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			HISTORICAL NOTE

			PROLOGUE

			THE CHINESE BORDER, WINTER 1405

			Tamerlane’s eagle was in the sky and his leopard in the snow, free from their chains at last.

			The woman on the tower couldn’t see them. Nor could the Mongol soldiers huddled around their fires; they could hardly see each other for the blizzard. Their breath froze in their beards and their spit was ice when it reached the ground. Fingers and toes had been lost on the march, then hands and feet. Men had ridden without nose to smell or ears to hear. When hunger came, they’d hacked meat from the horse in front without pain to the animal. At the Syr Darya River, they’d dug the height of a man to reach water.

			The Horde had left Samarcand bent against a driving wind that came in from the steppe. They’d rocked slowly in their saddles, gathering what warmth they could from their animals, hoping this adventure would be Tamerlane’s last. 

			His generals had begged him not to march. The Ming army numbered more than a million and the victory at Ankara had been costly. But the Sword of Islam was seventy-two and felt the Angel Izrail at his shoulder. He wouldn’t wait until spring to begin his final, greatest task: the conquest of China. And hadn’t the astrologers found fortune in a new celestial conjunction?

			So the army had marched and was now camped around the border town of Otra. Beijing was three thousand miles away and the scouts had ridden in to say that the mountain passes between held snow deeper than two spears joined. It waited to hear what Tamerlane would decide.

			The woman on the tower stood next to a brazier, stamping her feet and warming her hands. She was hooded and dressed for riding and steam rose from her clothes. She heard a sound behind her and turned.

			Another woman stood in the doorway holding her cloak tight to her shoulders. She walked over to the first and kissed her. She put her palms to the fire. ‘It seems I’m too late. What did it?’

			‘A cold, nothing more. He was old.’

			Khan-zada nodded. ‘The army will be thankful for it. They can go home.’ She paused. ‘China was always a reckless plan.’

			Mother and daughter were silent after that, both considering the capricious reach of fate. Tamerlane was dead, leaving a world in chaos. They said that twenty million had died over his two decades of slaughter; that whole cities, from Delhi to Damascus, had become towers of skulls. But the storm that Tamerlane had unleashed had been sucked back into hell. At last. 

			Khan-zada said what she’d come to say. ‘Come back with me to Samarcand, Shulen. Don’t go west.’ 

			Shulen looked out into the night and saw only confusion. She heard something and turned her head. An enormous bird had landed on the wall, its wings beating against the snow: Tamerlane’s eagle. She watched it as it watched her, tiny fires dancing in its eyes. Then it rose into the night, snowflakes scattering in its path. The blizzard lifted the bird and swept it away.

			He has gone at last. 

			And Shulen, who’d long waited for the day when Tamerlane would go and she’d be free to go too, nodded. She’d return to Samarcand. 

			PART ONE
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			CHAPTER ONE

			SAMARCAND, SUMMER 1407

			Samarcand.

			In the garden of Tamerlane, beyond the suburb they called Cairo, four men stood beneath a night made festive with stars. They’d ridden through desert to come to this city of blue and gold, arriving as the evening sun set fire to domes that floated over walls five miles around. They’d come to meet the man who now ruled from Samarcand: Ulugh Beg.

			They stood before an open tent lit by braziers set against stone tuqs, their carved horsetails moving with the flames. Inside, they could see men talking, and one of them break away. He shuffled over to them in slippers, his thin frame stooped beneath his thoub. 

			‘Luke Magoris.’ He kissed the cheeks of one. ‘They made you Protostrator of Mistra. Is that a prince?’

			Luke Magoris crossed his hands to his heart and bowed. ‘Majesty. Not a prince, something less.’ He straightened to look at the man in front of him. He saw thin hair sprung from a neck that seemed too thin to hold a head. The eyes that studied him were reserved, uncertain; too young to rule. Luke looked around him. ‘You still use your grandfather’s garden?’

			Ulugh Beg pointed to the sky. ‘I come here to look at the stars. There’s too much light in Samarcand.’

			Luke Magoris gestured to the men behind him. ‘My friends. You will remember them.’

			Matthew, Arcadius and Nikolas were dressed in the armour of the Varangian Guard and were as tall and fair as Luke. They bowed. 

			Ulugh Beg dipped his head. ‘Varangians are difficult to forget.’ He looked back at Luke. ‘Prince Mehmed is here already.’

			‘Alone?’

			‘No. He’s brought Murad.’ He paused. ‘And Yakub.’

			Luke saw two men and a boy approach. The first was Yakub, gazi chief of the Germiyan tribe, more centaur than man. He was short, middle-aged, and had legs curved by the saddle. He held Luke hard to his chest, rising on tiptoe to whisper into his ear: ‘We have some work to do here, old friend.’

			Luke kissed him, then turned to the Ottoman princes: father and son. He’d met Mehmed as he’d been led in chains from the battlefield at Ankara. He saw how little he’d changed from his two years with Tamerlane. He had the flat face of the steppe, but something of the court in his dress. The boy at his side was a scowl beneath a turban. Luke bowed. ‘Prince Murad. We are to teach you in Mistra.’

			The boy’s frown flooded its banks. ‘Against my wishes. My tutor is Bedreddin.’

			Mehmed put a hand on his son’s shoulder. ‘Greek philosophy is no bad thing for a prince. Bedreddin teaches only the Koran. It is agreed you will go to learn from Plethon in Mistra.’ He spoke to Luke. ‘Will Suleyman march on Constantinople? I hear he expects cannon from Venice.’

			Luke shrugged. ‘Your brother is unpredictable these days.’

			The Prince nodded. ‘All that effort to bring Tamerlane to fight us and we are back where we were. Was it worth it all, Luke Magoris?’

			Was it? Was all that blood worth a dying empire? A memory of a child came to him, a child with a toy amidst a ruined city: four dead eyes staring up into his. Luke turned away. 

			Ulugh Beg gestured to chairs. ‘We should sit.’

			When they’d sat, when the sherbet had been poured and the pastilles lit against the first night raiders, Prince Mehmed turned to Ulugh Beg. ‘You will know why we’re here.’ 

			Ulugh Beg nodded. ‘You are here, Prince Mehmed, because your older brother Suleyman is winning his war against you.’ He turned to Luke. ‘The Protostrator of Mistra is here because Suleyman may attack Constantinople. You both want my help to defeat him.’

			Mehmed said: ‘As you are obliged to do. Tamerlane released me to rule over all the Ottoman lands. And he meant for Byzantium to survive.’

			Ulugh Beg was grave, apologetic. ‘He did. But after Ankara, Suleyman took half the army to Europe, while you were captured.’ He spread his hands on the table. ‘Our time of war has passed. We seek peace now: peace with the Chinese, peace with Byzantium, peace with you Ottomans. Tamerlane’s armies are dispersed. Can you not divide the Empire between you?’

			Mehmed shook his head. ‘Suleyman has invaded Anatolia and taken Bursa. It’s too late for that.’

			Ulugh Beg shook his head. ‘But we have nothing to give you.’

			Luke said: ‘You still hold Musa.’

			Ulugh Beg turned to him. ‘We thought you considered Musa dangerous. It’s why Tamerlane kept him here after Ankara.’

			‘And we are grateful,’ said Mehmed. ‘But my brother can raise the faithful against Suleyman, especially if we put Bedreddin at his side. They are both fanatics.’ He paused and glanced at Luke. ‘And Suleyman is not what he was.’

			Luke nodded slowly. Suleyman was debauched these days, they said, but he still had the army. Musa and Bedreddin were risks they’d have to take if Byzantium was to be saved. 

			‘My Varangians will go with them,’ he said. ‘They’ll watch them.’

			*

			When Ulugh Beg had finally agreed to release Musa, when they’d feasted on horse, drunk toasts to Tamerlane and mostly gone to their beds, Luke went alone out into the garden. He walked on a path between tall grasses that breathed garlic and mint. Around him, the air danced with winged creatures and above shone a thousand diamonds set in velvet. In the distance, he heard the cry of an elephant. 

