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 Preface

Constantinople,
1305

It was common
knowledge among those who could read and studied the scriptures
that an earthly paradise existed. The modern-day Garden of Eden was
to the east of the inhabited earth, beyond the great encircling
ocean that battered the western shores of Spain and Africa. A place
of beautiful foliage and scents where there were no extremes of
heat and cold. Where fruits were ripe all year round and where the
righteous enjoyed a paradise overflowing with fruit, olives and
grapes. It was so written in the books of Genesis and Revelation.
But it was beyond the realms of men.

However, for those who
were wealthy enough it was possible to create their own earthly
paradise: a sanctuary of brilliantly coloured flowers, iridescent
grass and fragrant plants, around which were streams, fountains and
animals. Such places were where the best of nature was recreated.
But only if one was rich enough.

Andronicus Palaiologos
was one such individual. The emperor, Basileus – the Greek
word for ‘sovereign’ – Sebastos, meaning ‘Majesty’, and
Porphyrogenitos, denoting ‘born in the purple’ and
confirming he had been born in the delivery room of the imperial
palace in Constantinople, called the Porphyra because it was
panelled with slabs of purple marble, was a devoutly religious man.
He had devoted much of his wealth and time to restoring churches,
establishing monasteries and overseeing his earthly paradise.

So much of the world
was dark, violent and filled with things unpleasant to the eye,
such as deformed, diseased peasants, the poor in general, and, far
more distressing, religious buildings in a state of disrepair. The
emperor of the Roman world was therefore determined to create his
own earthly paradise, which was a large confined space near to the
Blachernae Palace in his capital city. The garden was surrounded by
a high wall because its inner pleasures were only for the empire’s
élite, and then only at the invitation of Andronicus himself.

The emperor’s
expansive garden was filled with water channels, fountains and
lawns full of flowers surrounded by cypress, walnut and elm trees.
But his proudest achievements were the vineyard, olive grove and
vegetable patches, which provided food for the palace kitchens. In
this way, Andronicus fed his family like the simple farmer of Roman
antiquity labouring under an unforgiving sun. It was true the
imperial earthly paradise was staffed by a small army of gardeners,
who rectified the many mistakes the emperor made when tending to
his vegetables and vines, but for Andronicus the time spent in his
garden brought him closer to God and provided a bolt-hole from the
barbarity of the world.

He tried to visit his
garden most days, exchanging his rich attire for a straw hat, linen
tunic and leggings and simple leather slippers. He wore soft
footwear so he did not make a sound when walking, the garden being
above all a place of contemplative silence. To this end, there were
no screeching peacocks stalking the lawns, though doves were
allowed, the emperor regarding their cooing as most soothing. He
frowned when he heard heavy footsteps behind him, turning to see
his son approaching.

Michael Palaiologos,
co-emperor, was now is his prime. Stout but not flabby, he was both
energetic and brave, his feet firmly rooted in reality as opposed
to his father’s obsession with other-worldly matters. Wearing a
shining lamellar cuirass of burnished overlapping steel plates, a
glittering helmet in the crook of his arm, he bowed crisply to his
father.

‘You have come from
Adrianople?’

‘Yes, father.’

Andronicus sighed and
turned back to his vines. Holding a small wicker basket in his left
hand, he began pruning the plant with a small pair of shears.

‘It is most important
that all side branches have only five leaves, and any off-shoots
developing from side branches must be pinched back
immediately.’

‘I have come to report
in person.’

Andronicus continued
pruning.

‘My head gardener is a
Greek, a tedious individual who has all the irksome traits of his
race. But I suffer him because his knowledge pertaining to vines is
second to none. He was most adamant that all my grape vines should
be in a wind-free site in full sun and on a south-facing slope with
the rows running north to south.

‘He certainly knows
what he is doing.’

The emperor stopped
his pruning and turned to face his son once more.

‘Do you?’

‘I like to think so,
father.’

‘The news from
Adrianople has preceded you. I heard yesterday of the murder done
at your banquet.’

Michael bristled at
the word. ‘You instructed me to deal with Grand Duke Roger and his
Catalans and I have done so.’

‘You invited him and
three hundred others to a feast and had them murdered. Their
friends and relatives currently lodging on the Gallipoli Peninsula
will be most aggrieved when news of the atrocity reaches them.’

A smile creased
Michael’s lip.

‘The Catalan Company
served its purpose, father, but abused your hospitality. For that
it has paid an appropriate price, one that will have been taken
notice of by potential enemies. It is just the first part of a
grand strategy that will restore the empire’s fortunes.’

Andronicus went back
to his pruning.

‘May I enquire as to
the specifics of this grand strategy?’

‘The army assembling
at Adrianople was for a campaign against the Bulgarians. However,
the campaign of the Catalan Company in Anatolia convinced the
Bulgarian king that is was wiser to agree a peace treaty with us
than risk the Catalans rampaging through his country.’

‘A threat now
removed,’ said Andronicus.

‘It makes no
difference father. The army at Adrianople will march south to the
port of Rhaedestus and take ship to Artake, there to link up with
Count Michael Cosses, after which I will lead it through Anatolia
to crush the infidel emirs who suffered greatly at the hands
of the Catalans last year. By this time next year, father, Roman
rule will have been re-established throughout western
Anatolia.’

Andronicus seemed
pleased but then his forehead creased.

‘I commend you on your
ambition, Michael. I was wise to place you in charge of the
empire’s military affairs. But what of the Catalans on the
Gallipoli Peninsula.’

Michael gave him a sly
smile. ‘A snake without a head cannot survive, father. But to
ensure the Catalans do not pollute Roman soil longer than is
necessary, I have taken steps to eradicate them.’

Andronicus put down
the wicker basket and stepped back to admire the immaculately
pruned vine.

‘Is that why Admiral
Morisco left the Golden Horn with my fire dromons
yesterday?’

Michael nodded. ‘The
admiral is part of a two-pronged attack. The second prong under
General Kassianos left Adrianople a few days ago.’

The Golden Horn was a
natural deep-water harbour on the northern side of the peninsula
Constantinople had been built on. The Horn offered shelter for the
imperial navy’s warships and merchant vessels and the entrance to
the harbour was guarded at all times, not only by ships but also by
a giant chain across its entrance.

