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PROLOGUE: THE RISING CRESCENT
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Constantinople, 29 May 1453

In the beginning, there was a city that held the memory of the world.

Constantinople — the Queen of Cities, the New Rome, the jewel set at the hinge of two continents — had stood for eleven hundred years as the great wall between the Christian West and the restless empires of the East. Her walls had turned back Avars and Arabs, Bulgars and Rus, a hundred armies whose names the chroniclers had already half-forgotten. She wore her siege-marks like a crown. She had always endured.

She would not endure this day.

***
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The boy watched from the tower of Saint Romanos.

He was twelve years old, the son of a Genoese merchant whose warehouses near the Golden Horn had been filled, until three days ago, with Cypriot silk and Alexandrian spices. Now the warehouses were ash. The silk was smoke. His father was a shape in the rubble that he was trying not to think about.

His name was Luca. In ten years, if he survived, he would carry this morning across the Adriatic to Venice, where he would sit in a candlelit room and tell a scholar named Niccolò everything he had witnessed. The scholar would write it down. The words would survive when Luca himself did not.

But that was later. Now he was twelve, and the walls were falling.

The thunder had begun before dawn — a deep, earth-swallowing percussion that Luca had never heard anything like and would never stop hearing, not in his sleep, not in his old age, not on the last morning of his life. The Turks called the device that made it Şahi — the King — and it was the largest cannon the world had ever seen: a bronze throat twelve feet long, capable of hurling a stone ball weighing twelve hundred pounds through a wall that had been old when Constantinople was young.

He had watched it fire three times since sunrise.

Each time, the ground shook as though God had struck it with His fist. Each time, the smoke billowed up in a great gray flower, smelling of sulphur and hot metal. Each time, a section of the Theodosian Wall — built by Theodosius II in the fifth century, layered and thickened and rebuilt across a thousand years of anxious engineering — simply ceased to exist.

Now the Janissaries were coming through the gaps.

***
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They came in silence at first, which was the thing that struck every defender and every chronicler who survived. The silence of the Janissaries advancing in formation was a silence that had its own weight, its own texture, heavier than sound. They moved through the dust and the smoke and the settling rubble with the patience of men who had done this before and would do it again, who had been doing nothing else since boyhood, who were the finest infantry in the world and knew it.

They wore white turbans and they carried yataghans and they had crossed five hundred miles of rough road to come to this precise moment, this gap in this wall, on this warm May morning when the wind was from the south and tasted of the sea.

Emperor Constantine XI Palaiologos met them in the breach.

He was fifty-three years old, the ninety-third and final emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire, and he had known for six weeks that the city would fall. He had sent his last letters to Rome and to Venice and to the courts of Europe, begging for ships, for soldiers, for anything. The letters had been answered with sympathy and inaction. Europe was busy. Europe was always busy. The Pope had his own politics. Venice had her own interests. The cities of the West had been arguing with each other for so long about theology and trade and succession that they had lost the habit of looking East.

Constantine had seven thousand men to defend fourteen miles of wall.

Mehmed II had a hundred thousand.

The emperor took off his purple cloak and cast it into the rubble, so that no one might later identify his body and make of it a trophy. Then he drew his sword and walked toward the breach, and the handful of men who loved him or feared to be seen not following walked with him, and they were all dead within the hour.

***
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Luca watched the crescent banner rise above the walls of the Blachernae Palace.

He was still in the tower of Saint Romanos, which no one had thought to capture yet, and the morning light fell through the arrow-slit in a single golden bar and caught the dust still hanging in the air from the last cannon-blast and made it beautiful, which seemed to him the wrong thing for it to be.

The city was making a sound he had no name for. Not screaming — screaming was a sharp, individual thing. This was something lower and more general, a sound composed of ten thousand separate griefs braided together into one continuous keening, the sound of a civilization that knew it was ending and could not stop itself from making noise about it.

He gripped the stone of the window-ledge. The stone was warm from the sun. It had been warm like this for a thousand years.

Below him, the Janissaries moved through the streets of the greatest city in the Christian world with the unhurried efficiency of harvest.

***
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In the years that followed — and there were many years, a century and then another century, an entire age of the world — the crescent would keep rising.

