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To the Reader …

A city’s fall is rarely as sudden as Pompeii’s. Like an old man tottering on a precipice, it is a long decline that has brought him to the edge.

In 1453, such a city is Constantinople.

Blessed by geography, straddling the continents of Europe and Asia and the most important trade routes on earth, Constantinople and its Byzantine Empire had thrived, at one time controlling two-thirds of the civilised world.

Yet a thousand years of wars – foreign, civil, religious – has sapped its strength. Other Christians plundered it. The great powers of Venice and Genoa colonised it. By the mid-fifteenth century, the empire consists of little more than the impoverished city itself. Now, with doom approaching, those fellow Christians will only send help for an unthinkable price – the city has to give up its Orthodox Christianity and unite as Catholics under the Pope.

While the people riot, the emperor has no choice but to agree. Because he accepts what they do not.

The Turks are coming.

The Prophet foretold Constantinople’s fall to jihad. Yet for eight centuries, the armies of Allah have broken themselves on the city’s unbreachable walls. Even Eyoub, Muhammad’s own standard-bearer, died before them.

Then a young man picks up the banner. Determined to be the new Alexander, the new Caesar, Mehmet, sultan of all the Turks, is just twenty-one years old.

The old man totters on the precipice … and prays that he has not given up his faith in vain. Prays for a miracle.
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PROLOGUS

6 April 1453

We are coming, Greek.

Climb your highest tower, along those magnificent walls. They have kept you safe for a thousand years. Resisted every one of our attacks. Before them, where your fields and vineyards once stood, are trenches and emplacements. Empty, for now. Do you expect them to be filled with another doomed army of Islam, like all the martyrs that came and failed here before?

No. For we are different this time. There are more of us, yes. But there is something else. We have brought something else.

Close your eyes. You will hear us before you see us. We always arrive with a fanfare. We are people who like a noise. And that deep thumping, the one that starts from beyond the ridge and runs over our trenches, through the ghosts of your vineyards, rising through stone to tickle your feet? That is a drum, a kos drum, a giant belly to the giant man who beats it. There is another … no, not just one. Not fifty. More. These come with the shriek of the pipe, the sevennote sevre, seven to each drum.

The mehter bands come marching over the ridge line, sunlight sparkling on instruments inlaid with silver, off swaying brocade tassels. You blink, and then you wonder: there are thousands of them. Thousands. And these do not even carry weapons.

Those with weapons come next.

First the Rumelian division. Years ago, when you were already too weak to stop us, we bypassed your walls, conquered the lands beyond them to the north. Their peoples are our soldiers now – Vlachs, Serbs, Bulgars, Albanians. You squint against the light, wishing you did not see, hoping the blur does not conceal – but it does! – the thousands that are there, the men on horseback followed by many more on foot. Many, many more.

The men of Rumelia pass over the ridge and swing north towards the Golden Horn. When the first of them reach its waters, they halt, turn, settle. Rank on rank on the ridgeline, numberless as ants. Their mehter bands sound a last peal of notes, a last volley of drumbeats. Then all is silent.

Only for a moment. Drums again, louder if that were possible, even more trumpets. Because the Anatolian division is larger. Can you believe it? That as many men pass over the hilltop again and then just keep coming? They head to the other sea, south towards Marmara, warriors from the heartland of Turkey. The sipahi, knights mailed from neck to knee, with metal turban helms, commanding their mounts with a squeeze of thigh and a grunt, leaving hands free to hoist their war lances high, lift their great curving bows. Eventually they pass, and then behind them march the yayas, the peasant soldiers, armoured by the lords they follow, trained by them, hefting their spears, their great shields.

When at last the vast body reaches the water, they turn to face you, double-ranked. Music ceases. A breeze snaps the pennants. Horses toss their heads and snort. No man speaks. Yet there is still a space between the vast divisions of Rumelia and Anatolia. The gap concerns you – for you know it is to be filled.

It is – by a horde, as many as each of those who came before. These do not come with music. But they come screaming. They pour down, and run each way along the armoured fronts of Anatolia and Rumelia. They do not march. They have never been shown how. For these are bashibazouks, irregulars recruited from the fields of empire and the slums of cities. They are not armoured, though many have shields and each warrior a blade. Some come for God – but all for gold. Your gold, Greek. They have been told that your city is cobbled with it, and these tens of thousands will hurl themselves again and again against your walls to get it. When they die by the score – as they will – a score replaces them. Another. Each score will kill a few of you. Until it is time for the trained and armoured men to use their sacrificed bodies as bridges and kill the few of you who remain.

The horde runs, yelling, along the ordered ranks, on and on. When at last it halts, even these men fall quiet. Stay so for what seems an age. And that gap is still there, and now you almost yearn for it to be filled. Yearn too for the hush, more dreadful than all those screams, to end. So that this all ends.

And then they come. No drums. No pipes. As silent as the tread of so many can be.

You have heard of them, these warriors. Taken as Christian boys, trained from childhood in arms and in Allah, praise Him. Devoted to their corps, their comrades, their sultan. They march in their ortas, a hundred men to each one.

The janissaries have arrived.

You know their stories, these elite of the elite that have shattered Christendom’s armies again and again. In recent memory alone, at Kossovo Pol, and at Varna. As they swagger down the hill, beneath their tall white felt hats, their bronzed shields, their drawn scimitars, their breastplates dazzle with reflected sunlight.

They turn to face you, joining the whole of our army in an unbroken line from sea to sparkling sea. Again a silence comes. But not for long this time. They are waiting, as you are. Waiting for him.

He comes. Even among so many he is hard to miss, the tall young man on the huge white horse. Yet if you did not recognise him, you will by what follows him. Two poles. What hangs from one is so old, its green has turned black with the years. It looks to you what it is – a tattered piece of cloth.

It is the banner that was carried before the Prophet himself, peace be unto him. You know this, because when it is driven into the ground, a moan goes through the army. And then the second pole is placed and the moan blends with the chime of a thousand tiny bells. The breeze also lifts the horsetails that dangle from its height.

Nine horsetails. As befits a sultan’s tug.

Mehmet. Lord of lords of this world. King of believers and unbelievers. Emperor of East and West. Sultan of Rum. He has many titles more yet he craves only one. He would be ‘Fatih’.

The Conqueror.

He turns and regards all those he has gathered to this spot to do his and Allah’s will. Then his eyes turn to you. To the tower where you stand. He raises a hand, lets it fall. The janissaries part and reveal what you’d almost forgotten – that square of dug earth right opposite you, a medium bowshot away. It was empty when last you looked. But you were distracted by innumerable men. Now it is full.

