
		
			[image: 9781786480163.jpg]
		

	
		
			By Blood Divided

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Also By

			Also by James Heneage

			Rise of Empires Series

			The Walls of Byzantium

			The Towers of Samarcand

			The Lion of Mistra

		

	
		
			Title

			[image: ]

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Copyright

			This ebook edition first published in 2017 by

			Quercus Editions Ltd

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			An Hachette UK company

			Copyright © 2017 James Heneage

			Maps © 2017 John Gilkes

			The moral right of James Heneage to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any

			information storage and retrieval system,

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available

			from the British Library

			HB ISBN 978 1 78648 014 9

			TPB ISBN 978 1 78648 015 6

			EBOOK ISBN 978 1 78648 016 3

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters,

			businesses, organizations, places and events are

			either the product of the author’s imagination

			or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			Cover design © Ghost

			www.quercusbooks.co.uk

		

	
		
			Dedication

			To Eliza

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			MAPS

			CHARACTER LIST 

			PROLOGUE

			PART ONE

			CHAPTER ONE

			CHAPTER TWO

			CHAPTER THREE

			CHAPTER FOUR

			CHAPTER FIVE

			PART TWO

			CHAPTER SIX

			CHAPTER SEVEN

			CHAPTER EIGHT

			CHAPTER NINE

			CHAPTER TEN

			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			PART THREE

			CHAPTER TWELVE

			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			CHAPTER TWENTY

			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			PART FOUR

			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			CHAPTER THIRTY

			CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

			CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

			CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

			CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

			CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

			CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

			CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

			CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

			CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

			CHAPTER FORTY

			CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

			CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

			CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

			CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

			HISTORICAL NOTE

		

	
		
			MAPS

			[image: ]

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			CHARACTER LIST 

			(Where no dates are given, the character is fictional)

			GREEK (OR ROMAN)

			Constantine XI Palaiologos (1405–1453): last Roman Emperor 

			Theodore II Palaiologos (1396–1448): Constantine’s brother, Despot of Mistra, a holy man

			Cleope Malatesta (1400–1433): Renaissance princess and wife to Theodore, famed for her beauty

			Demetrios Palaiologos (1407–1470): Constantine’s brother, last Despot of Mistra, a weasel

			Georgius Gemistus Plethon (1355–1452): philosopher and disciple of Plato, eccentric

			Loukas Notaras (1402–1453): last Megas Doux of the Byzantine (Roman) Empire

			Gennadius Scholarius (1400–1473): philosopher, theologian and first Patriarch of Constantinople under Ottoman rule

			Luke Magoris: Protostrator of Mistra (Prime Minister), then banker in Venice 

			Siward Magoris: Luke’s grandson and Varangopoulos of the Varangian Guard, reluctant banker in Venice 

			Petros: Siward’s servant, useless but funny

			Eugenius: deviant monk, servant to Gennadius, spy for Venice

			TURKISH (OR OTTOMAN)

			Murad II (1404–1451): Ottoman Sultan, a wise man

			Mehmed II ‘Fatih’ (1432–1481): Ottoman Sultan, son of Murad II, impulsive and cruel

			Candarli Halil (? –1453): First Vizier, executed by Mehmed II after siege

			Zaganos Bey (? –1469): Second Vizier, Mehmed’s favourite

			Baltaoğlu Süleyman Bey (?–-1453): Ottoman admiral of Bulgarian origin

			Makkim: Ottoman general, grandson to Luke Magoris

			Hasan: Aga of the janissaries, indebted to Makkim

			VENETIAN

			Francesco Foscari (1373–1457): Doge of Venice, wise and good until the exile of his son for treason

			Girolamo Minotto (? –1453): Bailo of Constantinople, died at the siege, probably heroically

			Fra Mauro (? –1464): Camaldolese monk and creator of one of the most important maps in history

			Loredan: rich banker

			Zoe Mamonas (once Greek): rich banker and courtesan spy-master

			Violetta Cavarse (once Bulgarian): Venetian courtesan, famed throughout Christendom

			Alessandra Viega: courtesan, her mentor

			GENOESE & PORTUGUESE

			Prince Henry ‘The Navigator’ (1394–1460): great sponsor of exploration from his court at Sagres in Portugal

			Princess (Infanta) Eleanor (1434–1467): his niece, wife to Holy Roman Emperor Frederick III

			Isabella of Burgundy (1397–1471): Duchess of Burgundy, aunt to Eleanor

			Joao Gonçalvez Zarco (1390–1471): explorer and first governor of Madeira

			Giovanni Giustiniani Longo (? –1453): Genoese nobleman from Chios who came to the defence of Constantinople

			Salazar: sea captain, spirited

			HUNGARIAN/GERMAN/POLISH/SCOTTISH

			Frederick III, Holy Roman Emperor (1415–1493): husband to Eleanor of Portugal, mean and dull by repute

			King Lydislaw of Hungary/Poland (1424–1444): young king who died at Battle of Varna (though the Portuguese believe he went to Madeira)

			Christopher Columbus (1451–1506): explorer and Lydislaw’s son, if the Portuguese and Spanish historian Manuel Rosa are to be believed

			Orban (? –1453): Hungarian gun-maker who cast ‘super-guns’ for Mehmed II after Constantine couldn’t afford them

			Johannes Grant (no dates): Scottish engineer employed by Constantine to help defend Constantinople

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			MISTRA, 1421

			In Greece they call it the maistros, the winter wind that blows down from the north-west. That night it roared through the forests and chasms of the Taygetos Mountains then up, up over Mistra’s citadel to fall upon the little city below like a banshee, snatching souls as it passed.

			To one in the room, it was a blessing. The flicker of candle, the explosion of lightning through tall windows – both concealed the shake of a man still too angry to speak. Only two of them could have spoken anyway. The woman on the bed was dead but for the child on top of her, moving to the rhythm of her breathing. An hour into the world, it had yet to open its eyes. The nurse who’d delivered it spoke only when spoken to.

			‘Will she live?’ asked Plethon, his head sunk deep within his ancient frame. Death might not be a hazard to a philosopher in his seventies, but Cleope Malatesta was only twenty-one.

			The nurse gave a little shrug, crossing herself twice. ‘God willing. It was a hard birth but what I’ve given her will let her sleep.’ She paused. ‘The child is strong.’

			‘Then it must be taken now,’ he said softly. ‘While she’s drugged.’ He glanced at the other man. ‘As we agreed, Luke.’

			Luke Magoris forced his fists still. It had been agreed but it was wrong. Lightning struck and the world was petrified. The horror of it: a bastard child allowed to live, but only if he be taken from his mother.

			And what of the father?

			Luke summoned the face of Giovanni, his son, exiled four months ago when the truth could no longer be hidden beneath the loosest of Cleope’s dresses. Another bastard sent away: his bastard. He thought of the man who’d exiled him, the man downstairs whom he’d just spoken to: Theodore Palaiologos, Despot of Mistra and husband to the woman lying on the bed. He thought of a mean, cuckold mouth turned away as it had muttered those awful words.

			‘She must be told that he died at birth. Giovanni too. Either that or the child dies.’

			Above them, the rain rattled the palace roof. ‘I will go too,’ he whispered. ‘I can’t stay here.’

			Plethon looked up, his long beard suddenly free from the folds of his toga. He was Luke’s senior by twenty years and everything about him was old and white. ‘To Venice?’

			Luke nodded. ‘To run the bank. I was tired of being Protostrator anyway. A younger man can do it.’

			Protostrator, second only to the Despot in the kingdom. He’d been it for many, many years but not happily since this despot had taken the throne. Theodore II Palaiologos was spare of spirit, pedantic and querulous. No wonder Cleope had been unable to love him. But could she survive her expedient marriage without Luke there to support her? He thought of the only person who might help her to.

			‘I must go to Siward,’ he said.

			‘Not yet.’

			Plethon walked over to the bed, lifted the boy and took him over to the nurse, placing him gently in her arms. Luke noticed blood on the sheet where he’d lain. Whose? He watched Plethon pause to look into the tiny face, then look back at him.

			‘Now you can go.’

			‘And you?’

			‘I’ll see the child off.’

			The philosopher turned and led the midwife from the room, taking a candle with him. Luke watched the door close then walked over to the bed. Cleope was almost in darkness.

