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FOREWORD
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The Fortress That Forgot to Fall

* * *
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There are in European history a few decisive moments which, for reasons difficult to explain, have slipped almost unseen beneath the wave of forgetting. Not for lack of importance — quite the contrary. But because they took place at the edges of the maps we study in schools, in places we call 'far away', in eras we consider already understood.

The fall of Candia — today's Heraklion, the capital of Crete — is one such moment. It marked one of the longest sieges in modern world history, the end of the Venetian Empire in the Eastern Mediterranean, the irreversible shift of the balance of power in the Mediterranean basin, and, not least, the tragic fate of a people caught between two empires that never asked what it wanted.

* * *
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A Twenty-One-Year Siege

CANDIA HELD. THAT IS, perhaps, the first thing to understand. Not a few weeks, not a few years — twenty-one years. From 1648 to 1669, the city held out against the greatest military power of the era: the Ottoman Empire at its peak, with an army of tens of thousands, with cannons, with galleys, with sappers excavating tunnels directly under the walls' foundations.

Venice — a republic of merchants, not soldiers — sent fleets, money, mercenaries, and military engineers from across Europe. French, Maltese, Genoese, Knights of Saint John fought alongside Venetians and Greeks on the walls of Candia. The Pope himself financed the defence. And yet, on the morning of 5 September 1669, the banner of the Lion of Saint Mark came down for the last time from the city's bastions.

The human toll was devastating. Historians' estimates speak of over thirty thousand dead on the Venetian and Christian side, and nearly a hundred thousand lost in the Ottoman camp — colossal figures for the seventeenth century, comparable to the great battles of the First World War in proportion to the era.

* * *
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The Forgotten War of Europe

THE WAR FOR CRETE — known in historiography as the Cretan War or the War of Candia — began in 1645, when the Ottoman fleet landed on the island, and formally ended only in 1669. For a quarter of a century, Crete was the theatre of a conflict that involved all the great Mediterranean powers.

And yet, in European school textbooks, this war appears at most as a footnote. Why? The answer is partly geographic and partly cultural. Crete lies at the periphery of the mental map that modern Europe has built of its own past. The history of the continent is written, as a rule, from the north and from the west: France, England, the Holy Roman Empire, Prussia. The Eastern Mediterranean remains a space in shadow, as if the light of history went out precisely where civilization began.

And yet, had Candia fallen earlier — or had it held — the map of Europe would have looked different. The Venetian fleet controlled the trade routes to the Levant. Crete was the last major Christian bastion in the eastern Mediterranean after the fall of Cyprus in 1571. Its loss left Greece and the Aegean islands entirely under Ottoman control for another two centuries.

* * *
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A Moment in Greek History — Ignored by Greek History

THERE IS A PAINFUL irony in the way the fall of Candia is treated in modern Greek historiography. The War of Independence of 1821 created a national narrative in which earlier events — especially those of the Venetian period — are often regarded with ambivalence. Venice was a colonial power, not a liberator. And yet, for the Greeks of Crete, Venetian rule — with all its imperfections — allowed a cultural, economic, and religious life that subsequent Ottoman domination dramatically curtailed.

The Crete of 1669 was a profoundly Greek island under Venetian administration — a fertile combination that had produced, a century earlier, the Cretan Renaissance: the painting of El Greco, the poetry of Vitsentzos Kornaros, the theatre of Georgios Chortatsis. Candia was a city with a university, with libraries, with a school of medicine renowned throughout the Mediterranean. Its fall meant, for Greek culture, something comparable to what the fall of Byzantium meant in 1453 for the Orthodox world.

This cultural and human dimension of the tragedy is the least discussed and the most important. It is not merely a question of a military fortress that exhausted its resources. It is a question of an entire cultural universe that vanished in a few days of September, without a memorial worthy of the loss and without a stable place in European collective memory.

* * *
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Why This Story, Now

THIS NOVEL IS THE FIFTH in a series of historical fiction dedicated to Crete — an island which, through the simple accident of geography, has always stood at the intersection of civilizations: Minoan, Greek, Roman, Arab, Byzantine, Venetian, Ottoman. Each era has left layers of overlapping memory; each conquest has buried something and unearthed something else.

