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Tom Swan, knight of St Mark and donat of the Order of St John of Jerusalem and Rhodes, Englishman, servant of the great Bessarion and sometime papal courier, spy, researcher, and currently commander of a company of lances on crusade, woke to pain.


He was used to pain. But it took him a long time to come to terms with the kind of pain he felt today. Back pain, of course, and a stiffness in his joints that told of yesterday’s physical excess. He had fought too much, and then he’d helped to row, to pole, to turn the ship’s great windlass. He could feel the exertion, the desperation, and the crises in his hips and thighs.


And of course, he’d done all this in armour.


But those pains weren’t what concerned him. His right shoulder had a cold, dull ache that he didn’t like – the result of falling forward and rolling, in plate armour, over his own rotella. And some heavy blows.


He had two deep bruises, one on his right forearm and one on his right lower leg, where big men with heavy weapons had failed to penetrate his superb armour.


Both of them were dead. He swallowed bile and the whole thing washed over him like a pool of shit. He shivered in revulsion.


In the right mood, he might have told a pretty girl with an attentive ear that he enjoyed combat, but in his heart he knew that it was like overindulgence in wine – whatever fleeting enjoyment he received from the high at the point of the spear, the black depression of having killed and maimed was worse than any hangover.


But neither the bruises, nor the ache in his shoulder, nor even the black cloud that always came the day after battle, led the chorus of pain.


Swan was an old veteran of pain and battle and its aftermath and he knew that fear was the worst enemy a man had. Small wounds were worse for new men, because they had never seen their own blood.


Swan had a cut to his eye, and it was swollen, intensely painful, and glued shut with blood. He suspected he had a fever, and that fever might mean that the cut was infected. An infected eye …


‘Fuck,’ Swan said. ‘I’m in Belgrade.’


It had all come back to him in a single rush, and he realised that he was lying in his filthy, sweat-soaked, blood-caked arming clothes, still laced to the throat, and that his doublet was still damp – sleep had not dried it, and it made him feel somehow worse than dirty.


And outside, there was a steady rumble, like distant summer thunder. Swan had endured a short siege on Rhodes and he knew that sound – the pounding of Turkish guns.


Will Kendal was asleep in a chair. The day before, in the hardest fighting Swan had ever known, Kendal had saved his life at least twice. Now he slept with his mouth open, emitting snore after snore, interspersed with the sounds of a drowning man and other sounds like belching. Ser Juan di Silva lay on a palette of straw on the floor. He still wore his breastplate. Columbino lay beside him, the only one of them to strip to his linens before sleeping, and his linens were brown with dried blood. On another palette lay both of Ser Orietto’s pages, and farther down the long room, Swan could see Ladislav and his Bohemians.


And a woman, wide awake and staring at him. She was tall, and strong looking, and she was in a corner with a wool blanket pulled around her like a fortress of warmth and protection. It was hot. Swan remembered her. She’d been taken with the ship …


Her eyes were wide, and full of terror.


‘It will be fine,’ Swan croaked, and then realised he’d spoken in English. He repeated himself in Turkish.


Her expression did not alter.


‘Did someone attack you?’ he asked.


She shook her head.


‘Would you be kind enough to bring me some water?’ Swan asked.


‘I am naked,’ she said in Turkish.


Swan’s head felt as if it was made of mud, but this was not hard to work out. She had made the swim that had saved them all – and now she had only a blanket. And she did not want to wander the citadel of Belgrade naked.


‘You have clothes in the ship?’ Swan asked.


She all but spat. ‘Nothing I would ever wear by choice,’ she said.


Swan made an effort and got his feet on to the floor. ‘Sweet Christ,’ he said in English. ‘I’ll find you something to wear,’ he went on in Turkish. And stumbled for the door. They were in a fine room – it had a magnificent Italian-style coffered ceiling, and no furniture except a pair of trestle tables, one with a small embroidery frame perched on it. There was a book on the other table; Swan couldn’t help himself, and opened it.