			Lightning struck again and two eyes stared up into his. A hand grasped his wrist.

			‘Where is he?’

			Luke stared back. He’d faced horror in a hundred ways but none like this. Did he have the courage to answer her? He thought of her husband’s face turned away.

			He did the same. ‘The child died,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’

			Her cry was as unnatural as the lie. It came from deep, deep within a body already opened to pain. He looked down and saw a face trying to shut out his words, tightened and closed against a monstrous fact that was not a fact. Had his words killed her?

			He couldn’t stay. One moment more and he’d break an oath sworn by all that was sacred to him. He released her hand, bent and kissed her forehead. He turned.

			Outside, in the corridor, all was dark and the only sound was the keening whine of the maistros. He thought he heard her cry out again but it could have been the wind.

			His grandson’s bedroom was three down. Had he heard her birthing screams? Her more recent cry? He walked to the door and opened it and saw the innocence of a boy asleep, his face lit by candlelight that fingered it with soft shadow. He looked around the room: two windows, both shuttered, an icon of gloomy St Demetrius between, the sword beneath, hung from its hook as it had always been. He stared at the dragon head that was its hilt, the scaled neck, the blade still smooth despite its age. It was the Varangian sword, passed from father to son as long as Varangians had served the emperors of Byzantium. He’d fought many battles with it before giving it to Siward’s father, Hilarion, his natural son, who’d gone to the plague four years before, along with his wife and baby daughter. The sword had hung there ever since, watching over Siward as he slept; promised to him one day.

			He sat down on the bed and placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder. For the second time that night, two eyes opened onto his.

			‘Who were you arguing with downstairs?’

			So he’d heard. The boy stared up at him, frightened by what he didn’t understand. Luke thought, as he always did, that there was nothing so blue in the world as his grandson’s eyes: not the sea, not the robe of the Virgin on the wall of Agios Dimitrios when the sun shone through the cathedral windows. Cleope had told him they were his eyes, and it pleased him.

			‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said gently, lifting a curl from the boy’s brow.

			Siward frowned and sat up. His hair was thatch on fire, his skin as rich as honey. ‘Will you tell me a story? A dragon story?’

			Luke leant forward and put his nose to the boy’s so that his beard tickled his chest. He’d done it every night when he’d put him to bed and it usually made them laugh. Not this time, though.

			‘Not tonight, Siward.’

			‘Tomorrow, then?’

			‘Not tomorrow, no.’

			‘Are you leaving?’

			Like everyone else, he thought. Parents, sister, bastard uncle Giovanni . . . none had stayed for him. Yes, he was deserting him because there was nothing else he could do. Suddenly he felt old.

			‘Cleope will be with you,’ he said. ‘And Plethon, of course.’

			He saw tears come into the boy’s eyes – unwelcome ones, he knew. Varangians didn’t cry, even if they were only five years old. He watched this one shake his head solemnly.

			‘Not Cleope,’ Siward said sadly. ‘I heard her die. Just now.’

			Luke took his hand. ‘No, Siward. She was having her baby, that’s all.’ He squeezed. ‘I want you to look after her for me.’

			He watched the boy’s face open with relief. He’d still have Cleope’s love, even if he didn’t have Luke. ‘Is it a boy?’

			‘Yes, but . . .’

			He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t tell the lie again; someone else would have to do it. He looked down.

			‘Will you come back?’ asked the boy.

			He tried to smile, cradling the boy’s hand in the big cave of his own where it had once been warm and safe.

			‘Of course I’ll come back. I’m only going to Venice. You remember I told you about Venice? It’s where our bank is. It’s time I went to look after it.’

			He could bear it no longer. He released Siward’s hand and rose from the bed. He looked up at the sword on the wall, seeing how the blade had turned precious in the soft light. He turned. ‘Always remember the dragon, Siward. Wherever you are, it will watch over you.’

			Siward was nodding gravely, still not understanding. Was the dragon going too? But its place was here, surely. Hadn’t it been promised to him? ‘Are you taking it with you?’

			One more lie, perhaps the worst. He reached up and unhooked the sword from the wall. Two ruby eyes stared up into his and he didn’t look away.

			‘For now, yes. But he’ll come back.’

			*

			Outside, the maistros was still blowing hard and Luke held his cloak tight around him. There was snow in the air, riding the wind like messenger sprites, as random as fortune. He raised his hood.

			He walked up the narrow streets of the little city, seeing the inn signs knock against stones they said had come up from Sparta. He’d miss every part of it: the steep, pebbled streets that echoed with sudden joy or quarrel, the fertile valley beneath, spread out like the feast it was, the dense forest that fringed the upper walls and brought the smell of pine in summer. He’d miss the snow on the mountains behind. He’d spent most of his life here, ruling with what he hoped had been justice. But there was no justice in what he’d been made to do.

			He thought of the little boy he’d just left. He’d not looked back to him because his cheeks had been rivers. Would Siward manage the years ahead? He’d have Plethon to guide him, the oldest, wisest friend a man could have. And Cleope, of course.

			Cleope. She’d taken his grandson’s heart, as she’d once taken Giovanni’s, her nature as good and fair as her beauty, and every bit as constant. She’d been mother to Siward since his own had gone. She would continue to be; he could rely on that at least.

			If she lives.

			He saw the city gate ahead, flames leaping from the braziers either side, soldiers huddled round them warming their hands and stamping their feet. As he approached, they straightened for the man they still thought their Protostrator, loved by all for the long peace he’d brought. He nodded to them as he passed.

			He walked under the gate and found Plethon waiting on the other side. He was standing next to a curtained carriage that was harnessed to four horses with a hunched driver up front and mounted guard behind. He was enveloped by furs and only his long beard, stiff with snow, could be seen.

			Luke went up to him. ‘You shouldn’t be out here, old man. It’s cold.’ He looked beyond him to the carriage. ‘Is he in there?’

			Plethon nodded. Luke walked over and pulled aside the curtain. Inside was the nurse with a cradle on her lap. She drew back.

			‘It’s alright.’

			He reached in and put his hand on the boy’s head. Then he lifted the sword and placed it gently beside him in the cradle. He looked at the woman.

			‘Take this with you,’ he said quietly. ‘Make sure he has it. Always.’
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			CHAPTER ONE

			MISTRA, ELEVEN YEARS LATER

			Siward was in bed with a servant girl when the message came. It was mid-afternoon and most of the palace was asleep, taking refuge from the unbroken heat that had cauterised the city over the past week. He was watching a cat curled up in the shade of the window and thinking about duty.

			‘Won’t they miss you?’

			The girl was called Lela and was, perhaps, ten years older than him. She was plump and pretty and had breasts she’d made sure he’d admired with every bow she’d made.

			Siward stretched. They were both naked, he on his back, she on her front, the bedclothes a tangle on the floor. Lela had been loud and energetic and caught unawares by Siward’s skill. He hoped they’d not woken anyone.

			‘Of course they’ll miss me,’ he said, turning onto his side and letting his palm roam over her bottom. ‘But it’s my sixteenth birthday. They won’t tell anyone. They’re family.’

			The Varangian Guard were his family in a way. Many had fathers who’d served under his grandfather, Luke, and they’d raised him as one of their own. His charm had worked on them as it had on Lela, and undoubtedly they’d spoilt him. He’d been passed from shoulder to shoulder and petted round the campfire. Now he was their young Varangopoulos, as his ancestors had been for four centuries. They were few in number now, these Englishmen who’d fled the Normans to guard the Roman Emperor in Constantinople, and most were in the Peloponnese.

			Some of them, the wiser ones, worried about him, Siward knew. They’d watched him become someone very different from Luke: not as tall and not as serious. He was brave, certainly, and could ride better than the best of them, but he was headstrong too, quick to love and quick to fight. It was the result, they thought, of no parents and too many women. Yes, there was Plethon, but the philosopher was old and too busy thinking.

			He put his face to Lela’s bottom and blew. She giggled and twisted around, taking a handful of his hair and watching it run between her fingers like ears of wheat. His mother had been of Norman stock and it showed.

			‘You’ve done this before,’ she said with conviction. ‘Every girl in the household, I expect. When will they marry you off?’

			When indeed? It was what Siward least liked to contemplate. His grandfather had suggested some Venetian match in his last letter: an heiress from the Golden Book. But marriage could wait.