			There was a torch approaching as he knew there would be, moving with her walk. It stopped in front of him.

			‘You’ve come.’ Shulen reached up to touch his cheek. The torchlight made her face a landscape of hidden valleys. ‘You’ve come and you’ve changed.’

			Luke bent to kiss her forehead, then drew back to look at her. Shulen, the shaman’s daughter whom he’d brought from the steppe to meet Tamerlane; Shulen, who’d turned into the daughter of princes. She was wearing a collared tunic of white silk and her hair was gathered above a neck that was longer than he remembered. 

			Had he changed? He was older now, certainly: over thirty. He had a wife and two sons. He’d governed Mistra for four years and worked hard to do it well. Was there grey in his hair? 

			He said: ‘You haven’t.’

			‘Did you hear the elephant?’ she asked, looking round. ‘They live here now that the building’s stopped.’ 

			Luke had heard. Samarcand had fallen silent with Tamerlane’s passing; the builders gone home. Weeds grew in these gardens where he’d once set his tents, and his elephants took their ease among ostriches, gazelles and, quite possibly, a snow leopard to hunt them all. 

			‘Ulugh Beg will not build?’ 

			‘Observatories perhaps, one day. He is not like his grandfather. He doesn’t destroy.’

			They were silent after that, both thinking of a man who’d nearly ruined the world. 

			‘But he couldn’t destroy China,’ she said. ‘It destroyed him.’ She paused and looked up at him. ‘How was your journey?’ 

			‘It was the same as we made, this time by caravan.’ 

			She smiled, remembering Arcadius falling from his camel in a night of no stars. They’d crossed the desert of Kara Kum on their way to Tamerlane and it had nearly killed them. ‘Well, we got here, and we brought Tamerlane back to fight Bayezid.’ She paused. ‘And he returned to Samarcand. Eventually.’

			‘And you went with him.’

			A bat skittered by and they heard the elephant again, fainter now, for the garden was very large. The air was strummed by tiny wingbeats and Luke felt the secret life of the night all around him.

			‘Tell me about Ulugh Beg.’

			‘He likes astronomy,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t think Ptolemy counted the stars properly.’ 

			Luke looked up into the heavens and thought of nights above a caravan. ‘There’s comfort in the stars.’ 

			‘Because they’re constant? But some fall and die.’

			Luke smiled. ‘And will he rule well, Ulugh Beg?’

			Shulen thought for a moment. ‘He is young but he’s already wise.’ She paused. ‘He wants peace with everyone.’ 

			Luke took her arm and they walked on. ‘Shulen, we brought Tamerlane to fight Bayezid but it only bought us time. Suleyman is preparing to march on Constantinople. And he’s getting cannon from Venice.’

			‘So your two-thousand-year empire might finally fall?’ She glanced at him. ‘Can some part of it not be saved?’

			She knew him so well, better than anyone, perhaps even Anna, his wife ‘Perhaps Mistra can be saved. Plethon thinks so.’

			‘And your Varangian oath to the Empire?’

			He didn’t answer. 

			‘So what will you do?’ she asked.

			‘Stop Suleyman getting the cannon, I suppose. I have a new army of Varangians, a hundred giants brought from England by Matthew. And Yakub is lending me some gazis. They’ll go with Musa to attack Suleyman in Europe. Do you know Ulugh Beg has agreed to release Musa?’

			Shulen nodded. Beneath the moon, her long, dark beauty had an alchemist’s touch. ‘Mehmed is playing a risky game, letting Musa loose in Europe with Bedreddin. And even if Mehmed wins his war, we both know who’ll be his heir. Did you see Murad tonight? Bedreddin has made a holy warrior of the boy.’

			Luke remembered the stubborn silence, the unrelenting scowl. He said: ‘I have a plan for Murad. My price for helping Musa is for Murad to be tutored by Plethon at Mistra.’ He stopped and looked at her. ‘But you’re right. No peace with the Turks will last forever and they won’t rest until they’ve taken Constantinople. So perhaps I will make Mistra into a fortress: build a wall at Corinth and a navy to stop people going round it.’

			‘And how will you get the money?’

			‘How will we get the money, Shulen. Matthew, Nikolas, Arcadius . . . we’ll do it together.’

			They’d come to a stone bench beside the path, bordered by tall grass. They sat and Shulen took off her shoes, curling her toes into the dew. Luke said: ‘Matthew will train our Varangian army with Arcadius. After it helps Musa, it can go to Italy where they pay well for mercenaries. And Nikolas will go to China.’

			‘China?’

			Luke nodded. ‘If Ulugh Beg will allow it, Nikolas will stay in Samarcand and join the next mission to the Ming Emperor. I want to trade with them.’

			‘And what will you trade?’

			‘Alum, mastic, horses.’ He looked at her. ‘The Portuguese have a new ship that will take them round Africa one day. Then China will be open to all. We must get there first.’

			Shulen considered this for a while, her eyes on his. Luke saw the doubt in them. 

			He said: ‘You’ll be against it, as Matthew is. You’ll say we’re soldiers, not merchants. But if we’re to save Mistra, we’ll need money. Look at the Mamonas family, look how rich they’ve got through being merchants.’

			‘But you’re not a merchant, Luke.’ 

			‘You never knew me on Chios,’ he said quietly. ‘Marchese Longo taught me the business of trade and I became rich. I can do it again.’ He paused. ‘We can do it again. We’ll become a Varangian brotherhood of merchants or we’ll see our homeland disappear.’ 

			Shulen leant forward. ‘And me? Am I not a sister to your brotherhood? After all, I came to get Tamerlane with you. You couldn’t have done it without me.’

			It was true. But they’d been soldiers then, the best in the world and, in a way, she’d been a soldier too. She studied him for a time, seeing the same resolve that he’d brought to the business of Tamerlane. She’d followed him there and would have followed him further had things been different. She bent down to find her shoes. ‘I’ll go to China with Nikolas. Why not? I’m bored here.’

			There was a rustling from the grass behind them. They heard the crack of wood splitting. Something big was coming towards them, something hidden by the night. Luke rose and put his finger to his lips. ‘Stay here.’

			He thought it might be an elephant or roebuck or even ostrich. Then he remembered the snow leopard. He looked around for a weapon and saw a stick lying next to the bench. He picked it up.

			‘Luke.’

			But he was already walking away, feeling the grass wet against his thighs. He glanced back at her, his hand raised. 

			He heard the sound of branches pulled from trees, more cracking. It was too big for a leopard. He crept forward, the stick before him.

			Then he saw it.

			He turned and called to Shulen and she came. She took his hand and they both looked. Fifty paces to their front, they could see a long neck and, above it, the shape of a head pulling leaves from a tree. The head had little horns that glowed under the moon.

			‘Tamerlane’s jornufa,’ said Luke.

			CHAPTER TWO 

			AMASYA, ANATOLIA, SPRING 1409

			The city of Amasya hardly needed walls to defend itself. High in the mountains of northern Anatolia, it was perched astride the Iris River, which wandered down its valley like a sailor ashore, bumping the mountains as it went. It had always been a cussed, dogged place, made so by its geography. It had been where Prince Mehmed had spent his youth; now it was his sanctuary. 

			A shelf of rock split the city in two and on this rock sat the citadel. It dominated the valley, and the steepness of the slopes, before and behind, made it impregnable. In a courtyard overlooking its walls, Mehmed was talking to Yakub, chief of the Germiyans and one of the few people he could trust. 

			The two men were sitting on a bench too far back to see anything but colour. The sky was awash with it, fierce blue surrendering to night and leaving bloody claw-marks in its wake. Below, out of sight of the sitters, was a torrent of lava spilling out from the dying sun. The only sound was the drone of insects come up to carouse. 

