible bells, some clangorous, some melodious, some cracked, some near, some far off and faint and all deadened by the clammy, salt-laden fog that drowned the lagoon.


As if the bells had power over the elements, the fog shifted and lifted infinitesimally and the prows of the fleet were visible at last. To the watching girl it seemed ominous, eerie. What was this watery world they had entered? It was different from rough seas and crashing waves; different from becalmed waters and jagged reefs that threatened to tear the fragile hulls plank from plank; different from the friendly wind that kept them on course, hour after hour, day after day, night after night, past a coastline of rearing white-rock mountains and the days when swags of cloud squatted on mountain tops, such heavy-laden cloud it seemed the mountains were crushed by the weight. There were times when harbours beckoned, safe and sheltering, stout fortresses guarding their entrance, where fresh water was taken on board, and fresh food, and a chance to stand on solid ground, though it felt strange after the lurching, shifting boards of the boat.


The ‘berths’ they had been promised were on deck, and the patronus was reluctant to take them when he realised two young women were of the party. He had to yield to Francesco da Ginstinianis, whose father knew the Welshman and whose family were of the elite, the inner circle of Venetian nobles. He smouldered; he was of noble family too, he, Marco Trevior, the younger son maybe but he was ambitious. One day, he promised himself, one day he too would be one of the Forty that ruled Venezia. Perhaps, even, if he played the game right, he might be elected one of the Council of Ten, the supreme ruling party, only last year declared a permanent office. His family was eligible, after all, and would be even more so if his brother Jacopo stirred himself to make sure of da Ginstinianis’ vinegar-faced sister. A connection with that family would be useful. Very useful.


He contemplated his passengers: three tough-looking men well used to handling themselves, used to travelling, with the scars and bruises to prove it – a recent sword slash marked the face of the Welshman. There was a slim, blue-eyed younger man as well, with a mop of golden curls. A thin, dark youth without the power of speech. A simpleton. What had he to do with the world of money and merchandise? And the two young women, one with hair like pale gold, the other whose hair shone gold-copper-bronze in the early morning sun and whose dark eyes met his brazenly. She was too bold by half, this one. Such manners would not be tolerated in Venezia. If he had his way, he’d soon tame her. Both wore the clothing worn by the peasant women of Attaleia; loose breeches, a long tunic, a kaftan over that. Shapeless clothing. Nothing like the beautiful young noble women of Venezia. Not even like the working girls, who had their own attraction. He smiled to himself, remembering the way thin material ripped away to reveal rounded breasts and soft flesh yielding under his busy fingers. He promised himself another night out with his friends, like last autumn, when five of them had climbed over the wall of one of the nunneries. Nuns were willing enough, once they realised they had no choice. Good hunting, good sport, and a clean escape – not like his friend Moreto who was caught in bed with five nuns and a huge erect member as red as his face, and a fine to pay.


But that was for later; now he was a patronus with the fleet, his first command. On a cog, he sternly told his passengers, the cargo was stowed below deck and passengers had to take their luck in the open air, whatever the weather, sunshine, rain or storm, sheltered only by sleeping bags made of hide and pelts, leather-side outwards. It was no place for any woman. There was one latrine, over there on the starboard side, jutting out over the sea and open to view. He couldn’t make special provision for them. Sior da Ginstinianis had not thought of these things, this lack of comfort, of seemliness, but since it was agreed…he shrugged.


The girl didn’t mind. It was preferable to being entombed below deck. Here on deck she could see the stars and the moon, she could feel the wind and spray on her face. Their horses had been stabled on the capacious round boats, their baggage crammed into whatever space was available on this alum-carrying cog; alum as ballast, destined for the glass-makers of Murano. She had got used to the smoking, round-bellied cooking-pot and the open fire that was so carefully guarded. She had got used to the jutting public latrine on the starboard side, and the makeshift canvas sheeting which two of the crew rigged up for them. When a white-faced Agathi tearfully confided that her monthly time had started again, after barren months when she was taken as slave, it was the girl who had begged the Welshman to find linen for them, these two, the only women aboard the cog. She remembered his moment of silence, the deep flush that rose in his throat and travelled up into his cheeks.


‘I should not speak of such things to a man, I know this, but what am I to do?’


‘Exactly what you have done, cariad.’ He was gone for no more than two gusts of wind that rolled the ship to leeward; he returned with a small roll of fine linen.


‘This is too much and too fine.’


‘Happen so. It’s what I could get.’ A sidelong glance. ‘For you as well, Kazan,’ he said, awkwardly. She in turn had felt her face redden. This was talk that should not even be between man and wife. ‘Thank you,’ she said, as awkwardly. They had not spoken of such things again. Instead, they had been anxious for Edgar-the-seasick, pale and feeble at the start of the voyage, staggering onto the quay at Candia, the first port-of-call, listless and helpless at sea, clinging to the railing and gazing wistfully at the beyond-reach land. How had he ever travelled so far from home? He never did find his sea legs, as the sailors promised him, but the wretchedness and vomiting subsided.


It was when they were harboured in Candia that the strange thing happened. Two Venetian galleys were due to join the fleet. Damaged by the meltemi on the outward journey, they had needed repairs, and Candia had an efficient arsenale. Several of the crew had stayed behind and now there was a re-shuffling and re-appointing of crew-members. A well-built young sailor was one of those to join their own cog. He came on board cheerfully enough, swinging his kitbag from one hand and lithely leaping the last few feet.


‘It is Radovan,’ someone murmured, and there were expressive looks one to the other. A too-hearty voice welcomed him, and another. Curly-haired Rizo blew out his cheeks but he was the one who reached for him and hugged him.


‘We thought you had gone back to Spalato,’ he said.


‘No such luck. I need the work.’


It was then the patronus appeared. He stopped dead in front of the young sailor, his eyes disbelieving.


‘What is this? What are you doing here?’


The young man Radovan reddened, deeper and deeper, then the colour drained so that his brown face seemed yellow. His body, that lithe, agile body, stiffened into stillness.


‘You,’ he said. ‘I was not told that you were the patronus of this ship.’