			He raised his head to look at her. ‘There’s no one else, Lela,’ he said. ‘I’ll marry you, I think. Will you have me?’

			She leant behind her, found a pillow and threw it at him. He ducked and a vase went to the floor.

			‘Shhh!’ he said. ‘You’ll wake everyone. Cleope.’

			Lela was Cleope’s maid and she’d just come from the business of brushing her long hair. A small frown netted her brow. ‘I think something’s wrong with her.’

			Siward sat up, suddenly serious. ‘She’s ill?’

			The girl nodded. ‘I’ve seen blood on her pillow. She coughs it up.’ She looked at him. ‘She made me swear not to tell.’

			A whistle came from the square below and they both turned to the window.

			‘Petros,’ said Siward.

			‘The cripple? What’s he doing out there?’

			‘Keeping watch. Someone must be looking for me.’

			Siward pulled on his shirt and went over to the window. The sun was so bright that he saw nothing at first. Then a toga, whiter than snow, moving fast across the square. Plethon was striding towards the palace.

			He pulled back from the window. ‘Oh God. Plethon.’

			Lela had picked the sheet up from the floor and was holding it to her breasts. ‘Is he coming up?’

			‘Not if I can stop it.’ Siward was tucking the shirt into his hose with one hand while trying to close the shutter with the other. He could see Plethon’s class over on the other side of the square. They were watching the scene and laughing.

			‘Siward!’

			Plethon was looking up at the window as he strode. He must have seen the shutter close.

			‘I know you’re up there! Your little watchman gave you away. He’s the one person in the city I can outrun!’

			Petros had been born with twisted legs and lived outside the city where the stinking tannery yards lay. He was poor but he was funny and Siward was his only friend.

			Plethon had come up and taken hold of his ear. ‘Where is he?’

			‘With the Varangians, lord,’ shouted the boy, loudly in case the whistle hadn’t been heard.

			‘If he’s with them, why are you standing guard outside his window?’

			Siward had seen enough. ‘Alright, stop it!’ he shouted. ‘I’m coming down, so you can leave him alone.’ He ran across the room to the door, still tucking in his shirt. He stopped, remembering something. He ran back to Lela and kissed her hard on the mouth. ‘Sorry. Let’s do this again.’

			Outside, Plethon was watching Petros limp away. He really couldn’t approve of the friendship. Siward was grandson to the last Protostrator and might rule this city one day, although it seemed unlikely. But then Luke had been unruly at his age.

			‘You didn’t have to hurt him.’

			Siward had emerged from the palace door and was hurrying towards him, his hair standing on end, his buttons only half done up, his blue eyes as blameless as the day he’d been born.

			The old man hitched up his toga. ‘He lied to me, as you are about to.’

			‘He was just doing what I asked him to do.’

			‘And it’s somehow right for the grandson of our ex-Protostrator to engage a tanner’s son to stand guard while he fornicates?’

			Siward did up his remaining buttons. ‘Don’t be a snob, Plethon. You sound like your pupils.’

			Plethon was shaking his head. ‘What would Luke say if he were here?’

			Sudden anger. ‘He’s not here, old man. He’s in Venice. With the dragon sword.’

			They stared at each other for what seemed eternity. Siward was the first to turn his eyes away. ‘Anyway, why are you here?’

			Plethon recovered himself. ‘To tell you to ride to the Hexamilion Wall with your Varangians. Constantine needs you there.’

			‘Turakhan?’

			‘Is on his way. You need to leave.’

			Turakhan bey, the Turkish general who’d brought an army into Greece the year before. He’d not attempted to breach the wall across the isthmus at Corinth then, but this time? Constantine, the Despot’s younger brother, had been up there, strengthening its defences just in case.

			But Siward hadn’t moved. ‘Cleope’s ill,’ he said. ‘She’s coughing up blood. It can’t be good.’

			‘Ill? How do you know?’

			‘It doesn’t matter how I know,’ said Siward. ‘She’s never ill. She’s the healthiest woman alive and she’s only thirty or something. She can’t be ill.’

			No, she couldn’t be, because, in Siward’s experience, to be ill was to die. And Cleope mustn’t die. He felt a familiar dread steal over him. He’d lost mother, father, uncle and grandfather – all died or gone away. Only Cleope had stayed: Cleope, the Pope’s niece who’d come from Italy to marry the Despot of Mistra, an alliance not of love but politics, the first tentative moves towards reconciling the Churches of East and West after four hundred years of schism. She’d mothered and taught Siward the one thing Plethon didn’t know: how to live every day like there were no more. He loved her so completely that it frightened him sometimes.

			‘Can you go and see her?’ he asked, taking Plethon’s arm. ‘Now, with the doctor? Make sure she’s doing what he tells her to do? You know what she’s like.’

			Plethon nodded. ‘I will. I’m sure it’s nothing.’ He patted his hand. ‘Now go.’

			Siward left immediately. It took five minutes for Petros to put on his armour and another five for the two of them to join the Varangians at the city gate. At their head was Barnabus, a man whose age Siward could only guess at. He’d been monk before Varangian and he’d taught Siward to fight as Cleope had taught him to live: like every battle was his last. Now he was grinning.

			‘Happy birthday.’

			Siward looked behind him at ranks of grinning giants. He was shaking his head as he took his place at their head.

			‘Is nothing private?’

			*

			They rode hard for the wall and got there by dawn the following day.

			Constantine came out to meet them on the road. The prince was twelve years Siward’s senior and a man he admired almost as much as his grandfather in Venice. He was tall and had the fair, Serbian looks of his mother in Constantinople, Helena Dragaš. Given her backing, he might be emperor one day, his brothers being who they were. Siward wanted to take the Varangian Guard back to Constantinople to guard him there, as his ancestors had done until the money ran out.

			Constantine brought his horse to a stop in front of Siward’s. ‘Turakhan is a day away. He has cannon, but small ones.’

			Siward bowed from the saddle. ‘And his army?’

			‘Five thousand at most. Gazi raiders but janissaries too. Your Varangians should see them off.’

			They both stood and watched the Varangians ride past in silence. Each had a longbow tied to his saddle: the best Spanish yew, capable of felling a rider at five hundred paces.

			And so it proved.

			*

			Turakhan’s akincis attacked the following day. They were men of the steppe who swarmed up to the wall on their ponies, unleashing cloud after cloud of arrows that fell harmlessly on stone. Then they retired and the ordered ranks of the janissaries advanced over their corpses while the cannon fired. They didn’t get within a hundred paces of the wall.

			Afterwards, when it was over, Siward stood with Barnabus and Petros on the wall and looked over a landscape littered with Turkish dead.

			‘It makes you wonder why they bothered,’ said the cripple. He’d not taken part in the battle beyond feeding Siward with arrows. ‘We lost two men and they how many? Two hundred?’

			Barnabus nodded, his hand up to the sun. ‘At least.’ He glanced at Siward. ‘So what was the point, generalissimo?’

			It was what they called their teenage Varangopoulos. He wasn’t their general but would be one day.

			‘To warn us, I suppose,’ said Siward. There was a cheer behind them and they turned to see Constantine mounting the steps. ‘We can ask the prince.’

			Constantine was dressed all in white: armour, cloak . . . even the double-headed eagle on the helmet he carried. He looked like a god. He came up to the parapet and peered over. ‘Hardly bruised,’ he pointed. ‘Look.’

			Siward looked. There were little dents all along the wall where the cannon had hit. He shook his head. ‘Did they ever hope to win?’

			Constantine straightened. ‘Perhaps. They were testing their cannon and their slave soldiers against us, but neither passed. Did you see the janissaries break? They’ll need some work before they’re any match for your Varangians.’

			‘So why did he come?’

			‘To send me a message.’ Constantine pushed his long hair from his eyes. ‘Murad knows my plan so he sent Turakhan with his message.’

			Siward also knew of Constantine’s plan. He’d been Constantine’s lieutenant before he’d taken command of the Varangians six months ago. They’d discussed the plan often enough with Cleope.

			‘You’ve had news from the Emperor?’

			Constantine nodded. ‘He’s heard from the Pope. There’s to be a council in Italy where the issue of Church Union will be finally decided. After Rome and Constantinople are reunited, a crusade will be launched from the west while I come up from the south: a pincer to drive the Turk from Europe.’ He smiled. ‘Cleope has brought us a miracle.’

