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Part 1


Albania




Rome, 17 July, 1457


Tom Swan awoke to a brilliant day beyond the loosely fastened shutters, and he had a moment of utter disorientation. Venice? Constantinople? A galley at sea? Mithymna? Mytilene?


The woman curled against him …


… was his wife. Sophia lay with her head on his shoulder, her brown-blond hair tossed back over her shoulders.


I am married, he thought with infinite satisfaction.


In fact, he had been married in the presence of most of the College of Cardinals and half the Papal Curia and most of his closest friends, as well as a few dozen mercenaries, rogues and prostitutes, who’d either attended directly or crept in when they heard that the famous Cardinal Bessarion was hosting a party.


Swan found that he had a clear head and a deep sense of peace – the former because he’d largely abstained from drinking on his wedding night, and the latter because he’d had an unaccustomed amount of sleep and he’d probably rid himself and his friends of a vast conspiracy. Probably.


But some things still worried him …


He lay admiring his wife, a part of his mind tempted to awaken her and see how she felt about nuptial bliss in the morning, but a lifetime of sleeping with women suggested how very unlikely this was. Part of his mind simply admired her, aesthetically; Sophia had a remarkable form and skin that—


He quelled a rebellious hand reaching for her shoulder.


And part of his mind explored the theological implications of connubial bliss. An act that a day before would have been a mortal sin was rendered, by the sacrament, almost an obligation. Swan chewed on this a bit and found that it was the sort of thing that made him, as a more than mildly religious man, deeply suspicious of the game of popes and human vices.


Very carefully, with all the muscular command that he might have used sneaking up on a Turkish sentry, he withdrew his shoulder and substituted a tasseled pillow. His shoulder hurt – a dull ache that spoke of a life as a swordsman and too much rowing in the Adriatic a few weeks before.


He slipped down the corridor, having latched his door very carefully, and found Padraig sound asleep on a decorative divan by the washstand, snoring heartily. The Irishman had become a member of his household by virtue of constant attendance. Swan knew that he needed to either let the man go or pay him. The air of constant crisis, planning, hiding and near war had kept him from such routines.


He washed, dried himself on one of the many fine Egyptian towels that Bessarion kept, in the manner of a recently lost Byzantine civilisation, and prodded a pile of dirty arming clothes and various other used garments with his toe. He wanted to be new and clean, because that’s how he felt.


How Sophia made him feel.


Conspiracy and violence had not helped his wardrobe. He found a clean shirt and settled for pointed hose that were in better condition than the rest, and his riding boots, which covered most of the defects in the hose – tall boots that pointed all the way to his hips. Not very different from the pair Alessandro Di Bracchio, now Bembo, had lent him back in ’53.


He winced. Did a rough calculation in his head, and laughed aloud.


He still didn’t have a doublet, or even a plain gown, but he knew where Alessandro had slept, and he found Umar outside the door, also sound asleep. Alessandro’s small travel case lay close to Umar, and Swan ruthlessly took one of the clean black velvet doublets he found inside, there being two. He took the cleaner of the two and it fitted him very well. He went down the servants’ stairs, fastening the laces as he went, whistling the Agnus Dei from his wedding mass.


In the kitchen, the life of the cardinal’s establishment was virtually untouched by time. Maestro Alceste ruled with a spoon of iron; nobly born pageboys were as cautious as bravos in the court of law.


Swan sat at the enormous kitchen table, and an apple tart appeared immediately, carried by a boy of almost angelic beauty. Swan was not tempted in that direction, but he had to wonder who was; the boy was almost too perfect to be real.


‘Could I have a bite, Illustrio?’ the boy asked. He had a frank stare that suggested that he was more than just an angelic face.


‘Are you a page here?’ Swan asked.


‘I serve Cardinal d’Estouteville,’ the boy said, the French showing in his Italian. ‘He spent the night with Cardinal Bessarion,’ The boy flushed deeply. ‘Not like that!’ he said, red to the ears.


Swan, who didn’t always like children, was tempted to ruffle the boy’s hair, and was pleased to find him so innocent. Two cardinals sleeping together might be the best outcome the cesspit of Rome could expect, he thought to himself, and took a bite of his beautiful apple pastry.


‘Oh, Alceste, I have just seen God,’ he moaned.


‘Bah, you blaspheme, messire, and then who can believe your nonsense?’ the cook called.


‘I will leave my new wife weeping at the altar for you, Alceste,’ Swan called.


But he handed d’Estouteville’s page about a quarter of his pastry, which the lad, like boys everywhere, devoured.


There were three bake-ovens in the courtyard, and Swan watched as Alceste and his kitchen help maintained the temperature with the devotion of siege engineers building fortifications. Every time a batch of bread or pastry or pies came out of an oven, the cooks and their helpers filled the oven with dry brush and small pieces of wood which would burn quickly. As soon as they were burnt, the cooks would sweep the floor of the oven clean, and nearly naked boys would push the ashes to the back and sides, and the next tray of rolls or hand-pies would go in. It went with military precision, and Alceste was the capitano, managing his chefs as they rolled the pastry dough, managing the boys as they pushed the ash, plunging a naked forearm into an oven to test the temperature.


The angelic boy was as interested as Swan.


‘We don’t have ovens,’ he said. ‘We pay a baker. This is … amazing.’


Swan turned. ‘What’s your name, lad?’ he asked.


‘Gabriel de Bonard,’ the boy said. ‘I am a Gascon.’


Swan didn’t roll his eyes. ‘Of course you are.’


‘May I touch your sword? Are you a bravo?’ The boy grinned. ‘A few days ago, a messenger came to my master from Constantinople! He wouldn’t let me touch his sword.’


Swan smiled a little, wondering why a French cardinal got messages from the fallen city, but he was extraordinarily proud of his sword.


‘Here. You may not draw it more than a handspan.’


‘Ooh,’ the boy said. ‘It’s a very good sword.’


‘Yes, it is,’ Swan said.


‘My pater says to never ask if a man has killed other men,’ the boy said.


‘Your father knows a thing or two.’


‘Also—’ the boy said eagerly.


‘Swan, you whore!’ A voice sounded from the big double doors that let on to the service corridor and the palazzo. Alessandro Bembo’s voice. Alessandro was probably the only man in the world who might call Swan a whore in friendship.


‘Swan!’ Alessandro roared, coming in through the double doors. ‘You are wearing my clean doublet.’


The angelic boy had released Swan’s sword and was now at the end of the table, ready for anything.


‘It was just lying there. Also, I look quite good in it.’ Swan waved his last bite of apple tart. ‘Also, I saved you some apple tart.’


Alceste appeared, in person, to place two more apple tarts on the table. Alessandro was his utter favourite, and had been for years.


‘I am not killing you, English, because I might get your nasty blood on my doublet, or my apple tart.’ Alessandro sat. ‘I am wearing a dirty doublet because you are wearing my clean one.’


‘I feel bad,’ Swan said. ‘Here, have a little more apple tart.’


The boy really was bright. He realised at some point that this wasn’t killing anger, but the banter of two friends. He came back, close enough to cast his shining eyes on Alessandro.


‘He works for Cardinal d’Estouteville,’ Swan managed between bites.


Alessandro smiled wryly around his pastry. ‘A collector of real taste,’ he said.


Before they’d finished their pastries, Giannis appeared, fully armed, and while they were embracing him, Loredan.


‘You seem to have recruited the entire Kantakouzenoi clan.’ Loredan’s voice was heavy, his delivery slow. ‘They’re grooming horses in the courtyard and gossiping in Greek.’


‘I recruited them for Venice,’ Swan said. ‘The Despot of the Morea was intending to execute them. I found that wasteful.’


Loredan didn’t look like himself. Swan thought of him as an almost supernatural figure, pale, blond, dressed in black and silver, the deadly hand of the Ten. Today he wore an old wool kaftan like a robe over a dirty shirt, and the bruises of his beatings at the hands of the Pope’s torturers were quite clear; his face was puffy, his words slightly slurred.


But he ate with relish. Alceste was at the very height of the morning baking. The smooth operation of the three ovens was interrupted by a crash as a pile of firewood was overturned by a boy with a tray falling over it, and for a moment the captain had to leap into the breach and lead his troops in person. But when order was restored, Alceste came back to them with a tray of apple tarts, and set them on the table. He took one for himself, and one of Bessarion’s noble pages served them quaveh, just as it would have been made in Constantinople.


