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      For Sam,
who found Venice stranger than she imagined …
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      Dramatis Personae

      Tycho, a seventeen-year-old boy with strange hungers
     

      The Millioni

      Marco IV, known as Marco the Simpleton, Duke of Venice and Prince of Serenissima
     

      Lady Giulietta di Millioni, the fifteen-year-old cousin of Marco IV
     

      Duchess Alexa, the late duke’s widow, mother to Marco IV, sister-in-law of Prince Alonzo
     

      Prince Alonzo, Regent of Venice
     

      Lady Eleanor, Giulietta’s cousin and lady-in-waiting
     

      Marco III, known as Marco the Just. The late lamented Duke of Venice, elder brother of Alonzo and godfather of Lady Giulietta
     

      Members of the Venetian court

      Atilo il Mauros, ex-Lord Admiral of the Middle Sea, adviser to the late Marco III, and head of Venice’s secret assassins
     

      Lord Bribanzo, member of the Council of Ten, the inner council that rules Venice under the duke. One of the richest men in the city
     

      

      Lady Desdaio Bribanzo, his daughter and sole heir
     

      Sir Richard Glanville, Cypriot envoy to Venice and knight of the Order of White Crucifers
     

      Prince Leopold zum Bas Friedland, the German emperor’s bastard. Secret leader of the Wolf Brothers
     

      Patriarch Theodore, Archbishop of Venice and friend of Atilo il Mauros
     

      Dr Hightown Crow, alchemist, astrologer and anatomist to the duke
     

      A’rial, the Duchess Alexa’s stregoi (her pet witch)
     

      Atilo’s household

      Iacopo, Atilo’s servant and member of the Assassini
     

      Amelia, a Nubian slave and member of the Assassini
     

      The Customs Office

      Roderigo, Captain of the Dogana, penniless since he refuses to take bribes
     

      Temujin, his half-Mongol sergeant
     

      Street Thieves

      Josh, fifteen-year-old gang leader
     

      Rosalyn, his thirteen-year-old companion
     

      Pietro, Rosalyn’s young brother
     

   


   
      PART 1

      
      “… what a hell of witchcraft lies

      
      In the small orb of one particular tear …”

      A Lover’s Complaint, William Shakespeare
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Venice, Tuesday 4 January 1407

      
      The boy hung naked from wooden walls, shackles circling one wrist and both ankles. He’d fought for days to release his left
         hand, burning his skin on red-hot fetters as he worked to drag his fingers free. The struggle had left him exhausted and –
         if he was honest – no better off than before.
     

      
      “Help me,” he begged, “I will do whatever you ask.”

      
      His gods stayed silent.

      
      “I swear it. My life is yours.”

      
      But his life was theirs anyway; even here in an enclosed space where his lungs ached at every breath and the air was sour
         and becoming sourer. The gods had abandoned him to his death.
     

      
      It would have helped if he could remember their names.

      Some days he doubted they existed. If they did, he doubted they cared.
         The boy’s fury at his fate had become bitterness and despair, and then turned to false hope and fresh fury. Maybe he’d missed
         an emotion, but he’d worked his way through those he knew.
     

      
      Yanking at his wrist made flesh sear.

      
      Whatever magic his captors used was stronger than his will to be free. The chains with which they bound him were new, bolted
         firmly to the wall. Every time he grabbed a chain to yank at it, his fingers sizzled as if a torturer pressed white-hot irons
         into his skin.
     

      
      “Sweet gods,” he whispered.

      
      As if flattering the immortals could undo his earlier insults.

      He’d shrieked at his gods, cursed them, called for the aid
         of demons. Begged for help from any human within earshot of his despair. A part of him wanted to return to shrieking. Simply
         for the release it would bring. Only he’d screamed his throat raw days ago. Besides, who would come to his grotesque little
         cell with no doors? And if they did, how would they enter?
     

      
      Murder. Rape. Treason …

      
      What else merited being walled up alive?

      
      His crime was a mystery. What was the point of punishment if the prisoner couldn’t remember what he’d done? The boy had no
         memory of his name. No memory of why he was locked in a space little bigger than a coffin. Not even a memory of who put him
         here.
     

      
      Earth strewed the floor, splattered with his own soiling.

      
      It was days since he’d needed to piss, and his lips were cracked like dry mud and raw from where he tried to lick them. He
         needed sleep almost as desperately as he wanted to be free, but every time he slumped his shackles burnt and the pain snapped
         him awake again. He’d done something wrong. Something very wrong. So wrong that even death wouldn’t embrace him.
     

      
      If only he could remember what.

      
      You have a name. What is it?

      
      Like hope and freedom, this too remained out of reach. In the hours that followed, the boy hovered on the edges of a fever.
         Sometimes his wits were sharp, but mostly he inhabited a blasted wasteland inside his own skull where his memories should
         be.
     

      
      All he saw in there were shadows that turned away from him; and voices he was unable to hear clearly.

      
      
      Pay attention, he told himself. Listen.

      
      So he did. What he heard were voices beyond the wooden walls. A crowd from the sound of it, arguing. And though what he heard
         was little louder than a whisper it told him they spoke a language he didn’t recognise. One voice snapped out an order, another
         protested. Then something slammed into the wall directly in front of him.
     

      
      It sounded like an axe or a hammer.

      
      The second blow was even harder. Then came a third, his wooden world splintering as sweet air rushed in and fetid air blew
         out. The light through the narrow gap was blinding. As if the gods had come for him after all.
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      Late Summer 1406

      
      Almost four months before the boy woke to find himself trapped in an airless wooden prison, a young Venetian girl hurried
         along a ramshackle fondamenta on her city’s northern edge. In some places in that strange city the waterside walkways were built from brick or even stone.
         The one here was earth, above sharpened logs driven into the silt of the lagoon.
     

      
      After sunset everywhere in Venice was unsafe, particularly if you were fifteen years old, unmarried and out of your area.
         But the red-haired girl on the fondamenta hoped to reach the brine pans before then. She planned to beg passage on a barge carrying salt to the mainland.
     

      
      Her burgundy gown was already dusty and sweat stained.

      Despite having walked for only an hour, she’d reached another world
         entirely. One where silk dresses attracted envious glances. Her oldest gown was still richer than the campo gheto’s best. Her hopes of passing freely ended when a small group of children stepped out of the shadows.
     

      
      Opening her cloak, Lady Giulietta yanked free a gold locket from around her neck. “Take this,” she said. “Sell it. You can
         buy food.”
     

      
      
      The boy with the knife sneered at her. “We steal food,” he said. “We don’t need your locket for that. Not from round here,
         are you?
     

      
      Giulietta shook her head.

      
      “You Jewish?”

      
      “No,” she said. “I’m—”

      
      She was about to say … something stupid, knowing her. It was a stupid kind of day. Being here was stupid. Stopping was stupid.
         Even treating his question seriously was stupid. “I’m like you,” she finished lamely.
     

      
      “Course you are,” he said. On either side, others laughed. “Where did you get this anyway?”

      
      “My m …” She hesitated. “Mistress.”

      
      “You stole it,” a smaller boy said. “That’s why you’re running. Nasty lot, the Watch. You’d be better coming with us.”

      
      “No,” Giulietta said, “I’d better keep going.”

      
      “You know what happens if the Watch take you?” a girl asked. She stepped forward to whisper in Giulietta’s ear. If even half
         were true, someone of Giulietta’s age would be better killing herself than being captured. But self-murder was a sin.
     

      
      “And if the Watch don’t get you, then …”

      
      The youngest shut his mouth at a glare from their leader. “Look around,” he snapped. “It’s getting dark. What have I said?”

      
      “Sorry, Josh.”

      
      The older boy slapped him. “We don’t use names with strangers. We don’t talk about … Not when it’s almost nightfall.” He switched
         his glare to the girl who stood beside him. “I’m going to cut him loose. I swear it. Don’t care if he is your brother.”
     

      
      “I’ll go with him.”

      
      “You’ll go nowhere,” Josh said. “Your place is with me. You too,” he told Giulietta. “There’s a ruined campo south of here. We’ll make it in time.”
     

      
      “If we’re lucky,” the girl said.

      
      “We’ve been lucky so far, haven’t we?”

      
      
      “So far, and no further,” said a shadow behind them.
     

      
      Old and weary, the voice sounded like dry wind through a dusty attic.