I have chosen to place at the centre of this novel not the battle itself, but the encounter between two men from opposing sides who discover together a secret three millennia old — a secret that calls into question the very meaning of the war they are fighting. Marco Loredan and Yusuf al-Rashid are not epic heroes. They are intelligent men, exhausted by death, who try to find meaning where official history leaves no room for meaning.

The secret they find — the Minoan inscriptions, the chamber with frescoes, the peace treaty buried beneath the fortress — does not change the course of history. Candia falls anyway. But it changes the way two men relate to each other and, perhaps, the way we as readers relate to this lost moment of European history.

* * *
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A Note on Historical Accuracy

THE MAIN EVENTS OF the novel — the siege, the surrender of 5 September 1669, the treaty terms, the evacuation of survivors — are rendered in accordance with available historical documents. The central characters, Marco Loredan and Yusuf al-Rashid, are fictional, but constructed in the spirit of the era they represent. Other minor characters or events have been modified or compressed in the service of the narrative.

The Minoan inscriptions and the underground chamber are fictional elements, though Minoan Crete — the civilization that preceded ancient Greece by a thousand years — remains one of the most fascinating and least understood cultures of the ancient world. Linear A, their principal script, has not been deciphered to this day. Perhaps their secrets are indeed still there, beneath the stone.

Andi Rădiu

Vienna, 2025

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART ONE

THE WALLS
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CHAPTER I
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The Fortress That Holds

Candia, August 1669

The dawn brought no light. It brought fire.

Marco Loredan had known this for twenty years — not every dawn, but enough of them. Enough that he no longer raised his eyes to the horizon with hope, but with the cold calculation of a man counting whatever chances remained. That August morning, standing with his back against the parapet of the Bastion of Saint Andrew, his right hand resting on the hilt of his sword and his eyes fixed on the plain to the east, Marco Loredan was counting.

The fires of the Ottoman camp stretched beyond the limit of sight. Thousands. Tens of thousands. A constellation turned face-down, pressed against the earth, pulsing with the rhythm of a vast organism that slept and breathed and waited. The camp of Köprülü Fazıl Ahmed Pasha was not an army. It was a city. A city larger than Candia, better supplied, more alive.

— Captain.

The voice came from behind him, low and cautious. Marco did not turn immediately. He allowed himself one more moment — the last moment of quiet before the day began to consume him.

— Captain Loredan. The sentry at the tunnel reports sounds.

He turned now. Sergeant Alvise Tron — a short, sun-scorched Venetian with an old scar on his chin that slightly distorted his smile — stood two paces away, holding a half-extinguished torch. His eyes said more than his words.

— What kind of sounds? Marco asked.

— Strikes. Rhythmic. Sappers.

Marco closed his eyes for a fraction of a second. Sappers. Again. Those who never slept, who advanced centimeter by centimeter through the bowels of the earth, cutting, shoring, excavating galleries straight toward the foundations of the walls. If they reached deep enough, if they filled the void with powder and lit the fuse — an entire bastion could disappear in a matter of seconds.

— How many men does Benedetti have at the tunnel? he asked, opening his eyes.

— Six. The night shift didn't change, no replacements came.

Six. Against however many were on the other side — twenty, thirty, more. Marco felt the familiar tightening in his chest, that knot that hadn't loosened in months, that had settled there like an uninvited guest and refused to leave.

— Gather everyone you have. Ten men, twelve if you can find them. We're going to the tunnel.

* * *
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THE DESCENT TO THE counter-tunnel gallery took eight minutes in normal times. That morning, with the torches extinguished as a precaution and their steps measured so as not to be heard through the stone, it took twenty. Marco walked in front, one hand on the damp wall of the narrow corridor, feeling the moisture seep through his glove and cool his fingers.

Beneath Candia there was another city. Older, darker, more honest. The city above — with its Venetian palaces, its cathedrals, its squares that had once hummed with merchants — was a declaration. The city below was the truth. Raw stone, mortar centuries old, water dripping from the ceiling and forming puddles in which Marco's steps sank with a soft sound, almost indecently quiet given everything happening above.