Loredan was on his third – an almond pastry.


Swan glanced out at the ovens. It was July; Lauds had not yet rung at the church next door, and it was already hot enough to make Swan regret the theft of Alessandro’s velvet doublet.


‘This is a great deal of baking,’ he said.


Alceste smiled. ‘We have four cardinals, three bishops, and half the whores in Rome. All because of someone’s wedding.’


Loredan, always the intelligence officer, looked up.


‘What cardinals?’


‘Cardinal d’Estouteville, the Frenchman who owns this young food-hound. Our own Bessarion, of course. His Eminence Aeneas Piccolomini, and His Eminence Pietro Barbo.’ Alceste smiled.


Alessandro nodded. ‘If Barbo is in the house, young master, you’d best keep out of his way,’ he said to the pageboy.


‘Gabriel de Bonard,’ Swan said. ‘The little angel’s name.’


The boy flushed.


‘Master Gabriel, the Cardinal Archbishop of Venice is—’


‘He wears rouge,’ the boy said. ‘My cardinal says …’


There was a pause. Even Loredan looked up.


The boy looked down. ‘My apologies, messires.’


Alessandro smiled. ‘Good lad. Whatever your cardinal says, you don’t want to repeat it. Eh?’


Loredan snorted, and when the boy went off with a tray to visit his master, the Venetian spymaster shook his head.


‘Bembo, you are suddenly a fatherly, mature man. D’Estouteville is a member of the French royal family. He has a mistress and four children and probably doesn’t run after pretty boys, although, in this city and this day and age, one can never tell.’


Alessandro smiled nastily. ‘I like grown men, not boys, messire.’


Loredan shook his head. ‘There, you are looking for an insult …’


Swan decided that perhaps a gentle intervention was called for.


‘We return to Venice?’ he asked. ‘I have a company to retrieve and some very expensive stradiotes to place on the state’s pay.’


‘Christ, Suane, don’t we get to enjoy your honeymoon a little?’ Alessandro asked. ‘In my experience, when you go back to work, I’ll be called in to save you. Unless, to be fair, you are saving me. Can we just—?’


‘We?’ Swan asked. ‘We find Rome hot and stinking—’


‘What a surprise!’ Alessandro said.


Loredan looked a little more like himself. He looked at Swan.


‘You think it’s all over, do you?’ he asked quietly.


Alceste looked around, rose, and collected some dishes.


‘I don’t think this talk is for a mere cook,’ he said.


Swan smiled. ‘Stay! Our secrets are banal compared to … say, your apple tart receipt.’


Alceste shook his head. ‘No one kills for my secrets.’


He walked away.


Swan turned to Loredan. ‘I would,’ he muttered. ‘You mean the game of the Pope and his money is not over?’


Loredan nodded. ‘Perhaps it is,’ he said slowly, as if savouring his words. ‘But you will permit me some doubts. Your endgame with the Pope and his former banker was brilliant. But if others were blinded by its dazzle, I have to notice that there are still some hundreds of thousands of ducats missing. And some loose ends.’


The apple tart was suddenly heavy in Swan’s gut.


‘You caught that, eh?’ he said.


Loredan took another bite of almond pastry.


Alessandro smiled without warmth. ‘In the games of power,’ he said, ‘there are nothing but loose ends.’


‘Do you lie awake at night making up these bons mots?’ Swan asked.


Alessandro steepled his hands and looked heavenwards.


‘No, my son. They are sent by God.’


Two hours later, and Swan was with Clemente, Umar and Alessandro himself, prepared for shopping. Sophia was, to the best of his knowledge, still asleep, which surprised him. She was so efficient that he’d imagined her an early riser.


Loredan had shrugged as Swan was going out. He’d expressed his surprise, and Loredan laughed.


‘So much to learn, Ser Tommaso!’ he said.


Alessandro concurred. ‘Who would rise early, if allowed to sleep in?’ Quietly, he allowed, ‘I’m as eager to be back to Venice as you.’


Swan nodded. ‘I won’t feel I’m on my honeymoon until I’m out of Rome,’ he said. ‘Loredan thinks I’m a fool—’


‘Loredan is Venice’s foremost intelligence officer,’ Alessandro said, ‘and he has recently been badly beaten and is running like an automaton. We need to get him home, too, except that filling him with Alceste’s pastries is almost certainly the very best thing we can do for him right now. You and I have both been tortured. You know what he’s been through.’


Swan had a black moment.


‘Yes,’ he said, swallowing hard.


Swan led them to the used clothing market, which was only just opening – half a dozen young women laying clothes out on tables. Beyond the market was a street of tailors and hosiers and the like; by some custom of Rome, the clothes were cheapest at the end of the used clothing market and rose in price and quality along the next street, all the way to the cathedral, at whose end only cardinals and their favourites could afford to shop.


‘Surely we’re beyond used clothing,’ Alessandro said.


Swan wasn’t so sure.


‘I’m not so wealthy,’ he said. ‘And Sophia—’


‘To the best of my knowledge,’ Alessandro said, ‘you have a company of mercenaries in the Pope’s service and a share in a Florentine bank.’


‘My friend,’ Swan said, ‘I think that being a great patrician becomes you well, but you forget that for the little people, a few thousand ducats can vanish very quickly.’


Clemente was already buying a doublet, and Umar was looking at a long gown in a clerical violet.


But the strong desire to be new and clean moved Swan through the used clothing market, and about a third of the way up the street, to the tailor he’d used in the past. He was greeted cordially and expressed his interest in clothes newly made.


The man looked him up and down as if deeply worried, but then smiled.


‘Two suits, four shirts, and a cloak for riding?’ he asked, as if he could read Swan’s mind.


Swan was charmed.


‘Certes,’ he said, and they haggled over the price for a while. He knew he was spending too much money, but he also knew that the man would make him good things, and he was delighted to have a new doublet in the latest style, even if it was short enough to show his entire behind – and that forced him to invest in new hose.


Alessandro went several paces further up the street and ordered a new doublet and hose.


‘Just like that one,’ he said, pointing at Swan.


‘You can have this one back!’ Swan said.


‘Of course I can, Suane. I’m buying you your own, so that I don’t have to lend you mine. Velvet is the one fabric that’s good in every situation.’


Swan was touched by the present, and Alessandro’s manner of giving it, and was still grinning when he stepped out of the shop into the street.


Something was wrong.


He turned his head.


The man was moving too fast; there was some small jerkiness – nerves, shock. Eyes too bright, a flash of steel …


Swan didn’t have his sword; he was wearing a heavy cinquedea that was just legal in Rome and very quick to draw – a weapon like a broad-bladed dagger, as long as a man’s forearm.


Swan drew as the masters had told him to, thumb down, a rising cut into the adversary’s blade. His short, heavy sword cut into his opponent’s blade, so that the two blades locked together, and he used the blade lock to force the man’s arm back.


Alessandro was there. Before the assassin could react, his arm was around his neck and then he turned the assassin over his hip, thrown to the filthy street. Alessandro stomped his sword hand until the man screamed, and Swan kicked him between the legs.


The man rolled and vomited.


‘Ah, Rome,’ Alessandro said.


‘Sorry, sir!’ Clemente came up, sword drawn.


Swan was shaking. He always shook, afterwards.


They took the man back to Bessarion’s and locked him in the usual storeroom in the wine cellar.


Bessarion’s chancellor was waiting for him on the main steps up into the palazzo.


‘Illustrio, there is a man waiting for you,’ he said.


Swan bowed. He liked the new chancellor: a monk, a very solid man – a Franciscan who had been a banker. He was Frate Francesco, but Swan had known his family, and knew that he was a Portinari, a well-known banking family. A man with secrets of his own.


‘Frate Francesco, my thanks,’ he said, and went into the indicated receiving room, somewhat flattered that the chancellor was allowing him to receive guests in the cardinal’s parlour, so to speak.


He went through the door and almost lost his composure. There, in bright daylight, sat the Pope’s assassin.


‘Master Chigi,’ he said.


The professional killer rose to his feet. He was dressed in good, plain, workmanlike clothes, like a prosperous grocer. Or a butcher.


Swan had taken Chigi, months before, in a complex gambit in Greece. And let him go.