Remember I told you we were bringing something different? Not only this vast army. Something new? Here it is.

A cannon. No, not a cannon. That is like calling paradise ‘a place’. This cannon is monstrous. And as befits it, it has a monster’s name. The Basilisk. It is the biggest gun that has ever been made. Five tall janissaries could lie along its length. The largest of them could not circle its bronze mouth in his arms.

Breathe, Greek! You have time. It will be days before the monster is ready to fire its ball bigger than a wine barrel. Yet once it begins, it will keep firing until … until that tower you stand on is rubble.

When it is, I will come.

For I am the Turk. I come on the bare feet of the farmer, the armoured boot of the Anatolian. In the mad dash of the serdengecti who craves death and in the measured tread of the janissary who knows a hundred ways to deal it. I clutch scimitar, scythe and spear, my fingers pull back bowstring and trigger, I have a glowing match to lower into a monster’s belly and make it spit out hell.

I am the Turk. There are a hundred thousand of me. And I am here to take your city.


– PART ONE –

Alpha


– ONE –

Prophecy

Edirne, capital of the Ottoman Empire
April 1452: one year earlier

The house looked little different from any other that faced the river. A merchant’s dwelling, its front wall was punctured by two large square openings either side of an oaken door. These had grilles to keep out intruders, while admitting the water-cooled breezes that would temper the summer heat.

Yet this was early April, the openings were shuttered and Hamza shivered. Though it was not truly the chill that caused his skin to stand up in bumps. It was the midnight hour. It was their reason for standing there. It was this house, especially.

‘Is this the place, lo—’ He cut himself off. Even though the two men were obviously quite alone, they were not to speak their titles aloud. ‘Erol’ his younger companion wished to be called, a name that told of courage and strength. Hamza had submitted to ‘Margrub’. He knew it meant ‘desirable’. The young man had insisted on it with a smile because he did not find Hamza desirable in the least.

Undesired but useful. It was why he had insisted that only Hamza accompany him to the notorious docks of Edirne, where merchants built their houses into forts and men of sense travelled in large, well-armed groups. He hadn’t been brought for his bodyguard skills, though he was as adept as most with the blade he concealed beneath his robes. It was his mind the younger man needed.

‘Come,’ he’d said. ‘Allah is our bodyguard. Inshallah.’

Now, at their destination, the reply to Hamza’s query was a gesture. He lifted the lamp he carried, opened the gate on it, held it high. His companion peered up beside the door. ‘Yes, this is the one. See!’

Hamza looked. There, nailed to the frame beside the door, was a wooden tube, smaller than his little finger. He knew what it was, what it contained. He lowered the lamp, closed the gate, returning them to near darkness and river mist. ‘You did not tell me she was a Jewess.’

He could not see it but he could hear the smile in the reply. ‘All the best ones are. Knock!’

His knuckle had barely struck a second time before a small gate in the doorway was opened. They were studied, the small door closed, the larger one unbolted. They were admitted by someone who remained hidden in the darkness behind the door. ‘Straight ahead … friends,’ ordered a soft male voice, and they obeyed, moved into the roofless courtyard beyond, blinking against its sudden light, for reed torches burned in brackets, flame-light spilling onto a garden, four beds of earth around a central fountain.

The younger man gave a little sigh, halting. Hamza knew that one of the greatest of his companion’s passions was the growing of plants and flowers; that the trade he practised against the Day of Disaster, as all must practise one, was gardening. ‘See the wonder I told you of … Margrub,’ he murmured. ‘When I came here in the summer, she told me this was her work – and see! She has contrived to keep herbs alive through our winter that should not survive here. Do you savour them?’ He bent, inhaled deeply. ‘I would question the Jewess on this.’

Hamza knew he wouldn’t. The young man was there with questions, certainly. They did not concern the cultivation of plants.

The man who’d admitted them had vanished. Now an inner door opened, a rectangle of reddened light spilling out. They crossed to it, entered, just as another door beyond shut softly. The room was lit by a single lamp, flame moving behind red glass. Dividing the room in half was a near-ceiling-high screen made of dark reeds, the weave large enough to allow gaps the width of a fingertip. From beyond it came the sounds of wood crackling in a clay stove. This accounted for the warmth of the room … and perhaps also for some of the scents within it. Some were pleasant, and Hamza detected sandalwood and myrrh. Some were not. One was sweet and sickly at the same time, and it made the top of his neck ache. Another was sulphurous, a savour of rot that the incense was failing to disguise, accentuating it rather. Hamza had smelled such things before, at the houses of friends who experimented with metals and certain volatile spirits. It made him frown. Sorcery was usually a very different science to alchemy.

Removing their shoes, they sat, cross-legged. The cushions, and the Izmiri kilims that lay between them, were of the finest, the patterns intricate. The merchant who owned the house – and alchemist too, perhaps? – was not poor.

They waited in silence; but his companion could never stay silent for long. There was too much to plan, too many details to be refined, if he was to achieve his destiny – this destiny, he hoped, to be confirmed there that night.

They talked of various things, as ever. But one subject had been his obsession of the day and he returned to it now. ‘What do your spies tell you?’ he asked, his voice low but excited. ‘Have my enemies rediscovered their “Greek Fire” or no?’

It was usually better to reassure the younger man. Yet reassurance now was no substitute for a serious disappointment later. ‘I am told that they have not. They experiment – but they seem to have lost the recipe.’

‘A secret recipe. Whispered in the ear of the founder of their city, was it not?’

‘That is the story.’

‘Then we are safe, are we not?’ He shuddered. ‘Too many of my ancestors died in flames before those accursed walls.’

‘I hope we are, ma— Erol. Yet I fear.’

‘What?’

Hamza shifted. ‘Only today, a spy reported rumours. Of a man of science who has also heard that whisper. The Greeks hunt everywhere for him. A German, it is said. Johannes Grant.’

‘Johannes Grant.’ The vowels sounded strangely in their tongue, Osmanlica. ‘We hunt too, I trust?’

‘We do.’

‘Good.’ The younger man stretched out his legs . ‘Find him.’

‘He is found. The pirates of Omis hold him.’

‘Omis? Those sea rats? I thought Venice had burned their nest and scattered them.’

‘They did. But they still steal when they can. Kidnap. A gang holds this German on some island in the Adriatic. Korcula, I think.’

