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			PROLOGUE

			ISLAND OF CHIOS, 1822

			There was no sound beyond the brush of water unrolling from the boat’s sides to settle creases beyond. Nothing moved in the sea.

			Up ahead, silent birds gyred over the beach and hills and the smoke that rose between. Hastings watched them as you might an unwelcome flag; their signal made him uneasy. He pushed hair from his eyes and leant forward a little.

			There. In the water. Motionless. Seaweed?

			No.

			He lifted his hand to the sun, tilted his head back a little to be heard. ‘Can you see those, Tombazis?’

			He’d not spoken since they’d pulled away from the Themistocles, anchored outside the bay. Nor had the rowers who’d felt his unease grow with every pull. He pointed. ‘There.’

			‘Ship debris?’ Tombazis shrugged. His moustache had the wingspan of the birds, the same glide. ‘I don’t know.’

			Hastings shook his head. ‘On the beach too. And beyond.’ He looked round. ‘Everywhere, in fact.’

			The boat had quickened and now the sound of running water was beneath them. Hastings heard talk from the rowers and wished he’d learnt more Greek in the months he’d been here. He raised his head to a new smell, one he knew.

			Then a cry.

			He looked back to a man who’d pushed away his oar, saw what he saw: a hand clutching the paddle in the water, nothing beyond its wrist but blood. He heard Tombazis clamber over the benches behind him. They stood together.

			‘Mother of God.’

			Most were women, children sometimes beside them. The blood moved as they did: red rafts holding them afloat. There were hundreds of bodies in the sea.

			The boat drifted as though among islands. The rowers had stopped and were looking around them. The first bump sent a charge bow to stern and the men took up their oars and pulled hard, heads down. The boat lurched forward, parting bodies now.

			As they approached the beach, sounds came out to them from the island. A dog barked and was answered by another. Birds screeched their alarm. The bow hit sand and Hastings jumped into the water, lifting his sword above his head. He heard Tombazis’s splash behind him, then others. He waded his way to the shore, swaying from side to side.

			The beach was littered with dead, some on the sand, some half in the sea with water lapping around them. Hastings knelt down next to a child whose eyes were fixed in a final glaze of horror. What had they seen? He looked around the beach, at the bodies strewn across it, big on top of small, arms stretched out in pointless supplication, white as lard. Gently, he closed the child’s eyes and rose. He looked up into the hills to where a track ran up to a village. The way was scattered with bodies, dogs moving between them.

			‘We should go into the village,’ he said. ‘We need to know what has happened here.’

			Tombazis grunted. ‘I think we know, don’t we?’

			This much Hastings knew: Chios, an island only two miles from the Turkish mainland, had risen in revolt four months ago. No one had known why. The island was rich from trade with the Turks, its people the most agreeable in the Aegean. It had everything to lose from rebellion. Now it was a place of death.

			He began to walk up the path, feeling the mid-morning sun on his neck, the heat of the packed earth beneath his soles, flies against his scalp. He marshalled his senses to ignore what lay around him. He summoned every drop of reserve passed through an English mother’s milk.

			A shot rang out and he turned. A sailor was standing over a dead dog. He watched him stoop to take something from its mouth. He looked away.

			He reached the outskirts of the village and gazed up the steep, narrow street that divided it. It was choked with dead, their limbs spread in extravagant greeting. They might have been revellers soaked in wine. He saw a young girl slumped in a doorway, black circles of blood where once had been breasts. She held a stick in her hand, not thicker than her arms.

			He felt a surge of anger stronger than any he’d felt since coming to this war. Sometimes it had been the incompetence, sometimes the greed, more often the random cruelty of those he’d come to help. He’d seen it from the Greeks, not yet the Turks.

			‘I want to find who did this,’ he said quietly, turning to Tombazis. ‘Now, while they’re still here. It’s happened recently.’

			The Greek shook his head, his long hair brushing his neck. He had one palm resting on the gold pommels of two pistols thrust into his waistband. ‘No, we should go back to the ship. We can do nothing here, except get killed.’

			‘We must look for survivors. What about the hills?’

			The dead littered the rising ground like cuttings, the smallest highest up. The children had run faster than their mothers. ‘Give me your pistols. I’m going to look.’

			Tombazis glanced up to where he pointed, then shrugged. He pulled the long barrels from his waistband and handed them over.

			Hastings turned and began to walk up the hill, waving the flies from his face, head back and straight, not looking to left or right. He reached the summit and stopped, tucking the guns away. The land fell away into a deep valley with a river at the bottom with high banks. It was an absurdity of peace given what lay behind.

			He realised it was the first time he’d been alone since joining the frigate Themistocles, the biggest ship in the fledgling Greek navy. He looked up into the intemperate sun, pinching sweat from the bridge of his nose and shaking it free. He undid the cloth from his neck and used it to dab his temples, then pulled his fingers through his hair. Suddenly, he was exhausted.

			He walked down the other side of the hill, picking his path between the rocks and the hard, brown grass of late summer. He reached the small precipice of the riverbank and found a twisted tree clinging to its edge, its roots dug in like old fingers. He knelt and peered over. The river was the thinnest of trickles, brown and turgid. Further up he saw a dead animal stretched across it, legs in the air.

			The first cry was very faint and he thought it part of the stream. He turned away and began to walk back up the hill. The second was more distinct: the cry of a child, coming from below.

			Below?

			He walked back to the edge of the bank and peered over the edge, his hand on the trunk of the tree. There was a big hole in the wall of earth, partially filled with dense shrub: placed there, not grown.