His hand went to his cinquedea.


‘To what do I owe this immense pleasure?’ he asked.


Chigi raised both hands and smiled.


‘I’m here on my own,’ he said. ‘Not on a job, Capitano.’


Swan considered that for a moment.


‘Well, then, he said, somewhat at a loss.


What does one say to the papal assassin on a social occasion?


‘I owe you,’ Chigi said. ‘So … here’s a little boon. You won this round, and now certain people want you dead.’


Swan shivered slightly, as if a ghost had appeared, and then managed a smile.


‘As a young man just tried to kill me,’ he said, ‘I’d rather guessed.’


Chigi shook his head. ‘Bad business. Too many killings in the last year, too much blood. Looks bad on everyone.’


This from you?


Swan nodded. ‘I have to agree,’ he said.


Chigi spread his hands, like a man appealing for reason.


‘You made them look bad,’ he said. ‘Can’t you just go away? Go back to Greece. I don’t think they’ll follow you there.’


‘Who is “they”?’ Swan asked.


Chigi grinned, so that his missing teeth made him look a little like a gargoyle.


‘You ought to know by now,’ he said. ‘Not my business to blab. Go somewhere that doesn’t have any ties to Italy, that’s my advice. Turkey. Greece.’


Swan thought it was a terrible comment on his life that there were already people waiting to kill him in all those places.


Chigi bowed, keeping his distance.


‘I think this information makes us even, doesn’t it, Illustrio?’


Swan hardened his eyes.


‘You mean, I rescued you from torture and death, and in exchange, you gave me a sort of airy-fairy warning that someone, some time, might try to kill me?’ He smiled. ‘I’m not that generous.’


Chigi looked hurt. ‘Eh, illustrio,’ he said. ‘Don’t be a bastard, eh? You know that if I warn you, it’s serious as fucking hell, right? A business acquaintance already has the florins in his pocket for killing you.’


Swan shrugged. ‘The young man I have in the wine cellar?’


‘Do you think my friends get captured?’ Chigi asked.


‘I captured you,’ Swan said, suddenly bored with all the posturing.


The assassin nodded. ‘You have me there, I admit, but it’s not an everyday thing. Eh, Capitano? We don’t usually get ransomed.’ He leant in. ‘Listen, illustrio. For whatever reason, I’ve taken a shine to you. So here it is. This is serious. They’ll kill everyone you love. They’re not good people, and you have embarrassed them and cost them money. Understand? These are the people. The ones who make the world.’


Swan nodded. He had a mental image of Sophia lying on the floor, her throat cut. Instead of making him afraid, it made him angry.


He nodded again, as if he’d won an argument with himself. Then he met Chigi’s eye.


‘Listen,’ he said. ‘I believe you. And I think you mean me well – I’ll assume you are not just an enforcer with a scare story.’


Chigi nodded.


‘But,’ Swan said, ‘I just brought down a conspiracy involving the Pope and his bank. Whoever these shadowy bastards are … I can probably pull them down, too.’


Chigi nodded. ‘I was afraid you’d take it like that. Listen, maybe you will. You have powerful friends. I know these things.’ He leant forward. ‘There’s nothing they won’t do.’ He got up. ‘I know the way out.’


He paused.


‘Listen, I’ll tell you a thing. Risk my life if you tell on me. But fair is fair. I’d be dead except for you, Illustrio. So here’s the thing. They know the Pope is sending you to England. They’ve talked about it – about England. I know this. Also about harming your friends in bad ways. I know this.’


Swan looked at the man, appraising him.


‘England,’ he said, thinking of the Pope’s letters, which the Pope’s chamberlain had shown him several times, back when the Holy Father loved him and used him as a courier. An unpaid courier. He hadn’t yet agreed to go to England.


‘Damn,’ he said aloud. ‘At this point, Chigi, I think I’ll just say, “thank you”.’


The Pope’s assassin gave a civil head nod, one guild member to another.


‘That’s better. Ciao.’


Fifteen minutes later, Swan found that the young assassin in the wine cellar was dead. He was just digesting this when Frate Francesco met him again on the stairs.


‘Cardinal Capranica is minutes away from arriving. Our own eminence requests that all of you stay clear of the palazzo until he is gone.’ He looked at Swan. ‘That man in the parlour—?’


‘Best not to ask,’ Swan said.


‘He stopped in the courtyard. He was trying to be secret, but I was on the stable steps.’ The priest shrugged. ‘He was speaking to one of d’Estouteville’s grooms.’


Swan bowed. ‘Thanks!’


He went back to the kitchen, where Alessandro had the dead man on a side table. Some of the cooks looked uneasy.


‘I sent for Claudio,’ Alessandro said, ‘as I assume he was poisoned. I’d like to be sure.’


‘Sweet Christ,’ Swan said. ‘Someone here killed him?’


‘I think that’s true, and I think that’s the message,’ Alessandro said.


‘A business acquaintance just warned me off in the most determined way. In fact, he told me to go to Greece or Turkey, and vanish.’


Alessandro smiled evilly. ‘I’m quite sure that if you go to Turkey, you will vanish, but I’m not sure that having your body cut up into very small pieces will help you.’


Swan felt his gut roll over and flinched.


‘Yes,’ he said.


He looked over the corpse with some attention, but there was no dagger wound, no cut throat, and he wasn’t a doctor. He did take the trouble to turn out the man’s pockets, and he was curious to find a small leather bag full of cotton waste, the sort of cotton that tailors used to pad a garment.


He took the bag.


Inside the man’s gloves he found a twist of new paper with a set of pen and ink instructions. They were written in very tiny, very professional characters, and they described how Swan might be identified and what jewels he carried on him.


He showed it to Alessandro.


‘Are those initials, inside the little diamond?’


Alessandro whistled. ‘Someone who knows you very well,’ he said. ‘Christ, English, I don’t know what that says. I need spectacles to read anything so small.’


Swan was still digesting that when a servant summoned him to Cardinal Bessarion. He paused to wash the blood off his hands and to glance at himself in a mirror, but the black velvet looked clean and neat and his face was clean, his linen collar still a sparkling white.


He walked briskly up the stairs to Bessarion’s study, and when invited, entered.


Therein he found five cardinals, and no staff. He drew a number of conclusions instantly – first and foremost, that what they were doing was secret.


‘Ser Tommaso Suane,’ Bessarion said. ‘Ser Tommaso is a knight of Saint Mark of Venice and also a volunteer with the Order of the Knights of Saint John. He has more experience of fighting the Turks than anyone else in Italy. He is the natural son of our own Cardinal Beaufort of England. Finally, he has met Skanderbeg.’


Swan noted that there was one more man in the room – a dusty Greek. Closer examination suggested that the man wasn’t actually Greek – perhaps Vlach, or Albanian; tall, handsome in a predatory way, with bright blond hair and piercing blue eyes, like a raptor in man’s flesh.


Swan knew most of the cardinals, at least by reputation, and yes, it was true – Cardinal Barbo, a handsome man, was in fact wearing rouge. Bessarion had a long beard and was his former mentor; d’Estouteville had a haughty French look; Aeneas Piccolomini sat quietly with his hands folded, His face was soft, almost pudgy, but his hands were strong and had done hard work.


None of the Orsini or Colonna cardinals were present.


Piccolomini nodded to Swan.


‘I enjoyed your wedding,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Even if you did do some injury to my … nephew … Forteguerri.’


Swan could not keep the anger off his face. Forteguerri had, in fact, threatened to kill Sophia.


‘Swan,’ Bessarion said, ‘we need you to run an immediate errand. I’m sorry that you are newly married …’


Swan bowed. ‘Eminence.’


‘… but we have no one else so fitted for this role. Albania is occupied by the Turks – Skanderbeg is hiding in the mountains, short of food and out of money.’


‘You want me to rescue him?’ Swan asked.


‘The fucking arrogance of you Italians knows no bounds,’ the blond man in the dusty kaftan spat. ‘Iskander Bey needs no rescuing, not by some effeminate like you.’


Swan smiled. ‘Ah, then I’m not needed.’ He bowed.


Bessarion looked pained. ‘Messire Pjetri is Skanderbeg’s messenger, and in this case is perhaps being a trifle emotional.’


He said this in Greek. Swan’s Greek was up to it, although the word for ‘trifle’ baffled him for some seconds.