‘What if we used their own fire against them?’ A whistle came. ‘Buy him, as we have bought the others like … that gunner, the Hungarian, what is his name? The one who is building the great gun for us?’

‘Urban, lord.’ Hamza bit back the title, but the other man didn’t flinch. ‘But I believe your last order was to offer steel and not gold to any who would aid the Greeks.’

‘Was it? I was perhaps in my rash humour when I ordered so. And yet …’ The man scratched at his red beard. ‘Well, perhaps it is for the best. Dead, I am certain of him. Alive, he will always be a threat.’

Hamza knew that the younger man’s logic usually led him to that conclusion. When his father had died the year before, he had concluded the same – and concluded his baby half-brother’s life, having him drowned in a bath while he distracted the boy’s mother with sherbets in his saray. He had denied any order later, executed the assassin, cried genuine tears for days. But he had slept easier at night.

Hamza shivered, certainly not from the cold now. He had been this man’s father’s cupbearer. Sometimes his lover – though not in recent years, when Murad had been more enamoured of the contents of the cup than the one who bore it. Still, Hamza was associated with the old regime. And to get ahead in the new, to maintain the favour he seemed to have attained, he knew he would have to obey – and shiver away any doubts.

He was about to speak, to reassure … when he heard the inner door open and close again. Someone had come through. They heard that person settle on cushions the other side of the screen.

‘Are you come?’ the young man whispered, leaning forward.

She’d been there the whole time. It was useful to be unobserved and hear those who thought themselves unheard. Though Leilah was confident in her powers, it was hard to sift through all her visions. To know a subject’s desires and fears allowed her to focus on them. To caution. To entice. To … prophesy. She was paid for results. She would not have the reputation she did, nor be visited by such men as those before her now, if she did not satisfy. If she had inherited from her mother the ability to see what others could not, it was her father who had grounded her in the visible. In knowledge. ‘Know the man,’ he’d said.

She had known many. She had even loved a few, loved them passionately, even after she’d seen their death written upon their faces as clearly as words in the books she treasured. Loved them and watched them die, sent them to their inevitable fate, content in knowing that she and they could do no other.

She had never known a man like the one before her now. When he’d come the previous summer, she had been almost overwhelmed by his force – for he had brought nothing less than destiny with him. All he had sought then was how to establish himself, how to secure what was fragile. She’d helped. She’d foreseen … consolidation based on a little blood, a lot of smiling. Now he was back and it was clear that the time for consolidation was past. It was time for adventure. His whole being surged with it. His only desire was to remake the world.

She would help him with that. It was what she did.

When she’d heard enough, she’d risen on bare feet, moved silently to the door, opened it, closed it, and returned less quietly to her place. ‘Yes,’ she replied to his question, ‘Leilah is here. And honoured by your return.’

Hamza was surprised at the voice. It was youthful, deep, while all the soothsayers he’d attended in his own youth had been shrill-toned old harpies who he’d been happy to pay swiftly for a love philtre or a horoscope and escape from. But more than its tone, the accent perplexed him. It wasn’t like any Jew’s he’d ever heard. More like … a gypsy.

Most seers are, he thought, and shrugged. He could do without them all. Now he was near thirty, he sought wisdom only in the Qur’an and his own intellect. Others, like the man beside him, were as devout yet saw no gap between what the Prophet had spoken, what their instincts taught them – and what such women vouchsafed. ‘Erol’ would act on his judgement. But he liked it to be confirmed, even preceded, by a starred intimation of success.

The younger man pushed his face close to the screen. ‘And what can you tell me, Leilah? What have you seen?’

A silence, and then her breath came on a whisper. ‘I have seen your sandals raise the dust in the palace of the Caesars. If … if …’ Her voice trailed off.

‘If what?’ he asked, also in a whisper.

She replied, more firmly, ‘There. Beside you. Open it.’

The young man reached eagerly into a cedarwood box. He pulled out a scroll, tied with a scrap of silk. Slipping that off, he unrolled the paper, and Hamza saw the lines and symbols of a horoscope. ‘What do you see here?’ he breathed.

The voice came softer, causing both men to lean forward. ‘You were born under the Ram, and Mars, Ruler of War, is your planet. He sits too in your ninth house, the place of journeys. It is the chart of a warrior, for you will ever be at war.’

Hamza grunted. The youth’s expression showed he would brook no doubting. But what the woman had said about his ambitious companion, he could have heard on any street corner in Edirne.

Leilah heard the grunt, the doubt in it. This other who accompanied the seeker, he was a little older, less excitable, a thinker. Another time she would have liked to engage him in debate, to probe the extent of his knowledge and his beliefs. Before, after or during, she’d also have liked to take him to her bed. Knowledge of men could be gained in all sorts of ways. And maybe she would consider him, since she was shortly to be losing her current protector.

No, she thought, sighing out. For if the younger man achieves the destiny foreseen, he will achieve mine as well. He will open the door to unimaginable riches. And with those, I will never need a man to protect me again.

She began to pant. Great heaves of breath, sucking in air, expelling it on a moan. And her voice when it came was even deeper. It sounded like a man’s, and both the men drew back from the screen and sought the comfort of a dagger against their palms. ‘Know this, Chosen One. If you would do what you must do, you must do it within the year, or the heavens will turn against you. On this very day, but one year from now, at the eleventh hour of the day, let the dragon breathe fire, let the archer shoot true with his first shot. It will take time, and Allah will hold the scales and weigh your actions. Then, when the moon hides half her face, call me and I will come – to see for you again.’

The young man’s face had blanched when the voice changed. Now, on the words, red flooded back, deeper even than the red of beard and brow. ‘I will,’ he whispered.

Leilah sat back. It was time to act for herself. When she was younger, scarce fourteen, and had lived with a janissary, Abdulkarim had brought her into the mysteries of the Bektashi school of Islam, taught her some of the mysticism of the Sufi. Yet since Bektashi drank wine guiltlessly, and soldiers when drunk talked of little but martial glory, she had learned something about siegecraft. Gossip in the barracks she still visited had developed her knowledge. All the talk now was of the city known as the Red Apple. It had dangled above Muslim heads for a thousand years. Barracks wisdom had it that the first step to bringing it down would be to cut it off. To cut its throat. It would be wisdom in the palace too. And she had learned that wisdom, supported by prophecy, led not only to confirmation of her skills, but to action.

‘Mark,’ she intoned softly. ‘I see a knife, like the one you now grasp, reaching up to a stem. Cut it. Slit it like you’d slit a throat.’

