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To Ileen Maisel, who first suggested that I write about Palladio




When the Lamb opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth living creature say, ‘Come and see!’ I looked and there before me was a pale horse! Its rider was named Death, and Hades was following close behind him. They were given power over a fourth of the earth to kill by sword, famine and plague, and by the wild beasts of the earth.


REVELATION 6:7–8




PART I
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The Black Horse
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PROLOGUE


Venice


Christian Year 1576


Sebastiano Venier, Doge of Venice, gazed from the stone quatrefoil window, with eyes that were as troubled as the ocean.


His weather-eye, sharpened by many years at sea, had seen the storm approaching for three days, clotting and clouding on the horizon and rolling in across the sickly amethyst waves. Now the maelstrom was here, and it had brought with it something more malign than ill weather.


With his flowing white beard and noble countenance, the Doge had been immortalized by Tintoretto and been compared to Neptune who also ruled a seabound kingdom. He had even, in hushed tones, been compared to the Almighty. A profoundly devout man, the Doge would have been deeply troubled, for different reasons, by each comparison; but today he would have given anything to have the omnipotence to save Venice from her darkest hour.


He watched as six figures, huddled together against the elements, hurried along a dock already glazed with water at every flow of the tide, the ebb tugging at the hems of their black robes. The cloaks and cowls gave them a monastic look, but these six men were men of science, not religion. They dealt in life and death. They were doctors.


As they drew closer he could see their masks clearly; bone-white beaks curving in a predatory hook from the dark cowls. The masks were frightening enough, but the reason for them even more ominous.


They were his Medico delle Peste. Plague doctors.


They were six scholars, men of letters from good families, all schooled at the best medical academies, one for each of the six sestieri of Venice. To see the Doctors together was an ill omen. Doge Sebastiano Venier doubted that they had ever even met together before; and they seemed to him to swoop like a murder of crows at a graveside. Perhaps his own. His shoulders dropped for an instant; he felt very old.


He watched the doctors wade along the peerless Riva degli Schiavoni, one of the most wondrous streets in the world, and knew that any minute now they would enter his great white palace. The Doge’s skin chilled as if sea-spray had doused him. He leaned his head against the cool quarrels of glass, and shut his eyes for one blessed instant. If he hadn’t done so, he might have seen a Venetian galleass sailing swiftly away on the dark and swelling waters; but he did close his eyes for a couple of heartbeats, just to be still and breathe in the salt ether.


The smell of Venice.


Sebastiano Venier straightened up, reminding himself who he was, where he was. He looked at the delicate stonework of his windows, the finest Venetian glazing keeping the thunder of the sea from his ears. He looked up, tilting his noble head to the ceiling and the peerless frescoes of red and gold painted over hundreds of years by the finest Venetian artists, covering the cavernous, glorious space above. And yet, all the riches and the glory could not keep the Pestilence from his door.


The Doge settled in his great chair and waited for the doctors to be announced. They filed in, dripping, and semicircled him like vultures, the red crystal eyepieces set into their masks glittering hungrily, as if ready to peck the very flesh of him. But the moment they began to speak, the Doge ceased to be afraid of them.


‘We had expected it, my lord,’ said one. ‘In the botanical gardens of the Jesuiti, there have been of late unusual numbers of butterflies – hundreds upon thousands of them.’


The Doge raised a single, winter-white brow. ‘Butterflies?’


The doctor, failing to register the steel in the Doge’s tone, prattled on. ‘Why, Doge, butterflies are well known to be harbingers of pestilence.’


‘It is true,’ chimed in another. ‘There have been other signs too. There is a bakery in the Arsenale, and when you tear the loaves in twain, the bread itself begins to bleed.’


The Doge rapped his fingertips on the arm of his chair. ‘The fact that the pestilence has arrived in Venice is not a matter for debate. The question is, how to best treat the Plague.’


It was no use. One physician wanted to combat the pestilence by advising his patients to wear a dead toad around the neck. The next advised backing a live pigeon into the patients’ swollen buboes in the groin and armpit, so that the tail feathers could draw out the poison. They began to talk over one another, their beaks almost clashing, the masks now ridiculous; the doctors’ learned, mellow voices raised in pitch until they were quacking like so many ducks.


The Doge, irritated, found his attention wandering. These physicians were charlatans, buffoons, each one more self-important than the next. His eyes drifted to the shadow of an arras, where a man, an old man like himself, stood listening; waiting for the moment when the Doge would call him forth, and tell him why he had been summoned.
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The old man in the shadows – who happened to be an architect – was not really listening either. Always more interested in buildings than people, he was admiring how the stone cross ribs above his head described the curve of the ceiling, and how the proportions of the pilasters complemented the great panels of the frescoes.


Like the Doge, he had felt an initial jag of fear when he had seen the doctors enter the room. Everyone, from the Doge to the meanest beggar, knew what the masks meant. The Plague was in the city. But the architect was not overly concerned. There had been a minor outbreak of Plague two years ago, and he would do now what he’d done then. He would leave the city and go into the Veneto; perhaps back to his old home, Vicenza. There, in the hills, he would wait and plan and draw. He would sip wine while he waited for the Plague to slake its own thirst. With a fast boat to Mestre and a faster horse to Treviso, he could be at Maser by sunset, at the house of his good friends the Barbaro brothers. There would be room at their house, he knew it; after all, he had built it. As soon as he had found out what the Doge willed he would be gone.
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The Doge had heard enough. These doctors could not help Venice. They would dispense their potions and remedies, make gold along the way, and some citizens would live and some would die. He grasped his chair until his knuckles whitened and as he looked down in despair. His own hands depressed him – gnarled and veined and liverspotted. How could an old man hold back the Plague?


He cleared his throat. He must act. He could not let his legacy be to allow this jewel of a city to be blasted by pestilence. The Doge’s old heart quickened. He got to his feet, his blood rushing to his head. ‘You are dismissed,’ he said to the doctors, slightly too loudly. ‘Get out.’ He flapped his arms as if to scare them away like the crows they were. He waited till the doors had closed behind them. ‘Andrea Palladio,’ the Doge said, his tones ringing out in the great chamber, ‘come forth.’


