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Prologue
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The Day the Sultan Died

In May 1481, the tents of an army on campaign stretched across the fields beyond Üsküdar. Horses stamped at their tethers, and mud had dried hard on the wheels of the baggage wagons. The soldiers waited for the next order to march, but all movement stopped before the sultan’s great tent. The record is clear that Mehmed died there after falling ill and that those closest to him, including the grand vizier Karamani Mehmed Pasha, did not immediately spread the news. The order in which physicians and eunuchs entered and left, and the course of the final moments inside the tent, cannot be established. What the army first encountered was not the detail of a death but the absence of another command.

The illness itself could no longer be hidden. The sultan had weakened on the journey and could not mount a horse that day. No one knew what had caused it, though many pretended they did. Among the wagoners, an old sickness was said to have returned; near the stables, whispers blamed his food. Even the treatment given by the physicians reached those outside only in fragments. Each rumor acquired a diagnosis and a culprit as it passed from one person to the next. The çavuşes guarding the entrance pushed back those who gathered there. From outside, no one could tell whether they were protecting a sick body or a command that was still being treated as alive.

When the sun had shortened the shadows of the poles, a physician emerged. He leaned close to the grand vizier, delivered a brief report, and withdrew. Karamani Pasha immediately went back behind the curtain. Two court scribes and the official responsible for the seal were summoned after him. The commanders waiting outside searched one another’s faces for an answer. No one asked first. The instant a man inquired after the sultan’s condition, the question itself might reveal the direction of his loyalty—impatience toward a living ruler, calculation toward one prince or another after a dead one.

Inside the tent, they confirmed only that the man who issued commands no longer answered. Those beside the bed saw the same body, but the fact did not leave the tent in the same order for each of them. To the physician it was a death; to the eunuch, a door to be closed; to the grand vizier, a vacancy from which time had to be won. Karamani Pasha ordered the guard increased. The first instruction sent out said that the sultan was gravely ill and that no disturbance would be tolerated. It omitted the word death. Cavalry took position on the roads leading out of camp, barring unauthorized people and documents. Watch was placed over the landing stages as well.

The keeper of the seal set the casket containing the sultan’s signet before his knees. The casket was closed, yet the blank documents beside it seemed more dangerous. Until the previous day, that seal had bound distant fortresses, shipyards, tax stores, and army camps to the will of one man. Now there was no hand to impress it. Nor could the casket simply be removed. The moment the seal disappeared from sight, death would travel faster than words. The grand vizier told the scribes to preserve the form of existing orders and write out reasons for briefly delaying the army’s movement. The documents did not say that the sultan was dead. They said only that the army must wait, the roads must close, and the doors of the court must narrow.

The commanders were instructed to hold their units in place and receive fresh distributions of provisions. Cavalrymen who had saddled for the march loosened their straps again. Laborers driving oxen turned their wagons around. Artillerymen sought shade without uncovering the powder barrels beneath their leather hides. The question of the army’s destination had circulated even before the campaign began, but no public answer had been given. Some pointed west across the sea; others traced roads into Anatolia or farther south. The preparation of both ships and land forces could support any of those guesses. Once the sultan fell silent, every road on the map became possible at once, and for that reason none could move the army.

After noon, the first courier emerged from the grand vizier’s tent. His horse stood ready under saddle. He tucked a sealed letter inside his coat and took the road northeast, without a herald calling his destination or a ceremonial escort seeing him off. Once the gate guard checked his pass, the rider accelerated. Amasya lay in that direction. Prince Bayezid was there with his retainers and the men alongside whom he had acquired experience in government. Yet no one by the roadside knew what the letter contained. From outside the seal, a notice of the sultan’s illness, an order to hurry, and an instruction not to move troops all looked the same.

Before the hoofbeats of the first horse had faded, another mount was prepared elsewhere. This rider was given a guide who knew the roads toward Karaman. Prince Cem was there. He too was more than a son with a title: he had spent time exercising authority in the provinces, had men close to him, and possessed routes along which news could travel. The princes were not equally distant from the capital, nor did they depend on the same commanders. Which courier arrived first would not be decided by the strength of the horses alone. Boats at the crossings, guards on the roads, remounts at the post stations, and the next person summoned by the recipient could lengthen or shorten the time.