‘My company is in the Morea,’ he said.


‘There is no time for your company,’ Bessarion said.


‘Nothing would be more useless than some over-armoured, pompous Italian knights on their slow, grain-fed horses,’ Pjetri said.


Piccolomini blinked, as if unused to coarse language.


Bessarion raised an eyebrow. ‘We need you to raise money for us, and take it to Skanderbeg. And we need you to convince Venice to stop skirmishing with Skanderbeg and support him.’


Swan thought, Christ, they really are desperate.


Piccolomini spoke again, with a slight smile. ‘You see, Messire Suane, we are locked in a conspiracy to save Christendom, and our resources are really very slight.’


Swan had thought of Piccolomini as Forteguerri’s boss, and thus an enemy, but there, in one sentence, he found something to like.


‘I think they believe that with letters from Barbo and Bessarion, and some pressure from you and me, and Loredan’s thanks for being rescued …’ Swan shrugged.


Loredan was watching Claudio dissect the young would-be assassin.


‘In this case they are correct,’ he said. ‘I do owe the cardinals something – and anyway, the Venetian stance against Skanderbeg is now obsolete. I’m not sure how much money we can raise, but I’m positive we can effect the diplomatic change.’


Alessandro whistled. ‘Disgusting,’ he said, watching Claudio remove an organ from the dead assassin.


Swan turned his back before his gorge could rise.


‘Let’s leave for Venice, then,’ he said.


Loredan nodded. ‘I’ve already ordered horses.’


Alessandro said, softly, ‘What about the French cardinal and his groom? I think that needs to be followed up.’


Swan shrugged. ‘We leave that for later. Or never.’


Alessandro glanced at him. ‘Never would be a mistake, my young English friend. Get someone here to look into it.’ He waved at Bessarion’s palazzo, as if men who could look into matters of assassination and espionage were to be found in every room.


Ten minutes later, Swan found Sophia fresh from the bath, in a shift, being dressed by a maid.


‘Come, my love,’ he said.


She smiled. ‘Exactly why I married you. Where are we going? And why?’


‘People tried to kill me this morning. The Turks are all over Albania. We’re needed in Venice.’


She kissed him.


‘Ah, thank God,’ she said. ‘I was afraid marriage might be dull, after the courtship.’




Venice


Venice in mid-July: the smell of spices and dead fish. The water seemed heavy in the canals, and the heat was palpable, even though the city was cooler than the fens and swamps around Ravenna through which they’d travelled.


With Loredan’s support, Swan brought his stradiotes right up to the Lido and paid an exorbitant sum – which he hoped to recoup from the Signory – to keep their horses fed. Then he paid them and released them to their families and got a whooping cheer from most of them. The Kantakouzenoi had left their women and children in the Morea. They sat like ghosts at a funeral, waiting for the merriment to end.


Thomas Kantakouzenos glanced at Swan.


‘They like you,’ he said.


Then he handed his horses over to the farmer and walked away.


‘I cannot take you to Albania,’ Swan said for a third time to his new wife.


‘There are women attached to your compagnia,’ she said. ‘Or so I hear.’


‘Laundresses and whores.’


‘Ah, that’s what you think of women!’ Sophia pounced.


‘No … For the love of God, Sophia. They are, in fact, fine women, most of them – but hardened to the conditions, like the men. And they know the risks. If we are captured by the Turks, the best fate you can expect is a lifetime of sexual slavery.’ Swan was gesturing with his hands, pleading.


Sophia raised an eyebrow. ‘You think that I don’t know the risks?’ she asked archly.


Swan sat down on the edge of the bed. They were guests in the Ca’ Bembo, and their window opened, not on the canal at the front, but on the courtyard. And as they were three storeys up, they had a view over the red-tiled roofs of the city. Two houses away, a cat slipped from behind a chimney pot and began to trot along a roofline.


‘Sophia, this is a military expedition. I am absolutely willing to have you beside me for diplomacy—’


‘Spying,’ Sophia shot back.


‘Yes,’ Swan said. ‘But not this. I’m taking a sum of money to the Albanians, who may already have lost.’


She looked up at him. ‘I want your word of honour that this isn’t the beginning of a lifetime of me being the good little wife at home while you roam about, killing infidels and tupping your various mistresses. That is not what I signed on for. Partners. That’s what I wanted. And now, the very first time you are doing something interesting …’


Swan was good enough at his life as an intelligencer to be able to look at things through the eyes of others. He looked out through his wife’s eyes, and nodded.


‘I regret that I do not have a high-level diplomatic job as my first married adventure,’ he said. ‘But I give you my solemn word that you will come on those – that we will be partners. And although I suspect it is cold comfort, I will ask you to follow up on some important items here while I am gallivanting with my mistresses in Albania. I’m going to introduce you today to a woman who …’ He paused. ‘Who I think that you could run as an agent.’


Sophia smiled. ‘How do you “run an agent”, my love?’


Swan smiled broadly. ‘It’s like friendship, except without so much of the element of trust,’ he said. ‘Marie is a very important. I’m sure you can win her.’


‘But not trust her?’ Sophia asked.


‘In fact, I do trust her,’ he said. ‘I let the bon mot take the place of good agent handling. She’s loyal and, to some extent, patriotic.’


Sophia smiled. ‘I’ll do my best,’ she said. ‘After being a governess to difficult children, I would think I was perfectly trained to lead agents. Or run them.’ She smiled benevolently. ‘Or change their nappies.’


Four hours later, Swan and his wife, dressed in plain, elegant clothes, sat in the corte of the basilica of Santi Giovanni e Paolo. The magnificent church was new and shining, even in the oppressive heat of July.


They sat quietly, sipping wine purchased from a street vendor. Sophia was fully veiled as a respectable married woman.


A second woman came and sat by Swan.


‘I’m never quite sure whether to dress as a matron or a widow,’ she said as she sat. ‘You brought someone,’ she added. She didn’t seem nervous.


Swan rose, bowed to her as he would to any matron, and gave her hand to Sophia.


‘This is my wife, Sophia, who will meet with you sometimes. Often, if you like. Sophia, this is Marie. She has a lovely young daughter, whom you may also meet, named Marie-Eve. Marie saved my life in the Morea and I trust her rather more than I would usually trust an agent.’


Marie laughed. ‘Ma donna,’ she said. ‘Messire, I’m flattered.’


Swan shrugged. ‘You were incredibly reliable under telling circumstances.’


He didn’t add, you brought me back from absolute darkness with sex and laughter. But he thought it. In Swan’s odd hierarchy of debts, Marie was very high.


Also, her reporting had been consistently accurate.


Sophia nodded and, in a low voice, said, ‘How are you fitting in to Venice?’


Marie laughed again. ‘Well, I find I’m rather old to be a casual prostitute and my musical skills aren’t really up to being a proper courtesan, so I’m taking the obvious path to glory.’


Swan looked away. Sophia tilted her head.


‘I’m purchasing a bawdy house,’ Marie said. ‘Where I will be absolute lady and mistress.’


Now it was Sophia’s turn to laugh.


‘You will know everything,’ she said.


‘I believe it will be a fine collecting house,’ Marie agreed. ‘I am going to need money, at least to start.’


Swan had told Sophia that it was her meeting, so he sat back, contemplating the vicissitudes of life. Wondering if Sophia guessed that he and Marie had been lovers, or whether she would care.


Sophia leant forward.


‘You mean that I could arrange to lend my dowry to you to open a bawdy house?’ she asked.


‘I promise a high rate of return,’ Marie said. ‘It’s not a business that ever goes into a slump.’


‘A high rate of return might just double the sin,’ Sophia said. ‘Usury and wantonness in the same parcel of gold.’


She reached forward and put her hand on Marie’s, a token that she was making a joke, because, of course, in her veil, nothing of her face could be seen.


‘No slaves, and only volunteers,’ Marie said.


Sophia nodded. ‘How much do you need?’


Marie glanced at the church and back, embarrassed.


‘A thousand ducats to do it right.’


Sophia didn’t twitch. Didn’t look to her husband for support.


‘It will take me some time to find so much money,’ she said, ‘and I will have to see the house you propose to buy.’


Swan was filled with something like pride, or perhaps love.


Marie sat back. She was concealing surprise.


‘Does that mean,’ she asked carefully,‘ that you will find me a thousand ducats, or that you will consider it?’