Palladio stepped from the shadows, and walked to stand before the Doge’s great chair. The wind rattled at the casements, bidding to be let in, bringing its passenger the pestilence with it. Palladio fidgeted, anxious, now, to be gone; but the Doge, his anger spent, had taken his seat again, and seemed in a reflective mood.


‘Have you heard of the miracle of Saint Sebastian of Giudecca?’


Palladio frowned slightly. Although he had never met the Doge before, he knew of him by repute; a sea lord of forty years standing, deeply devout, respected, and intelligent enough to have avoided the Republic’s dreadful prisons through many successive councils of The Ten. Had Sebastiano Venier come to the greatest office too late? Was his mind now addled? Through the windows he could see the island of Giudecca, battered by rain, but still one of the most beautiful sestieri of Venice, curving round the back of the old city like a spine. ‘Yes, of course.’ He answered slowly, wondering where the question tended. The Doge began to speak again, as if telling a tale or preaching a parable.


‘In the grip of the last great Plague in 1464, a young soldier came to the gates of the monastery of Santa Croce on Giudecca and called out for water. The sisters were all within, the Lady Abbess herself suffering from the pestilence. The portonera, one Sister Scholastica, came to the gate. When she cast her eyes on the young man she saw he had armour of shining silver, hair of golden fire and eyes of sapphire blue. Awed, she passed him a cup of water on the convent’s wheel, and he drank. The vision thanked Scholastica and instructed her and all her sisters to pray to Saint Sebastian day and night, and drink of the water of the well. If they did this, the convent would be spared of the Plague. Then he struck his sword to the ground and departed from her, as if no more than a wisp.’


Palladio, who had been wondering how fast he could get to Mestre once the Doge was done, felt prompted by the sudden silence. ‘What happened?’ he asked.


‘The Lady Abbess recovered that night, as did every other nun who was ill. None of the other sisters was touched by the Plague, and all those who drank of the well were saved.’ The Doge rose and stepped off his dais. He walked to Palladio and faced him, looking down from his greater height. ‘The monastery was a place of pilgrimage for many years, and the people took the waters from the well for the Plague, and later, other ailments. When I was born, four doors away from Santa Croce in the Venier Palace, I was named Sebastiano after this miracle. But now the convent is a ruin.’ He fell quiet.


The wind whistled into the silence. Palladio thought he knew, now, what was required of him, and his heart sank. For years he’d wanted to build on Giudecca, an island with good ground of solid rock and some of the best vistas on to the lagoon. For years he’d petitioned the Council of Ten for a site there, to no avail. But now, when all he wanted to do was quit the city, the very thing he wanted most was to be presented to him. Palladio’s thin mouth twisted in half a smile. Sometimes he thought that the Almighty had a rich sense of irony. ‘And you want me to rebuild the monastery of Santa Croce?’


‘No, not precisely that.’ The Doge crossed to the window once again. ‘Look at them, Andrea.’ With a sweep of his gnarled hand he invited Palladio to look down on to the wondrous expanse of Saint Mark’s Square. Two prostitutes strolled below the window in their traditional yellow and red, and despite the lashing rain, their breasts were bare and swinging freely as they walked.


Palladio, too old to be moved by such sights, spotted one who was not; a man watched them from the arches of the Procuratie Vecchie, his hand revoltingly busy in his crotch. The watcher beckoned the women into the arch with him, and, as soon as a coin had changed hands he pushed one against one of the noble pillars of the loggia, rutting and thrusting below her bunched skirts. The other woman pushed her hand down the back of his breeches to assist her client’s pleasure. ‘In the street, Andrea,’ said the Doge, turning away. ‘In the very street. That magnificent pillar, constructed by your brother-architect Sansovino to make this square the most beautiful in the world, is now a polly-pole.’ He sighed in counterpoint with the wind. ‘The licentiousness, the decadence, it is getting worse. Such behaviour used only to manifest itself at Carnevale, for two short weeks of the year. Now such sights are commonplace. We are known for it abroad. Derided. They do not speak of Sansovino’s pillars, nor your own villas and churches. They speak of the whores that ply their trade in the streets.’ The Doge placed his hand on the window catch, trying it, as if to make sure the miasma was kept out. ‘And once word spreads about the city that the Plague is with us, it will be worse. The shadow of death does strange things to a man – he becomes lawless, and he feels he must rut and steal and lie and make coin while he may.’


Palladio was trying to connect the fractured tracks of the Doge’s discourse, the miracles and the harlots.


‘Only one man can save these wanton, wonderful people from the Plague, and from themselves, and it is not I.’


Palladio thought of the six doctors of the sestieri, none of whom seemed to be worthy of the mantle of saviour. Then he realized that the Doge was speaking of Christ, and he arranged his features into an expression of piety. The Doge turned his watery blue eyes upon him. Pale and rheumy, the orbs looked old and defeated. ‘You are that man.’


Palladio’s expression of reverence dropped with his jaw.


‘Don’t you see? God is punishing Venice. We need an offering, a gift so great that we will turn the edge of the divine anger and stay His hand from smiting our city. If medicine cannot help us, then we must turn to prayer. You, Andrea, you will build a church, on the ruins of the convent of Santa Croce. You will work in the footsteps of Saint Sebastian and build a church so wonderful, so pleasing to the glory of God, that it rivals His creation. And when you are done, the people will come, in their hundreds and thousands, and turn to God; they will praise Him with their voices and thank Him upon their knees. The power of prayer will redeem us all.’


Palladio blustered his reluctance. ‘But … I’d thought, of course I’d be honoured, but perhaps I could direct operations from Vicenza or maybe Treviso …’


The sentence died under the Doge’s eye, and the wind whistled in mockery. The Doge let a moment pass before speaking. ‘Andrea. We are old men. The time left to us is short. You will stay in Venice, as will I. There is no greater service you can render your city than this. Don’t you see?’ He took Palladio’s shoulders in his hands, with a surprisingly strong grip. ‘You are entering into a contract with God himself.’


Palladio remembered that as a young mason he always used to find fossils in the stone that he worked. No day would pass without him finding at least one nautilus, fossilized in its perfect Vitruvian spiral, compressed and entombed for thousands of years in the Carrera marble. And now he was equally trapped: his appointment held him; he was imprisoned, literally, in stone.