The whole camp did not see which gate the second courier used. Guards acting on the grand vizier’s orders closed one exit and cleared another. One commander selected the fastest horses from his cavalry; another sent an adjutant to the supply train facing the capital. Outwardly, all were movements concerned with grain and quarters. Yet every horse that left camp with a lighter load than usual drew watching eyes. The grand vizier’s couriers were not the only riders taking the roads. Men belonging to the princes, men attached to court factions, and men indebted to colleagues in the capital began seeking other gates and landing stages.

Karamani Pasha ordered the entry register brought to him. The names and departure times of everyone leaving camp were to be recorded, and anyone without authorization detained. Erasures and overwritten names soon appeared in the book. An officer’s adjutant was said to have gone in search of fodder; a scribe’s servant had left to find medicine. Verifying any explanation required sending another man, and while that man was gone another road stood open. The order to suppress the news became proof that there was news to suppress. When a boat was held at the landing without explanation, the boatmen looked toward the sultan’s tent. When merchants returning to market were searched, the village outside the camp began to stir before the army did.

The grand vizier tried above all to hold the routes to the capital. Constantinople contained the treasury and arsenals, the families and officials of the court, and Janissaries waiting for orders. Unless its gates and boats were secured before the sultan’s absence became certain, the capital might choose a name before either distant prince arrived. Karamani Pasha repeatedly ordered the commanders to preserve order and sent sealed documents out at regular intervals. Their wording was brief and varied by recipient. Some were told to remain where they were; others to control roads and crossings. No one was openly instructed to prepare to receive a new sultan.

The campaign had stopped, but there was no order to withdraw, and no food entered the sultan’s tent. Even the routines that marked the hours of prayer differed from the ordinary. One commander moved his assigned troops closer to the tent. Another read the movement not as stronger protection but as an attempt to seize the road, and placed his own men opposite them. Their spearpoints did not face an enemy, yet the bare ground between the two forces suddenly narrowed. With no single order pushing them in the same direction, each man turned toward the place from which he expected the next order to come.

By afternoon, the problem was how to move the sultan’s body. It could not remain in the tent, but the moment an open bier appeared, control would end. The eunuchs brought in a litter and cloth for transport. Guards cleared the neighboring tents and blocked the view. The soldiers were told to make way so that the sultan could rest while being moved. Yet empty dishes continued to come out, and the physicians who had left the bedside did not return. The preparations to conceal the body made its condition more visible. Silence required labor and material, all of it moving before hundreds of eyes.

As the sun declined, a small boat left the western landing in haste. It carried no official mark and few oarsmen. Soon afterward, three cavalrymen rode toward the capital by land, spaced apart from one another. No observer on the road could distinguish the bearer of the grand vizier’s order from a rider carrying another commander’s letter. Elsewhere, men followed the couriers bound for the princes. The same imperial horses, post stations, and roads now served competing measures of time. One side sought to deliver the news first; another prepared to invalidate whatever news arrived before its own.

The evening ration was delayed in camp. Cooks could not move their cauldrons because they did not know which units would stand night watch. The quartermaster tried to issue grain according to the existing register, while commanders who had shifted their troops demanded that their shares be delivered to the new positions. A minor dispute lengthened before the storehouse. An army assembled for campaign recalculated its own place before meeting an enemy. The flow of orders had been broken for less than a day, but fodder, bread, and the watch rotation already exposed the vacancy at the center. The machine that had seemed complete did not break. Different hands simply fastened themselves to each wheel.

After dark, more lamps were lit inside the sultan’s tent. Light spread through the fabric, concealing the forms within. Karamani Pasha summoned the principal commanders one by one rather than admitting them together; the order of entry and length of each audience could themselves become signals. He repeated only that the army must be prevented from dispersing and order preserved in the capital. When a prince’s name was raised, he delayed his answer. No public decision named the son to be called first or declared which one possessed the stronger legal claim. Mehmed had left each son a province and a body of retainers, but no single name that all men had agreed to follow.

The commanders emerged having heard the same words and went in different directions. One returned to the cavalry and ordered the horses’ shoes checked. Another demanded that the boats at the landing remain tied. A third wrote a short letter to soldiers in the capital. None of these movements was yet rebellion or open support for either prince. Each man claimed to preserve order while securing a route so that the next command could not pass him by. Loyalty had not vanished, but the place toward which it must turn was splitting in two.

