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1

IN WHICH OMENS APPEAR ON FLUTTERING WINGS

In Venice, the days die slowly. Afternoon slides gently into evening. Pale sunlight crawls across yellow walls. The air feels a little thicker, mistier. People doze by open windows.

It was autumn, but there were few signs of it: no trees to turn a brilliant crimson, no leaves blowing through laneways. Just stone and water and a chill in the air.

We read, my friends and I, in a courtyard sheltered by red brick walls from the sea fog and the noise of the city. From there we could hear our printing press and the murmur of men’s voices in the workshop upstairs. I always found them comforting sounds. It was, I imagined then, the music of home.

Birds scattered into the sky as the gate slammed open. Someone shouted — Willem’s voice, as usual.

‘By all the saints,’ said Signora Contarini, ‘what is it now?’


Al-Qasim blinked, as if he was reluctant to leave the world of his book and return to ours.

Willem raced around the corner, waving his arms at the birds, tripped on a jagged paving stone and almost fell at the signora’s feet. She closed her book, marking the page with a ribbon of black lace.

‘Pigeons,’ said Willem. ‘I hate them.’

I watched their shadows flicker in the light above our heads. ‘How can you say that? They’re lovely.’

‘Rats with wings,’ he said.

Al-Qasim chuckled. ‘Think of them as supper. You’ll feel more kindly towards them.’

Willem grinned. He’d grown even taller over the past months, and the Venetian sun had baked his hair and skin to a deep gold. He still refused to adopt the local fashions, and had found a German tailor who sewed him breeches and shirts just like those he’d worn as a boy in Amsterdam. But new lines creased his forehead, marks of long hours and late nights bent over the printing press or the accounts. He was weary. We were all weary.

Bells in campaniles across the city marked the hour: some deep and soulful, some melodic, others muffled and distant. From the piazza, the ancient Marangona bell sounded the close of the working day. Our afternoon of peace was at an end.

Signora Contarini sighed, stretched her arms up towards the fading sunlight, then collapsed back into her chair. ‘I’m sleepy. This new book of Mister Wilkins’s may be controversial but it’s also extremely boring.’

‘His theories about flying machines are quite remarkable, though,’ said Al-Qasim.


‘I prefer a writer who can argue with wit, not mechanics,’ said the signora.

They bent over one of the illustrations, Al-Qasim pointing out the genius of the concepts, Signora Contarini tut-tutting over the coarse ink engravings. I loved these golden moments stolen from the working week, when we three sat in the sunshine or by the fire, reading and talking about books, ideas, our business and the latest news from the city and all over Europe. They were like long ago times a world away in my father’s library, although he had never relished gossip quite like Signora Contarini did.

Such peaceful hours were few and far between, though, and invariably interrupted — usually by Willem, who was left in charge of the workshop while we rested.

I sat up. ‘Will?’

‘What?’ He was scowling up into the sky after the long-vanished pigeons.

‘Did you want something?’

He blinked and looked around the courtyard as if surprised to find himself there. ‘Oh yes. I did.’

The signora hid her smile.

‘You need to take a break from work sometimes, too, you know,’ I told him.

‘Not now,’ Willem said. ‘Got too much to do.’

He slid some crumpled letters out of his belt, tried to flatten them back into shape between his hands, and passed one to Signora Contarini. She sniffed it, tested the quality of the paper between her finger and thumb, and turned it over to inspect the seal.

‘The Doge’s Palace?’

‘There was a messenger,’ said Willem. ‘Actually, a great troop of them. Fancy breeches. Funny hats.’


The signora broke the seal and unfolded the paper. ‘Willem, you must learn to recognise the livery of the Republic and all the uniforms of the court. You’ve been here — how long now?’

‘Two years,’ I said.

She smiled across at me. ‘It feels like only yesterday that you arrived.’

Sometimes it felt like that to me, too, when I opened the shutters in the mornings and was amazed, all over again, to find Venice outside my window. Or when a new book fluttered off our press and flew out into the world. But at other times, it felt like years and years. I couldn’t forget the slow months of mind-racking, intricate work editing and printing The Sum of All Knowledge, and of creating a new home — yet again — in an unfamiliar city. Isn’t it odd how time does that? It contracts and expands, both at once.

The signora crumpled the letter in her hand. I watched her, now a little anxious.

‘Don’t worry, Isabella,’ she said. ‘It’s nothing. An invitation to the palace. To a reception.’

I let out a breath. ‘What’s wrong, then?’

‘It’s just — it’s next week, and my yellow silk won’t be back from the dressmaker in time.’

Al-Qasim laughed. ‘If that’s all we have to worry about, we are lucky indeed.’

Signora Contarini didn’t smile.

‘There’s something else, isn’t there?’ I said.

She glanced quickly around the courtyard, then nodded. ‘The reception is to announce the appointment of a new Inquisitor.’

‘Here?’ Willem shouted it.

‘Keep your voice down.’

‘Here?’ Willem whispered. ‘The Inquisition? In Venice?’


The signora sighed. ‘Sometimes I wonder if you listen to anything I tell you. Venice has its own Inquisitor, as you’d know perfectly well if you just stopped to think. Until recently it was my uncle Tomas.’

‘And now?’ Al-Qasim tried to keep his voice calm, but he, of all of us, had more to fear from Inquisitors of any kind.

Signora Contarini stood up and threw a shawl around her shoulders. ‘I will make enquiries. It will come to nothing, you’ll see. The Inquisitor in Venice is nothing like those of Spain or Rome. We pride ourselves on our independence.’

‘That’s good,’ said Willem. ‘Because there are more.’

‘More what?’

He held out his hand. ‘More invitations.’

I didn’t move. Nor did Al-Qasim.

Slowly, the signora reached out to take the letters from Willem, and read out the names written on the paper.

‘This is addressed to Al-Qasim ibn Akbar, Astronomer and Cartographer to the Ottoman Emperor.’

Al-Qasim gasped.

‘And this one is for Mistress Isabella Hawkins, Philosopher and Adventurer.’

Signora Contarini pressed her lips together. ‘This is bad,’ she said. ‘This is very bad.’
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IN WHICH AN OLD ENEMY TAKES THE STAGE

The courtyard of the Doge’s Palace was crowded when we arrived. Signora Contarini led the way through the throng, nodding and waving to people as she walked. I noticed a few friends — other printers — and many of the city’s famous authors and composers. Even the historian Leon of Modena was there, making his way slowly up the Golden Staircase on his daughter’s arm.

‘Well, well,’ said the signora. ‘It seems we have all been invited. I don’t find that reassuring.’

‘We will know why soon enough,’ said Al-Qasim.

Willem, who’d come in spite of the signora’s protests, leaned down to whisper in my ear. ‘You see? They won’t notice another printer in the crowd.’

‘I’m not visiting you if you get thrown in the dungeons,’ I said.

‘You’re much more likely to end up there than I am.’


I smiled. I was secretly pleased Willem had invited himself along, even though Signora Contarini was sure his presence would bring disgrace upon us all. His attire, to be sure, left a little to be desired, but the rest of us had dressed in our finest clothes. I’d chosen a pale blue gown to match the colour of my eyes. The signora wore her yellow silk, which was miraculously ready, after all; no doubt her dressmaker had collapsed from lack of sleep and overwork. Al-Qasim looked magnificent in a flowing crimson robe. Tall and slender, with his dark hair and beard, he stood out like autumn leaves in a pine forest. Beside him, Luis was in black as usual, his silver hair and beard grown long again, so that he looked once more like a gentle philosopher instead of the adventurer who had chased me halfway across Europe. How, I wondered, had I ever imagined he was a sinister agent of the Inquisition? He peered through his eye-glasses as we walked along endless corridors decorated all over with lavish painted frescoes and gilded wood.

There were people everywhere, all moving slowly towards the Great Council Chamber, where they crowded, milling about and gossiping, in front of a dais mounted with a row of chairs and a large crucifix.

‘Doesn’t look like much of a party to me,’ said Willem, craning his neck to get a better view of the room. ‘I’m beginning to think I was wrong to come, after all.’

‘I can’t see anything but people’s heads,’ I said.

‘Nothing else to look at,’ he said. ‘For now.’

We made our way closer to the centre of the room.

‘All of Venice is here,’ said Signora Contarini. ‘At least, everyone who matters, even people who haven’t left their homes in decades.’

She nodded to an elderly woman in black velvet, three gentlemen in the latest fashions from Spain, and a portly priest who stared about as if he’d never seen so many people in his life. Perhaps he hadn’t.

‘Willem, don’t speak to anyone,’ she said. ‘And if anyone tries to talk to you, pretend to be an idiot.’

‘That shouldn’t be too hard,’ I said, grinning as he pinched my earlobe.

‘You two …’

Someone called the signora’s name and we all turned as one. It was her cousin Pietro, who, as she always said, was one of the city’s wealthiest men and most outrageous gossips. He kissed her hand and mine, bowed extravagantly, exclaimed over Al-Qasim’s robe, ignored Willem as always, and nodded curtly to Luis.

‘So, my dears,’ he said, ‘you have answered the summons.’

‘As has everyone, it would seem,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘Who would want to miss such an occasion?’ said Pietro. ‘The Doge in his finery, the whole Council of Ten, a new Inquisitor all the way from Rome, why, there might even be dancing.’

Signora Contarini laughed. ‘You are absurd. But tell us what you know about this new arrival.’

‘I met him yesterday, actually,’ said Pietro. ‘He’s perfectly charming. I’m sure we’ll get along very well.’

‘How can you be sure?’ I asked.

‘You are nervous, Mistress Hawkins?’ said Pietro. ‘It’s understandable, given your history.’

‘I did not like the tone of the invitations we received,’ said the signora. ‘The wording was presumptuous.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Pietro. ‘The poor man has made an enemy of you both already, I see. Then I fear for him. He won’t last a month.’ He smiled. ‘But remember, cousin, it takes a while for a new Inquisitor to feel at home in Venice, to understand we have our own ways of dealing with dissent and debate. I’ve seen it before, several times, with such people sent from Rome. They arrive filled with the zeal of prosecution and feeling the full weight of the Pope’s approval. But they learn. Venice is a cosmopolitan city. And we love our printers and our poets — at least, most of them. We welcome Jews. Even Saracens.’ He nodded politely to Al-Qasim.

‘It is not always so,’ said Signora Contarini.