      
      Unwrapping itself, the shadow became a Moor, dressed in a dozen shades of grey. A neatly barbered beard emphasised the thinness
         of his face and his gaze was that of a soldier grown tired of life. Across his shoulders hung a sword. Stilettos jutted at
         both hips. Lady Giulietta noticed his crossbow last. Tiny, almost a toy, with barbed arrows the size of her finger.
     

      
      With a sour smile, the Moor pointed his crossbow at Josh’s throat, before turning his attention to the young woman he’d been
         following.
     

      
      “My lady, this is not kind …”

      
      “Not kind?”

      
      Bunching her fists, Lady Giulietta fought her anger.

      
      She’d become used to holding it in in public, screaming about her forthcoming marriage behind closed doors. She was two years
         older than her mother was when she wed. Noble girls married at twelve, went to their husband’s beds at thirteen, sometimes
         a little later. At least two of Giulietta’s friends had children already.
     

      
      She’d been whipped for her refusal to wed willingly.

      
      Starved, locked in her chambers. Until she announced she’d kill herself. On being told that was a sin, she’d sworn to murder
         her husband instead.
     

      
      At that, Aunt Alexa, the late Duke Marco III’s widow, had shaken her head sadly and sent for hot water to which she added
         fermented leaves to make her niece a soothing drink. While Uncle Alonzo, the late duke’s younger brother, had taken Giulietta
         aside to say it was interesting she should mention that …
     

      
      Her world became a darker, more horrid place. Not only would she marry a foreigner she’d never met. She’d be taught how to
         kill him when the bedding was done. “You know what they expect me to do?”
     

      
      
      “My lady, it’s not my place …”

      
      “Of course not. You’re just the cur sent to round up strays.”

      His eyes flared and she smiled. He wasn’t a cur and she wasn’t
         a stray. She was Lady Giulietta dei San Felice di Millioni. The Regent’s niece. The new duke’s cousin. Duchess Alexa’s goddaughter.
         Her whole life defined by how she was related to someone else.
     

      
      “Say you couldn’t find me.”

      
      “I’ve been following you since I saw you leave.”

      
      “Why?” she demanded. Only in the last half-hour had she felt herself watched. She couldn’t believe he’d let her travel right across
         Venice by herself, knowing he would stop her before she could escape to the mainland.
     

      
      “I hoped you might turn back.”

      
      Rubbing her temples, Giulietta wished they’d sent a young officer she could shout at, or beguile with her charms, meagre though
         they were.
     

      
      “How can I marry a man I haven’t even met?”

      
      “You know …”

      
      Giulietta stamped her foot. She understood. All daughters were assets. Princely daughters more than most. It was just … Maybe
         she’d read too many poets. What if there was someone she was meant to marry? She regretted her words the moment they were spoken. The Moor’s quiet contempt for her question ensured that.
     

      
      “And what if he lives on the world’s far edge or is not yet born? What if he died centuries ago? What if he loves someone else? Policy can’t wait on a girl’s fantasies. Not even for you …”
     

      
      “Let me go,” Giulietta begged.

      
      “My lady, I can’t.” He shook his head sadly, never letting his crossbow’s aim stray from Josh’s throat. “Ask me anything else.”

      
      “I want nothing else.”

      
      Atilo il Mauros had bought her her first pony. Dandled her on his knees. With his own hands he carved her a bear fighting
         a woodcutter. But he would return her to Ca’ Ducale because that was his duty. Atilo did his duty without fear or favour. It
         had made him the late duke’s favourite. And earned him Alonzo, the new Regent’s, hatred. Giulietta had no idea what Aunt Alexa
         thought of him.
     

      
      “If you loved me …” Her voice was flat.

      
      Lord Atilo glanced at the bow he held, looked at the ragged thieves and shifted Giulietta out of their hearing, without letting
         his aim waver.
     

      
      “My lady.”

      
      “Listen to me.” She felt sick in her gut. Tired and fed up and close to tears. “King Janus was a Crucifer. A Black Crucifer.”
     

      
      “I know.”

      
      “And I had to learn it from servants’ gossip. They’re going to marry me to an ex-torturer, who broke his vows of poverty and
         chastity. Who abandoned the purity of pain.” Her lips curled in disgust at the words.
     

      
      “To become king,” Atilo said simply.

      
      “He’s a monster.”

      
      “Giulietta … The Germans want Venice. The Byzantines want it too. The Mamluks want your colonies. Even my people, the Moors,
         would happily see your navy sunk. King Janus was Black only briefly. Cyprus is an island we can use.”
     

      
      “Use?” she said in scorn.
     

      
      “Venice’s strength rests on its trade routes. It needs Cyprus. Besides, you have to marry someone.”
     

      
      “It might as well be him?”

      
      The Moor nodded, and she wondered if he could read the fury in her eyes. Anger kept her fear at bay. Her fear of what being
         bedded by a Black Crucifer might involve.
     

      
      “My lord,” Josh interrupted.

      
      Atilo raised his bow. “Did I tell you to speak?” His finger began tightening on the trigger.

      
      “Let him speak.”
     

      
      
      “My lady, you’re in no …”

      
      “… position to demand anything?” said Lady Giulietta bitterly. She’d never been in a position to demand anything as far as
         she could see. At least not since her mother was murdered. Giulietta was a Millioni. A princess. She had one of the most gilded
         childhoods in Venice. Everyone envied her.
     

      
      She’d swap all of it for …

      
      Lady Giulietta bit her lip so hard it bled. There were days when her self-pity nauseated even herself. This was turning out
         to be one of them.
     

      
      “Let’s hear what he has to say,” she suggested.

      
      Atilo lowered his tiny crossbow. A nod said the boy was reprieved, for now. “This had better be good.”

      
      “We should get off the streets, my lord.”

      
      “That’s it?” Atilo sounded astonished. “That’s your contribution? You’re a split second away from death. And you think we
         should get off the streets?”
     

      
      “It’s almost dark.”

      
      “They’re afraid of the Watch,” Giulietta said.

      
      She wasn’t surprised. Beat you and violate you, smash your face and twist your arms if you don’t do everything they want. That sounded as if the girl spoke from experience.
     

      
      “Not the Watch,” the younger boy said dismissively. “We ain’t afraid of them now. They don’t go out after dark.”

      
      “They’re the Watch,” Giulietta said.

      
      “Got more sense,” he told her. “Not with what’s out there.”

      “And what is out there?” she asked. Perhaps the small boy didn’t
         see Atilo’s warning scowl. Perhaps he wasn’t bothered.
     

      
      “Demons.”

      
      “No,” his sister said. “They’re monsters.”

      
      “Atilo …” She shouldn’t be using his name like that. Not without “my lord” or whatever title he held since the Regent had
         stripped him of Admiral of the Middle Sea, which had been his position under Marco III … The late, and very lamented Duke Marco III. Since his son, Marco IV, her poor cousin, was a twitching simpleton.
     

      
      “What?” His tone was sharp.

      
      “We can’t just leave them.”

      
      “Yes,” he said. “We can.” Atilo stopped at an owl’s hoot, his shoulders relaxing slightly. When he hooted back, the owl hooted
         in return. “It’s you we can’t leave.” There was bitterness in his voice.
     

      
      “But you would if you could …?”

      
      “I have fifteen blades out there. The best I’ve trained. My deputy, his deputy, thirteen others. Good soldiers. If half come
         through this alive I’ll be grateful.”
     

      
      Giulietta didn’t recognise him as the old man who had carved her a wooden toy as a child. This was the Atilo people saw in
         battle.
     

      
      “Are we heading for safety?”

      
      He turned, looked at her. A hard glare that softened slightly. “There is no safety tonight, my lady. Not here and not now.
         The best I can do is hope to keep you alive.”
     

      
      “And the children?”

      
      “They’re dead already. Leave them.”

      
      “I can’t … We can’t …” She plucked at his sleeve. “Please.”

      “You want them saved?”

      
      “Yes,” she said, grateful. Thinking he’d changed his mind.

      
      “Then let them be. They stand a better chance of living if they hide now. Not much, admittedly. But staying with you will
         certainly get them killed.”
     

      
      Lady Giulietta looked sick.

      
      “It’s you our enemies want. Well, it is now.”