He recognized the devotion in the Doge’s eyes and knew that Sebastiano Venier would not be gainsaid. How could he ever have thought the Doge’s eyes were those of an old man? They blazed now with the blue fire of the zealot, the fire of Saint Sebastian. Even if he’d had the courage to refuse, the proximity of the prisons settled the matter. Palladio bowed his head in silent acquiescence.


The Doge, who had not been anticipating a refusal, called for his chamberlain. ‘Camerlengo, take Signor Palladio to his house – he is to have everything he needs. And, Camerlengo,’ he called as the chamberlain was about to follow Palladio through the great doors, ‘now find me a real Doctor.’




Chapter 1


Constantinople, Ottoman Year 983 One Month Earlier


Feyra Adalet bint Timurhan Murad took extra care with her appearance that morning.


Her father had already left the house, so she could not – as she often did – put on his clothes. It was common in Constantinople, among the poorer families, for women and men to wear the same; male and female clothing was so similar anyway, and there was often only enough money for one good suit of clothes; for one good pair of shoes. Feyra and her father were not badly off, as Timurhan bin Yunus Murad was a sea captain of good rank and standing, but Feyra still approved of the tradition: it helped her to hide.


Today, her father must have had an appointment of some consequence, and an early one at that; for when Feyra opened the carved lattice shutters of her window she could see that the sun had barely risen over the city. The domes and the minarets that she loved were still only silhouettes, describing a perfect negative contour of darkness bitten out of the coral sky. Feyra breathed in the salt of the ether.


The smell of Constantinople.


She looked out to sea, barely yet a silver line in the dawn light, wondering what lay beyond it. For an instant she felt a yearning for another land, for those places that lived for her only in the stories of a seafaring father.


But Feyra’s reverie had cost her time. Turning away from the view, she faced, instead, the rectangle of silver that hung on the wall, edged in enamel and polished to almost perfect reflection, distorted only slightly by the dents of the metal. It had been brought back for her by her father from some Eastern land over some Eastern sea and had hung in her room since she was a baby. As a child the mirror had been a curiosity; it had shown her what colour her eyes were, what her face looked like as she pulled it into odd shapes, how far her tongue could reach when she stuck it out. Now that Feyra was a woman, the mirror was her best friend.


Feyra looked carefully at her reflected self, trying to see what the men saw. When she’d first noticed men staring at her in the street, she had begun to cover her hair. Then they stared at her mouth, so she took to wearing the half-face veil, the yashmak. She had even chosen one with sequins at the hem, so that the gold would draw their eyes away from hers. But still they stared, so she switched to the ormisi, a thin veil about a hand span in width that was worn over the eyes. When this didn’t work she surmised that her body must be attracting the male gaze. She began to bind her budding breasts so tightly that they hurt, and yet still they stared. Why did they stare?


Feyra had read enough sonnets and odes of the lovesick to know that she did not confirm to the ideals of the Ottoman poets. Nor did she even resemble the maidens who featured in the bawdy macaroons her father’s sailor friends sang; she overheard them, sometimes, when she was in bed and they were downstairs at dinner and had had too much to drink.


Feyra did not consider her amber eyes, large but slightly slanted like a cat’s, round and dark enough to be praised in song. Her small, neat nose was too upturned for beauty. Her skin was the colour of coffee, not dusky enough for men to write poems about. Her hair, falling in thick swags and ringlets to her shoulder blades, was not silken and straight enough for the poets, and the colour was wrong too: every shade of tawny brown, not one of them dark enough to be compared to a raven’s wing. And her wide, ruddy mouth, strangest of all, with the top lip bigger than the bottom, was a generous shape that could not, in even the most heroic couplet, be compared to a rosebud.


To her, her features – taken separately, taken as a whole – were unremarkable, even odd. But they seemed to have some strange power that she didn’t understand, and certainly didn’t welcome. Even her disguises had limited efficacy. If she covered her eyes, men looked at her mouth. If she covered her mouth, they stared at her eyes. If she covered her hair, they looked at her figure. But she still had to try, for the inconveniences of her daily disguise were nothing to the consequences of revealing herself.


The Feyra in the looking-glass raised her chin a fraction and the reflection encouraged her. Today she must wear feminine garb; very well, she would make the best of it. She began her ritual.


Wearing only her wide billowing breeches made of transparent silk, Feyra took a long, cream bandage and tucked one end into her armpit. She pulled the material tight to her flesh, round and round her ample chest. When her breasts pained her and her breath felt short, she was grimly happy.


Now it was time for the gown. Feyra’s father had brought her gowns of gold and silver satin, brocade, bales of samite and Damascene silk from the four corners of the world. But they lay untouched in a sea chest below the window. Instead she had bought a plain shift dress, a barami, in the Bedestan market. The dress fell without folds to the ground, disguising her shape. Next she added the upper gown, the ferace, bodice buttoned to the waist after which it was left open.


Then she combed and plaited her hair, coiling it around the top of her head like a crown. She struggled with the curls that crept from her veil by the day’s end however hard she tucked them back. Every day she tried to tame them. She placed and tied a veil of thin taminy over her hair, and tied it around the forehead with a braided thread. Then she damped the tendrils around her face with rosewater and pushed them viciously back until not a single strand could be seen.


Over it all she crammed a four-cornered hotoz cap, which buttoned under the chin, and a square yemine veil to cover her whole face. Then she took a length of plain tulle and wound it around her neck several times. She looked in the mirror again. Effectively swaddled, she was unrecognizable. Her clothes were the hue of sand and cinnamon, designed to blend in to the city and offer her camouflage. The only flare of colour were the yellow slippers of her faith – leather slippers with upturned toes that were fastened over the instep, practical and proof to water and the other more noxious fluids she was wont to encounter in her job.


Dressed at last, she added no ornaments to her apparel. Feyra had gold enough – she had as many trinkets as an indulgent father could provide, but bangles and baubles would draw attention to her – and what was more, interfere with her work.


Feyra’s finishing touch was born of utility, not fashion nor status: a belt, bulky and ugly, an invention of her own. It held a series of little glass bottles and vials, each in an individual leather capsa, all strung together on a broad leather band with a large brass buckle. She strapped the thing beneath her ferace, so it was completely hidden at her waist while at the same time making her dumpy in the middle and giving her the silhouette of a woman twice her age.