‘True,’ said Pietro. The cousins exchanged glances. Pietro’s smile seemed more restrained. ‘We prefer to have our own people in such important positions, of course. But that is not always possible, and this Inquisitor is a man of the world, learned, affable. We’ll bend him to our will soon enough.’

‘I’m pleased to hear you say so,’ said the signora. ‘I’ve been worried. It seems to me that no matter how charming he is, he knows far too much about my household.’

‘I wasn’t worried,’ said Willem. ‘But I am now. This reminds me just a little too much of —’

A trumpet blast from the other end of the room cut off his words.

‘Here they come,’ Pietro whispered. ‘I hear the Doge even had a new mantle made.’

‘Sshh!’

I couldn’t see the Doge and the Council of Ten as they entered the chamber, but the crowd parted as the procession neared the dais. The trumpets blared a slow march, and as the man in front of me moved a little I caught a glimpse of the official party making its way up the steps. Two guards led them, impressive halberds held high, followed by another carrying the flag of Venice. The Doge was behind them — he limped as he climbed the steps — followed by his Council members, men from the oldest and most powerful families of the city. One day, we all knew, Pietro would take his place among them.

Behind the Council came a group of priests and monks from various orders in their white or brown habits. And behind them, a lone figure in a scarlet cloak.

All at once I thought I might vomit.

‘Al-Qasim!’ I whispered. ‘It’s —’

‘Allah preserve us.’

‘Oh no,’ said Willem. ‘Dear God in heaven.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Signora Contarini hissed. ‘Who is it?’

I reached for her hand. ‘The new Inquisitor,’ I said, although I could hardly make the words come out of my mouth. ‘It’s Fra Clement.’

She clasped her hand over her mouth, stifling a gasp. She’d never laid eyes on him, but had heard our stories many times, knew all about his betrayal of Master de Aquila, Al-Qasim’s torture, the auto de fé and the grief that followed.

‘How dare he come here?’ She gripped my hand tightly. ‘Do not fear, Isabella. We will not let him near you.’

As she spoke, Luis moved subtly to stand in front of me and Al-Qasim, one hand on his sword. Willem drew in close on my other side.

‘We should leave,’ he whispered.

‘No,’ said the signora. ‘I will not be chased away, in front of everyone I know.’

‘Besides, we’ll draw too much attention to ourselves,’ said Luis.

‘He already knows we’re here,’ I said. ‘He invited us.’

‘Then we will show him we are not afraid,’ said the signora. ‘He cannot hurt us, not with the whole of Venice watching.’


So we stood huddled together in that crowded room while the Doge and then the Bishop droned on and on about Venice and the Pope until people around us yawned and shuffled and muttered among themselves.

‘Our Holy Father in Rome,’ said the Bishop at last, ‘has, in his wisdom, sent us his good friend and faithful servant to act as the eyes and ears …’

‘And nose,’ Willem whispered.

‘… of the Church in Venice, to root out all that is evil and heretical in this city and to return it to the light, in the name of our Father.’

Finally, it was Fra Clement’s turn. Through a gap between those in front of me, I watched him turn to the crowd and lift his hands towards the ceiling. He seemed much the same as he had when I last saw him, shrieking curses at me from the stage of the auto de fé in Seville: thin, dark and dangerous. His eyes were filled with spite. I wondered, all over again, how Master de Aquila and I had ever thought of him as a friend.

‘Good and godly people of Venice,’ he began, his voice thick with sarcasm, ‘do not be deceived. I have come among you with a clear purpose, and my arm is strengthened with all the authority of Rome, with the might of God Himself and His Holy sword of justice. Heretics have nested in this city like rats — blasphemers and false prophets and cynical philosophers who seek to spread dissent and discord all over the world.’

‘That’d be us,’ Willem muttered in my ear.

‘We do our best,’ I said.

Fra Clement went on. ‘I need only remind you of the words of the Gospel from Matthew.’ He closed his eyes and began to intone in Latin. ‘Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets: I am not come to destroy, but to fulfil. Whosoever therefore shall break one of these least commandments, and shall teach men so, he shall be called the least in the kingdom of heaven: but whosoever shall do and teach them the same shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven.’ His eyes flickered open and he glared around the room. ‘I am your judge, in God’s name,’ he said. ‘Those of you without sin have nothing to fear. The rest of you — prepare to face your fate.’

He dropped his arms and glowered at all the faces upturned towards him. Willem gulped loudly. I did, too. The entire crowd stood in shocked silence as the Doge led the councillors, monks and priests from the dais. Fra Clement walked slowly down the steps, his eyes darting this way and that, searching the room — for us, I had no doubt. Willem and I instinctively ducked down to hide behind Luis’s broad shoulders. Al-Qasim stood tall, defiant.

The Inquisitor left and the room buzzed with people all talking at once. We stared in silence at the empty stage as if we had seen an apparition.

Luis spoke first. ‘He certainly knows how to make new friends, doesn’t he?’

‘Did he spot you?’ I asked Al-Qasim.

‘Yes, indeed,’ he said, still gazing at the dais. The muscles in his jaw twitched. ‘And I looked into his soul and saw nothing but blackness.’

I shivered.

Willem pulled a face as if he had a bad taste in his mouth. ‘You notice he didn’t mention the part where Jesus says “Blessed are the merciful”?’

‘But he was so cordial only yesterday,’ said Pietro. ‘And now this warning shot across our bows, as they say in the navy.’


‘It’s more than that,’ I told him. ‘You don’t know Fra Clement like I do. That was a declaration of war. On all of us.’

‘Then war he shall have,’ said the signora.

‘My sweet,’ Pietro said, ‘keep your voice down.’

‘Why should I?’ she snapped. ‘He has already hurt my friends, hounded them across Europe, driven one to his death. Why should we put up with it? Here, in our home?’

‘Because he holds the power,’ said Luis. ‘Didn’t you see how the Doge and the Council bowed to him?’

‘They have little choice,’ said Pietro, shaking his head slowly. ‘They cannot be seen to argue — not now.’

‘Then they will have to argue with me,’ said Signora Contarini. She flung her lace shawl around her shoulders. ‘You wait until the Doge hears what I have to say on the matter.’

‘You can’t bother the Doge with this … this speculation.’

‘Don’t try to stop me, Pietro. I’ve known him since I was born. He will not deny me a meeting.’

‘I feel a little sorry for the Doge, really,’ said Willem. ‘First Clement appears, and now he has the signora in a fury.’

Luis smiled ruefully. ‘He is ill, and preoccupied with this war over Crete.’

‘It’s not only that,’ said Pietro. ‘The glorious age of Venice is finished. If we cannot control our own clergy, if Rome is now holding a knife to our throats, we are lost.’

‘You read too much into it, my friend,’ said Luis. ‘The Venetian empire will last a thousand years more.’

Al-Qasim shook his head. ‘It may last a thousand years or a thousand nights. But it seems the city cannot protect us, and that’s all that matters for the moment.’

I feared he was right, for all the signora’s bravado. Fra Clement, with the might of the Church behind him, would stop at nothing. He never had. Al-Qasim’s broken hands were evidence enough of that.

‘You are wrong about one thing, Pietro,’ Signora Contarini whispered. ‘That Inquisitor. He won’t last a week.’

The signora fumed and roared all the way home. As soon as we got there, she tore off her shawl and threw it into the corner.

‘Signora, please,’ said Luis, ‘calm yourself. We need to work out how to deal with this.’

‘I have already worked it out,’ she said. ‘It’s quite simple. I will have Fra Clement assassinated.’

Willem burst out laughing, then just as quickly stopped. ‘You can’t do that,’ he said. ‘Can you?’

‘If it needs to be done, it can be done,’ she said with a shrug.

‘It would be simple enough,’ said Luis. He took an almond from a bowl on the table and cracked it between his teeth. ‘There are people who do such things, although it would be expensive.’

‘Worth every florin,’ said Signora Contarini.

‘Don’t even joke about it,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘I do not jest about such things,’ she said.

‘But that would make us no better than he is,’ said Al-Qasim.

The signora gave a little laugh. ‘Nonsense. Who have we tortured? How many old men? Women? How many printers, philosophers, poets have we burned? Eh? Tell me that. We could never be as bad as he is.’

‘She’s right,’ said Willem. ‘He’s evil. I always knew it. Didn’t I tell you, Isabella? From the very start?’

I shook my head, not sure if we were seriously discussing murdering someone — even if it was someone I hated. ‘You were right,’ I said. ‘But I didn’t listen. If only I had.’


‘You see?’ Willem leaned back in his chair and put both boots on the table. The signora raised one eyebrow and he sat upright, feet slamming onto the floor, and dusted off the table edge with his sleeve.

‘Fra Clement is evil,’ I said. ‘He’s wrong and he’s greedy and he doesn’t care who he hurts. He has the blood of many people on his hands. But that doesn’t mean —’

‘You don’t think I would do it?’ asked the signora.

‘I have no doubt about that, but Al-Qasim’s right. It would make us just like him, like them.’

‘Nonsense.’

I paused, not quite willing to speak the words that were forming in my mind. ‘I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think we have to leave Venice.’

There was silence for a moment.

‘Perhaps you’re right,’ said Luis at last. ‘You would be safer somewhere Fra Clement cannot follow you. Even Amsterdam would be better.’

‘Yes!’ Willem jumped to his feet. ‘Let’s go home.’

I sighed. ‘If only that was possible.’

‘Come, Isabella, the city fathers will never let him back into Amsterdam after all he’s done. We’d be safe there. We could set up shop again, with Paul. It’ll be just like it used to be.’

‘With Clement’s spies watching our every move?’

‘You don’t know that,’ said Willem.

‘I do. I wish it wasn’t true, but it is. He has good reason to hate me, to hunt me down.’

‘He can’t be everywhere,’ said the signora. ‘Surely even Fra Clement will get tired of looking for you eventually.’


‘You must understand,’ I said. ‘He can see us no matter where in Christendom we flee. He has eyes everywhere, especially in Amsterdam. We already know that — we’ve suffered for it.’

‘Isabella is right,’ said Al-Qasim. He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes, sighing deeply. ‘After what happened in Seville, Fra Clement will not rest until he brings her before the Tribunal.’

‘And the same, I fear, applies to you,’ Luis said to Al-Qasim. ‘You must all go.’

The two men exchanged a long look, until Al-Qasim bowed his head.

‘I know,’ he said softly.

‘This is an outrage,’ said the signora. ‘Why should you be hounded out of Venice?’

‘I’m afraid, signora, you are also not safe here,’ said Luis.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she scoffed. ‘He can’t touch me. I am a Contarini. A Venetian.’