Andronicus turned away
from the vines.

‘What about Osman Bey,
who was untouched by the Catalans last year?’

Osman Bey, one of the
Turkish warlords who had seized control of large swathes of
Anatolia, was based east of Constantinople, inland of the southern
shore of the Black Sea. His victory against the imperial army at
the Battle of Bapheus three years before had shaken the empire to
its core and was directly responsible for the emperor hiring the
Catalan Company.

‘General Mouzalon and
the imperial army stands ready to beat off any attack against the
city, father,’ replied Michael.

General Mouzalon,
commander-in-chief of the imperial army, was a solid if not
particularly inspiring leader. His army was small and the forces of
Osman Bey considerable. And yet, after his great triumph the
Turkish warlord had been forced to divide his army to guard his
emirate against the incursions of numerous jealous emirs
around his growing domain. This had resulted in a stand-off between
his own forces and those of General Mouzalon.

‘Once I have finished
visiting vengeance against those emirs worsted last year,’
continued Michael, ‘I will march north, link up with General
Mouzalon and invade Osman Bey’s lands.’

‘My lands,’
said Andronicus sternly, ‘for God gave Anatolia to the Romans and
the infidels are only temporary occupants. I realise now why the
Catalan Company came to us.’

Michael suspected one
of his father’s long and tedious religious sermons was about to
ensue and said nothing, so his father would not be tempted to wax
lyrical.

‘God showed me that
even Catholic mercenaries could triumph against the infidels.’

He smiled and placed a
hand on his son’s shoulder.

‘How greater will be
the victory when an army of the Orthodox faith, the true religion,
sweeps through Anatolia. God is with you, my son, of that I am
certain.’

A shadow spread across
Michael’s face, which was detected instantly by his father.

‘What troubles
you?’

Michael avoided his
father’s gaze. ‘Mother is sending soldiers from Greece to aid me
against the Muslims. They are led by the prodigal son.’

Andronicus rolled his
eyes. It had been two years since his wife, the Empress Irene, the
fiery Italian princess who had been impossible to control, had left
the city to establish a rival court in the city of Thessalonica in
the kingdom of the same name, which her powerful family had an
ancient claim to. Wilful and hot-headed, Irene had declared her
intention never to return to Constantinople, having found the
imperial court too restricting, though in fact she had grown tired
of her husband and his increasing ascetic lifestyle. The court in
Thessalonica was much happier and carefree, much to the disgust of
the Orthodox Church. The apple of the empress’ eye was her eldest
son, stepson of Andronicus and step-brother of Co-Emperor Michael,
the handsome, pampered and opinionated John, titled Despot in
recognition of him being a son of the emperor. Now nineteen years
old, he thirsted for military glory and was marching at the head of
a Greek corps to satisfy his hunger.

Andronicus nodded
sagely. ‘He is your brother, Michael.’

‘Step-brother,’
growled Michael, ‘who hates me.’

‘An exaggeration.’

‘It is two years since
I last saw him,’ said Michael. ‘We did not part amicably and I
doubt his dislike of me has diminished during that time.’

‘He was a boy then,
now he is a man,’ declared Andronicus. ‘You must give him the
benefit of the doubt, if only because we need the soldiers his
mother has sent to accompany him.’

‘At least they have
been raised, equipped and paid for by Thessalonica,’ said Michael,
‘which removes one major headache.’

Andronicus picked up
the basket and went back to his pruning.

‘I heard you had your
personal gold and silver melted down and converted into coins to
pay the wages of your soldiers.’

‘Treasury Timothy has
been poking his nose where it is not welcome,’ hissed Michael.

‘As imperial
treasurer, finances are his business, Michael. His taxes are
proving unpopular, and it troubles me that even with the additional
revenue you have had to resort to desperate measures.’

Michael shrugged.
‘Great reward demands great sacrifice, father. I am planning to
reverse decades of imperial decline. My private jewels pale into
insignificance beside such a quest.’

‘I will command
Patriarch Athanasius to order his priests to say prayers throughout
the city so God may bless your holy mission.’

‘Perhaps you might
also ask the patriarch why his churches have refused to donate
money to the imperial army as well, father.’

Andronicus spun and
wagged a finger at his son.

‘Churches and
monasteries are houses of the Lord, Michael, and as such may not be
troubled by earthly matters. Donations to the church are a means by
which sinners may begin their long journey on the path to
redemption.’

‘I had no idea
Constantinople was so full of sin,’ replied Michael dryly.


 


 Chapter
1

The waters of the bay
where the Catalan fleet was anchored were calm and a perfect blue,
seagulls hovering in the sky as they floated on the pleasing breeze
blowing from the north. Luca stared absent-mindedly at the thirty
or more galleys and cargo vessels with sails furled and oars
withdrawn from the water. The bay to the north of the city of
Kallipolis, where the Catalan Company had made its camp prior to
marching to the city of Adrianople to take part in Co-Emperor
Michael’s great campaign against the Bulgarians, was a beautiful
spot. The surrounding hills were covered with pine and olive trees,
and the many springs in the area brought fresh, cool water to the
sprawling camp of thousands of soldiers and their dependents. It
was an idyllic spot, a place free from Turkish emirs, whose
lands began a short distance away, across the Hellespont that
separated the Gallipoli Peninsula from Anatolia. But Luca would
have gladly swapped the peninsula for Turkish-held territory
following the atrocity at Adrianople. As their memories cleared,
Luca and Jordi remembered being invited to the mansion of Princess
Maria, sister of Emperor Andronicus, where they were given wine by
the princess. That was their last memory. They had obviously been
drugged by the princess and spirited out of Adrianople and taken to
Gallipoli, though the motives of the woman they had saved in
Constantinople in what seemed like another life was a mystery. But
as the days passed and no word came from Adrianople, the awful
realisation that something dreadful had happened dawned on the
company, confirmed by rumours among merchants and travellers who
had heard of a great slaughter at Adrianople. There were other
signs something was terribly wrong. The company’s horsemen –
fifteen hundred Catalans, commanded by Bernat de Rocafort, plus
Melek’s three hundred Muslim horse archers – had been shipped to
Gallipoli on the company’s vessels. But their horses had been left
on the Artake Peninsula, the stronghold of Count Michael Cosses,
supposedly a friend and ally. But he had sent word that an imperial
order had arrived, along with General Mouzalon and several hundred
horsemen, for all Catalan horses to be taken north instead of being
transported to the Gallipoli Peninsula. And the governor of
Kallipolis had begun to insist that all trade with the company be
conducted outside the walls rather than inside his city. He then
issued a proclamation stating that all Catalans were forbidden from
entering Kallipolis, on pain of death. Menace and impending doom
hung over the Catalan camp like a huge invisible cloud.