By the time she was finished, the sun was fully up and the sky had bleached to a birds-egg blue. She allowed herself one more glance at the city she loved, now described in every daylit detail. The heartbreaking curve of the glittering bay, the houses and temples lying like a jewelled collar upon this matchless curve of coastline. Crouching like a sentinel of the Bosphorus was the great temple of the Hagia Sophia, where the Sultan’s hawks rose on the thermals from the sunbeaten golden dome. Feyra forgot her moment of yearning; she no longer wanted to know where the sea went. She vowed, instead, that she would never leave this city.


The wailing song of the muezzin-basi floated in a sweet, mournful thread from the towers of the Sophia to her ear. Sabah, sunrise prayer. Feyra turned and ran, clattering down the stairs.


She was very, very, late.




Chapter 2


In the street it was still cold, the shadows untouched by the sun.


In the normal way this would be Feyra’s favourite part of the day – it pleased her to dawdle, greeting the laundry-women carrying their baskets of washing to the bay, or buying a breakfast of simit and salep, cinnamon bread and root tea, from one of the blue and gold carts that seemed to be on every corner. It pleased her too, to pay with her own coin, for she was a professional, a working woman. Today she had to ignore the growling of her stomach, as she hurried on.


Now and again, as she climbed the hill from Sultanamet to Seraglio point, she would see the brief blue glances of the sea. Today she did not turn, as she did every other morning, to drink her fill of the view. Consequently, she did not notice a Genoese galleass which she would have had no trouble identifying due to her father’s schooling, sailing away, cleaving the cobalt waters of the mouth of the Bosphorus.


Feyra kept her eyes front, walked to the top of Mese Avenue and the Topkapi Palace. Set upon the perfect peninsula that was the Seraglio point, jutting out into the ocean where the Golden Horn, the Sea of Marmara and the Bosphorus met, Topkapi was a small city of itself. The Imperial Gate, as the first point of entry for the visitor, was a powerful architectural assertion of importance, and a hint at the glories within. Between the twin conical towers of the gatehouse, below the golden inscription of past Sultans’ wisdom on the architrave (for the new Sultan, Feyra understood, had little wisdom to speak of, let alone inscribe in gold) stood a guard bearing a scroll, the first of many layers of security within the palace.


She didn’t know the man and didn’t expect to. He would have been drawn by lot this morning in the guard room, for there was a pool of three hundred and fifty-four sentinels of the Sultan, one for every day of the year in the Hicri Takvim calendar. No man could serve twice in a year, and no man knew which his day would be, so that he may not be bribed or coerced to let in an interloper.


‘Name?’


‘Feyra Adalet bint Timurhan Murad.’


‘And what do you do here?’


‘I am Kira to Nur Banu, the Valide Sultan.’ She took a breath. ‘And Harem Doctor.’


She watched him, and he behaved exactly as she predicted. He had barely looked up from his vellum when she told him she was a Kira, a go-between for the women of the Harem and the outside world. Sometimes the guard of the day would make a moue with their mouth, or raise an eyebrow, when she mentioned the name of Nur Banu, the Valide Sultan, mother of the Sultan and as such the most powerful woman in the palace, in Constantinople and in the Ottoman world. But all of them, without exception, reacted with surprise when she told them she was a doctor.


Only twenty-one, she had been distributing medicine and performing minor operations for years. She had begun, at the age of thirteen, carrying medicines from the palace doctor from the main part of the palace to the Harem. She would meet the physician in the Hall of the Ablution Fountain, a beautiful courtyard which marked the limit of how far a man could pass into the Harem complex. At that age her task was merely to listen carefully to his directions resounding in the mosaicked atrium, parrot them back to him in competition with the echo, bow and walk down the Hall of the Concubines to the Harem proper.


As she became older Feyra was sent out of the palace to the market to buy herbs and compounds from the Grand Bazaar. There she would wander the crowded alleys, feeling the acrid, sweet and spicy smells gather in her nose as she bought the alien bottles and packages back to Topkapi. She began to pay attention and quickly learned to appreciate the workings of the medicines. As the years passed and as the doctor passed his prime and Feyra approached hers, their relationship subtly changed and she would begin to adjust the amounts he had directed. Sometimes she would substitute different herbs; some medicines the doctor prescribed never reached their patients. The ladies of the Harem had never been healthier. By now, Feyra knew precisely how to treat the women, but she still made her daily walk to the middle court, as a matter of courtesy. The doctor, now well into his dotage, concerned himself with the main palace and the Sultan himself; he trusted Feyra to take care of most of the ailments of the two hundred or more women in the Harem. He had even, two years before and with the blessing of the old Sultan, conferred upon her the title she now used with pride. The doctor barely came to the middle court any more, so she was surprised once she’d finally reached the Hall of the Ablution Fountain, to find him waiting for her.


He seemed agitated and was wringing his hands. He looked old and small in this incredible setting, where once he would have stood tall. His name was Haji Musa, and he had once been respected for his surgical methods and medical writings throughout the world. Now the vast archway diminished him; the fine Kütahya tiles in watery greens and blues and whites gave his flesh a sickly hue, and the spouting fountain drowned his quavering voice so that Feyra had to ask him to repeat himself.


‘I beg your pardon, Teacher?’


‘Nur Banu Sultan,’ he said, his querulous tones rising above the fountain. ‘She is ill. So ill that they called me from the Second Court.’ He raised a shaking forefinger and waved it before her veil. ‘Listen to me, Feyra, never forget that Nur Banu is the Sultan’s mother. You will never treat a more exalted patient.’


Feyra felt impatient. She was already late. She didn’t see why Haji Musa was so agitated; after all, she had treated her mistress many times before. She bowed, as she had done that first time before him as a thirteen-year-old girl. Then she had been showing obedience. Now she was showing him that she wished to go.


He saw it at once. ‘Report to me. I’ll be waiting. Blessings be upon the Sultan.’


Feyra straightened. ‘For he is the light of my eyes and the delight of my heart.’


