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PROLOGUE


CONSTANTINOPLE, WINTER 1396


A party of five stood on the hill of Kosmidion overlooking the city of Constantinople: the Sultan Bayezid, his three sons and the Grand Vizier, all cloaked and furred against the winter wind that swept in from the Bosporus. They held cloths to their faces.


The rain had stopped at last and a sudden shaft of sunlight ignited the spearheads on the city walls. There were pitifully few these days. Constantinople, the last gem in the empty crown of Byzantium, was a place of fields and orchards and churches whose domes no longer wore the gold to ignite.


A few of the city’s garrison had emerged in sortie the night before and now stood behind, spread-eagled in crucifixion as their saviour had been, the stench of their decay all around. Bayezid spoke through his mask.


‘We need cannon.’


The Ottoman Sultan had been known as Yildirim in his youth: ‘Thunderbolt’. He was fourth in the line of Osman and had astonished the world by the speed of his campaigns to quell the gazi tribes of Anatolia and stretch his empire to the banks of the Danube. Now he was a man addicted to wine and sugar whose size of turban mirrored the size of his belly. His heir, Suleyman, stood on one side and his second son, Mehmed, on the other. They were as different as their mothers: Suleyman tall and pointed of nose and beard, Mehmed smaller, his gazi roots there in a face as flat as the steppe. Bayezid’s third son, Musa, stood a little behind and was yet to be bearded. The brothers hated each other.


Suleyman patted his horse, flicking water from its mane. ‘We need cannon of a size not yet created, Father,’ he said. He raised his hand to the city beneath them. ‘Behold the strongest walls in the world. We can throw a million men at them and they’ll not break. We need cannon big enough to smash them, and they’re made in Venice.’


A drumbeat sounded from somewhere distant. Half-naked men worked to its tempo, hauling forward the trebuchets, mangonels and other machines of war that would wreak what havoc they could until the cannon arrived. In front stretched the open wound of the Ottoman siege lines, livid with newly dug earth. A lot had been accomplished in the two months since this army had marched away to Nicopolis.


Nicopolis.


The flower of Christendom had come west, jousting and drinking its way to do battle with Bayezid on the Danube. It was, they said, an army that could hold up the sky with its lances. But the sky had come down on its boasting and ten thousand Christian corpses lay on the field of Nicopolis. The victory had been Bayezid’s and it had sent shock waves through the courts of Europe. He had boasted: I will water my horses at the altar of St Peter’s in Rome, and before him was the only thing that stood in his way: the walls of Constantinople.


Constantinople: the second city of seven hills to serve as capital of the two-thousand-year Empire of the Rhomaioi. Once it had been the meeting place of the world, the gilded bridge between Christian West and the lands of the Prophet, the Dar ul-Islam. Now the empress’s jewels lay in pawn in Venice and her city hid behind its colossal walls beneath the early darkness of an iron sky.


A rainbow had appeared above the city, a curve of colour, heaven’s favour poured into its battered chalice on earth.


Bayezid looked up and then turned to his sons. ‘The sickle of Islam poised,’ he said. ‘When do we get our cannon, Prince Suleyman? We can’t wait for Venice.’


Mehmed edged his horse closer to his father’s. He spoke across him. ‘Didn’t you say there were cannon in Mistra, Brother?’ he asked.


Suleyman frowned. ‘Only small ones. Not big enough.’


‘Yet cannon, nonetheless,’ said Bayezid, remembering. He looked at his heir. ‘You will bring them.’


Suleyman opened his mouth to protest. This siege was where he belonged. It was to be his triumph.


But there are other things to bring from Mistra.


The woman who’d sworn to submit to him was in Mistra and it was time for her to be returned to him.


‘I’ll go to Mistra,’ Suleyman said.








PART ONE
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CHAPTER ONE


GERMIYAN BEYLIK, ANATOLIA, WINTER 1396


The first snows came as the old man turned to leave; great balls of it as big as babies’ fists that stuck to his beard like dough.


Omar, the holy man from Konya, had brought Luke Magoris to the forty or so gers that made up this Germiyan camp far out on the steppe. Around them was distance with no horizon. The snow had turned the landscape into a limitless white without shape or feature that somewhere, far away, became the sky. For Luke, a boy born into the bustle of a little city on the edge of the sea, it was beyond comprehension.


Their reception had been as cold as the weather. The business at the monastery had delayed them and made the tribe late in moving to their winter pastures. And the snows were early this year. Luke looked around him at the sullen faces.


‘They don’t want me here, Omar. Look at them.’


The old man looked up at the sky through crinkled eyes, then back at Luke, wiping snow from his lips.


‘These are good people, Luke,’ he said. ‘Their movement makes them honest. “A little rivulet which is moving continually does not become defiled.” There is truth in that.’


‘Who said that?’


‘The poet Rumi. The saint of Konya, where I must now go. The saint calls and I’m not good in tents.’


‘But how do I talk to them?’


‘You learn their language, Luke. You learn to ride and shoot like a nomad, like a Mongol.’ He turned his horse, stopped and looked back at Luke, his fist on his saddle. ‘Like Tamerlane.’


Then he was gone.


Two men approached dressed in coats with fur linings and embroidered hems and looked similar enough to be related. Father and son, Luke guessed, and the leaders of this camp. They stopped in front of Luke. The older man spoke, turned and walked away; the younger stayed. He pushed Luke to his knees in the snow. Stepping closer, he lifted Luke’s chin and spat. He jabbed his chest with his finger. ‘Gomil.’


Gomil.


*

The first night was the worst. Long after they’d eaten, the ger was still dense with smoke and Luke’s eyes stung. He wiped them with the back of his hand and looked down at the sword hilt resting across his chest, its dragon eyes staring back into his. Six hours had passed since Omar had ridden away, leaving him only this sword and a line from Rumi. He’d never felt so alone.


He’d dined in miserable silence, six wary eyes watching him through the gloom. They belonged to the family with whom he was to live: Torguk, his wife Berta, who suckled a child at her breast, and their daughter Arkal, her crippled foot tucked beneath the folds of her deel.


They’d fed him the thick mutton stew that would be their diet until the tribe’s sheep were too few for slaughter. He’d watched them suck the meat from the bones and wash it down with soured mare’s milk. And when he’d finally lain down to sleep, the smell of mutton and putrid milk had punctured the membrane of his dreams.


Now he lay awake and thought of his home in Monemvasia. He saw it from afar, perched on its fist of rock thrown out into the Mirtoon Sea. He saw its narrow, climbing streets, cobbles wet with the tread of a sixteen-year-old boy come in from the sea. Was it only four years since he’d left? He thought of Mistra, where he’d never been: sixty miles distant from Monemvasia yet so different: a place of church and ceremony where the Despot ruled amongst the saints. Two cities side by side. Two destinies: love and duty, Anna and Tamerlane.


And a plan.


Plethon’s plan, his destiny: to bring Tamerlane west to fight Bayezid. To bring one monster to kill another. He closed his eyes and there was Anna. He’d last seen her standing before him as he knelt beneath Suleyman’s sword on the bloody field of Nicopolis. A whisper.


Are you with Suleyman?


Sleep drifted in like a mist and the whisper rose to the crash of a storm at sea. He was in waves bigger than continents, waves that hid the sky. He saw a rain-lashed jetty and a giant swinging an axe until the axe fell. He saw Anna being dragged down that jetty. Away from him.


Are you with Suleyman now?


*

The next morning Luke was shaken awake by the girl Arkal. She watched him shyly through her dirt and handed him a cup of salted tea. The salt stung his blasted lips. For a long moment they looked at each other. Luke put down the cup.


‘Luke,’ he said, pointing at himself. ‘My name is Luke.’


The girl was perhaps twelve. A row of yellow teeth appeared. ‘Lug.’


There was a grunt from above. Torguk was standing there. He clapped his hands and gestured to the door. They were to leave at once and there was work to do. Immediately they set about clearing out the stove, pallets, carpets and everything else from the ger before stripping the felt from its sides and collapsing the trellised willow frame on to which it was tied. Outside were large wagons to pull the tribe’s belongings and larger ones on which tents had been erected for carrying the sick, pregnant and old, and for the tribe to sleep in at night.


Around the camp, fires smouldered, turning the snow into a steaming paste in which the children played until they saw Luke. Then they formed a circle to watch the tall, fair stranger as he worked, at first silent and awed, then nudgingly braver until one of them darted forward to touch his hair. Arkal limped over to shoo them away and when Luke smiled at her, she darkened in pleasure.