‘Are you attending the
meeting, Luca?’

He stopped his
daydreaming to rise to his feet, turning to face the woman who had
become the de facto queen of the company. Carla Rey, wife of Sancho
Rey, had spent half her adult life accompanying her husband around
Sicily when the company had been battling the French on behalf of
King Frederick of Sicily. She had lived in tents, stood by the side
of her husband with a spear in her hand when danger threatened, and
became the voice of the company’s dependents: the women and
children who were usually the faceless ghosts of a mercenary army.
The years had fashioned an inner core of resilience that some would
term callousness, though Luca would call it determination. She had
shown him and Ayna kindness and consideration, but now the former
quality was absent from her character. Just as her face had lost
any trace of softness in the aftermath of her acceptance that her
husband had been murdered, so had her personality hardened.

‘Of course, lady, I
was just gathering my thoughts.’

She did not speak as
they paced from the beach, Carla staring ahead with unblinking
eyes, a sword and dagger at her hip. They walked to the centre of
the camp where there was a great square, in which thousands of
people were gathered, most wearing the simple attire of the
Almogavars – shirt, a sheepskin coat called a zamarra,
leggings and coarse leather footwear called abarka.

The crowd parted to
allow Carla through, men and women alike smiling and placing a
gentle hand on her arm as she passed, Luca receiving firmer pats on
the back and arms. A few nodded and muttered ‘Black Sheep’ in
recognition of his nickname and status within the company. He,
along with Jordi, had been saved from the massacre at Adrianople.
Many accorded their survival to the intercession of God, and in the
cloud of uncertainty that the company found itself in, the idea God
might have smiled on two of its members was something to cling
to.

In the centre of the
square stood the other thing that fortified the company. A man who
was as hard as granite and just as unyielding, another individual
who had been spared being murdered at Adrianople on account of
having lost when he and the other captains had drawn lots to decide
who would miss out on the grand banquet being hosted by Co-Emperor
Michael.

Hector was a tall,
thin man with black hair that fell over his black, emotionless
eyes, the stubble on his chin adding to his harsh features. It was
fortunate, or unfortunate depending on one’s point of view, that
the Almogavars were now led by a man whose only true love was war
and killing, with indiscriminate plunder a close second. He nodded
to Carla when she stopped to stand beside him, Luca having halted
at the edge of the crowd to be with his own true love: Ayna. Next
to her stood the buxom Chana, the woman of his friend Jordi, who
stood like a stone statue staring at his mother.

‘Three hundred of our
friends have been butchered by the Romans,’ said Hector loudly.

‘Even though we have
heard no concrete confirmation it has happened, the fact our
friends and loved ones have not returned to us speaks volumes.’

Absolute silence
greeted his words, thousands of faces with rigid expressions
staring back at Hector, now the elected leader of the Almogavar
council and de facto commander of the Catalan Company.

‘I will make this
short,’ continued Hector. ‘Having spoken with many of you to garner
your opinions, I believe we should use our ships to take us to the
island of Lesvos, which we will make our home. It has an abundance
of food and water and we can defend it against the Romans should
they decide to attack us, which I am certain they will.

‘I would take your
vote on this matter now. All those in favour of leaving this place
and moving to the island, raise your hands.’

Luca, Ayna, Jordi,
Chana and nearly seven thousand others did so in a massive show of
agreement and solidarity.

‘So be it. We will
leave as soon as the ships are provisioned. I would have your vote
on a second matter,’ said Hector. ‘I am a simple soldier, but the
company needs a leader who is both a soldier and a diplomat,
someone who is used to trading lies and adept at dealing with
nobility and other lowlifes.’

Laughter greeted his
declaration, and all eyes turned to the one man everyone knew he
was speaking about. Bernat de Rocafort stuck out like a sore thumb
among the drab clothes, rough faces and uncouth manners of the
Almogavars. Born into nobility, broad shouldered, devilishly
handsome and unusually for a Catalan possessing blue eyes, Bernat
was a logical choice, the only choice, to replace Roger de Flor. He
had already led the company’s horsemen to victory after victory in
Sicily and recently in Anatolia. Intelligent, brave and possessed
of a sense of entitlement due to his aristocratic heritage, he
strode forward to stand beside Hector and Carla.

How different they all
looked. Hector and Carla in brown hues, Bernat in silver spurs, a
mail hauberk over which he wore a magnificent scarlet surcoat.
Around his waist was a red leather belt with a gold buckle,
attached to which was a red scabbard holding an expensive sword
with a jewel-encrusted cross-guard and pommel covered in gold
leaf.

No one particularly
liked Bernat de Rocafort but both his horsemen and the Almogavars
respected him for his martial talents. All knew of the dubious
circumstances of his birth, giving rise to his nickname ‘The
Bastard’, but as the company was full of bastards, exiles and petty
criminals, his parentage presented no problems. He smiled at Hector
and tipped his head at Carla before stepping forward to address the
company.

‘Thank you, Hector. If
it is your decision that I should lead the Catalan Company, I
promise you I will do everything in my power to protect you all, as
well as avenging the deaths of our friends so basely murdered at
Adrianople. But first, as Hector has stated, we must move to a more
secure place. Then we can deal with the treacherous Romans.’

‘All those in favour
of Bernat assuming command of the company raise your hands,’
shouted Hector, raising his right arm.

‘What do think?’ Luca
asked Jordi.

‘I will follow my
mother’s lead,’ said Jordi.