As she uttered the automatic rejoinder she was already turning to the women’s quarters. As she hurried away she was aware of the doctor patting and adjusting his turban as if the traditional blessing upon the Sultan had rattled him. The reputation of the new Sultan was frightening enough in the ordinary way – if something was to befall his mother, his rage would be incendiary. She knew that Haji Musa was afraid for his head, and hoped that it would still be upon his shoulders at sundown.


Feyra hurried to the inner court and through the gates of the Harem. Here there was no interrogation – two of the black eunuchs opened the doors for her and she barely acknowledged them. She walked the Golden Way, where concubines were once showered with coins, straight to the quarters of Nur Banu and opened another door to the inner chamber. The large airy room, lined with incredible blue Iznik mosaic, had a small open court with a fountain, and a dais with a bed upon it. From the threshold Feyra could already hear cries.


She was met at the door by the Kelebek, Nur Banu’s Gedik, her lady-in-waiting. ‘Blessings be upon the Sultan, Feyra.’


Kelebek, a plain woman among all this beauty, was clearly agitated, but still observed protocol. Feyra was too flustered to reply formally. She was not, yet, truly worried about Nur Banu’s condition – the Valide Sultan suffered occasionally with a malady of the stomach which gave her much bloating and pain, but an emetic of Feyra’s own making usually settled matters within the hour. Feyra was more concerned that her tardiness had bought her trouble. She saw a silver dish on the nightstand, piled high with iced fruit, and her own stomach grumbled, reminding her that she had not eaten. The grapes, tumbling down from the dish, tempted her with their green globes. She reached out to pluck one, but another moan sounded from the bed and she pulled her hand back. ‘Has she been asking for me?’


‘No. She asks for Cecilia Baffo.’


‘Who is Cecilia Baffo?’


‘We don’t know. None of us know.’ Kelebek swept her hand to indicate the Odalisques, the concubines-in-training for the Sultan’s bed. Five young women, all beautiful, all dressed in white shifts, all of them biting their lips or looking at the floor. Unschooled and unlettered as they were, they knew there was something wrong.


Feeling a sickly foreboding Feyra climbed the steps of the dais and drew back the fine embroidered muslin curtains of the Valide Sultan’s bed.


The Sultan’s mother lay twisted on the bed, her eyes half closed, her skin an unnatural hue, somewhere between the colour of bone and bile. Her veins stood out knotted on her throat, black and blue as if a mandrake was grown about her neck. Her cheeks, normally plump and pink, were drawn in dark hollows, and her eyes seemed painted beneath with violet shadows. The blonde hair was damp and lank, dark with sweat and plastered to her forehead. Nur Banu was a woman of perhaps fifty, and pleasantly fleshy, her skin usually pale as a foreigner’s, but now her skin beneath her jewelled shift looked pouchy, livid and mottled, and instead of being pleasantly rounded the flesh was sunken and loose, as if a bladder had been popped and deflated. The cries had ceased and Nur Banu was, it seemed, asleep.


Feyra took the Valide Sultan’s wrist where the blood passed and her mistress, at the pressure, moved, moaned and spoke, calling out, in the accents of another tongue, ‘Cecilia Baffo. Cecilia Baffo.’


Nur Banu’s voice, usually low and musical, was now the rasp of a crow. Her eyes flew open, shot with blood and milky. But she seemed to recognize Feyra. She said the girl’s name, clasped her close, and spoke in a language that only Feyra knew – Nur Banu’s own language, a language that lilted and bounced as if it had hoofbeats, a language where every word seemed to end in in an a or an o. The Valide Sultan had taught this language – Phoenician, she called it – to Feyra since she was a little girl visiting the palace with her father. It had become a language of secrets between them, used for the Valide Sultan’s most private business, and she used it now. ‘You must tell him. Tell him, Feyra, you and only you.’


Feyra thought she understood. She turned to Kelebek, now afraid. ‘We must tell the doctor and get word to the Sultan.’


‘No!’ The Valide Sultan sat up, suddenly wide awake and fearful. ‘Cecilia Baffo. Cecilia Baffo. Four Horsemen; riding, riding. Come and see.’ Nur Banu’s breath was foul, and a thread of bile-coloured spittle dropped from her chin. Feyra soothed her, shushing her and stroking her cheek like a child until her mistress seemed to sleep fitfully once more.


Feyra retreated through the curtain and closed it behind her, beckoning Kelebek to her. ‘Cecilia Baffo,’ Feyra murmured. ‘Who is she? And who are the Four Horsemen?’


Kelebek shrugged. ‘My lady was brought here many years ago, by corsairs who captured her. Could there have been four of them?’


‘Perhaps. But what of the name? Who is Cecilia Baffo?’


‘I don’t know!’ Kelebek’s voice was shrill with anxiety.


Feyra thought. ‘Describe to me my lady’s day, precisely, from sun-up.’


Kelebek knitted her fingers together. ‘She woke and directed that we dress her in her jewelled bedgown, for she was to have company.’


Feyra narrowed her eyes. It was not against protocol for the Valide Sultan, a widow after all, to take a lover, but Feyra had not known her mistress lie with a man since the death of her husband Selim Sultan, two years ago. ‘Who? A man?’


‘No. She said she was to break her fast with the Dogaressa of Genoa, before the Genoese ship sailed on the morning tide.’


‘Has the ship now sailed?’


‘Moments ago.’


‘Cecilia Baffo.’ Feyra mused aloud. ‘It is a foreign-sounding name. Could be Genoese. What is the Genoese Dogaressa called? Can someone find out?’


‘How, Feyra?’ Capable enough in the ordinary way, Kelebek reverted, in crisis, to her village girl origins.


Feyra was suddenly impatient with her peasant ways. ‘Ask someone,’ she snapped. ‘The Kizlar Agha.’


Kelebek’s eyes widened in fear – the Kizlar Agha, master of the girls and chief of the Black Eunuchs, was the Sultan’s deputy in the Harem who administered justice in these walls. This current Agha, Beyazid, was a fearsome basilisk of a man; seven feet tall with ebony skin. If a girl displeased the Sultan, if perhaps she found the Sultan’s tastes too adventurous, she was sewn into a sack and Beyazid personally threw her from the ramparts of the Tower of Justice into the Bosphorus. The girls were forced to gather and watch as the sack darkened with water and sank below the surface, to listen to the screams of the victim, to witness the consequences of disobedience. At the sound of the Kizlar Agha’s name, Kelebek took a pace backward. ‘I cannot ask him, Feyra.’