			Mehmed had just finished reading a letter from his son. ‘Murad writes that he’s unhappy in Mistra and wants to come home,’ he said. ‘Or better still, go and fight with Musa. He hates Plethon and wants to learn from Bedreddin again.’

			‘That would be dangerous.’

			Mehmed didn’t reply. Had Bedreddin really turned his son into a fanatic? And would the calm logic of a Greek syllabus change him?

			Yakub rose, his hand on Mehmed’s shoulder. His long hair was greying with his beard, but his chest was broad and his neck clustered with muscle. He was dressed in the deel of the gazi chief and his boots were worn. ‘Let’s worry about Murad later. It’s Suleyman we should concern ourselves with. He has the army: the janissaries, sipahis, bashibozouks.’

			‘But not the hundred gazis you’ve lent to Luke.’

			Yakub looked out at the tenuity of pink that was still the day. Soon they’d hear the muezzin’s call and shuffle of prayer in the castle’s corridors. Soon it would be night. 

			‘No, not them. And not cannon.’ He paused. ‘Yet.’

			*

			Far to the west, a hundred Varangians and an engineer from Chios were waiting in ambush on a hill. They were lying on their fronts on grass still warm from the day, overlooking the main road that linked Edirne to Constantinople. The hill fell steeply to the road and then a wide river, too deep and fast to cross. It was a good place for an ambush. 

			They were waiting for an army to arrive with wagons. They expected it to be about a thousand strong and made up of sipahi knights, janissaries and wagons with cannon in them, cannon recently bought from Venice by Suleyman. Luke was lying between Matthew and the engineer Benedo Barbi, who was holding wires.

			Matthew said: ‘They won’t be expecting anyone to attack such a large force, especially at night.’

			‘It won’t be night when I’ve pulled my wires,’ said Barbi. ‘Where are the gazis?’

			Luke shrugged. ‘Don’t ask me, ask the general. Matthew, where are they?’

			‘Waiting down the valley with Arcadius.’ 

			‘And our guns?’

			Matthew pointed. ‘In front, behind that stockade.’

			Luke could feel tension in the air between them. This was the Varangian Company’s first battle. They were outnumbered five to one but they had surprise and Benedo Barbi on their side. Luke rolled on to his back. ‘Tell me again how you recruited them.’

			Luke liked the story. Three years before, Matthew had travelled through Europe, part of an embassy sent by the Emperor Manuel to raise money for Byzantium’s cause. In England, they’d been entertained by the English King at his palace at Eltham. 

			‘They were bodyguards to King Henry,’ said Matthew. ‘It was after a feast on Christmas Day and the King asked what gift we’d like since he was unable to part with money. I suggested his bodyguard.’ 

			Luke smiled. ‘The first Varangian business. Should we call it a campagna as we do on Chios?’

			Matthew glanced along the line of soldiers, all with longbows and axes by their sides. He pointed to one kneeling behind them. He wore the same uniform as the others: a scaled cuirass over a green tunic. ‘That is Peter of Norfolk. Call it a campagna and he’ll desert. No, we’re the Varangian Company, descendants of the men who came from England with your ancestor Siward after the Normans took their country. Peter’s good. He was with John Hawkwood’s Company for the Italian wars.’

			Luke knew how useful Peter had been. He’d organised the men into thirty lances; two bowmen and a man-at-arms in each. He’d mounted the lances so they could deploy quickly in battle. He asked: ‘Have you thought how we’ll use them in Italy? I’m told that the condottieri change sides, sometimes in the middle of battle if the bribe’s big enough.’

			‘So we’ll swear our Varangian oath and be loyal.’ 

			Matthew thought for a while. Then he turned to Luke and lowered his voice. ‘Is all this wise, Luke?’

			Luke propped himself up on his elbows. ‘Do you mean taking Suleyman’s cannon? We’re going to destroy them.’

			Matthew was silent for a while. ‘I meant this trade with China. Nikolas should be here with us, not acting the merchant.’

			They’d talked of it before and would do so again. Matthew’s idea of Varangian brotherhood did not include trade. Luke said: ‘A hundred men cannot save Mistra. Only a wall and a navy can do that. We need money.’ He took hold of his friend’s arm. ‘Matthew, Mehmed is losing this war. If Suleyman wins, he’ll attack Constantinople. And when Constantinople falls, where will he go next?’

			*

			Six hours later, the trip wires were still intact. The three men had stopped talking and one was asleep, nudged awake whenever his snores got too loud. 

			Matthew put a finger to his lips. ‘Shh! I heard something. Squeaks.’

			There were lights in the darkness. The squeaks came from wheels; the lights from torches held by riders. There was the jangle of harness and the ring of hoof on stone and the blow and neigh of horses. The lights went on forever.

			Luke could just make out the outline of Barbi’s helmet. ‘How long until they trip the wire?’ 

			‘Any moment.’

			Luke drew his sword and ran his thumb over the dragon head. He curled his hand around the scales of its neck, finger by finger. The sword had been his ancestor Siward’s: the first English Varangian.

			Then, suddenly, it was day. The wires had been tripped and little fountains of flame sprang up all down the road. Horses reared and the air was full of shouts. Luke could see sipahi cavalry at the front and back and, in between, janissaries guarding three long wagons. Matthew lifted his arm.

			‘Now!’

			There was the swoosh of arrows in flight. The range was good and the targets bright. Arrows parted mail and fifty sipahis fell to the ground. 

			‘They’re going to deploy,’ shouted Matthew. ‘Aim low to bring down the horses.’

			The sipahis were spreading out across the bottom of the hill, readying their horses to charge. The slope was steep and they could see nothing above it, blinded by the light all around them. They’d lost a quarter of their men and dead horses were getting in the way. Then a man raised his sword and kicked his horse up the hill. 

			‘Aim low!’

			The next volley was more lethal. The sipahis were silhouetted by fire and more horses fell, some on top of their riders. It was mayhem but still they came on. It took two more volleys to stop them and by then half their number were on the ground. An order was shouted and the sipahis turned back down the hill.

			*

			About half a mile distant, Arcadius was sitting on his horse in front of a line of Germiyan tribesmen. It seemed an unlikely pairing, but Arcadius had learnt how to ride and shoot in the service of Tamerlane and it wasn’t very different from what these men did. 

			He saw the glow ahead. The night was still and the sound of escape wafted down the valley to him. 

			It took some time for them to come. The retreating janissaries were on foot and the wagons slow. At last there were torches. 

			‘Now!’

			Arcadius kicked his horse and leapt forward, the rest following. They were invisible to the men below but the janissaries heard their hooves and fired into the night at whatever was coming towards them.

			The gazis fell on them like jackals. There was hatred between the Anatolian tribes and the men who’d come to their land to crush them into obedience. They attacked them with swords that parted heads from shoulders, heads that only saw their attackers for an instant before they fell. They got close to the wagons but their momentum had stalled and the janissaries were fighting hard. Arcadius yelled his orders and the gazis fell back, ready to charge again.

			There were shouts and the sound of hooves. A group of sipahi knights came out of the darkness and dismounted. Covered by the janissaries, they turned the wagons back the way they’d come. Arcadius watched them go.

			*

			At the ambush, Barbi’s incendiaries had burnt themselves out. Half of the Varangian Company had advanced with Matthew down the hill, driving the sipahis back to the road. The Turks now were few in number but they knew what they must do: wait for the wagons to come up and then try to ride them out through the barrier ahead.

			Luke was still on the hill with Barbi, Peter of Norfolk and the bowmen. He saw torches on the road and heard the rumble of the wagons. There was an explosion and, in its sudden light, he saw the smoking barrels of two ribaudekins between tree trunks laid across the road. The little guns had poured grapeshot into the sipahis and a dozen men and horses lay on the road, their bodies ripped open. The men in front were trying to get away but those behind were still advancing and there was a river to one side and a hill to the other. 

			They chose the hill.

			But Luke was on the hill and the archers, led by Peter of Norfolk, were lined up beside him, bows at the ready. 