Late in the night, the litter bearing the body came out behind the tent. It carried no black cloth and no sign of death. The escort lowered its torches and cleared the road. The soldiers had been told that the sick sultan was being moved, but they saw that no hand emerged when the litter swayed. No one said aloud that he was dead. An unspoken silence passed down the line. The litter moved toward the capital while, at another gate, a courier escaped inland into Anatolia. The body, the news, and the army no longer traveled in one direction.

Karamani Pasha remained at the center of the camp to the end. The hours for which he confined the news might buy time for one prince and earn the hatred of another prince’s supporters. Control was not a neutral wall. Every gate opened first and every horse detained became part of the outcome. He could not determine whom the crowds and soldiers in the capital would regard as the defender of the sultan’s order, or as the man who had blocked a rightful claimant, once the news broke there. The violence that would later lead to his death had not yet acquired a name that night. Suspicion and urgency were merely overtaking each other on the road.

Before dawn, the camp’s great standards had not been lowered. The changing of the guard continued in proper form. Scribes entered the date, storehouses counted the remaining grain, and sentries demanded passes. The institutions of empire were still moving. Yet the answer that had once bound their movements together had disappeared inside the tent. Horses racing west and east, toward the capital and toward the two princes’ provinces, invoked the same seal while hastening different futures. On the first day without its sultan, the order built by the conqueror began to tremble without collapsing.
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The Borrowed Throne
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The Twelve-Year-Old Sultan

The throne in the court at Edirne did not lower itself to suit a boy of twelve. In 1444, Mehmed ascended it according to prescribed ceremony. A scribe recorded that he was Murad’s son, born in 1432, and now the Ottoman sultan. Officials in court dress folded their hands in turn, and the new ruler’s name was proclaimed beyond the palace. By the sequence of the ritual, power seemed to have passed from father to son. Yet neither the attendants arranging the ranks nor the scribes carrying bundles of documents waited for a gesture from the boy. The man directing their next movement was the grand vizier, Çandarlı Halil Pasha.

Murad had withdrawn from the throne, but he had not withdrawn the order he had built. There were territories recovered through long wars and registers that summoned taxes and soldiers from them. Fortresses and commanders remained on the European frontier, while post stations for fresh horses lined the roads of Anatolia. The officials foreign envoys needed to meet and the rolls required to muster an army were already in place. Mehmed inherited neither an empty palace nor borders newly drawn. He inherited the limbs of a state his father had bound together again through war and negotiation. Those limbs, however, were still more accustomed to Murad’s name and the old grand vizier’s instructions than to the son’s voice.

At the first council after the accession, the difference appeared in the way documents moved. Petitions and reports were placed before the boy sultan, but Halil Pasha decided which would be read first and who would prepare the answer. The viziers refined the wording according to old custom and commitments already made. Mehmed sat where the seal was impressed, and orders went out in his name. Yet before they became orders, the choices passed repeatedly through the hands of the adults seated on either side of the council. Even when he asked a brief question, the scribe watched the grand vizier’s expression, and a provincial official directed his answer not to the boy but toward Halil Pasha.

The soldiers in the palace courtyards used a blunter measure. When they would be paid, which commander they would follow on campaign, and to whom they could press their grievances mattered more than the ruler’s age. Janissary officers observed the form of obedience to the new sultan at his accession. But lining up the men, opening the stores, and keeping the pay schedule depended on agreement among court officials and commanders. Soldiers who bowed when Mehmed passed through the gate immediately re-formed their ranks around Halil Pasha’s official when he appeared with the register. The gesture of loyalty and the channel of command did not point toward the same man.

When urgent news arrived from the frontier, the gaps in the borrowed authority widened. The peace with the Ottomans was breaking down, and signs grew clear that Hungary and its allies were moving south. Reports on roads and crossings, fortresses and troop strength accumulated in the council chamber at Edirne. Couriers could be sent in the new sultan’s name; whether that name alone could assemble the European forces and secure the obedience of experienced commanders was another matter. Halil Pasha selected the reports to be read and urged the frontier commanders to prepare. At the same time, news was sent to Murad in retirement. The letter asked the man who had left the throne how the throne might be defended.

Mehmed’s seal appeared on that letter as well. The court gave the matter the form of a boy sultan entrusting an army to his father, but a sheet of paper could not conceal who had summoned whom. Halil Pasha attributed the need for an experienced commander to the judgment of the bureaucracy, while frontier officers readied their forces in expectation that Murad would move. The Janissaries received the campaign not as a personal decision by the new sultan but as the return of a familiar commander in chief. Mehmed’s remaining choice was to use the authority he possessed to call his father back. The moment that choice was put into effect, it also revealed who would exercise the authority in practice.