‘Oh, I will,’ Sophia said.


‘Blessed Mary Magdalene, you make me ashamed,’ Marie said. ‘I have a piece of information, and I was going to use it to bargain.’


Sophia shrugged under her veil. ‘The world is hard for women,’ she said. ‘Who could blame you. Will you trust me with it?’


Marie glanced at Swan, but then leant forward and whispered to Sophia.


‘Blessed Virgin,’ Swan said. ‘A Turkish spy in Venice?’


Sophia was sitting in their one chair, writing furiously as Swan taught her Alberti’s code, reversed.


‘Honestly.’ Sophia paused to mouth a letter, and then looked up. ‘I cannot cipher and talk to you at the same time.’


‘I’m glad to hear it,’ Swan said. ‘I’m willing to admit you as an equal, but I’ll be damned if you turn out to be some genius spy who makes me look bad.’


She nodded and went back to figuring, counting letters on her fingers. She had a tiny mark of sepia ink in the corner of her mouth where she’d licked her quill, and Swan wanted her desperately, a tide of lust that threatened to swamp him.


‘There,’ she said. ‘But I could just go to Loredan and tell him.’


Swan nodded. ‘You could – now, today. But let’s imagine that there is not just one Turkish agent in Venice, but twenty. Let’s imagine that Milan has another twenty, Florence ten, England five, France ten—’


‘I get it!’ she said.


‘No, no, I’m not done. The worst of it is that you have to assume they buy and sell one another information. All of them know that Tommaso Suane, knight of Saint Mark, is an agent of Venice, eh? And for some time, they’ll assume that Sophia Suane is an obedient chit who warms the spy’s bed and cooks his food. Sadly, my dear, we need them to believe that. And that doesn’t include the obedient bed-warmer visiting the head of the Ten’s private spy service at midday. A woman out alone is a remarkable occurrence here, unless for an obvious reason – shopping, for example.’


‘I was Loredan’s nanny,’ she said. ‘A trusted member of his household.’


‘Exactly. So if you made a visit to the house through the servants’ entrance, exchanged gossip with the cook, and left a small note in a previously chosen drop—’


‘Drop?’ Sophia asked.


‘Don’t they teach you anything in convent schools? A drop is a place you can reliably and publicly access, to leave a concealed message, where your partner in crime or agent or what have you can service it by retrieving your message without being seen.’


Sophia sat back. ‘I have never loved you more than right now.’


Swan laughed. He felt a blush rising in his face; his pulse heightened, and he laughed.


‘You just … say these things.’


‘It must be something that affects new brides, or perhaps all the ciphering, but I feel a sudden need to lie down,’ she said.


He reached out for her, to unbutton the front of her overgown. He found it ludicrously erotic when he discovered that she’d already undone them.


‘No, please,’ she said, ‘explain to me where I should put this … drop.’


Her eyes lost their air of cool indifference and replaced it with something of an intensity that might have been frightening.


‘Another time.’ he said.


Swan reported the possibility of a Turkish spy to Loredan, who was interested but not particularly impressed.


‘Listen,’ he said. ‘I doubt there has been a time in my life that there haven’t been Turkish spies here. I know three myself – they’re watched, and we try to use them to feed the Turks spurious information.’


Then Loredan’s face took on a curious, almost detached look.


He thinks he just told me too much. Ah, Loredan. You are hiding that you think this is very important.


‘I will see if I can learn more,’ Swan said.


Loredan affected disinterest.


‘Of course,’ he said. ‘As to the other matter, it is coming along well. I’ve seldom seen the Ten change direction with so little effort. Skanderbeg is now an acceptable ally – money is being found.’


‘When do we leave?’ Alessandro asked.


They were sitting in beautiful chairs on Alessandro’s second-floor portico, looking out over the Grand Canal. They were drinking strong, sweet red wine and eating something savoury and slightly oily. Swan had eaten all of his without paying much attention to them, and now the taste lingered.


‘We’re having some trouble at the Arsenal,’ Loredan said. ‘One of the biremes needed redecking.’


‘Biremes?’ Swan asked.


‘We’re sending three very small galleys and a big bastarda. The bastarda is the teeth – carries a heavy weight of metal. The light galleys can get in and out of the Dalmatian harbours and river mouths.’


‘We’re moving very fast, are we not?’ Alessandro asked.


‘And the trouble?’ Swan put in, mostly to prevent the other two from an argument.


‘The foreman of the galley shop was killed in a street fight,’ Loredan said. ‘As he was over sixty, and not given to street fights except on feast days, I’m concerned … that it was not … chance.’


‘Bast,’ Swan muttered.


‘Blessed Virgin,’ Alessandro said. ‘Now we fear Turkish assassins in the street of Venice.’


‘Turkish money,’ Loredan said. ‘Venetian assassins.’




Adriatic Sea


‘We’ll land at Alessio,’ Alessandro said.


Pjetri, the Albanian, was miserably seasick, which seemed unfair, as it was a golden summer day in the Adriatic. Alessandro had a state galley, a heavy bastarda with big centreline guns and a very real carrying capacity, currently filled with forty Venetian stradiotes and their horses.


Behind them, in a loose line, were three more light galleys, smaller than the Galea Sotilla that was the cruiser of the Venetian fleet, and a further horse transport which was herself a cut-down galley.


‘Really, in between moments of extreme peril, you are good for my career,’ Alessandro said. ‘Look! I have a command. Four warships!’ He grinned. ‘Next I’ll be appointed to the Ten.’


‘I suspect that your father’s rank played some small role,’ Swan said.


He was watching Graitzas and Other Demetrios cutting at each other’s bucklers with their heavy sabres on the central catwalk, where it passed above the heads of the rowers. He had a strange mental image: rowers and prostitutes. All the little people rowing for Venice.


There had been a time when Tom Swan hadn’t given a thought to such people. Hadn’t even seen the slaves and volunteers and criminals who made up the rowing crew, all with shaved heads, each class with their distinctions. Did they care if Skanderbeg won or lost in Albania?


‘You are pensive,’ Alessandro said.


‘I wonder what it’s all for,’ Swan said.


Alessandro smiled again. ‘Aren’t you a little young for this?’


Swan shrugged. ‘My mother said I was an old man when I was eight.’ He pointed at the elite rowers in the lead positions. ‘Do they really care whether the Turks or Venice controls the Adriatic? Whether Saint Peter’s is a mosque? Blessed Virgin, do I care? Look at the College of Cardinals and tell me that we wouldn’t be better off with pashas.’


‘Is this the effect of marriage?’ Alessandro asked, teasing.


Swan shook his head. ‘You and I have spent the last five years attempting to stop the grand Turk from taking the Inner Sea,’ he said. ‘When Ömer Bey is having me flayed alive, will I think, “what was it all for”?’


Alessandro frowned. ‘I promise, that’s not what you’ll think,’ he said. ‘Anyway, I won’t let that happen.’


William Kendal came on deck. He slept well at sea – the very opposite of their Albanian messenger. He wore his usual green, and he looked as fresh as a spring day. He didn’t come to the command deck, but instead stopped and watched the sparring.


‘I wish I was coming with you,’ Alessandro said.


‘No, you don’t. You’ll be home and safe,’ Swan said, bitterly.




Dalmatia, or Venetian Albania


Alessio, as the Italians called it, was the Venetian-held port of Lezhë. The little flotilla filled the port, and Swan’s forty stradiotes looked like an army. Of course, they also unloaded almost a hundred infantrymen from the Veneto, provisionati with handguns and halberds, or front-rankers with rotella and partisan. The arrival of such a large reinforcement to the garrison – as well as a good cargo of powder and shot, new guns for the walls and a young architect from Venice to update the walls – was greeted with jubilation by the usually apathetic Albanian citizens, and euphoria by the Venetian colonists.


The commander came down from the castle to greet Alessandro, whose hand he kissed as if Alessandro was the Doge. The commander was an older man, in good modern armour, with grey in his hair and a scar on his neck. He praised Alessandro and the speedy unloading.


‘Now I can give the Turks such a surprise,’ he said.


Swan leant forward. ‘Turks?’ he asked.


‘Bastards are raiding right up to the walls,’ the commander said. ‘Until today I had forty men and the not quite useless militia.’ He shrugged. ‘My lord, you have the better of me. I am Cesare Rinaldo, capitano.’