It would rise over Bulgaria and Serbia, over Wallachia and Bosnia. It would rise over the plains of Hungary, over the towers of Buda and Pest. Twice it would pause outside the walls of Vienna, the heart of the Holy Roman Empire, and twice the walls would hold — the first time by the thinnest of margins, a city half-emptied of its people, its defenders making do with prayer and desperation. The second time, the crescent would come with more strength and more certainty, carried by a Grand Vizier of iron ambition and a hundred thousand soldiers who believed, not unreasonably, that their moment had finally come.

But that is the end of the story.

This is the beginning.

This is the moment when the boy Luca clung to his tower and watched a world end, and did not yet know that worlds do not end forever — that somewhere to the north, in the cold and the mud and the endless sky of the eastern plains, something else was beginning. Something that would answer the crescent with its own symbol: the spread wings of a horseman in armour, the Winged Hussar of Poland, the most terrible cavalry soldier in the world.

He did not know that. He was twelve years old and his father was dead and the city was burning.

But the wings were coming.

The wings were always coming.

They would not arrive for two hundred and thirty years.

But they would arrive.

— END OF CHAPTER PROLOGUE —



PART ONE

THE SHADOW OF SULEIMAN

1521 – 1566

"The fish begins to stink from the head, and an empire begins to crumble from its throne.

The throne of Suleiman did not crumble."

— From the chronicle of Ibrahim Pasha, Grand Vizier, written 1533
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CHAPTER 1: THE FIELD OF BLACK SORROW
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Mohács, Kingdom of Hungary — 29 August 1526

The plain of Mohács was a good place to die.

It was flat, which mattered — you could see what was coming. The sky above it was enormous, a great vault of late-summer blue with only a few clouds sliding southward toward the Danube, and the river itself was somewhere behind the Hungarian position, brown and slow and wide, the kind of river that did not care about the battles fought on its banks and had been watching them die on this plain since before the Magyars first rode in from the east. The grass was dry and yellow in the August heat. The earth smelled of summer and, underneath that, of the turned-earth smell of cavalry — ten thousand horses leaving their mark on a landscape that would carry their memory longer than their names.

István Tomori, a cavalry captain of some twenty-six years whose family had held land near Pécs for three generations, was trying to count the Ottoman banners.

He had lost count at forty.

***
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He was a practical man, István. The son of a practical man. His father had told him, before the old man died of a fever six winters past, that the great skill of a soldier was not bravery — bravery was common as mud, his father said, any fool could be brave — but seeing. Seeing what was actually there. Counting the numbers. Reading the ground. Not the numbers you wished were there or the numbers that would make the mathematics of survival work out in your favour, but the numbers God had actually arranged in front of you on this particular morning.

God, on this particular morning, had arranged approximately one hundred thousand Ottomans.

Against them, King Louis II of Hungary commanded twenty-six thousand.

István was good at arithmetic.

He looked at the man beside him — a young nobleman named Perényi, flushed with excitement and certainty in the way of men who have not yet been in a real battle — and said: 'We are going to die here.'

Perényi laughed. 'God is with us. The Archbishop has blessed the banners.'

'God was with Constantinople too,' said István. 'And look what happened to Constantinople.'

But Perényi had already ridden off toward the king's position, and his laughter trailed behind him like a banner of its own, and there was no one left to hear the observation except the horses and the yellow grass and the enormous blue sky.

***
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King Louis II of Hungary was nineteen years old.

He was also King of Bohemia, and Archduke of Austria, and he wore all these titles the way a boy wears clothes made for a grown man — not quite fitting, always slightly too large, always threatening to slip off his shoulders and leave him exposed. He had the Jagiellonian look: the strong jaw, the heavy brow, the eyes that were either thoughtful or vacant depending on the light and the observer. He was not, by any assessment of the counsellors who had watched him grow, a stupid boy. But he was young, and he had been told things about God and kingship and the justice of Christian arms that were not entirely compatible with the mathematics of the situation.

He sat on his horse in the center of the Hungarian line and watched the Ottoman army deploy across the plain with the expression of a man watching a river flood — unable quite to accept that nature is doing what he can plainly see it doing.

'How many?' he asked his captain, Tomori Pál — a different Tomori, older, the Archbishop of Kalocsa, a churchman who had somehow become a soldier and was now, in the absence of better candidates, the commander of the Hungarian forces.

'Perhaps a hundred thousand,' said Archbishop Tomori. He said it quietly, without particular emotion, in the way of a man who has already made his peace with what the number means.