The young men of the tribe went from ger to ger helping to dismantle them but one they left alone. It was on the outskirts of the camp and smaller than the others. Outside it stood poles on which horse hides hung beneath animal skulls. Bones lay in the snow around them. As Luke watched, the tent door opened and an old man came out, leaning on a stick. He was dressed in a filthy deel and snakes of matted hair fell to his waist. A young girl emerged wearing skins but with bare arms and legs. Her hair was long and dirty but she was tall and had some grace. Luke couldn’t see her face but, as she straightened, he knew that she was looking at him. He turned away.


*


When the camp finally moved, it travelled as fast as the oxen were able to pull the wagons. On the first two days, they ground their way across the steppe and the wind blew more fiercely and the sallies of snow grew bolder. Everyone but Luke was either riding inside the gers on the wagons or on a horse. On the third day, they came across a caravan: four hundred camels making their knock-kneed way towards the warmer climes of the Levant. They stopped and talked to merchants who’d come from Bursa and had a funny tale to tell. One of the merchants opened his mouth wide to show a grey substance that filled the holes in his teeth and the gazis gasped in wonder. Then the business of trade took over and the Germiyans swapped mohair wool and bales of felt for silk and other comforts that would make life more bearable in the terrible months to come.


Luke watched it all and, for the first time in a week, smiled.


A funny tale.


It was a fortnight ago that he’d seen his friends at Bursa: Dimitri, the seller of mastic to fill men’s teeth, and Benedo Barbi, engineer to kings, popes and the Genoese signori of Chios, an island they called Scio.


That night he dreamt of Chios. He dreamt of Fiorenza, Princess of Trebizond, wife to Marchese Longo, Lord of Chios, who some said was the most beautiful woman in the world. He saw her lying beneath him, her buttercup hair splayed out across grass littered with flowers and shiny with evening dew. He saw her drawing him down.


You can, Luke. And you must.


*

The following day, Luke tried to ride. Gomil had assembled a party to hunt marmot with hawks. As it was leaving, Luke saw the chief’s son stop suddenly and turn, staring hard at the horizon, his head tilted as if listening. Then, with dizzying speed, he drew his bow and released two arrows. He looked out beneath his hand and gave a grunt of pleasure. Luke judged it a good moment and he approached Gomil’s stirrup and gestured to a horse. But Gomil spat into the snow and cantered away.


That evening they fed on lynx as well as marmot and, since the night held no snow, sat outside around a fire, and the men passed the airag and sang and the women looked at Luke and giggled. In the firelight, Luke studied the faces around him, faces creased by hard weather, chins bright with airag and bubbles of koumis on their lips. What had Omar said?


These are good people, Luke. Their movement makes them honest.


Luke looked at Gomil. Was he honest? He was certainly drunk.


At length the women and children began to drift away to find space within the tents. The chief rose and yawned and left and the rest of the men closed in around the fire and searched the cauldrons for old bones to suck on. A new sack of airag was brought, which they up-ended and splashed on to their faces. Some had passed out, some were speechless with the drink, some argued. Luke sat a little apart.


Gomil rose to his feet and fell. There was laughter and he scowled and tried again, his hand gripping a shoulder. His eyes were fixed on Luke and the fire caught their hooded malevolence. He muttered something and staggered over, lifting his feet with exaggerated care. He stopped, swayed and drew back his foot for the kick. But Luke was quick and not drunk. He rolled easily to the side and Gomil’s foot swung through air and he fell again, this time hard.


Gomil swore, got to his knees and reached over to draw a burning branch from the fire. Then he lunged. Luke rolled again, feeling the heat on his back as the wood broke against the ground, sending a shower of cinders into the night. One of the men shouted something and Gomil screamed abuse at him. Now he was standing and Luke was on his knees, looking around for a weapon. He was too far from the fire.


There was another shout. Luke looked over to see the chief standing there, clutching a skin to his shoulders. He barked something and his son sat heavily on the ground, shaking his head. Luke didn’t wait for more. He got to his feet and turned to find his tent.


She was standing behind him. Half in the shadows, her hair over her eyes like a veil. Staring at him. The girl in the skins.


Who are you?


*

The snow began to fall in earnest the following day and the horses hung their heads against its driving force and men made cowls of their furs and shrank their airag heads into their shoulders. Luke climbed aboard a wagon until pulled off by a passing rider. The wind was relentless and made his eyes stream with tears that ran down his cheeks and froze on his lips. He thought of Chios and summer evenings and the sound of cicadas and the comfort of friendship and shared language. He thought of Anna and the warmth of two naked bodies in a cave.


He looked at the ponies around him. They were tough, shaggy creatures with long hair and stubborn mouths. He’d never seen their like before. Would he be able to talk to them as he could to other horses, as he did to Eskalon? He closed his eyes and Eskalon’s big head was there before him, those intelligent eyes looking into his, understanding.


Where are you now, old friend?


*


That night the storm grew in strength and buffeted the walls of the big ger in which he lay beneath furs, barely able to move amidst the mass of people. The wagon beneath them groaned in the onslaught and men moaned in their sleep. The smoke from the single stove hung heavy above the stench of flesh. Luke lay awake and thought of the horses outside leaning against each other for protection, their coats stiff with snow, their eyes closed, their patience endless.


The door to the ger moved. Someone was trying to enter. Heads turned and people sat up. A child screamed. A demon was forcing its way inside.


The door opened and the girl stood in its frame covered in a single, stiff sheet of felt. She looked into the tent and her eyes were dull with cold and pleading. She was seeking shelter from the storm. Luke sat up.


Who are you?


Gomil rose and lifted an arm. A boot thudded against the door frame, then another. A third hit her on the side of the head and she lifted her arm to protect herself. She glanced around the tent and there was fear in the look and blood next to the bruise on her cheek. She found Luke and, for a second, held his gaze. Then she backed away, pulling the door shut behind her.


Luke got up and picked up a wolf skin, ignoring the cries of those who’d lain beneath. He stumbled to the door and pulled it open and the savagery of the night outside almost flung him back inside. He could see nothing beyond a swirling darkness that tore at his hair and clothes. He turned back and grabbed a torch from the wall, shielding its flame with his body. He moved out into the night, pulling the door shut. He turned his head to left and right and called and felt the sound thrown back at him on the wind. He jumped from the wagon into the snow and called again. There was no answer.


He heard a sound to his right. He felt his way along the side of the wagon, the torch held close within his cloak, the wolf skin balled against his stomach. Every step was a fight to stay upright. He stumbled against something, something alive and huddled against a wheel, something that moved quickly away when he leant forward to touch it. He bent and felt the tangled hair of the girl, crusted with snow. He moved his torch from within his cloak and, in its scattered light, he saw her.


A bare arm circled the neck of a horse. In her other hand was a knife. There was a cut in the skin of the animal’s neck where she’d opened a vein and blood ran from the corners of her lips. Luke recoiled. He pushed the skin at her and it was snatched from his hand. He looked again but there was nothing there. Nothing. She’d vanished into the storm.


*

A week later, they arrived, quite suddenly, at the valley. For the first time in weeks, Luke saw trees climbing the slopes up to the jagged teeth of an escarpment that ran as a high ridge on either side. Below the trees were fields, thick with snow, some of which had the shapes of old walls around them.


Further on, they met another valley that ran across theirs. A little river ran through it, outcrops of snow coasting on its currents like driftwood. They stopped to let the horses drink. Dried milk curds were produced from pockets and passed around and the men’s faces curved into smiles as they chewed. Luke looked around for the girl. There was no sign of her.


Soon they were on their way again and the going was easier. The men leant from their saddles to laugh while women climbed down from the wagons to walk with their children. The horses held their heads a little higher and the jangle of harness told of a journey’s end.


By the afternoon, they had reached a flat piece of ground where the river broke into separate paths that gurgled their way around islands on which large birds stood on one leg watching them. The men dismounted and looked around at the snow and filled their water bottles from the river, sweeping aside the ice with their hands.


Luke helped Arkal lift the bales of felt from the wagons and stretch out the frame of the ger. Together, they unrolled the layered felt and wrapped it around the latticed wall, securing it in place with ropes. The work was done in silence broken only by the barked command of Berta. The little boy helped by clearing snow from the ground and dragging the wooden flooring from the wagons. Occasionally he stopped to wipe his nose on the felt.


In less than an hour, the ger was up and Luke was helping Berta to hang the wooden door on its frame. Arkal had brought rugs from the horses and was arranging them on the floor. Then the sleeping pallets were brought in and the animal pelts, and after that came an old wooden chest and a range and utensils for making food. Soon the smell of cooking wafted up into the dusk and the tribe congratulated each other that another trek to their winter pastures had been made in safety.