When Murad again stood at the head of the army, two offices overlapped within one state. Mehmed occupied the throne at Edirne; the former sultan led the army on the march. The son was sovereign in name, but the disposition of forces, the pace of the advance, the order of river crossings, and the judgments before battle all lay under the father’s command. Provincial commanders moved at Murad’s instruction, and scribes prepared to record those movements as deeds of the state ruled by the boy sultan. The army advanced without requiring the occupant of the throne and the commander of the war to be the same man.

To Mehmed, who remained in Edirne, the war appeared less as arrows on a map than as objects arriving at court: quantities of grain taken from storehouses, provincial reports on requisitioned horses, copies of commands to hold the crossings, petitions from Janissary officers asking about delayed pay. He received them from the sultan’s seat. But the grand vizier and his officials opened the existing registers to decide which petition should receive an answer first, which unit should receive scarce supplies, and how many troops must remain in the capital. The father at war moved the army; Halil Pasha in the capital managed what it would eat and how long the throne could endure. The boy’s authority stood in the heading of the documents passing between them.

Court ritual was adept at concealing the distance. Once the new sultan’s name was publicly affirmed in the Friday prayer and altered on coins, documents, and invocations, the outward form of rule could appear complete. Envoys paid homage before Mehmed, and provincial officials submitted reports beginning with his titles. Yet the man who guaranteed continuity in diplomacy was Halil Pasha, seasoned by years of negotiation, while the army feared on the frontier was the one Murad had restored. Mehmed was not a founder creating a state from nothing but an heir seated at the highest point of a machine already in motion. The machine required his seal. It did not yet wait for his hand.

The gates of Edirne closed each evening as couriers came and went. Gatekeepers checked passes issued by the grand vizier, and officers in the barracks read instructions descending from Murad. Inside the palace, the boy sultan’s meals and audiences followed the prescribed hours. Three kinds of authority worked separately within the same day. Dynastic legitimacy belonged to Mehmed; Halil Pasha held the keys of administration; obedience in the field turned toward Murad. As long as the three did not collide, the throne appeared stable. Its stability came not from the boy’s independent power but from each man performing part of the ruler’s work in his place.

The foreign envoys at court were the first to test those divisions. They presented gifts of congratulation to the boy sultan, then directed their questions about frontier guarantees and exchanges of prisoners to Halil Pasha. When Mehmed demanded an answer during an audience, the grand vizier explained the language of previous commitments and the limits Murad had approved, then ordered a scribe to draft the reply. The envoys bowed toward the throne without losing sight of the mouth from which the answer they would carry home became final.

The same procedure followed when a provincial governor petitioned to renegotiate existing obligations under the new reign. The document was offered to Mehmed; the review took place in Halil Pasha’s chamber. The grand vizier ruled that wartime was no moment to disrupt the channels of revenue and left the previous order in force. The boy’s accession could not begin every commitment anew. His father’s diplomacy and the revenues administered by established officials set the limits of the new ruler’s choices before he made them.

The record does not describe in detail how the young sultan read individual reports or what he asked about them. It cannot be claimed that he singled out the grain at a particular crossing or questioned a commander by name. What is clear is that documents submitted in his name were executed through the judgment of Halil Pasha and the existing bureaucracy. The borrowed throne did not suddenly become his own. During his first reign, Mehmed had to endure the distance between a state moving under his name and the men who moved it in fact.

As news arrived that a decisive encounter near Varna was drawing close, the attention of the Janissaries and the court divided more sharply. The soldiers on campaign prepared to fight in Murad’s formation; the troops left in the capital followed the security and pay orders set by Halil Pasha. Mehmed possessed the war’s name but not its timing. Victory would preserve the state of which he was sultan, while defeat would first unsettle his throne. Neither outcome would be determined by a blade under his command.

On the day of battle, Mehmed did not see the army’s ranks. What he saw was the empty place in the audience hall and the movement of officials waiting for news. Halil Pasha strengthened the guard at the gates and barracks and controlled the couriers so that unverified reports would not spread into the markets. Janissary officers asked the grand vizier’s men which account was true. The sultan’s authority served as the final name under which panic could be stilled, but others chose when that name should be displayed and when concealed. Mehmed sat on the throne while the acts that protected it took place beyond his sight and reach.