‘And I was not told that you were to be my extra crew.’ Marco Trevior was furious. This man was trouble. He was a man of Croatia come to Venezia for work; the son of a carpenter, he was a mean deck-hand, one of those who lived in the poor quarters of the city, and as arrogant as if he were one of the nobles himself. ‘I shall see about this.’


Trevior stalked back to the quay. Dai could see him in angry conversation with Francesco. He gesticulated towards the cog, raised a fist, turned and strode about the quay before he came back to Francesco. The Venetian authorities took seriously the Crime of Speech, that intemperate, angry speech that could lead to violence, to disruption, especially amongst the nobles. This must be a serious problem, if a noble was so openly disturbed by the presence of a worker. Usually, their paths would not cross. The officials were the ones who bore the day-to-day brunt of the poor, and their anger and frustration. The nobles were out of reach. Whatever the cause, Marco Trevior was storming back to the ship, his face as black as the winter clouds over the Mawddach. Radovan was to stay: Trevior had to accept it, and there would be tension the whole of the voyage. Not good. Dai had hoped for a peaceful journey though, truth to tell, he did not like this Marco Trevior. Why, he could not say. He was a polite young man, true; brusque, but that was no fault. He was good at his job, respected as a patronus, though it was clear he was not liked. More than that, Kazan did not like him.


‘His eyes,’ she said, ‘they watch us, me and Agathi, as if we were vermin. As if he searches beneath our clothes for our skin.’


Dai was alert at once though he did not tell her why. He made sure the two young women were with them always, slept close to their men, were flanked by them, were accompanied whenever they reached land. He made her promise to stay always together with Agathi, never to stray far from himself or Twm or Giles or Edgar. What, he wondered, was the quarrel between these two men from such different backgrounds?


After that, it seemed things settled. Either that, or Radovan kept out of the way of Marco Trevior. There was only one more incident, a strange encounter between Dai and the young Croatian.


They had harboured in Spalato, with its new city centre and ancient fortified palace. It was good anchorage, and good to be on dry land. The warmth of Attaleia had long gone but this was a fine autumn day with clouds scudding before a freshening westerly. The man Radovan approached him carefully.


‘A word, sior,’ he said quietly. Dai nodded, and without speaking they both moved into the dark shadows of the harbour buildings. ‘I must speak quickly,’ the young man said. ‘Trevior always keeps watch on me. It would not look well for you to be seen with me but I must warn you.’ He looked around him, at the quiet quay. Nothing. ‘Your two women – look after them well in Venezia. This man, this noble, Trevior.’ He spat. ‘He is not to be trusted, especially where women are.’


‘This is a grave accusation.’


‘Not in Venezia. A small fine is all that is demanded, and a woman’s life is ruined, and that of her family.’


‘Tell me.’


‘We came from this town, from Spalato, my papa, mama, my sister, me. We are of a decent, hard-working family. We looked for work in Venezia. My papa, he was a carpenter, a fine craftsman, and they are much in demand. I have no such skill, though I tried hard to please my papa. Instead, I took work on board the fleet. Our plan was to invest our wages in goods. Perhaps I could have an education. Venezia was our great hope. Then that monster came. He saw my sister and lusted after her. He raped her. For such as him it is a petty offence, and the Venetian laws do nothing. If she had been a puella – a young girl – then it would have carried weight, but a young woman of marriageable age? That counts as nothing. A fine that these nobles can well afford. That is all their punishment. For us, it was dishonour. I was not there to protect her. I was away with the fleet. When I returned home my family was destroyed. My father died of grief and shame. My mother could do nothing. My sister has no chance of marriage. I am the sole wage earner and I do what I can to keep a roof over our heads.’ He gazed fiercely at Dai.


‘A terrible thing to have happened, and it’s sorry I am for your family, but there is nothing I can do,’ he said.


‘I know that. I do not ask you for anything. I only warn you. I have seen the way this man looks at your women. They are safe enough now. I have friends on this ship. We will look out for your women, and shall do what we can when we reach Venezia, but after that it is you who must keep them safe.’


‘I thank you, Radovan.’


The young man laughed without merriment. ‘You know what Radovan means?’ Dai shook his head. ‘The joyful one. This is the meaning. Someone somewhere got it wrong, I think.’


‘There is always room for faith.’ Dai grimaced. How simple-minded that sounded to the Venetian religion of money and commerce. The world of the Sufis was far away. He knew a pang of loss. He sighed. ‘An old friend of mine always says this. He looks at death but still he says there is always room for faith.’


‘I shall remember this,’ Radovan said, gravely. He looked about him again. ‘Now I must go. If he sees me talking to you he will say that I am speaking ill of Venezia and I shall be punished and you will fall under suspicion.’


‘But I am your witness.’


‘You are a foreigner.’ He paused on the point of leaving. ‘Your Kazan – she is a great marvel. We love her very much. We shall take great care of her and so must you.’


He was gone, and that was the last time Dai had speech alone with him.


Two months it had taken the fleet to sail from Attaleia to Venezia and now here they were on a damp, fog-ridden November morning, a whole month behind the usual schedule.


‘The camels are coming,’ he said, the quiet brown man, the Welshman, standing next to the girl at the rails. ‘Look there.’ Towards them came a small fleet moving spirit-like across the waters of the lagoon. ‘Camels they’re called,’ he said. He gave the local word: cammelli. ‘They’ll cradle us, keep us buoyed up, and take us into safe harbour – flat-bottomed, see, get us across the shallow water and up the Canalazzo to the quayside of Rivo Alto.’


They turned past the island of San Giorgio, where the walls of the Benedictine monastery loomed so ominously out of the fog and the bells of the newly built campanile clanged out the morning call to prayer. It still seemed strange to the girl, these bells, and not the call of the muezzin from the giddy height of the minaret. The shadowy shape of land took form. They were entering a broad channel, the Canalazzo, which wound its way through the whole of the floating city. They had told her about it but even so she stared in amazement. ‘Where are the city walls and gates?’ she asked and the sailors chuckled, true Venetians proud of their watery empire.