			The sipahis came on. They’d left the cannon on the road and were now charging up the hill, most on foot. But they were surrounded. They stopped and formed themselves into a square and fell to the arrows and grapeshot that came at them from every direction. At last they broke and ran and Matthew’s men parted to let them through. 

			When it was over, Luke walked down to where Matthew stood amongst the bodies. ‘How many dead?’ 

			‘Theirs? Most of them. Ours, three wounded, I think.’ Matthew stooped to pull an arrow from a sipahi and give it to an archer. There were cheers behind them and they turned. The Varangians were on top of the wagons. 

			‘So Suleyman won’t get his cannon.’

			Matthew nodded. ‘And Constantinople gets another reprieve. Should we take the cannon to Mistra?’

			Luke rubbed his eyelids between his fingers and thumbs. He felt the exhaustion of relief. He was alive, his friends were alive, and the battle was won. ‘We’re needed here,’ he said. ‘It’s as I said: we throw them in the river.’

			CHAPTER THREE 

			EDIRNE, SUMMER 1409

			The surgeon Şerafeddin Sabuncuoğlu had already made a name for himself in Amasya when Mehmed sent him to cure Suleyman of his headaches. That had been when the brothers were still talking to each other. Sabuncuoğlu prescribed opium for the pain. In time, Suleyman’s migraines were joined by melancholy and Sabuncuoğlu prescribed opium for that too. By the third year of the war between Bayezid’s sons, Suleyman was addicted. So Mehmed brought the doctor home.

			Now, smoking no fewer than ten pipes a day, Suleyman had become more degenerate, even, than his father. He spent most of his time in the harem, surrounded by creatures who were as addicted as he. He’d replaced his father’s concubines with women of every age, size and colour. There were some too fat to stand, some young enough to be his offspring, and even an amputee. He’d become addicted to cleanliness, wearing gloves to eat. His food was tasted a dozen times before it reached his table and he ate beneath gauze. He dreamt, once, that all the figs in the palace garden had been coated with poison and decreed that every fig tree in the Empire be felled. 

			The Grand Vizier, of course, had ignored the decree. Both he and Suleyman’s greatest general, Evrenos Bey, had watched Suleyman’s decline with concern, doing what they could to conceal it from the court and, especially, the army. But Suleyman had taken to wearing make-up to hide his pallor, sometimes applied clumsily. The army didn’t like it.

			Zoe Mamonas was sitting with Suleyman in a room in the basement of the palace, connected by a secret corridor to the harem. Its walls were decorated with coupling men and women. There were low tables and cushions around the walls and on each table stood a pipe with a funnelled lamp beside it. The air was thick with smoke and Zoe felt sick. She thought of Mehmed.

			How clever you’ve been.

			‘You will die of it,’ she said. Her face had hardly changed over the years. It still held the langourous beauty that had driven men to do things they shouldn’t, in bed or with a knife. Her long hair, black as jet, travelled to her waist over a body still shaped by the contours of youth. ‘Either it, or the army, will kill you. It’s been Mehmed’s best weapon.’ 

			She studied him. He’d just finished a pipe and his eyes were bloodshot and unfocused, his hands shaking. He was very different from the man she’d tried so hard to marry. Then, he’d been a slender spear of a man, pointed of nose, beard and intellect. He’d been a compact and subtle vessel of ambition and she had, in her way, admired him. Now he was old before his time. 

			He coughed. ‘It helps me rule. Anyway, I have Rumelia and most of Anatolia; he has Amasya. I have an army of fifty thousand; he has some gazi tribes. You exaggerate, as usual.’

			‘You also have Musa on these shores,’ she said, waving the smoke away. Her eyes were stinging. ‘And some Varangians who’ve stolen your cannon.’

			Suleyman frowned, trying to focus on the woman in front of him. Why did she always want to talk about bad things? ‘We’ll get more.’

			‘Not for a long time. Venice takes six months to cast them.’

			‘I intend to take Constantinople.’

			Zoe laughed. ‘Take Constantinople? How? You’ve got two brothers fighting you now.’

			Suleyman used a distant part of his mind to ponder this. It was true that the akincis, the Anatolian tribesmen on the frontiers of the Empire, were rallying to Musa, liking the sound of his jihad. But Constantinople was Suleyman’s destiny.

			‘I will take Constantinople when I have defeated Mehmed and Musa,’ he said. He looked up at her. ‘Why don’t you go and poison them? It’s what you’re good at: whoring and poisoning.’

			Zoe coloured. Suleyman knew that she’d been Tamerlane’s mistress after Ankara, but he didn’t know that she’d only stayed with Suleyman because she wasn’t welcome anywhere else. She might be heir to Pavlos Mamonas, Venice’s richest banker, but few cities would welcome the woman who’d so nearly brought Tamerlane into Constantinople. Not even Venice.

			‘Be nicer to the army, Suleyman,’ she said quietly. ‘Evrenos Bey told me you punished the janissaries: beat them and confiscated their cauldrons. That wasn’t intelligent.’

			‘They didn’t bow to me when I passed. How could I not punish them?’

			‘They didn’t know it was you, fool. Their aga told me you were wearing make-up. Now they hate you, as does everyone else.’

			‘As you do?’ Suleyman stood unsteadily, kicking over a table, sending its clay pipe to the floor. ‘Why don’t you leave then?’

			‘Because, Suleyman,’ said Zoe, standing too, ‘if I went there’d be no one left you could trust. Think about that before you insult me again.’

			Suleyman stared at her. He was breathing hard, his chest rising and falling, his fists clenched. So often he’d wanted to hit her. But she was right: he needed her. He sat down. A servant began to gather the pieces of the pipe but Suleyman waved him away.

			‘Why are you here?’

			Zoe remained standing. ‘Because my father is here.’

			*

			Upstairs, Pavlos Mamonas was striding up and down, his shoes squeaking on the turn. He was in his late fifties and wore his little remaining hair short. His face was handsome but lined with care and cowled by a second chin. He was pale and tending to portliness, the result of hibernation inside his Venetian fondaco. He’d never got over the death of his son eleven years earlier and blamed himself every day.

			Zoe blamed him too. She’d been Damian’s twin and had loved her brother. His death had secured her sole inheritance of the vast Mamonas trading empire but that had not stopped her speculating as to how he’d died – and who was responsible.

			The man she suspected was standing in front of her now, his hat in his hands. Beside him stood the Grand Vizier wearing a white housecoat and a tall hat that brushed the ceiling. The two bowed low as she and Suleyman entered.

			Suleyman went unsteadily to the throne and sat down. He called for wine. Zoe intercepted the cup and put it down beside him. 

			‘I hear that you are richer than ever, Pavlos,’ said Suleyman. ‘Tell me, why is banking so profitable?’

			Mamonas thought for a moment before replying. ‘Because the Catholic Church doesn’t like it and doesn’t understand it, lord. So there’s little competition and what there is makes up its own rules.’

			Zoe watched Suleyman summoning the effort to absorb this, his fingers to his temples. He said: ‘I have to talk to you about getting more cannon.’

			Pavlos Mamonas glanced at Zoe. They’d not spoken since Damian’s death. ‘In the matter of the war between you and your brothers, lord,’ he said, ‘I regret the Serenissima must now remain neutral.’

			‘Is that because she thinks Mehmed might win?’ 

			Pavlos Mamonas remained silent, knowing it to be the reason.

			The Grand Vizier spoke. ‘It is understandable that Venice is reluctant to provoke Mehmed, but sending Musa to Europe has unsettled the whole frontier. He has the Sufi Bedreddin with him who is inciting the akincis to raid across the borders of Wallachia and Serbia. Venice is not so far away.’

			Pavlos Mamonas spread his hands in apology. ‘The Serenissima seeks peace between the sons of Bayezid.’

			Suleyman lost his temper. ‘Peace? Venice would like nothing more than for us to destroy each other!’ He looked at Zoe. ‘Is this your father? He doesn’t sound like the Pavlos Mamonas I used to know.’