‘But not above the law.’

‘Who says?’ She crossed her arms.

‘Signora,’ I said, ‘remember how the Inquisition took Master de Aquila? In the darkness, silently? You might not have time to argue.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘You cannot make me afraid. I will not have it. We’re staying here, and if anyone comes to arrest you they will have to drag you out over my dead body.’

I sat down heavily next to her. ‘I’ll have to talk to Fra Clement. Perhaps I can pacify him, make him think we’re no threat to him or his precious Church.’

‘I can’t see that ending happily,’ said Willem.

‘Have faith. I know how to handle him.’


‘I noticed that, when you were throwing a flaming torch at his head.’

‘I didn’t throw it at him as such,’ I said. ‘Just nearby.’

‘A fine distinction,’ said Willem. ‘But by all means, try talking to him. I, for one, can’t wait to see how this turns out.’






3

IN WHICH HARSH WORDS ARE SPOKEN

‘Please don’t do this,’ said Pietro, when we told him of my plan over coffee the next day. ‘If you anger the Inquisitor, even I may not be able to protect you.’

‘We won’t make him angry,’ I said.

‘It’s not possible to make him any more furious than he already is,’ said Willem. ‘But now you mention it …’

‘It is a peace mission,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Although that makes me sick to my stomach.’

‘Me, too,’ said Willem. ‘I prefer the assassination option.’

He was joking — I hoped.

‘I don’t see any alternative,’ I said. ‘All we can do is be as virtuous as possible while he’s here, try not to print anything too outrageous or objectionable for a while, and hope that he doesn’t stay long.’


‘Isabella, almost everything we do is objectionable to Fra Clement,’ Willem argued. ‘So many books are banned by the Church.’

‘I know, but surely we can take on some other work, just for a while. What about those medical theories Al-Qasim is translating?’

‘They are banned,’ said Willem.

‘Then Pliny’s Natural History,’ I suggested. ‘Or Luis could translate Aristotle again, or Dante?’

‘The world is already full of their books,’ he said. ‘At least, those that aren’t forbidden.’

‘Why not just confine ourselves to printing invitations and prayer sheets?’ asked the signora. ‘We’ll all die of boredom, and Fra Clement won’t have to worry any more.’

‘We’ll think of something innocuous to publish,’ I said. ‘That’s not the point. We just have to tell Fra Clement that we’re no threat to him, but that we won’t be frightened away.’

‘Very well,’ said the signora. ‘Let’s go.’

‘Now?’ Suddenly I felt a little queasy.

‘Yes, why wait?’

‘Agreed,’ said Willem.

‘Pietro, if we don’t come back by evening,’ said Signora Contarini, ‘you will know he has sent us straight to the dungeons — you must talk to the Council and get us released.’

‘I will try.’

Willem and I swapped glances.

‘Do you think that’s likely?’ Willem asked.

‘I am just being practical,’ said the signora. ‘Pietro knows what to do.’

‘Yes,’ said Pietro. ‘But I don’t like it.’

‘Willem, call the boatmen, please.’


He nodded and ran out of the room.

Al-Qasim was staring out at the sunlight glinting on the canal.

‘My friend,’ Luis said softly, ‘you do not have to come.’

Al-Qasim wrapped his arms tightly around himself as if against a cold wind. ‘I don’t think I can,’ he said.

‘You have faced Fra Clement enough for one lifetime,’ said Luis. ‘You’ve been braver than all of us. Stay here.’

Al-Qasim closed his eyes for a moment. ‘Thank you.’

He had never spoken about the horrors he had endured in Fra Clement’s torture chamber in Seville, and I never wanted to ask. Every day I saw the scars on his hands and the places where his fingernails had never grown back. I’d watched him learn, all over again, how to hold a pen, tie a knot, fold a piece of paper. I’d seen him struggle to find meaningful work now that he could no longer paint intricate maps or charts of the night sky. I couldn’t ask him to face his torturer again.

‘Luis,’ I said, ‘you should stay here, too. If Clement recognises you from Seville, you could be in real trouble — you were the one who drew your sword against him. Hopefully, he doesn’t know who you are.’

‘But I should be there to protect you,’ said Luis.

‘Please, stay here with Al-Qasim,’ said the signora. ‘You can rescue us later if necessary.’

Luis looked anxiously at his friend, now slumped on the cushions in the corner, and nodded.

‘Nobody,’ I said firmly, ‘is going to need to be rescued.’

‘Except perhaps the Inquisitor,’ said Signora Contarini.

My resolve faltered more than once as the boatmen rowed us the short distance along the Grand Canal to the Doge’s Palace. We retraced our steps up the Golden Staircase, then Signora Contarini led us down a corridor away from the Council’s chambers and into a maze of dark, wood-panelled offices. She knocked on two doors before she found the one she wanted. Beyond it was a chamber as richly decorated as any in the palace, but dimly lit and deserted. Our footsteps echoed in the silence.

‘This is where the Inquisitor normally hears his cases,’ the signora said. ‘But it seems that Fra Clement is not fond of public hearings.’

‘No,’ said Willem. ‘One of his previous attempts didn’t work out as he wished.’

I grinned, in spite of the fear boiling in my belly. ‘It was his own fault.’

‘I don’t suppose he remembers it quite as fondly as I do,’ said Willem.

Behind the Inquisitor’s podium, the signora found a carved wooden door.

‘Here we are,’ she whispered. ‘Ready?’

I nodded.

‘Just remember, both of you,’ said Willem. ‘Stay calm, and whatever you do, don’t let him upset you — and don’t get him all riled up, either.’

‘You must learn to trust us, Willem,’ said the signora. ‘We can be very well behaved when the circumstances call for it.’

She pushed open the door. Behind me, Willem muttered a prayer.

Inside, a young Dominican monk sat scribbling in a ledger. He looked up when we entered, as surprised as if we had fallen from the sky. Signora Contarini glided across the room like a Venetian galley under full sail.


‘I would like to request an audience with the Inquisitor.’ Her voice echoed around the room.

The monk looked even more astonished. ‘Do you have information about some heresy, some crime, you wish to report?’

‘Certainly not,’ said Signora Contarini.

‘Perhaps you would care to speak to one of the Assistant Inquisitors? I can arrange a meeting for you with Father Francesco in three weeks’ time.’

‘Three weeks?’ said Willem.

‘We’re very busy at present,’ the monk said.

‘Yes, I’m sure you are,’ Willem said.

‘Or you can write down the names of those you suspect and slip the paper into the Lion’s Mouth.’ He waved in the direction of one of the dreaded letterboxes, shaped like a grimacing face, set into the wall nearby. ‘Nobody will know it was you who denounced them.’

‘Listen to me, young man …’ Signora Contarini’s tone was ominous.

‘What’s your name?’ I asked quickly.

The monk blinked. ‘I am Brother Andreas.’

‘Very well, then, Brother Andreas, please tell the Inquisitor that Isabella Hawkins is here. He will see us.’

‘Hawkins?’

‘You heard her,’ said Willem.

Brother Andreas swallowed.

‘Don’t pretend you don’t know who she is.’ Willem put both hands on the desk and leaned down until his face was level with the monk’s. ‘Just go and tell Fra Clement we’re here. All of us. Believe me, he wants to hear it.’

Brother Andreas slammed his ledger shut, picked it up and ran from the room.


‘That was very manly of you, Willem,’ said the signora. ‘Almost menacing, except to those who know you.’

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘I think.’

Minutes later, Brother Andreas ushered us down yet another corridor. As we passed the door to one room, there was a moan from within.

‘What was that?’ asked Willem.

‘That,’ said Brother Andreas, ‘is the sound of a sinner reaping his reward.’

Before any of us could respond, Brother Andreas knocked on a door, opened it and announced in a faltering voice, ‘Mistress Isabella Hawkins and associates.’

‘Bring them here.’

Willem gave my hand a squeeze and I nodded gratefully. Then we walked into the presence of the man I hated more than anyone on this earth.

He sat at a huge desk on which were heaped scrolls of paper and several large ledgers. Both of his hands were clenched, white-knuckled, on the desktop and his thin lips were pursed. He watched us as we walked in and sat in three chairs in a line facing him, as if set there especially for us.

‘That will be all,’ he said to Brother Andreas, who bowed his head and left the room.

Fra Clement didn’t even glance at him — his eyes were fixed on my face, as if he was trying to burn a hole deep into my soul. I tried my best not to blink, not to flinch, and stared back at him.

‘So, Isabella Hawkins,’ he said at last. ‘In all your arrogance, you come to speak to me here?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Where better?’


‘You do not lack courage, I grant you. But wisdom? That is another matter.’

‘You don’t scare me,’ I said, although frankly I was deeply regretting my insistence on speaking to him. It seemed now, in the distant reaches of the palace, like an extremely foolish idea.

‘A pity,’ said Fra Clement. ‘I’m sure we can change that.’

‘Are you threatening her?’ said the signora. She leaned forward.

‘And who is this?’ Fra Clement cast his eyes over Signora Contarini’s defiant face and expensive, obviously Venetian attire. I was sure he knew perfectly well who she was.

‘This,’ she said, her voice crackling with fury, ‘is Signora Valentina Nicola Priuli Contarini, descended from the doges of Venice, and proprietor of the Mermaid Press.’

‘I see,’ said Fra Clement. He turned back to me. ‘Your partner in heresy and dissent?’

‘We try,’ I said.

‘Isabella …’ I heard the warning note in Willem’s voice.

‘And you, boy.’ Fra Clement turned his attention to Willem, who paled visibly. ‘You have not yet realised that associating with such people can bring dire consequences?’

‘Yes. I mean — no.’ Willem gave up trying to speak under the full force of Fra Clement’s gaze, and bowed his head.

‘I expect not,’ said Fra Clement. ‘You were never very bright.’

Willem looked up, his face filled with pure hatred. I’d never seen him look like that at anyone, ever.

‘What do you want?’ Fra Clement said to me.

‘It’s simple,’ I began. I’d rehearsed my speech over and over, but now it seemed only a few fragments had stuck in my memory. ‘We listened to your words yesterday and heeded your warnings about the publication of troubling materials.’


‘Really?’ Fra Clement smiled, but there was no warmth in it. ‘I am astonished that a few mere phrases can have such an immediate curative effect.’

‘Words are very powerful,’ I said.

‘As we both know.’