A romance. In French. He almost cried – the emotion was so powerful. It was Guillen de Courtois, a romance he’d read in his father’s little court. He’d even read it aloud to his father once, when the great man was sick. This copy was very like his father’s, with beautiful illustrations and magnificent pen-worked capitals.


Probably from the same workshop, somewhere in Italy.


All this in one glance and a powerful counter-thrust of nostalgia.


Swan steadied himself and made it to the door. He got it open and found the corridor he had expected was jammed with men lying on straw, most of them wounded. The scene was lit by the end of the corridor, where a whole section of the castle wall was … gone. Brilliant sunlight fell on the men in the corridor.


Not an eye opened, but the woman’s reluctance to leave the room was reinforced. Swan made his way along the corridor until he found a cross-hall. There were two priests, a nun and a woman by a carved credenza covered in bowls that all seemed crusted in blood. It smelled.


The priests glanced at him, and the nearer nodded. ‘You are the Englisher hero,’ he said, as if heroism of all kinds annoyed him.


Swan wanted to bow but was afraid he’d fall over. ‘I would like some clean water,’ he said, pointing vaguely at his eye.


The woman – she was forty, strong boned and tall – grunted. ‘We’d all like some water,’ she said. ‘There’re only two wells working just now.’ Very belatedly, she said, ‘My lord.’


Swan sighed. But he was waking up – something in her accent …


‘You are English?’ he asked.


‘God forbid,’ she said. ‘I’m Scots.’ But she gave him a smile.


‘One of my archers is from Carlisle,’ Swan said.


She laughed. ‘That’s not going to make us friends,’ she said. ‘I’m Margaret. These are Father Herman and Father Stefan. And Sister Clare.’


Swan managed something that a forgiving person might have accepted as a bow. His eye hurt a great deal, and his depth perception was terrible.


‘What is a Scotswoman doing in Belgrade?’ he asked.


She shrugged. ‘My man has a cloth trade here from the Hanse ports,’ she said. ‘I was quite a good midwife when I was young … that makes me a doctor, here.’ She had a brazier going, on the floor, and she filled a ceramic cup with hot water. ‘By the Saviour’s wounds, messire, that’s not pretty,’ she added, looking at his eye.


The priests weren’t rude, they were exhausted, Swan discovered swiftly. Father Stefan pushed him down on a three-legged stool and Father Herman leaned against his back. Margaret began to clean his eye with hot water.


‘There is a woman in our room,’ he said, between whimpers.


None of them seemed interested. Swan tried again. ‘She was a captive on the Turkish hoy we captured,’ he went on. ‘A Christian captive.’


‘God will thank you for saving her, then,’ Father Stefan said, a little more acerbically than might have been thought necessary.


Swan was ready to be angry. Pain always made him angry, and the three of them were, just at that moment, the direct source of a great deal of pain.


‘I must get this open,’ Margaret said. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘She saved all of us,’ Swan said. ‘She swam with a rope … look, I’m not telling this well—’


‘Please shut up,’ Margaret said.


Her thumb ran over his eyelid, and the pain spiked, and then …


As if the shutters in a closed room had been opened, light flooded over him.


He gave a short scream.


They held him.


Then Margaret began to wash the eye with a rag dipped in the hot water. Despite the pain, if felt like heaven.


‘Now tell me about your heroic girl,’ she said.


‘She’s naked,’ he said. ‘She needs clothes. She’s had enough … attention to last her a lifetime. I’d guess.’


‘Oh, sweet Christ, why’d you no say?’ Margaret snapped. But the nun – Sister Clare – was already moving. She went down the hallway and opened the door to the room where Swan had awakened.


Swan relaxed against Father Stefan, and let Margaret hurt him. She certainly seemed to know what she was doing.


Sadly, having the eye washed only made it feel better while it was happening. As soon as Margaret was done, she left him to see to the other men in his room, and Swan felt as if his wounded eye was full of sand. It was a terrible feeling, but he suspected it was better than losing the eye. He got to his feet and Father Stefan steadied him.