Alessandro nodded. ‘Alessandro Bembo, capitano. I might call myself proveditore for this mission. It is … complicated.’


‘And I gather,’ Rinaldo said, looking at Swan, ‘that the stradiotes are not for me.’


‘I’m afraid not.’ Swan reached across Alessandro to shake the older mercenary’s hand. ‘Tommaso Suane,’ he said. ‘Knight of Saint Mark.’


‘Might I borrow them, just for a night?’ Rinaldo asked.


Graitzas had his horse’s head in his hands, and Kendal had his left hand on his horse’s nose; that much was visible in moonlight. Swan could see them, a few paces behind him. Between them was their Albanian, Gjergj Pjetri, who looked angry; his habitual expression.


Swan was lying full length behind a fallen oak, watching the winding road that came down the pass and wondering what Sophia was doing just then. But his waking dreams didn’t interfere with his perceptions, and he was alert enough to catch the rattle of harness and flash of moonlight on armour as the Turkish raiders appeared at the head of the pass.


There were at least two hundred of them – Akinjis, moving quickly. They flowed over the top of the pass and down the road, and one of their outriders passed within ten paces of him. The man was barely awake, allowing his horse to pick its own route – a veteran raider, and not a man expecting an ambush.


Swan watched him go, and then watched the whole column of raiders, including their ten-man rearguard, as it clattered by. They passed out of sight around a bend in the narrow cart track, heading for Lezhë and its cattle and sheep herds.


Swan made himself count to fifty, and then he rose.


‘Get it done!’ he called.


Militiamen, most of them Venetian colonists, came out of the woods. A man tripped and fell full length in a rattle of plate armour, and another cursed. They were talking nervously; Swan regretted their lack of discipline, and told himself that the Turks were making too much noise to hear them.


There were a dozen trees pre-cut, deep notches carved into their trunks, and now the militia took them down, filling the road and the margins. The falling trees made a little more noise than the men.


Off to the north, around the next bend and then some, there was a rattle of handgun fire.


‘Stand to your arms,’ Swan snapped.


He waved to Graitzas, who waved back with a small steel mace and took his stradiotes through the woods – in the dark, on horseback. Most of the Greeks wore maille and buff coats, or kaftans of heavy wool, and tall felt hats that covered concealed skull caps. They had bows and maces, and many had light lances. They were deadly in close fighting, and they rode as well as Turks.


Five minutes; ten. Then the clattering of hooves, the rattle of harness, and shouted orders in Turkish announced the return of the Turkish raid. They were retreating in good order; they were, after all, the deadliest light cavalry in Europe, and a haphazard roadside ambush with a lot of inexperienced provisionati firing inaccurate handguns in the dark had only emptied a few saddles. The officer – he was obvious as he rounded the bend – was a huge man in a magnificent cloak, with a leopard-skin saddle blanket, and he was tearing into one of his troopers as they trotted back, his comments in Turkish clear in the night air.


The militia were so green they made the provisionati look like veterans, which was why Swan had given them a wall of green wood and interlaced dead branches to hide behind. Mostly they had arbalests – there were many hunting crossbows – with a sprinkling of the real thing, the big monsters that could throw a heavy bolt so hard it would break plate armour. Some of the men were shaking with nerves, and their faces were very pale in the moonlight.


‘Absolutely nothing to worry about,’ Swan said, regardless of the Turks a hundred paces away. ‘No horse will make it through our little barrier. Ready, gentlemen? Pick your man.’


The Turks, somewhat predictably, reined in when they saw the barrier on the road. They were about fifty paces away.


‘Loose!’ Swan roared.


Most of the militia pulled at their trigger-tillers, and a hundred bolts leapt out into the night. Many were shot far too high; a dozen kicked up dust off the hard-baked road a few feet in front of the barrier.


But luck, and the skill of a handful of men who’d done this before, got them some hits, and then the night exploded into chaos.


‘Reload!’ Swan ordered.


Half the militia were leaning out of cover, trying to see if their personal bolts had gone home and wasting precious loading time. Swan took a hunting arbalest from the man standing next to him, put his foot through the stirrup, and cocked it without using the goat’s foot, on pure excitement. The man was still staring downrange, where the Turkish captain was turning his horse in circles and roaring for order.


Swan dropped a borrowed bolt into the bone slot and sighted over the fletchings, raised the bow for windage, and let fly. Then he ran along the back of his force of militia, demanding that they load, and in some cases tapping men or slapping their helmets.


The Turks were just realising the dangers of their position, and the Turkish captain was trying to restore enough order to be obeyed. A night-time ambush on a road was the everyday life of the night-raider; the double ambush with a hundred militia was a nasty business, and the man’s first question had to be whether to cut and run, or to stay and fight.


Like arrogant professionals the world over, the Turks chose to stay and fight. Killing the militia was his master’s will – and a hundred well-mounted Akinjis could make short work of some fat merchants.


The Turks scattered off the road and into the woods. They didn’t know that there was a little swamp on the left side, slightly improved by the dropping of a dozen trees. The right side was more open, and the Turks rode along, braving the branches and the undergrowth to outflank the roadblock and get in among Swan’s militia.


‘Stand up!’ Swan ordered his militia. ‘On me! Come on! Avanti!’


He ran back almost a hundred paces, and the militia followed him. To his surprise, when he stopped, they also stopped, and without too much prodding, they began to form into their ranks, something that the capitano had promised him they knew how to do.


Swan had a borrowed rotella and a nice partisan – a particularly nice one with some very elegant gold inlay, a light head, a slim shaft with a vicious spike on the bottom. Another gift from his wife.


He spun it – showy, but a good demonstration for the militia.


‘Hold your ground, and no one dies but Turks,’ he said. ‘Don’t budge, don’t flinch, and it’ll be over in two Ave Marias.’


A hundred militia, four deep, filled the little road and the woods on either side. Swan’s left was covered by an enormous rock, his right by a mire.


He had his back to the Turks so that he could address the militiamen.


Paolo, a merchant in the front rank with good armour, shouted ‘There they are!’ and pointed.


Swan turned and knelt.


‘Pick your targets!’ He gave them a few heartbeats. ‘Loose!’


He was rewarded with the ‘click-snap’ of a volley; this time, most of them loosed together. Someone screamed.


He glanced at the Turks – relieved that it was the Turks, because Graitzas …


‘Reload!’ he roared.


Perhaps two dozen Akinjis spurred for the militia. Some crossbows spat; one horse went down in a tumble.


‘Front rank stand!’ Swan screamed.


He picked his man – a bearded bastard on a small horse who was coming straight for him in the moonlight, a shining crescent on his steel cap.


Swan extended his rotella and settled his stance, putting his weight low, holding his spear point forward above his head, like an Ancient Greek, or the Etruscans in the paintings he’d seen.


Odd to think that so little has changed in war.


Ten paces out, the horses began to doubt the efficacy of plunging into a solid wall of men and steel. The animal he was watching slowed.


The rider’s lance point came in line.


Swan brought up his rotella, and the steel face of the round shield took the lance point and sent it away in a skid of sparks. Swan stepped slightly to his left, exposing himself but freeing his right arm to thrust his partisan deeply into the horse’s neck just below the hinge of the jaw. A hoof caught his shield a staggering blow, and his weight went back, but three ranks of militia held him, and the horse was falling away.


The line had held, and now the Akinjis were swirling around in front of it, trying to break in, or kill men over their shields with their lances.


Swan felt a blow to his head – inexplicable in the middle of combat – and he wasn’t dead, so he ignored it, pressing forward at the Turkish captain. The man wore a look of grim resignation, and he was shouting ‘Away, Away!’ in Turkish when Swan plunged his partisan into the man’s horse. The horse screamed and leapt away, ripping the partisan from Swan’s hand, but the damage was done.


The horse went down, kicking.


Swan got his sword out from under his rotella, where he’d held it ready. But the Turks were trying to run, and then they discovered that the horsemen behind them were Graitzas and his stradiotes, Kendal, Alessandro in full armour.


They took forty prisoners, including the Boluk-Bashi of the Akinjis, who was locked in a bare room of the fortress.


Rinaldo, the capitano, was beside himself with joy.


‘Braw!’ he said. ‘Brawly fechit!’