Luke saw it all and felt a sense of foreboding. Winter was on its way and he was a stranger in a strange land among people who didn’t want him.





CHAPTER TWO


MISTRA, NEW YEAR 1397


Snow usually covered only the head and shoulders of Mount Taygetos. That year it came down from the mountain and into the Vale of Sparta and the wolves came with it. At night, the mothers of Mistra would put palms to their children’s ears to shut out their howling. Some said that the Milingoi would follow, that starving savages in animal skins would soon be climbing the city walls.


Inside the city, the streets were treacherous. People slid their way down to break the ice on wellheads and a donkey carrying food up to the citadel turned cartwheels. Monks prodded the ground of their little gardens for survivors and every morning the Despot checked the city’s stores for grain.


Anna Laskaris was just thankful that the snow would keep away the Turks.


From the balcony of the Laskaris house, she looked out over the Vale of Sparta and saw fields without movement, a frozen landscape of suspended windmills and skeletal trees. Birds screeched their hunger in a sky of hard blue and columns of smoke rose from the hearths of a hundred farmsteads. Anna remembered when it had been filled by a Turkish army, fifty thousand strong. She’d been fifteen then.


She looked down at the tall cedar tree in the courtyard and saw a girl of seventeen standing beneath it waiting for her father to ride through the gate with the boy who was to be her husband: Damian Mamonas. She saw herself then, unruly red hair as defiant as the mood beneath it, ready to do her duty by this marriage, to do it for Mistra, for Byzantium.


She watched a small bird, yellow and blue on its wings, swoop down to land on a stone engraved with a name and a date.


Alexis.


It was the stone from which her brother had mounted his horse for the last time, engraved by their father after his only son’s death. Alexis had fought and died trying to keep Mistra free. She was destined, instead, to marry for the Empire. First Damian. Now Suleyman. And not Luke.


She heard a sound behind her and turned. Her mother, Maria, was standing in the open doorway. She seemed much smaller these days.


‘You were looking at the tree, remembering when he came to get you.’


‘Yes, I was thinking about Alexis.’


Maria was silent for a while, then she said, without emotion, ‘You will be leaving soon.’


‘Why so?’


‘Because Suleyman will come for you shortly.’ She paused. ‘Will you marry him?’


Anna drew apart. She studied her mother, marvelling at her calm. ‘If I must, yes. The Empire requires it.’


Maria let out a long sigh. ‘First a husband, then a son. Now a daughter. The Empire is demanding.’


Anna remembered Zoe’s words in the chapel. This empire that devours its children. She had been right.


‘You could come and live with me. I’ll look after you.’


But her mother shook her head. ‘No. I’ll stay here. Mistra is my home.’


Anna hugged her. ‘And mine. I don’t want to leave.’


*

The Emperor Constantine had, ten centuries earlier, decreed that the Christian Christmas should be celebrated on the twenty-fifth day of December and that year in Mistra, Christmas Day and the twelve to Epiphany were a time of untrammelled celebration. The philosopher Plethon was there for the festivities, enlisting the services of Anna, some shepherds and the repaired donkey to stage a nativity play, written and narrated by himself. The Patriarch found himself playing Joseph.


‘They do it in Italy,’ Plethon explained to the Despot, adjusting his toga and smoothing it over his belly. ‘Some saint from Assisi came up with the idea and it’s caught on. We need to learn Catholic ways if we’re to unite our Church with theirs.’


The Despot sighed and nodded. It was all part of Plethon’s second plan. The union of the Eastern Church with the Church of Rome so that the Pope would sanction a crusade to lift the siege of Constantinople: the second plan to save what was left of the Empire of Byzantium.


If Luke fails in the first plan: to bring Tamerlane to fight Bayezid.


*

Plethon’s play was a success. Staged in front of a roaring fire on New Year’s Day, it was set to a score written by the Despoena Bartolomea. Afterwards, the party went on until the pages were asleep on their feet.


Omar came to visit but wouldn’t say where he’d been. He was scarred and tired, too tired even to prevent Plethon volunteering him as a magus. When they weren’t rehearsing, the two men spent long hours talking alone. The engineer Benedo Barbi arrived one day from Chios, summoned to hoist angels on pulleys up to Plethon’s strange heaven.


Christmas came and went in the little city on the hill and the new year brought new foreboding. Spring would arrive soon and surely the Turks would come then. After all, there was little to stop Bayezid now. At Nicopolis, four months ago, he’d defeated the best that Christendom could send against him and, to make the point more keenly, had had two thousand knights executed on the field of battle. If it hadn’t been for Prince Yakub of the Germiyans, Luke would have been among them.


Now it was February and a brilliant sun shone down upon Mistra, making the eaves of the Metropolitan and, beneath them, the nose of St Demetrius, drip with equal purpose. People looked out from the city walls and saw the glint of metal in the distance.


The Turks had come.


Anna was upstairs in the palace with the Despot, Plethon and the man who had succeeded her father as Protostrator, Michael Frangopoulos.


‘It’s Suleyman, lord,’ Frangopoulos was saying, turning from the messenger, ‘but his army’s not large. Perhaps ten thousand.’


Plethon nodded. ‘All that can be spared from Constantinople, I imagine. Enough to take our little city.’


The siege of Constantinople had been resumed as soon as the Ottoman army had returned from Nicopolis. Bayezid had entrusted it to his heir, Suleyman, who knew that his best chance of success lay in cannon cast in the foundries of Venice.


‘So why has he come?’ asked the Despot.


Anna knew. ‘He has come for me,’ she said quietly. She was standing at a window looking down across the plain, her back to the gathering and her long hair falling to her waist. She turned and two green eyes, pooled with sadness, settled on her ruler. ‘He’s come to take me back to Constantinople so that he can marry me in the Church of Hagia Sophia once the cannon arrive and the city has fallen and the church has become a mosque. He’s come for me. And Zoe.’


Zoe Mamonas, daughter to the Archon of Monemvasia and twin sister to the man to whom Anna was still married. She shuddered. She looked down at hands that were as pale as milk-gourd and found them still.


‘Don’t worry. I’ve always known I’d have to go. I’d just hoped for a little longer.’ It had been an impossible dream: waiting in Mistra until Luke returned with Tamerlane. He wouldn’t return from such a task. She turned to Plethon. ‘He will want Zoe as well. Will you release her?’


Plethon nodded. ‘What choice do we have?’


‘She tried to bury me alive and her father is helping the Turks get cannon from Venice.’ She paused. ‘But you’re right, philosopher. What choice do any of us have?’


She lowered her head and Plethon took her arm.


‘Where is he?’ she asked softly, turning. ‘Can I at least know that before I go?’


Plethon looked at her for a long time. ‘Luke is with nomads, Anna. Learning their ways. Preparing for Tamerlane.’


‘Does he have friends?’


Plethon nodded slowly. ‘There is someone. A girl. She will be his friend.’


Anna frowned. Something cold had entered her spine.


What girl?


‘I should get ready,’ she said.


*

The Ottoman army that Anna, Plethon and Zoe rode out to meet was indeed much smaller than the one brought by Suleyman five years ago. Anna had tried to bring help from Monemvasia, but Suleyman had found her outside the city and ridden with her on his saddle right up to the walls. He’d threatened to kill her unless the city surrendered. She’d defied Suleyman and in return he’d fallen in love with her.


Now she saw him ahead of her, mounted on the same stallion, black as night, with its horned head and coat of mail down to its hooves. He was wearing gold armour and a tall helmet from whose top sprouted silk in flower. On either side of him were two of his bodyguard, one holding the Horsehairs, one the green flag of the prophet. Beside them stood the rest of the Kapikulu, his household cavalry drawn from the conquered nations of Christendom and now slaves to Islam. They held pennanted lances and had wings on their backs. Behind, formed up in crescent, was the army: janissary ortas in the centre and sipahi knights from Rumelia and Anatolia on either wing. It was, as usual, silent as the breeze.


Anna glanced at Zoe. She was looking straight ahead and her eyes were bright as diamonds beneath the fox fur, pulled down to cover her ears. Her head was tilted to one side and the tip of her nose was a pinker olive than the rest of her flawless face. Her breath came in little mists from lips curved into the smallest of smiles.


Plethon turned to her and said: ‘We are releasing you, Zoe, in the hope that you and your father might prove more loyal to your empire in future. Mistra needs your father’s wealth and talent more than Bayezid does.’


Zoe smiled and shook her head, still looking ahead. ‘You are releasing me because you have no alternative, old man.’ She paused. ‘My father is interested in trade and trade has no loyalties. As usual, you deceive yourself.’