‘Indeed.’ I swallowed a retort and went on. ‘It seems to us that your —’

‘Let me guess,’ Fra Clement broke in. ‘You are going to praise my wisdom and insight and assure me that you will never defy the laws of state or Church again. Is that it?’

‘Not in those precise words,’ said the signora.

‘There wasn’t going to be anything about wisdom, for example,’ said Willem.

Fra Clement shot him a look so scathing it could have shredded paper.

I tried again. ‘But we wanted to assure you —’

‘You can assure me of nothing, Mistress Hawkins, nothing at all. Even if you tried, I would not believe you.’

‘You won’t hear us out?’ asked Signora Contarini.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Fra Clement. ‘It will only waste my time.’

‘Then what will you do?’ I said.

Fra Clement sighed. ‘In my first few weeks here, I learned much about the Venetian ways of doing business. I was warned that you are under the protection of the Contarini and Priuli families, among the most important in the city.’

‘That is true,’ said the signora. ‘My uncles are much more powerful than any Inquisitor sent from Rome.’

‘Until now,’ said Fra Clement. He tapped his fingers on his desk. ‘I have also been told that to accuse you, madam, of complicity in the crimes perpetrated by these two adventurers,’ he waved a hand in our direction, ‘would be impolitic. But you, and that infidel astronomer you harbour, have published endless numbers of books and pamphlets expressly forbidden by Rome.’

‘We have committed no crimes against Venice,’ I said.

He glared at me. ‘Only against the Pope, against the Duke and Duchess of Seville, against the Holy Office and the laws of the Church, against the Word of our Lord and all humanity.’

‘You exaggerate my influence,’ I said.

‘Not to mention mine,’ said Willem.

Fra Clement’s dark eyes didn’t leave my face. ‘Mistress Hawkins.’ He spat my name like a curse. ‘Your sins and crimes are so many that nobody can save you — not from me, and certainly not from Divine justice.’

‘Then why haven’t you arrested me?’ I said. ‘Because you know that you can’t, that Venice will protect us.’

‘For the moment.’ He jumped to his feet so fast his chair slammed back into the wall, and leaned across his desk towards me. ‘I am a very patient man. It took me five years of watching and waiting until I had enough evidence to convict your beloved Master de Aquila. I can wait another few months to collect proof to send you to the stake — all of you!’

‘You wouldn’t dare.’ The signora stood up, her eyes bright with anger.

‘Indeed, I would,’ he said. ‘And I will.’ He pointed a finger at me. ‘You inherited all of Master de Aquila’s property on his death, did you not? You printed the heretical manuscripts he left behind, even The Sum of All Knowledge, knowing that it calls into question the motions of the very stars in the heavens. In doing so, you published the writings of any number of banned authors, infidels and reformist scum, including your precious father.’


Now I leaped to my feet. ‘Don’t speak of him in that way.’

‘Your father was a blight on Christendom, like your precious Master de Aquila, like you,’ said Fra Clement.

‘Who are you to say that?’

‘I am the Holy Father’s Inquisitor. I am the appointed hand of the Faith.’

‘You know nothing about faith,’ I said. ‘You think it is about restricting people’s minds, people’s words.’

‘Faith without rules is merely superstition.’

‘Is that what you believe? You couldn’t be more wrong. Faith without wisdom is merely superstition. Rules are made by men, and rules can change.’

‘These rules,’ Fra Clement took a breath through clenched teeth, ‘hold the world together. Shatter them, Mistress Hawkins, and you shatter faith.’

‘I doubt that very much. Real faith is about everlasting kindness, about grace, about mercy — and understanding. These things are the essence of all the great religions. If you had read Master de Aquila’s book, you would know that. But you haven’t read it, have you?’

‘Of course not.’

‘No, you want to possess books only if they’re beautiful or rare or precious,’ I said. ‘You don’t want to read them; you won’t open your mind to the words within them. And you want to stop everyone else from reading them, too. But it doesn’t matter how many books you read, you will never —’

‘Enough!’ he shouted. ‘I will make a public example of you and your insidious heresies.’

‘How can it be heresy to speak of wisdom or kindness?’

‘You are a simple girl,’ he said. ‘You have no concept of how the world works.’


‘On the contrary,’ I said, ‘I understand perfectly. But I don’t like it.’

‘Then heed these words,’ he said. ‘In the name of our Saviour, I will denounce you in every church in the city, in the Council, outside in the piazza if I have to.’

‘I thought sneaking about in the darkness was your speciality?’

‘You will pay for that, and for all your pride and blasphemies, Mistress Hawkins. I will see to it.’

‘You will fail, as you always fail,’ I said, raising my voice to match his. ‘And one day you will find yourself in that special circle of Hell reserved for tyrants and traitors.’

‘How dare you?’ he screamed. ‘Get out!’

We left the room in a dignified manner, but as soon as the door slammed behind us we raced down the back stairs, along the corridors and out into the light.

We didn’t slow down until we reached our boat, where we stopped, panting and blinking in the sunshine.

‘That man! I swear it, I will —’

‘Not here, signora,’ said Willem. ‘We’ll talk about it at home.’

She fought down her words, although she muttered threats and curses under her breath all the way back to her palazzo.

Luis was waiting for us on the boat stairs. He took one look at our faces and led us in silence up to the room where Al-Qasim still sat hunched by the window.

‘So?’ Luis asked, one eyebrow raised.

‘It went quite as well as I expected,’ said Willem. ‘I think he actually frothed at the mouth.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

‘Pacify him any more, Isabella, and he’ll explode.’


‘I couldn’t help it.’

‘You never can,’ said Willem.

‘Well, honestly, the man’s a monster.’

‘He is,’ said Signora Contarini. ‘I don’t blame you, Isabella. I see now that nothing anyone says will deter him from his pursuit of you. Of us.’

‘Then we must leave?’

She collapsed onto the seat next to Al-Qasim. ‘I fear so. For a while, at least.’ She sighed. ‘But where can we go? Surely nowhere on earth is safe?’

‘Isabella was right the other day,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘She said we won’t be safe anywhere in Christendom. So we must go beyond it, into the Ottoman Empire.’

‘A heathen country?’ Willem paled.

‘That, my friend, is all a matter of perspective. I was thinking of a city in Greece — Salonica, home of Cassander and Cicero.’

‘Never heard of it,’ said Willem. ‘And I don’t like going to places I’ve never heard of. Bad things happen.’

He sat down on the other side of Al-Qasim, who patted him on the shoulder.

There was silence, broken only by the sound of oars in the water outside and pigeons on the roof. I looked around the room: at these people who had become so close to me, at the sun dappling the floor tiles, at the vase of blue irises stark against the yellow walls. I had to be strong, I decided. If I never allowed myself to feel the fear that threatened to overwhelm me, perhaps nobody would ever suspect it was there. No matter how clouded the horizon, I would act as if I felt hopeful. I would get this little band of refugees somewhere so safe that Fra Clement could call out the hounds of Hell and still he wouldn’t find us.


My chest ached as I gathered into myself Willem’s anger, the signora’s suspicions and Al-Qasim’s sorrow. I raised my head to find Luis staring at me. We held each other’s gaze for a moment and at last he nodded, as if he could read the tangle of thoughts in my mind. I smiled.

‘Of course you’ve heard of Salonica,’ I told Willem. ‘It’s one of the great cities of antiquity.’

He slapped his forehead. ‘How could I forget that? Good thing I memorised the entire history of the known world, just in case anyone ever said to me, “My boy, we’d like you to go to Salonica.”’

‘Saint Paul wrote an entire Epistle —’

‘About what was wrong with the Thessalonians.’

‘See? You have heard of it,’ I said.

‘Please,’ said Signora Contarini. ‘That’s enough bickering. This is serious.’ She turned her attention to Al-Qasim. ‘What you suggest is rather dramatic.’

‘I know. But it may be the only option open to us now.’

‘We’d be living in a country ruled by the Turks.’

‘And full of Greeks,’ said Willem.

‘Would we even be welcome there?’ I asked.

‘I should think so,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘The Turks, as you call them, are quite accommodating. There are, for example, many Spanish Jews living in exile in Salonica. Besides, you’ll be with me.’

‘But what will we live on?’ asked Willem. ‘Where will we work?’

‘One problem at a time,’ said Luis. ‘First, we have to get you out of Venice. Alive.’
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IN WHICH DARING PLANS ARE LAID

The days that followed were strange indeed. Everywhere I went, from the market to the booksellers’ stalls behind the piazza, I felt sure someone was following me. When I glanced around, the streets seemed the same as ever, filled with people shopping or gossiping or haggling over prices, flower-sellers standing on street corners, grocers unloading their boats. But any of them might report to Brother Andreas or to Fra Clement himself. Any of those booksellers or washerwomen or shopkeepers could be frightened enough, or paid enough, to spy on me. Behind half-open shutters, from high windows, hidden in the deep shade of a portico, someone could be watching. Signora Contarini always said that in Venice there were no secrets and many secrets. It had never felt so true. This place where once I had found refuge no longer felt safe.


I spent several days and sleepless nights lurching between fear and fury, between rebellion and defeat. I didn’t want to believe that Fra Clement had the power to harm us, but I remembered the fire in his eyes, the smoke and screams in the dark, the fury and faith of the Seville mob, and the sigh of Master de Aquila’s last breath.

Finally, I realised there was only one way to rid myself of the constant dread.

I found Al-Qasim at home, in the house on the Grand Canal that he shared with Luis. He was busy, bent over some tools on a long bench, but greeted me with a smile.

‘Welcome, Isabella.’

‘Forgive me. I’m interrupting you.’

‘Not at all. But you have found me hard at work.’

‘What is all this?’

He motioned me over. ‘Luis decided that I had too many idle hours so he made me a workroom.’

Unlike our print workshop, this one was cluttered with all sorts of odd tools and small pieces of metal. Al-Qasim rested one hand affectionately on a small vice.

‘I may not be able to make maps any more, but I am still a man of science. I carry out a few experiments. Record the movements of the stars and the planets. And here, you see, I have taken up lens-making, so I can keep us both supplied with eye-glasses. I cannot paint, but I can still use a lathe. I even built myself a telescope, like Professore Galileo.’

‘I knew you were concealing some great mysteries from us.’ I grinned, but he didn’t smile back.

‘Forgive me. It was not my wish to deceive you.’

‘I don’t feel deceived,’ I said. ‘Truly. But I would like to speak with you if I may.’


He nodded and led me to a long, sunlit room where the reflection of the water outside rippled on the ceiling.