'God will provide,' said the young king.

Archbishop Tomori said nothing. He had lived fifty-nine years and had been a soldier for twenty of them, and he had a precise idea of what God provided and what He did not. God provided courage, he had found, and occasionally inspiration, and sometimes — when the geometry of the battlefield happened to align — opportunity. What God did not provide, as a general rule, was arithmetic.

'We should attack,' said one of the Hungarian lords. 'Before they can complete their deployment. Strike the center before the wings are formed. Boldness — boldness is what God rewards.'

Archbishop Tomori looked at the plain. The Ottoman deployment was proceeding with the unhurried confidence of a machine that had been running for a very long time. The Janissaries in the center. The Sipahi cavalry on the flanks. The artillery — and there was a great deal of artillery, Tomori had been watching it for two hours — positioned behind the infantry screen in the Ottoman centre.

'Very well,' said the Archbishop, in the tone of a man who knows what the answer is and cannot prevent the question from being asked anyway. 'We attack.'

***
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The Hungarian heavy cavalry charged at two in the afternoon.

István watched them go from his position on the left wing — the thousand armoured knights of the Hungarian nobility, the great lords and their retinues, riding in the old way, the way their grandfathers had ridden, in the tradition of the charge that had broken armies at Lechfeld and at Muhi and at a dozen other fields whose names were stitched into the Hungarian understanding of what war was.

They were magnificent. There was no other word for it. The armour caught the August sun and threw it back in sheets of light. The pennants of a hundred noble houses snapped and streamed. The ground shook beneath them — even from two hundred yards away, István felt it in his chest, a deep percussion that was almost musical.

They struck the Ottoman left flank and it collapsed.

For perhaps four minutes, it looked like a victory.

The Ottoman left flank rolled back, and the Hungarian knights followed, pressing the advantage, the way you always pressed the advantage, the way the books of war told you to press the advantage, and they drove deep into the Ottoman lines and they were shouting the names of God and Hungary and their own houses and they were winning —

And then the artillery opened fire.

***
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Suleiman the Magnificent — Sultan of the Ottomans, Caliph of Caliphs, Servant of God, the Shadow of God upon the Earth — watched from his position behind the artillery line.

He was thirty-two years old, which was the right age for a conqueror. Old enough to be patient. Young enough to still believe that what he was doing was more than mechanics, that it had a shape beyond the purely military, that God was indeed watching and that God's attention was a warm and particular thing and not the vast indifference it sometimes seemed.

He had been Sultan for six years. In those six years he had taken Belgrade, taken Rhodes, reformed the legal system of his empire, built mosques and schools and hospitals, composed poetry of genuine quality, and loved, with increasing intensity and confusion, a red-haired slave from the Polish borderlands named Hürrem who was in the process of reconstructing the internal politics of the Sublime Porte more thoroughly than any general had ever reconstructed a battlefield.

He was, in short, a man of considerable parts.

He watched the Hungarian cavalry ride into his center and he watched his left flank give way and he waited, in the patience he had been cultivating since boyhood, for the moment he had planned.

'Now,' he said, to the officer commanding the artillery.

Three hundred cannon fired.

***
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The sound reached István before the smoke did. It was not a sound that could be described accurately in language, he thought, because language had been built for a world that did not contain three hundred cannon firing simultaneously, and the words available — thunder, explosion, the crack of doom — were all too small. It was the sound of three hundred guns speaking in a single voice, a voice so large it ceased to be a sound and became a physical event, a change in the air itself, a pressure wave that passed through the body and reorganized it.

The Hungarian center ceased to exist.

It did not retreat. It did not break and run. It ceased to exist, the way a sandcastle ceases to exist when the wave takes it — not destroyed piece by piece but simply, suddenly, no longer there. The armoured knights and their horses and the bright pennants and the names of all those noble houses were in one moment a charge and in the next moment a field of wreckage through which the Janissaries were already advancing.

The battle of Mohács lasted two hours.

Seven bishops died. Twenty thousand Hungarians died, including King Louis II, whose horse stumbled crossing the Csele Brook in the retreat and whose body was found three days later in the mud of the stream-bank, his armour still on, the fish already at his face.

Hungary, as a sovereign Christian kingdom, effectively ceased to exist.