‘There are none,’ Sanuto declared grandly. She had learnt their names, the little names they called each other. Sanuto’s was easy; when he smiled, and he often smiled, his teeth showed large and white in his mouth. ‘We have no need of them. The waters of the lagoon are all the walls and battlements we need. Kings and princes cannot touch us unless they come by sea and these waters have protected us from the first, by God’s will. He has preserved us so that we may live in these watery marshes. He has enabled us to raise a new and mighty Venezia.’


They had filled her head with stories of this city of miracles, talking in the harsh, fast sing-song dialect of true Venetians that was at first so difficult to understand. They told her which ships carried ballast of precious stone. ‘Venezia, she is a city born of the sea. She has no stone.’ There was pink granite and porphyry from Egypt to be used in the new buildings that were replacing the old wooden city. ‘To front the bricks,’ Rizo-the-curly-haired explained. ‘All stone is too much money and even our miraculous floating city must sink under the weight of it.’ Other stone was bought or stolen – a flash of Sanuto’s grinning teeth – from Carrara, from Verona, taken from the old buildings of the lagoon islands. Other stones were taken from the Padova hills that once used to spit fire, and these were used to pave the campi and calli in place of grass. There were even marble bridges crossing some of the canals in place of the wooden spans. ‘And some say there is to be a stone bridge across the Canalazzo, a stone bridge high enough for all ships to pass under it but I do not see how this can be.’ Zanino shrugged. ‘The bridge we have is a wonder. It is wood, true, but its middle can be raised so all sailing craft can go through and dock at the Rivo Alto quayside. That is where we shall go.’


Radovan was loitering close by. ‘A great bridge,’ he murmured. ‘At night it is where the vagabonds and the displaced sleep, and there are many such.’


‘Rado speaks true.’ Sanuto lowered his voice. ‘It is said that there are so many crowded there under the bridge that late arrivals are tossed into the Canalazzo to drown.’


‘Is this true?’ Kazan exclaimed.


Radovan’s mouth tightened. ‘It is true, little one. There are many dangers in this city.’


Sanuto hushed him quickly and cast an anxious glance around the deck. He hurried on. The stones of Venezia, he said, were miraculous. There was much evidence of this. ‘Do you know that here in our city is the rock from which Moses drew water? Do you know that there are the stones on which Christ walked? On which his blood was spilled?’ Kazan’s head reeled with the stories of sawn-apart marble that revealed the image of a hermit – a bearded hermit – whose hands were folded in prayer. There was the weeping stone, the bleeding stone, the stone where, if you held your hand just so, just there, you could feel its beating heart.


‘And the lions, don’t forget the lions,’ Rizo insisted. His face was serious, full of awe at the wondrous thing he was telling them. ‘At night the stone dissolves and the lions come alive and wander the calli of the city. It is true! Me, no, I have not seen them. I would be afraid to look on them. But others have said so.’


Dai glanced across at Twm. ‘Better than the men whose heads grow beneath their shoulders,’ he murmured.


‘Do you believe any of this to be true?’


‘They believe it,’ said Dai. ‘What I believe does not matter. This is their city, these are their miracles.’ He paused, his face impassive but Twm knew there was more to come. ‘A city that floats on water, Twm; a city of brick and marble floating on streets of water. Isn’t that miracle enough?’


‘A miracle, maybe, but so is water piped across ravines and into the hans and cities of Anatolia. Men had a hand in these miracles. These Venetians, they must sink their foundations deep in the mud and silt.’


Marco Trevior was nearby. The closer they came to journey’s end, the more he found a reason to stand near them, near enough to overhear their conversation. Dai wondered if it had started after Spalato, and if that conversation between himself and Radovan had been observed. ‘You are an unbeliever, sior Thomas,’ he said now. ‘You must allow us our miracles. These seagulls travelling with us,’ he waved a hand at the swooping, screeching gulls, ‘these are also little miracles. It was flight of such as these that led our forefathers from the plain of the Veneto to safety in the islands of the lagoon when the marauders came. But it is true that the buildings rest on good, strong foundations – no less a miracle for that, as sior Davide says. We have learnt how to drive huge wooden stakes deep into the clay and pave the surface with oak timbers.’


‘Like a raft?’ said Dai.


‘Like a raft. Like a huge ship anchored in the lagoon, an Ark filled with all forms of life. If Noah’s Ark was a miracle, why not this city of ours?’


‘You are right, sior Trevior,’ Twm said. ‘I have seen nothing like Venezia. It truly is a marvel.’ He smiled, his dark, handsome face less taut than it used to be. ‘It is a miracle of God and men; will you allow me that?’


‘Indeed I will. We of Venezia are miracle workers.’ Trevior smiled frostily. ‘It is not true what the proverb says.’


‘Oh?’


‘Venetians are born tired and live to sleep. How could we build our city if we are so tired? How could we make money?’


‘And money is your second blood,’ Dai said and the man laughed again but his laughter was strained. He did not like this self-assured Welshman who behaved as if he were an equal, who guarded his women as if they were daughters of nobles, though he was nothing but a peasant.


‘I see you know our proverbs. You have travelled this way often enough, I think.’


They would have passed on but Marco Trevior touched Dai on the shoulder. ‘A word, sior Davide,’ he said.


Dai waited.


‘If you’ll take advice from a Venetian, sior?’


‘What’s to do?’


‘It is a city of miracles, true enough, and no man is allowed to speak ill of it.’


Dai considered. ‘Punishable, you mean?’


‘Since the Council of Ten was made permanent last year.’


Dai nodded. ‘I’ll see to it. Thank you for the warning.’ He waited: there was more.


‘Your womenfolk…’


‘Oh yes?’


‘I am sure they are good and virtuous, the fair one and the bright one. But Venezia – I love my city, you understand sior?’


‘Wrthgwrs.’


‘She likes her women to be discreet. Obedient. The bright one lets her tongue trip heedlessly.’


‘She will be heedful of this.’ He waited.


‘The sailor Radovan. He is a rogue. The Ten has warned him already, and fined him. Do not be taken in by him.’


‘I am not.’ Dai’s mouth smiled. ‘I am not taken in by anybody,’ he said, blandly. ‘Excuse me, sior.’ He walked away. Trevior glowered after him.