			Zoe looked at her father for the first time. ‘What is it that worries Venice?’ she asked quietly. ‘Suleyman will win this war because he has the army. So why won’t she support him?’

			Pavlos Mamonas stared back at his daughter. If he thought of Damian daily, he thought of her every hour. He had agreed to this meeting in the hope of seeing her, but he looked into eyes filmed with indifference. 

			The vizier began to speak but Suleyman raised his hand. He was getting bored. ‘Without cannon, Pavlos,’ he said, ‘my army cannot take Constantinople. What should it do instead? It wants me to lead it somewhere.’

			‘It can defeat Musa.’

			‘But many in its ranks admire Musa. I need to do something more popular first.’ He glanced at Zoe, malice in his eyes now. ‘What about Mistra? There’s plenty of gold in Mistra, gold to buy cannon from somewhere other than Venice.’ He paused. ‘And Mistra doesn’t have walls.’

			Zoe looked hard at Suleyman. She saw the red, dilated eyes, and the pallor of a sickness too far gone to return. His madness would kill her too. She wanted to be somewhere else. ‘If you march on Mistra, Musa will be free to take Edirne.’

			Suleyman shrugged. ‘Let him. I’ll create a new kingdom out of the one you and your father left.’

			*

			As Pavlos Mamonas was leaving the palace, he was stopped by his daughter. She led her father into a small room with a fountain at its centre, tiled in blue majolica. The water played over coral, making a music that might have soothed. She stopped with the fountain between them, trailing her fingers in the water, moving them to make little currents, before looking up. 

			‘Suleyman cannot take Mistra.’

			Pavlos Mamonas stared at his daughter. He’d not seen her for an eternity and only water separated them now. He could almost touch her. He said: ‘With Luke and the Varangians away, it would not be difficult.’

			Zoe turned to one side so that her father saw only profile. ‘I mean that he cannot be allowed to. It’s directly on the trade route to Alexandria. Imagine what Turkish corsairs would do to our shipping.’

			Pavlos knew it well. Generations of Mamonases had been Archons of Monemvasia until they’d been expelled for siding with the Turk. His ancestors, and Zoe’s, had been pirates; it was how the Mamonas fortune had been founded. He nodded.

			She glanced at him. ‘It is also the gold route from Africa to Venice and the basis of Venice’s wealth. It would be a disaster for Venice, for us.’

			Us.

			‘You wish to come back to Venice?’ asked Mamonas, still staring at his daughter. ‘It may be too soon. People remember your adventure with Tamerlane. But . . .’

			Zoe was shaking her head. ‘I wish to leave Suleyman but I will make my own arrangements. I know it’s too soon to return to Venice.’ She looked into the water. ‘I will come back when I’m pardoned and when you’re dead.’

			Pavlos felt the blade go deep into his heart. His knees weakened and he put a hand out to the fountain’s wall. His daughter had turned away and begun to walk towards the door.

			‘Venice must get to Mistra before Suleyman,’ she said. ‘You must persuade her to attack Monemvasia. It’ll bring home the Varangians and might allow Suleyman to win his war.’ She paused at the door and turned. ‘Venice has always wanted Mistra. Now she must take it.’ 

			*

			Later that night, Zoe was walking through the back streets of Edirne. She was dressed head to toe in the blackest of garments with a veil drawn across her face so that only her eyes were visible. She couldn’t see further than a few paces ahead but there was no one to bump into. The streets were empty of people and the only living things she met were dogs scavenging outside a butcher’s shop. She thought of a night in Venice when she’d walked through streets noisy with crime on her way to buy poison from a man with a viper on his door. That was in Christian Venice, a city full of churches and cats. Muslim Edirne had no crime or poison and dogs instead of cats. It was a place of infinite dullness and she loathed it. 

			A dog emerged from the night, offal in its mouth. It growled and she kept close to the wall. 

			She came to a door. It was identical to others in the narrow street and she checked to left and right before knocking. It was opened by a big man she knew: Yusuf, once a janissary and now her slave. She kept him in a house in the city for meetings of any private kind. 

			Inside the room there were candles but no wine on the table, this being a Muslim house. A man rose from the table as she entered. He was tall, middle-aged and bearded. He wore the clothes of a Sufi theologian, plain, long and with beads hung from its belt. His face was serious and his mouth had the curve of the ascetic. Zoe disliked him on sight.

			‘Sheikh Bedreddin,’ she said, removing her cloak and passing it to Yusuf. She sat.

			The man bowed from the neck and remained standing. Nothing in his face indicated pleasure to meet her.

			‘Please sit,’ sighed Zoe, gesturing to the seat from which he’d just risen. ‘I can’t talk to you standing up.’

			The sheikh sat so stiffly that Zoe wondered that his joints had allowed it. He glowered at her from beneath eyebrows as thick as hanging gardens. She noticed beads of sweat above them; the sheikh had not been here long.

			‘I was thinking, on the way here,’ said Zoe pleasantly, ‘of how remarkable it is that Muslim and Christian can live so peaceably together in this city.’

			‘It is the wisdom of Muhammad,’ murmured the sheikh. ‘Conquest, then peace.’

			‘You yourself’, continued Zoe brightly, ‘came from a Christian mother who continued to practise her religion after marriage. I can’t imagine that happening in Rome.’

			Sheikh Bedreddin remained silent, not liking any mention of his mother. Zoe could hear the clack of fingered beads from below the table. Was he praying as he spoke to her?

			‘Anyway,’ Zoe said, placing her palms on the table. ‘I am pleased that you agreed to come. I want to talk about Suleyman.’

			‘Whose creature you are,’ said Bedreddin nastily. The scowl had never left his face.

			‘Whose friend I have been, yes. Until another usurped me.’

			‘The opium?’

			Zoe nodded. ‘Sent by Mehmed to cure his headaches. A form of warfare better suited to us Byzantines, you might imagine.’ She composed herself, bringing her hands to her knees. She leant forward slightly. ‘Suleyman is powerful but vulnerable. The opium makes him erratic. People no longer love him – they fear him.’

			‘Did they ever love him?’ asked Bedreddin.

			It was a good question. Probably not, but at least they’d feared him. She heard a creak at the door. Yusuf was listening, as he always did. She didn’t care; her body kept him loyal.

			‘You will need help to destroy Suleyman,’ she said quietly. ‘My help.’

			For the first time the Sufi showed some surprise. ‘You are here to betray him? Why?’

			Zoe looked at her hands. ‘That is my business. What you will want to know is what I want in return. I want Musa’s friendship and protection after I deliver Suleyman to him.’

			‘Will you kill him?’

			‘No, I won’t kill him, I’ll persuade him. When the time is right, I will tell you to bring Musa’s army to the walls of Edirne.’ She paused. ‘But I’ll want Musa’s word first: his word on the Koran that I will have his protection.’ 

			Zoe rose. She had noticed for some time that the man before her smelt. She wished, suddenly, to be outside. She walked to the door and stopped. She thought of something and turned. ‘I wonder how Murad is getting on?’ she asked. ‘It will be interesting to see which genius finally nourishes the young mind: yours or Plethon’s.’

			CHAPTER FOUR

			MONEMVASIA IN THE GREEK PELOPONNESE, SUMMER 1409

			The little party stood in the square of Monemvasia and looked out to sea. It was a summer morning of some bluster and the ships below were bobbing like apples at a Lenten fair. There were square-rigged round ships from Italy, galleys and carracks from the Levant, picards from Normandy and a brand-new lateen-rigged caravel flying the flag of Portugal. Some had bunting pitched between bowsprit and rudder that flew like washing in the breeze. It was a carnival afloat and it was there to celebrate the enthronement of a new despot: Theodore, a boy of fourteen.

			By Luke Magoris’s side stood his wife, Anna, clamping her tunic to her front with one hand while holding her son’s hand with the other. The boy was her six-year-old image and bored. Next to him stood a stout man dressed in a toga: Plethon, disciple of Plato and, with Luke, co-ruler of the despotate these past two years until Theodore’s coming of age.