They heard the sounds fifty paces before reaching the end of the gallery. Rhythmic, yes — Tron had been right. A hammer, perhaps two. Someone digging with method, with patience, with the certainty that stone walls cannot hold forever.

Benedetti appeared before them like a shadow, a small nervous man with eyes too large for his face and an old pistol in his hand.

— They've advanced, Captain. Since yesterday, at least a cubit. Maybe more.

— A cubit? Marco said quietly.

— A cubit and a half, if I'm being honest.

A cubit and a half in twelve hours. At that rate, the bastion's foundations could be reached in three or four days. Perhaps less.

Marco leaned toward the stone wall and pressed his ear against the cold, damp surface, covered with a thin layer of moss. He listened. At first he heard only his own blood beating at his temples. Then, gradually, like a sound that had always existed but which his brain had refused to recognize — the strikes. Regular. Close. Almost intimate.

And a voice.

Low, impossible to make out through the stone, but unmistakably human. Someone was speaking on the other side of the wall. Giving orders, probably — the tone belonged to a man who knew what he wanted. A calm, controlled voice that did not belong to an ordinary soldier.

Marco straightened up. He felt the gazes of Benedetti, of Tron, of the other ten men crowded into the narrow gallery.

— Do we counter-blast? Benedetti asked, too quickly, like a man who had asked himself the question many times before daring to say it aloud.

— No, Marco said.

— But if they reach the foundation—

— I said no. If we blast, we collapse our own gallery, kill a few of them and lose twenty metres of counter-tunnel that took us three months to dig. And tomorrow morning they start again from where they left off.

Benedetti fell silent. He knew Marco was right. They all knew.

— Then what do we do? Tron asked, no reproach in his voice — a genuine question, from a man who believed his commander had an answer.

Marco looked at the stone wall. On the other side, the voice continued — calm, methodical, belonging to someone in no hurry because he knew time was working in his favor.

— For now, we listen, Marco said.

* * *
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HE CLIMBED BACK UP to the bastion wall when the sun had already cleared the horizon and the Ottoman camp was coming to life like a disturbed anthill. He could see, at a distance of several hundred paces, the movement — carts, horses, men in white and red turbans preparing for another day of siege. To the right, toward the sea, two Venetian galleys lay motionless in the bay like old dogs no longer strong enough to bark.

Candia, from the height of the bastion, looked like a painting of its own ruin. The districts in the north of the city — where the Greek merchants had once lived, where the air had smelled of cinnamon and dried fish and tanned leather — were now half-empty. Houses with shuttered windows, courtyards with grass growing between cobblestones, churches with doors nailed shut with planks. The population that remained — a few thousand, no more — huddled in the southern districts, away from the range of the cannons.

Twenty years. Marco Loredan had arrived in Candia at twenty-three, the son of a Venetian nobleman, filled with the conviction that glory was won by the sword. Now he was forty-three and he knew that glory was a word invented by men who had never seen a bastion blown into the air with living men inside it.

And yet he had stayed. Not out of heroism — heroism was the luxury of those who had a choice. He had stayed because Candia was the only place on earth where Marco Loredan still knew who he was. Let Venice go, let glory go, let the certainty go that the Republic would send enough reinforcements to turn the tide of the siege. He had stayed because this wall, this parapet of greasy stone under his palms, was the only real thing he could still hold onto.

— Captain Loredan.

He turned. A young soldier — no more than seventeen, with down instead of a beard and the frightened eyes of someone not yet accustomed to the idea that he could die — was holding out a sealed document.

— From the governor, Captain. It arrived just now.

Marco took the paper without haste. The seal was intact — red wax with the Lion of Saint Mark. He broke it with his thumbnail and unfolded the document.

He read it once. He read it again.

No reinforcements were coming. Not now, perhaps never. The Venetian fleet was engaged elsewhere, the Senate was deliberating, ambassadors were negotiating. Candia would have to hold with what it had.

Marco folded the document carefully and tucked it under his breastplate, against his chest. The soldier was watching him, waiting for a response, an order, something.