At last the news of victory entered Edirne. The crusading army had been defeated at Varna, and the army commanded by Murad had won the campaign. Soldiers at the gates raised their voices; the court prepared rites of thanksgiving and lists of rewards. Scribes could date the victory to the reign of Mehmed. It was true that the state had survived under the new sultan’s name. Yet the resources that assembled the army came from territories and registers restored by his father, the commands in battle were his father’s, and order in the capital had been maintained by Halil Pasha and the Janissaries. Every channel of victory converged on the throne, but none began with the boy.

Murad’s authority returned from the battlefield heavier with triumph. That the man who had saved the state at war and the man representing it at court were father and son allowed ceremony to cover the division. Ritual preserved the son’s title, while the army honored the father’s achievement. Halil Pasha chose the subjects of documents and the order of audiences so that the two arrangements would not collide. Mehmed was not deposed, nor did he immediately vacate the throne. Victory, in fact, kept his first reign from collapsing at once. But the war had not proved that a child sultan could defend an empire. It had proved that, even while a child occupied the throne, the empire could defend itself through his father’s army and his grand vizier’s hands.

Beneath the lamps lit in celebration, officials prepared the next payroll and reward registers. Janissary representatives checked the shares owed to their returning comrades; orders for the provinces were revised around Murad’s achievement. The report of victory was laid before Mehmed. He was the sultan who received it, but the verbs within it belonged to others. Murad stood above the men who had mustered, crossed, met, and defeated. Halil Pasha stood before those who had authorized, paid, and held their breath.

The throne looked brighter that day, yet Mehmed’s portion of its power had acquired sharper limits. He was the face of the empire, the owner of the seal, and the name carrying the dynasty forward. The army, territories, and diplomatic foundations were an inheritance recovered by his father; the hands that made them work in the present belonged to the grand vizier and the officers. Victory at Varna saved the throne without returning the throne’s power to the boy. In a country victorious under his name, Mehmed sat holding the result of authority exercised by other men.
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The Father Returns

Morning in Edirne did not change after the accounts of victory at Varna were closed. Doors opened and audiences began in Mehmed’s name, but the first man sought by arriving couriers was Halil Pasha. The grand vizier’s scribes sorted sealed reports from the frontier, while officers asking about provisions and garrisons cared less about the boy sultan’s orders than whether Murad would move again. When Mehmed raised a question in the audience chamber, no answer came at once. Officials examined one another’s faces and spoke only within limits already set. The seal was his, but much had been decided before the seal touched paper.

Victory had ended only one external crisis. The money raised for the campaign now had to return as rewards and pay, and the soldiers meant to discover whether the state they had defended would keep its promises. The price of silver in the market and grain in the storehouse did not wait on declarations from the court. Every adjustment in the treasurers’ figures altered the weight of a soldier’s pay, and the barracks calculated the difference at once. Mehmed could demand new orders, but registers, storehouses, and coinage did not all move together. The authority that converted impatience on the throne into actual payment remained scattered among old officials and military commanders.

Around Mehmed gathered men who wanted to draw those scattered powers toward a single center. Zağanos and others who had invested their hopes in the young sultan insisted that the dynasty’s name must be the beginning of command. For them, Murad’s retirement was a fact already proclaimed; continuing to await the father’s judgment after victory reduced the new reign to a shell. On the other side, Halil Pasha measured the pace the frontiers and army could bear. To prevent the state from dividing between two centers, he delayed approvals or softened their language. Neither side could move everything alone. Between them, Mehmed’s orders passed through several hands before they were carried out.

The conflict at court did not reveal itself in a single quarrel. It accumulated through small frictions: a changed order of audience, a recommended man denied a post, a provincial instruction copied out again. Mehmed could not sweep aside his father’s servants at once, nor could Halil Pasha govern while ignoring the name on the throne. Younger retainers believed their proposals weakened at the grand vizier’s threshold; established officials believed an inexperienced court magnified the unease left by war. No document could decide which side was right. But whenever an order stalled, men turned away from the throne and toward whoever could actually execute it.

Envoys from abroad also recognized the opening. Documents governing frontier truces and passage depended on whose promise would remain valid into the next season. Even after paying homage to the sultan, envoys continued their working negotiations in Halil Pasha’s chamber; men carrying replies sought to learn whether Murad held a separate view. When Mehmed tried to redirect a document, the viziers invoked existing commitments and armies already in motion.