			He swung himself over and slid down into the water, his sword hitting his thigh. He felt the cool seep through the leather of his boots and a momentary dizziness. He straightened and smacked the earth from his knees. He leant forward and drew aside the shrub.

			After the sunshine, the dark seemed impenetrable. He blinked to adjust and heard something else: the shuffle of feet, the intake of many breaths. He drew his sword and cautiously entered.

			‘I’m not Turk,’ he whispered in Greek, forcing calm into his voice. ‘English. I have a ship.’ Then louder. ‘I’ll not harm you.’

			He saw something move in the darkness.

			‘So why have you drawn your sword? We are women and children.’

			He heard a sound behind him. Tombazis. There was the strike of flint and the first splutter of pitch. Light flickered into the cave, revealing its contents in spasms. A woman stood facing him: tall, straight, about thirty, like him. The dress she wore had once been very fine, just as her hair had once been ordered. He stared into eyes full of contempt. She held a musket pointed at his heart.

			Next to her stood a man, a little older perhaps, with a bandage around his eyes and circles of blood either side of his nose. Behind were people of all ages, some standing, some sitting on the ground. Most were women, with children beside them. All were staring at him from hollowed, starving eyes that held more terror than he’d ever seen. He swallowed hard and sheathed his sword.

			Slowly the woman lowered her musket. ‘I am Manto Kavardis,’ she said. ‘Beside me is my factor, Panagiotis. His eyes were put out by the Turks. Behind are the people of my estate. We’ve not eaten for a week and would like to get off this island.’

			Hastings saw movement at her knees. He looked down and saw, half-hidden among her skirts, a little girl with wide, staring eyes and her thumb in her mouth. He reached down and lifted her into his arms.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			1824

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			MANI, SOUTHERN TIP OF GREECE

			Hara sat up in bed and listened to a storm louder than any she’d heard in this place of storms. Her head was pointed like a hunter’s, nose high, every sense tuned to the drama. Lightning rimmed the shutters and the wind rattled them like shells in a net. The candles had blown out long ago.

			Perhaps, she thought, the storms were fiercer here at the end of the world. Or perhaps it was because the old gods were much closer. After all, the mouth of Hades was only five miles away. Even the pappas said so.

			This was the boras, coming straight down from Mount Elijah, roaring like a bull through its passes, blasting the stones to pieces at the coast. There was nothing to stop it in this barren land of the Mani: no trees, no riverbeds . . . only rocks and the half-hidden, ancient remains that whispered of a better past.

			And now there was just this wall between it and the bumps on her skin. She stroked her arms and shivered. She pulled the blanket up to her shoulders. At least the cisterns would fill.

			She heard a banging on the trapdoor to the room below where her brothers lived. Her bedroom was also a place of storage and she slept most nights half-drugged by the must of acorns.

			Another banging. She rose from the bed and went to the trapdoor and lifted it to her brother’s face, lit by flickering candle.

			‘Ship,’ said Christos, already turning. Below him, she could see her other brothers dressed and ready to go.

			‘Where?’ she asked.

			‘Below Capo Grosso, going south.’ He was already stepping down the ladder. ‘The pappas is waiting with the mules.’

			She nodded. Only the priest could calm them in this kind of weather. She dressed quickly and descended the ladder. She took a torch from Christos and followed him down to the bottom floor and out into the storm where the priest stood dripping beside the animals. His beard was a river of filth.

			It was hard walking to the end of the world, to the mouth of hell. The wind bent them double and the rain scourged their heads and shoulders like flails, hurling little stones against their legs and salt into their eyes. Each of them pulled a mule, smacked by the pappas when the pulling wasn’t enough.

			By the time they reached the beach, the wind had risen to a savage, keening fury and they had to take shelter behind some rocks to fix the lanterns round the animals’ necks, pulling the cords tight to secure them.

			Christos said: ‘Hara, go and look.’

			She passed her mule to another and climbed to the top of the rock, then across others to the sea. She moved like an animal not wanting to be seen, her body low. She reached a jagged promontory and leant out as far as she dared, scanning the chaos for any sign of a ship. Like a cat.

			Nothing.

			But then she’d not expected to see anything. It was always some other sense that told her where the ship was. She closed her eyes and concentrated. Yes. There.

			A ship was out there and it was in danger, much danger. She knew it from some instinct denied her brothers and everyone else in the Mani. It was a talent she’d had for as long as she could remember, like diving deeper than any man she knew. It was why they let her go with them.

			She waited a while to be sure, keeping her head level on the plinth of her shoulders, listening to every change in the wind. She blessed her short hair, cut to the scalp after the boy had come to seek marriage two months ago. She’d smeared herself with fish oil just to be sure. She’d not seen the boy again.

			She turned and scrambled back to the beach. By now, others of the clan had joined and the longboat had been dragged down to the sea. The mules were tied together, lanterns lit. Their lights would resemble ships lying at anchor for any ship seeking sanctuary, drawing them onto the rocks.

			‘Well?’

			Christos was peering at her from under his spattered hood. He was the eldest of her six brothers, twelve years older than she. He’d spent time as a prisoner of the Turks and still bore the scars. He frightened her sometimes.

			‘Something’s out there,’ she said. ‘Big, and running before the storm. It might escape.’

			Christos spoke to the man beside him. ‘We’ll go fast and wait behind the rocks. If it runs onto them, we’ll be there.’ He turned back to her. ‘Will we make the rocks?’

			She nodded. ‘With God’s grace.’