They sailed up the great street of water, passing other narrow waterways branching off from it, fog clinging to them, curling and licking the houses and gardens and monasteries and nunneries and places of business, the palaces and rich houses. A city that had once been wood and mud huts perched above the treacherous waters was now the grand home of the rich merchants of Venezia. There’d be great relief and rejoicing at their arrival. ‘Not for our safety,’ said Rizo of the curly hair, ‘but for the safe arrival of the goods we carry.’ They had no illusions, these Venetian sailors, despite their miraculous stories.


They were past the Arsenale, the great ship-building yard, bigger by far than the one they had seen in Candia; past the great basilica of St Mark, with its high domes shadowy in the fog; past the Palace of the Doge that was being rebuilt in grand style. It was the place of government where the Ten met weekly; it was the place where men vanished into dark prisons. The piazza was already crowded with the curious; rumours of the returning fleet had already spread across the city – a fishing boat, maybe, or a herdsman. Who knew? Rumours spread like the fire all Venetians dreaded.


Two tall pillars stood sentinel on the piazza, one surmounted by St Theodore, the other by the great winged lion of Venezia: between them hung two wretched men. ‘Another execution,’ muttered a sailor, and crossed himself. On the far side, another Benedictine monastery. ‘In Venezia there are all denominations,’ said Brother Jerome. ‘I shall stay with my brothers in the friary of Saint Francis on the Rivo Alto.’ He glanced towards Thomas, dark and handsome, his gaze fixed on the waters of the Canalazzo and the rich buildings that fronted it. ‘Thomas and I shall stay there,’ he said.


Dai nodded. It was as he had thought when they left Attaleia, and the journey had only confirmed it: Twm intended promising himself to the Order of the Franciscans. Thomas turned towards him. ‘I have promised to accompany you to Ieper,’ he said, ‘safe to Heinrijc Mertens. I shall honour that promise, Dafydd.’


Dai shook his head. ‘There’s no need, my friend.’ He used the words of his own country. Fy gefeilliog. ‘You know now what it is you want with your life. Start now. No more waiting.’


Thomas stared, pale-faced. ‘All my life, Dafydd, I have blamed you for my failure. I was wrong.’


‘Indeed you were. You are no failure, brother. You are at heart a peacemaker, a lover of peace, and yet you have lived too long at war with yourself. So few peacemakers amongst us. We need you, and people like you. If, as they say, England is to be at war with France as well as Scotland, we need you more than ever.’


‘You are a good man, Dafydd ap Heddwyn ap Rhickert.’ The dark man gestured towards the girl in the bow of the boat, her gold-copper-bronze hair bright against the pale gold of Agathi’s. ‘Take care of her. She is a star come to live amongst us.’


‘I know. I shall.’


‘You love her.’


‘Always. But she is not for me.’


The dark man stared at him, incredulous. ‘God made you for each other.’


‘She is not for me,’ he repeated. Even so, Kara Kemal’s words came into his mind: My son, who are you to decide what is and what is not to be? Only Allah the all-compassionate, the all-knowing decides.


The bells were still sounding. ‘That is for us, for the fleet,’ Trevior told them. The first time he had been trusted with the command of a ship, so many delays, so many anxieties but at last they were here, sailing up the Canalazzo, all secure. If only the man Radovan had not appeared! But now they were about to dock, and the threat of the Croatian would soon be gone.


They were approaching the bridge that spanned the Canalazzo under whose shelter the dispossessed slept and drowned at night. Its entire length was thronged with people cheering and shouting and crying with relief. Here was the fleet! Not lost but safe, and intact. Here was the fleet! The people welcomed the safe arrival of the men. The merchant-nobles thanked heaven for the safe arrival of their goods and their sons.


The fleet sailed on under the bridge and into the quayside of the Rivo Alto. The cammelli herded them to docking point. On the quayside an imposing welcome committee was hastily gathering: the Doge Francesco Dondolo, his followers, the priests, the important men of the city. Here they were to greet the late arrival of the eastern fleet. Trumpets blazoned and were muted by the damp, foggy air. Soon, the ramps would be let down and the noble sailor-merchants would walk in state towards the waiting committee.


Fishing boats were already docked at the quayside, their slithering, flailing cargo unloading on to mule carts and into baskets, slipping on to the ground where the city’s cats, the little lions of Venezia, lurked in the shadows waiting their turn. Turbot, sturgeon, red mullet, flounder, all the riches of the sea harvested for the pleasure of this sea-city. There was a lucky haul of bream and sea bass that always found a ready market with the rich. The poor contented themselves with small, silvery marsoni, cheap enough to be sold by the basketful. There were eels.


‘Good Fenland fodder,’ Edgar said. ‘Blue should be here.’ It was a restored Edgar now that he was so close to dry land. ‘I’m ravenous!’ He sniffed. Over the pervasive smell of fish was that of fresh-baked bread.


‘Ravenous? Aren’t we all!’ Dai looked more closely at a wooden tub being hefted on to the quay by a sturdy fisherman. ‘Now there’s lucky. Soft shell crabs still to be had this late in the autumn – and schie.’ He pointed to baskets of the heaped small grey shrimps that were local to these islands. ‘Best eaten live, shells and all.’


‘You and your stomach, Dafydd.’ But Twm knew now the reason for Dai’s obsession with food: the story he had told of his childhood, growing up as best he could during the terrible years of famine, his father dead in Llewelyn Bren’s revolt against the English overlords, his grandfather sacrificing himself so his grandson could eat, so that the young boy he was then could forage and steal to provide for the family. The head of his family at eight years old, desperately trying – and failing – to keep them from starvation. It was a heavy burden to bear, and he bore it lightly.


Dai grinned. ‘As bad as Edgar, isn’t it? Ah well, our stomachs must come later. First we must take our belongings and our cattle in charge, and find our lodgings and our merchants.’


Kazan tugged on his sleeve. ‘Agathi and me, we wish to spend some time in the hamam.’ She pulled a face. ‘So long a journey. We are not clean.’


Dai exchanged rueful looks with Twm. ‘There is no hamam,’ he said.


‘What do you mean? How can there be no hamam in such a great city?’


‘It’s what I say. Nothing like it here, Kazan. No fresh running water, no piped hot water…not here, nor in England.’ He sighed. ‘And certain it is there’s none in my country. Here, there’s no fresh water, see, except for rain water that’s stored in cisterns.’