***
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István survived.

He was not sure how. The left wing had broken early — some instinct of the horses, or some warning in the smoke, had turned the cavalry and the retreat had been a chaos of individual men making individual decisions, and István's decision, made without thought, had been to ride north along the river rather than toward the ford where the press of panic was greatest. He had crossed alone, at a shallow bend where the current was gentle, and come out on the far bank with nothing but his horse and his sword and the things he had seen.

He rode north through the night, through the flat Hungarian plain whose grass was still golden under the stars, past villages that had already heard the guns and were already packing their carts and their cattle and their children and moving, moving north and west, away from the sound.

At dawn he stopped on a low hill and looked south.

He could still see the smoke. It was far away now, just a smudge on the horizon where the sky met the plain, but it was there — a dark smear in the morning blue, the final signature of what had happened at Mohács. Somewhere in that smoke, Hungary was dying. Somewhere in it, young King Louis lay in the mud with the fish at his face.

And somewhere beyond it, still invisible, still three days' march away, Suleiman the Magnificent was writing in his diary.

István did not know what the Sultan was writing. But years later, when the chronicles were translated and the words came back to him through the mouths of scholars and priests, he would find that he had been right about the arithmetic, and he would not be surprised.

Suleiman had written: 'I came upon the enemy. His battle-line I routed. His camp I sacked and took. His tent I caused to be set up in the place of the Hungarian king's tent. The infidels who fled I pursued as far as the marshes. Night put an end to the slaughter. I remained in the field of battle. All praise to God.'

All praise to God.

Three words, and a world contained within them: the certainty of a man who had looked at his work and found it good. The certainty of a civilization moving westward with the patience of a tide, taking everything in its path with the same unhurried confidence with which it had taken Constantinople, with which it had taken Belgrade and Rhodes and Buda, with which it would, given time and the continuation of its own momentum, take Vienna itself.

All praise to God.

István turned his horse north and rode.

Behind him, the smoke rose, and the crescent rose with it, and the shadow of Suleiman lay across the plain of Mohács like the shadow of a wing.

***
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The wing had not yet found its answer.

That would come later. That would come from the north, from the cold, from the place where the steppe met the forest and the forest met the sky, from the Commonwealth of Poland and Lithuania where a boy had not yet been born who would one day stand in the ruins of what Suleiman had built and set fire to the Grand Vizier's tent, and write his own three words home to his wife.

I came, I saw, God conquered.

But the boy had not been born yet. That was later.

For now, there was only the smoke.

For now, the plain of Mohács was a good place to have died.

— END OF CHAPTER 1 —
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CHAPTER 2: THE GATES OF THE WORLD
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Constantinople — now Istanbul — and the Road West, 1520–1529

There are conquerors, and then there is Suleiman.

The distinction matters. A conqueror is a man who takes things by force — a violent, often brilliant, often short-lived creature of appetite and energy who burns through the world and leaves it scorched and simpler than he found it. History is full of conquerors. They appear in every century, in every corner of the map, wearing the armor of different faiths and speaking the languages of different peoples, and they all have essentially the same face: the face of appetite temporarily given military form.

Suleiman the First — whom his own people called Kanuni, the Lawgiver, and whom the Europeans would call the Magnificent — was something rarer and more dangerous. He was a conqueror who was also a builder. He was a warrior who was also a poet. He was a man who could spend a morning directing the destruction of a city and an afternoon composing verse about the impermanence of earthly things, and find no contradiction between the two activities, because in his understanding of the world there was no contradiction. Creation and destruction were the two hands of God, and a man who wielded both was not a hypocrite but a complete instrument of the divine.

He had understood this since he was a boy.

***
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He was born in 1494, in Trabzon on the Black Sea coast, where his father Selim was governor. Selim — later Selim the Grim, Selim the Inexorable, Selim who killed two of his own brothers and all of his nephews to prevent the succession wars that had plagued his own rise — was not a comfortable man to have as a father. He was, however, an educational one. Suleiman watched his father navigate the murderous politics of the Ottoman court, watched him wait and plan and strike at precisely the right moment, watched him expand the empire into Egypt and Syria and the Hejaz, and absorbed every lesson without being told that they were lessons.

When Selim died in 1520, Suleiman inherited the largest empire in the world. He was twenty-six years old. He had been educated in theology, in law, in mathematics, in science, in literature. He spoke Ottoman Turkish, Arabic, and Persian fluently, and understood Serbian and could manage in several others. He had administered a province. He had never, until the age of twenty-six, commanded an army in the field.