			Then all was hurry. The men hauled the boat into the sea, straining to keep it level in the crashing surf, the oars banging against its sides like they wanted to escape. Hara pulled herself up to the bow where she’d point to where they must go. She had the storm lantern held aloft, steadying it so that the candle stayed upright on its gimbal. She checked the ropes and grappling hooks beside her. A man shouted and she passed the lantern down to him.

			They somehow got through the surf, rising and plunging as the sea battered the hull. Then the men got into their rhythm and Hara clung to the sides with both hands until one was needed to wipe salt from her eyes. She looked straight ahead, her frame as rigid as she could hold it, watching a sea she knew better than any man aboard.

			‘There!’ She pointed.

			It was closer than she’d imagined it would be, almost on the rocks. It had once been a fine schooner but its masts were stumps now, its sails in the water. There were men throwing themselves off, clinging onto whatever might become a raft. Their screams came and went on the wind. She could see a longboat half over the side, broken at the middle, two men clinging to it. A wave broke over it and they disappeared.

			She turned to Christos seated at the stern, watching her. ‘Faster,’ she shouted. ‘It’s going down!’

			Their boat had nine men and her aboard, with enough space left over for whatever they could take away in it. Not much, she thought, as the ship ahead veered onto its side. It must hit the rocks now, surely. It must go down. But at least she’d know where it was. She could dive later, in calmer seas.

			They reached the rocks before the ship did, keeping their distance, working their way slowly around the jagged teeth, wary of sudden currents, of the dangers beneath. Suddenly the ship’s stern reared up ahead of them. The windows of the master cabin were high above her, a light still on inside. She took hold of a grappling hook and swung it once above her head, launching it into the night. She felt it take hold and jerked it to be sure. Then she was in the air, swinging towards the ship with the rope coiled around a wrist to keep it in her hands. Her feet hit wet wood and she threw off a shoe for better purchase. She climbed, foot over foot, lurching from side to side with every plunge, hearing now the cries of the men above her.

			She reached the cabin and pulled herself up to see inside. A man was trying to pull a heavy chest towards a window in the side. He wore a waistcoat and a white, high-collared shirt, too fine for a storm. He hadn’t seen her.

			A wave crashed over the ship and she nearly lost her hold. She looked down at the little boat dancing below, saw nine unsteady men looking up at her. She felt her heart quicken with the joy of it all. None of them could do what she was doing. None. She threw out a knee and levered herself into the cabin.

			The man turned as she landed. He’d managed to lift the chest so that it was half-out of the window, balanced on its edge. She shook her head. Don’t.

			He stared at her, puzzled, like he’d seen her before. Then he lowered his shoulder and pushed. The chest disappeared. A wave crashed and the ship shuddered as it hit the rocks, sending her forwards. Then they were both on their knees, facing each other.

			She gestured behind her. He nodded. She turned and scrambled to where the hook was still affixed. She climbed onto the rope and let herself down, fist over fist, glancing up to see if he followed her. They got to the boat just in time. The ship was breaking against the rocks, each explosion launching new parts into the sea.

			She went to the bow and watched as the man was brought to lie beside her. In moments he’d fallen asleep, despite the wind and the spray and the crash of the waves. She looked down at him. He looked about the same age as Christos but his face was not like any she’d seen before. His skin was pale, smooth, clean-shaven; his hair long but scissor-cut. It was a face built for conversation more than survival, but the jaw was strong. She watched him for a long time, fascinated, then she reached over to a blanket and lifted it up to his chin.

			‘Aristocrat.’

			Christos was looking down with loathing. He turned and spat over the side. ‘I suppose we can ransom him. Did you see anything in the cabin?’

			She looked down again at the sleeping man. A kind face.

			‘No,’ she said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			MANI

			Prince Tzanis Comnenos woke up in hell. His head was on fire and he was blinded by flame.

			He shielded his eyes and sat up, hearing the crackle of straw released. The sun disappeared behind stone, leaving only shafts of dusty light and a window bluer than the Virgin’s veil. Perhaps he was in heaven.

			He looked around, feeling the stiffness of a neck too long asleep. The room was small and square and had bare wooden floorboards with a trapdoor in the middle, a ring at one side to pull it up. Around the walls were sacks of grain and a crude ladder. The ceiling had thick beams across it and another trapdoor between. He heard birdsong outside.

			He looked down at himself. Somebody had put new clothes on him, a tunic and short trousers. They were rough to the skin but mercifully clean. He examined his limbs and found them clean too. Someone had washed him.

			He rose and went to the low window, feeling the heat now on his belly, and looked outside. He was at the top of a tower and beneath were other towers, each with a building and walled yard attached. Around them were fields, fringed by green cacti and flat stone walls, and beyond were mountains with snow at their tops. He couldn’t see a single tree.

			The Mani.

			He sat on the floor and thought. What had Capodistrias told him about the Mani? It was the most violent place on earth, where clans were in perpetual feud, where every newborn son was a ‘gun’, every girl a disappointment. The mountains rang with musket shot and the people built towers to shoot down on their neighbours. He was at the top of one now.

			Thank God he’d thrown the gold overboard. It was better lost than in the hands of the kapitanos who ruled this land. Well, almost lost: he’d taken a single coin from the casket before pushing it out. He’d put it in the pocket of his waistcoat. The waistcoat he was no longer wearing. Gone.

			He thought of what else had happened last night. Or was it a week ago? He’d no idea. How long had he been asleep? He thought of the boy who’d suddenly appeared in the ship’s cabin, who’d watched him throw the chest overboard, who’d saved him from that sinking ship.