She shuddered. ‘They are barbar, these Venetians.’


‘I cannot agree, siorina. It is true we must collect rainwater but now the bigolanti, the water carriers, you would say, bring fresh water from the mainland. We are very well served, even if we have no hamam.’ Trevior’s gaze flicked over her, from her head, down her body, to her feet in her soft-skin boots. He said nothing more but she shivered, hating the way his eyes raked her body. He swept past them, down the gangplank and on to the quay. There was cheering. Dai gripped Kazan’s shoulder.


‘Best stay quiet,’ he said, ‘and keep out of his way.’ He felt her eyes on his face. ‘This is not a man to be trusted,’ he murmured. He watched the man’s progress, his swagger down the gangplank on to the dock. He was greeted by a group of young men. He was laughing and smiling, at ease, relieved to be here in Venezia, his home, with his ship and cargo safe and with an idle winter to look forward to.


Sailors were coming down from the ship ready to unload the cargo on to the quay. Radovan and Rizo and Sanuto drew alongside Trevior. Dai saw Trevior’s sneering smile; he made some comment to the young nobles standing next to him that brought from them a burst of laughter and burning blood to Radovan’s face. He turned away from the lounging group of young nobles but Trevior laughed aloud contemptuously.


It was all so quick. Trevior glanced up at the cog, his gaze locked on Dai’s. He scowled and turned back to his friends. He must have made another jibe because Radovan swung round, fury in his face, and Dai heard him shout, ‘Not even you have the right! You have destroyed my family. You think you have escaped punishment. You are wrong.’ The next instant the Croatian had drawn a blade, his bread knife; it flashed up and down as he stabbed Trevior, once and once again, before he vanished into the crowd, swallowed up by the lingering fog. It had been the work of seconds. Trevior collapsed, blood seeping from the wounds, held up by the young men who were exclaiming with alarm and anger while his family still rejoiced at his arrival and the arrival of the goods. Then the outcry and the realisation that he was wounded and shrieking cries of lamentation and anger overrode the daily routine. It was tumult, an immediate order to hunt down the sailor who had dared strike a noble. A contingent of armed men set off into the crowded streets.


Rizo was there, Dai saw, and Sanuto, and they could have stopped Radovan but they didn’t. Justice, Dai thought, as claimed by the workers when nobles look after themselves. Like the Cymru, now the Sais were in charge. Only way to look after affairs was to take them in hand yourself. As for him, he hoped Radovan reached safety. He saw Trevior taken away, bleeding. He wouldn’t die. The knife thrust was not enough despite the blood. He’d seen such wounds before, with not enough force behind the blows to properly penetrate a man’s thick jacket. He wondered about Radovan and his dead father and the girl who was raped and the mother who was without hope. But it was not his business, he reminded himself; he had best set about keeping his little party safe in this city of splendour.


Francesco da Ginstinianis was waiting for him on the quay. He said, ‘You saw what happened?’


‘Some of it. The young man Radovan was provoked but I do not know what was said.’


‘He should never have been under Trevior’s command. I advised against it. Now he will be hunted and punished, this foolish young man. This is a serious crime, a worker to assault a noble with a weapon, and blood drawn.’ He was impatient. ‘Violence is an action that disturbs the peace and the honour of the state.’


‘The honour of his family was in his mind,’ Dai said, drily, ‘and the harm done to his sister.’


‘You know of this?’ Da Ginstinianis’ voice was sharp. ‘Of course. Gossip. Always there is gossip. But that was dealt with long ago, and Trevior fined.’ He shrugged. ‘After all, it is not a serious crime. Not for the workers. As they say, it is only placing the woman a little sooner in the state she would become by marriage and love.’


Dai said nothing. He wondered if da Ginstinianis would be so tolerant if it concerned his sisters but Dai had no wish to quarrel with him, and it was clear they would never agree on this. The Venetian sighed again. ‘It is a bad affair.’ He glanced at the Welshman, would have said more but hesitated.


‘It’s nothing you need say, Francesco. I’m knowing to keep my mouth shut. I’m a foreigner in your city and I don’t know its ways.’


‘I am glad to hear you say this, my friend. Would you accept other advice?’


Dai nodded. He wondered if it would be the same that was offered by Trevior.


‘You are here for some days, I think?’


‘Only as long as we need for business. It’s across the mountains we want to be before the winter weather blocks the Pass.’


‘Even so, it would be well if your two young ladies were more appropriately clothed.’ He pulled a face. ‘This is a city where much store is set by appearance. All must be correct.’


‘Sior Trevior has already offered us this advice.’


‘Ah, my friend, please do not be offended by my plain speaking. It is practical advice I offer.’


He smiled. ‘Sior Marco is not always discreet, I know, but he would not wish your ladies to be open to comment and insult, as I do not. I realise it would be impossible, in a few days, to choose material and have clothes made.’ He hesitated again. When he spoke, it seemed to be at random. ‘You have met my two sisters.’ Another pause. ‘They are much the same small size as your Kazan and Edgar’s betrothed. I wonder…’


Dai looked at him.


‘…would your ladies do my family the honour of accepting gowns? Not new, you understand, and not of the latest mode, but of good quality. I would not offer your two ladies anything other than that.’


‘It’s very generous you are, Francesco. Do you think your sisters will be happy to be equally generous?’


‘They will be more than happy to be of help. Especially,’ he added, ‘when they know they will have new gowns in the latest fashion to replace the ones they give as gifts.’


Dai chuckled. He recalled Kazan preening in Rémi’s best clothes that first evening she had arrived at the han. What would she make of these western gowns with their long flowing skirts and over-dresses, she who was used to the freedom of şalvar and gömlek?


The day was full of business. It seemed like Attaleia all over again. Edgar was packed off to the merchants’ fondaco to book lodgings. He took with him Kazan and Agathi. Dai had stolen moments to speak with Kazan, to order her not to go out alone, as she had done in Attaleia, with such disastrous consequences. He knew his anxiety made him abrupt. He gritted his teeth. Tried again.