Hector had been a
close friend of both Sancho and Carla and so the wife of the former
Almogavar leader had no problems when it came to accepting him as
the head of the company. Bernat was a different matter. But she
knew Hector was not a diplomat or a man of vision. Not like Roger
de Flor who had brought the company to the eastern Mediterranean to
fight on behalf of the Roman Empire following the end of the
Sicilian conflict. In the process he had saved the company from
falling apart. But Roger was dead and if it was to survive, it
needed a leader who had absolute faith in his abilities, which
Bernat did in abundance. Carla Rey therefore raised her hand,
prompting thousands of others to do likewise. Bernat de Rocafort
thus became the commander of the Catalan Company.

The election of Bernat
provided a pleasing interlude to the daily ritual of Luca and the
other Almogavars: rise at dawn, a meagre breakfast, training until
midday, a light meal, camp duties, followed by more training. Camp
duties entailed anything from digging latrine ditches to overseeing
the purchase of food and other necessities from the merchants of
Kallipolis. They also included chopping wood.

Luca swung his axe
twice more before taking a break. The weather was hot and dry and
he was sweating profusely, the more so because the pine he was
attempting to fell was proving to be a tenacious foe. He and Jordi
had been felling trees, mostly young, slender pines with smooth,
light grey bark. But Luca had come across a tall pine with a
reddish-brown, scaly bark, indicating it was a mature tree. He was
now regretting his choice, the pine having a thick trunk that was
proving hard to hack. He stopped, uncorked his water bottle and
took a swig. Other Almogavars were hauling the trunks of felled
trees down the hillside back to camp where they would be fashioned
into sharpened stakes to surmount the earth rampart that Hector had
ordered to be built. Others were collecting firewood.

Jordi grinned and
shook his head.

‘That is one enemy you
will not be able to cut down.’

It was the first time
in a while since his friend had smiled. Ever since their return
from Adrianople, Jordi had been wracked with guilt and had barely
been able to look his mother in the eye. Conversations with Luca
had been stilted and his friend had seemed distant as well as
filled with remorse. But with the knowledge they were leaving
Gallipoli, the pain torturing Jordi appeared to be slowly
dissipating.

Luca handed him his
water bottle.

‘There seems little
point in improving the camp’s defences now we are leaving.’

Jordi took a swig and
gave back the water bottle.

‘I’m glad we are
leaving. I wish we had never seen this accursed land. We should
have stayed in Anaia.’

Anaia, the city the
company had captured in the wake of its great victory of the same
name, was a clean, pleasant place in western Anatolia. The company
had occupied it as a result of negotiations that had seen some of
the Muslim population depart, the rest electing to stay after
assurances from Grand Duke Roger they and their property would not
be molested, and they would not be prevented from practising their
religion.

‘We were treated
better by the Muslims than the Romans, who are supposed to be
Christians like us,’ complained Jordi.

‘Talking of which,’
said Luca, ‘have you had Father Ramon bending your ear about
marrying Chana?’

Jordi rolled his eyes.
‘Chana will not renounce her faith and he will not marry a Jew to a
Christian. So that is that.’

‘Ayna is the same, but
it does not matter. She says her faith saw her through her time of
trial and she will not abandon it. I admire her for that.’

‘Faith.’ Jordi uttered
the word like he was spitting something distasteful out of his
mouth. ‘We came to the land of the Romans in good faith and look
how we have been repaid.’

Luca picked up the axe
and toyed with it.

‘At night, when Ayna
is asleep and the world is quiet, guilt washes over me. I should
have died at Adrianople.’

‘We should have
died at Adrianople,’ said Jordi, ‘and yet here we are. We might
still die, but at least we will do so with weapons in our hands
facing the enemy, and not stabbed in the back.’

Luca stood back and
prepared to hack at the pine trunk once more.

‘Perhaps the Romans
will leave us alone. They have had first-hand knowledge of our
capabilities and they would be foolish to cross us.’

Jordi pointed at the
glittering waters of the Hellespont, prompting Luca to turn away
from the tree.

‘Perhaps you should
have told the Romans that, my friend.’

In the bay floated the
ships of the Catalan Company and approaching them from the north,
their red lateen sails filled with a brisk breeze that had been
blowing all day, were a dozen galleys. Each of the sails was
decorated with a yellow double-headed eagle – the symbol of the
Emperor of Constantinople. The ships were sailing in a long line
and heading straight for the bay. The two banks of oars on each
galley were dipping in and out of the water to supplement the
propulsion of the wind and increase speed. Luca looked at Jordi and
both knew the Roman galleys were about to attack the Catalan fleet.
Those around them knew it as well, Almogavars abandoning their
wood-cutting duties to race back down the hill to camp, from where
horns were being blown.

*****

During the darkest
period in the history of the emperors of Constantinople, when the
Latin crusaders had besieged and sacked the great city, the secret
ingredients of the so-called ‘Greek Fire’ had been withheld from
the Catholic attackers. Only a select few close to the emperor knew
the composition of the dreadful weapon that had been invented by a
Jew named Kallinikos hundreds of years before. He had been forced
to flee his homeland following the Arab conquest of Syria.
Kallinikos had made his way to Constantinople where he had offered
his services as an architect and engineer to Emperor Constantine
Pogonatus, who willingly accepted his offer, which included the
revelation he had invented a new weapon.

A concoction of
naphtha, pine resin, sulphur, lime and bitumen, it was called
‘Greek Fire’ by the Latin crusaders because the Romans of the east
spoke Greek. The Arabs, whose ships had been incinerated by it,
termed it ‘Roman Fire’, while the Romans themselves called it ‘Sea
Fire’.

Admiral Andrea Morisco
was a Genoese by birth but had lived in Constantinople for so long
he regarded himself as a Roman aristocrat. High in Co-Emperor
Michael’s favour, he had been given the most prestigious position
in the Roman navy – commander of the emperor’s fire dromons.
Propelled by two banks of oars on each side of the hull, they did
not have a partially submerged bronze bow-ram to slow them down.
They also did not have a large complement of soldiers on board,
their crews comprising in the main rowers and operators of the
pumps that shot Greek Fire.