Feyra sighed testily. She feared the Agha as much as Kelebek did, but she feared what might be happening to her mistress more. She left the room and crossed the Courtyard of the Concubines. The sun was fully up, and as she turned right into the Courtyard of the Black Eunuchs the shadows under the marble columns were deep and dark, and the sun’s rays refracted through the wrought iron lamps hanging above, splitting them into diamonds, dazzling her. When she knocked and entered the Kizlar Agha’s chamber, she briefly could not see at all.


Slowly Feyra’s eyes began to adjust. She was in a long room with two streams of water running in marble channels set into the floor. The little light that silvered the streams came from stars cut into the stone ceiling, so that shafts of bleached sun fell in geometric shapes on the floor like paper cutouts. Feyra stepped between the shafts, as if it were a trial by light. She could almost have been alone in the room; Beyazid’s skin was polished ebony, black as the chair he sat in, but he smoked a hookah pipe that issued baby clouds as he spoke. The smoke gathered about his head and was illuminated in the star shafts.


‘Feyra, Timurhan’s daughter? What do you want of me?


Beyazid, it seemed, had no trouble seeing her. ‘O Kizlar Agha, what is the name of the Genoese Dogaressa who broke her fast with my lady Nur Banu Sultan?’


Now Feyra could make out his form, massive even in repose, his arm muscles bulging and shortening beneath their gold bands as he carried the hookah to his mouth, the false starlight silvering his bald head. ‘Her name is Prospera Centurione Fattinanti.’ His tones, for a man of such bulk, were high and clear like a boy’s; for he had been unmanned before adulthood. The strange contradiction of voice and physique did not make him any less threatening. He breathed out another cloud. ‘Is that all?’


‘Yes, Kizlar Agha.’ Feyra turned, then turned back with a courage she did not know she had. ‘That is, no. Who is Cecilia Baffo?’


She saw two crescents of white as his eyes opened a fraction in what seemed an involuntary impulse of recognition. For a moment, she was afraid. But the eyes closed again. ‘I know not. Now leave me. Blessings be upon the Sultan.’


‘For he is the light of my eyes and the delight of my heart.’


Feyra left the darkness and walked back through the bright courtyard, reluctant to return to what she would find. But in the Valide Sultan’s chamber it was as if the sun had risen there too. Kelebek was smiling, the Odalisques were twittering like so many white doves, and the mood had noticeably lightened. ‘Come and see,’ invited Kelebek.


Feyra pulled the muslin curtains of the bed aside once again. Nur Banu sat up against her pillows, the knotted venous cords gone from her throat, her eyes bright, her cheeks ruddy. Her eyes were shadowed with no more than the liner that she always wore, painted on daily with a brush no bigger than a gilder’s tip. She greeted Feyra, and Feyra was suffused with relief. She sat on the bed beside the Valide Sultan with a familiarity afforded to only her, and took Nur Banu’s wrist once again. This time the pulse beat strong and regular, and Feyra moved her fingers up to clasp her mistress’s hand. Nur Banu smiled at her. ‘Feyra? What’s amiss?’


‘Mistress, how are you?’


Nur Banu laughed, a genuine spurt of mirth. Usually Feyra loved the sound, but today it sounded wrong, like a discord on a zither. ‘Me? I have never been better. Bring my writing materials, Feyra. Then call for my breakfast and tell the Eunuchs to ready my barge – shall we sail to Pera today? The day is fair. Can you spare time from your doctoring?’


Feyra bowed in acquiescence but was troubled. The change in Nur Banu was so complete that Feyra began to believe that she had imagined that brief, dreadful illness. But Kelebek had been here too, and the Odalisques. She hesitated. ‘Mistress, when I came here, not one hour ago, you were insensible, your looks were dire, you were sleeping and waking fitfully and crying out.’


Nur Banu’s plump, kind face looked at her quizzically. ‘Feyra, what are you talking about?’


‘You do not recall?’


Feyra’s dread returned as she examined her mistress closely. The bright eyes, sparkling like brilliants. The bloom of too-livid colour on the cheeks. The blonde hair now curling damply around the face like a halo. The complete absence of memory of the episode that had gone before.


Feyra turned and looked about her. She walked down the dais again and her eyes lighted on the iced fruit sitting innocently on the marquetry table. She drew the Gedik to her. ‘Kelebek,’ she hissed sharply in the girl’s ear. ‘Did my lady take any food or drink this morning?’


‘Not yet. But it is still early … She has eaten nothing but a little fruit that the Dogaressa brought her.’


‘Did anyone taste it first?’


Kelebek’s eyes were as round and green as the grapes. ‘Why, no, Feyra; you were not here. But I thought it would be all right; it was a gift from the Dogaressa, she is a friend of my mistress’s heart – a beautiful lady!’


Feyra approached the abundant bowl of fruit, her feet heavy with dread. The ice pooling in the silver bowl crackled slightly in protest as it melted. Her eye was captured once again by the grapes. They looked delicious, tumbling over the edge of the bowl: round, and glittering with a bloom of dew. For the second time in as many moments Feyra thought that something had too much colour in it.


She picked a grape from its stalk and broke it open with her fingernail. She walked to the window and held the ruptured fruit to the sun. There, nestling in the jade heart of the grape, was a dark clot where the seed should have been. She gouged out the clot and spread it on a white tessera of mosaic on the windowsill. Then she reached for her medicine belt and pulled out an eye-glass with a brass surround which she fitted in her eye. She peered and poked at the black smear. She could see, once the clot was spread, a collection of tiny seeds, each one the shape of a star anise. Her stomach plunged.


Poison.


Not just any poison but the like of which she had seen only once before. Haji Musa had once intercepted an attempt on the old Sultan’s life, poison found in a gift of a jug of English ale. The doctor had shown her the star-shaped spores, taken from the fruit of the Bartholomew tree found in the hills around Damascus, and told her to take care; for the spores were one of the deadliest poisons known to man, tasteless, odourless, and with no antidote. The victim would feel the ill effects for half of one hour, then recover once as if healthful again, and after this would deteriorate rapidly as the spores multiplied in the organs, crowding the liver and lights, pulping the innards to mulch.