Even Hamza gasped at that. It had been the secret talk for months now. If the Red Apple was to fall, the first step would be to starve it. Cut it off from its supplies. Plans had been discussed. This prophecy spoke to them.

‘Yes!’ His companion had been hard at work, developing those very plans.

Now she was ready. There was something other than gold that this man of destiny must give her this night. Deliverance. ‘But beware! Return to your saray but do not speak to any except your companion. If any recognise you, greet you by name, your plans will shrivel, like dates in a sandstorm. Unless … unless you slit the throat of the one who sees you.’

‘What … what do you mean?’

Her voice dropped low again. ‘This is all you need know, for now. This is enough – until we meet again.’

She rose. Though they could not see her, they rose too as if they sensed it. But legs that had been cramped too long wobbled. Hamza lurched – and the man beside him stumbled, tried to catch himself on the screen … which fell inwards.

Leilah leapt back, just avoiding the crashing wicker. Righting himself, the young man stood straight and stared.

As before he could not help the grunt, now Hamza could not contain the whistle. His youthful dealings with withered crones had led him to expect another, despite the voice. But this woman was young. Her body was beautiful – and revealed, for she was scarcely dressed in a few silks – at face, at breast, at hip – while her black hair was unbound, in the way of some Bektashi women he had known.

His companion began stuttering apologies, bending to right the screen … then freezing when he beheld what it had hidden. His voice, when it came, was huskier too. ‘I am sorry. And yet not so. For I never cease to admire beauty. And you are … beautiful.’

She said nothing, just stared back above her mask from eyes that seemed to Hamza to be huge caverns of darkness. ‘Leilah’, he remembered now, meant ‘rapture’. The woman had been well named.

His companion stepped forward. ‘And now I have seen you, and you have seen me, why should we be parted again?’ He raised a hand towards her. ‘If you were to join me in my saray … you would have a place of honour there. I could visit you … often. And I would not have to come to the Edirne docks for my prophecies.’

Leilah smiled. To be the lover of such a man meant power … for a time. Until another caught his fancy – woman, boy, man, it was rumoured his tastes ran to all. Then she would be trapped, as she had been once before, a slave to the man who had caused her parents to be killed, subject to his … every whim, from the age of ten till his sudden death two years later, after eating some figs she had specially prepared.

She would never be a slave again. In a saray, she would be. Outside it, her prophecies gave her power. Unlike nearly every woman in Edirne, in the world, they also gave her a choice. And if her prophecies came true for this man, he was just another she would not need.

She stepped closer, moving in the way she knew men liked her to move. Into red lamp-spill, directly above her now, that revealed the darkness at her large nipples, at her groin, beneath the silks. ‘Master,’ she breathed, ‘you honour me with your desire. And were I to choose to give up my treasure, there is no one alive whom I would rather … took it.’ She emphasised the taking, saw him shudder, dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘But there are many others who can offer you that. While few can offer you the gift I have. A gift I will lose, should you take …’ again, the slightest of inflections, ‘what I yearn to give you.’ She stepped away. ‘So which would you have, master? Me, or my prophecies?’

Hamza watched, fascinated. His companion was young and was used to having anything – anyone – he wanted.

Yet there was something he wanted that was beyond such desire. The young man knew it, and looked away. ‘I need your …’ he sighed, ‘prophecies.’ He looked back, his voice hardening. ‘But when they are fulfilled, come to me and I will give you anything you want.’

She smiled. ‘Then I will come to you, on the eve of destiny. I will ask a boon of you. I will give you something in return.’ She gestured towards the door. ‘Now leave, master, remembering this – if anyone recognises you tonight, your dreams will crumble. Unless he does not live to tell of it.’

Hamza was puzzled. It was the second time she’d mentioned that. But he had no time to think. His companion gestured the pouch of gold coin from his belt and Hamza dropped it onto the floor. Then his arm was taken and they moved together through the courtyard and out the house’s door, opened for them by a shadow within a shadow, barred silently behind them.

In the room, Leilah bent and threw a cushion over the gold, then stood silently till she heard the outer door close. Only then did she call out, ‘Come.’

The inner door to the house opened. Isaac bustled in. ‘Well,’ he demanded, roughly seizing her, ‘did you do it? Did you ask him?’

‘Yes,’ she replied, almost relishing the pain in her right arm since she knew it was the last time this man would hurt her. ‘I did as you commanded. Refused his gold, exchanged it for his promise – that when the city fell, I would have free access to the library you spoke of.’

‘You?’ he barked, shaking her. ‘It is I who need Geber’s book, not you, you stupid whore.’

He raised a hand above her and she cowered back, as he liked her to do. ‘I did name you. Blessed you as my guardian. Perhaps …’ she chewed at her lower lip, ‘perhaps if you were to approach him, tell him what I failed to, even now …’ She trailed off.

He looked out to the courtyard. ‘You named me? He would know me then, favourably, if I spoke to him?’

She nodded. ‘Oh yes. But he is … occupied with many things. Perhaps he will forget even me.’ She looked up. ‘Go after him. Speak.’

The man moved to the door. ‘He can’t have gone far. I will catch him.’

He was halfway across the courtyard when she called, ‘Remember, Isaac. Greet him with all his honours. Name him as he is.’

‘Of course I will,’ he replied, not looking back. ‘Do you think I am a fool?’

She watched him fumbling at the bar. ‘I do,’ she whispered, and smiled. The Jew had been good for a while, easily satisfied in their bed, teaching her many things beyond it. Of the Kabbalah; and especially secrets of the alchemical art. She had become adept in the basics of both. But it was his greatest desire, confessed in cooling sweat after lovemaking, that had suddenly revealed her destiny.

‘It is the original text,’ he’d sighed. ‘Annotated in Geber’s own hand. Centuries old, yet with forgotten knowledge that, remembered now, would make me the greatest alchemist in the world.’

He’d sighed again, with greater lust than she’d ever brought forth, and she’d thought immediately, clearly: how valuable must this document be? This ancient scroll, collecting dust in a monastery in the city they call the Red Apple.

From that first mention of it, she was distracted. Less attentive to his needs. Plotting the way ahead. He had begun to strike her. The first time he did, he wrote his fate. Yet figs were not in season.

The door opened. He was gone.