‘Please,’ he said, motioning with one hand. ‘Sit wherever you feel comfortable.’

I hesitated. There were no chairs, just low window seats covered in rugs and piled with cushions.

‘You will need to get used to this style of furnishing,’ he said. ‘It is our way, and this is the fashion in all the houses in Salonica.’

I lowered myself onto the seat and leaned back into the cushions. ‘I quite like it. It feels like climbing into bed.’

He smiled. ‘That is the idea. Although it is also an illusion. Great deeds and complex political discussions are undertaken while we pretend to relax.’

He called out for the footman, Paco, a young Spaniard who’d joined Luis’s service in Spain and had come all the way back to Venice with us. Paco and I exchanged shy smiles. I was only too aware that the nasty scar across his forehead was the result of a sword slash earned in my defence in the mêlée at Seville.

Al-Qasim asked for tea to be brought and sat down, facing me, on the opposite bench.

‘In Salonica, you will also find that there are long hours of tea drinking and protocol and endless gossip before you get to the point of any meeting,’ he said. ‘But here, among friends, there’s no need for that.’

‘That’s good news,’ I said. ‘I’m not very good at diplomacy, as we all know.’

‘I’m sure you are, if you try.’

‘Perhaps.’ I smiled. ‘But it seems such a waste of time.’

He pondered that for a moment. His thoughtfulness was one of the things I most admired about him. Willem and I were likely to blurt out exactly what was on our minds, and Signora Contarini certainly had no hesitation in voicing her thoughts. But Al-Qasim always spent a few moments weighing his words, measuring each concept and selecting the most appropriate course. It was a skill I hoped to learn from him.

‘Diplomacy has been known to save lives,’ he said at last. ‘The trick is knowing when talk is indeed a waste of time, and when it is more valuable than action.’

‘How can you ever know the difference?’

He shrugged. ‘Sometimes it is a game of chance. But that is not the situation we now face.’

‘No.’ All the lightness vanished from our voices. ‘It’s too late for that now.’

‘Agreed. And since we two friends have no need to pretend, what do you want to do?’

‘Me?’

‘This is your first visit to our home,’ he said. ‘I assume you have a specific purpose.’

Paco entered silently and offered us glasses of tea from a copper tray. I took a sip and waited for him to leave the room before I spoke again.

‘Your English is much better than it was when we first met, when Master de Aquila tried to pass you off as a translator.’

‘It was not, perhaps, the ideal subterfuge.’

‘But you have been studying?’

‘Luis has been teaching me,’ he said. ‘In the evenings.’

‘He must be a good teacher.’

He smiled. ‘He is very patient.’

‘As are you.’

‘Perhaps. Or, at least, I am very good at pretending to be patient.’


I placed the tea glass carefully on the table and looked at him. ‘Can you teach me Arabic? Please?’

‘Of course,’ he said, ‘it would be an honour.’

‘Thank you. I thought we could start straightaway, and then continue lessons on the ship.’

‘So that you have a few words when you arrive?’

‘As many words and phrases as possible,’ I said. ‘But there’s something else.’

His smile didn’t waver. ‘I thought as much.’

‘I don’t want to go to Salonica. I think we should go to Constantinople.’

One raised eyebrow was his only response at first. ‘That’s a long way,’ he said after a few moments.

‘I know it is, but that’s the point. I don’t believe we’ll be safe just a few days’ sailing from here. Fra Clement managed to reach his claws all the way across Europe to find us a few years ago. The stretch of ocean between here and Salonica would be nothing to him.’

‘True enough.’

‘It might be part of the Ottoman Empire, but it’s an outpost.’

‘Also true,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘The empire is happy enough for outposts to rule themselves, so long as they don’t make trouble.’

‘But in the capital, in Constantinople, there’s the Sultan and his court, the army, there are your priests —’

‘Imams.’

‘Sorry, your imams, and magistrates — all sorts of different powers at play. It will be easier for us to stay hidden in a big city.’

Al-Qasim nodded, so I went on.

‘If we can find a place there, we’ll be further out of reach of the Church, I’m sure. There’s an English ambassador and a whole consulate, as well as Venetian and Dutch traders if we need them. There are people to do business with, eventually, if we are able to work.’

I stopped for breath and he held up one hand, then let it drop into his lap and turned his head slightly to gaze out of the window at the boats and the green water lapping at the houses opposite.

‘I love it here,’ he said softly.

‘I know. So do I.’

‘I had not thought to travel so far again. Like you, I have been adrift for too long. I certainly never planned to return to the imperial city.’ He sighed. ‘But you are right.’

‘I wish I wasn’t.’

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘What next?’

‘I need you to help me convince the others.’

‘That,’ he said with a grin, ‘may be the hardest task anyone has ever set me.’ He stretched out his hand. ‘Come. We may as well make a start. This could take some time.’

‘No!’

Willem and the signora shouted it as one.

‘Absolutely not,’ the signora went on. ‘I wouldn’t dream of such a thing.’

‘Nor I,’ said Willem. ‘It’s full of heathens and Greeks and concubines. And plague. And —’

‘Now you’re being ridiculous,’ I said. ‘Constantinople is one of the greatest cities on earth, filled with history. There’s Sancta Sophia and the Hippodrome and —’

‘Isabella,’ Al-Qasim said, ‘I’m afraid the historical line of argument, fascinating though it may be to you, will not sway them. Let me try.’


Willem and Signora Contarini sat on the other side of the table from us, arms crossed, eyes defiant.

‘There is nothing you can say that will convince me to travel to the other side of the world,’ said the signora.

‘You will die if you stay here,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘We all will.’

I gulped. But he was right.

Luis took up the argument. ‘The danger is great and very real. Fra Clement will not rest until he has all of you thrown into the Inquisitor’s dungeons, and after that — who knows? The stake? Perhaps something quiet but equally effective like the garrotte.’

‘The only safe course,’ I added, ‘is for us to get as far away as possible and throw ourselves on the mercy of people who will never give in to the Church, no matter what Clement says or does.’

‘Venice is at war with Constantinople,’ said the signora. ‘It is treachery for me to even think of going there.’

‘That’s why it’s perfect,’ said Luis. ‘Venice never allows a small inconvenience like a war to affect trade — ships sail back and forth between the cities all the time. But the Inquisitor or any official Church delegation will not be welcome there. If Fra Clement tries to come after you, he will be thrown from the cliff-tops. Or into the Sultan’s dungeons.’

‘That sounds more like it,’ said Willem. ‘But it’s still a heathen city.’

‘We are all heathens to you, Willem,’ said Luis, ‘and we get along, don’t we?’

Willem grunted. ‘I’m used to you now. That’s all.’

‘Think of it this way, Will,’ I said. ‘In the centuries when the city was called Byzantium, from the days of Saint Helena, it was the crowning glory of Christendom. Constantine, Justinian — generations of emperors were soldiers of Christ.’


‘Until they went mad.’ The signora clenched both fists. ‘I know all about Constantinople. My uncle lived there for months. I published his memoir and it does not make pleasant reading.’

‘Things have changed since those days,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘I promise. I, too, was there in the dark years. It’s not like that any more.’

‘You can’t be certain of that.’ Signora Contarini closed her eyes and let her face sink into her palms. ‘I cannot believe this is happening. To me.’

‘But what about the workshop?’ said Willem. ‘We could possibly leave it for a few months, but not forever.’

‘It won’t be forever,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘But perhaps a long time?’ asked the signora.

‘Perhaps.’

She slapped her hands flat on the table. ‘I will appeal to the Doge, to the whole Council.’

‘It won’t work,’ said Luis. ‘They won’t help you. They need Rome’s backing for this war.’

‘Yes! A war with Constantinople — the very place you wish me to go.’

‘The city itself is not at war,’ said Luis. ‘Those battles are all happening miles out to sea. They are fighting over Crete, no closer to Constantinople than we are.’

‘But still —’

‘Signora,’ I said softly. ‘It’s no good. You know that.’

She sighed. ‘I hate this.’

‘We all do,’ said Al-Qasim.

She looked up at him, and reached for his hand. ‘I know, my friend. I know. But unlike you, I have never left my home before.’

‘That’s one thing I’ve learned,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘You can get used to almost anything if you have to.’


‘Not me,’ I said. ‘I always feel like an exile. No matter how much I love Venice, I’ll never get used to that.’

He smiled, but sadly. ‘Perhaps one day.’

‘But what about the business?’ Willem asked. ‘What about my work?’

‘You will find different work,’ said Al-Qasim, ‘just as you did when you came to Venice.’

‘It’s all right for you,’ said Willem. ‘You have nothing here.’

Al-Qasim blushed. I’d never seen him do that before.

‘Do not be so sure,’ said Signora Contarini.

‘I know how you feel, Will,’ I said, and turned to the others. ‘It’s just that Venice has become our sanctuary.’

‘I understand,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘I feel the same. We have built a home here, and this is where my heart will always dwell. But it is no longer safe. For us. For you.’

‘And so you must leave,’ said Luis, his voice unusually husky. ‘But you will be safe in Constantinople.’

‘You don’t know that for sure,’ said Willem. ‘It’s too far. Anything might happen on the way. You’re asking us to travel to the end of the earth, to some little pagan town.’

‘Far from it,’ said Luis. ‘Constantinople is bigger than Venice, bigger than Amsterdam. I know many people there.’

‘You know people everywhere,’ said Willem. ‘Those assassins you mentioned —’

‘We’re not killing anyone, remember?’ I said. ‘Not even Clement.’

‘More’s the pity,’ said the signora.

‘This way is better,’ said Luis. ‘Trust me. You may even come to like Constantinople. Many people long to visit it.’

‘Nobody will even know we’re there,’ I said.


‘What’s the point of that?’ said Signora Contarini.

Luis laughed. ‘Just sometimes, signora, it is wise to go unnoticed. And in such a place you won’t attract attention.’

‘The city is so vast now,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Some call it Istanbul, “the city”, as if it is the only one that matters, and perhaps they are right.’

‘So I hear,’ said the signora. ‘But it will always be Constantinople to me.’

I smiled. ‘It will always be Byzantium to me.’

‘Whatever it’s called,’ said Willem, ‘I’m not going.’

It took another three days of badgering, debate, assurances, threats and bribery to get Willem to change his mind, albeit reluctantly. He finally agreed only because Luis promised to take over the business in our absence and operate it as if we were still there.

‘But I should be with you,’ Luis said.

‘We will send for you if we must,’ said Signora Contarini. ‘The best thing you can do is take care of my press.’