Plethon was forty and didn’t consider himself old. But it was true: whatever Zoe’s crimes, they’d had no option but to obey Suleyman’s instruction to deliver Anna and his mistress to him without delay. He said: ‘If you harm one hair of Anna’s head, we will find you and kill you.’


Zoe laughed. ‘Harm her? Why would I do that? She will be company for me when I visit the harem.’ She looked across at Anna. ‘If she’s not too tired, that is.’


Anna looked ahead at the man waiting. Suleyman had watched only her as they’d ridden across and was not smiling. At Nicopolis, she’d promised to submit to him. But she’d run away instead.


‘You have kept me waiting,’ he said as the three of them approached. ‘Four months, in fact. I’ve been waiting four months for you to return from your father’s funeral. As you said you would.’


Anna didn’t reply. She looked into his eyes and saw the pride, the arrogance, the hurt.


‘So, in the end, I came to get you.’


Still Anna said nothing. She sat on her horse and looked at him. Suleyman had changed. There was a new, brittle quality to his voice.


He turned to Plethon. ‘I want whatever cannon you have in the city.’


Plethon shook his head. ‘I regret we have never had cannon, lord. You may send men in to scour the walls and armouries. We have no cannon of any size.’


Suleyman knew this to be true. But then that was not why he was there. Someone spoke to his front.


‘Is there no greeting for me, lord?’


Suleyman’s beard lifted in smile. His messenger had demanded two women be delivered to him and he’d greeted one but not the other. ‘But of course,’ he said, bowing from the saddle. ‘We have much to discuss.’


*

The discussion that took place later was conducted on the bed in Suleyman’s tent. On entering, Zoe had seen a large stove with a chimney that disappeared through the roof. Its doors were open and the scented heat made beads of sweat gather quickly at her temples. In the middle was a bed with the skins of antelopes upon it. The only other objects were a table with a jug and two cups and a basin of petalled water. Towels were draped over its side.


Zoe began to undress while Suleyman poured the wine. One took longer than the other since Suleyman had not greeted her out on the plain and could wait. At last she was lying naked on the bed, her body the colour of honey in the firelight, her long hair spread across the pillows.


‘It’s been some time,’ she murmured, her fingers tracing their way from her breasts to the triangle of hair between her legs. ‘You’ve looked forward to it?’


Suleyman’s face was half in shadow so that only a part of his smile was visible. There was no sound beyond her breathing and the smell was of sandalwood. ‘Of course.’


In fact Suleyman had looked forward more to seeing Anna, however unreciprocated the pleasure would be. But there was no doubt that Zoe’s body gave him satisfaction beyond anything derived from the harem.


Zoe said: ‘Come here.’


She had opened her legs and her fingers were deep inside the space between. Suleyman emptied his cup, rose and removed his mail. He wore a simple caftan of silk beneath. He took off the caftan, walked over to the bed and lay down beside her.


‘Now,’ said Zoe, ‘we will discuss.’


*

The first discussion involved few words and went on for an hour. At its end, they both lay staring up at the roof of the tent, enjoying the feel of sweat upon their skin and the smell of consummation all around them. They were thinking of different things: Suleyman, a siege; Zoe, what had been different about this lovemaking. It was certainly different, containing a desperation that could not just be explained by the passage of time. Suleyman had changed. She rose from the bed and walked over to the basin, splashing water over her face and drying it with a towel. ‘Tell me about your father,’ she said, returning the towel to the basin.


Suleyman yawned. ‘My father? Why do you want to know?’ He paused. ‘He is mad.’


‘Madder than before?’


‘Madder. He’s been getting letters. From Tamerlane.’


Zoe considered this. Bayezid’s obsession with Tamerlane had been there before she’d left for Mistra. The world did not seem big enough for both of them. ‘What do the letters say?’


Suleyman rolled on to his side, watching her. ‘They taunt him, call him vassal. Sometimes in verse. They’re quite funny.’


Zoe walked over and sat next to him on the bed. She put her hand to his cheek, stroking his beard with the backs of her fingers. ‘And you? How does he treat you?’


Suleyman looked down at his hands. ‘He hardly talks to me any more, just Mehmed, even Musa, and they tell him to lift the siege and go east to prepare for Tamerlane. Bring the Khanates of the Black and White Sheep on to our side.’


‘Which makes sense.’


Suleyman stiffened. He turned his head away from her so that her hand fell to the pillow. ‘Not to me. My future depends on my taking Constantinople. You know that.’ He paused and stared ahead, his face a frown. He said: ‘If we go east, it will be because Constantinople hasn’t fallen. Mehmed will inherit this empire and I will go to the bowstring.’


Zoe brought both her hands to her lap. She sat up, her back straight. ‘So you must take Constantinople. Where are the cannon?’


‘Still in Venice. There are delays.’


‘Such as them splitting in the cast? I think Plethon has been there with money.’ She paused. ‘What about Chios? When the time is right, you could take Chios and give it to Venice. You know how much they want the alum trade.’


‘I’d have to wait for my father to go away. He’s forbidden any further attacks.’


Bayezid’s teeth were graced with the same fillings that Luke’s tribe had seen in the caravan, provided only by the mastic of Chios. The island owed its continuing freedom to the Sultan’s toothache. She leant towards him. ‘If you don’t take Chios soon, it’ll be impregnable. They’re building more maze villages.’


‘Your spy told you this?’


Zoe nodded. ‘If you take it quickly, with your soldiers rather than the corsairs, Bayezid need never know. What does he care if it’s run by Venetians or Genoese as long as he gets his mastic?’


The Prince thought, fleetingly, of how he’d missed her. She rose and walked over to the table with the wine. She poured them both a cup and gave one to Suleyman. She took a sip of her own. It was warm from the fire. ‘And I have another plan. You know about the Varangian treasure that was said to be buried somewhere in Mistra?’


Suleyman lifted the cup to his lips. His eyes were alert.


‘Well, I found it and I don’t think it’s treasure. Well, not gold or jewels anyway. Something far more valuable. Something that might persuade Emperor Manuel to surrender Constantinople.’


Suleyman’s eyes were bright above the rim of the cup. He swallowed the wine slowly and leant over the bed to put the cup on the carpet. ‘Why do you think that?’


‘Because it is a single casket and the casket is not large.’


‘So what do you think it is?’


‘I don’t know. But Plethon does and he thinks it important enough to save an empire. Or destroy it.’ She paused. ‘And Anna knows where it is because she reburied it with him.’


Suleyman rolled on to his back. He sighed. ‘She wouldn’t tell me.’


‘Not under torture?’ Zoe asked softly. ‘I think she would.’


Suleyman didn’t reply. He was looking straight up at the ceiling of the tent and his eyes were unblinking. Zoe sat down again on the bed. ‘I think she would talk under torture,’ she murmured. ‘What do you care more about: her or Constantinople? Her or the bowstring?’


Suleyman sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed, his back to Zoe. He sank his head into his hands, running his long hair through his fingers. She could see his shoulders moving in time with his breathing. She moved across the bed slowly until she was holding him from behind, her breasts pressed to his spine, her arms circling his forearms.


‘You couldn’t do it, could you,’ she said quietly. It wasn’t a question. ‘Even for Constantinople. Even for your life.’


Suleyman was sitting very still, his shoulders the only part of him moving. He was staring into the shadows of the tent. They were both silent for a long time, both acknowledging new boundaries, new vulnerabilities.


‘There is another way,’ she said.


He didn’t reply.


She moved to sit beside him, no longer a lover, now a friend. ‘Luke. She would tell you if you threatened Luke.’


‘But I don’t know where he is. Only Yakub knows and some Venetians who are now dead.’


She took his hand. ‘I could find him. Di Vetriano recruited Karamanids to help him take the monastery The Karamanid lands are next to Yakub’s Germiyans’. The Karamanids might know something.’


Now Suleyman turned to her. ‘You would go there?’


Zoe nodded. ‘And bring him back.’ She paused. ‘For you.’


‘And your price?’


She squeezed his hand and then brought it slowly to her lips. ‘There is no price, lord. I want you to win.’





CHAPTER THREE


ANATOLIA, SPRING 1397


After six months with the tribe, Luke had learnt their language but still hadn’t got on a horse. Gomil had seen to that.


The chief’s son hated Luke for many reasons. He hated him for helping Shulen. He hated him for humiliating him by the fire. Most of all he hated him for being there at all. Luke’s presence in the camp pointed to a plan that faced east, to an alliance with Tamerlane. Gomil wanted the tribe to look west, to march with Bayezid into the Christian heartland of Europe.