She began to dress swiftly, in men’s clothes. While she did, she wondered, where next? She had a year and a day at least. Or perhaps the question was, who next? She knew he was out there, waiting in the shadows. She had seen him too, in the stars. In dreams. Two men of destiny stalked them. The young man who’d just left, armed with her prophecy, was one. But who was this other?

Something her visitors had discussed came to mind. A man, a German, who understood Greek Fire. He was a danger to their cause. ‘Johannes Grant,’ she muttered, stumbling over the hard sounds as the man known as Erol had. Then she smiled. She would find this German. Kill this German. For as much as the man who’d just left wanted the Red Apple to fall, so did she. Besides, the German’s death would bring a great deal of gold. She’d need that, now she was losing her protector.

She heard the first cry, her ex-lover’s. Isaac was hailing the recent guest in his house. ‘Farewell,’ she said, and stooped for her bag.

They had stood before the door for a few moments, clearing the sulphur from their lungs with river mist, so had only taken a few steps when the door behind them opened again and a voice called. They turned to see a man striding swiftly towards them. ‘Lord of lords of this world,’ called the man – a Jew by his garb. ‘Greetings, oh balm of the world. Oh bringer of light.’ He knelt before them, arms spread wide. ‘Oh most noble Sultan of Rum,’ he cried.

Hamza felt almost sorry for the Jew. His master never liked to be recognised on his midnight outings. His anger could be swift and violent. Tonight, freighted with frustrated lust, and with prophecy, it wasn’t an importuning subject on the ground before him. It was a threat to his very destiny.

‘Cur!’ screamed his companion, stepping forward, backhanding the man across the face, knocking him into the dust. ‘Hold him, Hamza.’

There was no choice, and little conscience. The word of the man he served was final. He had learned that from the old sultan. And if it had been true of the even-tempered Murad, it was even more so of his fiery son, Mehmet.

As Hamza took his arms, Mehmet reached forward and pulled the man’s head up by the hair. ‘What is your name?’ he shouted.

‘I … I … Isaac, master.’

Mehmet laughed. ‘Isaac?’ He looked at Hamza. ‘Son of Abraham, as we all are. But I see no ram in a bush nearby. So there is no need to seek elsewhere for a sacrifice.’

One of Mehmet’s titles, that the Jew had left out, was ‘possessor of men’s necks’. And he made the slitting of this one look almost easy, though it never was. Hamza held the twitching body at arm’s length, trying to keep the spraying blood off both his master and himself, only partly succeeding. Yet what he thought about as life left was how the sorceress’s first prophecy had already come true. Then, as he lowered the body to the ground, he realised that was wrong.

She hadn’t seen this. She’d ordered it.

I will watch out for this sorceress, he thought.

The other man leaned down, and wiped his blade on the dead man’s cloak. ‘A throat cut. A sacrifice made,’ Mehmet said, smiling. ‘Now, Hamza, let us go and cut the throat of a city. Let us go to Constantinople.’


– TWO –

Prayers

Genoa, Italy
2 November 1452

It was hard to find God in Genoa.

At least, it had become hard for her. Sofia was sure the Genoese managed it. It had to be her fault. Her weakness.

The master who had painted the ikons in her wooden altar was not weak. His belief shone in his dazzling brushstrokes, in those depicted – Madonna and the Infant Christ. Saints either side venerated the holy pair. The paintings had always inspired her, centred her, joined her to the Divine. Yet now she knelt before them mouthing words, inhaling incense, seeking union, feeling … nothing. Because she kept hearing her son’s laugh, her daughter’s cry. She’d turn away from God to the door – and remember that they weren’t there. Half a year since her husband had taken her away from Constantinople. Half a year, and they were growing and changing beyond her sight.

Her husband. Sofia heard him moving around the other room, awake at last. He had come in after dawn, and had collapsed, wine-heavy, onto the bed beside her. She’d thought to leave him, try and pray, but he had pulled her back and taken her, which he had not done in months. Taken her swiftly, caring nothing for her. After he’d collapsed immediately into sleep, she’d managed to slide from beneath him, gone to her house altar, knelt, sought God. She had not found Him.

Yet. Perhaps it was a demon that afflicted her? There was one, the Demon of Midday, who brought this sluggish despair. Reaching beneath into her robes, she pulled out her enkolpia. It was an amulet her mother had given her, a picture of St Demetrios worked in lapis lazuli. Lifting it to her forehead, she closed her eyes and tried to pray.

‘Do you beseech God for our coupling to give us another child?’

Theon’s voice startled her. She hadn’t heard the door open. He was standing in the doorway, already half dressed in his under robe and socks. She rose, letting the amulet fall against her breast. ‘I will fetch you food,’ she said, moving to the shelves where provisions were kept.

‘I want nothing. Maybe some water. I must go out.’

‘Then I will bring you water,’ she said. It was on the balcony off the bedroom. At home, a snap of fingers would have summoned three servants to do her bidding. Here, one sullen girl came by later in the day, to cook and clean. Sofia tried to go past him in the doorway as she spoke, but he took her arm, preventing her. ‘You did not answer me,’ he said.

What was his question? The Demon of Midday still held her in its thrall. Oh, something about another child. ‘If it is God’s will,’ she said, and tried again to move past him.

He did not let her. ‘Hasn’t man something to do with it?’ he asked, his grip tightening. ‘Shall we plant more seeds and see?’ She was never good at hiding her feelings. He must have noted her revulsion, because he smiled, released her.

She dipped the ladle into the amphora and took her time filling a water jug. She needed to think. What was this talk of children? He hardly ever touched her. She knew he had other women. She did not care. What did he need her for?

She replaced the ladle on its hook. He could hire a whore to fetch his water, cater to all his needs. She had served the small purpose he had brought her to Genoa for in the first week, so perhaps … perhaps he would let her go home. Where her city, her children and, she hoped, God awaited her.

He was standing by their scrap of mirror, tidying his beard with a blade. She put the jug beside him, went to the wardrobe to fetch his tunic and cloak. Laying them carefully across the arms of a chair, she straightened and looked at him. ‘Theon … Husband.’

His reflected eyes flicked to her. ‘Sofia. Wife,’ he replied, a slight smile for the formality.

Her hands clasped and unclasped before her. ‘I wish to know … I wish to ask …’

‘What?’

‘I wish to ask if I may go home before you.’

His blade paused at his throat. ‘Go home? When my mission here is not complete?’

She swallowed. ‘I do not see … I am not sure what use I am. You do not seem to need me here.’

‘Need? Does a man not always need his loving wife beside him?’ His voice was uninflected, all the more mocking for that.