			Cleope, niece to the Pope, whose marriage to Theodore had been as important as it was unhappy. Catholic had been joined to Orthodox, the precursor of a bigger union. She’d not wanted the marriage, but at least there’d been Giovanni to love, then Siward when he’d left. He thought of what Lela had told him.

			‘She may be ill,’ he said carefully. ‘I’d like to return to Mistra, if you’ll allow it.’

			*

			A week later, Mistra was still prostrate under the heat. Men only left their houses to work and dogs guarded their shade like butcher’s bones. Beneath the walls, the plain stretched out in shimmering waves of field and farm and dried riverbed, glowering up at the city like the hard Spartans it had once fed.

			Cleope was very ill. She lay on her bed with her almost-white hair splayed out across the pillow and her skin, usually pink with health, pale and stippled with sweat. Lela did what she could to improve her comfort, tying wet muslin to the windows to cool whatever draught might enter, fanning and sponging her as fever set in. But whatever was afflicting Cleope had dug its claws in deep.

			Siward hardly left her side. With Lela, he nursed her as best he could, keeping vigil through the night in case she woke. He tried to coax food into her mouth as she’d once done to him, long ago in a different life when she’d been well and strong and always there. He felt sick with anxiety, numb with dread, and the short periods not in her room were spent in the palace church.

			He supposed his prayers were low on God’s list for attention. His life so far had not been virtuous in any way he could think of, and his latest adventure with Lela, let alone the others, weighed heavily on his mind. So he ran up to the Pantanasia and Perileptos monasteries to get the monks there to pray as well. He even asked Petros to attend his first mass, thinking his condition might bestir God’s pity. The boy needed little encouragement. He’d only ever received kindness from Cleope.

			The Varangians returned from the wall and kept their own kind of vigil in the square outside, speaking in low voices from the shade. They loved Cleope almost as much as they loved Siward and, like all soldiers, they admired courage. They’d marvelled at the way this young girl had come from Italy to marry a man who preferred God to women, then used her beauty and charm to subdue this foreign land more completely than the Turk could ever hope to.

			A week after returning, Siward sat alone with Cleope on her balcony, looking out over the plain. It was early and a breeze had come down from the mountains to spread some coolness, and he’d lifted her gently from her bed and set her down on a daybed in the shade. They’d not spoken for a long time, the silence only broken by the soft cough that came from deep within her chest. Siward had turned away every time it sounded, not wanting to see the blood.

			‘It’s just a cough,’ she said at last, noticing him turn. ‘Colds bring forth coughs, Siward. It’s usual.’ She hid the kerchief beneath her sheet.

			Siward didn’t answer, preferring to let the lie settle gently between them, undisturbed by breeze or argument. He knew she was watching him.

			‘I’m sorry I was ill for your birthday,’ she said. ‘But you got your present. Did you like it?’

			He’d hardly looked at the mare that had been waiting for him on his return from the wall. It had been brought up from the Magoris stud near Monemvasia and was a magnificent creature. In normal circumstances, he’d have spent every minute on its back. Now he’d almost forgotten it.

			‘It’s descended from Eskalon, Luke’s horse,’ she said. ‘Giovanni used to ride her mother.’

			They’d never spoken about Giovanni and he wasn’t sure he wanted to now. ‘I won’t ride her until you can come too.’

			They’d ridden out together almost every day of his life, leaving the city before dawn to watch the sun rise over the mountains and turn the Evrotas River to shimmering silver. They’d galloped across the plain, scattering birds before them, resting on the riverbank to watch the heron spread their wings out to the sun. She’d told him about other birds that would be rising over her home by the sea: Rimini, seat of the Malatesta clan.

			‘And Lela’s present to you,’ she said, ‘did you like that?’

			He looked up. The illness had not taken the mischief from her eyes. ‘How did you know?’

			Cleope turned back to the view, smoothing the sheet to her legs. ‘She told me, of course.’

			‘Told you? Why would she do that?’

			‘Because I asked her. Did you think I hadn’t noticed?’ She looked back at him, smiling. ‘I’m glad she gave you her present. Though I doubt it was the first time.’

			With anyone else, Siward would have felt embarrassed. He took her hand. ‘I’m not going to discuss such things with you, Cleope. Not now,’ he said. ‘You won’t get better thinking about my disgusting habits.’

			She turned, frowning. ‘That’s true. But we should probably talk about them nonetheless, shouldn’t we?’ She squeezed his hand, the frown now moving beads of sweat on her brow. ‘You do need to change,’ she said firmly. ‘You know that. Everyone knows that except you. And perhaps Petros.’

			Siward was shaking his head. ‘Please can we not talk about me? I’m not the one who’s ill.’

			Her frown spread. ‘That’s why we must talk about you, Siward. I may not be here for much longer.’

			‘Don’t say that.’

			They sat in silence for a long while. Then she said very quietly, ‘You need to grow up, Siward. Listen to Plethon. He will teach you what you need to know, if only you’ll listen.’

			Her cough came again and Siward looked at her this time.

			‘You were born to do more than be Varangopoulos,’ she continued. ‘You have destiny beyond Mistra, Siward.’

			‘I know. I’ll go to Constantinople when the time comes.’

			‘To do what?’ She coughed and wiped her lips with the cloth. ‘Die on its walls? Has it occurred to you that Rome’s time might be over, finally? That there might be something better to fight for?’

			He’d never heard her speak like this. He’d seen her serious, of course, when he’d done something more than ordinarily wrong. But not like this.

			‘The Roman Empire gets smaller every year,’ she continued. ‘What do we have left? Constantinople and the Peloponnese. That’s what the Empire of Marcus Aurelius has come to.’ She looked up. ‘Not a great inheritance for Constantine, is it?’

			‘But the Sultan has left us in peace since he failed to take Constantinople ten years ago. What’s just happened at the wall was a feint, nothing more. Constantinople won’t fall so easily. The Pope won’t let it fall. Constantine said it himself.’

			‘Ah, Constantine’s plan,’ sighed Cleope. ‘The one that began with my marriage to poor Theodore. Will it survive my death, do you think?’ She looked at him in silence for a long time, her eyes infinitely sad. ‘Will you promise me to change, Siward? Now, on my deathbed?’

			Siward shook his head. ‘Cleope,’ he said, turning his whole body to her and leaning forward so that his blue eyes held hers. ‘You are not going to die.’

			*

			Five days later, Cleope was lying in Siward’s arms but thinking she was with someone else.

			She’d talked of Giovanni more and more as the fever had taken hold of her mind, calling out his name and reaching out for him in the night as if he were in the room, as if he’d come back to her. Siward had watched it all and, at last, he’d known what, perhaps, he’d always known.

			Plethon, finally accepting what was to come, retired to his study to write Cleope’s eulogy, while Theodore joined the monks at the Pantanasia in saying masses for her soul. This left Siward, Lela and the doctor to care for her.

			Lela took infinite care with her mistress, cooling her with wet towels, changing her gowns and sheets, bringing flowers and herbs to mask the many smells of decay in the room. But Siward hardly noticed her come and go. He sat by Cleope’s bedside, sometimes talking, sometimes reading to her, sometimes just listening to the world outside, going about its business as if unaware that it was about to lose its greatest ornament.

			One day the Patriarch came but Siward sent him away, summoning instead the Catholic priest who looked after the Norman flock still present in the Peloponnese. He and Siward alone knew that Cleope had only pretended to convert to the Orthodox Church five years ago to please her husband. He gave her extreme unction and wept as he left, for he had loved her too.

			Then one evening, Cleope slipped into her last dream. Lela had just come to change her sheets and close the shutters, one by one, against the fading day. She’d looked at Cleope, lying with her eyes closed, a sheen of sweat clinging to her pale skin, and run crying from the room. Siward was alone with her.

			She’d not spoken for many hours and Siward wondered if she was asleep. But then she opened her eyes.

			‘Giovanni.’

			He saw that she’d moved her hand very slightly. She was trying to reach out to him. He took her fingers and bent to kiss them, one by one, feeling how cold they were against his lips.

			‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’m here.’

			She didn’t speak for a while but stared up at the ceiling with her lips slightly apart. He saw that her eyes weren’t seeing anything beyond what was in her head. He thought she might be smiling.