‘I will guard it with my life.’

‘No need for that. Presses can be replaced if necessary. You cannot. All I ask is that you keep it running. Publish meditations and books of the saints to which nobody can object. We will wait for the storm to blow over. I don’t think Fra Clement will tarry here long after he finds we’ve gone. We will outlast him, and return to make even more mischief.’

‘A tactical retreat?’ asked Luis.

‘Quite.’

‘I will see you safely to the ship, at least.’

‘And I’ll protect you for the rest of the journey,’ said Willem. He put on his fierce face.


Signora Contarini patted his arm. ‘Of course you will, my dear. Bless you. Come, Isabella, we have work to do.’

For a day or two, as if by some unspoken signal, we all pretended that the world could go on as it had before, as if nothing had changed, as if nobody threatened us.

We turned back to what we knew best: the press, the books, the familiar rituals of typesetting, proofreading and collating. The men who worked for us carried on as always, quietly tending to the press, delivering finished pages to the bookbinders, making up the type, trimming the sheets. We were working on a Latin Book of Hours, the most inoffensive project we could think of, reproducing an old volume with woodcuts that Luis had found in Genoa. We all worked late into the night, just as we always had, and our words and pages flowed off the press like poems.

I felt, as I so often did, that my dear Master de Aquila was beside us in spirit. I often talked to him, silently, as I worked; wondered if he could look down on all the hundreds of copies of the first edition of The Sum of All Knowledge in houses all over Europe, fulfilling his dream of opening people’s eyes to the wonders of the world. I wished that he could know what a sensation his encyclopaedia had caused; how many readers had written to me praising its detail, its wisdom. It was all his: his vision, his book, his legacy to me and to the world.

‘You were born to this, Isabella,’ the signora said one evening. ‘Just like me.’

I smiled at her. ‘I can’t think of any better way to spend a life. It feels as if each book is a treasure we give to anyone who ever reads the lines of print we make, absorbs the ideas, the poetry, the power in the words.’


I plucked a fresh page off the press and felt the soft dimpling of the paper between my fingers.

‘I don’t know about all that,’ said Willem, holding up a book. ‘But look at this binding. See how the corners are all wrinkled?’

We both peered at the book in his hands. To my eyes it looked perfect.

‘I’ll be having a sharp word with that bookbinder, let me tell you,’ said Willem. He wandered off, muttering to himself about the price of calfskin.

Signora Contarini watched him go. ‘I confess, I didn’t hold out much hope for Willem when we first met,’ she said.

‘I know. I could tell.’

‘Was it that obvious?’

I laughed.

‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘I’m not very good at pretence. I cannot help but express what I feel.’

‘It’s one of your many charms,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry. He thought you were crazed, at first, so you’re even.’

‘It’s different now,’ she said. ‘You can rely on him. We both can.’

‘I trust him with my life. Although I hope I never have to — not again.’

‘He has grown into a good man and strong,’ she said. ‘He’s a craftsman.’

‘You say that like it’s a bad thing.’

‘Do I? I don’t mean it to be. We need craftsmen; we need the practical, the expert, the skilled hands. But …’

I felt as if I knew what she was about to say, as I so often did nowadays.

‘But it’s not enough?’


She shook her head. ‘For a compositor? Yes. For a workshop foreman? Absolutely. For someone on whom we can depend to manage the practical side of our business? Yes, we cannot do without him. Willem will make a very fine printer. But a publisher? A visionary? No. He is neither of those things.’ She paused. ‘You are.’

I blinked. ‘Me?’ So much for knowing what she would say next.

‘You know it to be true, Isabella.’

‘No, I’m a translator. Perhaps one day I’ll be a writer. But not … signora, I could never be —’

She waved her hands in that frustrating Venetian sign that means I’m not listening to your nonsense. ‘To Willem, this is work. He is proud of it, works hard, tries to do the best he can, and he is, indeed, very good at it. But it doesn’t fill his soul and his heart the way it does mine — and yours.’ Her dark eyes sought my own. ‘I see it in you, Isabella, in your excitement when we begin a new work, your pleasure at the start of each day.’

I smiled. ‘That much is true.’

‘Then what?’

‘It’s a risky business being a publisher,’ I said. ‘There’s the money, and you have to deal with authors and people like Fra Clement trying to shut down your business and —’

‘Pah! He doesn’t matter. None of it matters. Only the books. Only the words.’

‘But —’

‘If you were younger,’ she said, ‘I might adopt you as the daughter I never had.’

‘Oh, signora.’ A sob caught in my throat.

‘But we are equals, you and I.’

‘Hardly,’ I said. ‘I’ve got so much to learn.’


‘And you will. But already you manage the translation side of the business better than Luis or I ever have.’

‘You do yourself a disservice, signora.’

‘And that’s another thing: it is time you called me by my name. I am Valentina.’

‘Valentina. It’s beautiful.’

‘It was my mother’s name.’

‘It seems strange to call you that, after all this time.’

‘And if I should not return from this absurd adventure —’

‘Don’t be silly,’ I said.

‘Isabella, I name you as my business partner, as a proprietor of the Mermaid Press, owner with me of this entire empire.’ She spread her arms wide and laughed. ‘All of it.’

Dread clutched at my insides. ‘I’m not ready.’

‘That’s for me to decide,’ she said. ‘And if I do not survive this journey, you will inherit it all.’

‘But —’

‘Do not argue with me, Isabella. I have decided. I have told Luis. He will make sure that the papers are drawn up before we leave.’

The signora watched me closely as I struggled for a breath, and for a hold on the strange whirl of feelings inside me: elation, pride, a touch of sorrow, and fear. Always fear. But then I imagined Master de Aquila smiling. Had he known, that day we first climbed the stairs to the workshop? Had he planned, all along, to introduce me to the signora?

‘Do you hear me?’ she said.

‘Yes,’ I said. Tears prickled in my eyes. ‘I thank you for your trust in me. It means so much — more than I can say.’

She squeezed my hand. ‘To me, too.’


‘Thank you.’ It came out as a whisper.

‘Now I can rest more easily.’

‘But I’m only going along with this,’ I said, ‘because I know you will come home to Venice one day soon, and everything will be just as it was.’

‘Promise?’

‘I swear it.’

But I had no idea if it was true.
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IN WHICH EXILES FLEE YET AGAIN

The illusion of calm we’d created couldn’t last. We all knew that. We met one evening over supper in the signora’s salon to plan our next steps.

Luis was convinced that Fra Clement and his Inquisitors would try to stop us leaving the city. ‘If he suspects for one moment that you intend to flee, he will have you arrested.’

‘I will not wait around for him and his henchmen,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘Let them try,’ said Willem. ‘I could knock that Brother Andreas over with a sheet of paper.’

‘If they try, they will succeed,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Believe me.’

Willem fell silent. Signora Contarini stared into her glass of wine as if she could see the future in it. Al-Qasim flexed his fingers, watching as they curled and stretched against the white tablecloth.


‘I have an idea,’ I said.

‘Lord save us,’ said Willem.

‘There’s no need to be like that,’ I said. ‘I have brilliant ideas.’

‘Perhaps so,’ he shot back, ‘but they often result in me getting stabbed or chased or arrested.’

‘Nonsense. You’ve never been stabbed. Not once.’

‘So far.’

I punched his arm. I hadn’t done that for such a long time, but since we were about to launch into another adventure, I felt it was overdue.

‘Ow! See?’

‘My dears,’ said the signora, ‘stop squabbling.’

Willem and I sat up straight like naughty children.

‘What is this brilliant idea?’ she asked.

‘You may not like it,’ I warned.

‘This is sounding worse by the moment,’ said Willem.

‘Trust me,’ I said.

The next afternoon, all the best Venetian families received a beautifully printed invitation to a ball at Signora Contarini’s palazzo. There was an enormous party in Venice every year on the first night of Carnevale, when everyone in the city gathered in the piazza for fireworks and dancing and to show off their finest gowns. This time, the signora invited friends and family to a costume ball earlier in the evening so that the celebrations would last throughout the night.

Carnevale season was frantic enough at the best of times: the city came alive with processions and masquerades, and bells rang from every tower. But this year, the signora assured her friends, would be the most exciting ever.


‘You simply must come,’ she told everyone. ‘Wear your masks and your Carnevale outfits. It will be the most stupendous night.’

We threw ourselves into a frenzy of preparation. Luis supervised the arrangements, moving furniture from room to room and dropping great lengths of fabric from every window so they fluttered across the Grand Canal like banners.

‘There,’ said Luis. ‘Does that look to you like the home of someone who is about to flee for her life?’

‘Far from it,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘It seems as if the palazzo itself is defying Fra Clement.’

‘Excellent,’ I said. ‘That’s just what we want him to think — what we want everyone to think.’

Pietro had offered to act as host of the ball, so his servants scurried around the palazzo with flowers and candles. In the kitchens, a team of pastry chefs created hundreds of citrus tarts and cakes doused in honey. A steady stream of boats delivered ice and wine. Signora Contarini shouted a great deal, and Willem wisely hid in the workshop and only came near us at mealtimes.

Despite the excitement, my mind was often elsewhere. In my heart, I said farewell to Venice, to everything I loved about the city, and walked through its streets filled with longing, as if I had already left. I noticed all the little details, the stones and the sounds, and tried desperately to memorise them all. I wanted to imprint the city on the pages of my mind so that I would never forget: the women heading to work in the Arsenale early each morning, boats laden with vegetables or cloth or even coffins, a vine growing up a pink wall, mongers calling out in the fish markets, the islands in the mist, domes and belltowers, children’s laughter in the campo, clouds low on the lagoon, moonlight on water, seaweed, flowers on a windowsill. I breathed it in, all of it, so that my heart was full of Venice and it would never leave me.

But, too soon, it was time to go.

The signora and I had spent every evening locked in her bedchamber with her seamstress, Maria, working on our costumes for the party and the fireworks afterwards.

‘Remarkable,’ I said, as Maria put the finishing touches to the signora’s outfit on the afternoon of the party. Her fingers darted across the fabric. ‘You are so clever.’

‘Nobody will ever recognise you,’ said Maria.

‘Thank you, Maria, you have done wonders,’ said Signora Contarini.

‘It is my honour. Do you wish me to bring your ballgown?’

‘Don’t worry,’ said the signora. ‘You run along.’

Maria picked up her basket and a roll of spare fabric from the bureau.

‘Here,’ said the signora, rummaging in her desk drawer. ‘Something for your trouble.’