      
      Taking a stiletto from his hip, he reversed it fluidly, offering her its handle over the edge of his forearm. Sweet Lord, she thought. He’s serious. From the knot in her guts, her body was ahead of her brain. She was afraid the knot would let go and she’d disgrace herself
         in front of the old man.
     

      
      
      “Find a tanner’s pit,” Atilo snapped at Josh’s group. “Shouldn’t be hard round here. Squat in it up to your necks. Don’t move.
         Keep silent until morning.”
     

      
      “The demons hate water?”

      
      “They hunt by smell. You stink of piss already. Find a tanner’s pit and you might get lucky.” Atilo turned without further
         thought. They were gone already as far as he was concerned.
     

      
      “Stay close,” he told Giulietta.

      
      Atilo used a sottoportego, an underpass beneath a tenement building, to reach a tiny square. At its far edge, the square was prevented from crumbling
         into a narrow canal by oak stakes along its bank. Slicing a rope to a shabby gondola, Atilo kicked it away from the side to
         make a makeshift bridge. Once Lady Giulietta was over, he cut the remaining rope and jumped for safety as the boat drifted
         away.
     

      
      “Where are we going?”

      
      “I have a house,” he said.

      
      “Ca’ il Mauros?” Her heart sank. To reach there from here, they’d need to cross the Grand Canal by gondola twice, or walk
         round it, which would double the distance and take them down one of the most dangerous streets in Venice.
     

      
      “A different house,” he told her.

      
      When he reached for her hand, it was not to comfort her, but to grip her wrist and start dragging. He wanted her to walk faster.

      
      “Atilo, you’re …” Giulietta shut her mouth. The old man was trying to save her. He was furious, in a way she’d never seen,
         his face a battle mask, his eyes hard in the darkness.
     

      
      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      
      He stopped, and Giulietta thought … For a second, she thought he’d forget himself and slap her. Then there was no time to
         think more of that, because a grotesque figure watched them from a square ahead.
     

      
      “This way.”

      
      A yank on her wrist hurled her towards an alley. Only that way out of the new square was blocked as well. As were the other two exits.
     

      
      “Kill yourself,” Atilo said.

      
      Giulietta gaped at him.

      
      “Not now, you little fool. If I’m dead, and they’re dead …” He pointed to silhouettes appearing in the shadows. Some stood
         near the grotesques who blocked the exits, others stood on rooftops or balconies. “Don’t let yourself be taken.”
     

      
      “They’ll rape me?”

      
      “You can survive that. What the Wolf Brothers do you don’t survive. Although you might be more use to them alive and unharmed.
         Which means you must definitely kill yourself.”
     

      
      “Self-murder is a sin.”

      
      “Letting yourself be captured is a worse one.”

      “To God?”

      
      “To Venice. Which is what matters.”

      
      Serenissima, the name poets gave to the Serene Republic of Venice, was an inaccurate term. Since the city was neither serene
         nor, these days, a republic.
     

      
      In Atilo’s opinion, it was most like a bubbling pot into which some celestial threw endless grains of rice. And though each
         morning began with the bodies of beggars against walls, new born infants in back canals, paupers dumped to avoid the inconvenience
         of burying them – those unwanted, even by the unwanted – the city remained as crowded, and as packed, and as expensive, as
         he remembered it ever having been.
     

      
      In summer the poor slept on roofs, on balconies or in the open air. When winter came, they crowded squalid tenements. They
         shat, copulated, fought and quarrelled in public, seen by other adults as well as by their own children. The stairwells of
         the tenements had a permanent odour of poverty. Unwashed, unloved, stinking of sewage, and a greasy misery that oiled the
         skin until it looked and smelt like wet leather.
     

      
      
      A dozen scholars had drawn maps of Venice. Including a Chinese cartographer sent by the Great Khan, who’d heard of this capital
         with canals where roads should be and wanted to know how much of it was true. None of the maps were accurate, however, and
         half the streets had more than one name anyway.
     

      
      Running through what he thought of Venice, Atilo il Mauros wondered, in retrospect, why he felt reluctant to leave it and
         the life he’d made here. Was it simply that this was not the way he’d intended to die? In a squalid campo, near a ramshackle church, because every campo had one of those. Although not usually this run-down. A church, a broken wellhead, ruined brick houses …
     

      
      He’d hoped to die in his bed years from now.

      
      His wife, beautifully stricken, backlit by a gentle autumn sun; a boy at the bed’s foot, staring sorrowfully. To have this,
         of course, he’d need a wife. A wife, a son and heir, maybe a couple of daughters, if they weren’t too much trouble.
     

      
      After the siege of Tunis, Duke Marco III had offered him a deal. The duke would spare the city and Atilo would serve Venice
         as Admiral. If Atilo refused, every man, woman and child in the North African city would be slaughtered; including Atilo’s
         own family. The great pirate of the Barbary Coast could turn traitor to those he loved and save them, or stay loyal and condemn
         them to death.
     

      
      Bastard, Atilo thought with admiration.
     

      
      Even now, decades later, he could remember his awe at the brutality of Marco’s offer. In a single afternoon Atilo uttered
         the words that divorced his wife, renounced his children, converted his religion and bound him to Venice for life.
     

      
      In taking the title of Lord Admiral of the Middle Sea, he had saved those who would hate him for the rest of their lives.
         In public, he’d been Marco III’s adviser. In private he’d been the man’s chief assassin. The enemy, who became his master,
         ended as his friend. Atilo would die for that man’s niece.
     

      
      
      This was the biggest gathering of Wolf Brothers in Atilo’s lifetime – and he was shocked to discover so many in his city.
         Well, the city Atilo he’d come to love. Atilo knew what this battle meant. To fight krieghund in the open like this would destroy the Assassini, quite possibly leave him without an heir. Destroying the Assassini would
         leave Venice without protection.
     

      
      Was her life worth that much?

      
      He knew the girl behind him had caught the moment he wanted to slap her. Fifteen-year-old princesses were not meant to run
         away, unhappily betrothed or not. They were not meant to be able to run away. A savage whipping would await her if she lived; assuming Atilo told the truth about her flight. Alonzo would
         see to the whipping even if her aunt objected. For a woman so fond of poisoning her enemies Alexa could be very forgiving
         where her niece was concerned.
     

      
      “My lord …”

      
      A black-clad man appeared out of the darkness, sketched a quick bow and instinctively checked what weapons his chief was carrying.
         He relaxed slightly when he saw the little crossbow.
     

      
      “Silver-tipped, my lord?”

      
      “Obviously.”

      
      The man glanced at Giulietta, his eyes widening when he realised she carried Atilo’s dagger.

      
      “She has her orders,” Atilo said. “Yours are to die protecting her.”

      
      There were twenty-one in the Scuola di Assassini, including Atilo. In the early days he’d given his followers Greek letters
         as names, but he drew his apprentices from the poorest levels of the city and many had trouble with their own alphabet. These
         days he used numbers instead.
     

      
      The middle-aged man in front of him was No. 3.

      
      No. 2 was in prison in Cyprus on charges that couldn’t be proved; he would be released or simply disappear. Knowing Janus
         it would be the latter. No. 4 was in Vienna to kill Emperor Sigismund. A task he would probably fail. No. 7 guarded their headquarters. No. 13 was in Constantinople. And No. 17 was in
         Paris trying to poison a Valois princeling. In theory, only one of them needed to survive to ensure the scuola, the Scuola di Assassini, continued unbroken.
     

      
      Sixteen Assassini against six enemies.

      
      With those odds victory should be certain. But Atilo knew what was out there: the emperor’s krieghund. His blades would die in reverse order. The most junior trying to exhaust the beasts so their seniors had a chance of success.
         Atilo was arbiter of what success entailed. Tonight it meant keeping Lady Giulietta out of enemy hands. “Go die,” he ordered
         his deputy.
     

      
      The man’s grin disappeared into the night.

      
      “Numerical,” Atilo heard him shout, and hell opened as a snarling, silver-furred beast stalked into the square, leaving a
         screaming, vaguely man-shaped lump of meat in an alley mouth behind.
     

      
      “What is it?” Giulietta asked, far too loudly.

      
      “Krieghund,” Atilo snapped. “Speak again and I’ll gag you.” Sighting his crossbow, he fired. But the beast swatted aside the silver
         bolt and turned on an Assassino approaching from its blind side. The kill was quick and brutal. A claw caught the side of
         the boy’s skull, dragging him closer. A bite to the neck half removed his head.
     