‘Can I wash?’ he asked. ‘And wash some clothes?’


Father Herman nodded and led him down to the second courtyard. His balance was bad and he had some difficulty walking, but he made it down the stairs. There, a dozen women were doing laundry in tubs. Even as they washed, the dust raised by the enemy’s stone balls hitting the walls hung like smoke over the newly cleaned clothes on the lines in the sun.


The head laundress was a strapping woman named Elspet, with dark hair and enough muscle to fight in armour. Swan struck a bargain with her, paid in hard silver coins, and climbed back to his room.


All of the survivors of his company were awake. Swan had them all strip, and he and Will Kendal carried everything – linen, wool and silk – into the second courtyard. Elspet eyed the piles and laughed. She put her hands on her hips and shook her head. ‘Double,’ she said. ‘Look at this – shit stains and blood, too.’


Swan didn’t argue. He paid.


In the end, Elspet and her people did three baskets of laundry, and dried it while the Turkish guns roared and muttered and pounded away. Swan and his people sat on the floor of their once-pretty room and used flax tow and ash and oil to polish the blood and ordure and rust and riverwater and dirt out of their armour, and then, when they were all done, the archers fiddled with their arrows and strings and the men-at-arms worked on their weapons. Swan devoted most of the afternoon to his sword, which was deeply notched in several places. He had his own stone, and so did Kendal, and they passed them around, played cards and drank water. The former slave-woman was gone.


Swan had two brief encounters with officers of the fortress; fetching the last of the laundry, he saw a man in full Italian plate, and discovered that he was waiting with the commandant of the fortress, Michael Szilagyi, Janos Hunyadi’s brother-in-law, who congratulated him on his escape from the Turks. And later, he found a German knight who was appointed to command the southern towers. He leaned into their room, greeted ‘Ser Tomas’ and ‘Ser Johann’ with respect, and informed them that they had the night off, but that if, by some evil design of the infidel, the citadel was attacked, they were to report to the nearest tower.


Will Kendal went out before last light and returned to say that there was new construction in the Turkish lines, at extreme bowshot. ‘I’m almost out of shafts,’ he admitted to Swan. ‘I didn’t want to waste one.’


A little after dark, a boy came and summoned Swan to meet with the fortress’s commander, Hunyadi’s brother-in-law. Swan was back in his arming clothes, as clean as a woman’s hands and strong soap could make them. But in the fortress of Belgrade, his good arming coat and tight hose marked him as a gentleman – no one wore the elaborate clothing of the Hungarian magnates here. The boy led him through the rubble and the fire-lit darkness that smelled of burned meat and sulphur. The Turkish guns were firing continuously, and as they passed a dozen exhausted sappers and a crowd of peasants who had been filling a breach and were being served stew, a heavy marble ball struck the tower over Swan’s head and the fragments ricocheted everywhere, killing Swan’s guide and several of the peasants.


Night was when the Turks did most of their firing, and with their superior numbers and endless slaves, they ruled it. Swan helped two women carry a wounded Serb into a sort of open-air hospital and then found his own way to the fortress commander’s rooms – three rooms all linked, like a new Italian appartamento. The great man sat in the middle room, writing. The antechamber was full of men with dispatches and men waiting for orders and several who were simply hollow eyed and unblinking, as if they’d forgotten what they were doing.


It wasn’t until Swan went into the candlelight that he really noticed that he had blood all over his right side, where the boy had been standing.


Michael Szilagyi had the most magnificent forked beard that Swan had ever seen, and a fine head of hair to match his heavy features and build, but he was as courteous as a Frenchman, rising to greet Swan and bowing as if they were peers and ignoring the blood. Swan was almost in shock.


‘Yesterday was a great victory,’ Szilagyi said. ‘I have a letter already from Hunyadi. He thinks you are dead.’ The Hungarian magnate smiled. ‘I will tell him otherwise.’


‘And László?’ Swan asked.


