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Even when the wind from the Bosphorus calmed the waves, and the last lights upon the galleys faded into darkness, the city still breathed like a living creature—ancient, weary, and proud. Its walls were not merely stone. They were memory. They were the final proof that Rome had not yet died.

From the heights of the Theodosian Walls, Emperor Constantine XI Palaiologos gazed into the darkness of the east.

Somewhere beyond it, an army waited.

It could not yet be seen. It could not yet be heard. But it was coming.

Sultan Mehmed, the young ruler of the Ottomans, had spent years looking toward this city like a man staring at a star he believed belonged to him. He did not desire victory alone. He desired immortality.

And immortality had a name—Constantinople.

The Emperor placed his hand upon the cold stone of the wall.

A thousand years.

For that long, generations had believed these walls would stand forever. They had repelled Persians, Arabs, Bulgars, Rus, Crusaders, and countless emperors who thought they could become masters of the world.

But now, it was different.The Empire was no longer an empire.

It was an island of ruins surrounded by a sea of enemies.

The Roman Empire had been reduced to a city. A handful of fortresses. A memory.

The West sent letters instead of armies. Priests offered prayers instead of gold. Allies became merchants, and merchants waited to see who would emerge victorious.

Constantine knew the truth.

If Constantinople fell, the last Rome would fall with it.

Footsteps behind him broke the silence.

“Your Majesty.”

The Emperor turned. It was Loukas Notaras, the Grand Duke, and one of the few men who still spoke the truth without fear.

“Messengers from Galata,” Notaras said quietly. “The Ottomans are building new fortresses along the Bosphorus. Ships arrive every day.”

The Emperor nodded like a man who had already heard the news inside his own thoughts.

“And Europe?”

Notaras smiled bitterly.

“Europe is still praying the problem will disappear on its own.”

Silence.Somewhere in the distance, a church bell rang.

Constantine looked toward the dome of Hagia Sophia, which even at night seemed to float above the city like the last light of the old world.

“If they come,” the Emperor said, “we will defend every stone.”

Notaras looked at him.

“And if stone is no longer enough?”

For a long time, the Emperor did not answer.

Far away, in the land of Hungary, a man was pouring molten bronze into a mold and dreaming of a cannon so vast it might awaken hell itself.

He did not yet know that his work would decide the fate of empires.

He did not yet know that his name would be written forever between glory and betrayal.

His name was Orban.And history had already begun its march toward the walls.

Constantinople still stood.But for the first time in a thousand years, the city could feel fear.

PART I — THE MAN WHO POURED FIRE
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Fire spoke a language Orban understood better than any other man.

While others saw danger in flame, he saw form. In molten bronze, he saw the future. In smoke, he read possibility. In the sound of hammer striking metal—destiny.

His workshop stood at the edge of the city, far from the markets and church bells, where day and night smelled of coal, oil, and sweat. The walls were blackened by smoke, and the floor was covered in metallic dust. There was no place for prayer here. Only for creation.

Orban stood before the furnace, tall and broad-shouldered, with the hands of a man who had spent more of his life among tools than among people. His face was marked by heat and years, and his eyes were calm, almost cold—the eyes of a man who believed only in what could be cast in bronze.

His assistant, a young man named Petar, carried in another basket of coal and placed it beside the furnace.

“Master, you haven’t slept again.”

Orban did not look up.

“Sleep is for men who have no idea greater than themselves.”

Petar smiled, already accustomed to such answers.

On the table beside the furnace lay drawings. Strange ones. Too large. Unreasonable.

Circles, measurements, wall thicknesses of barrels, angles of impact, calculations of the weight of stone balls.

A cannon.But not an ordinary cannon.Not something made to defend a fortress.

Something made to destroy empires.

Petar stepped closer and studied the drawing.

“No one will build this.”

“No one except me,” Orban replied.

The young man shook his head.

“Even if you succeed... who could pay for so much bronze? How many horses would pull such a beast? How many men would move it?”

Orban finally turned.

“That is not a question for a craftsman. It is a question for an emperor.”

He walked to the table and let his hand pass over the design like a priest over sacred scripture.

“Walls exist because men believe they are eternal. I want to build something that will remind them they are not.”

Petar watched him with a mixture of admiration and fear.

In the past few years, the world had been changing faster than ever before. Kingdoms were falling. New sultans were giving birth to new wars. Cities that had stood for centuries vanished in a single season of siege.

But there was one city.One that defied time.One that still carried a name that sounded like legend.Constantinople.The city of emperors. Of golden domes. Of unconquerable walls. The last Rome.

For years, Orban had listened to stories of it. Of its triple walls. Of soldiers who died believing the city was protected by the very will of God. Of emperors who thought their names would endure as long as its battlements.

Such walls were not a challenge.

They were an invitation.

That evening, as snow slowly covered the streets of Hungary, Orban sat alone in his workshop, beside a candle whose restless flame cast uneasy shadows across his designs.

He picked up a quill.He wrote only a few words.To the Emperor of Constantinople.The offer was not a plea.

It was a promise.

I can give you a weapon the world has never seen.

If you possess the gold to pay the price of history.

He sealed the letter with wax and stared at it for a long time.

Somewhere far away, beyond mountains and seas, an emperor was praying that his walls would endure.

And here, in the silence of a workshop, a master had just decided to test whether they could withstand fire.

Orban leaned back in his chair and, for the first time that night, closed his eyes.

In his mind, he could already hear the thunder of a cannon that did not yet exist.

Deep.Terrible.Final.The sound of the end of one world.
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The morning sun bathed the domes of Constantinople as though it wished to conceal the truth.