			The small square was bordered by the bell tower of the Elkomenos Church, the Patriarch’s palace and a balcony that looked out over a million terracotta tiles down to the deep blue of the Mirtoon Sea. Beneath was the maze of house, step and alley that made up Monemvasia, second city in the Despotate of Mistra. Behind, a wall of red rock soared up to palaces, churches and gardens where the rich lived, of whom there were many. The city, perched like a jewel on the forefinger of the Peloponnese, was on the trade route from Europe to the East. 

			Luke was studying a round ship flying the flag of Chios, an island he knew well. He turned to his son. ‘Hilarion, tell me again why we’re here.’

			The boy was staring up at the tower wondering when the bells would ring again. He looked up at his father, blinking in the sunlight. ‘We’re here to meet the Lord and Lady of Chios and take them to Mistra.’

			‘Who’ve you missed out?’ 

			The boy thought for a while. ‘Giovanni, my cousin, who is to be your page. I will be friends with him.’

			Anna glanced at her husband. ‘He’s not really your cousin and he might think you too young to play with. He’s twelve.’

			‘Does he speak Greek?’

			Luke nodded. ‘He speaks Greek, Latin, French and Italian. He has a gift for languages, it seems.’

			‘Like you.’ His wife stared ahead, the phantom of a smile on her lips. ‘Just like you.’

			Luke frowned and turned to the philosopher. ‘Plethon, what do you think of these?’ He gestured to a hundred giants who ringed the square, dressed in the blue and gold armour of the Varangian Guard. Each had an axe strapped to his front.

			‘I’ve never seen such monsters,’ said the philosopher. ‘Can they talk?’

			‘Hush, old man, or they’ll cut off your head. They’re no bigger than I am.’ This was true. But then Luke Magoris was a Varangian himself. ‘Did you hear they stole Suleyman’s cannon? As soon as Mehmed becomes sultan, I’ll send them to Italy to be mercenaries.’

			‘And what will you call them?’

			‘The Varangian Company, of course. They’ll make us rich, Plethon.’

			There was a blast of trumpets and Hilarion jumped. A man and woman had walked into the square. He was dressed in black and she in a tunic of red damask embroidered with flowers. Behind them walked a tall boy with long, fair hair above a doublet slashed to reveal two colours of silk. The sword by his side seemed too small for him. 

			‘Marchese Longo, Fiorenza.’ Luke’s arms were wide. ‘You are most welcome.’

			The woman kissed him, raising herself on tiptoes to see beyond. ‘Ah, Hilarion. Of course.’ She came back to earth. Two dimples had appeared on either side of a smile as she tilted her head. ‘He has his mother’s looks, lucky child.’

			Anna came forward. ‘You are without shame, Fiorenza.’

			Marchese Longo was looking up at the rock behind, his eye travelling up the zigzag steps that joined the lower town to the upper: an acropolis perhaps. He looked at Plethon. ‘They say you’ve started a school.’

			Luke put his arm around the philosopher’s shoulder, ‘The best in the Empire. But I could wish the teaching more Christian.’

			Longo said: ‘I’d heard that Prince Murad had joined it.’

			Plethon nodded. ‘His father wanted it. He is difficult.’

			They heard shouts below them. People had stopped in the streets and were staring out to sea, crowding the balconies, pointing. Luke looked out and saw that a new island had risen from the deep.

			Bang!

			The island had disappeared, exploding in fire and smoke. Monemvasia shook between its walls and its citizens sank to their knees. Hilarion’s hands were too late for his ears.

			Luke walked forward to the balcony at the front of the square, lifting his hand to the sun to see. Far out, well beyond the round ships and galleys and carracks, with its decks still smoking from the discharge of twenty-four cast-bronze cannon, was the biggest ship he’d ever seen. 

			On its aft-deck, emerging through the smoke, were two men in long robes: one tall, one short. They seemed to be looking back at him.

			*

			The larger of the two men was dressed in a red silk zhiju that fell to his ankles. On his head was the black cap, the jin, worn by senior functionaries of the Ming Dynasty of China. He had high cheeks and forehead and good teeth. He was in his late thirties and looked used to command. The shorter man was perhaps a decade older. He was long-bearded, slightly stooped and had the look of learning about him. He turned to the other. ‘We have their attention.’

			Admiral Zheng was used to his flagship commanding attention. The ship had nine masts with twelve sails before them. At 444 chi, it was many times larger than any ship in the sea around it.

			The smoke was clearing and the city came back into view. They could see a square ringed by giant statues. There was a tall man in front looking at them. Zheng gave the order to lower the sails. Soon the colossal ship had dropped anchor and come to a stop. The sailors cheered, some swinging their pigtails. The admiral had brought them to their journey’s end. 

			Admiral Zheng said: ‘What a lot of ships. Why are they so decorated, Chen Cheng?’

			The smaller man shrugged. ‘Who knows why the barbarians celebrate?’ He brought a handkerchief from his sleeve and dabbed his forehead. The day would be hot. ‘Did you see the giants in the square?’

			‘Barbarians.’

			‘But clever barbarians,’ said Chen Cheng. ‘They brought the Mongol Tamerlane to fight their enemy.’ He lowered his arm and stared at the city to their front. ‘And they brought us here.’ 

			*

			It was entirely coincidence that Admiral Zheng and Chen Cheng had arrived at Monemvasia the same week as guests for the Despot’s coronation. They considered the coincidence propitious. From Luke’s point of view, it was inconvenient. He’d not counted on envoys arriving from the Middle Kingdom. He sent riders ahead to the city of Mistra to arrange rooms.

			The party that set forth on a day of sun and scent was about two hundred strong and contained an emperor, a dozen kings, emirs, sheikhs and scores of ambassadors. They came from the Holy Roman Empire, Hungary, England, France, Burgundy, Portugal and both Spains. The Lusignan King of Cyprus rode beneath a palanquin with a young leopard on his lap, the English royal duke with a barrel of Malmsey on his. There was silk from the East, damask from the West, and the Papal Legate wore a ring the size of an ostrich egg. Behind it all marched a hundred fair-haired giants with axes and longbows. It was the Journey of the Magi and children came to the doors and were told to watch and not speak. They’d not see its like again. 

			The day smelt of lemon and liquid. The winter rains had been heavy: the rivers were full and the air alive with the sound of water. There were birds that swept out of nowhere in flapping swarms, lizards on the road and butterflies in between. God looked down on the little Kingdom of Mistra and made all fair for its new despot.

			Luke rode at the front between Marchese Longo and Matthew. He glanced at the two Chinese behind, sitting beneath their sunhats like things embalmed. He leant towards Longo. ‘I want to discuss trade with you, Marchese. Trade with China.’ 

			Longo smiled. He was a good man who’d been a father to Luke since his own had died. He and Fiorenza had given him a home on Chios, an education and the foundation for his fortune. ‘I hear Nikolas is there now.’

			Matthew said: ‘Where he shouldn’t be. We’re Varangians, not merchants.’

			‘Except that Luke has proved himself good at being both,’ said Longo. ‘And you’ll need money to save Byzantium.’ He looked at Luke, his head to one side. ‘I assume it is still Byzantium you want to save, or has Tamerlane changed things?’

			Luke didn’t answer. Tamerlane had so nearly taken Constantinople, had shown how weak this Empire now was. Of course he’d changed things.

			Matthew brought his horse closer to Luke’s, leaning across him to talk to Longo. ‘Luke’s listening to Plethon now,’ he said. ‘He wants to turn Mistra into a fortress and call it Sparta. He wants a wall at Corinth and a navy.’ He paused and bent further forward. ‘He thinks we should save what can be saved.’

			‘And you agree?’

			Matthew drew back and shrugged. ‘Suleyman could threaten Mistra but we have our oath to defend the Empire, our oath to the Emperor.’