She breathed, spoke softly. ‘You said that my presence would aid the cause you plead. That I would make the Genoese think on chivalry, when they considered the fate of the women of Constantinople if they do not act.’

He resumed shaving. ‘I think your appearance at the welcoming feast did that. For about a minute. After which these Italians briefly focused on your voluptuousness and envied the Turks their possible fortune.’ He laughed. ‘Then once chivalry and lust were dealt with, they reverted to the only thing truly important to them. Profit.’

She was no longer shocked by his levity – even when he was discussing the possible rape of his wife by infidels. But she had hoped for better from the men of Genoa. ‘Are they not concerned about God?’

‘God?’ Theon laughed. ‘I think he ranks somewhere down their list of priorities.’

Maybe it was her own self-doubt before the altar. Or maybe her noble parents stirred in her. For she felt her first flush of anger in a long while. ‘And yet you spend much of your time in discussing how we can sell our vision of God for Roman gold, do you not, husband?’

He turned to look at her. ‘Well, well,’ he said softly, ‘I think that is the first passion I have seen from you in an age. I certainly saw none this morning.’ He waved his razor at the other room, turned again to the mirror and his toilet. ‘So are you come to the belief of your cousin Loukas Notaras? Would you rather see a turban in the Hagia Sophia than a Roman mitre?’

As quickly as her anger came, it went. Though she had been educated like any noblewoman – she could read and write well – her husband had been trained almost from birth. Years of schooling under rigorous tutors, university and a dozen diplomatic missions had honed his mind far sharper than the razor he wielded. There was no point in arguing with him. Besides, she didn’t believe, like so many did, that to give up aspects of the Orthodox faith and reunite the Churches of East and West was a sin. She still trusted in God to save her city. But unlike many there, she knew that God needed men’s help. Men in armour, with cannon and crossbow.

‘You know I do not. All …’ she hurried over his interruption, because she knew if she gave him a chance he would use her like a whetstone for the wit he would deploy in the confrontations of the day, ‘all I now ask is that you consider letting me return. Our children need me. And I believe I can be more use to our city there than here. As you have said, I have already fulfilled my … meagre purpose.’ She lowered her eyes.

‘Well.’ He considered, looking above her. ‘I do need to send messages back to the Council. My talks here are almost concluded and then I must go briefly on to Rome and rejoin the main embassy.’ He studied her for a moment, then returned to the mirror. ‘I will think on it.’

She turned to the bedroom, unwilling to show him hope on the open book of her face. His voice halted her. ‘But you can do something for me.’

She did not turn. ‘Of course. What?’

‘That enkolpia you wear. Give it to me.’

She looked down. Fool that she was, she had not tucked her amulet away within her tunic. ‘It is my protection and … and my mother gave it to me.’

‘God is our protection – or so you always tell me, wife. Your mother, bless her memory, is dead. And the funds the embassy left with me have nearly run out. I need the means to bribe one more minor official here. You have them round your neck, in gold and lapis.’ In the mirror he returned the gaze she gave him. ‘And what’s left might buy your passage home.’

She knew he could have just taken it. She could not have denied him, as she could not have denied him that morning. But she also knew he was using her as his whetstone still. He would spend his day trying to win arguments. He might as well begin with her.

She lifted the gold chain from round her neck, kissed the amulet once, and laid it on the table. Then she continued to the bedroom, closing the door on his soft laughter.

Theon stepped through the iron grille onto the street. His bodyguards rose from beside the entrance but he did not acknowledge them. They would follow. They would defend him, if the odds were not too great. They did not exist beyond their function. And he wanted to remain for a moment in the rooms he’d left, even as he walked away from them.

He observed his sense of triumph and wondered at it. Such minor victories, scarcely worth the fight, against an opponent who barely fought back. He had given her what she asked for, when he’d been planning to send her back anyway. In return he’d taken something she loved, for which he had a slight use. He had taken her, though it probably gave him as little pleasure as she. But that was not about pleasure, he reminded himself. That he got elsewhere, and the sending away was part of it, so he could indulge himself without even the slight restraint that Sofia provided. It was not about the hope for more children – the two he barely knew back in Constantinople were proof enough to the world of his potency.

What was it, he wondered, that he had once gone to such lengths to obtain? Her beauty? He had not been immune to it, but it had not driven him. The fact that she seemed to possess a secret? Well, all people were locks and his delight was in seeking their key. He’d been disappointed to discover that hers was little more than a deep capacity for love – for God, for her city, for her children … even for him, if he’d chosen to accept it. He had not. Love blunted, it did not sharpen. He observed it, as he did everything else.

As he turned into the Piazza de Ferrari, his larger bodyguard opening a passage in the noonday crowd, he realised what the small triumph was. Heard it like the faintest echo of a greater triumph.

He hadn’t conquered Sofia. He’d conquered his brother. He’d conquered their love – observed it, taken it, severed it. It was his first real triumph in a battle that had begun in the cradle. In the womb, no doubt. He had preceded his brother by a breath and it had been the only time he had beaten him to anything. Gregoras had always been faster, stronger, near as skilled in rhetoric, far more skilled in arms. Yet who had ultimately won? Who had taken for wife the girl they’d grown up with? And where was Gregoras now? Dead, probably. Disfigured, certainly, the beauty that had come from their mother, and manifested only in the one twin, marred. Wit had triumphed over beauty. Brother over brother.

Theon chuckled, surprised that this old victory still gave him such pleasure. Far, far more than the fruits of it had given him that morning.

They’d reached the entrance to the Doge’s palace. Piero was announcing him to the gate guard. Over the hubbub of solicitors demanding entrance, Theon heard his other servant, Cassin, arguing. He turned – and saw that his man had his hand on the chest of a large Turk, whose outstretched arms spread his robes wide to show he was unarmed, whose dark brown eyes sought Theon’s.

‘Let him come,’ Theon called, and Cassin stepped back, allowing the Turk closer, but not near.

‘Peace be with you,’ the Turk said.

‘And with you and all your family, friend,’ Theon replied, the Osmanlica coming as easily as the second tongue it was for him. ‘What is your desire?’

‘Only this, most esteemed. To inform you that my master, Hamza Bey, seeks conference with you this night.’

Theon had heard of Hamza, a rising man at the new sultan’s court. He was surprised to hear he was in Genoa but kept that surprise from his face. ‘When and where?’

‘At the ninth hour of the evening, excellence. My master has taken a room for the purpose above the tavern of the Blue Boar.’