‘The hero of the day. He is lightly wounded – as you are yourself, it would seem. But by God, sire – you two broke the chain. Tonight my brother-in-law will come into the city with two thousand fresh men, and take my wounded out.’ Szilagyi smiled. ‘Now we have a chance. I am out of everything but hope, and that is in short supply. You have given us hope.’


‘Thanks for the day of rest,’ Swan said.


‘Nothing happens in the day,’ Szilagyi said. ‘The Turks do their worst by night, and only their light guns harass us by day. Even they taper off in the afternoon, as you’ve no doubt noticed. It is too hot for them. Pshah. Everyone thinks the Turks come from the desert, but it is clearly hotter here in Serbia than there.’


‘Do you have any wine?’ Swan asked.


‘Not a drop, or I would send you some,’ Szilagyi said with a smile. ‘I only wanted to meet you and be sure of something I have heard. You are a representative of the Pope, yes? To the Sultan? I understand that you speak Turkish?’


‘Yes,’ Swan said. Already he didn’t like the direction this was taking.


The governor of Belgrade led him to a small spiral staircase that rose from his apartment up into the main tower. So far, none of the Turkish heavy guns had been sighted to fire on the dominant tower of the central fortifications. Swan followed the governor to the roof.


‘Look there. Yes – there,’ Szilagyi said.


Swan had no problem finding what the governor wanted him to see.


About three hundred yards away, a man was screaming. His screams were like those of a monster or a demon or some unnatural creature.


He had been crucified, but that was not why he was screaming.


‘They are flaying his skin from him,’ the governor said. ‘I am sorry for it. He was a brave man. He has been spying for us since before the siege began.’ He looked at Swan.


‘You want me to be a spy?’ Swan asked.


‘No,’ Szilagyi said. ‘I understand from Janos that you have a letter from the Pope to the Sultan. I want you to deliver it. Under a flag of truce. I want you to buy us a few hours of evening, while Janos brings me fresh men and food.’


Swan shook his head and tried not to rub his eye. ‘Why show me that poor man?’ he asked.


‘He was one of my friends, a good man I have known all my life,’ Szilagyi said. ‘We both knew it must end this way. You understand?’


Swan felt dull. ‘No,’ he said.


‘I will sacrifice anything to stop the Sultan here,’ Szilagyi said. ‘Now, English knight. Will you go?’


‘What if I say that I do not have the Pope’s letter with me?’ Swan said.


Szilagyi shrugged. ‘Whatever you say, I will believe you. Look – the cowards are all at home, Ser Suane. No man in this fortress needs to ask himself anything except – how much can I take?’ The governor looked out over the walls. ‘I will assume you are the best man the Pope had for this mission.’


Swan wanted to laugh. ‘No, my lord. The best man is getting married in Venice right now.’


Szilagyi smiled. ‘This gallantry does not change the situation. I have already sent your name and the flag of truce, Ser Suane. I sent them during the lull at nones. In truth you are the last pawn I have to sacrifice. I hear Omar Reis hates you. It is the talk of the town – and the gossip of the Turkish camp. Will you go tomorrow and perhaps … buy me six hours?’


Swan thought of many things in the next few heartbeats. Home, and England, and Bessarion, and the ring of the Conqueror, and even Šárka. His instant reaction was refusal – it meant certain, almost certain, horrid death. Humiliation. Pain. Horror. Possibly degradation.


Swan sighed. ‘Thanks for today,’ he said. ‘I wish I had better clothes.’


‘You will go?’ Szilagyi said.


Swan shrugged, wondering when he had become this man. Or whether, in fact, his eye hurt so much that he was actually willing to die.


He was tired, and he didn’t see an alternative, except to admit he was a coward, terrified of facing Omar Reis and the Sultan. He thought of Alessandro and what he had said about how often people like the Pope expected men like them to save things.


Somewhere, a world away, Alessandro would be getting married to a lovely, and probably very talented, fifteen-year-old girl. They would wed in a magnificent church, and they would live in a fantastic palace on the Grand Canal. Swan thought of them with a sort of distant pleasure.