Fascinated by such a powerful poison, Feyra had begged a lame merlin from the Sultan’s falconers and fed the hawk some of the spores. He greedily pecked them down. Then Feyra sat on the stone floor of the Topkapi mews and watched him. For half an hour he had fallen to the floor and rolled and flapped, squawking in distress. Feyra watched, dispassionately, then the bird had miraculously recovered. For the following hour the merlin had been well, and lively; even his foot seemed no longer lame. But before Feyra’s legs had stiffened on the stone floor he had fallen over once again and turned black, glass-eyed and gasping until she had picked him up and wrung his neck. He lay in her hand, warm and surprisingly light, his head dangling. For a moment Feyra had felt a misgiving; this hawk would never rise above the dome of the Sophia again. Then she had hardened her heart and sliced him open, there and then on the pavings with a scalpel from her belt to discover his innards black with spores, his organs riven and pulped, indistinguishable from each other, the viscera as one.


Feyra thought quickly, running in her mind through all the remedies she knew, everything she carried in her belt. Nothing would help. If she’d been here, God above, if she’d only been here when the grapes had been eaten there might have been something. She had some tallow beads in one of the little glass vials, which, if chewed, would induce instant, violent vomiting above and purging below. But even then, by the time the symptoms manifested themselves, by that first initial illness, it was already too late. And besides, Feyra thought grimly, as Kelebek had reminded her; if she had been here, as Nur Banu’s Kira, she would have tasted the grapes and would now be waiting for her own death too.


Feyra thought for a moment. It was too late for her mistress – now it was all about who she could save. The Odalisques were all beauties, all virgins, they all had material value to the Sultan. The Odalisques would be left alone. ‘Leave us, all of you,’ she snapped to them, and watched them exit.


Kelebek remained, Kelebek who was plain and five-and-twenty. Feyra saw in her mind’s eye a sack darkening with water, being pulled down until Kelebek’s screams were silenced in a bubbling final cry. Feyra strode to the window where a gold filigree box caught at the filaments of the morning sun. She snatched off her headscarf and wrapped the box around and around, till there was not one telltale glimmer. She thrust it in the girl’s hands. ‘Kelebek, take this box and –’ she rummaged in her breeches ‘– three dirham. Take a boat to Pera. Where is your father’s house?’


‘Edirne.’


‘Sell the box at Pera and buy a mule and ride it there. Ride all the way to Edirne, and don’t stop. Then have your father find you a nice man from the village and marry him. Your time at Topkapi is over.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘The Valide Sultan is going to die, and you gave her poisoned fruit.’


Kelebek began to tremble. ‘How … but I didn’t … I didn’t know …’ Her head weaved from side to side, and she moaned, as she struggled with this information. ‘Can you not … there must be … have you nothing in your medicine belt to aid her?’ For Kelebek, and the concubines too, Feyra’s belt was nothing short of miraculous, a panacea for all illnesses, cures brought forth from each little stoppered bottle. Feyra looked the girl in the eyes and shook her head.


It was enough. Kelebek took the box and hurried away.


Feyra leapt back up the stairs to the bed and tore back the curtain. Fear made her strident. ‘Who is Cecilia Baffo?’ she demanded.


Nur Banu Sultan, relaxed on her embroidered pillows, laughed again; but this time it was a nervous, false trill. ‘I’ve really no idea, Feyra. Now, please get my writing materials.’ But Feyra did not budge. Her mistress had not known that she had been ill, had not remembered those dreadful few minutes when she twisted and writhed in her coverlet, but she knew very well who Cecilia Baffo was.


Feyra sat down on the bed, unbidden, and looked Nur Banu Sultan full in the eyes. She spoke very clearly, and a little loudly. ‘Listen to me, mistress. The grapes the Dogaressa left you were poisoned with the spores of the Bartholomew tree. When you first ingest the spores, for half of an hour, you feel dreadfully sick, as if death is at your door. Then, very quickly, you feel better. Your skin has a bloom on it, your eyes sparkle. You have no memory of what has happened to you. Your body is fighting the spores, and your humours even find some benefit in them from the opiates within the poison. You will feel, for an hour or so, better that you have ever felt. I will order you some goat’s milk and some hard tack bread to slow the absorption. But soon, very soon, you will feel worse again, much worse, and soon after that you will not be able to speak. Knowing this now, is there anything you wish to say? Something you want to tell me? Do you have any messages for your son, bequests to your family, directions for your interment? Or,’ she said with significance, ‘the identity of Cecilia Baffo?’


The Valide Sultan drew herself up on her pillows, her eyes flashing. ‘I will say that goat’s milk and hard tack be damned. What nonsense, to speak of death on such a golden day! I will have my breakfast, Feyra. And the Genoese Dogaressa is my friend. I will hear no more of this nonsense.’


Feyra nodded. ‘I know at present you do not believe me, and I understand you. Your spirits feel well, your body tingles with health. But it will not last and there is no antidote. The poison is tasteless and takes some time to work, so even your taster, had she been on time –’ here she mumbled shamefacedly, ‘– would not have saved you. As a judicial poison it cannot be rivalled. And that is why, I suppose, the Genoese favour it so. I must leave you now, and wait for your body to tell you what I cannot.’


Nur Banu Sultan opened her mouth to shout but Feyra stood her ground braced for battering. The Valide Sultan’s anger could be great, and she could be as fearsome as she was kind. Feyra had never, in all her years of service, had the rough side of the Sultana’s tongue, but she understood. No one wanted to accept that they were dying.


She had seen all the reactions in her years as a Harem doctor; denial, anger, dread. Some broke down at once and pleaded for a cure. She had had to tell women with a canker on the breast or the womb that death was coming for them, but that it could take weeks or months or years. But her mistress would be dead by noon, and that was something it was impossible to comprehend. Bracing herself for a blast of recrimination, she knew that it was futile to stay. The Valide Sultan had to come to terms with the truth and then put her affairs in order in the short time she had left. At last Feyra thought of something to say. Feeling as if she were throwing a stone into a storm, she said quietly, when Nur Banu paused for breath, ‘Cecilia Baffo.’ At the sound of the name, Nur Banu fell silent, breathing heavily. ‘When you were in your greatest suffering, and did not know what you said, you asked not for your son, nor for me, but for Cecilia Baffo. She is clearly very important to you.’ Feyra knelt by the bed. ‘Time is short, mistress. If you want me to find her, or get a message to her, tell me now.’ She got to her feet again. ‘Only think of this. I have never lied to you. But you have lied to me. You know who Cecilia Baffo is.’ Feyra spoke with utter certainty. ‘And when you are ready to tell me, I will be in the Samahane.’