			He heard movement below, someone crossing the floor, climbing the ladder. He shifted himself round to face the trapdoor, feeling ridiculous in his bare feet. Where were his clothes?

			A cropped head appeared, then a hand pushed back the door until it fell with a crash. It was the boy carrying a tray with a jug and food. He climbed up into the room, ignoring Tzanis, and put the tray down and sat, back to the wall, knees drawn up to his chin, a column of light separating them. He watched as Tzanis leant forward and took some food.

			As the prince ate, he examined what he could see through the dancing motes. The boy seemed to be wearing a knee-length tunic and the legs beneath were dark brown and hairless. Above the longest of necks, his face was a thing of astonishing beauty: two gigantic eyes, black-lashed and shoreless, set in a face of purest oval, gathered to a graceful end at nose and chin.

			He finished and put the plate down. He stretched his legs into the sun, watching the motes scatter, enjoying the heat on his skin.

			‘Where am I?’ he asked.

			The boy didn’t answer. The eyes blinked once, eyelashes brushing together like feathers.

			Did they even speak the same language? He knew he was at the very bottom of Greece and they said it got wilder the closer you got to Africa. What was the name Capodistrias had given the Mani? Ah yes, Kakavulia: land of evil counsel. Not a single school, he’d said, and no law beyond the gun’s. Just endless superstition.

			‘Is this tower where you live?’ he tried again, pointing around. ‘Is your father here?’

			Still nothing, just the stare. He heard someone moving below, more shuffle than footstep. The ladder creaked and an older head appeared, one with sparse, wiry hair above shoulders clad in black. A priest.

			The man climbed through and hauled himself to standing, one hand to a knee. He was middle-aged and had a grey beard that fell to his belly, a heavy crucifix on top. He clapped his hands together in a cloud of dust and wiped his palms on his bottom. He went over to the window and looked out, hands on his behind. He straightened and turned.

			‘Has she spoken to you yet?’

			She? Tzanis glanced at the long neck, the hairless legs. Of course. He turned back.

			‘Not since the rescue. Was it last night?’

			The priest nodded. ‘Last night, yes. You were the only survivor.’ He crossed himself, then lifted the crucifix to his lips. ‘We must pray for their souls.’

			Tzanis thought back to the crew. He’d not known a single one of them, not even their captain. He’d been Corsican: terse, businesslike and well-paid by Capodistrias. He would deliver Prince Tzanis and his gold to Corfu then go back to Ajaccio. The less he knew, the better for them all.

			The priest sat down in the window, filling it entirely and blocking out most of its light. He scratched his beard with heavy, peasant fingers cracked by dirt.

			‘What are you?’ he asked. ‘Greek?’

			‘I am Russian.’

			The priest studied him for some moments from beneath the matted tangle of his brow, his eyes small pools of suspicion. ‘You don’t look Russian. You look Greek.’

			Did this man even know what Russian looked like? In truth, Tzanis was both Greek and Russian. His father, Prince Giorgios Comnenos, was directly descended from Greek emperors, but his mother was Russian. ‘I can assure you that I am Russian. I am on my way to Corfu. To teach.’

			The brows lifted a fraction. ‘What do you teach?’

			‘English,’ Tzanis said. ‘There is demand for it there. The island is governed by the English.’

			The priest nodded slowly. He looked around the room. ‘What was on the ship?’

			Tzanis glanced at the girl. Her face was impassive save for the smallest of frowns. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I was a passenger. The crew was from Corsica.’

			Still the slow nodding. ‘Corsica.’ It was possible he’d never heard of Corsica either. It was possible he’d never been outside the Mani. ‘Where did you sail from?’

			Tzanis was growing impatient. ‘From Odessa. Look, can you take a letter from me to whoever rules this place? I must take a boat to Corfu. I can pay.’

			‘Pay? How can you pay? You don’t have anything.’

			‘By bill of exchange. Can you give me pen and paper?’

			The priest frowned so deeply that his eyebrows almost met his cheeks. It occurred to Tzanis that he might not be able to write.

			The man got slowly to his feet, gesturing to the girl who rose more quickly. How old was she? Eighteen?

			The priest spoke without looking at him. ‘I will take you to Prince Petrobey in Tsimova. He rules here in the Mani.’

			*

			A week later, they left as the first light of the sun exploded across a sky of seamless blue.

			It was spring in the Mani and the road they took north was bordered by Jerusalem sage and broom in full flower. Beyond it, a tide of wild lavender swept up to small, terraced fields of thin wheat hemmed by tiny walls to shore up the precious soil. The walls marched up the mountains’ skirts to die away among the boulders where cliffs rose suddenly, cloudy with cystus. Above them, the peaks of the great Taygetos reared up and marched into the distance, Mount Elijah’s snowy top crowning them all. To their left was always the sea: an endless sheet of cool blue occasionally bumped by passing breeze. It was as if the storm had never happened.

			There were just six of them: Tzanis, the girl, the priest and three mules. Around the animals’ necks hung hollowed-out gourds that knocked together as they went. The girl walked in front, the priest behind, and Tzanis, still dressed in his tunic, between.

			He’d had a week to consider his predicament. He was in the Mani when he should be on Corfu handing over the Tzar’s gold to Mavrocordatos, head of the Greek revolutionary government. Even now, he should be discussing Capodistrias’s plan to unite Greece under a prince of the Comnenos line, linked to Russia by one, Orthodox communion. The gold was to be the first down payment and he’d lost it in the worst place on earth he could have chosen. And Petrobey?

			‘Father, can you tell me about the man we are to meet?’ he asked.