The pumps feeding
narrow bronze syphons were mounted on the bows and on
gunwale-mounted swivels, two men operating each pump and another
aiming the syphon. The pumps drew the inflammable liquid from large
vats, forcing it into the syphons and pressurising it so when
released by means of a trigger, it produced a narrow stream of
fluid that shot from the syphon. And as the liquid emerged from the
tube, it was ignited by a flame just beyond the end of the nozzle.
The result was a stream of fire dozens of feet in length arching
through the air.

The crews who operated
the Greek Fire pumps and syphons were highly trained specialists
and their skill became apparent as Admiral Morisco’s lead
dromon sailed into the stationary Catalan fleet. Short
discharges of Greek Fire spat from the bow and sides of the vessel,
the rowers dipping their oars in the water in perfect unison to
drive the vessel forward. The two dromons following also
began spitting fire at the Catalan ships, the other nine fire
dromons circling the idle ships to set more of them
alight.

The rowers in the
admiral’s dromon strained every muscle to power the vessel
forward as quickly as possible to reduce the time any archers or
crossbowmen in the Catalan ships had to respond to the attack. Not
that the crews nearest the dromons would be thinking about
retaliation against the Roman galleys.

Greek Fire stuck to
and burned everything it came into contact with and could not be
doused by water. Very soon high-pitched screams filled the bay as
sailors covered with the sticky, burning substance threw themselves
in the sea, to discover they were still on fire. The only things
capable of extinguishing Greek Fire were sand, vinegar and old
urine, none of which was readily to hand. Both ships and sailors
burned, the blue sky being filled with plumes of billowing black
smoke as the Catalan ships were set alight one by one. To those
watching in horror from the shore, it appeared that not only were
ships burning, the sea also appeared to be aflame. They were not
mistaken because Greek Fire also burned when floating on the
water.

Like mythical sea
serpents, the Roman dromons were spitting fire in all
directions, the admiral’s column having rowed straight through the
centre of the Catalan fleet and exited the other side before the
inferno engulfed them too. Morisco’s galley and those following
then steered around the outside of the burning vessels to join the
rest of his fleet, leading it back out to sea. In the space of
fifteen minutes the Catalan fleet had been reduced to a collection
of burning wrecks, its crews likewise incinerated.

The Catalan Company
would not be leaving the Gallipoli Peninsula, at least not be
sea.

*****

Luca stood with Jordi,
Chana and Ayna in stunned silence as he watched the destruction of
the Catalan fleet. Thousands of others in shock likewise stood with
unblinking eyes at the dreadful sight of the ships on fire, no
sounds now coming from the burnings hulks, and in the distance a
fleet of red-sailed galleys heading back to Constantinople. Most of
the sailors had been on land when the attack commenced, rushing to
rowboats on the beach in an effort to reach their ships and mount
some sort of resistance. They unwittingly rowed to their deaths as
Greek Fire engulfed them, the burning liquid covering the surface
of the water to surround the rowboats before setting them alight.
Few returned to shore.

‘Allah have mercy on
their souls,’ muttered a shocked Ayna.

‘God is not here
today,’ hissed Jordi. ‘Roman bastards.’

‘They want us all dead
and gone from the world,’ said Chana.

A smile crept across
Jordi’s face.

‘What amuses you?’
asked Luca.

‘Now we will have to
march against the Romans. We cannot stay here indefinitely and the
Romans have just declared their intent to annihilate us. Good, I
did not wish to run anyway.’

The Almogavars, their
dependents and the horsemen without horses shuffled away from the
beach to return to their duties. In the bay, burnings ships broke
apart and disappeared from view as their timbers were reduced to
charred flotsam, dozens of blackened corpses also floating in the
water among the driftwood.

The shrill sound of
whistles being blown shattered the silence. Luca glanced at Jordi
and they both knew the day was about to get worse.

‘To your positions.
Enemy approaching.’

The words were like a
bolt of lightning simultaneously going through the body of every
Almogavar. Any numbness, sense of shock or betrayal vanished as
instinctive training took over. Luca and Jordi rushed to their
tents to don their war gear, strapping on javelin quivers, grabbing
helmets, shields and spears. Luca hugged Ayna and kissed her on the
lips.

‘Allah be with you,’
she whispered, placing his helmet on his head.

He checked the sword
and dagger fastened to his belt, the dagger an expensive present
from the emperor for saving the life of his sister Princess Maria,
along with a pouch full of money, all now spent. Running from the
tent, he joined dozens of others rallying to their divisions, in
his case Hector’s command. A grim-faced Jordi was beside him, like
him his round shield slung on the left side of his back and held in
place by a strap over his shoulder, on the opposite side a quiver
containing three javelins. They ran past the rows of sharpened
stakes surrounding the camp to form up on the grassy plain inland
from the beach. Four thousand Almogavars assembled under a hot
sun

‘Form up, form up,
hurry, you bastards.’

Hector was in a spikey
mood. He was running up and down the division, which was forming in
four ranks, each one made up of two hundred and fifty men. Behind
them stood three hundred horse archers, minus horses, commanded by
the dashing Melek, the Muslim mercenary who had joined the Catalan
Company after being captured outside the city of Philadelphia.
Behind them were Bernat de Rocafort’s Catalan horsemen – fifteen
hundred riders also without horses, though Bernat himself and the
other handful of knights in the company did have horses, purchased
from a merchant in Kallipolis. For nobles, it was inconceivable
they should go to war on foot. There were also a dozen scouts
riding old, worn-out horses who provided intelligence concerning
the land around the Catalan camp. It was they who had brought news
that an army was approaching from the north.