‘It is what I am wishing, Kazan. I beg you to stay safe indoors.’


Kazan laid her fingers on the scar that ran from cheekbone to jaw, healed after two months at sea though it would never fade, as the memory of that last terrifying night in Attaleia would never fade.


‘Do not beg me,’ she said. ‘It is not fitting. Of course I shall do as you wish,’


‘Diolch yn fawr, cariad.’ He couldn’t help himself. He turned his face and quickly kissed her hand where it had rested against the scar. ‘Now, go with Edgar.’


They said goodbye to Brother Jerome who set off for the friary. Twm was to join him later.


‘First I’ll come with you to the Bank, Dafydd, in case there are messages to read.’


It was for Giles to stable and settle the horses. ‘Fresh air first, Giles, and some exercise.’


Giles gestured towards the Rivo Alto Bridge and the loud clattering of hooves and high-pitched neighing. Two horses were being raced across it, pedestrians leaping out of their way and cursing loudly. Behind the riders, a pack of hunting dogs, tails flowing behind, mouths open, red tongues lolling. ‘Like that?’ He grinned.


‘Not like that! It’s time that was outlawed.’


Dai and Rémi had business. After amassing the baggage, there was the Bank and accounts to be settled. Dai thanked God for Rémi and his skill in numbers. There was a letter as well, from Heinrijc Mertens. Dai held it up in front of his face. ‘He knows I cannot read.’ He was exasperated. ‘Rėmi is better at numbers than lettering. What shall I do without you, Twm?’ He watched Twm’s grave face. ‘Well?’


‘He knows the fleet is late and hopes you are safe though he does not doubt it. He says you have five of your nine lives left to you.’ Twm raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. ‘He says you are to finalise the contract with Francesco Corner. He says ten years as a shareholder is enough.’ Twm exclaimed. ‘England has forbidden export of fleeces to Flanders! This is worse than we thought, Dafydd.’ He read on, silently, his face serious. ‘There is much written here that I do not like to speak aloud.’ He looked about him. ‘He urges you to destroy this letter at once, as soon as you know its contents.’


‘Yes?’


‘Corner is flying close to the wind. Before long he will lose money – this year, next year, maybe even the year after. Heinrijc does not think it advisable to renew a contract.’


‘What else?’


‘He has heard that his friend Pietro da Silvano, the glass-maker of Murano, was arrested this autumn.’


‘What?Sior Silvano?’


‘Hush Dafydd. This is Venezia, remember. There were accusations laid against him. Heinrijc didn’t know the outcome when he wrote this but he is worried because you always trade with da Silvano. He says to make enquiries first, if he was found innocent or guilty.’


‘What accusations? Does he say?’


‘Revealing secrets of the glass trade.’


‘But Sior Silvano would never reveal the secrets of glass-making!’


‘Heinrijc Mertens is worried enough to write this, Dafydd.’


‘If he were found guilty it would be a heavy punishment.’


Twm thought a moment. ‘Where would it be safe to ask?’


‘There’s always gossip in this place. Keep our ears open, isn’t it? Maybe the Friary will know. If not, Murano will have the answer.’


Twm nodded. ‘I’ll bring word as soon as I find out anything. Tread carefully, Dafydd.’


‘Send Heinrijc a message to say we’ve arrived and are safe. Soon on our way home.’ The message would arrive in a month, he knew, as long as the weather stayed well enough. They’d be following soon after. Under two months, they’d be in Flanders. If they were lucky they’d be there before the new year. Over-winter in Ieper then spring would see him and Kazan in England. God willing, her grandfather would be living still. After that? He refused to think.


They were well lodged. Kazan and Agathi were glowing with cleanliness and content after bathing in a tub of warm perfumed water provided for them by the patronus of the fondaco. ‘He fell in love with Agathi’s beautiful face and golden hair, I think,’ Kazan chuckled. ‘It is not like the hamam, but it is good to be clean.’ She sniffed. ‘You are also much in need of hot water, Welshman.’


He flicked her cheek. ‘Impudent wretch.’ He knew he smelt rank after the months of voyaging. ‘Later,’ he said. ‘Let’s see what’s for supper.’


It was an evening of listening to news and gossip. Venezia always had news and gossip. There had been a storm in Paris that August. Thousands of trees uprooted in the woods about Vincennes. The Scots had attacked an English merchant ship in the mouth of the Seine. Edward, the third Edward, had retaliated, attacking the Moray Firth, his soldiers pillaging as they went. Now there were rumours the French were raiding the Channel Islands. King Edward had asked for money from the Pope to fund a Crusade and had been refused but he had taken it anyway from St Mary’s Abbey. The talk went back and forth, but most of all it centred on Venezia, even amongst these foreign merchants, and the imminent threat of war. City states had formed allies, each with each and against others. The balance of power was strong on both sides; strong enough, perhaps, to avert war but now, at the closing of this year 1336, the prospect of peace was fragile. If there was war here, and war between England and France, what hope did honest merchants have of making a profit? Nobody spoke of Pietro da Silvano. Whatever had happened was old news. Best not ask questions in this crowd of strangers. Too much gossip, see, in this sea-city. He hoped Kazan and Agathi were comfortable in the women’s quarters. His mind drifted to the time when she slept next to him in the han, woke in the morning next to him, so that, if he chose, he could have stretched out his hand to hers. He loved her then; how much more he loved her now, knowing her, living with her. He realised the man next to him was asking a question, forced himself to focus, answer.
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You’d fancy she had wintered, sure enough,


Where icebergs rear themselves in constant snow:


And Lord! if in mid-August it is so,


How in the frozen months must she come off?


(Dante Alighieri: 1265 – 1321)


Kazan was awake before the Marangone bell rang out to announce the beginning of the working day. The shifting light woke her, glimmering through the slats of the shuttered windows. The wind had risen sometime in the night, dispersing the fog. Today the sky was the light, clear blue of late autumn and it threatened rain. She opened a shutter and looked through the window on to the canal, already busy with boats, buildings reflected in the water and shadows rippling across the surface of the buildings. She had never seen anything like this. A broad street of water with buildings rising out of it, arches on the ground floors because this was the place of business and where boats could unload. The fondaco might be for visiting merchants but it was the same for the noble families living in great houses they called casa along the length of this waterfront. There, too, the ground floor was given over to business and the families lived above. Some buildings had a third floor, and everywhere the huge chimneys of Venezia were already smoking, fires lit and the business of the day begun.