Maria glanced down at the coins in her hand. ‘No, no, this is too much. It’s a year’s wages for a woman like me. More.’

‘Please, take it, and bless you, Maria.’

Maria blushed. I knew that she was the signora’s distant cousin. Her husband had lost his fortune at the card tables, like so many, then promptly died of fever, leaving her to care for five children. She raised her eyes to meet Signora Contarini’s gaze. ‘It’s not necessary.’

‘You have earned every bit of it,’ said the signora. ‘At least, you will soon. Go now.’

Signora Contarini closed the door behind Maria and rested her forehead against the doorframe. Then she turned around to face me and grinned.


‘My goodness, this outfit! What do you think?’

‘Walk around a little.’

The signora took a few tentative steps across the rug. She was dressed head to toe in black silk, in breeches and long coat with a cavalier’s hat. She stopped to stare at her reflection in the looking glass and fastened an impassive gold mask over her face.

‘How extraordinary!’ she said.

I laughed. ‘You see? Dressed in a man’s clothes, you could ride across Italy or fight in a battle.’

‘Or step over a puddle in the piazza without getting my petticoats wet.’

‘Even that. No more tottering along in shoes tall enough to break your ankle.’

She took a few more steps, then spun around slowly, looking down in amazement at her legs. ‘Do you think this is how men feel all the time?’

‘I imagine they’re so used to it they don’t even notice.’

She took off her mask and threw it onto her desk. ‘If women felt like this, why, nothing could stop us.’

‘I don’t think anything could stop you if you put your mind to it, in breeches or gown.’

‘So I have always thought,’ she said. ‘But this! It’s shocking. It’s as if the world has suddenly turned on its head, as if all the planets have realigned themselves into a pattern I hardly recognise.’ She sat down heavily on the chaise. ‘Isabella, I’m not sure I can do this.’

I kneeled beside her and took one of her hands in mine. ‘They’re only clothes.’

She sighed. ‘It’s not that. The rest — it’s too much. Escaping. Leaving my city, my press, my family, even my faith, behind.’

‘It won’t be forever,’ I said. ‘I promise.’


‘Not for you, perhaps. You are young.’

‘Oh really, now you’re talking nonsense.’ I stood up. ‘You’re barely ten years older than I am. Stop behaving as if you were some ancient crone.’

‘I feel it sometimes,’ she said, but managed a smile. It lasted just a moment, then she slumped back, pushing her hair out of her eyes.

Suddenly I didn’t feel so sure about my brilliant plan, either.

‘Signora, I’m so sorry to have brought all this upon you.’

‘So,’ she said, ‘it was you who made all this happen, was it?’

‘In a way, yes. By coming here, publishing The Sum of All Knowledge.’

‘Don’t be absurd. It’s not your fault. It’s him. Them.’ She waved a hand in the vague direction of the Doge’s Palace and Fra Clement. ‘I would do it all again, even now I know the price we must pay.’

‘Would you?’

‘Come here.’ She patted my cheek. ‘You must forgive me my moment of doubt, of fear.’

‘There’s nothing to forgive. I’m sure we all feel the same, except, perhaps, Al-Qasim.’

‘Especially him.’

‘But he’ll be back in Constantinople, with his people,’ I said.

‘They are not the people of his heart. He leaves behind that which is most precious to him.’

‘But —’

She sat up straight. ‘I am sounding morose again. There is no time for that. We have too much to do. Let us go.’

She stood up and smoothed her doublet with both hands. ‘Look at me! I am the image of Pietro, although much more handsome.’ At last, she conjured a smile as broad and sun-filled as the lagoon. ‘Go now, Isabella. I will meet you downstairs.’


As I closed the door, I peeked behind me and saw her twirl, arms wide open, in her breeches and cloak. The sound of her laughter echoed, as it so often did, throughout the palazzo.

I packed very little: two changes of clothes and a good gown in case I ever had to look respectable; my journals, pens and ink; new editions of my father’s books; Master de Aquila’s hat and the manuscript of The Sum of All Knowledge, written in his sloping script. At the last moment, I stuffed the signora’s pearl-handled dagger into the bag, along with my well-thumbed volumes of Herodotus’s Histories.

I left behind the rest of the possessions I’d gathered in Venice: a silver comb, a fan of Maltese lace, fine gowns, silk slippers and a perfume flask of Murano glass. Most of them were gifts from Signora Contarini, just like the roof over my head and my place in her workshop.

I ran my fingers over the dozens of books on the shelf, relishing the feel of the mottled calfskin and the stamped lettering on the spines as much as my memories of the words inside each volume. These were my real treasures, but there were too many to take with me. Some were books we had printed, my friends and I. Some I had inherited from Master de Aquila: the books he had bought on our long journey from Amsterdam; each one a reminder of a distant city, a market stall, a bookseller’s shop; each one a memory of him and his joy. Many were books that I had bought and read time after time: about battles and famous deeds; about birds, flowers and the wonders of the New World; books filled with adventures or history or science, in which great men — or women — spoke to me of their thoughts and discoveries.


What a miracle, to have so much wisdom, beauty and genius at my fingertips. It felt like saying farewell to dear friends. I had no idea if I would ever see them again. At one time in my life, I might have said that books were all that mattered. But now I knew that wasn’t true. I had grown up surrounded by books, and until the war came my father and I might have both said that books were our lives, our livelihood. But now he was lost to me, and I lived every day, every hour, with that knowledge — that grief. Now I knew that books mattered a great deal, but not as much as people — as life.

I picked up the perfume flask and held it against the sunshine, tilting it one way and another. The light streamed through the coloured glass and threw fragments of rainbow onto the wall behind me. I watched them flicker and fade as twilight closed in, my mind first racing through myriad possibilities and then lingering on questions that seemed to hold no answers. Was I to spend all my life fleeing from one city to another in search of refuge? Would I never have a place to call my own, a library filled with books, a garden, a family? How could I repay my friends for their many kindnesses and their fierce loyalty?

When the signora knocked on my door an hour later, she found me slumped on the bed.

‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘Not you, too? I just realised I’ve been sitting staring blankly at my father’s old edition of Dante since you left me.’

‘I’m weary, that’s all,’ I said. ‘I doubt I have the strength to get through the next hour, let alone the whole evening.’

She climbed up onto the bed next to me and pulled the quilt over herself.

‘If someone as brave as you feels like that,’ she said, ‘imagine how feeble I feel.’


‘I don’t know why everyone thinks I’m brave.’

‘When, in fact, you are fearful all the time? You wake at night in tears?’

‘How do you know?’

‘These men, they see in you a woman who argues with tyrants and they think you must be powerful, fearless, always. Yet we women know the truth, and that we cannot let them see our weaknesses.’

‘You, too?’

‘Let us try to think of all this as an adventure,’ she said, ‘just like in those Spanish romances, or we shall both be too immobilised to go on.’

‘You don’t even like those sorts of books.’

She chuckled. ‘We are more alike than you know. In so many ways. You feel the same way as I do about our work and about books, as your master did, bless his soul in heaven. Perhaps you inherited it from your father? Words are in you, part of you. Without them, you would not be who you are.’

‘It’s always been that way,’ I said. ‘Writing down words — now printing them — in the hope someone will read them. My father …’ As always, words about him, of our life together, caught in my throat.

‘I know,’ she said.

‘At times it’s felt like a burden, even a curse. It has certainly brought me endless trouble. But now I believe it’s a gift.’

‘From God?’ she asked.

‘Or from my father.’

‘Aren’t we lucky, you and I?’

‘We are indeed, signora.’

‘You are to call me Valentina, remember?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Valentina.’

‘So now,’ she said, ‘it is time for us to take on the world.’

We heard afterwards that Signora Contarini’s masquerade ball was a triumph. The women were beautiful, and so were many of the men. The fruit ices and frozen wine were a tremendous success, and at the height of festivities Pietro announced his betrothal to the granddaughter of the Doge. Nobody recognised anyone else under their masks, which led to all kinds of embarrassment, intrigue and even entanglements, which is just how a party should be in Venice. Everyone toasted Signora Contarini’s good health and virtue, and danced until it was time to watch the fireworks.

That’s what we heard. We were nowhere near the palazzo. It was Maria, masked and dressed in Valentina’s new ballgown, who danced with dukes and ambassadors, while the real Signora Contarini strode down back alleys and over bridges as if she’d worn breeches and riding boots her whole life. She led us on a twisting and circuitous route deep into the city and then doubled back towards San Marco when she was sure nobody was shadowing us. Willem, Luis, Al-Qasim and I floundered along in her wake, each of us in a Carnevale mask and long cape. Luis and I were in black and gold to match the signora, Al-Qasim was in peacock blue, and even Willem had been forced out of his distinctive Dutch clothes and into dark green velvet. He looked quite handsome. We all did.

That night, it was as if every single person in Venice — perhaps in all of Europe — had decided to don a mask and feathers and dance in the piazza. In each corner, orchestras played, and a gypsy band weaved through the crowd, so that the different notes of dozens of violins clashed and soared above our heads. People danced, bowed, whispered and laughed, and everyone seemed to be gazing at each other and at the same time striking a pose in the hope that someone was looking at them.

‘If Fra Clement or Brother Andreas are here,’ said Luis, ‘they’ll be too busy praying for deliverance from this pit of sin to bother about us.’

‘They won’t be anywhere near the piazza, not tonight,’ I said. ‘At least, that’s the idea.’

Al-Qasim took my arm. ‘It’s time.’

Behind her mask, Valentina sniffed away a few tears. ‘To think I might never again be part of Carnevale.’

‘You will, one day,’ I whispered. ‘I swear.’

‘Let’s go,’ said Luis. He glanced around quickly. ‘We’ll split up in the crowd and reassemble next to the gondola pontoon when the midnight bell sounds. Paco will meet us there with the boat. Take your time, wander about, mix in with everyone else. That should shake off anyone who’s following us.’

Al-Qasim nodded, his peacock feathers shimmering in the light of a thousand lanterns. ‘I may even dance,’ he said.

Luis grinned, his teeth white below the black mask. ‘Why not?’

‘Is this really the time for it?’ said Willem.

‘The whole city is dancing,’ said Valentina. ‘It’s the best way to blend in.’

‘Try it, Will,’ I said. ‘You might even enjoy it.’

‘I doubt it,’ he said, and moved off into the throng.

‘Sometimes he is so very …’ said Valentina.

‘Come,’ said Al-Qasim, offering me his hand. ‘Let us dance our way to Constantinople.’