General Kassianos and
Admiral Morisco had liaised closely before their fire
dromons had attacked the Catalan fleet. Coordination between
fleets and soldiers on land was tricky, but Morisco had told the
general that he should launch his attack when he saw pillars of
black smoke coming from the bay directly north of Kallipolis. The
smoke would indicate the enemy fleet was burning and would provide
a signal to the general to commence his own attack on the Catalan
camp. The admiral had also been informed by the governor of
Kallipolis that his garrison would sally forth from the city to
complete the rout of the apostate Catholics whose presence polluted
the sacred soil of the empire.
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General Syrgiannes,
the tall man with a thin moustache riding next to General
Kassianos, was of Cuman heritage, a descendant of nomads who had
originally inhabited the great steppes of central Asia. Hundreds of
years before, the Cumans had migrated west to the endless rolling
plains of the Russian steppe, from where they had come into contact
with the Roman Empire. They first raided Roman territory, which
sparked savage reprisals, but later offered their services as horse
archers to the emperor who sat in Constantinople. The emperor
accepted and Cumans began to settle in Anatolia as a reward for
offering their bows to the Romans. But sixty years before the
Catalan Company stepped foot on Roman soil, the Cumans were
defeated by the Mongols, forcing them to flee west where they
settled along the frontiers of Thrace and Macedonia. Some ten
thousand arrived in the heart of the empire, where over the
succeeding decades they became Hellenised to such an extent that
the son of General Syrgiannes had become a close friend of Emperor
Andronicus. Indeed, he was a cup bearer at the emperor’s court.

Such things would be
impossible for heathens and heretics, but the general had been
baptised into the Orthodox faith in Constantinople, and now held
the title of Megas Domestikos – Grand Domestic – the term
for the overall commander of the army. Not the imperial army as
such but the Cuman army raised from his Hellenised people living in
Thrace and Macedonia. It was a prestigious post and General
Syrgiannes was popular both among his own people and the Romans,
who affectionately titled him ‘Master John’ after his baptism.

Count Manuel Kassianos
was also tall but unlike his fellow commander was of Roman descent
and an Orthodox Christian from birth. A native of the city of
Rhaedestus where he and his family lived in a grand mansion, he was
also governor of the port city on the coast of the Sea of Marmara.
He had never been placed in charge of an army before, but
Co-Emperor Michael at Adrianople was still organising the force
that would liberate Anatolia from the Turks, and had insisted the
nobleman lead troops to wipe out the Catalans on the Gallipoli
Peninsula. He had requested Master John assume joint command of the
army, both to bolster the confidence of Count Kassianos and to
ensure the Catalans were put to the sword.

Both men could see the
pillars of black smoke to the south, confirming the destruction of
the Catalan fleet. All that remained was to eradicate the Catholic
camp. Master John had no faith in the thousand horsemen commanded
by Count Kassianos, even though they were well provisioned with a
mixture of leather and mail armour, helmets, shields, spears and
swords. They were essentially a mounted militia with no experience
of war. But he had utmost confidence in his own two thousand horse
archers that could shoot up to six arrows a minute from the saddle.
The battle plan proposed by Co-Emperor Michael also included an
assault on the Catalan camp by the garrison of Kallipolis, led by
the city’s governor. When the emperor’s son had explained the
tactics the two generals and one governor should adopt, Master John
had smiled and remained silent. But he knew coordinating such a
joint attack was almost impossible, despite having sent couriers to
Kallipolis to emphasise to the governor he should lead his forces
from the city as soon as his scouts reported the attack of the
Roman fleet. He therefore discounted the assistance of the garrison
of Kallipolis. His faith rested in the ability of his horse archers
to shoot the Catalans to pieces while remaining a safe distance
from their spears and javelins. He knew the Catalans had no horses,
which meant he did not have to rely on Count Kassianos’ mounted
spearmen to protect his men.

‘The Catalans will be
aware we are approaching,’ said the count.

Master John heard the
nervousness in his voice.

‘It does not matter.
They have no horsemen, which means they can only stand and suffer
under our volleys of arrows. Or if they charge we will simply
withdraw and lure them into a trap. Either way, they are
finished.’

‘I read the reports of
the campaign of these Catalans last year,’ said the count. ‘They
were by all accounts most impressive.’

Master John nodded.
‘Their victories last year have prepared the ground for the
co-emperor to launch his campaign in Anatolia. But now the Catalans
are cornered like rats in a barrel. Where can they go? They have no
ships and no way of leaving the Gallipoli Peninsula. They are
encumbered with women and children, which will negate the one thing
that gave them the edge in many battles.’

The count was none the
wiser.

‘Which was?’

‘Their mobility and
ability to cover great distances at speed, my dear count, thus
giving them the element of surprise on many occasions. Now they
have become like a beached whale. Totally immobile. That will be
their downfall.’

The confidence in the
general’s voice banished the count’s misgivings. He turned in the
saddle to admire the thousands of horsemen behind him, his own in
blue tunics and grey leggings, Master John’s in green tunics, soft
brown hats and short-sleeved mail corselets. Fluttering among them
were dozens of imperial flags showing banners quartered, two
quarters white with a red cross, the other two quarters red with a
yellow cross and yellow crowns on the red.

Count Kassianos was
more used to dealing with arguments relating to boundary disputes
in the lush fields and vineyards around his city and being the
arbiter in the never-ending squabbles between city dignitaries
rather than leading soldiers to war, but his courage was bolstered
by the obvious abilities of Master John. He began to relax and
anticipate the honours that would be showered on him when he
reported back to Co-Emperor Michael that the Catalans had been put
to the sword. Who knows, perhaps he might be taking women and
children back to Rhaedestus for sale in the slave market?

*****

After a quick council
of war with the other captains, Hector stood alone in front of his
division and watched the captains race back to their commands. All
three – Xavi, Ferran and Miquel – were all young. But then the most
experienced Almogavars had been slaughtered at Adrianople. He had
survived because he and his friends – Sancho, Angel, Marc and Biel
– had drawn lots to see who would remain with the rest of the
company while the others enjoyed the hospitality of the Romans. How
he thirsted to repay their treachery.

Four divisions of
Almogavars, four and a half thousand men, stood bunched up to the
north of the camp, ready to battle the approaching enemy. Luca
watched with concern as three of those divisions suddenly departed
the field, turning left to head for the tree-covered hills. He
glanced at Jordi, who shrugged with indifference. Ever since the
murder of his father, he had sensed his friend cared not if he
lived or died. As long as he took a few Romans with him along the
way. Romanus on his other side, like him a former shepherd,
was a Roman, though no one held him accountable for the base
actions of his people. And like him he had joined the Almogavars
because he relished the excitement and freedom that came with being
a mercenary, that and he also found he had a liking for battle.