Early on, he’d seen Luke’s ways with horses; how he could talk to them, be understood by them. He saw how Luke loved them above all things and decided that his punishment would be to be removed from them. His father had given him Luke to train. He hadn’t said how.


*

Over the winter months, life in the camp was pared down to the necessities for survival. In the early days, when the sun still had some pale energy, the meat from animals was pegged out to dry and huge vats of ewes’ or mares’ milk boiled to extract butter and the rock-hard curds that would keep through the cold days and be turned into yogurt. Cured meat and millet meal were stored inside the gers alongside piles of dried cow dung and sheep pellets for fuel.


Afterwards Luke would remember it as a sort of hibernation where all activity was rationed, directed solely to the task of staying alive. He spent much of the time sitting with Arkal in the ger, where the light through the horn of the smoke hole disfigured all that it touched. At first, Arkal just stared at him. Then, by degrees, she began to talk to him. Then to teach him.


First, she taught him the words to describe the pale cocoon of their existence. Khana was the wooden lattice, and she stretched her thin arm out to touch it, on to which the isegei, or felt, was attached; the poles in the ceiling above were uni and the smoke hole, which could be opened and closed by these pulley ropes, was the toghona.


When the snow paused, they went outside and he learnt the words for the trees that bunched on the valley sides like teeth, for the freezing river below them and the snow all around. She limped over to the giant open sheds that stretched between poles, pulling his sleeve as they went. She told him about the sheep and cattle and goats that lived there. She pointed high, high into the sky, to describe the clouds and wind that moved them and the black birds that were flung about on its currents.


By now he knew that the strange girl who’d sought shelter from the storm had survived. Her ger had been erected away from the others with the same horsehides and skulls surrounding it like hunched spectres. She never appeared but the old man did, usually to scavenge amongst the bones left outside doors or to gather water from the river. Luke wanted to know about them but Arkal scowled and tapped her head to say they were mad and dragged him away to show him other things.


And so Luke learnt to speak their language, thankful for the gift that Fiorenza had said was the most remarkable she’d seen. He learnt simple words at first and some names. The chief was called Etabul, his son Gomil. The mad man had no name but he was the shaman who would enter trances to connect the tribe to their ancestors and the old, old gods of the wind and steppe that they’d not quite forgotten in the onslaught of Islam. The girl was called Shulen and might be his daughter and was a witch. It was said that she had the art of healing although few dared approach her for she was unclean and evil spirits walked at her side.


Arkal told him that Gomil was the best archer and bowman in the tribe but that he was a proud and violent man. He’d gone with Yakub to fight for Bayezid at Nicopolis where the tribe had lost many men. He’d returned from the battle full of hate for the infidel West, repeating again and again Bayezid’s threat to water his horses at the altar of St Peter’s in Rome. But his father had shaken his head and talked of Tamerlane and now this infidel, Lug, was living among them. She told him that Gomil hated him entirely.


Arkal became his friend, shy at first then firmer than granite. Luke told her about himself, how he was a Varangian and how Varangians had once been numbered in their thousands, an imperial guard to an emperor that ruled in Europe and Asia. Now they were few and there was little of the Empire left to rule. He didn’t tell her of the treasure but then what was there to tell? Only Plethon and Anna knew where it was. What it was.


As the weeks dragged on and the air turned colder and great drifts of snow piled high against the gers, holding their doors closed fast, the life of the tribe became confined to the tent. Luke came to understand that the ger was a place of individual territories: the right side for the men, their bows and dogs; the left for the women, the children and the cooking. The hearth was a sacred place where the family spirits dwelt and where no one should tread, positioned such that the noonday sun would strike it daily through the toghona. Luke understood the importance of these rules as the weeks became months and the space inside the tent grew smaller by the day.


Then the first murmur of spring arrived on the breeze. The sun came out and washed over the snow like Cypriot wine and men and women emerged from their tents blinking and rubbing their eyes. Children ran down to the river to break the ice and plunge into its icy torrent. Women joined them to wash away the dirt of weeks and the men checked the horses which, to Luke’s astonishment, had almost all survived.


But it didn’t last. After a few hours, clouds hurried in to mask the soft heat of the sun and an icy wind came down the valley from the north, shaking snow from the trees. Soon people retreated back to the warmth and doors were pulled shut.


Another storm hit them that night and the gers trembled and rattled beneath its assault. Great forks of lightning fractured the dark and thunder shook the earth, making Berta and Arkal cling to each other with every crash. The boy rose from his pallet and stood there, shaking with fear. He turned to his mother and, in his rush to be with her, tripped and fell headlong into the fire.


At first, no one was quite sure what had happened. Then lightning lit up the tent and the boy was crouching there, his face a contortion of burns, his mouth open, too shocked to scream. Torguk leapt from his pallet and rushed for the bucket of water, hurling it at the boy while Berta thrashed at his smoking clothes. Then he screamed.


Arkal was shouting at Luke and gesturing to the door. ‘Take him to the shaman’s daughter! My father is too frightened. Go!’


Luke lifted the boy in his arms as Arkal opened the door. However he held him, he seemed to touch a burnt part of the body and the boy writhed and clawed and bit to be free. Outside the tent, the air was a confusion of snow and flying debris. Luke hunched his big frame into a shield for the child, turning his back to the wind and moving slowly towards where he thought the shaman’s tent stood.


‘Shulen!’


The wind picked up the shout and scattered it into a thousand fragments.


‘Shulen! Where are you?’


He could hardly see anything in the darkness and the snow was in his eyes, blinding him. He opened his mouth to yell again. In an instant, his mouth was full of freezing water, choking him. The boy beneath him was no longer struggling. Perhaps he was dead.


A flash of lightning lit the world around him. He thought he saw skull-poles away to his right. He lurched forward, pulling his cloak over the boy and feeling the heat of terrible burns against his arms.


‘Shulen!’ he screamed into the night, wiping the snow from his eyes with the rim of his cloak.


He stumbled against the side of a tent, feeling rope against the side of his arm. The boy was shaking in his arms and Luke felt warm vomit wash down his forearm. The boy was alive.


‘Shulen!’


He didn’t even know if she would help. She was an outcast, a pariah, a witch. He’d never heard her speak more than a word at a time.


Why should she help him?


His elbow hit something upright and wooden; a door. He threw his weight against it.


He fell into the tent, landing on his elbows to protect the child. He looked up, shaking his head to clear the snow from his face and hair. Someone was standing above him who was tall and slender and free of dirt. She was dressed in a white caftan that fell from the contours of her body like rain.


Shulen.


Luke looked around him in astonishment. The ger was small and its walls were covered in the skins of different animals. It was tidy and warm and at its centre stood a brazier that threw a scattered light on to everything around. To one side was a low bed and on it lay the old man. Low sounds came from his lips like a chant.


‘The boy needs you,’ said Luke as he laid the frozen body on to the soft pelt. ‘They say you can heal.’ He looked at her but her face was empty of emotion. ‘Can you help him?’


He leant towards her but she recoiled like a snake. She bared her teeth and growled and her hands came up, her fingers splayed like claws.


‘Shulen …’


She hissed something and swayed back and forth on her heels as if preparing to strike. She pointed at the door.


‘The boy will die …’


She sprang forward and pulled the door open. The storm rushed in, lifting the skins from the walls and scattering coals from the fire across the carpet. The air smelt of burnt wool. Luke looked desperately at the girl. Her eyes were entirely white.


She will keep him.


He looked back at the boy. He’d stopped moving. There was no time to waste. Luke stumbled out into the night and heard the thud of slammed wood behind. He looked about him but could see nothing. There was no light beyond an occasional spasm from the sky. He sat on the ground and gathered his cloak around him. What should he do? He couldn’t go back to Torguk and Berta, having left their son to the mercy of the witch. And Shulen would rather the boy froze to death than let Luke stay in her tent. He had no option but to wait. But to wait here meant death: his joints were already stiffening in the cold.


The door opened and he felt heat against his back. He turned to see two skins flung in his direction. He rose quickly but the door shut and her name died on his lips. He picked up the furs and wrapped them around him as tightly as his numbed hands would allow.


*

Later, Luke tried to remember how long he’d lain outside the shaman’s ger that night. It could have been one hour or six. All he remembered was the cold: the cold that seemed to freeze the very blood in his veins. The throbbing agony of frostbite in his fingers and toes made him cry out at first, made him dream of plunging them into the hot embers of Shulen’s fire. But soon his head cleared, the messages of pain freezing on their journey to his mind. He tried to fight the drift into nothingness that stole up his body like a vine; tried to conjure back the pain that might keep him alive. But the tide was too strong and he felt an overwhelming longing for sleep, for the oblivion that would finish it all. His last thought was of someone far away.