She hurried down the steps from the dais, tore open the door and found the five Odalisques crowded eavesdropping at the keyhole. ‘Attend your mistress,’ she snapped, and she walked out of the room and away, on swift slippers, until she could no longer hear Nur Banu’s angry calls.


Feyra walked through the quiet courts to the Samahane, the ritual hall. She entered and climbed to the mezzanine, for women were forbidden to attend the rituals. She seated herself beneath one of the ornamental arches and drew the silken curtain behind her. She needed time and space to think.


She peered down over the balustrade. The Mevlevi order – the Dervishes – were whirling. Nine of the order revolved around their priest in the centre of the group, white skirts flying out to a perfect circle, tall brown hats seemingly motionless, forming their central axis as they turned. Their feet spun almost noiselessly on the tiled floor of the Samahane, pattering gently like rain.


Feyra fell into a trance, her thoughts pattering in her head like the soft footsteps of the Dervishes as they turned. She knew the symbolism of the order’s attire – their white robes were the colour of death, and their tall brown hats, like an elongated Fez, represented a tombstone. Their apparel brought them closer to the afterlife, to the other side. White for death, she thought, and brown for the tombstone. The Dervishes were harbingers of death. Nur Banu would soon be wrapped in a white shroud and buried in the crypt with a stone at her head.


Feyra’s legs grew stiff, and her arms ached where they rested on the stone balustrade. What would become of her? Would she be pursued and imprisoned because she had been too late to taste the deadly fruit before the Valide Sultan ate it? Because she could then not cure her mistress of her malady? Should she run, like Kelebek? And what of her father? Could he intercede for her with the Sultan? Or should they run together? Would he sail her across that sea she had wondered about, only this morning?


Feyra was suddenly visited by a vivid memory, as bright and over-coloured as the fruit and her mistress had been. She saw, as clear as day, herself as a six-year-old-child, outside her father’s door, playing in the dust with her friends. One of the boys had a top, and he spun it for what seemed like infinity. Feyra had seen magic in it, as it hung there, barely moving, held by some invisible celestial force. Then, at last, the stillness broke into a tremor, then a wobble, before the white top fell into the dust to skitter away between the children’s feet. Feyra captured it and spun it once, twice, until she had the trick of it; and while it spun round its still centre it held her gaze; she and the top unmoving, fascinated that something could move so much that it became still. The other children melted away in search of another game, bored, but Feyra stayed, watching; waiting with excitement and something akin to dread.


Now, fourteen years later, she understood that seed of dread. She had been waiting for the top to fall, wanting it but dreading it too, hoping with some small fibre of will that the top would spin for ever; knowing that it would not. Now she watched the Dervishes, waiting for one of them to fall, until she heard the rasp of the curtain being drawn behind her. She turned to see one of the Odalisques, and knew what she would say before the girl spoke. ‘Come and see.’


As she rose, stiff in every sinew, Feyra turned back once, to the Dervishes.


They were still spinning. It was Nur Banu who had fallen.




Chapter 3


‘I am Cecilia Baffo.’


Feyra was seated on Nur Banu’s bed. The Valide Sultan looked weak, and her pale skin was darker than ever, the veins mottling. The poison was gaining on her. Feyra might have thought her mistress was raving, but she was still alert and lucid. Feyra shook her head in confusion.


‘What do you mean?’


The Valide Sultan tried to raise herself up a little on her pillows. ‘What do you know of me?’


Feyra parroted what she had heard from Kelebek. ‘You were captured by corsairs and brought here to the Sultan Selim, may he rest in the light of Paradise.’ Feyra knew that Turkish horsemen were feared the world over; supreme in battle, descending from the hillsides upon their enemy ululating like banshees.


‘Captured by corsairs.’ Nur Banu gave a small smile. ‘Yes, that is my legend. Captured by corsairs; but this is not the half, the quarter, no, not the slightest piece of my history.’


‘I thought I knew everything,’ said Feyra, bewildered, for they had shared so many secrets over the years.


‘Speak to me in our tongue.’


Feyra knew her mistress meant Phoenician. If they were to speak in that tongue, she was about to hear a great secret. Greater than the time when Nur Banu had concealed her husband Selim’s death from the world for three days until their son and heir, the current Sultan, could be recalled from the provinces. Greater than the times when Feyra had helped her mistress divert money from the treasury, and take caskets of money to put in the hands of the architect Mimar Sinan who was building a mosque in Nur Banu’s name. Greater than all the times when Feyra had arranged meetings between Nur Banu and her allies from various nations around the world, to oppose or attenuate her rash son’s policies.


‘I find Phoenician difficult.’


‘Feyra. Not Phoenician: Venetian.’


A word misheard as a little girl was now the password that opened a map for Feyra. Her mouth opened too.


Nur Banu exhaled in a long sigh. ‘Yes, I am Venetian. I have allowed everyone to forget it. I have almost forgotten it myself. But when I lived in that life, I was Cecilia Baffo, daughter of Nicolò Venier.’


‘Venier?’ Feyra uttered the name that was a curse in Constantinople.


Nur Banu caught the intonation. ‘Yes. My uncle is Sebastiano Venier, Admiral of Lepanto and Doge of Venice.’


No wonder the general population had been allowed to forget this. The Venetians had been enemies to the Turks for centuries, had taken their gold, raped their women, and even desecrated the graves of their Sultans. Mehmet II’s crown had been taken from his tomb by Venetian marauders with the hairs still attached. And worst of all, most reviled of these pirate conquerors, was Sebastiano Venier, the figurehead on the warship that was Venice. The Doge’s reputation was trampled daily in the pamphlets sold on street corners and his image burned in the alleys. Since he had crushed the Ottoman fleet a few short years ago at the Battle of Lepanto, the Sultan and all his people breathed revenge day and night.
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