			‘Lie with me.’

			He rose and climbed onto the bed and laid himself next to her, his head beside hers, feeling the soft ripple of her hair all around him, smelling the roses that Lela had plaited in it earlier. He moved his cheek to hers and felt its chill.

			‘I’m here,’ he said again, taking her hand.

			‘And you won’t go this time. Will you?’

			He shut his eyes to stop the tears from coming, shut them hard, but they came anyway. He forced his voice to stay even.

			‘No, I won’t go.’

			She laughed then, the softest laugh he’d ever heard from her, lighter and more distant than mist.

			‘No, not this time,’ she whispered. ‘Not this time.’

			They were silent for a while and Siward listened to the soft cadence of her breathing and prayed for the miracle that might let it stay just a week longer. But her cough had turned to a rattle and he heard it now, not so deep.

			‘You’ll want to know why I didn’t come to you,’ she murmured. ‘It wasn’t Theodore, it was the boy. I couldn’t leave Siward after everyone else had.’ She sighed. ‘I’m sorry.’ He felt tiny pressure on his hand. ‘Where is Luke?’

			Where had she gone to in this dream? Was it before or after Luke had exiled himself to Venice, before or after Giovanni had gone to wherever he’d gone to? He bit into his lip to stop the tears.

			‘He’s . . . he’s coming,’ he whispered, not sure if it was what she wanted to hear. ‘Soon.’

			‘Good. We’ll make him godfather to the child.’

			Then she let out a long sigh and he knew that she’d fallen asleep. Was she happier in her dream now? He moved his head very slowly and saw that her eyes were closed. For a long while, he lay looking at her, remembering rides to the Evrotas River and a laugh so faint that it might have been a dream itself. At last he fell asleep.

			Siward awoke to a soft breeze against his skin. It was everywhere in the room and had her laughter somewhere within it. He lay perfectly still, listening for her breathing. But it was in the breeze with her laughter and it was drifting out through the window and up over the Taygetos Mountains and across the sea, taking her soul back to Rimini.

			Cleope Malatesta was dead.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			VENICE

			Violetta was born in Venice on a morning of sunshine and oranges.

			‘From Seville,’ said the tall woman as she came into the room, setting the fruit down by her bedside and opening the shutters one by one to the sounds of the canal outside. Violetta blinked, nodded and put her teeth to the orange. She’d heard her new name and liked it.

			The woman who’d given it to her was Venice’s greatest courtesan, Alessandra Viega, and she was dressed in a silk day-gown that looked like milk had been poured from above. She had tiny arches over her eyes and a spot painted on her cheek. She was thirty years old and hoping to retire.

			‘I will call you Violetta from now on,’ she said, walking over to the bed. ‘You are born again as my daughter. I will teach you and you will replace me.’

			*

			It was at Ragusa that she’d first felt the pull of Venice, letting it draw her in to its scented bosom on invisible cords. She’d walked up the coast to Split, then Trogir, finding tantalising hints of what was to come in the pillared lions that looked down on every square, in the huge, pennanted galleys that rode the swell in every harbour. She was eighteen and already experienced in the many ways of survival.

			Once in the city, her strange, dark beauty seemed to suit the melancholy of the place and she found work at an inn off the Piazza San Marco, serving drinks, distracting drunkards and listening to the gossip of travellers. One night, she learnt how to benefit from it all.

			‘There’s beauty beneath that apron,’ said the man with moustaches as she passed his table. ‘Come here and sit.’

			He was a rich merchant and sober, so she sat and he talked to her of the Rialto and the money to be made there. She’d listened so hard that she’d missed the inn-owner when he’d come over to complain, and then again when he’d come back to dismiss her. An hour later, she’d risen calmly, removed her apron and left the inn. She’d walked out with the merchant.

			She was not surprised by the terms he’d offered: live with him and learn the business of Venice. Her body would help her survive as it had before, many times. The priest had anaesthetised her to men’s lust.

			Sometimes, as she lay awake beside her benefactor at night, she remembered a time when perhaps she might have changed things. She’d been eight or nine years old and lying in a field beneath a big blue sky and a sun too bright to look at. Beside her lay her brother and they were holding hands.

			They’d finished building stories in the sky, told by clouds that changed shape as the wind moved them. She’d turned and looked at eyes much bluer than any sky and felt the same fear she’d felt for as long as she could remember.

			‘They won’t take you, will they, Illy? When they come?’

			‘They might, yes. I’ll be old enough next year.’

			‘But who can stop it?’

			‘Only the priest. He has the list.’

			Silence then.

			‘He touches me sometimes,’ she’d whispered.

			‘That’s what priests do. It’s their way.’

			Of course he was right, she’d thought. Ilya was wise and kind and strong and she couldn’t imagine a world without him. She wouldn’t let anyone take him. Not ever.

			‘I will do anything to stop you going,’ she’d said. And she had.

			*

			It was the merchant who’d shown her her future. He’d taught her everything he knew, including the most important: who in Venice got the best information. He’d pointed them out beneath the arches of the Rialto.

			‘It’s the courtesans who get all the news,’ he’d said. ‘The cortigiane di lume ply their trade here and can tell you the changing price of bread. But it’s their grander sisters, the cortigiane oneste, who are clever as well as beautiful, who can tell you the minds of princes.’

			So she decided to become one. She left the merchant and gained employment with the best cortigiane oneste in Venice, Alessandra Viega, and for a year was one of scores of servants who tended her palace. Then her beauty promoted her to the weekly salon where the signore met to talk. She was dressed in silks, cut low at the bosom, and her black hair was lifted and sculpted and filled with scented flowers and little jewels. She served drinks and was noticed.

			But she wanted more than notice. Opportunity came to her one hot summer evening when the windows of the palace were thrown open to breeze from the Grand Canal and she was serving chilled wine in a dress of canary yellow that turned to flame as the sun went down outside. In the vast drawing room were Loredans, Mocinegos, Stenos, Grimanis, Veniers and other men of consequence who’d arrived that evening by liveried gondola.

			First the signore talked of Venice. Its fleets commanded the Middle Sea and its wealth was beyond counting. It was the bullion centre of the world, taking gold from Africa and turning it into coin for the rich nations of the East with whom it had a monopoly of trade. It had a martial Doge in Francesco Foscari and its enemies were in retreat. Only two clouds darkened the signores’ horizon: the immediate threat of Islam and the more distant one of Portugal. It was this that they talked of most. And a map.

			‘Fra Mauro of the Camaldolese has the commission,’ said a Steno, ‘and it’s ambitious: to collect every known fact about our world and turn it into a great map. It will take ten years to complete.’

			‘And our Doge gave the commission?’ asked a Venier.

			‘Yes, but it is shared with Prince Henry of Portugal. It will be expensive in the making.’

			‘And in consequence perhaps,’ said a Grimani. ‘What if it shows a way round Africa to the East? Portugal will steal our trade, then Spain. No wonder Prince Henry wants to share it.’

			Alessandra Viega had been sitting amongst these men with her head a little to one side, her bright eyes moving from speaker to speaker. Now she spoke. ‘But can Ptolemy have been so wrong? For centuries we’ve known the way round Africa closed. Why have things changed?’

			‘Perhaps our Greek friend can help?’

			The question had come from a man Violetta hadn’t seen before, a dark man of pointed nose and beard whose face held no warmth. He was addressing another, older man with striking blue eyes.

			Alessandra Viega clapped her hands. ‘Ah, the bailo speaks of the Chinese rumour.’ She turned to the Greek. ‘Can it be true, Luke?’

			But the older man only smiled.

			‘Are you talking of the Chinese junk?’ asked Venier of the bailo. ‘The one they say sailed round Africa and came to Mistra twenty years past?’

			‘I am.’ The bailo was persistent. ‘And we have a man here tonight who can confirm or deny it.’ His smile was thinner than Parma ham. ‘Luke Magoris, you were Protostrator of Mistra then. Tell us, can Africa be rounded?’

			But Luke Magoris would not be drawn. ‘Let us wait and see what the map says, Minotto.’

			‘But I am bailo of Constantinople,’ cried Minotto, already a little drunk. ‘If the city falls, our trade route to the East will be cut. Venice might survive that calamity but not Africa as well.’ He lowered his voice. ‘You are Venetian now, Magoris. You should tell us what you know.’