			Luke was frowning. ‘It makes sense to defend Mistra in case Constantinople falls,’ he said. ‘Which is why we need money.’ He turned to Longo. ‘How much have I on Chios?’

			‘Not enough for your wall. And certainly not enough for a navy as well.’

			Luke nodded. ‘So I’ve been thinking of starting a bank. The nobles are fleeing from Constantinople to Mistra with their money. Someone needs to look after it.’

			They rode on for a while in silence. Then Longo said: ‘The Medici of Florence are the people to talk to.’ He paused and lowered his voice. ‘They have a plan to buy the papacy, did you know that? It might be a good time to talk to them.’

			‘How do you buy the papacy?’ 

			‘Well, first you find a rogue to be pope. In their case, he’s a pirate called Baldassare Cossa whose cardinal’s hat has already cost them ten thousand florins. Then you spend whatever it takes to put him on the throne of St Peter. It’ll be worth it to get the banking.’

			‘And how do we gain from this?’

			Longo leant forward in his stirrups to wave flies away from his horse’s ears. ‘All new popes need money and Cossa will need more than most. The Medici might want some of your nobles’ gold.’ He straightened up again. ‘And the beauty of it is that the Curia’s debt is the safest investment in the world.’ He paused. ‘But what about Venice?’

			‘Venice?’

			‘I stopped at Negroponte on the way here. Something’s happening there. They’re assembling a fleet.’

			Luke pondered this. ‘Against the Turk?’

			Marchese shook his head. ‘They have no reason to fight Suleyman at present. And if they wanted to attack Musa they’d not do it from Negroponte.’

			‘Do you think they’re coming here?’ asked Matthew. ‘But they have no pretext.’

			‘Oh, they’d find one if it mattered enough,’ said Longo. ‘And it would matter to them very much if they thought that Mistra might be threatened by Suleyman.’

			Luke stopped his horse. Tamerlane had bought them time against the Turk, not Venice. ‘Venice might invade?’ He shook his head. ‘But they’re a Christian ally.’

			Longo had stopped too, as had Matthew. He looked from one to other of the Varangians. ‘Venice’s only true ally is gold,’ he said quietly. ‘If she thought her trade route to Alexandria might become prey to Turkish corsairs, she’d do whatever was necessary to prevent it.’ He paused. ‘Venice may be your enemy, Luke, as much as Suleyman.’

			They heard the sound of hooves behind them and Giovanni came level. Luke saw that he sat his horse well.

			My page. My son.

			He knew it, Anna knew it and, of course, Fiorenza knew it. But did Marchese Longo know it?

			*

			They reached Mistra early the following evening. The day had been jovial, the translators working hard. Even the Ming envoys had smiled at the cat that had jumped up to sit behind Hilarion like King Janus’s leopard. As they’d ridden down into the Vale of Sparta, not one of them wasn’t happy to be alive, and Mistra caught their mood. It was a city in carnival. The streets and houses had been washed clean and flowers bloomed from every balcony. They walked up the steep, stepped streets and people crowded at their sides and threw petals. Wine was passed and toasts made in a score of tongues. 

			Longo turned to Luke. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it!’

			Luke laughed. ‘It’s not every day they see such a sight.’

			‘No. I meant the building.’ He pointed up the hill. ‘There must be a hundred palaces being built. Think of the money coming in. A bank makes sense.’ 

			They arrived at the palace square to find the Varangians there before them. They’d formed two lines of shimmering mail at the end of which stood Manuel, Emperor of Byzantium, with his wife and son: the new Despot of Mistra. Matthew went to stand next to them; Luke, Anna and Plethon behind. 

			Manuel II Palaiologos was, at this time, in his sixtieth year and the pressures of keeping up appearance had told heavily on his spirit. His empire may have started with Romulus and once ruled much of the world, but now all that was left was Constantinople and this little Despotate of Mistra that his son would rule. Appearances were hard to keep up for an emperor with no money. His wife, Helena Dragaš, was daughter to the King of Serbia and her jewels were in pawn in Venice.

			Manuel watched his guests approach and spoke to Matthew from the corner of his mouth. ‘King Henry of England has written to me, Akolouthos. He’s offered money for the return of his bodyguard.’ 

			The Empress intervened. ‘Which we’ll not accept. If he didn’t have money when you asked for it, then it’s not worth having now. Besides, they look splendid. Look at them, Anna.’

			‘They’ll need wives with ladders, Matthew,’ said Anna. ‘Had you thought of that?’

			*

			The coronation passed without complication. The morning was hot and an awning had been set above the colonnaded courtyard of the Cathedral of Agios Demetrios. 

			Luke, Anna and Hilarion walked down from the palace behind the Ming envoys. Word had travelled and people stared from every window, too amazed to throw petals.

			When the guests were seated beneath the awning, the Patriarch led Theodore and his parents into the cathedral for prayers, Luke and Plethon following. Theodore knelt in the vaulted aisle while the Patriarch lifted psalms and incense to heaven. Then Theodore was led to the narthex. He received Holy Communion, had his forehead anointed with oil and placed the jewel-studded diadem on his own teenage head. Finally he rose, pulled the cope tight to his shoulders and heard hosannas from the choir outside.

			Afterwards, there was a feast in the palace square, the guests carried there by garlanded litter. Twelve courses of meat, fish, vegetables and fruit were served beneath a trellis of twisted vine, orchids and pimpernels, with lemon cut for its scent. The afternoon sun played its delicate fingers across the tables beneath, scattered with flowers and every colour of wine. By the time dinner was served, the guests were merry.

			Afternoon turned to evening, then night, and candles were lit the length of the tables. Between the vines, the stars emerged one by one, tiptoeing into the sky like late guests. A beacon was set aflame on the citadel tower high above the palace and everyone raised their glasses to it. Other beacons would be lit across the hills, jumping like fireflies until they reached the sea and Monemvasia.

			The Emperor was seated between Luke and Admiral Zheng and the translator behind was telling the story of their voyage.

			‘We left China and travelled west to the port of Malacca in the Empire of Singapura. From there, it took two months to reach the Kingdom of Kotte in Ceylon where we were becalmed for a month. Then we sailed round India to arrive at Calicut where the rest of the fleet stayed to trade spices. The admiral brought only his flagship further.’

			Luke asked: ‘And how did you get to us?’

			‘We sailed up the Red Sea and were towed to the Nile by canal. We came up the Nile to Alexandria and from there into your Middle Sea.’

			Luke frowned. ‘But the Mamluks of Egypt have never allowed such a thing.’ He turned to Plethon. ‘Is it not so?’

			But Zheng had risen. The translator asked: ‘The admiral wonders if you doubt his account?’

			There was a moment of silence when the sound of the feast around them seemed somewhere else. Luke stared at the admiral.

			Chen Cheng, sitting on Luke’s other side, had also risen. He glanced at the admiral. ‘We have a gift for the new Despot,’ he said. ‘Not here but out there.’ He gestured towards the square’s balcony that looked over the city.

			Manuel had already risen and was moving towards the side of the square. Soon the balcony was full of spectators staring into the darkness. Luke walked over to Anna, who had taken Hilarion on to her lap. He looked down and kissed his son on the forehead, his cheeks between his palms.

			‘What is it, Father?’ Hilarion asked, looking up. ‘What have the Ming brought our emperor?’

			‘We’ll go and see. Giovanni, will you come?’

			Giovanni picked up Hilarion and swung him on to his shoulders, holding on to his hands to keep him steady. He looked up at the boy. ‘You’ll need my height to see over the heads. Hold on.’

			The boys left and Luke asked: ‘Did she bring it?’

			Anna nodded.

			He whispered: ‘We may have to watch him now.’

			They’d reached the end of the balcony where it met the palace wall in a little alcove where Plethon taught his school. They stood on either side of Hilarion who was above the crowd with both hands on Giovanni’s head. Anna reached up and squeezed his hand.

			She did so just in time.