— Go and rest, Marco told him. You need it.

The soldier left. Marco turned back to face the east.

The Ottoman camp burned in the morning light — red and gold, immense, sure of itself. Somewhere down there, in the gallery beneath his feet, a man with a calm voice was giving orders. A man who, like him, knew that time was working for someone. Only not for the same someone.

Marco Loredan placed his hand on the parapet and felt the cold, solid stone beneath his palm.

Candia had not fallen in twenty years.

It would not fall today.
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CHAPTER II
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The Vizier's Son

The Ottoman camp, the same morning

Yusuf al-Rashid always woke before the morning call to prayer. Not out of piety — or not only that — but because in that hour between night and day, when the camp still slept and the air did not yet smell of smoke and animals and too many men in one place, he thought most clearly.

That August morning he had sat in front of his tent with a cup of coffee and a sheet of paper on his knee. The paper was a sketch — the plan of the siege tunnels, updated with yesterday's information. Looking at it in the pale light of dawn, Yusuf felt the same unease he had felt for three days, ever since he had first calculated the ratio between the depth of the main gallery and the distance to the foundation of the Venetian bastion.

Something did not add up.

It was not a large error — the kind you make when you are hurried, when your vizier demands daily reports and you cannot afford to say that progress is slower than promised. Someone had measured the gallery's descent angle incorrectly. The result was that instead of reaching the bastion's foundation, the main gallery was heading toward an already-excavated zone — an older gallery, probably from the first year of the siege, abandoned after a collapse.

Twenty men had been digging for three days in the wrong direction.

Yusuf took a sip of coffee and looked at the fortress.

* * *
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CANDIA, SEEN FROM THE Ottoman camp, looked different from what he had imagined before arriving. He had pictured a mediocre medieval fortress, held upright more by the stubbornness of its defenders than by any real architectural virtue. He had been told the Venetians had built well — but «well» was a relative word, and he had seen fortresses said to be impregnable that had fallen in a matter of weeks.

Candia was not one of those. Candia was a lesson in military geometry, applied with patience and intelligence over two centuries. The bastions did not project at right angles from the walls — they jutted at oblique angles, calculated so that any frontal attack would simultaneously be taken in the flanks. The ditches before the walls were double, with intermediate platforms where defenders could retreat and regroup. And the walls themselves — Yusuf had estimated they were in places ten cubits thick or more, sufficient to absorb cannon bombardment without structural failure.

It was, he admitted to himself, with an admiration he would not have expressed aloud, a masterwork. Not of a single architect — of dozens of architects, each adding a layer to the total defence, each thinking of the one who would come after.

And yet it was falling. It was falling because twenty years of siege had exhausted not the walls, but the men behind them.

Yusuf knew this. Köprülü Fazıl Ahmed Pasha knew this. Everyone knew it — but no one said aloud that the true siege was not fought with cannons and sapper galleries, but with time. And that time, in this case, had cost more than anyone had been willing to calculate.

* * *
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— EFENDI.

Kadir appeared from the shadow of the tent — a man of about thirty-five, solid as a barrel, with a neatly trimmed black moustache and the expression of someone who missed nothing. He had been assigned to Yusuf eight months ago, when he had arrived from Istanbul, and in all that time had never said a word more than was needed.

— Sergeant Duman reports progress at tunnel B, Kadir said. They advanced a cubit and a half last night.

Yusuf set his cup on the ground.

— Tunnel B, he said, is the wrong tunnel.

Kadir did not blink. — Efendi?

— It took me three days to understand why the calculations don't add up. Duman measured the descent angle incorrectly. By three degrees. At the depth we're at now, three degrees means we're not heading toward the bastion's foundation — we're heading toward the old gallery from 1649. The one that collapsed and was abandoned.

Silence. Kadir processed the information with the speed of a man accustomed to bad news.

— Do we inform the Pasha? he asked at last.

— Not before I verify it myself. If I'm wrong, fine. If I'm right, I report with a solution, not a problem. The Pasha doesn't need problems — he needs solutions.

Kadir gave a slight nod — the gesture of a man who appreciated logic and felt no need to comment on it.

— When do we
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