There was more business for Dai and Rémi. ‘But later you will take me on the Canalazzo in one of those strange black boats with the prows like galloping horses?’ Kazan begged. ‘It is perfectly respectable. I have seen the women who travel in these gondola and they are very handsome and very rich.’


Dai smiled at her innocence. ‘But not respectable, my Kazan,’ he said.


‘No? Is it so?’ She chuckled. ‘But all the same…’


‘Will I take you in one of these black gondola? Do you trust yourself to me?’


‘Always,’ she said, very serious. ‘Always I trust you.’


It was late morning when a messenger arrived from the sisters of Francesco da Ginstinianis inviting them to the casa. It was a very formal, very polite invitation and Kazan wrinkled her nose.


They do this because the brother says they must, she thought. She sighed. These noble Venetian women, they were very correct, very beautiful, very obedient. Very foreign.


Edgar was to accompany them, and the servant who had brought the message. He was an austere man dressed in severe black with the blazon of the da Ginstinianis household on his cloak. He made her a stiff bow. ‘I am sent because I am a trusted servant who has been with the family for many years,’ he said. ‘You need have no fear, siorina. You are well protected. Sior Francesco has sent his private gondola for your use so there is no need to walk through the calli. Ourladiesdo notride on the public boats.’


She flushed but lifted her chin. ‘I am not afraid, sior. It is only that I gave my promise to sior Dafydd to stay indoors, and a promise is a promise.’


The servant hid his surprise. This was not how the ladies of Venezia spoke, and certainly not to a servant, but this young woman stared boldly at him, though what she said was honourable and obedient. Edgar said, ‘Dai meant only that you were not to go out alone, Kazan.’


‘You think so, Edgar? I would not want him to be disappointed in me.’


‘He would want us to go.’


She smiled suddenly, her face lighting up. ‘I would like very much to ride in this boat of sior Francesco on this street that is water. And you, Agathi, you would like this?’ She chuckled. ‘We shall have adventures to tell Dai after all.’


Agathi nodded, her eyes wide with pleasure and excitement. They wrapped themselves in their cloaks, as much to hide their shabby clothes as to keep themselves warm. They went down the stairs of the fondaco and out on to the fondamenta, the pavement beside the canal. The arches of the building cast shadows over the gondola bobbing on the water. It was dark green, with the same blazon of colours. The servant handed in the two young women and their escort and stepped in beside them. Kazan and Agathi exchanged startled glances; the inside of the gondola was richly painted in reds and golds and the seats were well cushioned in brocade. This was a sumptuous floating palace.


‘It is a short distance only,’ he told them. The boatman poled them away from the side. Kazan watched him, dazzled by the ease with which he handled the long, thin boat, the sinuous movement of the pole in the water. Sunlight reflected off the water and on to buildings which themselves reflected looking-glass images on the water. It glanced off glassed windows. It struck the pale stone. A city of light, except that the water of the Canalazzo was dark and mysterious. The seas at home revealed the pebbly bottom and small fish swimming in beams of sunlight. It glistened. Here, nothing penetrated its dark surface. A city of contrasts, of light and dark. The dispossessed slept at night under the Rivo Alto Bridge whilst the nobles slept in grand houses. A city of marvels and miracles, of saints and churches and monasteries and nunneries but its true worship was commerce. Better to be a yürük, and free to move from winter dwelling to summer pasture than a vagrant in this city. She wondered where Radovan had slept. She wondered what would happen to his mother and his sister, who would look after them. His father was dead and they were alone, as Agathi and her brother Niko were alone. Now Niko had a new family in Attaleia while Agathi…she glanced at the girl, her pale gold hair gleaming. She was smiling, touching Edgar’s hand to bring his attention to something on the further bank of the Canalezzo. Lucky Agathi, she thought, to be betrothed to the one she loves, and who loves her. She remembered the pale shivering girl they had rescued from slavery, despair and hopelessness in her face. Now, Agathi smiled and sometimes laughed. That is Dai’s doing, she thought. It is because of him that Agathi is free and can smile and laugh. And Niko and Hatice and pale, dead Asperto, all rescued by Dai. And me. Such care he has taken of me. Such a worry I have been to him. She looked at her hand, the hand that had stroked the scar on his face. She felt again the light warm touch of his lips.


‘I am sorry. What did you say, sior?’


‘I said only that we are coming to the ca’ Ginstinianis. See?’


It was a grand building indeed, set back from the canal side with steps leading up to the fondamenta and the arches of the ground floor. There was a grand entrance, with skillfully carved stonework and heavy wooden doors. The first floor projected over the ground floor, protection from sun and rain. A row of glittering windows ran along its length, the stonework casement shaped to arched points. They did not enter through the great doorway. The servant led them into a narrow calle that ran alongside a smaller canal that he called a rio and through an archway into a courtyard where a huge cistern head of carved stone sat in the centre. Steps led up to the first floor. Their cloaks were taken from them and they were ushered into the salon. Kazan looked about her curiously. It was a large room lit by the windows she had seen from the canal. At the further end, close to a huge fireplace, were ornate carved chairs where the sisters of sior Ginstinianis were seated. At their feet sat a bright-eyed, black-nosed little dog, a jewelled collar glittering against white fur. His ears were cocked, his eyes inquisitive, his whole body quivering with friendly curiosity.


Not so the sisters. They rose in unison and glided across the length of the salon. Their gowns trailed behind them, the folds of gleaming soft scarlet and pale blue whispering and rustling on the polished wooden floor. Their hair was elaborately plaited and pleated over the crowns of their heads. Kazan saw the startled look that passed between them as they took in the foreign women strangely clad in garments that were so indecently masculine. Beside these dazzling rich noble women, they looked wretched indeed – plucked crows to glistening plumage.