			‘Our kapitano?’ The priest wore his tall hat tipped back on his head. He walked with a stick. ‘Born of a mermaid, they say.’

			Tzanis heard a snort in front.

			The priest stopped and spoke over him, pointing his stick. ‘You shouldn’t scoff. Not you. Why else his beauty?’

			Tzanis knew something of Petrobey. He’d been the first to raise the standard of revolt in the little square of Tsimova three years ago. He’d done it too soon, but the rising had somehow survived, seeing off two Turkish armies sent to crush it. Now the revolution was in danger and needed the Tzar’s money. But it had to be secret and it had to go to the right man. Not Petrobey.

			The girl had stopped. She turned and looked past Tzanis to the priest. ‘Is that in your gospel, pappas?’ she asked. ‘I don’t remember you telling me that bit.’

			Tzanis stared. Her solemn face had become a smile, slung like a hammock between her ears, crinkling her nose. He said, with some wonder: ‘You talk.’

			She turned away and the priest tugged at his mule. ‘Talk?’ he said after a few steps. ‘And argue. She’s more stubborn than this beast.’ Tzanis heard the smack of his stick. ‘Ask her brothers if she can talk.’

			Tzanis moved closer to her mule. He glanced round, then said quietly: ‘I owe you my life.’ He paused. ‘But perhaps you saw something?’

			‘I’ve not told anyone.’

			Tzanis glanced behind him again. The priest was slowing and quite far from them now, bent forward on his stick because of the path’s steepness. There were grunts with every step.

			‘Can it be salvaged?’

			She shrugged, still looking ahead. ‘Perhaps. By me.’

			‘You dive?’

			‘Deeper than any man. I am a mermaid.’

			They were silent for a while and the birdsong seemed suddenly loud around them. He asked: ‘What is your name?’

			‘Hara.’

			‘How old are you, Hara?’

			‘Eighteen, I think. That’s what my brothers say.’

			Her brothers. Tzanis thought back to what he’d seen of them. They hadn’t looked like her at all.

			‘Who is your father?’ he asked.

			She didn’t answer. She looked back to him. ‘Was there coin in that chest?’

			Tzanis thought about lying but he’d need this girl if he was to retrieve the Tzar’s gold. ‘Perhaps.’

			He heard the rattle of rolling stones behind. The priest was catching them up; Tzanis fell back. A lizard darted between his feet, froze, then disappeared behind rocks in a flash of silver.

			The priest said: ‘When God made the world, he had a sack of stones left over and he dumped them all in the Mani.’

			*

			In the evening, they came to a village. At first, he didn’t see it. The clustered towers seemed the same texture as the rocks beneath, shrugged into existence by some ancient, underground upheaval. He looked out to sea. The sunset had laid the water on its back, flattened it, beaten it to an uneven plate. Its calm beauty took his breath away.

			The priest pointed up to the houses. ‘We have come to Drialos, about half-way to Tsimova. We’ll rest here the night.’

			They saw no one as they approached, nor in the village square where black Maniot pigs rooted beneath the long shade of a carob tree, branches dangling with horny locust beans. They stopped and looked around in silence while the mules tossed flies from their eyes and the pigs ignored them. The priest hummed as he scanned the four corners of the square.

			At last men began to appear from the shadows between the towers. They came out one by one: dark, lean, hewn beings with blue jowls and black, wary eyes. Their moustaches swept down in sword-swipes, bigger than he’d seen on the faces of Napo­leon’s Old Guard. They were dressed in baggy, pleated trousers that ended just below the knees. Over their shirts, they wore short boleros and their hair fell in thick, black waves to their shoulders. All of them were carrying muskets, longer even than the jezails of the Cossacks.

			He glanced at the priest. ‘Are they friendly?’ he whispered.

			‘They are Petrobey’s men.’

			‘Why are they here?’

			The priest took off his hat and wiped his forehead with his sleeve. The evening was warm. He shrugged. ‘To escort us to him, I suppose.’

			Tzanis saw one of them go over and speak to Hara. ‘Do they know her?’

			The pappas grunted. ‘Everyone in the Mani knows Hara.’ The black hat waved and flies scattered. ‘Some people say she is Petrobey’s daughter.’

			‘Is she?’

			‘How should I know?’

			The man gestured to Hara to follow him. Others came up to take their mules. The men led them to the tallest tower and remained outside as they stepped into a large, barrel-vaulted room, half-sunk below ground level, with a long table and chairs at its centre. On one wall, a range was tunnelled into the stone and had something cooking on it that smelt good. Grooved amphorae were stacked on one side and thorn faggots on the other. Ropes of onion and garlic hung from two small windows.

			Above it all was the noise of birds. Tzanis looked up to see two nests amidst the beams. He watched the birds come and go for a moment.

			‘Swallows.’

			He turned to see a man standing next to Hara, his hand on her shoulder. He was tall and dressed in a long, fur-lined gown in spite of the heat. Beneath it was an embroidered belt holding two pistols and a curved dagger. A necklace of gems hung around his neck above a rosary.

			‘I am Petrobey,’ he said. ‘And you are a Russian teacher from Odessa.’ He gestured to the range. ‘Are you hungry?’

			Tzanis nodded. ‘We’ve walked all day.’

			‘And she walks fast.’ Petrobey nodded towards Hara. ‘I have heard it said.’

			Tzanis glanced from one to the other. If they shared the same blood, it wasn’t obvious. Their beauties were quite different. Petrobey’s was as hard as his landscape, Hara’s held the promise of something finer.

			Petrobey waved his hand and Hara left the room, closing the door behind her. He gestured to the chairs and they both sat. He reached for the wine.