      
      “I thought they were a myth,” Giulietta whispered, then clapped her hand over her mouth and backed away from Atilo.

      
      The Moor grinned sourly. She was learning. Give him the girl for a few months and he’d give her aunt and uncle something worth
         keeping, and not just keeping alive. But they didn’t want something to keep. They wanted something unbroken they could trade.
     

      
      In a miracle of luck and poor judgement the third most junior Assassino hurled himself at the creature in front of him, ducked
         under a claw and managed to stab his sword into the beast’s side before the krieghund struck. The young man died with his neck broken and his throat spraying blood.
     

      
      “Kill the beast,” Giulietta begged.

      
      “I don’t have arrows to waste.” Sweeping his gaze over the small, dark square, Atilo concluded fifty people must be watching
         from behind shutters. Houses this poor lacked glass. So they could hear as well.
     

      
      None would help. Why would they?

      
      “Look,” he told her, pointing at the krieghund on its knees. As she looked, the beast began to change, its face flattening and its shoulders becoming narrower. Giulietta
         took a second to understand what she was seeing. A wolfthing becoming a man, who stopped howling and started trying to shovel
         loops of gut back into his gaping stomach.
     

      
      “Now we kill him.”

      
      Out of the darkness came an Assassino, his sword already drawn back to take the dying man’s head. Blood pumped in a fountain
         and fell like rain. The battle was ferocious after that. Beasts and men hacking at each other. And then men lay dead in the
         dirt. Most in riveted mail, a few naked.
     

      
      “My lord …”

      
      Giulietta was finding her nerve, addressing him politely now. She still looked pale in the moonlight. They all looked pale
         to him. At least she’d stopped shivering and now held his dagger more confidently. There was an old-fashioned Millioni princess
         in there somewhere.
     

      
      “They’re advancing …”

      
      “I know,” he said, raising his bow.

      
      The officer who took orders originally glanced over, bowing slightly in reply to Atilo’s nod, to acknowledge whatever passed
         between them. He signalled to those of the Assassini who remained and they attacked as one.
     

      
      The last stages of the fight were brief and brutal.

      
      
      Swords slashing, daggers sliding under ribs, blood spraying. The stink was the stink of the abattoir; of shit and blood and
         open guts. The men died well, but they died, and, in the end, most corpses were clothed, a handful were naked and one furred
         half-corpse lurched towards Atilo, a dagger jutting from its ribs.
     

      
      “Kill it,” Giulietta begged.

      
      Sighting his crossbow, Atilo fired for the creature’s throat.

      
      The beast staggered, but kept coming. Straight into a second arrow. Hooking back his string, Atilo slotted a third, and would
         have fired had the krieghund not slashed the bow from his hand.
     

      
      Never thought I’d die like this.

      
      The thought came and went. There were worse ways to go than facing a creature from hell. But he had Marco III’s niece behind
         him and he couldn’t just … “Don’t,” he shouted. He was too late, however.
     

      
      Stepping out from behind him, Giulietta rammed her stiletto into the krieghund’s side, twisting hard. She went down when the creature cracked its elbow into her head. It was stooping for the kill, when
         a piece of night sky detached itself, dropping in a crackle of old leather and dry clicks. Atilo took the opening. Stabbing
         a throwing knife into the beast’s heart.
     

      
      “Alexa …?”

      
      The square of leather bumped into ground-floor shutters, crawled between rusting bars and hung itself upside down. Wings folding
         to a fraction of their previous size as golden eyes glared from a face disgusted with the world.
     

      
      “Giulietta’s still alive?”

      
      Kneeling, Atilo touched his fingers to the girl’s throat. “Yes, my lady.”

      
      “Good. We’ll need her now more than ever.” The bat through which Giulietta’s aunt had watched the battle turned its attention
         to the krieghund’s death agony. “You’ve upset him.” The words were thin. A whisper of wind forced from a throat not made for speech.
     

      
      
      “He’s dying.”

      
      “Not him, fool. His master. Leopold will try stealing her again.”

      
      Atilo considered pointing out that the German prince hadn’t stolen her this time. Lady Giulietta had stolen herself.

      
      “Then we hunt Leopold down and kill him.”

      
      “He has protection,” whispered the bat. “He will be more cautious now. He will move more carefully. And he will rebuild his
         Wolf Brothers. And then all this will start again. Slaughtered children and the Night Watch too scared to do their job. Until
         we grow tired and beg for the truce he keeps offering us.”
     

      
      “This is our city.”

      
      “Yes,” said the bat. “But he’s the German emperor’s bastard.”

      
      The second time someone didn’t come when he knocked, Atilo kicked the door off its hinges and entered with a throwing dagger
         in his hand.
     

      
      “Boil water,” he ordered. “And fetch me thread.”

      
      A combination of the blade he carried, his air of command and his absolute certainty he would be obeyed was enough to make
         the householder put down an iron bar, bow low and order his wife into the kitchen at the back.
     

      
      “Who sleeps above?” Atilo pointed over his head.

      
      “My daughter …”

      
      “Bring her down.”

      
      “My lord.”

      
      Atilo caught fear in his voice. “I don’t want your damn daughter,” he said brusquely. “I want her bed, and privacy. Leave
         hot water, a needle and thread outside her door.”
     

      
      “Thread, sir?”

      
      The Moor sighed. “Find a horsehair, boil it in the water, and the needle while you’re at it. Knock when they’re ready.” Disappearing
         into the night, he returned carrying Giulietta, her legs hanging over his arms, her head thrown back to reveal blood in her
         hair.
     

      
      
      “You know who I am?”

      
      The man, the woman and their newly arrived daughter shook their heads. The daughter was about twelve, wrapped in a blanket,
         and flinched when he turned his attention to her. “Did you see the battle?”
     

      
      “No one here saw anything, my lord.”

      
      “Right answer,” said Atilo, pushing past towards the stairs.
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      New Year 1407

      
      In the days then weeks and finally months that followed that autumn’s pitched battle between the Assassini and the Wolf Brothers
         – a battle known only to a few – plans went forward for the marriage of Lady Giulietta to Janus, King of Cyprus.
     

      
      As the year dragged towards its end and another was born, on 25 December, the same day as the Christian Lord, Atilo il Mauros
         – who wasn’t quite sure which god he acknowledged – licked his wounds and wondered how to keep the destruction of his Assassini
         secret.
     

      
      The girl they’d died protecting simply waited to meet her new husband. Although she should have realised he wouldn’t come
         himself. Instead, he sent an Englishman, Sir Richard Glanville, as his envoy.
     

      
      Arriving in mid-December, the envoy spent Christmas at the ducal palace, while terms were negotiated and arrangements made
         for Lady Giulietta’s departure. When these were agreed, Sir Richard celebrated by offering a hundred gold coins as the prize
         for a gondola race. A foreign noble’s traditional way of ingratiating himself with the Venetian public.
     

      
      However, his generosity failed to impress Lady Giulietta, who resented having to leave her warm quarters for the chill wind of a winter afternoon, and made little attempt to hide it. She
         had no idea that Monday 3 January would change her life. As far as she was concerned, it was the day sleet frizzed her hair
         as she turned out to watch the end of another stupid race.
     

      
      “They say Crucifers prefer men.”

      
      Sir Richard’s simple breastplate was half hidden by the cloak of his order. His only jewellery was a ring marrying him to
         his priory. By contrast, the captain of Giulietta’s escort wore red hose, scarlet shoes and a brocade doublet short enough
         to show his codpiece. Both men were watching a merchant’s wife.
     

      
      “My lady. Are you sure about that?”

      
      “Eleanor …” Giulietta started to reprimand her lady-in-waiting and then shrugged. “Perhaps Sir Richard’s the exception.”

      
      “Perhaps the rumour is wrong.”

      
      “You like him!”

      
      “My lady.”
     

      
      “You do!”

      
      Eleanor was thirteen and Giulietta’s cousin. She had the dark eyes, black hair and olive skin of those who mix northern blood
         with blood from the south. She was loyal but quite capable of answering back. “He’s a White Crucifer.”
     

      
      “So?” Giulietta demanded.

      
      “Crucifers are celibate.”

      
      “Supposedly.”

      
      “What do you think they’re discussing?” Eleanor asked, trying to change the subject. Although all that happened was that Giulietta’s
         scowl deepened.
     