The fracture showed itself most violently in the Janissary barracks. Grievances over the value and payment of wages, pride in belonging to a victorious army, and factional conflict at court became entangled. The soldiers’ demands concerned more than numbers. They were testing who could reward their service and whose words could open the storehouses and treasury. The disorder swelled around Buçuktepe. Men gathered, voices rose, and movement pushed beyond control placed pressure on both city and court. Fires broke out in some places. Officials shut doors and counted people; commanders waited to see where an order capable of dispersing the soldiers would come from.

The city gates and markets did not watch the barracks in isolation. Merchants cleared valuables from their stalls, and baggage carts tangled in narrow streets. More guards appeared on the approaches to the palace, but a cordon in which no one knew which unit obeyed which commander reassured no one. Rumor spread faster than the soldiers’ demands. Murad was already on his way, some said; Mehmed would punish the army, said others. That two incompatible stories gained force at the same time exposed the emptiness at the center of command.

By the time reports reached Mehmed, the disturbance had grown beyond anything words inside the audience chamber could contain. An order to arrest required soldiers willing to enforce it; an order to concede required the treasury and officials to follow. A hard response might draw more units into the grievance, while meeting every demand would establish that pressure could move the throne. Mehmed summoned different messengers to verify numbers and positions, but the same event changed weight with every teller. His younger retainers demanded decision; the grand vizier’s party insisted that obedience within the army must first be restored. The throne could issue commands. Forces beyond it would decide which commands reached their end.

Those entering the council counted the same disturbance in different ledgers. The treasury officials laid out the silver available and the shortfall expected the next month. Commanders distinguished units likely to obey at once from those that would not move. Officials handling provincial reports warned how frontier fortresses and subordinate territories might respond if the unrest continued. Calls to establish the young sultan’s authority could not erase those calculations. Yet if the court merely copied down the army’s threats, the next demand would move it by the same means. The councillors first listed failures the state could not bear, and Murad’s return remained at the end as the least dangerous choice.

The solution offered by Halil Pasha and the older commanders was not new. They calculated that the army would listen to Murad’s authority, burnished by the battlefield, and that frontier officials would move under his name. They did not reduce their case to a single claim that unrest required the immediate replacement of one sultan with another. They gathered the dual authority that had survived Varna, uncertainty over pay and currency, rivalry between younger retainers and established officials, and the soldiers’ collective action into a problem of dynastic security. The disturbance was not the entire cause. It was the force that pulled on a knot already weakened. The decision to recall Murad arose as much from the court’s belief that no other hand could silence the barracks as from the barracks’ shouting itself.

A courier rode to Murad. The request that he again stand at the head of the state was not a private appeal to a retired father but a public choice made by officials and officers together. Until his return, the language of orders in Edirne grew cautious. Mehmed’s name remained at the top, but measures to quiet the army and the order of important audiences assumed Murad’s arrival. Even supporters of the boy sultan found open confrontation difficult. To challenge the grand vizier before the loyalty of the troops had been established could make the throne itself the target of greater unrest.

Once the summons went out, relationships moved before Murad did. Men who had praised Mehmed’s appointments the day before again sought admission through the grand vizier’s secretary. Some petitions that had crowded the desks of younger retainers returned to those of established officials. No one openly said he had abandoned the sultan. Men pleaded only that certain matters could not wait for approval or required a name the army would follow. Mehmed could see the movement in the empty hours of his audiences. The loyalty of those who remained before him was tested as well. No one avoided calculating whether he would retain his place after Murad returned.

The first news that Murad was drawing near changed the motion of the court. Petitions long held back formed lines again; commanders who had delayed judgment showed themselves. Representatives of the army lowered their posture as though the recipient of their demands had finally been decided. The same hangings stood in Mehmed’s audience chamber, but men’s attention tilted toward the authority approaching from outside the doors. No one had forgotten who commanded the army at Varna. Recording the victory under the year of the boy’s reign could not reverse that inclination.

Murad’s arrival did not end with a procession through the city gate. Commanders reported the condition of their units and disputes over pay again to his men, while palace guards confirmed the upper chain of command. The longer the line of officers forming before Murad, the less reason remained to report separately to Mehmed. The father brought back not only his achievement at Varna but the memory and habits of the men who carried out commands. After the unrest, order depended less on who had occupied the throne first than on whose instruction could reach the barracks.