			Tzanis looked at the man before him. He was middle-aged and had a heavy moustache beneath a fine, hooked nose. His hair was long and tied at the back. His eyes were very blue. Not the eyes of an assassin.

			Petrobey filled both glasses. ‘You’ve got to know Hara. Did you know she can dive deeper than anyone? My family are said to come from mermaids. It’s why they think she’s my daughter.’

			‘And is she?’

			Petrobey didn’t answer. ‘Her mother was my children’s nurse. She died at her birth. She knew every herb in the Mani and how to use it, perhaps because she was a tzinia. Hara has her mother’s gifts, and her beauty, though she does her best to hide it.’ He drank. ‘I don’t think you’re a teacher.’

			‘I’m surprised you’re an expert,’ said Tzanis. ‘I’m told there are no schools in the Mani.’

			Petrobey laughed. ‘I plan to change that.’

			I plan to change that. What had Capodistrias told him? That Petrobey had already signed himself as generalissimo of this revolution when he’d written to all the leaders of Europe? He was Napoleon reincarnated and the world didn’t need another Napoleon.

			Petrobey leant back in his chair and put his head to one side. ‘I would say that you’re a phanariot and in the service of the Tzar’s Foreign Minister, Count Capodistrias. You speak to me as an equal. You can’t help it.’

			Equal? The presumption! He said: ‘I don’t know what a phanariot is.’

			Petrobey looked surprised. ‘Really? Well, let me enlighten you. A phanariot is a Greek nobleman whose family has lived in the Phanar district of Constantinople, where the Patriarch’s palace is. Over the centuries, the phanariots have enriched themselves in the service of the Turkish Sultan, usually at the expense of their own people. They are, essentially, parasites.’

			Tzanis considered this. In many ways, he’d liked to have been a phanariot, then his family might still be rich and expedient rather than poor and imperial. Then he’d not have the pressure to make a good marriage and wouldn’t have to hear the constant complaint that he was leaving it too late. He was only twenty-nine, after all.

			Petrobey had risen from his chair and was walking up and down, hands behind his back. ‘I and the other kapitanos have won every victory in this revolution: Kalamata, Tripolitsa, Nafplio,’ he ticked them off on his fingers. ‘Only now do you phanariots arrive, when the battle’s won. You know who the worst of your kind is?’

			He shook his head.

			‘Mavrocordatos.’

			The very man I should be talking to.

			‘He has set himself up at Nafplio as the head of a government without power or money. It will not lead Greece.’

			Suddenly Tzanis felt less safe than he had that morning. Greece was fighting itself and this man and he were not on the same side. ‘Where is he now?’ he asked.

			‘He’s gone to Missolonghi to help with the siege, God help it.’ Suddenly he raised his hands. ‘But my manners! What am I thinking of!’ He clapped them and two women entered and walked over to the range. They lifted the cauldron off the fire and onto the ground. They filled two bowls and brought them over to the table. They bowed to Petrobey and left.

			Tzanis savoured every mouthful. It was a mutton stew in a dark, russet sauce and he’d not tasted anything so good from the tables in St Petersburg. They ate in silence, the steam curling between them like queries. He could feel Petrobey’s blue eyes on him all the while.

			At last his host pushed away his bowl and put down his spoon. He dabbed his mustachios with his napkin and picked up the jug. ‘What was on your ship?’ he asked.

			Tzanis put his hand over his glass. He needed to keep his head clear. ‘I don’t know. I was a passenger.’

			Petrobey nodded, helping himself. ‘You threw nothing into the sea before the ship hit the rocks?’

			‘Why would I do that?’

			Petrobey shrugged. He stood and went over to the range. He took a chibouk pipe from an alcove and bent to light it from the charcoal. He came over to the table, plunged the mouthpiece into the bowl of water and offered it. Tzanis shook his head. Petrobey smoked on in silence, inhaling the smoke through his nose, twisting the stem in his mouth and wiping his eyes when they watered.

			‘We in the Mani are suspicious of visitors from Russia,’ he continued. ‘Its tzars have a habit of pretending to help while really wanting to rule. Fifty years ago, Catherine the Great sent the Orlov brothers to persuade us to rise against the Turks, except they turned out not to have any army. The Sultan sent the Albanians to punish us. We haven’t forgotten.’

			Tzanis shook his head. ‘None of this matters to me. I am a teacher who needs to get to Corfu. Where can I take a boat from?’

			Petrobey leant forward and tapped the pipe’s embers out onto the tray. ‘No boat is going to Corfu for many weeks and I can’t spare an escort to take you overland.’

			‘Then I’ll go alone.’

			Petrobey laughed. ‘Alone? You’d not make a mile. These are bad lands to travel in. No, you can stay in the Mani as my guest until we can find a boat to take you. You can earn your keep by teaching Hara.’

			Tzanis considered this. ‘What would I teach her?’

			Petrobey pushed back his chair and stood up. He walked around the table and put his hand on Tzanis’s shoulder. ‘Teach her the wisdom of the phanariot,’ he said. ‘I’m sure you can manage that.’

			*

			After Tzanis had left, Petrobey sat for a while staring into his glass. Then he rose and went to the door. He opened it.

			‘Come in, Hara.’

			He watched her enter. She looked more like her mother every year, more tzinia than warlord. But she had the nature of a klepht, like him, and he felt prouder of her every time they met. When would he tell her? When she’d had some education to add to her ripening beauty, when there’d be a clever match to make. Not before.

			‘You heard any of that?’ he asked, sitting down and refilling his glass.