      
      “My engagement. All anybody talks about.”

      
      “She’s interesting.”

      
      Captain Roderigo regarded the merchant’s wife with surprise. She was certainly blonde, and pink-skinned, big-breasted and
         big-boned. With thighs made to cushion a man’s head. But interesting?
     

      
      
      “I meant your Lady Giulietta.”

      
      Both men glanced towards the Millioni princess.

      
      Her family had worn the biretum, that oddly shaped cap adopted by the doges of old, for five generations. Earlier dukes were elected, however corrupt that
         election. Marco Polo’s descendants claimed it by birth. Their palace was grander than the Medici’s. Their mainland estates
         wider than the Pope’s own. They were aggressive, avaricious and scheming. Essential qualities for a princely family. To these
         they added a fourth, murderous. Their arm was long. The blade it held sharp.
     

      
      “The Millioni have kept us free.”

      
      “From whom?” Sir Richard asked, sounding surprised.

      “Everyone. Venice balances on a rope, with predators waiting in the pit
         below. They see us dance elegantly, pirouette daintily; dressed in our gaudy clothes. And never ask the reason we stay high
         on our rope.”
     

      
      “And who are the predators?”

      
      Roderigo regarded him sharply. “We have the German emperor to the north. The emperor of Byzantium to the south. The Pope has
         declared the Millioni false princes. Making them fair game for any penitent with a sharp dagger and a guilty conscience. The Mamluks covet our trade routes.
         The King of Hungary wants his Schiavoni colonies in Dalmatia back. Everyone offers to protect us from everyone else. Who do
         you think the predators are?”
     

      
      “So you marry Giulietta to Janus because it will help protect those trade routes? Poor child …”

      
      Finding them watching her, Giulietta turned away.

      
      “She makes no pretence to be pleased,” said Sir Richard, then shrugged. “Why would she? Janus is years older. I imagine she
         dreams of the Florentine.”
     

      
      “Cosimo?”

      
      “He’s … what? A few years older than her? Educated, loves music, dresses well. He’s even said to be handsome.”

      
      “She fancies no one,” Roderigo said. “Not even,” he said, trying to sweeten the truth, “a ruggedly handsome, war-hardened veteran like me.”
     

      
      Sir Richard snorted.

      
      “Anyway, she can’t marry the Medici. Florence is our enemy.”

      “So were we until your ambassador proposed this match at the
         funeral of our late queen. Janus was surprised by your timing.”
     

      
      Roderigo wasn’t.

      
      Venice’s ambassador to Cyprus had the patience of a baited bear and the subtlety of a rampaging bull. He’d been given the
         post because Duchess Alexa couldn’t stand his presence in her city any longer.
     

      
      “Look,” said Roderigo. “You should tell Giulietta that Cyprus is beautiful. That Janus is struck dumb by the beauty of her
         portrait.”
     

      
      “I’m a Crucifer.” Sir Richard said ruefully. “We don’t lie.”

      “You have to entice her.”

      
      “You’ve visited Janus’s island? Then you know the truth. The summers burn, the winters are bleak. The only thing he has in
         abundance are rocks and goats. I won’t embellish the truth to impress her.”
     

      
      Roderigo sighed.

      
      “On to other matters,” Sir Richard said. “Who takes the tenth chair?”

      
      Glancing round, as if to indicate that simply asking was unwise, Roderigo muttered, “Impossible to say. No doubt the decision
         will be a wise one.”
     

      
      “No doubt.”

      
      The city’s inner council had one seat vacant. Obviously enough, that seat was in the gift of Marco IV, reigning Duke of Venice
         and Prince of Serenissima. Unfortunately, Marco had little interest in politics.
     

      
      “Surely you have some idea?”

      
      “It depends …”

      
      “On what?”

      
      
      After another quick glance, Roderigo said, “Whether the Regent or the duchess get to choose.” They walked on in uneasy silence
         after that. Until Sir Richard stopped at a proclamation nailed to a church door.
     

      
      Wanted.
Axel, a master glass blower.
Fifty gold ducats to anyone who captures him. Death to anyone
who aids his escape. This is the judgement of the Ten.

      
      The glass-blower was described as thickset, heavy of gut and white at the temples, with a lurid scar along his left thumb.
         If he had any sense, he’d crop his hair. Moreover, skulking in fear for his life should shrink his gut. The scar would be
         harder to hide, however.
     

      
      “Will you find him?”

      
      “We usually do.”

      
      “What happens to his family?”

      
      Roderigo checked that his charges were walking arm-in-arm ahead; one sullen, the other watchful. Being Giulietta’s lady-in-waiting
         was an honour, but not an easy one. “They’ll be questioned obviously.”
     

      
      “They haven’t been already?”

      
      “Of course they’ve …” Roderigo’s voice was loud enough to make Lady Eleanor look back. “Yes,” he hissed. “They’ve been questioned.
         One son-in-law and a grandchild are dead. The Council examines the others tomorrow.”
     

      
      “And then …?”

      
      “Death between the lion and the dragon.”

      
      Two columns marked the lagoon edge of the piazzetta, a small square attached to San Marco’s much larger one. One topped by a winged lion, the other by Saint Todaro slaying a
         dragon. It was here that traitors died.
     

      
      “Why kill them if they know nothing?”

      
      
      “What do you know about Murano?”

      
      “Little enough. You don’t encourage strangers.”

      
      “The glassmakers’ island has its own courts and cathedral, its own coinage, its own bishop. It even has its own Golden Book.
         A good portion of Venice’s wealth comes from its secrets.”
     

      
      Captain Roderigo paused to let that sink in.

      
      “It’s the only place in the world where artisans are patrician and skill with your hands earns you the right to wear a sword
         in public.”
     

      
      “This comes at a price?”

      
      Honesty kept Roderigo from lying. Glass-blowers couldn’t leave Murano without permission and the penalty for a Muranesq caught
         trying to abandon Venice was death. “Didn’t you need your Prior’s permission to leave Cyprus?” he added, refusing to concede
         the point entirely.
     

      
      “I’m a Crucifer.” Sir Richard’s voice was amused. “I wake, sleep, piss and fight on the orders of my Prior. And we should
         stop talking. Ignoring Lady Giulietta makes it hard for her to ignore us.”
     

      
      Roderigo laughed. “She’s young,” he said. “And Janus has …” He hesitated. “A strange reputation.”

      
      “For liking boys?”

      
      “Also pain.”

      
      “The last is a lie.”

      
      “Yet he married his late wife for love?”

      
      “Bedded her once. And was stricken when she died. Your Lady Giulietta will not have an easy time of it.”

      
      First out of the Grand Canal and already speeding towards the piazzetta, a curly-haired boy and his Nubian companion were far enough ahead to have a length between them and the first of those behind.
     

      
      Maybe the lightness of their boat made up for the slightness of its crew.

      
      
      Two boys rowing, where others had three, five or even seven working an oar. All stood, using a single oar each. There were
         ten thousand gondolini in Venice and each was taxed yearly. That was how their number was known.
     

      
      A hundred and fifty craft had set out, hoping to race round the city’s edge, before returning along the reversed S of the
         Canalasso, as the Venetians called their largest canal. Although most were gondolini, the boat in front was not.
     

      
      “What is it?” Sir Richard asked Roderigo. Then, remembering his manners, added. “Perhaps her ladyship knows?”

      
      “Eleanor?”

      
      Her lady-in-waiting didn’t know either.

      
      “A vipera,” Roderigo said. “Mostly used for smuggling.”
     

      
      “It’s a vipera,” Giulietta said flatly. “Mostly used for smuggling.”
     

      
      “Equally pointed at both ends?”

      
      Roderigo nodded. “Instead of turning his boat, the oarsman turns himself, while my men are still turning their gondolini. It’s rare to see one used openly.”
     

      
      “And the name is from viper?”
     

      
      “Because they strike fast.”

      
      “Smugglers who strike fast. Or maybe such boats have other uses?”

      
      Roderigo smiled at the dryness in Sir Richard’s voice. Venice was known as the city of gilt, glass and assassinations. The
         whole of Italy knew why the boats racing towards the finish were black.
     