Anna.


*

But it wasn’t Anna that looked down on him when he awoke some time later. He was inside the shaman’s tent and he was warm and his naked body was touched by fine fur and the air around him was heavy with the scent of herbs.


Shulen was kneeling on the rug beside him and the fire was behind her so that he could not see her face. She was completely still and the caftan hung from her shoulders without moving. He could see dark shadows below small breasts. He wondered if she was even breathing. Held between her hands was a small earthenware bowl, steaming.


Luke raised himself to his elbow and tried to say something but no sound came from his mouth. The storm outside seemed to have blown itself out and he glanced up at the toghona and could see no glimmer of dawn beyond it. He looked around the tent and saw the boy lying next to the man on the bed. He saw the rise and fall of his little chest, the even breathing of a child in the peace of sleep.


Then he remembered the night and a pain so great that he’d never believed he would be free of it. He stretched his fingers, then his toes. They were there and warm and he could feel the texture of the fur and wondered why he’d never marvelled at its softness before.


He tried to speak again but a wave of dizziness rippled over him and his eyelids grew heavy and the smell of herbs made him weak with longing. He lay his head back down on the fur and imagined himself upon the back of Eskalon, his face pressed to the warm muscle of the horse’s neck, a wind scented with Greece in his nose and in his hair. He was falling asleep again and he didn’t want to. There was so much that was new here … so much he didn’t understand. He had to talk to Shulen.


Shulen.


He opened his eyes and she had gone. His eyes travelled the tent walls, roving over the skins and furs and, below them, the trays of dried herbs, neatly lined in rows. She was not there.


She had disappeared.





CHAPTER FOUR


CHIOS, SPRING 1397


On the island of Chios, Fiorenza, Princess of Trebizond, was standing on the balcony of her home at Sklavia beneath a sky of piercing blue flecked with gossamer clouds. She was awaiting her husband’s return.


She was dressed for a summer’s day in a chemise of finest lawn; her hair was gathered to her head and she had woven flowers of the season into the golden ball. Eight months of pregnancy were behind her and she carried what was in front with precision, her fingers entwined across her belly like a belt. She knew that thirty-two was old for childbirth so she ate ginger comfits and took no chances with the heir to Marchese Longo.


But the days were tedious and she had Lara to thank in making them less so. Since her marriage to Dimitri, the girl had become her friend. Fiorenza knew a great deal about healing oils and Lara, through her husband, knew everything about mastic. Chios was full of snakes and together they’d worked to produce an antidote for every one of their poisons. They were nearly finished.


She’d been looking out for Marchese Longo to the south, for him riding up from the village of Mesta, which she’d been told had been attacked by corsairs. Her usual calm was breezed with uncertainty. The dogs could feel it. Longo’s two hounds, one black, one white, sat watching her with their heads on one side and their ears hooped in question. They moved from shade to shade. Occasionally one would whine.


It was early in the day and a plate of something lay untouched on the table beside her. She looked down at it and saw water pooled like mercury in a lettuce leaf. There was rain still in the pergola’d vine above, the same rain she’d heard outside her window in the hour before dawn. She’d been awoken by a kick and had lain on her side, hoping for more kicks but feeling instead the nudge of unease.


She turned and walked over to the other side of the balcony, the dogs following her. On this side, she could see over the terraces of gardens, vineyards and citrus groves to the broad plain of the Kambos below where the families of the campagna enjoyed their estates. It was a landscape criss-crossed with walls and irrigation channels and in between sat the mansions of rich men surrounded by the red earth that fed and irrigated them. She remembered that Luke had a house there somewhere and tried to think where.


Luke.


Was it really only eight months that he’d been gone? She looked down at the road that wound its way up to the gates of the Sklavia estate and remembered watching him ride up it two years before, remembered the first mumbled greeting on the steps to the terrace. And she remembered a golden time of only him when she’d taught a Greek boy of no learning but infinite talent to become a man capable of anything.


A donkey brayed in the orchards below and the bell tower next to their little church sounded the hour. A light wind carried the sounds to her with the smell of newly cut grass. A butterfly hovered over a bush to her front and she remembered others in a valley where Luke’s learning had reached its fulfilment. She looked down at the curve of her belly.


You will be tall. Like him.


*

Since the sinking by storm, a year past, of most of the ships blockading it, Chios had not seen the Turks. What was left of the Ottoman fleet sat in the Propontis facing the walls of Constantinople and not even Venice’s Arsenale could build ships quickly enough for it to blockade Chios as well. And anyway, Bayezid had forbidden it.


As a result, the campagna grew richer. The Genoese joint stock company that leased Chios from the Empire of Byzantium was in the business of alum, mined across the straits in Phocaea, and alum was achieving record prices in the markets of the West. Their mastic was doing even better. Uniquely grown in the south of the island, Dimitri’s miracle was filling teeth, softened by sugar, from London to Baghdad. The harem in Edirne was buying it by the shipload to sweeten breath held in nightly anticipation of a visit by the Sultan. And, by a curious irony, that part of the mastic profit belonging to the campagna’s youngest partner, Luke Magoris, was being spent by Plethon at the Arsenale on bribes to delay the cannon intended for Suleyman’s siege.


All of which explained why Marchese Longo Giustiniani, acknowledged leader of the campagna, was looking the right way down the barrel of a gun. It had been filled with grapeshot and was aimed at the thickest group of Turks in the square in front of them. Fired at this range, it would be lethal.


He was standing next to the engineer Benedo Barbi in the village of Mesta. The village was strewn with Turkish dead, their faces blistered by boiling water, their bodies punctured by crossbow bolts shot from above. At every turn in the village, at every bridge or balcony, at every dead end, the Turks had been hit by missiles fired from places they couldn’t get to. And every time they’d broken down a door, it was to find no access to the pounti above. When they’d staggered outside, it was to see men escape across roofs. This wasn’t fighting; it was a fiendish game. And it was a game they were losing.


‘Well, he was wrong about that,’ Longo whispered.


‘Wrong? Who was wrong?’ asked the engineer.


‘Luke,’ replied Longo. ‘He told me they’d never reach the tower.’


Barbi grunted. It was evening, and the heat of the day had passed but he was still uncomfortable. His armour was biting into his shoulders. ‘They’re not supposed to be here at all. I thought that had been the price of Dimitri filling the Sultan’s teeth with mastic.’


Longo shrugged. ‘Well, it may not be Bayezid giving the orders. Prince Suleyman is running the siege at Constantinople. Perhaps these are his men.’


Barbi wiped his brow. He didn’t much care whose soldiers these were. ‘When can we fire?’


‘When they’ve all come into the square.’ Longo turned to the gunner behind him. ‘You fire and we’ll rush them. Then reload and fire at any that come to their aid.’


‘There are no Greeks there?’ asked Gabriele Adorno, oldest of the signori.


Longo shook his head. ‘Every man, woman and child of the village is inside that tower, Gabriele. They’re on the upper level where the Turks can’t get to them.’


It was two years since Luke had shown Longo his idea for villages that were also many-levelled mazes. Now there were five such villages in construction among the mastic groves of the south and Mesta was almost complete. The village was a labyrinth with a tower at its centre and every villager could reach the tower without his feet touching the ground.


I have much to thank Luke for.


But this was worrying. These men had landed at the new port of Limenas, arriving in ten huge galleys and, thought Longo, must number well over a thousand men. Looking at them now, he could see that they were different from those that had come before. These were not casual raiders. These were a disciplined force obeying orders from mounted knights that looked to him a lot like sipahis. These were the Sultan’s forces.


Or Suleyman’s.


The engineer beside him spat. ‘We might clear them out this time,’ he said morosely, ‘but what about next? And what if they bring cannon?’


It was what Longo had been thinking. But that was the future. For now they had to throw these Turks out of Mesta.


Marchese Longo knew about fighting. As a young man, he’d learnt the art of war from one of the greatest condottiere of the day, Gian Galeazzo Visconti, fighting against the forces of Padua. Now Visconti was Duke of Milan and still friend to Longo. It was he who had sent the ribaudequins. These, and Barbi’s flame-throwers, were what he was relying on.


The engineer had recently rediscovered how to make Greek fire, an art that had been thought lost to the Byzantines. He’d used it to help Luke escape from the assassin at the monastery of Battal Gazi, where Omar had been tortured by Venetians. Now it was time to use it to defend Chios.


‘Now!’