			She stood in front of the table, rigid in her deference, eyes as wide as whenever he summoned her. ‘No, Petrobey.’

			He nodded the lie past. ‘No, of course not.’ He drank. ‘Well, this Tzanis is going to teach you. Would you like that?’

			She blinked twice beneath the tiniest of frowns. ‘I . . . if it is your wish, lord.’

			‘It is my wish,’ he said. ‘You need some education.’ He paused. ‘I want you to befriend him.’

			She stared straight ahead.

			He leant back in his chair. ‘I want to know who he is and why he is here. And I want to know what was on that ship.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			MANI

			Petrobey had left by the time Tzanis was up and dressed.

			From his window at the top of yet another tower, he could see that the village had filled again and the rouga was packed with people. A big loom had been dragged out and two black-clad women were already at work in the sunshine, their feet working the pedals. Over to one side he saw Hara talking to some men with guns.

			Was she pupil or gaoler? Or both?

			He tried the trapdoor, but it was bolted from below and there was no ladder to the one above. He sat on his bed and thought. He was certainly a prisoner, suspected by Petrobey of being what he was: in the service of the Tzar’s Greek Foreign Minister. And his gaoler reminded him of someone he wanted to forget. Last night he’d dreamt of her.

			He’d been in a village square and it was late summer. The Russian steppe stretched out to a wall of dust, fifty miles distant. Napoleon’s army was coming and he’d been told to burn everything in its path. A girl stood next to her mother watching a Cossack set light to their roof. She turned her eyes to him. ‘How will we live?’

			‘Do what you must.’

			That’s what he’d said as he’d turned his horse, not thinking of anything but getting away. Do what you must.

			Then it was winter and she was standing in the snow in the same village, her hair cropped, a sign hanging from her neck, waiting for execution. She’d done what he’d said and it had turned her into a whore and a traitor.

			Four words. In all that had happened afterwards, as he’d seen the Grande Armee snake its long way back to France, as he’d seen its frozen, starving stragglers sabred by his Cossacks, he’d thought of those four words. Do what you must.

			He heard footsteps on the ladder. He heard the bolt drawn back and saw the trapdoor lifted. Hara pulled herself into the room. The same hair.

			‘Why am I locked in?’ he asked.

			She went over and sat in the window, her back to the view. She was dressed more as her gender this morning. She had a small cap on her head and wore a long-sleeved dalmatic above flowing shalvaria trousers. On her feet were slippers. She said: ‘I am ready to be taught.’

			‘And I’m not ready to teach you. Why am I locked in? Where can I go?’

			She tilted her head to one side in thought. Then she nodded. ‘Nowhere without being murdered, it’s true,’ she said. ‘So you can go where you want.’

			He’d not expected this. Was she in charge of this village? He looked down at his bare knees: ‘I can’t leave the tower like this. I want proper clothes.’

			‘Your clothes will be brought to you.’

			‘And I need paper and pencil. I like to sketch.’

			‘I will bring them.’

			By now most of his anger had been drawn by her endless, guileless acquiescence. He relaxed a little. ‘So what am I to teach you?’ he asked. ‘Petrobey’s instructions weren’t specific.’

			She placed her hands in her lap, fingers entwined, studying him from beneath her scrub of hair. ‘Everything, I don’t know. Like what “specific” means. Like how to read and write.’ She paused. ‘Like what the world looks like beyond the Mani.’ She turned and went to the window. ‘I want to know what happens behind those mountains.’

			*

			Tzanis’s clothes were eventually delivered to him, clean and mended. Inside his waistcoat pocket was the gold coin.

			On their first outing, he suggested they each take a sack to carry things in. They left in bright sunshine and she led him out of the village and up through carpets of flowers into the foothills beyond. They met a shepherd girl, a new-born lamb slung over her shoulders, four unblinking eyes fixed on them as they waited for her herd to pass, deafened by their bleating.

			A little later he stopped in the middle of a field strewn with flowers amidst the stones: poppies, orchids, soapwort, pimpernel and a hundred others. ‘Can you collect some stones of different sizes?’ he asked. ‘I’ve an idea.’

			He walked on, glancing back to see her watching him, her head to one side as it often was. He thought of what she must see through those eyes: a man clumsy in this wilderness, a man whose talents held no meaning in this barren, beautiful land. He climbed over a wall and found himself in a field of little stones. He began to pick them up, looking for ones of the same shape and size. He put them in his sack. He sat down with his back against the wall and took paper from his pocket, then a pencil. He began to draw.

			He thought about the girl below. She wasn’t like anyone he’d ever met, but then the women he’d known were as distant from the land as migrating birds, moving from ballroom to ballroom on the breeze of court gossip. She was intelligent, he was sure. He might even be able to teach her enough to see through Petrobey’s lies. Yes, that might be something.

			But more importantly, she might be able to reach the gold.

			It was late afternoon when they got back to the tower. He’d made three sketches and she’d picked herbs as well as stones. She explained each to him as they walked down, lifting them up for him to smell, telling him what they would cure, what they would flavour.

			While she cooked downstairs, Tzanis knelt on the roof of the tower and created the world out of little stones. Its continents were vague – the unknown wastes of America, Africa and Asia vaguer still – but he made it with care. The sun was low in the sky when he called Hara up to inspect it, the tower’s walls glowing with what they’d been storing since dawn, the village noise reduced to a murmur.

			She came through the trapdoor carrying two plates of fried eggs, onions, garlic and lumps of pickled pork in oil. They sat on the wall to eat, their backs to the sun, and Hara studied the map in silence. When she’d finished eating, she set aside her plate and leant forward, her chin on her fist.