‘Stout eno’,’ Swan said in Midlands English, almost without thought.


There was a moment when Rinaldo and Swan looked at each other in mutual comprehension.


‘You’re English?’ Rinaldo asked.


‘You’re a Scot?’ Swan asked.


‘Caesar Ranald of Clan Ranald, my lord.’


Swan laughed with the release of nervous tension and the sheer unlikeliness of it.


‘A long way from home,’ he said.


‘Ach, weil,’ the Scot said, ‘fightin’ Turks is nane so different from fightin’ the lads o’ Cumberland. Wily, hard men.’


Swan shook his head.


‘Cattle raiding,’ he said. ‘A game everyone can play.’


Gjergj Pjetri, their Albanian, gave him an odd look. In accented Italian, he said, ‘You are not Venetian?’


Swan was having his usual reaction to combat, and his muscles ached, and he wanted to be at home with his wife, so he was snappish.


‘I’m English,’ he said.


Gjergj Pjetri raised both eyebrows.


‘Uh,’ he said.


The next day, in near total darkness, Alessandro, with Swan and his forty stradiotes and one Albanian, and Kendal and two dozen Venetian marines, sailed out of the port of Lezhë and turned south, running right along the coast in the dark with the timoneer singing out depths as he cast the lead. The big galley had been left behind, as had the horse transport, and the three smaller galleys were rowed by paid volunteers. Only half the benches were manned, in order to fit in the rest of the horses and men.


Before dawn, they turned and slipped into one of the many mouths of the Mat delta and rowed quietly upstream. It was the lowest water of the year; the lead ship had a little trouble crossing the bar, and Swan was treated to the sight of forty stradiotes walking from end to end of the catwalk at the navigator’s direction until they rocked off. In ten miles, they were in a web of false channels and old river beds with stagnant water. The banks were close enough that a Turkish patrol could probably storm the ships from the riverbanks. The usually calm and effective Alessandro was as difficult as Swan had ever known him, cursing the sailors and the river by turns. They ran on to sandbars and mudbanks and had to claw off, the oarsmen cursing.


But they made the appointed rendezvous in the bright white light of noon, and the moment Swan’s horses were unloaded, the galleys were turning in the broadest part of the river.


‘Never again!’ Alessandro shouted from his command deck. ‘I won’t relax until I have the sea in view.’


He waved, and pulled away.


Next to Swan, the Albanian, Gjergj Pjetri, spat.


‘Fucking Venice,’ he said. ‘Cowards.’


Swan exchanged a glance with Kendal. He had a look at Padraig and the mules, and then he nodded to his guides.


‘Let’s go.’


The guides looked … stricken. Anxious. Perhaps even guilty.


Swan divided his command in to a vanguard under Kendal, a main body he led himself, and a strong rearguard under Graitzas. He kept all the Kantakouzenoi where he could see them, and kept Other Demetrios for his own right shoulder.


Then he ordered Pjetri to join him in the main body, and, after a whispered word with Kendal, took one of his guides to the rearguard.


Pjetri frowned. ‘No!’ he said. ‘We will stay at the head of the column.’


Swan smiled agreeably. ‘No.’


Pjetri looked at the other Albanians. ‘We are guides! We need to be—’


Swan nodded again. ‘You need to be where I say. Graitzas, see to it that they go where they are told.’


Pjetri reached out to grab his bridle and Swan put the tip of his sword, drawn with a good deal of practice, at the man’s forehead.


‘Get your hands off my bridle, sir,’ Swan said.


Pjetri backed his horse slightly, mouthing what had to be curses in Albanian.


‘We are your guides!’ he shouted in Italian.


‘Excellent,’ Swan said. ‘Follow my orders and we will all get along.’


In truth, he didn’t trust them. He’d had Albanian guides before – terrifying-looking men. Hard cases, perhaps, but they hadn’t had this look of fear, like play-actors. Except real. He could smell it in their sweat.


To the best of his knowledge, according to Venice, Skanderbeg was probably at Krujë, a massive fortress hidden somewhere in the coastal mountains. One of Swan’s many problems was that everyone was a little vague as to where Krujë might be.


They headed east, through the mountains, following the course of the Mat. The track ran right along the edge, sometimes so narrow that the roots of trees grew right up through it, sometimes so close to the river that spray from a small waterfall could be felt on Swan’s face.


On the other hand, it was a terrible place for an ambush, because there was no place for an ambusher to hide. The pass through the mountains was four miles long and Swan got constant reports from Kendal, but he was as much on edge as Alessandro had been, and he questioned Gjergj Pjetri about every aspect of their route.


‘You are a very great fool!’ Pjetri finally shouted, out of patience. ‘You are a fool of a foreigner who thinks he knows something. Listen, fool. I do not know where Iskander Bey actually is. I have to ask. He moves every day. I was to take you into the right area and help you avoid the Turks, but fuck you. I’m done with you.’


Swan nodded. ‘Take his weapons and tie his hands,’ he said to Other Demetrios, in Greek.


Demetrios dropped the other man in one sweep of his arm and did as he’d been asked.


Swan shook his head. A third of his stradiotes were Albanian-born or spoke the language; he didn’t need guides to ask the peasants. Someone was a fool, that much was sure. He just wasn’t sure who it was.


The next town was Kisha, a tiny fishing village on the banks of the Mat. All of the smaller buildings were burnt and the town appeared empty, but while Kendal’s men searched the town for food, a priest appeared and then some very cautious local fishermen. Swan asked directions, and asked for news, using the two guides, while Graitzas did the same at the other end of the village, with Antonio Sulejmani and Pal Ivanaj and a pair of his cronies who’d joined them the winter before.


Swan sat on his charger in the marketplace, a square small enough that ten horsemen filled it. He was watching the little tables and the wooden structures where local fish and vegetable sellers might have sold their wares. They were obviously too afraid to do business. He wasn’t sure what that meant.


Kendal kept fingering his sword.


‘Women here are very pretty,’ he said.


‘They usually are,’ Swan said. Glancing at two women swathed in long veils, he added, ‘How can you tell?’


‘They look … almost English,’ Kendal said.


Swan raised an eyebrow. ‘I suppose I’m already an old married man.’


Graitzas came back.


‘No one knows where Iskander Bey is. The Turks say he’s dead, killed in a skirmish. According to the priest, there is no Albanian army.’ He shook his head. ‘A nasty business, messire. But the fishermen say that Isak Bey Evrenoz and Hamza Kastrioti are south and east, maybe fifteen miles, with a big camp and sixty thousand men.’


‘Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of God,’ Swan swore.


The guides came back. ‘Effendi, the people say that we can find Iskander Bey to the north and east.’


Graitzas made a face.


Swan nodded. ‘Up the Mat?’ he asked. ‘Isn’t that away from Krujë?’


The two guides looked at each other.


‘Sure,’ they said.


Swan moved both of them to the rearguard with Graitzas and hired a local fisherman, who said he could ride.


The mountains were lovely. The people were hiding, and Swan was put in mind of his last trip through these mountains and the wound that had almost killed him.


Eventually they had to make camp, and Swan fed his people from the mules. It wasn’t a big meal, but the stradiotes were the toughest men he’d ever met. They grazed their horses in a small valley that probably had an owner, except that there were no people to be seen. Twice, they heard sheep-bells on the hillsides above them.


Swan’s last word before rolling in his cloak was ‘keep a good watch’. When he woke with a full bladder, he went around all of his outposts, stumbling in the dark, cursing more than once, but all his vedettes were awake and his camp was as secure as training and alertness could make it.


Dawn found that a dead sheep had mysteriously appeared in camp – three dead sheep, actually. They were not only mysteriously dead but mysteriously butchered, and the meat was cooked and disappeared very quickly. Swan ate his share without so much as a smile.


He summoned the Sulejmani brothers.


‘I do like lamb,’ he said.


They both looked blank. He gave each a golden ducat and they both smiled with satisfaction, and as the sun rose, they were moving east and north.


By mid-morning, they’d reached Prizren, if that was actually the name, a sizeable village on the Mat. Most of the houses had been burnt and there were dead bodies about a week old, to Swan’s far too well-trained eye. But again, after a little while and a display of their Papal standard, a priest came down from the hill above the town, and then about sixty people. Graitzas chose them a guide and Swan hired another.