Hector wandered over
to where Luca stood in the centre of the front rank of the
remaining division. He smiled at him.

‘Wondering where they
are going, Black Sheep?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Good country for
horsemen, this. The land next to the sea is nice and flat and free
from obstacles, which means bodies of horsemen can manoeuvre,
especially horse archers.’

‘Unlucky for us,’
remarked Jordi.

Hector nodded and
squinted to the north.

‘Normally, we would
deploy in a line from the sea to the hills to prevent the enemy
horsemen from outflanking us. But seeing as we do not have any
horsemen and the enemy has horse archers, we must fight differently
today.’

Luca glanced at the
blue waters of the sea on his right and the pine-covered hills on
his left, into which the other three Almogavar divisions had
disappeared.

‘By dividing our
army?’

Hector tapped his
nose.

‘We are the bait to
keep the enemy horse archers amused, to allow the rest of our men
to get behind them.’

‘We are the
target?’

The thought did not
fill Luca with relish. Hector slapped him on the arm.

‘Don’t worry, just try
to avoid the arrows being shot at you. Remember your training.’

He had not had any
training in how to avoid arrows on the battlefield. There
was no training with regard to ducking missiles in combat,
aside from killing all enemy archers and crossbowmen. Hector called
the sergeants to him and issued his orders, which Luca and others
within earshot heard.

‘We will advance to
meet the enemy. Open order. All crossbowmen to return to camp to
defend it.’

Luca shook his head at
the news the division’s strength was to be further depleted, the
two hundred crossbowmen marching back to camp, half a mile distant.
Their retreat prompted Bernat de Rocafort to dig his heels into his
horse and canter over to Hector, who took his place in the front
rank, on the other side of Jordi.

‘I assume there is
some logic in your decision to send most of our men into the hills
without my permission.’

His voice bristled
with indignation but Hector was unconcerned. Bernat might have been
the leader of the company, but the Almogavars were the power behind
the throne and made up the majority of the Catalan army. Hector
pointed his spear towards the north.

‘We will be the bait
to keep the enemy amused. The other divisions will attack the
Romans from behind. You and your men follow but keep a safe
distance. If we are overrun, your dismounted horsemen will also
likely be butchered.’

‘You fill me with such
optimism, Hector. I will take your impertinent advice.’

‘I sent the
crossbowmen back to camp because they, your horsemen and your
Muslim bastards might be able to inflict enough casualties on the
enemy while defending the camp to enable you to negotiate some sort
of surrender.’

Bernat flashed a
wicked smile.

‘I never knew you had
a heart, Hector.’

‘I’ve got no time to
prattle to you all day.’

Hector blew the
whistle hanging around his neck and raised his spear to signal the
advance. Bernat turned his horse and cantered back to his men. The
Almogavars usually fought shoulder-to-shoulder, but now they spread
out into open order, which made Luca feel even more vulnerable. He
and a thousand others fast paced forward under a hot afternoon sun,
sweat coursing down his face and neck. No one spoke, everyone
contemplating the unenviable prospect of being under showers of
arrows.

The plain suddenly
felt enormous and the Almogavar position small and insignificant.
But Luca and the others had supreme confidence after their string
of victories the year before, and nothing but contempt for the
Romans who had proved themselves duplicitous cowards. Luca saw a
shimmering dazzle of red and yellow in the distance, which turned
into wavy black figures as he continued to move north. Hector blew
his whistle, a command which was reciprocated up and down the line,
bringing the Almogavars to a halt.

Hector scanned the
horizon, and glancing behind him at the widely spaced Almogavars
gripping spears, gave three sharp blasts on his whistle, the
command repeated up and down the line. Luca slipped the small round
shield off his back and gripped the handle on the inside of the
metal boss. Two feet in diameter, it was totally inadequate as a
defence against volleys of arrows, and he wondered if he would
survive the opening minutes of the battle. Indeed, he wondered if
any of Hector’s division would live to tell the tale of this
day.

Hector raised his
spear and blew his whistle once to signal the advance, racing
forward towards the enemy. Luca and a thousand others followed.

*****

Count Manuel Kassianos
could not believe what he was seeing. Ahead, perhaps a mile or so
distant, foot soldiers without horsemen in support were running
towards him and three thousand other riders. Running! He sniggered
at the spectacle. Were these really the famed Catalan mercenaries
who had made western Anatolia tremble the year before? But then
they had been fighting Muslims. Now they were facing men who could
trace their lineage back to the Romans of antiquity. Well, not
Master John and his heathen interlopers. An evil leer spread across
his face. He did not need the Cumans. He would win the battle and
all the glory, and Master John would be left to reflect on the
nature of true Roman nobility. The count drew his sword.

‘Knights of
Rhaedestus, follow me.’

He dug his spurs into
the flanks of his horse, causing it to break into a trot and then a
canter.

Master John was
horrified. ‘What are you doing? Come back, you idiot.’

He spun in the saddle
and watched with dismay as the count’s horsemen followed their lord
in a disorganised charge. There were a few knights among the
thousand riders Count Kassianos had brought with him, all attired
in red and yellow surcoats and protected by mail hauberks, coifs,
mail chausses, helmets and teardrop-shaped shields. But the
majority of his troops were more modestly equipped in blue tunics
and grey leggings, a few wearing padded jerkins and helmets only
for protection, though all had shields. More damaging, they did not
charge in a line side-by-side, but followed their count in a
disorganised mass, each rider striving to catch up with the count
who was out in front.

Master John shouted in
anger and frustration because his battle plan had just turned to
ashes. In his rage, he did not notice the sound of horns coming
from his right flank, from the forest of pine trees blanketing the
nearby hillside. All he could focus on was the hollering mass of
riders galloping headlong at the Catalan foot soldiers, who were no
longer advancing.

*****

Luca, Jordi and
Romanus were running for their lives. Literally. As soon as Hector
saw the horsemen thundering towards the Almogavars, he gave the
command to halt. His instincts born of twenty years fighting in
Sicily and latterly in Anatolia told him two things. First, the
horsemen charging towards his division appeared to have little
discipline. Second, he could not see any horse archers among them.
He allowed himself a couple of seconds of elation before blasting
his whistle to signal about-face and retreat. The Almogavars needed
no second prompting.