When father and son again stood within the same court, the question was not treated as a family dispute over one seat. The grand vizier first settled the form of documents to be sent to the army and provinces; scribes aligned the ruler’s titles with the issuer of each command. Officers confirmed the new object of obedience, and masters of audience revised the order in which men would be admitted. Actual command had to return to Murad without breaking dynastic continuity. Mehmed’s first reign could not simply be erased, but the two men’s commands could not continue side by side.

Mehmed’s choices were narrow. He could neither disperse the soldiers in the barracks with his own hands, nor instantly build a bureaucracy to replace the grand vizier’s, nor convert his father’s victories into command of his own. Resistance from the audience chamber would only lengthen the time in which throne and army received different orders. Acceptance meant surrendering the sultan’s title and seal and becoming a prince again. What he felt is not recorded in the procedure of the court. What can be observed is the decline in reports directed to him and the growing number of documents carried before Murad.

The scribes unfolded new orders. Documents announcing Murad’s return once again vested rule in him; copies were prepared for provincial judges and commanders. As the sealing officer checked the signet, waiting couriers separated by destination. The arrangement of the audience hall changed too. Murad occupied the sultan’s place, and his servants reaffirmed their offices and obedience before him. Matters submitted to Mehmed the day before were reported to his father in the same room. The transfer of power appeared not as one line of proclamation but as the simultaneous redirection of people, paper, and bodies.

Preparations for departure began at Mehmed’s residence. Attendants separated objects arranged for a sultan’s routine from those needed by a prince’s retinue, while the number of guards and officials accompanying his move was set anew. Of the scribes who had reported directly to him, some remained in Murad’s offices and only a few followed to the new residence. A change in one man’s title divided the posts, livelihoods, and expectations around him. Mehmed received a smaller retinue, and through that reduction the court made visible to everyone who was to rule and who was to wait.

Finally, the documents awaiting action under Mehmed’s name were gathered up. The scribe who had used his seal closed the document chest and handed it to the responsible official. The guards were rearranged to match the audience order of the restored sultan. Mehmed stepped back from the throne and moved to a prince’s place. The direction of his servants’ bows passed him and converged on Murad. Couriers soon left the palace gates carrying Murad’s orders to the provinces. The disturbance at Buçuktepe could now subside. Mehmed’s first reign had ended before it did.
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Chapter 3
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The Father's War

After leaving the throne, Mehmed was given a place not as ruler but within a marching column. In 1448, when Murad led his army toward Kosovo, Mehmed accompanied his father's camp. The prince had his banner and retinue, but orders deciding where each unit would go came from Murad's tent. Commanders reported to the sultan, and the grand vizier and his clerks turned those reports into written instructions. Mehmed stood between the man who gave orders and the men who waited for them. Within a moving army, he had to confront again that deposition had taken from him not only the throne, but the center toward which reports converged.

The campaign had begun long before the spectacle of mounting a horse and riding through the gates. Provincial registers specified the roads along which grain would be gathered, the points at which animals and wagons would join the column, and the men responsible for the supplies required by the army's movement. Couriers rode ahead of the troops while officials calculated the burden upon the lands through which they would pass. Grain in a storehouse did not move to the front by itself. It required hands to tie the sacks, animals to carry them, roads firm enough to hold the wheels, and reserves to replace beasts that died or escaped on the way. The power Mehmed saw at close range was not one act of Murad's decision, but the reach by which he could send all these demands into several provinces at once.

The longer the column grew, the more differently commands moved at its head and rear. By the time the reason for a halt at the front reached the back, wagons were already crowded together on a narrow road. Cavalry might turn aside and find a gap; carts laden with food and ammunition could not. At a bridge the difference became clearer still. The army had to decide which troops would cross first and which burdens could not be left exposed, then revise the order so that too many horses and men did not gather on one bank.

Whenever the army halted, another state unfolded upon the ground. Commanders' tents and soldiers' quarters were marked out, parties spread beyond the camp to find water and fodder, and sentries waited for the rear that had not yet arrived. Clerks transferred missing wagons, delayed troops, and provisions already consumed into a new register. A total correct at departure never remained unchanged by evening. Reports to Murad did not conceal the difference. Demands for a faster advance collided with the fodder left and the number of exhausted animals; proposals for longer rest met objections that they would give the enemy time. Command meant more than the power to impose one's will. It meant choosing one loss among losses that could not be reconciled.