			The room had fallen silent and all eyes were on the Greek.

			Luke rose. ‘It is late and I am a man who tires easily these days.’ He took Alessandra Viega’s hand and bowed. ‘Thank you, Alessandra.’

			He left. With such a question left unanswered, it seemed that no other could rise to the occasion. One by one the party rose and went down to meet their gondolas at the canal gate. At last, only Minotto remained and he was now very drunk.

			‘I’ll stay, if you please,’ he said.

			Alessandra smiled. ‘But your new wife,’ she said. ‘She will be waiting for you.’

			He shrugged unevenly. ‘Let her wait. I want to stay.’

			‘It is not convenient,’ she said. ‘It is my time.’

			‘And mine,’ said Minotto, rising without balance. ‘I’ve seen blood before.’

			No movement of Alessandra’s body indicated any measure of offence. There was silence for a while. ‘Very well,’ she said, rising too. ‘But afterwards you must leave.’

			She turned and walked to the door, her scents drifting in her wake. Minotto followed her, his walk erratic, his wine-breath insulting her fragrance. At the door, he stopped and looked back. His heavy eyes fell to Violetta’s breasts and stayed there. He smiled his wafer smile, then shook his head. He turned and went.

			She began to clear away the glasses, placing them on a tray and admiring each as she did so. She lifted one against the last candle’s flame, turning it by its stem: the miracle of Murano glass – sand, heat and a sprinkling of arsenic. She’d have to visit the island one day. Wasn’t that also where the Camaldolese monastery lay? Might Fra Mauro even show her his map?

			She heard a noise from upstairs: the closing of a door. She put down the glass and bent to blow out the candle. She turned and went out into the hall.

			A cry came: involuntary, choked back. She stopped and listened. It came from Alessandra Viega’s bedroom.

			She went over to the wide, sweeping staircase and began to mount it, step by careful step.

			Another noise: harder, sharper. Was it a slap?

			She quickened her pace, taking the stairs two at a time. She came to the top, then walked over to Alessandra’s door. She heard the sound of voices from beyond: one male, raised.

			The door opened. Alessandra Viega was standing in her nightclothes. ‘I need your help,’ she said.

			‘What can I do?’

			‘Take my place,’ she whispered. ‘He has agreed to it. You want to be a courtesan? Well, this is your chance.’

			*

			So began an education.

			The night with Minotto had been painful but mercifully short. Afterwards, he’d fallen asleep quickly and servants had arrived to lift him down to his gondola. She’d tried to rise too, but they’d told her to stay. So she’d fallen asleep, bruised but happy, to awake to sunshine and oranges.

			*

			The education took less than a year. Alessandra Viega had underestimated how much her student had already taught herself on the road. She was amazed by her grasp of languages, of world affairs, of the business of making money. Within a month Violetta was reading Plato, within two the poetry of Catullus. In four months she’d mastered the lute and a dozen ballate, in six she was making riddles and epigrams that Plutarch might have admired. In ten months, Alessandra could teach her no more.

			‘You’re ready,’ the courtesan announced one morning. ‘Violetta Cavarse is ready to take on the world.’ She smiled. ‘Have pity on it.’

			She was used to the name by now, liking its subtle colours, its curves. Violetta Cavarse.

			‘Where do I live?’ she asked.

			‘Here for now, then your own palace. You’ve made money on the Rialto, I know.’

			‘And my patrons?’

			‘You will take mine. I’m too old for this profession. I want to retire.’

			‘But you’re only thirty!’

			Alessandra Viega smiled. ‘I’m tired and I can afford to retire. Zoe has seen to that.’ She paused. ‘It is time to tell you about Zoe Mamonas, I think.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			EDIRNE

			Makkim lay in bed and listened to the beating of the rain on the roof tiles. Dawn had crept into the room not long ago and he’d not heard the call to prayer for the noise. He wondered if he’d been missed at the palace mosque.

			He looked around the room, unused to such luxury. There were tapestries and thick carpets, candalabra above with enough candles to keep slaves at work for an hour. Hasan had said it had belonged to some Megas Doux when he’d shown him in last night. That had been when Edirne had been called Adrianople and the Roman Empire included Thrace.

			He closed his eyes and thought of the barracks outside: rows of hard beds, a wooden floor that would glow from hard polishing and a smell so clean you might be in the mountains. Did he miss it? Of course.

			He thought of another place where he’d slept long, long ago: another lifetime it seemed sometimes. They’d loved storms, the two of them burrowing deep beneath the blankets to make a cave of cosy warmth, telling stories in excited whispers, letting their imaginations fly out on the wind, out into the violent darkness. Another family, before the janissary one.

			He opened his eyes. The rain was stopping, which was good. The Sultan should inspect the men in sunshine, not rain. Murad should walk down the janissary ranks and see himself mirrored in their magnificence. He heard splashes outside.

			He got up and went over to the window, passing his new armour hung like fleece from its frame, his reflection in its gold: the big face beneath cropped fair hair, the blue eyes, the scar that ran from eye to chin. Not a Turkish face.

			In the courtyard below, the men were forming up between puddles, looking up beneath their tall bork hats to see if more rain was coming. Some were flattening moustaches to their cheeks with their palms. Officers in their tall boots were carrying cauldrons to the front of each unit.

			‘Spoons!’

			Hasan, aga of the janissaries, was walking along the first rank where each man held up a spoon for inspection. Makkim smiled. That had been his idea: the men using spoons to feed from their unit’s cauldron that they’d carry with them and be proud of. They’d be the kaşik kardeşliği, the brotherhood of the spoon: a new family to replace the one they’d lost.

			A shout came from below. The Aga had found a blemished spoon. A man was being dragged away to some punishment and the janissaries didn’t move a whisker of moustache for the shame of it all. Makkim watched and remembered and felt some nostalgia. He turned and began to dress.

			There were footsteps on the stairs and a knock on the door. He looked up from his laces to find Hasan entering the room. He rose and bowed. ‘Aga.’

			Hasan was in his thirties, ten years older than Makkim, and every inch as tall. He’d been made for a more titanic age when a man could stand between temple pillars and break them in two. He ducked as he came through the door.

			‘I think I should be bowing to you, strictly speaking,’ he said. ‘Or I will be after you’ve seen the Sultan, I suspect.’ He went to the window and leant out. ‘The rain has stopped, the streets will be washed of offal and the dogs will bark.’ He turned. ‘I hope not too loudly during the parade.’

			Makkim put both hands to his friend’s arms. ‘I will always bow to you, aga,’ he said. ‘You’ve taught me everything I know.’

			‘Not so,’ said Hasan, meeting his eyes and giving a rare smile. They’d known each other since Makkim had come to Edirne to learn how to be a janissary. ‘What you’ve become, you’ve earned yourself, Makkim. Murad knows it. That’s why he wants to see you.’

			‘And will you tell me what he’s likely to say?’

			Hasan shrugged and looked back at the view. ‘You can guess, I daresay: that he never wants to suffer another defeat like Kunovica, that the janissaries must make every battle a victory from now.’

			‘Was it very terrible?’

			‘Kunovica? A battle fought at night and in deep snow is always terrible, even under a full moon. It was a massacre.’ The Aga shook his head. ‘You should be thankful that Murad left you behind.’

			‘And he’s put Turakhan in prison?’

			‘In Tokat, yes. So there’s a vacancy for general. One with a scar on his cheek, perhaps?’ Hasan lowered his voice. ‘This is your chance, Makkim.’

			There was the sound of trumpets outside and they both looked towards it.

			‘Murad is coming,’ said the Aga. ‘Finish your dressing. We should go out.’

			They went down to a silent world. The janissaries in their ranks stood to rigid attention, officers and cauldrons to their front, the high, white hats on their heads the only things disturbed by the gentle breeze. Hasan and Makkim walked past them to take up position by the gate through which the Sultan would arrive.

			Murad had not come alone. With him were his twelve-year-old son, Mehmed, and the vizier Candarli Halil. Mehmed was taller than his father already and his thin face looked up into the watery sun, his eyes closed. All three of them wore furs against the cold and their hands were thrust into muffs of squirrel-fur.

			Hasan stepped forward and bowed deeply, Makkim behind him.

			‘The janissaries await your pleasure, serene highness, and their aga and captain are here to present them for your inspection.’