The fuse was lit, the little cannon threw out death and the nozzles of three canisters spewed forth the flames of hell. The distance was less than a hundred feet and the grapeshot and fire tore into the Turkish ranks, throwing them against the tower walls and turning men into fireballs.


Then the Genoese charged. They were no more than fifty strong but well armed and had the advantage of surprise. They fell upon the Turks, hacking and stabbing and finding the gaps in their smoking armour into which to plunge their steel.


‘Retreat!’ yelled a sipahi knight. ‘Get back to the boats!’


The Turks began to withdraw to the side of the square. By now the cannon was reloaded and another hail of metal drove into their ranks, shattering mail and armour like glass. More men went down and the cobbles were slippery with their blood. On the walkways that connected the tower to the surrounding streets, men were now running to take up positions ahead of the fleeing Turks.


‘Lord Longo!’


The shout came from the top of the tower and Marchese looked up. ‘Dimitri! Is everyone safe?’


The Greek was standing on the battlements, a crossbow in his hand. His face was black and his shirt stained with blood. He was grinning. ‘All safe.’


Longo ran to a corner of the tower from where he could see the Turks streaming into the empty side streets beyond. Then there was a flash as the first of the villagers’ booby traps ignited. Screams echoed through the alleyways, adding to the confusion. It seemed that death was all around them. But there was one street that the villagers had left clear: one street, narrow and endlessly cornered, in which the villagers had posted no men in the bridges and walkways above.


It was the street that led out of the village and back to the boats.


*

Later, when the Turks had left, Longo sat with Barbi, Dimitri and the rest of the signori in the little square, talking and drinking iced Chian wine. A light rain had just fallen, leaving as quickly as it had arrived, doing nothing to wash away the blood on the ground around them. At least the bodies had been removed.


‘Sit still,’ Longo was saying to the engineer whose arm he was bandaging. ‘I bet you wish you’d never returned from Mistra.’ A vessel containing a compound of mastic, vinegar and rosemary stood on the table beside them.


‘It’s just a graze,’ said Barbi ‘You wouldn’t have noticed it if I hadn’t taken off my armour.’


Longo ignored him and turned to Dimitri. ‘What are our dead?’ he asked.


‘No dead, lord,’ said the Greek, wiping the sweat from his eyes. ‘Only a dozen or so wounded, including the poor engineer here.’ He paused to scowl at Barbi, whom he’d warned a thousand times not to join battle. He was too valuable alive.


‘And them?’ enquired Zacco Banca. He was cleaning blood from his armour which, like the rest of the signori, had the Giustiniani arms emblazoned on its cuirass. ‘How many did they lose?’


‘We’ve not counted yet, lord. But it must be at least two hundred.’


Longo knew he should look happier at the news. After all, the village had proved itself. But he couldn’t rejoice amidst the cries of agony that rose from the streets around him. And the Turks would come again.


‘They’ll come again,’ he said.


Barbi turned to him. ‘Once they’ve taken Constantinople, yes, they’ll come. And they’ll bring their Venetian cannon.’ He paused. ‘Which is why I’m going there.’


‘To Venice?’


‘No, to Constantinople. Once I get word that the cannon have arrived, I’m going there to destroy them. So is Dimitri.’


Longo frowned. ‘But why? It’s not our battle.’


‘It’s everyone’s battle, all of us,’ said Dimitri quietly, leaning forward to help tie the bandage.


Longo changed the subject. ‘Did they do much damage?’ he asked.


Dimitri shook his head. ‘They burnt a warehouse in Lemnos and a few fields between there and here. But the village survives and we still have the mastic stored in the tower.’


They were all three silent after that, half listening to the celebrations around them. The Turks had sailed away and the day belonged to the men and women of Chios. The villagers had uncorked wine and some were already drunk. Every so often, a scream of pain rose above the laughter.


‘Should we stop that?’ asked Longo, looking out into the maze of streets.


It was Lara who answered. Lara, whom Dimitri had brought to the island and who was now his wife. Lara, who, with Fiorenza, had confounded the island’s snakes. She’d brought a torch to help with the dressing of Barbi’s wound. Now she doused it in the ground, turned to Longo and spoke softly. ‘Lord, these people have lost their children to slavery at the hands of those men. I doubt you could stop it even if you wanted to.’


Marchese thought of Dimitri and Lara’s child that was on its way. He looked down at the gentle curve of her belly and then up at the new day. He thought of Fiorenza. He should get back to her.


He rose and turned to Dimitri. ‘We have a traitor on this island, my friend. The Turks knew when to attack and where. We only just arrived in time.’


*

Towards evening, Fiorenza was still watching from the balcony at Sklavia when she saw two riders coming quickly across the fields, chased by horses without riders. She shielded her eyes from the sun. In five minutes they were there, Longo in her arms and Barbi bowing awkwardly behind him. They were wearing armour and their faces were streaked with black.


‘Thank God,’ she said, pulling away. ‘We were worried.’


‘We?’ asked Longo.


‘Me, the dogs, Giovanni. He’d stopped kicking.’ She brought her hands to her middle. ‘There, he’s started again. He knows you’re safe.


She had started calling the child inside her Giovanni, certain that it was a boy. Longo, less certain, smiled and put his hands over hers.


Fiorenza brought his hands to her lips. ‘Was it very fierce?’ She remembered Barbi and turned to him. ‘Did we lose many?’


‘None, lady,’ replied Barbi. ‘The village worked. We have Luke to thank.’


‘And you,’ said Longo, turning to the engineer. The dogs were now sitting on either side of him, looking up with devotion. He held a dog’s ear in each hand. ‘After all, you built them.’


‘But it was Luke’s design, Luke’s dream.’ Barbi glanced at Fiorenza. ‘We just interpreted it.’


Fiorenza thought back to the kendos, the celebration of the mastic harvest beside the sea where Luke had had the dream that had brought forth the villages. Her hand went back to her belly. ‘You must be tired and hungry.’


*

Much later, when they’d eaten and drunk and washed away the worst of the dirt, they talked about Barbi’s visit to Mistra. Fiorenza asked: ‘Is she very beautiful?’


The engineer smiled as he thought of Anna. ‘She’s nearly as beautiful as you, lady. She has red hair and green eyes and a face that might launch a thousand ships if they hadn’t already been put out for you.’


Fiorenza threw back her head and laughed. She’d never heard Barbi speak more than a sentence, certainly not one like that. ‘She’s clearly turned your head, engineer. Suddenly you’re a poet!’


Longo leant forward. ‘Unfortunately she’s turned Prince Suleyman’s as well. There’s some story of him meeting her when he first took an army to Mistra five years ago. He is infatuated with her and returned with another army soon after Benedo left. She’s in Edirne now.’


‘Does Luke know?’


Barbi shook his head. ‘I doubt it. It’s probably better that way.’


Fiorenza picked up her glass. Inside was iced water flavoured with lime. She took a sip and put the glass down with care. She turned to Barbi. ‘Does Luke know about me?’ She reached over and took her husband’s hand. ‘About us?’


‘That you’re with child? Yes, Dimitri told him at Bursa.’ Barbi paused. ‘He was overwhelmed.’


‘As are we,’ laughed Longo. ‘It’s a miracle, nothing less.’


Barbi said, ‘He told us about Nicopolis as well. He didn’t betray the Christian army. He tried to save it. Plethon confirmed it in Mistra.’


Longo smiled. ‘I never thought that he did. He is a member of the campagna and therefore a man of honour.’


Fiorenza asked, ‘What happened after Nicopolis?’


Barbi stretched his legs. He was tired and wanted to go to bed. ‘You heard about the slaughter of the French knights? That Luke and his three friends survived because a gazi chief pointed out that the Holy Book forbids the execution of prisoners below a certain age?’


She nodded.


‘Well, after that he was sent to live amongst the tribes in the chief’s beylik. He’s there now. And he survived a Venetian assassination attempt on the way.’


Fiorenza looked up quickly. She was frowning. ‘Venetian?’


‘A man called di Vetriano whom I’d already met in Alexandria. A poisonous species. He’s dead now.’


She asked, ‘Why did he want to kill Luke?’


Barbi’s eyes still stung from the soot. He put his fingers to them, massaging the lids. ‘The Serenissima seemed to have got it into its head that mastic could cure the plague and that Luke knew the compound that would do it.’ He paused. ‘It can’t of course, any more than it can fix dye. People are getting over-excited.’


Fiorenza had gone very quiet. The frown was still on her brow and she appeared to be thinking hard. She didn’t react when Barbi asked leave to retire. Longo smiled. ‘Benedo, my wife is distracted. Of course you must go to bed.’