      
      Eleven years earlier, in the year of Our Lord 1396, a gondola had drawn alongside the ornately painted craft carrying Giulietta’s
         mother, Zoë dei San Felice. The crossbow bolt that killed her passed through her oarsman first. When the oarsman crawled to
         her side, the late duke’s only sister was dead.
     

      
      A sumptuary law passed that evening instructed that all gondolini be painted black. This was not death’s colour in Venice, that was red. But in honour of Zoë’s elegance, all vessels would
         be her favourite colour. The truth was that Marco III had wanted the safety gondolini looking alike would bring his family.
     

      
      The boys in the vipera were extending their lead when the boat closest behind rocked suddenly and tipped, losing its crew with a splash. Glancing
         back, the curly-haired boy shouted something and his Nubian companion started to laugh.
     

      
      “That was Dolphino taking a ducking,” Roderigo said, as if this explained everything. “He can’t bear losing.”

      
      “You mean …?”

      
      Lady Giulietta curled her lip. “That was no accident.”

      
      “By tonight,” added Roderigo, “Dolphino will have been closing the gap and about to win. And the boys who just stopped will
         have sacrificed their second place to help a friend.”
     

      
      “Let’s get this over with,” Giulietta said

      
      Gathering her gown, she stepped from a wooden walkway on to slippery brick and headed for the finish line. Sir Richard followed,
         wondering how King Janus would deal with his strong-willed bride.
     

      
      “Your names?” Roderigo asked.

      
      “Iacopo, my lord.” Cheaply dressed but freshly razored, the curly-haired boy bowed with lazy grace, as if born to court rather
         than the poverty his jacket suggested. “And this is … a slave.” The slave bowed low in the Eastern style, silver thimbles
         dancing at the ends of a dozen tight braids.
     

      
      “Well done,” Sir Richard said.

      
      The curly-haired boy smiled.

      
      A wide face and brown eyes. Strong arms and … His virility made obvious by the tightness of his hose and the salt spray that
         soaked them.
     

      
      “Eleanor,” Lady Giulietta said. “You’re staring.”

      
      The girl flushed with embarrassment.

      
      “The distance?” Sir Richard asked quickly.

      
      “Nine mille passum, my lord. Seven thousand paces around the edge, and two thousand back through the canal. The waves were tough to the north, but she’s good …” He nodded to the vipera in pride.
     

      
      “Yours?”

      
      “My master’s.”

      
      Realising the silence following was a question in itself, the boy added. “Lord Atilo il Mauros. He’s …”

      
      Sir Richard knew. “Your winnings,” he said, offering a purse.

      The young man bowed again, and couldn’t resist weighing the
         purse in his hand. His grin showed white, and crinkled the edges of his eyes.
     

      
      “Eleanor …”

      
      “I’m not the one gawping.”

      
      Giulietta glanced sharply at her lady-in-waiting.

      
      “And have this,” Roderigo added hastily, shucking himself out of his brocade doublet. It was outdated and darned, but the
         victor’s eyes widened and then he scowled.
     

      
      “Silver thread, my lord.”

      
      Tattered brocade he might get away with. However, silver thread, like gold thread, fur, enamel, silk and embroidery, was denied
         to servants by law.
     

      
      “I doubt the Watch will arrest this afternoon’s winner before nightfall and you can have your woman pick it clean by tomorrow.”

      
      “I don’t have one, my lord.”

      
      “You will tonight,” Sir Richard promised.
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      Grateful to be free of the wind in their faces, Lady Giulietta’s party were walking away from the salt spray and the bobbing
         boat of the victors when Roderigo became aware of footsteps behind him.
     

      
      “My lord …”

      
      Turning, he found the curly-haired boy. “Iacopo, isn’t it?”

      The young man was pleased the captain remembered his name. “Yes,
         my lord. Forgive me. You know Lady Desdaio, I believe?”
     

      
      Roderigo nodded.

      
      “Intimately, my lord?”

      
      The captain’s scowl was so fierce Iacopo stepped back.

      
      “I have no doubt of Lady Desdaio’s honour,” Roderigo said fiercely. “No one has any doubt about her honour. Understand me?”
     

      
      Nodding, Iacopo bowed low for causing offence. After which, he chewed his lip and shuffled his feet like the street urchin
         he’d probably been. His was a face found everywhere in Venice. A curving mouth and knowing eyes framed by curls. His straight,
         unbroken nose was less usual. It said that either he disliked fights or fought well.
     

      
      
      “What about her?”

      
      “She is betrothed to my master.”

      
      Roderigo was not a man of tempers.

      
      He did his job well and both the Regent and duchess used him when they needed a good officer. He’d reached his post as head
         of the Venetian customs by hard work, having entered as a junior lieutenant. All the same, there was a blackness to his gaze
         as it swept the herringbone brick of the piazzetta that made people look away.
     

      
      “When did this happen?”

      
      “Yesterday, my lord … I learnt this morning when preparing for the race. Lord Atilo came to wish me luck.”

      
      “I see,” Roderigo said tightly.

      
      Full-breasted, plump and buxom, Desdaio Bribanzo was his ideal of beauty. Hell, she was the city’s ideal. Only her hair let
         her down. This was chestnut rather than the reddish blonde Venice favoured.
     

      
      Unlike other girls, she refused to dye it.

      
      At twenty-three, Desdaio combined huge eyes, a sweet face and sweeter smile with being heiress to a vast fortune. Her father
         imported more pepper, cinnamon and ginger than any other noble in the city. Obviously enough, she had more suitors than any
         of her rivals. One of whom was Roderigo. They’d known each other since childhood. He’d thought they liked each other well
         enough.
     

      
      “Why tell me this?”

      
      “I’d heard … Your kindness. The coat …” Iacopo stuttered to a halt and went back to shuffling his feet.

      
      “Lord Bribanzo approves?”

      
      “He’s still in Rome, my lord.”

      
      “In which case we’ll see what he says. She wouldn’t be the first to give her heart to one man while her father gives her body
         to another.”
     

      
      “This case is complicated.” Iacopo chose his words carefully, keeping his face neutral as he waited for the captain to ask
         why.
     

      
      
      “So tell me,” Roderigo growled.

      
      “She has moved herself into Ca’ il Mauros.”

      
      “My God. Her father will …”

      
      “Be furious, my lord. None the less, if she stays even a single night there unchaperoned. No parental fury can undo the damage
         that does her.”
     

      
      “She has gold.” Roderigo said flatly. “It will be enough.”

      Iacopo sucked his teeth, as if to say the ways of women, particularly
         noble and rich ones, were beyond him. And if the brave captain said this was the case, who was he to disagree?
     

      
      The Ca’ Ducale was built using pillars, window frames and door arches looted from other cities. Its style, however, was unique.
         Round arches from the Orthodox East combined with mauresque fretwork and pointed windows from Western Gothic; mixed in a fashion
         only found in one city in the world: this one.
     

      
      This theft of materials was not the insult.

      
      Nor was the fact that the palace and its basilica both used materials stolen from mosques, synagogues and even churches. How
         could one expect better of a place where Venetian first, Christian second was said daily?
     

      
      The insult was more subtle.

      
      The palace said to foreign princes, You hide behind fortified walls in ugly castles. I live on islands in the sea. My power
         is so great I can afford to live behind walls so thin they could be made from glass. That fact had not occurred to Captain
         Roderigo until Sir Richard pointed it out to him.
     

      
      “Sir Richard, perhaps you could …”

      
      Indicating Giulietta discreetly, and then the nearest palace door, Roderigo said, “I have official matters waiting.”

      
      “You’re not dining with us?”

      
      “As I said, duty calls.”

      
      Sir Richard scowled. “I don’t suppose …”

      
      “Me,” said Roderigo, “the duke can manage without. You, he is expecting for supper. Well,” he added, more honestly, “I’m sure the Regent and Duchess Alexa expect you. His highness …”
     

      
      There was no need to say more.

      
      “This business had to do with the customs office?”

      
      Roderigo jerked his head at a dozen ships moored on a stretch of lagoon reserved for those in quarantine. Since God’s wrath
         killed half of Venice sixty years before ships now waited offshore to make certain they carried no disease.
     

      
      “We think one of those might already have taken the glass-blower aboard. We’ll be boarding the ship tonight.”

      
      “Which one?”

      
      “See the last?”

      
      Sir Richard peered into the sleet. After a second, Roderigo realised that Giulietta and her lady-in-waiting had joined them.