‘I know it. Tell your master I shall be honoured to meet him there.’

The messenger nodded, bowed, and was gone.

A Turk wants to meet me in a tavern, Theon thought. Perhaps the bishop I am about to bribe will take me to a brothel?

He allowed himself another chuckle. After several weeks, he now knew, almost to the ducat, what concessions the Genoese would demand for their aid. It would be very interesting to hear later what the Turk had to offer.


– THREE –

Rhinometus

Genoa
The same day

Gregoras ignored the mockery, the disparagement of parentage, the comparisons of his marred beauty with a donkey’s puckered arse. Another time he would have given as good as he received, traded verbal blows; triumphed too, for his years of schooling had given him thrusts that most of the illiterate mercenaries lying around the courtyard of the Black Cock tavern could not parry. But their rough jests were not ill-meant; it was their way of expressing pleasure at his return. He had fought with them in a dozen campaigns, and they appreciated his skills of war even as they winced at his wit.

Later, perhaps, he thought. Later to sit down with Half-Ear Mario or Giovanni One Thumb and compare mislaid body parts, losing himself in camaraderie and flagons of wine. First, though, he needed money, and plenty of it. For that he had to see one man.

‘Rhinometus!’ came the bellow as soon as he stepped into the room. ‘Now I know we are doomed, boys, when this beakless raven appears!’

‘Eminence.’ Gregoras bowed, sweeping off his hat with a flourish, holding the courtesy.

‘Eminent arseholes, Zoran. Where have you been? I have had messengers out for you for months now. I thought we were going to have to set forth without our talisman of ill-fortune. Rather have it beside me than levelling his crossbow at me, eh?’

Gregoras rose from his bow. Giovanni Giustiniani Longo had changed little in the year since they’d last fought together. A little greyer, a little stouter perhaps, but still the tall and vigorous figure he had followed over ship’s gunwales and through breaches, dressed as ever in his blue-black armour, the large medallion of San Pietro ever at his throat. Like most killing men, the great mercenary leader was deeply religious. Superstitious, too. Years before, in a galley fight off Crete, Gregoras had deflected a crossbow bolt that would have ripped out the Commander’s throat. The Genoan had considered him his lucky star ever since.

Gregoras extended his bow to Enzo the Sicilian and Amir the Renegade, Giustiniani’s most trusted lieutenants. The latter brought him a goblet of wine from around the table they all stood behind, muster rolls and maps scattered among the daggers and bow strings. ‘Welcome back. Allah’s blessing on you,’ he murmured.

‘And Christ’s on you,’ Gregoras replied in Arabic. He and Amir had a history of wine-fuelled religious debate all the more furious because neither of them cared much for the faiths they’d been raised in. It made him feel immediately at home, the only home he’d known since his exiling. Though if the money was good enough, perhaps that was about to change.

‘So where have you been, Zoran?’ Giustiniani repeated. ‘We wondered if you’d settled down with a whore, or been knifed in some Ragusan tavern by now.’ The lined brow contracted. ‘Or worse – that you’d taken a contract with those sodomite donkeys the Venetians.’

It had suited Gregoras to claim a name and a city that were not his. It was not entirely untrue either, for he had a home of sorts in the city some called Ragusa and others Dubrovnik and he was known as Zoran there. It made for fewer questions. For if they knew his real name, his birthplace …

A home, he thought. It was why he was there. Why he’d picked up his sword and his crossbow again and made the arduous journey to Genoa. His home was a hovel. But it had the best view in Ragusa, out over the Adriatic Sea. It was like the view from his childhood home, when his parents had been wealthy. He wanted to build a home just like it. But Istrian stone was expensive, as were its crafters. He needed one last campaign, for the wages and especially the booty it offered. Then he would hang his crossbow on the wall of his new home and stare at the view for ever, unmasked, unaccompanied, with no one there to pity him.

‘Venetians? Never. I care too much for my reputation – and my arse.’ The three men laughed, and he continued, ‘No, my lord, if I am going to get fucked, it may as well be by people I love. So I came to seek you out.’

‘Love? The Pope’s testicles, Zoran.’ Enzo smiled. ‘You heard we were paying double wages.’

‘Good.’ He hadn’t. Had heard nothing, because he’d stepped off a boat and come straight to the company’s tavern from the docks of Genoa; but it was excellent news. ‘Even though, as you know, I’d work for less than nothing for the pleasure of your honoured company.’ He rode over their guffaws. ‘So who do you want me to kill?’

All three replied. ‘Turks.’

‘Better. Storing up treasure in heaven with the slitting of infidel throats.’ He crossed himself, careful to do it the Roman way and not the Orthodox he’d been raised in, two fingers not three, right-left not left-right. Two of the men imitated him, one did not, and he looked at him. ‘No insult meant, Amir.’

‘None taken, uncircumcised dog.’

‘And when does this well-paid crusade begin?’

‘We sail within the week.’

Gregoras smiled. ‘Best,’ he said. ‘Then I will go fetch my gear from the whore I’ve been living with.’ It was not true, but it was what they wanted to hear. ‘I’ll sign the articles straightaway so you can pay for my wine. Till later, comrades.’ He turned to the door, then turned back. ‘Not that it matters much, your eminence, but where do we fight this time?’

‘Oh, some backwater.’ Giustiniani spun a map round. ‘See?’

There was a restrained excitement in the Commander’s eyes, in his tone, that made Gregoras, who truly did not care where he was going, who he was to kill, turn back, look down … and have his breath taken. Though he had tried to erase every aspect of the place from his mind and memory, the hound’s head of land thrusting into water was unmistakable. And it was as if a dog had come and snatched his last bite of food, for all his hopes were gone.

‘It’s always hard to tell beneath that mask,’ Giustiniani was saying. ‘And if it is true, it is as rare as a nun’s virginity. But do you know, my boys, I think we have finally shocked the Ragusan.’

Gregoras sought a quip, failed. He could not summon breath, let alone words. The home he had envisaged crumbled in his mind. The journey that had exhausted the last of his funds had been wasted.

The silence lengthened. ‘It’s Constantinople,’ Enzo said, helpfully.

‘I know what it is.’

‘And you know the Muhammadan is planning to take it.’

‘As he has for eight hundred years,’ Gregoras murmured.