The engineer rose, bowed, and removed himself from the terrace.


Longo rose and looked down at his wife. ‘I should follow him.’ He paused. ‘You were thinking of the Venetians?’


Fiorenza nodded slowly. ‘I was thinking that they seem to spread their malice everywhere.’


Longo yawned. ‘Well, the Turks certainly knew where to go tonight. They landed at Limenas and marched straight to Mesta.’


‘You still suspect the Medici agent?’


The Medici bankers of Florence had lent the campagna the money to build the maze-villages. Most of it had been repaid. Longo inclined his head. ‘There’s no reason for Tommaso Bardolli to be still on this island; the bank has no office here. And the Medici are friends with Venice. They’ve lent them the money to re-equip the Arsenale to build ships and cannon for the Turk.’


Fiorenza nodded. ‘And I’m told Bardolli spends much of his time riding around the south of the island.’


Longo yawned again. ‘In six months we’ll have enough money to repay the full loan,’ he said. ‘I’ll go to Florence then and ask for Signor Bardolli to be given a new posting.’


‘No,’ said Fiorenza. ‘I should go since I arranged the loan. In six months, God willing, I will be well enough to travel.’


Marchese Longo might have argued the point had not exhaustion broken over him so that he had to put his hand out to the balustrade. Anyway, six months was a long way away.


After Giovanni has come into our world.


*

Some time later, in Bayezid’s capital of Edirne, when the harem was awakening from its afternoon rest and applying mastic to its many mouths and the fires were being lit in the palace kitchens, Zoe was sitting beneath an orange tree in a little courtyard outside the harem walls. Fruit hung above her head like planets. She was thinking about Luke.


She’d not seen him since before Nicopolis, almost a year ago. She knew that he was somewhere in Yakub’s beylik and had a plan for discovering where. But was she bringing him back for Suleyman or for herself? She frowned.


For Suleyman, of course.


Surely, whatever attachment had come from growing up with Luke in Monemvasia had disappeared, if it could ever be said to have existed. He’d been her servant, after all. And it had surely vanished, at least on his part, when she’d lied about Damian’s accident all those years back. Did she mind? Why was she bringing him back?


For me?


She heard someone clear their throat behind her and turned. Pavlos Mamonas was standing there, more supplicant than father. He was dressed, as always, in Venetian black, and wore long riding boots turned down at the top. His hair was darker than she’d remembered it and she wondered, fleetingly, if he’d resorted to dye. He held his hat in his hands.


‘I’m not disturbing you?’


Zoe would have preferred some warning. ‘Of course not, Father. Come and sit.’


Pavlos Mamonas sat. He put his hat on his knees and looked at his daughter. ‘You look well. Mistra suited you?’


Zoe turned to him, irritated. ‘I was imprisoned. It was tolerable.’


‘Why were you there at all?’


This was why she’d have liked some notice. She thought hard. ‘To accompany Anna to her father’s funeral. Someone from our family had to go and it was hardly going to be Damian.’


Father and daughter were silent, both contemplating the feebleness of the lie. Pavlos said: ‘You have some influence over Prince Suleyman.’


Zoe remained silent.


‘He is not in favour.’


‘Which is why you now prefer to run errands for his father?’


Zoe looked back at the tree. Pavlos Mamonas put his hand on his daughter’s. ‘The family is in a difficult situation, Zoe. Venice still wants Chios. Bayezid has forbidden any further attacks on the island because its mastic stops his toothache. Suleyman’s last attempt was repulsed. He’s unlikely to try again. Difficult.’


‘So Venice gives Suleyman the cannon to take Constantinople. Byzantium falls and Suleyman gives Chios to Venice. It seems simple.’


Mamonas sighed. ‘The Doge is disinclined to supply the cannon just now.’


‘And Suleyman is disinclined to go back to Chios.’ She paused. ‘Again, difficult.’


Zoe looked down at her father’s hand still covering hers and removed it. Then she stood and walked over to a column as if a message had appeared on its fluted sides. She looked up at it. ‘Father, why should I help you?’


Pavlos Mamonas shook his head slowly. ‘Zoe, your brother …’


‘My brother is more competent drunk than sober.’


Her father remained silent. Zoe was stroking a ridge in the pillar with her fingertips. She said, ‘If Suleyman gets Chios for Venice against his father’s wishes, it will be risky for him … for me. I’ll want a reward appropriate to the risk.’


Pavlos waited. He was watching her carefully. He wondered, as he often did, about what might have occurred between her and the Varangian, the one he’d punished for letting the horse trample Damian. He wondered whether it was the bitter residue of loss that had created such ambition within his daughter.


Then she turned and smiled. ‘Your empire. I want your empire when you die.’





CHAPTER FIVE


ANATOLIA, SPRING 1398


Luke’s second spring with the tribe came in a rush. The thaw was sudden and the air crackled with storms that arrived with no warning. Feet sank to the ankle in plushy ground and the frozen river bubbled off its ice, then rose to a torrent.


The grass on the valley sides grew at a speed that astonished him. First came a brown stubble which overnight became green. Then a carpet of flowers rose from the ground, turning shy, insect-hazed heads towards the sun. At night the valley sang a strange, whispered song, lulling the tribe into sleep beneath a giant moon, poised on its rim before beginning its journey through the stars.


Every day, birds flew over in ever-larger formations: geese and duck and ptarmigan homing back to the warm lakes of the south where the carp and perch were already beginning to spawn. The air was full of the shrill cries of their travel, and the shriller cries of animal birthing. On all sides was the sound of forest awakening, of trees released from their blanket of snow, of the creak and crack of stretching limbs, the hiss of sap rising.


It was a time of birth but also a time of burial. Many of the tribe’s old had died in the winter, their bodies placed out in the freezing snow. Now the dead men’s horses were slain and their bodies put next to them in their graves. Their saddles, bows and bridles straddled them both, bonding man to rider in their journey into an easier world. A few of the horses had succumbed to the cold and their flesh lay drying in the sun and the wind. What couldn’t be ridden or honoured would be eaten.


The tribe wouldn’t move to its summer pastures out on the steppe until the birthing and the first shearing were done. Until then, the shepherds out on the hills would be midwives as well as watchmen. Luke’s daily task was to carry great bales of fleece to the women, who laid them out on the felting mats, beating them hard while the children ran back and forth from the river to fetch water to sprinkle over them. Then the fleece would be layered and tied on to skins stretched between poles and thrashed until a single mat of perfectly smooth felt had been created.


It was tedious work and Luke longed to ride but Gomil had prevented his every attempt to get on a horse. Now there was an expedition gathered to hunt Chukar partridge with hawks around the southern lakes. They would bring back fish glue for the bows and goose feathers for the arrows. Gomil was to lead it. But first he had to bid farewell to his father in his ger.


Luke was helping Arkal tie her younger brother to a pony. The boy had recovered from his burns and it was time for him to learn to ride He’d be tied to the saddle until he became part of the horse; until he became a centaur.


‘Lug!’ shouted one of the expedition. ‘Does he have a name yet?’


Luke looked around, shielding his eyes from the glare of the morning sun. The dew was still on the ground and a low mist rose around the horses as they stamped. The man was grinning.


‘His name is Tsaurig,’ said Luke, glancing at Arkal, ‘And today’s his first ride.’


‘Will you teach him?’


‘I will teach him. With Arkal.’


There was laughter amongst the men on horseback. ‘But, Lug,’ one called out, ‘you cannot ride!’


Luke looked away. ‘I will teach him on the rein,’ he said, yanking the string too hard.


The sound of argument came from the chief’s tent. The riders fell silent and Luke leant into the boy’s saddle, pulling the girth tight. ‘There, Tsaurig, you’ll ride like your father now. And soon’ – he nodded in the direction of the hunting party – ‘you’ll be bringing fat partridge back from the plains.’


The door of the ger flew open and Gomil strode out, his deel flying behind. He wrenched the reins of his horse from a rider and vaulted into the saddle. ‘What are we waiting for?’ he barked, swinging round. ‘We go to Karamanid territory. So keep your bows strung.’


Luke looked across the saddle at Arkal. She shrugged. ‘I heard my parents speak of it,’ she whispered. ‘He’s been told to marry a girl from the Karamanids.’


‘The Karamanids?’ said Luke. ‘But they’re your enemies!’


‘It’s come from Yakub,’ she said. ‘He wants an alliance.’


‘With Allaedin ali-Bey? They hate each other!’


Arkal shrugged again. ‘Who can tell these things? But Gomil must go and inspect the girl and not give offence. They say she is ugly.’
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