Their fisherman took his ten gold ducats and rode off towards home, both terrified and elated. Swan paid him publicly, hoping that the joy of the payment would rub off on his new guides.


A series of women, mostly older women, appeared with fish and grain on their heads and opened food stalls in the rubble-strewn market.


‘All of the stalls in the marketplace are full,’ Swan commented to Kendal and Graitzas.


Graitzas nodded. ‘They are not afraid.’


Swan looked around cautiously. ‘They aren’t afraid of us or the Turks,’ he said. ‘So the Turks are much farther away today than they were yesterday.’ He turned his horse, watching the women. ‘Make sure we pay.’


‘Why women?’ Kendal asked. ‘Surely they’re the most … vulnerable, like?’


Graitzas gave a thin smile. ‘All of them are past childbearing. They are expendable. The men and young women are up on the hillside.’


‘Sweet Christ!’ Kendal spat.


Graitzas shrugged. ‘Don’t blame them. Blame the Turks.’ He glanced at Swan. ‘I agree, Illustrio. The Turks are far away.’


The priest came up and asked Graitzas a long question, and after some discussion in incomprehensible Latin and some translation from the Sulejmani brothers, Swan understood that the priest had asked them to protect his people while they buried their dead.


Swan nodded. ‘Two hours,’ he said.


Graitzas raised an eyebrow. ‘You have a soft heart.’


But Demetrios Kantakouzenos nodded coolly to him, the first sign of a thaw that he’d had from the man.


Kendal also nodded, and Graitzas favoured Swan with a smile that might have been agreement.


‘The mayor says the Turks are near to Tumenishta, wherever that is, laying siege to one of Iskander Bey’s fortresses. Covering Krujë.’


Swan cursed, suspecting he had been misled. He summoned his own Albanians.


‘Where’s Tumenishta?’ he asked.


Pal Krona, a redhead who’d been with Swan since the fighting around Belgrade, shrugged.


‘Illustrio,’ he said in Italian, ‘there are several. But the mountain that Iskander Bey uses as his marching camp is south and east, near Krujë. South from where we met these.’ He pointed contemptuously at the guides.


‘But now we think the Turks are in this camp?’


Everyone looked at him.


‘How far to this place?’ he asked. ‘The Turkish camp?’


‘Twenty miles,’ Pal said. ‘And the other side of this mountain range.’ He shrugged. ‘Not really so far from where the boats dropped us.’


Swan closed his eyes and opened them again.


‘Very well.’ He was very tempted to say kill the guides. ‘Messire Pal Ivanaj, can you get us there?’


The huge young Albanian was mostly known for his heavy drinking. He looked awake enough today, and his eyes were not bloodshot. He shrugged, sniffed, and glanced back south.


‘We’ll have to go on tracks through the mountains, not good roads like this,’ he said, pointing at the two-rut track that would have been a farm lane in Italy.


Swan looked at Graitzas, who wouldn’t meet his eye.


‘Do it,’ Swan said. And then, quietly, ‘Sieze the supposed ‘guides.’ Don’t harm them, but don’t let them escape. Understood?’


Graitzas nodded. ‘All too well.’


He ordered them all to change horses, and he mounted Eve, his Arab; she was by far his preference for picking her way fastidiously over broken ground. He also changed the order of march; he opened the distance between the vanguard and the main body and ordered the mules repacked, but once they crossed the Mat and climbed the far ridge, the going was easier than he expected. The highlands were relatively open, and his scouts could spread out, covering his flanks in open woodlands.


They spent a modestly uncomfortable night; actually, at the top of the ridges, it was cooler and the air seemed lighter and less humid, and there were hardly any insects. Swan might have been out hunting, except for the hunger.


The next morning, his vedettes reported something moving to the south, and he had the fires doused and everyone mounted. Graitzas and six men rode off along the ridge; a trio of Kantakouzenoi went east.


Graitzas came back as the sun crested the next ridge to the east.


‘There’s a whole Turkish army about six miles away to the south and west,’ he said. ‘More immediately, there’s a Turkish patrol in the saddle between us and the next ridge.’ Graitzas motioned at their ‘guides’. ‘On the path we’d have taken if we’d followed their advice two days ago.’


Swan looked at his ‘guides’. All three were stripped of weapons and had their hands tied, and Gjergj Pjetri glared over his moustache like a dark-haired image of Satan.


Swan walked over to Pjetri and squatted next to the man.


‘Anything you want to tell me?’ he said. ‘Because when we find Iskander Bey, I’m going to give you to him.’


‘Fucking foreigner,’ Pjetri said. ‘Fucking Venetian lackey.’


Swan nodded. ‘You are selling us to the Turks?’ he asked. ‘Come on, it’s not going to matter whether you tell me or not.’


Pjetri closed his eyes.


Swan nodded to Other Demetrios, who lifted the younger of the two guides and, at Swan’s direction, carried him out of camp, to a large boulder. He left the young man there to think for a while and summoned Pal Ivanaj, who walked over to the boulder with him. Ivanaj was one of the biggest men in the company, a giant with a curling moustache and a magnificent set of gold rings and glittering blue eyes. Despite a staring, dangerous look and a tendency to drink enormous quantities of red wine, he was one of the most popular men among the stradiotes, and Kendal trusted him.


‘Ask him why he was going to sell us to the Turks,’ Swan said.


The boy turned his head away.


‘I could pull off his fingers,’ Pal said agreeably. ‘It works,’ he added.


Swan looked at the boy.


‘Tell him – don’t be foolish, this can get very ugly. Just tell us why.’


The boy gave a choked sob. ‘Pjetri hates the Venetians worse than the Turks!’ he said. ‘He is trading you for his wife and children.’


‘Ouch,’ Swan said, thinking of his own wife.


Pal shrugged, as if unsurprised. The boy was crying.


‘Kill him, lord?’ Pal asked.


Swan shook his head. ‘No, it’s all too sordid already. Why do I think Rome is the cesspit? It’s just how people are.’


Pal spread his hands as if declining responsibility for the evils of the world.


‘Don’t kill him, then?’ he asked.


Swan walked back to Pjetri.


‘Where are your wife and children?’ he asked. ‘The boy talked.’


Pjetri was still defiant, but something went out of him.


‘In the Turkish camp,’ he said.


Swan knelt down by him.


‘Did it occur to you that we’d just trade the bey for your wife, if you asked?’ Swan said.


‘What – the Venetians?’ Pjetri asked. ‘Don’t make me laugh.’


Swan nodded. ‘See, I would have. In fact, I still might. I’m not sure how to make you believe this, but I’m here for the Pope, and he wants Iskander Bey to win. And he has ordered Venice to stop fighting you. And you know that.’ Swan was running out of patience. ‘Because you were in Rome.’


‘No one ever helps us. You and forty horsemen? You make me laugh.’


Swan rolled his eyes.


Forty horsemen and fourteen thousand ducats.


‘Well, one of us is a fool, and I’m not the one with my hands tied behind my back. Think on what I’ve said.’


To Kendal, he only said, ‘Keep them all separated and alive.’


And to Graitzas and Ivanaj, he said, ‘Find me a way around the Turks.’


In the end they had to backtrack again. They returned to the valley of the Mat and rode east along the stream, and Swan thought he saw trout rising to a late summer hatch. Then south and west, on a long slow climb. A whole day’s riding to go perhaps three miles farther west than they’d been the day before; a day spent in the sun and insects. Their discipline was excellent; no one spoke, the horses were quiet, and the mules were under constant supervision, as were the prisoners.


Evening found them climbing back on to the great ridge to the east.


They had no food and no forage, and Swan was considering riding for the coast and sending for help. They had a cold camp, and Swan’s joints hurt when he rose like a foretaste of what aging might be like, and the mules were protesting the lack of food with loud brays.


Swan knew discipline wouldn’t survive two more days without food. He either needed to steal it from the peasants, if he could find them, or he needed to find Skanderbeg. But the presence of a strong Turkish force on the other side of the mountain made it seem very likely that Skanderbeg was close. Swan sent his Albanians out like a fan in the early morning half-dark, praying to make a contact.


So it was a relief to all of them when the Sulejmani brothers rode in a little after dawn with twenty Albanian horsemen, and before the sun was high in the sky, Swan was standing before Skanderbeg, who was seated cross-legged like a Turk.


‘Suanebeg!’ the Albanian captain said.
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