From the sea, the city still looked like the center of the world—magnificent, unconquerable, eternal. The golden reflection of Hagia Sophia shimmered across the calm waters of the Golden Horn, while the towering Theodosian Walls rose like a promise that no enemy would ever pass.

But within, the Empire was tired.

Merchants counted their last gold coins. Guards wore armor older than their fathers. Priests prayed more for miracles than for victory.

And at the very top of that crumbling world sat a man who had inherited the crown, but not the power.

Emperor Constantine XI Palaiologos.

In the great hall of the Blachernae Palace, the Emperor stood by the window, looking toward the Bosphorus. There was no fear on his face, but there was something heavier—understanding.

Loukas Notaras stood several steps behind him.

“A messenger from Hungary arrived last night,” Notaras said.

The Emperor did not answer at once.

“Another man selling salvation?”

“This time, perhaps one who truly knows what it looks like.”

Notaras handed him the letter.The Emperor opened it and read carefully.

The silence lasted longer than his advisor expected.

“Orban,” the Emperor said at last. “A founder of cannons.”

“They say he is the finest in Europe.”

“All the finest men in Europe eventually ask for money.”

Notaras had no answer to thatThe Emperor placed the letter upon the table.

“Invite him.”

Several days later, Orban saw Constantinople for the first time.

He stood on the deck of a ship gliding across calm waters, while before him rose the city he had heard of his entire life.

It did not look like a city.It looked like a stubborn idea.

Domes, towers, harbors, churches, and endless walls stretching like a border of stone between two worlds—Europe and Asia, old and new, glory and ruin.

Petar, standing beside him, whispered softly,

“If this falls, nothing will feel eternal again.”

Orban did not answer.He only stared at the walls.And calculated.

The imperial hall held none of the splendor he had expected.There was dignity, but not wealth.

The banners were old. The silver was tarnished. The guards were proud, but few.

The Emperor sat simply, almost like a soldier.That surprised Orban more than anything.

Constantine XI did not look like a man ruling the world.He looked like a man defending it with his last strength.

“They say you can break any wall,” the Emperor said without introduction.

Orban bowed slightly.

“If there is enough bronze, enough powder, and enough faith in what has not yet been built.”

The Emperor studied him carefully.

“And our walls?”

Orban hesitated.It was the kind of moment in which truth could cost a man his head.

But he was not made for lies.

“Your walls are the greatest the world has ever seen. But they are not divine. They are only old.”

Silence filled the hall.Some of the nobles exchanged sharp glances.

The Emperor, however, allowed himself the faintest smile.

“Good. You are the first man this week who has brought me truth instead of comfort.”

He stepped toward the table.

“What do you need?”

Orban unfolded his designs.

He placed them carefully before the Emperor.

“Bronze. A great deal of bronze. The finest founders. The strongest horses. Men who know how to work without sleep. And money.”

The Emperor studied the drawings for a long time.He knew what he was looking at.

Not a cannon.But desperation turned into metal.

“How much?”

Orban spoke the number.

Gasps rose through the hall. Notaras lowered his gaze. The Emperor remained still.

Then he said quietly,

“We do not have that much.”

Orban did not speak at once.He had been prepared for negotiation. For resistance. For doubt.

But not for emptiness.

“Your Majesty...”

“We do not have it,” the Emperor repeated. “We have walls, we have faith, and we have a name that still means something. But gold... we have less of that than prayers.”

Orban felt the room grow colder.

Before him did not sit a weak ruler.Before him sat the last Emperor of Rome, a man who knew he could not buy his own survival.That was worse than refusal.It was a sentence.

The Emperor walked to the window and looked out over the city.

“Had I been born a hundred years earlier, perhaps I would have paid you three times as much. Today, I can offer only gratitude—and a place in history.”

Orban remained silent.He knew history did not melt bronze.Gold did.

When he left the palace, the sky above Constantinople was gray and heavy.

Petar waited for him outside.

“Well?”

For a long moment Orban looked toward the walls.

Then he said calmly,

“The Emperor has a heart greater than his Empire.”

“And the gold?”

Orban turned east.Toward where a new power was rising.

Toward where a young sultan dreamed of the same city.

“Gold,” he said quietly, “is probably waiting on the other side.”
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CHAPTER III — The Offer That Was Accepted
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Rain fell over Constantinople like a quiet warning.

The streets were thick with mud, merchants closed their stalls earlier than usual, and the wind from the sea carried the scent of salt—and something heavier: unspoken fear.

Orban walked through the city without haste, his hood drawn over his head, watching people who did not yet know that history was approaching them.

Children ran between market stalls. Monks passed in silence.

Soldiers stood at the gates with the look of men who had learned that the number of enemies was never a good sign.

Everything looked like an ordinary day.And nothing was ordinary anymore.

Petar walked beside him.

“We can still try again. Perhaps the merchants of Genoa... perhaps Venice...”

Orban shook his head.

“Merchants invest only in victors.”

“And the Roman Empire?”

“The Roman Empire invests in prayers.”

They said nothing for a while.

Before them rose Hagia Sophia, vast and still, as though it did not belong to this world. Its dome looked like the sky imprisoned in stone.

Petar stopped.

“Perhaps we should stay after all. If the city falls, the world will remember those who defended it.”

Orban looked at him.

“The world remembers those who change the outcome.”

There was no cruelty in his voice. Only the cold truth of a man who had watched ideals die too many times before the price of bronze.

That evening, in a modest inn near the harbor, Orban sat alone with a cup of wine and his
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