			Makkim rose from the bow to both Murad and Mehmed’s gaze. They were looking at him quite differently: the father with an interested smile, the son with some curiosity amidst the scowl. Candarli, meanwhile, was exchanging glances with Hasan.

			‘We’ve heard good things of you, Makkim,’ said Murad, ‘over these past few years. First, at the enderun palace school, you proved yourself the best of the best. In study alone, you surpassed the janissary requirement of three languages: you mastered six. Is Greek among them?’

			‘Yes, majesty,’ said Makkim.

			‘And Italian, for speaking to Venice?’

			‘Yes, majesty.’

			Murad glanced at Candarli and back. ‘That is good. Take my hand.’ They walked over to where the janissaries stood waiting, Mehmed, Candarli and Hasan behind. Every man was a giant next to Murad but he didn’t seem to mind. He nodded as he passed them, lifting a spoon or sword for a closer look, even putting his fingers to a moustache. He came to the end of the front rank and turned.

			‘Things might have been different if such men had been at Kunovica. I suppose they were still being trained.’

			Makkim bowed. ‘Indeed, majesty. But they are ready now.’

			‘Yes,’ said Murad. ‘They are.’ His gaze drifted over the janissary ranks and he sighed deeply. ‘You’ve done well. I would speak to you with the vizier.’ He turned to Mehmed. ‘Not you.’

			Mehmed’s scowl hadn’t left him for any part of the inspection. Now it deepened.

			‘Why not?’ he asked.

			‘Because I say it,’ said Murad sternly. ‘Now go. Hasan, take him.’

			The Aga placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder. It was immediately shaken off. Mehmed swung round to face him.

			‘You dare touch me?’

			Hasan took a step backwards. ‘I . . .’ He fell to his knees. ‘Forgive me, master.’

			Murad had taken Makkim’s arm and was leading him away with Candarli. Makkim glanced behind them. Hasan was still on his knees but Murad was staring after him with his head to one side.

			They entered the palace and walked down a corridor and came to a door with guards outside who prostrated themselves. Inside was a small room without windows, a secret room built for secret talk. It had a carpet with three chairs on it: simple, uncushioned seats devoid of ornament. Murad sat in one and gestured to the others.

			‘Please.’

			They were silent for a while, facing each other. Murad arranged the folds of his day-gown at the sleeves, then smoothed it to his knees. Makkim watched him, noticing the slight tremor beyond the thin wrists, the rapid tap of his heel on the carpet. How well is this sultan?

			Murad looked at him. ‘I am tired of ruling,’ he said, as if in answer. ‘You see a tired man before you, Makkim.’

			The silence lasted longer this time and Makkim considered what he’d heard. How old was Murad? Forty? Were the pressures of rule so exhausting? He thought of a tall boy outside, excluded from the meeting. Angry.

			Again, Murad answered him. ‘My son is spoilt, impulsive . . .’ he glanced at Candarli, ‘yes, perhaps even dangerous. But I am considering letting him rule. Am I mad?’

			Why was he hearing this? Since graduating from the enderun five years ago, Makkim had risen to second in command of the janissaries, propelled by an aga who’d recognised a genius for leadership and planning. He’d been given the task of reorganising the janissary corps, a process that had kept it, and him, from the battlefield of Kunovica. But he’d never been engaged in high politics, nor met his sultan before this. Why was he hearing this now?

			Murad continued. ‘My janissaries were humiliated at the Hexamilion Wall twelve years ago. These past few years, you have recruited thousands more and created corps for everything from road-building to bread-making. Before, we sultans had too often been betrayed by our gazi troops. Now we have a professional, standing army: well-armed and possessed of unquestioning loyalty.’ He nodded. ‘We owe you much.’

			Makkim dipped his head. All of it was true but it had been no more than his duty. To his sultan. To his God.

			‘So I ask myself,’ said Murad, ‘why would a man wrenched from his family do so much for those who had wrenched him? Is it love for what you’ve come to, or hatred for what you’ve left behind?’

			Makkim considered this. What was it? Was it the quiet logic of Islam learnt every day for six years amidst five daily prayers? Was it the love of the new, janissary family he’d entered into? Or was it, in fact, a deep hatred of Christianity? Had the actions of one man made him hate a whole religion? He remembered a trapdoor shutting above him in a crypt that still reeked of the man’s breath. He remembered the shame of being down there while others were taken above. For your mother and sister’s sake, he’d said. Who else will look after them if you go?

			Why hadn’t he seen it then?

			‘I have done it for Islam, highness,’ he said, ‘for Allah and His Prophet Mohammed, may peace be upon him.’

			Murad was nodding. ‘And is what I do also for Islam, do you think? All this jihad against our Christian enemies who worship the same God? All this fighting to provoke the Pope into sending another crusade against us? All this blood?’

			Was he talking about the disaster at Kunovica? Makkim supposed so. ‘What has happened was one defeat amongst many victories, highness. The janissaries are now ready to reverse it.’

			Murad looked down at his hands that were gathered in his lap like an open book. He might have been reading from his palms. ‘I expect they are,’ he said quietly. ‘But I have another plan. I will make peace with this crusade before it comes against us again. I have written to Pope Eugene, to King Lydislaw of Hungary. It is time to think of my soul.’

			Makkim tried hard not to allow the shock into his face. ‘Peace, highness?’ He glanced at Candarli. He’d heard that the vizier’s brother had been captured in the battle. Had Candarli persuaded him to make peace with the infidel?

			Murad had seen the glance. ‘You are right. Much of my thinking comes from Candarli Pasha. He can explain.’

			Makkim looked at the vizier. He was middle-aged and tall and had heavy eyebrows above eyes that were dark pools of intelligence. It was said that Murad depended on him more and more these days.

			Candarli had turned his full attention to Makkim, his long beard resting on his chest like a bib. His gaze was unwavering.

			‘We live in important times, Makkim,’ he said. ‘Consider the world: half of it obeys the laws of the Prophet, the rest is in darkness. Over the past hundred years we’ve conquered more and more in the west, with Constantinople always the greatest prize to come. We’ve assumed the East all within the Abode of Peace, but it’s not. The Mongol empire of Tamerlane is disintegrating and in Persia new Shi’a sects are challenging the unity of Islam.’

			The vizier was nodding, his beard dipping as far as his knees. He spread his hands. ‘Meanwhile, what do we find further to the west? We find the only place where Islam is in retreat. The Spanish kings have nearly driven us back to Africa while in Portugal . . .’ now he was shaking his head, ‘in Portugal this new House of Aviz is producing princes who want to turn the flank of Islam by sailing round Africa to the East.’ He gestured. ‘While we build fleets to take Constantinople and claim the Mediterranean, they look to the wealth of the Indian Ocean. And why wouldn’t they? Since the Chinese left, it is there for the taking.’

			Makkim didn’t understand. He’d not learnt much about China during his years at the enderun. ‘China, lord?’

			‘The Ming emperors, yes. They sent seven expeditions out under their Admiral Zheng to claim the whole Indian Ocean, to dominate the trade of the East. They say one ship might even have rounded Africa. But Zheng died ten years ago and there have been none since. The trade of the East is suddenly available.’

			Makkim searched his memory for what he’d learnt of Portugal. ‘But the Portuguese number less than a million, lord. They’re not a powerful or rich people. Their geography locks them out of the trade of the Mediterranean.’

			‘Precisely, which is why they are looking to Africa. Thirty years ago they took the fortress of Ceuta from our brothers in Morocco. It is the gateway to Africa and every year since they’ve ventured further and further south. One day they’ll find a way round Africa, if it exists.’

			Makkim remembered something else from his lessons. ‘But Ptolemy . . .’

			‘Yes, yes, I know. Ptolemy told us there’s no way around,’ said the vizier. ‘But what if he was wrong? The Venetians and Portuguese have commissioned a map that will tell us one way or the other. If India can be reached from the west, Christians will surround us, instead of us them. Much is at stake.’

			Murad had been watching the exchange. Now he raised his hand. ‘All of which explains why I must now turn my attention to the East,’ he said. ‘We must forget Constantinople and instead recreate the strong Islamic Caliphate the Abbassids once had. We must forget the Mediterranean and return to the Indian Ocean, before the West takes it from us.’

			Makkim saw the logic but still wondered why it was being shared with him. He thought of how he might put the question.