He also thought of Šárka and the other girls, and all the men and women in the crusader camp, and what the fall of Belgrade would mean.


He wondered whether he should, indeed, attempt the Sultan’s assassination.


He shook his head. ‘Very well, my lord,’ he said.


The governor bowed low. ‘I will give you the best clothes I can spare, and my last good horse. Who will you take?’


Swan sighed. ‘No one,’ he said. ‘I won’t drag anyone to my grave with me.’


Szilagyi frowned. ‘I hope I do not send you to your death. But in any case, Hunyadi will be here before you depart. Until tomorrow, Ser Suane.’


Suane sighed again, and bowed. When he was out of the apartment, he realised that he’d thanked the man.


Back in the room they all shared, Swan had enough professional interest in life to find his purse and take some things he knew he’d want. He took his eating knife, a folding spoon, and a pricker, a small, sharp spike that Englishmen and some Continentals used to spear food at meals. He took his razor, so that he could shave. He bought a little packet of soap from a washerwoman, and considered trying to buy her favours as well – he was deeply afraid, and he wanted something to make him feel alive, but he couldn’t – somehow, the spirit was not willing, and he returned to his room to find all his people asleep.


They made him angry, in a foolish, obscure way, and he thought of Jesus and the Garden of Gethsemane, and then he dismissed that thought as maudlin and probably blasphemous as well.


I think I’m Jesus? I was trying to buy a woman five minutes ago.


He lay down on his clean straw and stared into the darkness.


No wine, no woman, and the prospect of immediate death.


Swan thought through a number of things, and determined, in the morning, to find some Turkish clothes. But his head seemed set in mud – it was hard to think, and he couldn’t stop seeing the death of the boy guiding him through the rubble – ebullient and joking in Hungarian one moment, dead, his head blown half off by a fist-sized marble splinter, the next.


He stared, and thought.


And then it was morning, and he felt like hell. Again.


Hunyadi and Capistrano entered the fortress early. Swan had slipped into sleep with the first light, and now awoke to cheering, and he rose, washed and dressed as carefully as he could for the coming day. Another boy found him drinking a cup of questionable water, which was all any of them had to break their fasts. Swan followed the boy, obscurely afraid of seeing him explode like a bomb of meat the way the first boy had gone.


Capistrano’s robes all but shone in the morning sun. He looked at Swan carefully. ‘Someone has had a whiff of mortality,’ the madman said. ‘Well – ready to give your life in God’s cause, Englishman?’


Hunyadi was writing quickly at a low table on two trestles. He looked up. ‘I don’t think Ser Suane is called upon to give his life,’ he said. ‘But I do like the notion that he might visit the Sultan.’ Hunyadi nodded.


He was far more alert and alive than the last time Swan had seen him. He smiled – a somewhat wolfish smile. ‘Ser Suane, I need to move soldiers into the fortress. I need a few hours.’


‘You mean to move troops under cover of the truce?’ Swan asked.


Hunyadi shrugged and looked at Capistrano. The Dominican made a motion with his hands, as if dismissing Swan’s comment as sophistry.


‘The Turk is infidel,’ he said. ‘He lies and cheats and sets the snares of Satan for the unwary.’


Swan was almost too tired and low in spirits to protest, but he did so for form’s sake. ‘It will not be good – for the ambassador caught in the enemy camp – if you break the truce and are discovered.’


Hunyadi nodded. ‘Yes. I imagine that Omar Reis would delight in just such a thing.’ He blinked once, and Swan had a moment of doubt. Was Hunyadi sending him to his death deliberately?


Whatever for?


The ring twinkled on Hunyadi’s hand.


Swan winced. ‘When does the truce begin?’ he asked.


‘Late afternoon. I will ring the bells of the town.’ Hunyadi nodded. ‘Thanks, Englishman. Occupy the Grand Turk for a few hours, and Belgrade will hold another week.’


Swan bowed, knelt to be blessed by Capistrano, and noted that Lord Szilagyi didn’t meet his eye.
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