Mehmed did not sit at the center of council. Instead, he could watch which reports entered the tent and which were sent back for more detail. A claim about the army's size brought a question about the breadth of ground on which it could deploy. A statement that a road was safe brought another question: who had inspected it, and when? Two commanders describing the same district did not agree. One called it passable; the other doubted that wagons could cross it. Murad did not make the discrepancy disappear. He sent scouts again, adjusted the moments when columns would divide or reunite, and refused to stake the whole army on uncertain intelligence. What the son saw was not a ruler who knew everything, but a ruler who kept demanding reports about what he did not know.

Upon reaching the broad ground of Kosovo, differences hidden during the march became problems of the battle line. Open space did not turn separate troops into one army by itself. Units had to find their appointed positions, and commanders had to know how long the formations beside them could hold. If the couriers' roads closed, the sultan's judgment might address a situation already gone. A distant banner showed that a formation existed but conveyed nothing of the fatigue and disorder beneath it. Mehmed saw that between a ruler surveying the battlefield from above and the actual movement of every unit lay many people and a great deal of time.

The army Murad had restored possessed mechanisms for closing that distance. Couriers carried commands, officers preserved formations, reserves filled positions opened by loss, and guards and transport workers remained at their tasks even after the fighting. None occupied the brilliant center of battle, yet failure in one diminished the strength of all the others. During Mehmed's first reign, it may have seemed enough to summon an army already in being beneath one name. At Kosovo he saw how much obedience and how many repeated procedures were required before that name became actual power.

The prince fought on the Ottoman right at Kosovo, but command of the whole operation remained with Murad. His part cannot be reduced to passive observation, nor enlarged into independent command. A limited place was not a useless one. Before him remained the fact that an order to press forward did not produce the same result in every unit; that success at one point might enlarge a gap elsewhere; and that an order moving exhausted troops again carried the cost they had already paid. Courage and loyalty in a commander could not abolish distance, time, and fatigue.

Nor did the day's work end when victory inclined toward the Ottomans. Forces for pursuit had to be separated from forces guarding the camp. The wounded and prisoners, lost horses and scattered equipment once again determined the speed of movement. Victory belonged to the state only if the army that survived the field could return across the frontier. Officials recorded supplies consumed and commanders counted the men who remained. Celebration could not fill the difference between the register at departure and the register for the road home. On the reverse of the victory Mehmed saw the people counting losses so that another command might still be possible.

When the army moved toward Albania in 1450, the same forces revealed a different face upon different ground. Formations that had spread across Kosovo lengthened into files between mountains and valleys. Once the troops ahead vanished around a bend, the wagons behind could not tell whether they had halted or continued. Cavalry that had gathered speed on the plain had to match its pace to laden animals on a narrow and broken road. The more troops passed through one place, the worse the road became and the slower those following moved. Terrain did not leave the army's size as strength alone. It turned size into burden.

Local knowledge of the roads offered no complete answer. A path passable to a man might not admit a heavy load, and between two places that looked close lay stretches an entire column could not readily cross. Scouts always confirmed only a part. Someone had to be sent beyond the valley; by the time he returned, his information was already aging. Murad's commanders placed different priorities upon route, security, and the protection of supplies. Each might be right within the portion assigned to him, but there were not enough troops or time to execute all those truths together. Final decision converged upon the sultan not because his commanders were incapable, but because the war visible to each was smaller than the whole.

Albania's mountains and fortresses did not turn arrival into achievement. Encircling one position did not make the roads and supply lines beyond it obedient. The longer troops remained close to the walls, the less food remained for men and animals, and supplies from afar required a longer guard. Detaching soldiers to watch the surroundings reduced the force available for attack; concentrating them in one place thinned the roads and rear. At Kosovo, Mehmed had seen gaps within a battle line. Here he saw the gaps outside a siege line. Eyes fixed upon a fortress could not also guard every mountain road behind them.

An order could not flatten the mountains. Instructions to move a position became time spent pulling stakes, striking tents, and loading the provisions that remained. An order to press closer changed not only the number of attacking soldiers, but the number repairing roads, carrying water, and moving the wounded to the rear. A commander might promise a deadline; the condition of the walls, the defenders' response, and the speed of transport did not have to accept it. Mehmed did not watch his father's orders being refused. He watched their purpose diminish and slow as obedient men translated them into reality. A ruler's authority was broad, but at its furthest reach always stood the limits of land and people.

Exhaustion left by Kosovo overlapped with new burdens in Albania. The state could raise forces and dispatch supplies again, but no storehouse yielded the same goods without end. When grain and animals collected from one province went to the army, the
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