			‘Which takes us back to my son,’ said Murad, obliging. He had his hands flat to his knees, sitting upright as if preparing to rise. ‘I will abdicate and I will make peace with the West to give Mehmed time to learn how to rule, to learn the logic of turning to the East. You will teach him.’

			‘Me, majesty? But . . .’

			Murad had raised his hand again. ‘My son admires you, Makkim. He knows what you’ve done for the army. He may listen to you as he does no one else.’ He straightened. ‘I hope so, for at present he is obsessed with taking Constantinople. You must persuade him otherwise.’

			Makkim had imagined some sort of military promotion, not appointment as tutor to a spoilt prince. But if what Candarli believed was true, then the future of Islam was at stake. Then again, what he knew of Mehmed he didn’t like. He was said to be cruel, vindictive and given to sudden rages – hardly the temperament for learning.

			He protested, ‘I am a soldier, highness, I have no skill . . .’

			‘And you will remain a soldier,’ said Murad. ‘In fact, I am promoting you to general, but you will keep Mehmed by your side always.’ He rose. ‘As to other things you might want, I will leave you to discuss these with my vizier.’

			Murad left. What did Makkim want? Nothing but to serve his Sultan and God. Except . . . there was something the janissary training had not obliterated: his memories.

			Candarli knew it. ‘Your family,’ he said, leaning forward in his chair, ‘were from a village in Bulgaria. You would like them brought here, no?’

			‘I . . .’ Makkim stared at the vizier. Of course, his agents would have told him. What else did he know? Did he know about the murdered priest?

			‘But you were rescued more than taken, I think,’ Candarli said softly, his head to one side. ‘Is it not so?’

			Makkim remembered a lightning flash that revealed a body on the floor, a girl standing next to him, wide-eyed in horror.

			‘Ilya, what have you done?’

			What had he done? A priest lay with his cheek to the ground, blood spilling out across the stone. He touches me sometimes.

			He’d closed his eyes without knowing it. Candarli was speaking again.

			‘Your family . . . well, there is a problem,’ he said. ‘All that’s left there is your mother.’ Candarli looked down at his hands, the first time his eyes had left Makkim’s. He looked up again. ‘But she never wants to see you again.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			BATTLEFIELD OF VARNA, BULGARIA

			Across the plain, between Lake Varna and the sea, the dead lay thick on the ground and the very earth wept blood. Birds skipped and slipped between the armour like clumsy bathers finding balance. The stench would stay until the soil was turned in the spring.

			‘Did you find him?’

			Murad leant forward in his saddle. He wore boots above his knees and rested a fist on his thigh. He held a cloth to his face.

			Makkim replied, ‘We found a body, lord. It was his armour but there was no head.’

			The Sultan frowned. ‘So we need a head.’

			Prince Mehmed sat on a horse next to Murad’s. He pointed his whip at the man kneeling next to Makkim, his head bowed. ‘Take Hasan’s, then find Lydislaw’s.’

			Makkim glanced down at Hasan. His neck seemed hard to sever. He looked back. ‘Hasan fought hard, prince, as hard as I. He doesn’t deserve to die.’

			Makkim’s face told of how hard he’d fought. There was blood on every part of it so that, for once, the scar was hidden. When King Lydislaw had made his last, desperate charge, he’d saved the battle and the Sultan’s life. But he hadn’t found the thing that mattered most: King Lydislaw’s head.

			The head of the man who’d broken the treaty.

			Prince Mehmed said to his father, ‘You marched to this battle with Lydislaw’s peace treaty nailed to your standard. The battle isn’t won until we have his head.’ He turned to Makkim. ‘And Lydislaw would have won if you hadn’t rallied the janissaries, yet it is Hasan who commands them.’

			‘He was wounded, lord.’

			‘Because of him, Lydislaw may have got away. He should die.’

			Mehmed’s eyes were a furnace of hate. But for whom? Hasan? Lydislaw? Murad? It was hard to see into such fire. Mehmed hated his father for coming out of retirement to fight this battle, but he hated Lydislaw more for being the reason he’d had to do it.

			Makkim looked at Murad. The Sultan seemed so much older, his skin as patched and grey as the sky above. He hoped it was nothing beyond exhaustion. He met the eyes of the vizier beside him. They both knew that Mehmed couldn’t have ruled for any longer. He’d proved himself too dangerous in the few short months he’d tried. And I was supposed to restrain him.

			Murad dismounted slowly. He approached Makkim and put his hands on his shoulders, looking up, for his general was tall. ‘You have won a great battle, Makkim. And you saved my life.’

			It was true. It had been Lydislaw’s last, reckless gamble: to charge Murad’s bodyguard with five hundred of his Hungarian knights, to try and cut the head from this monster that was devouring the flower of Christendom. It had nearly worked. Hasan had fallen but Makkim had rallied the janissaries and they’d held. The janissaries, his janissaries, had defended Murad.

			The Sultan turned to Hasan. He took his hand and raised him up. ‘Makkim saved me and now he saves you, aga. You owe him a life.’

			Hasan got slowly to his feet, his hand to his side where the blade had struck. He looked at Makkim and held his eye. ‘I will repay the debt,’ he said. ‘Be sure of it.’

			Makkim was dizzy with exhaustion. The day was fading fast, low cloud hovering over the distant hills. He felt rain on his forehead and looked up. ‘I will look again, majesty. Before it gets dark.’

			He walked towards the marshlands where the Cardinal had died, swallowed up on his horse as he’d tried to escape. It was he who’d persuaded King Lydislaw that no oath given to a Muslim was one you had to keep, that the ten-year peace treaty might be broken by a surprise attack before the crusade went back to its homes. He stopped and looked down at a young knight still holding his shield, Wallachian judging by the arms. He wore no helmet and his face was calm. How old was he? Sixteen? A black crucifix hung from his neck.

			Makkim looked down at the dragon sword at his side, finding his fingers curled tight around its scaled, curving neck. He tried to relax them.

			A shout.

			‘Makkim!’

			Prince Mehmed was walking towards him, picking his way through the corpses, his arms thrown wide like a scarecrow’s, the birds rising grudgingly before him, pulling at things.

			Makkim rose. ‘Highness, it’s dangerous. Some may still be alive.’

			The prince stumbled, kneeling on a breastplate with his hand pressed to a face. ‘Help me then.’

			Makkim gave him a hand and pulled him to his feet. The boy shook him away, then looked down at his glove with disgust. ‘Christian blood.’ He wiped it on his sleeve. ‘Enough to fill the Bosporos, do you think?’ He looked at Makkim. ‘Hasan has a good friend in you.’

			‘The Aga did all that was asked of him.’

			‘He should still die.’

			It always shocked him how much blood Mehmed wanted to spill. There was enough of it on this field to slake even his thirst, so why must he have more? He knew why. Mehmed hadn’t forgotten Hasan’s hand of restraint eight months before.

			Was it really only eight months? It seemed a lifetime that he’d been mentor to the boy, a task he’d failed at. Despite his best arguments, Mehmed still wanted to lay siege to Constantinople. At least now, with his father’s return, he’d have to wait. Perhaps there was still time to change his mind.

			He sighed. ‘If you are ever to take Constantinople, you’ll need Hasan.’

			Mehmed took his arm. ‘Have you spoken to my father about it, as I asked you?’

			Makkim shook his head. ‘The prince should ask the Sultan himself. Have you considered a little deference?’

			Mehmed spat and watched the spittle land, saw it mingle with the blood on the ground. He glanced back towards where Murad still stood, too far to hear. ‘To you, perhaps, sometimes. Not him. The old fool won’t speak to me. You know that.’

			‘Because you revile him.’ Makkim spoke quietly. He studied the boy awhile. Mehmed’s hatred surrounded him like a fog, blinding him to the world. ‘We’ll not lay siege to the city,’ he said. ‘Your father wants to turn east and Constantinople has the strongest walls in the world. It will take cannon of a size not yet seen to break them.’

			‘It will take courage to break them,’ said Mehmed. ‘Courage my father lacks.’ His grip tightened on Makkim’s arm so that his mail pitted his skin. ‘I will break those walls when my father is dead.’ He looked up at the sky and held out his other hand to the rain, watching the blood of his enemies wash through his fingers. ‘I will be Caesar, Makkim.’
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