‘I am Elizabeta da Ginstinianis, and this is my sister, Alegreza,’ said the older of the two. ‘We welcome you to our home. We are pleased to be of service to you.’ Her voice was polite and as cold as the mid-winter ice on the mountains; her smile stretched her mouth in a thin, tight line and did not reach her eyes. Kazan’s heart sank. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Agathi looking nervous and ill at ease. She smiled shyly when Edgar introduced her as his betrothed.


‘Your promessisposi?’ Elizabeta raised politely incredulous eyebrows. This girl who looked like one of the dispossessed betrothed to this handsome young man with such golden curls and eyes as blue as the summer skies?


So this is the welcome Venezia gives to its strangers, Kazan thought. Better to be a yürük who knew how to give proper welcome. She raised her head. ‘We are grateful to you for your welcome,’ she said, haughtily. ‘We are strangers here in your city. To be welcomed into the home of such a noble family is an honour.’ Her voice was as dry as ever Thomas’s could be.


‘You must first have some refreshment,’ said Elizabeta. She clapped her hands and a servant appeared at the doorway with a tray that contained glass beakers chased with gold and silver and an ornate honey-coloured glass jug enamelled with scarlet berries and green leaves and blue-clad huntsmen on prancing white horses. Kazan eyed it curiously. This had been brought from the east. She recognised the style of workmanship. The servant poured light wine and proffered sweet sugar cakes. They nibbled and spoke in stilted voices. At last, the sisters rose. ‘You will come with us, siorinas.’ Elizabeta looked towards Edgar. Her voice was noticeably more affable when she spoke to him. ‘My brother will be here shortly and will bear you company, sior. We trust your wait will be worthwhile.’


Kazan and Agathi followed the two women through dim corridors into a chamber that contained a huge carved chest and a large bed hung with deep red damask curtains. Gowns were spread out across the bed.


‘We have made a selection for you. We hope you will think it appropriate.’


Kazan and Agathi looked at each other. These were beautiful gowns. ‘But how can you part with them?’ Kazan asked impulsively. ‘These are too beautiful and too costly to give to us. It is too much to ask of you.’


The first genuine smile touched Alegreza’s lips. ‘It is our pleasure. Besides,’ she added naively, ‘these are not in the latest mode. The new fashion is for the cloth to be cut close and shaped to the body and this is what we shall have to replace these gowns we give to you. Perhaps it is better these are not so.’ She cast an experienced eye over the two girls. ‘My brother said you were of our height and size but you are smaller than either of us. Fitted gowns would hang loose. First, though, you will wear the chemise. Come, let Cristina dress you.’ A stern-faced elderly maidservant came forward. She held up loose shifts of soft linen and waited until Kazan and Agathi shyly undressed.


‘Hm,’ said Elizabeta, ‘no need for breast bands for either of them, sister.’ A flash of cruel amusement came and went in her face at their embarrassment. She pointed at a fine woollen gown that was the green of fresh oak leaves in spring. ‘See, sister, this green is just the colour for the dark one, I think, with that russet over-gown that never became me. It will bring out the colour in her hair. Such short hair.’ She frowned then smiled and nodded. ‘See, sister! Am I not right?’


She spoke across Kazan. As if I am a poppet for the dressing, Kazan thought. The over-gown was high waisted with long folds dropping away beneath her breasts. It was heavier than she had expected, she who had been used to the freedom of cotton şalvar and gōmlek. She liftedan arm experimentally and felt the material of the long sleeve pull and drag.


‘And for the other, this blue will match her eyes, do you not think, sister?’ Alegreza said. The older sister nodded. ‘Let us see.’


Some of the stiffness was gone. The sisters were absorbed in the business of dressing their living poppets. Elizabeta looked critically at Kazan standing in front of her in the russet and green. She twitched a fold into position, arranged the sleeves. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘this is very good.’


‘Let them see for themselves, sister,’ Alegreza said, eagerly. ‘The looking-glasses that are made by the glass-makers of Murano are the best in the whole of the Veneto,’ she told them, adding with simple pride, ‘and ours is the best in Venezia.’


‘And the last,’ Elizabeta said, ‘now that traitor da Silvano has been put to death.’ Cristina pulled away a draping and a looking-glass stood clear and bright. Kazan had seen nothing like it. Agathi was closest, her shape reflected in the looking-glass, with the sun streaming through the window directly on to her. Her pale gold hair shimmered and the blue folds of the gown gleamed. Kazan gasped. ‘You are so beautiful!’ she exclaimed. ‘Agathi, you are like an angel come to earth!’


Agathi looked wonderingly at herself. ‘Is this me?’ she asked. She looked across at Kazan. ‘You too, Kazan, you are very beautiful, like a garden. Come and see.’ Kazan walked across the room feeling the unfamiliar drag of skirts, lifting the material to make movement easier. She stared at herself in the looking-glass. ‘Where is Kazan?’ she murmured.


‘Your hair,’ Elizabeta said, addressing the girl directly for the first time, ‘why is it so short?’


‘I cut it when I ran away,’ Kazan said calmly. ‘It was better to travel as a boy.’


‘Run away? Travel as a boy?’ She was shocked into genuine emotion now. ‘What can you mean?’


‘I promised my grandmother I would travel to the country they call England to find my grandfather. It was her dying wish. But to do this I had to travel the merchant road through my country to Attaleia and from there by ship to Venezia.’


‘Alone? You did all this alone?’ There was no admiration in her voice.


‘Until I found sior Dafydd and his caravan on the road to Konya.’


‘And then you travelled alone in the company of men?’


As if I were one of the women who haunts the Rivo Alto, thought Kazan. She said, ‘Sior Dafydd knew my grandmother. He kept me safe.’ Her head tilted up in the way Dai would have recognised as a battle sign. ‘He is a man I trust with my life.’


‘I have met sior Davide. He is a friend of my brother and known to my father through sior Heinrijc Mertens.’ Elizabeta stumbled over the foreign name. ‘He is a man of few words.’ Her thin lips curled in that tight smile. He had not found favour with her, Kazan realised.


‘He is my good friend.’


Alegreza tittered in a way Kazan found maddening. Elizabeta said, ‘Your good friend? But that is not possible. No man can be the “good friend” of a young woman. Never. This is why our fathers and brothers keep us safe, from the young men especially, and their appetites.’
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