      
      “Moorish,” Eleanor said.

      
      Giulietta shook her head. “Mamluk,” she corrected. Seeing Sir Richard’s surprise, she added tartly, “When there’s nothing
         to do but watch ships you learn their flags quickly enough. Any fool can work it out.”
     

      
      Sir Richard’s face went blank.

      
      He had to confirm a treaty, collect his king’s new wife and escort her to Famagusta, where she could watch ships headed north
         for the Venetian ports strung like pearls between Rhodes and the city itself. After this, Giulietta’s temper was the king’s
         business. Sir Richard didn’t look upset at the thought.
     

      
      “What did the ship do wrong?”

      
      “Absolutely nothing,” Roderigo told Lady Eleanor. “It arrived, waited as told, and followed our pilot without arguing the
         price
     

      
      …”

      
      “That’s it?” Giulietta’s lady-in-waiting sounded surprised.

      
      “Paid harbour dues, bought fresh water. They didn’t even try to bribe their way out of quarantine …”

      
      Lady Giulietta snorted. That was suspicious indeed.
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      Inside the customs house, Venice’s famous Dogana fortress, men had been gathering since sunset. Roderigo was the last to arrive.

      
      “Hey, chief …”

      
      The man who spoke was shorter than his commander and half as broad again. He had the wide face, Mongol eyes and tallow skin
         of his father. After fifty years on God’s earth, he still spoke like his mother, a Rialto fishwife.
     

      
      “What?”

      
      “Guess that answers that.”

      
      “Answers what?”

      
      “I was going to ask if you were all right.”

      
      Roderigo had found Temujin drunk in the street begging for alms. In two years he’d gone from mopping floors to sergeant. He
         fought dirty, drank hard and paid his debts; and the troop respected him for it, or had the sense to keep any doubts to themselves.
     

      
      “Everyone here?”

      
      “One’s ill. I’ve borrowed him instead.”

      
      Temujin pointed to a rat-faced man in a Castellani smock, overlaid with a leather jerkin so filthy he could pass unseen on
         a moonless night. The composite bow over his shoulder fired arrows of a kind the captain hadn’t seen in years. Taking another
         look, he noted the shape of the man’s eyes.
     

      
      “I can find someone else.”

      
      “No need.” The Mongols kept a fontego in the city. A trading post where Mongol law applied. Like every other race, they left their bastards.
     

      
      Taking another salted fish, Roderigo chewed it until it was just about soft enough to swallow. He wanted wine to remove the
         aftertaste, but once ordered the temptation to drink would be impossible to bear.
     

      
      Atilo il Mauros had to be sixty-five at the least. His name wasn’t in the Golden Book, the list of noble families with a right
         to sit in Council. Worse, he wasn’t even from Serenissima. He spoke Italian with an Andalusian accent.
     

      
      “Find me wine,” Roderigo demanded.

      
      Temujin looked at him, but sent a trooper for a fresh jug and a squat tumbler on which fading saints stared ghost-like. Having
         filled his glass, Roderigo returned the jug. “Tip the rest away.”
     

      
      “Chief …”

      
      “All right. All right. Share it around. But if one man gets drunk I’ll have him whipped. If someone dies through his folly
         I’ll have him hanged. Make sure they know that.”
     

      
      The men filled their mugs anyway.

      
      “The boats are ready?”

      
      Of course the boats were ready. The boats were always ready. But Temujin made do with a brief nod before asking if there was
         anything else his captain wanted.
     

      
      Other than the head of Atilo on a spit?

      
      The upstairs office to which the Captain of the Dogana took himself had a fire laid, and a stout woman knelt before it. Who,
         Roderigo suspected, could be laid with little enough trouble herself. Maria was Temujin’s woman and the customs house’s unofficial
         maid.
     

      
      
      She had an almost full set of teeth, wide hips and low breasts that shifted as she moved to light his fire. Still crouching,
         she turned and he saw darkness between her thighs. “Is there anything, my lord …?”
     

      
      “No,” Roderigo said.
     

      
      He wanted Desdaio. Who didn’t?

      
      In the corner stood a pair of grinding wheels.

      
      One was coarse, the other so fine he’d never seen another like it. Their combined weight was hard to start rolling but they
         kept revolving longer than a single stone. Sharpening his sword with casual competence, Roderigo honed edge and point until
         both could slice leather, this being what most sailors wore as armour.
     

      
      Temujin knocked as midnight struck.

      
      “Ready when you are, chief.”

      
      The sergeant had checked his men’s weapons but Captain Roderigo rechecked them anyway. Temujin would be disappointed otherwise.
         After the fug inside the fortress, the night felt colder than it was. Drizzle coming in sheets on the wind. With luck, it
         would turn to sleet and fling itself in Mamluk faces, providing cover and allowing Roderigo’s men to approach less carefully.
     

      
      Staring into that wind, Roderigo felt tears fill his angry eyes and cursed himself for stupidity, glad of the darkness. He’d
         watched Desdaio grow from pampered child to a young woman desperate for the freedom her young cousins still had.
     

      
      Of course, her fortune would have helped his. His own house was a ruin, his salary from the Dogana less than he spent. All
         the same, Roderigo hadn’t lied when he told Desdaio he loved her. For her to sneak into another man’s house …
     

      
      Into another man’s bed.

      
      “Chief …”

      
      “What?”
     

      
      His two boats had drawn together in the swell, and Sergeant Temujin was gripping the sides of both to keep them steady. At his anger everyone froze. Now was the time Roderigo was meant
         to say some words. Choose who boarded first. Tell them what he expected to find.
     

      
      “Any special orders, chief?”

      
      He and Temujin had searched a hundred ships before. Everything from visiting Moorish galleys and trade ships from Byzantium
         to Rus boats and even a felucca that sailed all the way from the mouth of the Nile. Why should this one be any different?
         Roderigo felt he owed his sergeant some explanation.
     

      
      “A girl I know is getting married.”

      
      “That’s it?” Temujin looked disgusted.

      
      “There’s red gold,” Roderigo replied. As if his last words were unspoken. “Also Mamluk silver. They’re on the manifest. Three
         leopard skins, sky stone for hardening steel and a box of rubies. All declared. It’s what they’re hiding that worries me.
         I mean, for a Mamluk not to try to barter …”
     

      
      “Chief, can I say something?”

      
      “I don’t have to like it.”

      
      “You won’t. Whoever she is. Forget it. She’s just a slit, pretty or not. You can’t go into a possible battle moping. It’s
         the quickest way to die.”
     

      
      He hated it when Temujin was right.

      
      As the boats separated and one headed into the wind bound for the far side of the Quaja, which was the Mamluk vessel’s name, Sergeant Temujin kept up a count as steady as the Watch’s steps on Piazza San Marco
         at midnight.
     

      
      “Fifty,” he said.

      
      Pulling a wide sash from his pocket, Roderigo draped it over his shoulder and adjusted the weight that kept it at his hip.
         A Venetian officer boarding a foreign vessel had to wear a city sash. It made an insult to the officer an insult to the city.
         An insult to the city was an insult to the duke.
     

      
      This simplified matters.

      
      
      “One hundred,” Temujin said.

      
      “Take us in.”

      
      A swirl of oars carried them close, the Quaja’s side looming so large it threatened to crush their lugger in the swell. An anchor rope hummed with tension above them.
         That was where they would board.
     

      
      “I’ll go first.”

      
      “Chief …”

      
      “You heard me.”

      
      Even Temujin, sworn to protect Roderigo, knew better than to query an order given in the field. When the captain reached deck,
         he found a man from his other lugger already standing over a dead Mamluk.
     

      
      “Sweetly done,” Roderigo said.

      
      At his gesture, others climbed aboard.

      
      “Right,” Temujin said, keeping his voice low. “You and you by that cargo hatch, and you by that door … And you, why isn’t your crossbow loaded?” This last hiss because a string wasn’t ratcheted back.
     

      
      “Give me a …”

      
      One second the sergeant was glaring, the next shock replaced anger in the hiss of an arrow from high overhead. Temujin stared
         at the shaft in his chest.
     

      
      “Rigging,” Roderigo said.

      
      As Temujin fell to his knees, blood running between his fingers, the troop’s newcomer planted his feet, raised his own half
         bow and hesitated.
     

      
      “Dead or alive?”

      
      “Kill him.”