			There was a deep thud to their front, far out in the valley, that seemed to rise from the ground. Then another and another. A giant was stamping his way through the night up to the city walls and the crowd gasped and backed away. 

			Now bangs came out of the sky, loud bangs that could have been the stars exploding, and a thousand cats shed their skins. The night, quite suddenly, became a garden. Flower after flower exploded into bloom. There were peonies and chrysanthemums, willows and palm trees. Colour flashed and cascaded in waterfall and rain, throwing silver across the Evrotas River and turning it into a dragon.

			Luke heard Hilarion’s scream. He looked up to see his son’s hands clamped to his ears, his face streaked with terror. Giovanni fell to his knees and Anna lifted Hilarion off his shoulders and carried him into the alcove. Luke looked at the crowd to their front. No one had seen. He turned to Giovanni. ‘Come with me.’

			Luke led Giovanni to the alcove, turning him to face the crowd. Behind came the sound of struggle. ‘Don’t look.’

			The screams went on for a while, then became moans. Anna came out to Luke. ‘I’ll take him home.’

			‘I’m coming.’ 

			She took his arm. ‘No you’re not,’ her mouth next to his ear. ‘Nothing has happened and if nothing has happened, there’s no need for you to come. You’re needed here.’ She turned to the older boy. ‘Giovanni, please bring your mother to the Laskaris house. Quickly.’

			The firework display continued, pulling blossom from the night until, with one final explosion, the garden became a wilderness. Then all was silent. 

			*

			Much later, when most of the guests had retired, Luke and Plethon were sitting on the square’s balcony, looking out into the night. They hadn’t spoken for a long while and Luke was frowning. 

			At last Luke said: ‘They came round Africa, didn’t they?’

			‘Yes they did,’ said Plethon. ‘And if it can be done from the east, it can be done from the west, which makes your plan to trade with them wise. You can make Mistra rich.’

			‘And safe.’

			‘And safe.’ He glanced at Luke. ‘We both know that we can no longer look to Manuel for our protection. He has barely enough money to repair Constantinople’s walls, let alone build one for us.’ He paused and turned. ‘The time is coming when you’ll have to make a choice, Luke: do you work to save Byzantium or Mistra? The Turk won’t disappear.’

			Luke nodded slowly, still frowning. ‘Marchese says we may be in danger from Venice too, and soon. He saw a fleet assembling at Negroponte.’

			Plethon stroked his beard. ‘Most likely. They’ll not want to see Suleyman take Mistra, which is what he might do now he’s lost his cannon. It would threaten their entire trade route to Africa.’

			‘So we need a navy as much as a wall. And quickly.’ 

			They didn’t speak for some time and Plethon began to hum softly. In the square, people were standing together in small groups, talking in low voices as if anything louder would diminish the wonder that had come from the sky. At last Plethon put his hand on Luke’s arm. ‘Hilarion’s sleeping,’ he said. ‘Fiorenza’s draught worked.’

			He received no answer and glanced sideways. Luke was staring at the ground. ‘Plato had it,’ he said gently. ‘So did Caesar. They called it morbus comitialis in Rome, “the disease of the assembly”. God knows why.’ He paused. ‘One of our emperors had it too, Michael the Paphlagonian, I think. It goes with greatness.’

			‘Michael wasn’t very great. He usurped the throne and imprisoned his wife.’

			‘Well, yes. But Plato? Now there’s greatness. I mean to tell you that it needn’t get in the way of a good life. Anyway, the mixture worked. He’s sleeping peacefully.’

			They heard a cough and looked up. Standing in front of them was Chen Cheng. They rose.

			Chen Cheng said: ‘May I talk with you? We leave tomorrow. The admiral is consulting his maps.’

			Luke saw servants approaching with chairs. The Ming envoy had assumed they would talk. 

			Chen Cheng sat very upright and spread silk over his knees with his palms. ‘You know that we didn’t come for the enthronement. The fireworks were hastily prepared.’ He looked from Plethon to Luke. ‘You sent a man and a woman to us to enquire into the possibilities of trade. Why?’

			Luke studied the man in front of him. Whoever he was, he wasn’t a merchant. ‘Because the time is right – for you, for us. But then you know that.’

			Chen Cheng tilted his head. ‘Do I?’

			‘Yes,’ said Luke. ‘Because you came round Africa to get here. The admiral misled us.’ He paused. ‘If you can do it, others can too, from the west. Your command of eastern trade looks suddenly precarious. We can help.’ 

			Chen Cheng stared at Luke. His hands were now lost somewhere deep within his sleeves. ‘The Portuguese have a new ship. I saw it in your harbour.’

			‘The caravel, yes,’ said Luke. ‘It can sail into the wind.’

			Chen Cheng dipped his head. ‘In time, that is the ship that will go round Africa from the west.’ He looked towards the square where the lights were being extinguished one by one. There was no sound beyond the clearing of chairs and the cicadas reclaiming the night. He turned back. ‘May we talk of Venice?’

			‘Venice?’

			‘A great trading city that seems to us like a ravenous sea animal with tentacles thrust anywhere likely to contain money. No?’

			It seemed accurate to Luke. ‘You are well informed.’

			‘Venice has an agreement with the Mamluks of Egypt that gives it a monopoly over trade with Africa and the East, nearly all of which comes through Alexandria.’

			Luke nodded. ‘Endorsed by the Pope, who allows only them to trade with the heathen.’

			Chen Cheng continued: ‘It seems likely to us that your kingdom of Mistra will always be coveted by Venice since you are a vital link in its trade route to Alexandria.’ He passed his eyes from Luke to Plethon and back again. ‘But what if we were to make that route irrelevant?’

			Luke frowned. ‘You mean create a new trade route that links the East to Europe without using Egypt?’

			Chen Cheng inclined his head. ‘Yes, one that brings our ships as far as the Persian Gulf. From there it is only seventy days by caravan to Constantinople.’

			Plethon was frowning now. ‘But that would mean taking it through Mongol and Ottoman lands.’

			‘Yes,’ said Luke, speaking as much to himself, ‘which would be possible if Mehmed wins his war. Ulugh Beg would certainly allow it for Mongol lands.’

			Chen Cheng withdrew his hands from his sleeves and placed them back on his knees. ‘And Mehmed might win his war with your help.’

			Luke stared at the Ming envoy. Chen Cheng must have spoken to Nikolas. What was being offered was nothing less than a realignment of world trade to the benefit of those that might arrange it. It was a dazzling prospect. But there was still a question.

			‘Why us?’ he asked.

			Chen Cheng smoothed the silk over his knees. ‘There could be many reasons. Because you know the Turks and the Mongols, and now us? Because you need to find a place in the world for your empire? Because I have come to like Nikolas and Shulen?’ The Ming envoy looked hard at Luke. ‘Most of all, because you need to get rich, Luke Magoris. Rich enough to save Mistra from those who covet it.’

			Luke nodded slowly. He’d sent Nikolas and Shulen to China to trade horses and mastic: this was a much greater opportunity. But was it real? ‘And your emperor? Does he know of this thinking?’

			Chen Cheng smiled. ‘My emperor wishes to bring the whole world into Confucian harmony. To do this, he is creating great fleets and an encyclopaedia of all human knowledge that is nearly complete: the diadan. The fleets will bring it with them. With trade comes harmony.’

			Plethon sat up. ‘All human knowledge? Not just Chinese?’

			‘All that we have gathered; all that we will gather.’

			Luke glanced at the philosopher, knowing where his mind was travelling.

			‘And might it include certain papers brought to you by Nestorian Christians many centuries ago?’ Plethon asked, leaning forward. ‘Papers from Constantinople relating to their heresy?’

			‘Assuredly.’ Chen Cheng’s eyes were studying Plethon carefully. ‘There is some legend of a treasure here at Mistra, one brought out of Constantinople when it was taken by the Franks. It is said it may save your empire one day. We have speculated what it might be.’

			But Plethon had risen quickly and was already arranging
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