Over short distances,
the lean Almogavars could run almost as fast as a cantering horse,
which meant the riders were still closing fast on the Catalans. And
no doubt salivating at the prospect of getting in among the foot
soldiers to spear them with their lances and cut them down with
their swords in what would be an easy victory. But before they
could do so the Almogavars halted, the front two ranks about faced,
closed up and presented an unbroken wall of spear points, against
which the horsemen would not be able to penetrate. Luca and the
rest of the front rank levelled their eight-foot spears so they
were horizontal to the ground, the second rank closing up tight to
the men in front and holding their spears at an angle of forty-five
degrees protruding over the right shoulders of the men in front.
The third and fourth ranks adopted the same tactics in the opposite
direction to create a formation bristling with spear points like a
coiled hedgehog.

No horse will run at a
solid obstacle, as Count Kassianos discovered to his cost when he
was almost thrown from the saddle when his stallion refused to
charge into the Almogavar spears. He rode up and down the line,
slashing with his sword at the spears. Until one spear point jabbed
his horse in the neck, forcing him to withdraw out of range. Soon,
hundreds of his men were riding round the Almogavar formation, the
points of their lances being defeated by Almogavar shields. Others
merely milled around doing very little, though making a great
spectacle by waving their swords in the air in a show of
bravado.

If Count Kassianos had
had any control over his men, he would have withdrawn them to allow
Master John’s horse archers to surround the densely packed Catalans
and shoot them to pieces with their arrows. But the Cumans were
separated from the count’s horsemen and suddenly had other things
to worry about.

*****

Three Almogavar
divisions charged from the trees against the stationary units of
Cuman horse archers, which reacted instantly to the sudden threat.
Unlike the horsemen of Count Kassianos, the two thousand Cuman
horse archers were well-trained soldiers, accustomed to using large
open spaces to manoeuvre into positions from where they could
unleash devastating volleys of arrows against opponents. But here,
north of Kallipolis, they were confined to a stretch of open ground
no more than half a mile wide between the tree-covered hills and
the sea. Without waiting for orders, individual Cuman commanders
issued orders to their men to shoot at the Almogavars and move. But
to where?

The Almogavars had
spent weeks on the Gallipoli Peninsula, during which time they had
traversed every inch of it during their route marches. They had
intimate knowledge of every path and track and now used this
intelligence to their advantage, appearing behind the Cuman
horsemen and charging straight at them. Three divisions, each one
made up of four ranks, each rank comprising two hundred and fifty
men in a line, swept forward, Almogavars plucking javelins from
quivers and hurling them at horse archers.

Almogavars went down
as the air filled with loud cracks as bowstrings were released. To
be followed by screaming horses when the steel heads of javelins
struck them. More Almogavars were cut down but then the Catalans
were among the Cumans, throwing javelins at riders with deadly
accuracy, knocking them from their saddles.

Master John had seen
enough. The Almogavars were assaulting his horse archers, Count
Kassianos had led a reckless and unauthorised charge that had
wrecked the pre-arranged battle plan, and his men did not have the
space in which to out-fight the Catalan mercenaries. He therefore
made the entirely rational decision to abandon the count and his
men and save his own soldiers.

It was Master John
himself who led the charge north, riding at the tip of a large
wedge of Cumans shooting arrow after arrow at anything in their
path. The Almogavars, seeing hundreds of horse archers charging at
them, about-faced and withdrew back to the trees, having no desire
to be trampled on or shot down by arrows. Around two hundred of
their colleagues lay dead on the ground, but over twice that number
of Cumans had been killed in the brief encounter, their horses
being rounded up by small parties for the company’s use. The rest
of the Almogavars deployed near the trees to keep watch for the
return of the Cumans. This created a space between them and the sea
but the foot soldiers had no choice.

The Cuman recurve bow
was small – no more than three feet in length – but it stored more
energy and delivered more power than a straight-limbed bow, thus
increasing the speed of the arrow it shot. The limbs curved away
from the archer when unstrung. When strung, great strain was placed
on those limbs so bows were made of layers of wood, horn and animal
sinews glued together to ensure they did not break.

The arrows themselves
were lightweight, but that did not reduce their lethality and the
Almogavars treated enemy horse archers with utmost respect. And
because recurve bows demanded less draw weight than heavier
straight-limbed bows, they were less tiring for archers, which
meant they could shoot for longer as long as they had sufficient
ammunition. This being the case, the Almogavars, who had no reason
to believe the horse archers would not return, waited near the
treeline so they could disappear into the pines if necessary. They
would attack again once the horse archers rode past them to get
behind them, thereby denying them space in which to manoeuvre. The
Almogavars thus waited. The parties detailed to collect the horses
without riders led the mounts into the trees and tethered them to
pines.

*****

‘Come on, come on, you
bastard.’

Luca was engaged in
his own private battle with a richly clad knight who was trying to
skewer him on the end of his lance point. He was covered in mail
armour from head to foot, with a shining full-face helmet; his red
shield painted with a white dragon motif. His horse, a magnificent
beast covered with a thick red caparison, manoeuvred to and fro so
as to minimise the risk of its legs being slashed by enemy blades.
The knight had the advantage to mobility whereas Luca was almost
rooted to the spot, using his shield to parry the point of the
lance, Jordi and Romanus either side of him likewise fending off
weapons wielded by men on horseback.

The horsemen could not
break the Almogavar formation as long as the Catalans retained
their discipline, but Luca found it unbearably frustrating.

‘Second rank, pick
your targets.’

He heard Hector’s
voice followed by the command being relayed up and down the line
and behind by sergeants.

‘Try not to move so
much, Black Sheep, I don’t want to spear you.’

Luca was tempted to
turn and offer to swap places with the gruff veteran Almogavar, but
had his hands more than full fending off the knight’s attacks. The
man behind him in the second rank did not launch a javelin at the
knight. He was too well protected and even if he was hit in the
chest, his mail, aketon and gambeson might prevent flesh being
penetrated. But he was an exception and the majority of the riders
assailing the Almogavars wore hip-length leather and mail corselets
only. And their mounts did not manoeuvre to and
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