He learned quickly.

Belgrade fell in 1521. Rhodes fell in 1522. Mohács fell, as we have seen, in 1526. And in 1529, for the first time, Suleiman turned his face toward Vienna.

***
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The army that marched west in the spring of 1529 was not merely an army. It was a civilization in motion.

Two hundred and fifty thousand men, by the most careful estimates — though some chroniclers claimed more, and the terrified inhabitants of every town through which it passed certainly saw more, saw something beyond counting, a river of humanity so wide and so deep that it seemed to absorb the landscape rather than move through it. They crossed the Balkans in a column that stretched forty miles. The dust of their passing was visible for three days after they had gone. The villages they passed through were stripped as thoroughly as if a plague of locusts had come, not by violence but by the sheer mathematics of feeding a quarter-million men.

At the front, always, were the scouts — the light Akıncı cavalry, wild horsemen of the borderlands who rode days ahead of the main force and returned with intelligence about roads and bridges and the dispositions of enemies. Behind them, the Sipahi cavalry in their coloured coats and their elaborate helmets, the flower of Ottoman aristocratic warfare, seventy thousand horsemen who had been riding since childhood. Behind them, the infantry — and at the center of the infantry, always the jewel, always the pride, always the thing that other armies looked at and could not quite believe: the Janissaries.

***
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The Janissaries were the most professional military force in the world, and they had been for a hundred years.

They had not begun as soldiers. They had begun as children — Christian boys, taken in the devshirme levy from the villages of the Balkans, torn from their families at the age of eight or ten or twelve, converted to Islam, enrolled in the schools of the Palace, and raised from that day forward in the service of the Sultan. They had no families. They had no property. They had no wives, for much of the early period of their service. They had nothing but the corps, nothing but the Sultan, nothing but the discipline that had been built into them over decades of training more rigorous than anything the armies of Europe could conceive.

In return, they were given everything.

The finest weapons, the finest food, the finest pay. Status. Pride. The knowledge — certain and daily reinforced — that they were the finest soldiers in the world. A Janissary was not a man who happened to be a soldier. A Janissary was a soldier who happened to be a man. The distinction was absolute, and he understood it absolutely, and it gave him a quality in battle that was worth more than numbers or technology or even, sometimes, position.

It gave him indifference to death.

Not bravery — bravery implies the overcoming of fear. The Janissary simply did not, as a rule, experience the fear that needed to be overcome. He had been trained past it. He had been forged, the way a sword is forged, through the application of heat and pressure and careful shaping, into something that was not quite a man in the ordinary sense but was something more perfectly suited for the purpose for which it had been made.

Twelve thousand of them marched in the center of Suleiman's army.

They marched in silence. They always marched in silence.

***

[image: ]


Behind the fighting men came the engineers. Behind the engineers came the artillery — three hundred cannon, some of them so large that they required twenty oxen to move and left ruts in the road a foot deep. Behind the artillery came the supply train, ten thousand wagons carrying the food and the ammunition and the spare parts and the medical equipment and the tents and the tools that were required to keep a quarter-million men in the field for a season.

And somewhere in the middle of all of this, in a tent that was carried by a hundred men and erected each evening by another hundred, surrounded by his household cavalry and his pages and his secretaries and his poets and his astronomical instruments and his prayer rugs and his copy of the Quran in his own calligraphy, rode Suleiman the Magnificent.

He rode a white horse.

He wore, when he was not in armour, a coat of cloth-of-gold that caught the sun and multiplied it, so that on the march he glowed at the center of his army like an ember. He was not a large man — medium height, lean, with the high cheekbones and the long straight nose of the Osmanli dynasty, the dark eyes that his poets compared to the night sky over the Bosphorus. He was not a physically imposing man. He did not need to be. He was the Shadow of God upon the Earth, and the earth believed it, which was the only kind of imposing that mattered.

He dictated letters as he rode. He composed verses. He read reports from his admirals in the Mediterranean and his governors in Egypt and his ambassadors in Venice and Rome and the court of Francis I of France, with whom he was conducting a remarkably candid correspondence about the mutual usefulness of a Franco-Ottoman alliance against the Habsburgs — a correspondence that caused considerable scandal in the courts of Christendom and absolutely no embarrassment to either party.
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