      
      The man put an arrow between crows nest’s boards, through the Mamluk archer’s foot and into his groin. The lookout fell with
         a thud. He should have fired the moment they appeared or held his element of surprise.
     

      
      “Alive was better.” Temujin’s words came from between blood-frothed lips. “So any bastards we leave living could kill him for being useless. Good job he was, though. We’d be fucked otherwise.”
     

      
      “Help Temujin up.”

      
      Two soldiers did as ordered. The arrow was a yard long, with its point exiting from Temujin’s lower back. Sighing with relief,
         Roderigo confirmed the point was unpoisoned and snapped the feathered end without saying what he intended to do.
     

      
      “Bind the arrow in place,” he told a guard.

      
      “Sir …”

      
      “Seen it.” A door was opening. As half a dozen crossbows shifted in that direction, Roderigo said, “Wait on my order.”

      
      Opening a little more, the door suddenly started closing and then stopped. The man behind must know it offered minimal protection.
         Steel-tipped quarrels would rip straight through.
     

      
      “In the name of Marco IV,” Roderigo said. “Show yourself. We search for a missing glass-blower. And have reason to suspect
         he may have come aboard. Any attempt to hinder us will be regarded as an act of war.”
     

      
      The door shut with a bang.

      
      “My God,” one of the men muttered. “We’ve found him.”

      
      It looked that way. Roderigo hoped it was true. Although the glass-blower would die horribly, his children and grandchildren
         – those left living – would be spared a similar fate.
     

      
      Strange words came from behind the door.

      
      Guttural and impassioned, the man speaking sounded young to captain a ship, never mind a vessel as large as the Quaja. When Roderigo didn’t reply, the sentence was repeated, as far as Roderigo could tell word for word. Problem was, Roderigo
         had no idea if it was a question, a statement or a boast that the Quaja’s crew would fight to the death. “Anyone understand that?”
     

      
      The newcomer nodded.

      
      “What are you called?”

      
      Bato sounded like a nickname.

      
      
      “Tell him I’m looking for a glass blower. We think he might have been smuggled aboard this ship.”

      
      “They haven’t got him,” Bato said eventually.

      
      “What’s the language?”

      
      “It’s Turkic. Good Turkic. Formal. Very proper.”

      
      “Tell him I’m Dogana chief and I will search his ship. If what he says is true, he can wait out his quarantine, or sail on tomorrow’s tide. We will count his dead
         and my sergeant’s injury as the cost of a misunderstanding.”
     

      
      The answer when it came was calmer.

      
      No glass-blower was aboard the ship. The manifest of goods given to the Dogana was accurate. All the same, they would let
         the Venetians search where they liked. Since they had nothing to hide.
     

      
      “Tell him, if it was up to me I’d take his word and leave now.”

      
      Untrue, of course, but any honeyed words that helped get this over with, and Temujin to Dr Crow, were fine with Roderigo.
         As he watched, the door opened and a fine-featured Mamluk stood blinking in the moon’s rays. His robe was rich with silver
         thread and a scarlet turban wrapped his skull.
     

      
      He looked little more than a boy.

      
      Identifying Roderigo by his sash, the Mamluk touched his hand to his heart, mouth and forehead in formal greeting and gestured
         the Dogana captain inside.
     

      
      The vessel’s layout was like dozens of others he’d searched before. A captain’s cabin at the stern and quarters for crew below
         deck. Half of that area being put aside for cargo. Below this was a crawl space where the hull curved towards the keel. Under
         that, a stinking slop hole filled with stones for ballast.
     

      
      Roderigo checked the lot. All the time carrying the weight of Desdaio’s betrayal like stones in his own heart. Two of his
         troop were helping Sergeant Temujin towards the upper deck when Roderigo stopped. At a growled order, his men did likewise and a flicker of blind panic filled the Mamluk’s face.
     

      
      The crawl space was twenty-one steps long. The cargo deck nineteen. Had it been reversed Roderigo could have dismissed the
         difference as loss for the curve of the prow. But that way round?
     

      
      “Tell the man we’re going to break this down.”

      
      Roderigo pointed at the bulkhead of the stern. A torrent of impassioned Turkic greeted this news. And the Mamluk went to stand
         in front of it.
     

      
      “He says his ship will sink and we’ll die. It will be your fault and his country will go to war with Serenissima. A thousand
         ships will sail up the Adriatic sacking every Venetian colony on the way.”
     

      
      “Tell him it’s a risk I’ll take.”

      
      It took five minutes to find a large enough axe. In which time the Mamluk’s crew gathered, silent ghosts watching uneasily.
         Only the loaded crossbows of Roderigo’s men kept them from attacking.
     

      
      “Now,” he ordered.

      
      Bato swung the axe.

      
      “And again.”

      
      A second blow widened the crack.

      
      “No water yet,” Temujin growled.

      
      The planks were too thin to be the Quaja’s outer skin and their timber too green. Venice’s own shipwrights used wood from trees stored for at least two years before
         cutting planks that had to dry in their turn.
     

      
      “Hack the lot down.”

      
      Planting his feet, Bato swung a blow to behead a horse. His next opened darkness. And a tanner’s stink of shit and stale piss
         hissed through the gap. Not waiting for more orders, Bato gripped one edge of the planking and tugged. Wood split and a plank
         creaked free from battens behind.
     

      
      Another plank followed just as noisily.

      
      
      “Light,” Roderigo demanded.

      
      Stepping between the wreckage of Bato’s handiwork, he entered a fetid compartment behind the wall. A moment later, the Mamluk
         followed.
     

      
      Roderigo was thirty years old. He’d fought his first battle at fourteen and taken his first girl a year earlier. He’d lived
         through cities sacked, and seen a Florentine spy torn apart by wild horses. He expected the missing glass blower. He got …
     

      
      The captain crossed himself.

      
      A naked boy hung in chains, his wrists raw from fighting shackles. In life, the boy must have been about seventeen. Nineteen
         at the most. Long silver-grey hair half hid a face so beautiful it belonged to an angel. The corpse had the sheen of wet marble.
         Almost alabaster in its translucence.
     

      
      Black earth strewed the deck beneath him.

      
      Lurching past his commander, Sergeant Temujin lifted the boy’s head to the light.

      
      Amber-flecked eyes snapped open.

      
      As the foreign captain shouted a warning, the sergeant drew his dagger, and turned to slash the Mamluk’s throat, drenching
         himself in blood.
     

      
      “Temujin …”
     

      
      “Kill them all,” Temujin shouted.

      
      Outside, his troop obeyed without question. Crossbows snapped, arrows flew, daggers found hearts. Fifteen seconds of hellish
         slaughter ended in the stink of blood, Mamluk corpses, and Bato leaving, bow in hand, to hunt down stragglers.
     

      
      “Burn this boat.”

      
      Roderigo stared at his sergeant.

      
      “Chief … Steal what you need to keep the Regent and duchess sweet and burn everything else. Him included. Because I know what
         that is and it cannot be tamed. The Khan owned one in my grandfather’s time. It killed him.”
     

      
      “Sergeant.”
     

      
      
      Temujin stopped talking.

      
      His eyes were bright with the onset of fever, and the crude bandage around his ribs dark with blood. Only willpower and his
         need to convince Roderigo kept him conscious.
     

      
      “You want to tell me why you killed that man?”

      
      It hurt Temujin, probably more than it hurt to drop to a crouch, but he did it anyway. Opening buttons at the dead Mamluk’s
         neck he revealed the swell of breasts, and said, “She’s got to be someone, chief. To command this ship and carry that.”
     

      
      Temujin meant her prisoner.

      
      “We can’t let anyone find her. And, believe me, you don’t want anyone to find that. Kill it, fire this damn ship and get us out of here.”
     

      
      “I wish it was that simple.”

      
      “It is.”

      
      Roderigo shook his head.

      
      Halfway across the lagoon, while the Dogana troop concentrated on getting their badly wounded sergeant to Dr Crow for treatment,
         the boy made his move. He simply stood, and tipped backwards into the water with a splash.
     

      
      “Kill him,” Roderigo shouted.

      
      Not a single man had his crossbow cocked.

      
      By the time Bato slotted an arrow, his target was being swept away by the cross-currents that made Venice’s lagoon so unpredictable.
         Had the burning Mamluk ship been close enough to light the scene Bato might have had a better chance. He fired anyway.
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