‘But this time he means it.’ The Commander rested his knuckles on the table. ‘Their new sultan, Mehmet? A kid, full of piss and wind. But he fancies himself the next Alexander. Another Caesar. It’s said he’s assembling the biggest army the Turks have ever raised. And he’s already begun to take the city. Did you hear that he built a fortress here?’ Giustiniani jabbed his finger down on the map and, reluctantly, Gregoras looked. ‘See? It’s right on the water, opposite their older fort. He calls the new one “the Throat Cutter”. You can see why.’

Gregoras could. As a young man, he had often ridden on that stretch of cliff, standing in Europe and staring at Asia across the narrow sea channel the Turks called Bogaz, ‘the Throat’, and the rest of the world knew as the Bosphorus. If the Turk now had a fortress either side, he commanded one of the busiest shipping lanes in the world. He could sink any ship trying to bring grain from the Black Sea into the city. He hadn’t so much cut Constantinople’s throat as closed it, preventing it from feeding.

Giustiniani spoke as if to his thoughts. ‘A Venetian captain, name of Rizzi, tried to run the gauntlet. Wouldn’t heave to when ordered. The Turks sank him with one fat ball, fished him from the waters – then shoved a stake up his arse.’ He winced. ‘Still, being Venetian, it probably wasn’t much of a hardship.’

The three men laughed. Gregoras didn’t. Looking at the place of his birth, the source of his disgrace, hearing tales of it, his mind was numbed as it never was under cannon fire or swung swords. One thing came through, and he voiced it. ‘Why … why would you go and fight for them? Who would pay you? They have no money.’

‘This very city, son,’ Giustiniani said, straightening. ‘It has been decided in the last few days.’

Gregoras raised a hand to scratch a sudden itch on his nose, dropped it fast, when he remembered there was no nose to scratch. ‘But why? Does not Genoa still have a treaty with the Turks?’

‘Aye. And we will not break it either. Even though I am a nobleman from one of the foremost families of this city, yet I will go as a leader of a rabble of Genoese mercenaries – and the odd renegade Musselman.’ He threw a punch at Amir, connected with his shoulder, the Syrian trying to smile away a painful blow.

‘The sultan will not believe that …’

‘The sultan will turn a blind eye, because it suits him to do so. If he takes Constantinople, he will still want to trade with us afterwards. If he does not – he will still want to trade with us afterwards!’ Giustiniani stabbed the map again, on the point of land opposite the city. ‘And remember, we fight for our land there too, our colony of Galata. If the Greek city falls, Galata will too.’ He grinned. ‘No, on balance, we’d rather have those cheating sodomite Greeks in Constantinople. As you’ve said, they have no money any more, no power. Less serious rivals for our trade, eh? The Turks drive too hard a bargain. Bad as Jews!’ He grinned. ‘And the Pope is now calling it a crusade, since those blaspheming Greeks have agreed to full union of their Orthodox and our true Roman Church again.’ He crossed himself once more. ‘So we serve God and our city both. Profit on earth and in heaven.’

This was news to Gregoras – and there was a time when it would have mattered, deeply, this abject surrender of his people’s ancient faith in exchange for begrudged aid in the fight all knew was coming.

It did not matter to him now. Nothing to do with that cursed city had, since the moment the knife had cut down and Constantinople had taken his everything: his love, for Sofia was lost to him; his name, for he was Gregoras Lascaris no more. And the final loss, the one that marked him as exile, as traitor, gave him the new title he would for ever be known by there: Rhinometus – the Noseless One.

He looked up, seeing the face before him as if through a mist. The Genoan was raising his goblet. ‘So what do you say, lad? Will you toast with me to Byzantine gold, Christ’s glory and Musselman blood on the stones?’

Gregoras shook his head. ‘I will not. I will not fight for that … place. In that place.’

The goblet paused before the mouth. ‘Eh?’ Giustiniani managed, his eyes widening.

‘I will not fight there.’ He forestalled the question. ‘And I have no need to tell you why.’ He shrugged. ‘Have you not some other deal?’

‘Deal! You … dare … dare …’ The Commander’s fury was ever instant, all-consuming. Gregoras had often seen it, directed at enemies and any failings in his own men. Never at him – until now. ‘Do you think I am some fucking … broker?’ he roared. ‘I am a prince of Genoa and commander of its armies and I do not … deal!’ He smashed the goblet down on the table, slopping out wine, which flowed, like a bloodied crimson river, over the dog’s-head outline of Constantinople. ‘So you will follow me into whatever hellish hole I order you, kill whomever I command you to kill – or you will return like the noseless cur you are back to the shithole you’ve just slithered from.’

Gregoras would take mockery about his maiming. Insult was another thing. Enzo and Amir had both seen what happened when one came, and both stepped slightly closer to their raging, oblivious leader, hands clasping hilts.

The eyes above the mask narrowed. Then they closed and Gregoras breathed deeply. Breath gave him pause … and memory. In a strange way, he loved the man before him, and would do him no harm, even if he was able – no means certain with hard men like these at his side. So instead he stepped forward, placed his half-filled cup on the table. ‘Good fortune attend you all,’ he said softly, as he turned to the door.

‘Wait!’ It was Amir who spoke, and turning back, Gregoras saw him stand on his toes – for Giustiniani was huge – and whisper in his ear. The Genoan’s eyes had narrowed in his storm, and for a while they darted about as if seeking a target for his rage. Then, suddenly, Gregoras saw the storm pass and light return. Instantly, as ever with him.

‘Well,’ Giustiniani said, chuckling, ‘wouldn’t that just serve him right?’ He turned to Gregoras. ‘Listen, you insubordinate dog. I do have an offer to make you, and it’s one that is quite likely to end with your throat being cut, which would be only right after your insolence. If you refuse it, you will live for ever in the shadow of my displeasure and I shall seek no more delight than stringing you up by your balls. Is that understood?’

The words were harsh, the tone less so and belied by the obvious amusement in his commander’s eyes. Gregoras breathed a little easier, then nodded. ‘You know I obey your every command, eminence.’

Giustiniani nodded, ignoring the obvious. ‘Then obey this, Zoran. There is a man who is said to have recovered the secret of a weapon thought lost. It is one dear to Greek hearts and it bears their name: Greek Fire.’

Gregoras frowned. Greek Fire had saved Constantinople from its enemies many times. Eight hundred years before, this fire sprayed from brass siphons had destroyed a besieging Arab fleet. But the exact formula was a mystery and few if any had been able to replicate it for a hundred years or more.

The big Genoan continued. ‘The man in question is said to be a German. Name of Johannes Grant, which seems an odd sort of name even for that nation of shit-wallowers. We
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