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For those who stood on the walls defending Christendom knowing they would fall,

for all families who fled carrying only memory and faith,

and for all whose lives broken when empires died—

may their courage, suffering, and quiet endurance never be forgotten.

The Last Light of Byzantium
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Chapter I: A Father Before a Soldier
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Constantinople woke before the sun.

It had been waking early for weeks now, roused not by bells or merchants’ cries but by unease—by the sense that something vast and merciless had drawn close enough to be felt in the bones. The city stirred in fragments: a door creaking open, a cough echoing through a narrow street, the scrape of sandals on stone where a man paced because sleep would not come.

The dawn brought no comfort. The sky over the Bosphorus was a dull, bruised grey, heavy with low clouds that pressed down on the rooftops like a lid. Smoke from a hundred cooking fires hung in the air, mingling with the smell of stagnant water from neglected cisterns and the sour tang of uncollected refuse. This was once the Queen of Cities, a place that had fed and housed hundreds of thousands. Now entire quarters lay hollow, their courtyards overgrown, their fountains dry.

Leonis Gregoras stood at the threshold of his home and listened.

Somewhere nearby, a woman prayed aloud. Further off, a dog barked without pause, its frantic noise sharp against the hush. From the hills near the walls came the distant, unmistakable thud of earth being moved—Ottoman labourers digging trenches, raising platforms, preparing engines of war.

The siege had not yet begun in full, but the city already felt surrounded.

Leonis Gregoras had never imagined himself holding a spear.

His hands were made for wood—for measuring beams, shaping joints, fitting planks together so tightly that even time struggled to pry them apart. He understood how pressure worked, how weight could be borne if it was distributed correctly. He had built doors that held firm against winter winds, cradles that rocked children through fever, benches worn smooth by decades of neighbours. Once—his proudest work—he had carved a small writing desk for his son, marking the edge with crooked letters so Markos might learn his alphabet where his father’s hands had laboured.

Those same hands now trembled as they closed around cold iron.

The spear had been issued to him in the street—its shaft nicked and splintered, its head dulled by age. It was not a weapon meant for victory. It was meant to delay.

Leonis tested its weight and felt a quiet panic bloom in his chest. Wood responded to patience; iron demanded force. There was no gentleness in it. No correction once a blow was struck.

The order had come at dawn.

Every able-bodied man. No exceptions.

When the city watch knocked on the door, Anna had already been awake. She had been awake most nights now, lying rigid beside Leonis, listening to the wind moan through empty streets and the low murmur of prayers drifting from neighbouring homes. Even before the Ottoman tents filled the horizon, fear had made sleep a rare thing.

Leonis had opened the door slowly, as though delay might soften what waited beyond it. The watchman’s face was grey with fatigue. He did not
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