			‘What is it?’ she asked.

			‘It’s the world,’ he said. ‘God created it in seven days and it’s taken me three hours. An achievement.’

			She frowned. She’d not found this funny, just odd. She looked up. ‘But it’s just stones. Why is it the world?’

			He put down his plate and looked up to find the moon and pointed to it. ‘It’s what the world would be like if you were looking down on it from up there.’ He picked up a bigger, rounder stone he’d set to one side. ‘Except that you’d only see part of it because the world is round, like the moon. Imagine it wrapped around this stone.’

			Hara nodded slowly. ‘So where is the Mani in this world?’

			Tzanis picked up a stick he’d leant against the wall. He pointed to the Peloponnese. It was made out in blue stones, like the new Greek flag. It was a misshapen hand with three claws and a skinny wrist at the Isthmus of Corinth.

			‘The Mani is here, the southern-most tip of Europe.’

			‘Europe?’

			He looked up at her. ‘Have you ever been outside the Mani, Hara?’ he asked gently.

			She shook her head. ‘No further than Tsimova.’

			He smiled. ‘Then we have a journey ahead of us.’

			*

			At first, Hara found the routine irksome. She missed her brothers and the scramble for shipwrecks, but Petrobey wanted her to learn and she would do her best. Anyway, she was curious about this man who’d lied about being a teacher. She liked to watch him sketch, as if the world could only exist through his pencil. He didn’t seem bad or violent, just odd.

			When he took an interest in something, she quite liked him. She enjoyed when he was explaining an idea and his whole face moved with his words and his eyes shone.

			Every morning, she rose early, made coffee and took it up to his bedside, then climbed up to the roof to watch the sun rise, her long legs swinging over the side, listening to the birds waking up the world. He would come up an hour later, shaved and wearing the waistcoat that was already showing the strain of too much sun and washing. She would greet him in English and read out the passage she’d learnt the night before from her book. Then they’d talk about the world, usually in Greek, but sometimes, more slowly, in English too.

			The routine developed a rhythm, an order, which she hadn’t had in her previous life. Surprisingly, she began to like it, especially the lessons on the tower’s roof. In the evening they’d eat there, pulling up their food through the trapdoor in a basket to watch the sun set over the wide, unruffled sea, watching the moon rise like a silver fish above it.

			One evening, she discovered what some flowers she’d picked for him were for.

			‘Greece was where everything began,’ he said, laying yellow flowers on top of the blue stones, one by one. ‘At first you were called Myceneans and you built a great trading empire.’ He spread the flowers across the Peloponnese, out into the islands of the Aegean. ‘One day I’ll tell you about Helen of Troy.’

			She watched him reach over to a second pile of flowers: blue. He put them on top of the yellow ones and spread them into Turkey, Sicily and Italy. ‘Later, it was Athens that had an empire. Do you know of Athens?’

			She shook her head.

			‘Well, it’s a village now, with some ruins on a hill, but two thousand years ago it was a great city.’

			‘We have ruins here,’ she said. ‘Down in the south. I’ve seen them underwater. Who built them?’

			‘Kings. Their slaves.’

			‘Are there kings and slaves now?’

			Tzanis seemed to think about this. Then he picked up purple, white and black flowers and spread them out in his open palm. ‘Tomorrow I’ll tell you about the greatest empire of them all: the Greek Empire, when great emperors ruled with wisdom and fairness.’

			‘Like Petrobey.’

			‘Is Petrobey wise?’ he asked.

			‘Well, no one has ever enslaved the Mani.’

			‘That’s true. But the Turks have enslaved the rest of Greece.’

			‘That’s not what Petrobey says,’ she said. ‘The other Greeks have to pay them money, but they’re free to do what they want.’ She went on: ‘He says the phanariots have traded for the Turks and become rich. He says they’re the ones trying to enslave Greece but he won’t let them.’

			She felt some satisfaction from what she’d said. She wanted him to know that he couldn’t fool her any more than he could Petrobey. She continued: ‘You speak of these old empires as if they were your own. But Petrobey’s right: you don’t know this land.’

			‘And Petrobey does?’ asked Tzanis. ‘He knows the Mani, Hara, nothing else. He doesn’t know about Greece when it was an example to the world. And he doesn’t know about its future.’ He paused. ‘The world has moved beyond him. Greece needs to be a modern state with a modern system of government.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because . . . because . . .’ He looked down. He thought about Capodistrias leaning forward across his desk, saying what he was about to say again and again. ‘Because it’s best for the people.’

			‘Why?’

			He looked up. ‘Oh, Hara.’

			*

			Later, as she lay looking through her window at a moon close enough to pinch, she thought about what he’d said. Because it’s best for the people.

			This phanariot.

			She turned over and thought, for the first time, about her hair. Why had she cut it all off? Most Maniot girls put on the kerchief at eleven and didn’t speak to a man until they were handed over as a bride. She must look ridiculous to one who’d seen the world.

			This phanariot.

			She looked up at the ceiling. He was up there in his bed dreaming of the life he’d left behind in St Petersburg, or whatever it was called . . . perhaps of the women he’d sketched in some palace garden. What must he think of her in her ignorance? What must he think of the pappas? Of them all?

			She turned again. Why hadn’t she told Petrobey about what she’d seen on the ship? She screwed her eyes shut. She’d never deceived Petrobey about anything. The very thought of it terrified her. Yet this phanariot, with his knowledge of what lay beyond the mountains, with all his ideas that she couldn’t stop thinking about . . .

			No.
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