That’s exactly what we did, swaying and weaving our way through the piazza, just like everyone else. There were men in velvet capes, women disguised beneath silver masks and black lace fans, children giggling and singing and racing through the crowd, jugglers and acrobats and musicians everywhere.

One woman wore a high yellow wig with a pet monkey sitting on top. Another was wrapped up in yards of inky blue satin embroidered with minuscule silver stars. Two lute players sat on stools facing each other and played completely different songs. The monkey clapped along with the music and chattered in its own language. Flower-sellers cried out their wares. No doubt there were also cutpurses going about their stealthy business, and all kinds of mischief afoot in the alleys and under archways. But in Venice, many nights are like that.

Under the lantern posts, people played at dice and shuffled packs of cards, or stood about the cask stalls, sipping wine. The aromas of roast meat, frankincense and sweat hung heavy in the air. I breathed it all in, as if it was a precious and rare fragrance, and smiled at everyone around me, even the monkey. I should have been nervous, I suppose, but it felt as if I had to remember every moment, every masked face, and carry it all with me into my new world.

I held tight to Al-Qasim’s hand and we let the tide of people bear us forward, surrounded by silk, feathers and pale masks gleaming in the darkness. As we reached the pontoon where the others waited at the water’s edge, bells across the city struck midnight.

I sent up a silent prayer that this would not be the last time we ever heard the bells of Venice. Please, I prayed, please let us return one day. Let us come home.

‘Look!’ said Willem, as the palace roof exploded in white light.

‘Fireworks.’ Valentina clapped her hands together, delighted, and we all raised our faces to the sky to watch the rockets arc into the night and erupt in red starbursts.


‘Now!’ Luis hissed. ‘Quickly, while everyone’s distracted.’

So I turned my face from the fireworks, the dancing, the music and laughter and the city I loved, and ran through the dark to the boat — to the lagoon, to the sea, to the edge of Europe. To freedom.

They must have been following us even then.
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IN WHICH OUR HEROINE EMBRACES THE OCEAN

Our ship was one of Venice’s grand trading galleys, with a triangular sail that soared above us and dozens of oars on each side, every one as long as a tree. I’d seen these ships at anchor on the lagoon, but never dreamed I’d set foot on one. We were, Al-Qasim told us, travelling in the most luxurious ship afloat, thanks to the machinations of Luis and the influence of Pietro. Our voyage to Constantinople would be both smooth and swift.

‘It had better be,’ Willem muttered, and went below to the cabin he shared with Al-Qasim and three other men.

Valentina and I were given the captain’s cabin, an unprecedented honour for which the dear man was awarded the most dazzling of Valentina’s smiles at every opportunity, lest he change his mind.

When we met on deck late the next morning, Venice had vanished beyond a misty horizon. The oarsmen were at rest now we were well out to sea and under sail, and some of them sat in small groups nearby, playing at dice and talking quietly. Valentina spent a few moments staring at the empty ocean, then turned away.

‘It won’t be for long,’ I said.

‘I still can’t believe it.’

‘I know.’

‘I have a better plan,’ she said. ‘Let’s go back and I will wring Fra Clement’s neck with my bare hands.’

I grinned. ‘I wonder if he realises we’ve gone.’

‘I hope not,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Luis has devised all kinds of strategies to pretend that we are all still in Venice. He will lead the Inquisitors on a dance for many days yet.’

‘Luis is a good man,’ said Valentina.

Al-Qasim turned away to watch the wake of the ship. ‘Yes.’

We stood in silence for a few moments. If I’d allowed space in my heart for everything I was feeling, I’d have crawled into my bed and never come out. Instead, I clutched the rail and lifted my face up to the sky, my eyes half-closed against the sun.

‘Enough moping,’ said Valentina. ‘I think I need to rest. This business of bouncing up and down on the waves doesn’t seem to agree with me.’

‘Ships are horrible,’ said Willem. ‘Nothing good has ever happened to me on a ship. People push you overboard and all sorts of rubbish.’

‘Nothing so dramatic will happen this time,’ Al-Qasim assured him.

‘And the bouncing never ends,’ said Willem.

‘Never?’ asked Valentina. ‘Really? How do you bear it?’


‘You don’t,’ said Willem. ‘You just —’

‘Thank you, Will,’ I said. ‘The signora doesn’t need to hear the details at the moment.’

‘Why are you smiling?’ Willem asked me. ‘You hate ships as much as I do.’

‘But this ship,’ I said, nearly laughing with the incredible wonder of it, ‘this ship will be sailing through the Aegean!’

‘That makes a difference?’

‘To me it does.’

After all, I’d studied the ancient Greek world for most of my life, had read its stories and learned its language almost as early as I’d learned my own.

‘You have the salt water in your veins now,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘I regret that we cannot stop at Athens. If only you could see the Acropolis.’

‘Maybe one day I will.’

‘On the way back, perhaps?’ said Valentina.

‘Assuming that we do come back,’ said Willem.

‘Of course we will.’ I smiled as brightly as I could.

‘Come,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Since we have so much time on our hands, I think instead of moping about, as the signora rightly says, it is time for a lesson.’

‘In what?’ Willem asked.

‘I hope this doesn’t make you too anxious,’ he said, pulling a dagger from his belt, ‘but I feel I should teach you how to use a knife in a fight, just in case you need to defend yourselves.’

‘Pah! Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Valentina. ‘I’m Venetian. I know how to wield a dagger.’

‘Me, too,’ said Willem.

I chuckled. He glared at me.


‘Sorry, Will, but “I’m from Amsterdam, I know how to wield a dagger” doesn’t sound quite so threatening.’

He snatched the silver knife from Al-Qasim. ‘Give it here.’

Al-Qasim smiled and took a few careful steps back. ‘Very well. You may attack me.’

‘I’m not going to actually attack you,’ said Willem. ‘You’re a cripple. You might get injured.’ He slashed at the air. ‘I’m just going to show you a few tactics.’

The next moment Willem was flat on his face on the deck with one arm twisted behind his back and Al-Qasim bearing down on it with all his weight. The dagger spun in circles on the deck, out of reach. I didn’t even see how it happened.

‘That hurts!’

‘How can it be so, when I am merely a cripple?’

‘I didn’t mean anything by that.’ Willem’s words came out in a burst, as if he was being strangled.

Maybe he was. I don’t know. I was too busy laughing.

Al-Qasim jumped to his feet and put out a hand to help Willem up.

‘I hope you have now learned a lesson?’

‘I certainly have,’ said Willem, bent over, trying to get some breath back into his lungs. ‘I’ll never call you a cripple again.’

Al-Qasim laughed. ‘That is excellent news. But it wasn’t the lesson.’

‘Huh?’

Al-Qasim kicked out and Willem’s legs crumpled underneath him. He sprawled on the deck, staring upwards.

‘The lesson,’ said Al-Qasim, ‘is that anyone can surprise you at any time, armed or unarmed.’ He clapped his hands. ‘Very well. Now we begin. All of you.’


We trained every morning, learning different ways to hold and thrust a knife, movements to escape someone’s grasp, and even kicks and punches. Valentina took to it with a ferocious enthusiasm possibly linked to her plan to murder Fra Clement.

‘I’m not sure I could really punch someone hard enough to hurt them,’ I said one day to Al-Qasim.

He stood before me, his shirt damp with sweat after a long bout with Willem. ‘You could, if you had to,’ he said. ‘But often it’s enough just to give them a surprise. If some man grabs at you, he won’t expect a young woman to fight back. If you shock him with a solid thump on the nose, that might allow time for you to run away.’

‘Perhaps,’ I said.

‘Or he might die laughing,’ said Willem. ‘You never know your luck.’

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘That’s very encouraging.’

He bowed. ‘I live to serve.’

I turned to Al-Qasim. ‘Can I practise my punching exercises on Willem from now on?’

‘Be my guest.’

‘Hey!’ Willem backed up against the mast. ‘That’s not fair.’

‘You are in Ottoman waters now, my boy,’ said Al-Qasim with a grin. ‘You will have to learn new customs and traditions.’

‘You mean, it’s a tradition that innocent boys can get punched in the nose by women?’

‘Not at all,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘We simply have a much better sense of humour than you northerners.’

I raised my fists. ‘Ready?’

Willem squinted into the sun. ‘I see. This is some kind of conspiracy.’


‘Call it what you like,’ I said. ‘If you’re too scared to have a practice bout with me …’

‘Don’t be stupid, Isabella. As if I —’

I skipped to his left, punching lightly. I was only partly joking. It felt quite good, quite strong, to be facing up to someone who I knew could easily beat me in a fair fight. But who said I had to play fairly? Valentina had been teaching me some of her own unique approaches, such as stamping your heel on unprotected toes and kicking men in areas of the body that I only theoretically knew existed.

‘I hope those aren’t pirates on the horizon,’ I said, gazing over Willem’s shoulder at the empty sea. As he turned to look, I pinched his earlobe between my fingers and twisted.

‘Hey!’

‘Do you yield?’

I could barely hear his reply over Valentina’s laughter.

In the evenings, by the light of the captain’s lantern, Al-Qasim taught us Arabic. At least, he taught Valentina and me.

‘Why can’t they use proper letters, like normal people?’ Willem asked, more than once.

Al-Qasim laughed, at least the first few times. I did, too, but I knew what Willem meant. The script was so different to the letters I knew, even to Hebrew, that it was a struggle holding it all in my memory. The brushstrokes were so delicate, the calligraphy so intricate to my eyes, that I had trouble remembering the subtle differences between the characters.

After a couple of nights, Willem gave up altogether and spent his evenings talking with the crew in the motley mixture of languages so common on board ships. At least he was learning something useful: the dialect of the ports and streets, and all the words most important for survival. He learned fast enough when he did it his way, by talking to other people, mixing in a few shrugs and waves and facial expressions, making friends. In fact, he was much better at that than I could ever be.

Al-Qasim and I continued our work; he, always the patient and courteous teacher I had never managed to be in all those months I’d tried teaching Latin to Willem. Al-Qasim also spent long hours talking to the three of us about the protocols of the Ottomans, the rituals and manners that seemed so foreign to us.

‘It is many years since I was in Constantinople,’ he said. He poured us each a tiny cup of the strong, sweet coffee we could expect to drink in our new home. ‘I was a young astronomer fresh from my studies in Alexandria, given the most precious gift of all: a position in the Sultan’s Palace. It was a different sultan then, of course, the mad one, Ibrahim, father of the new boy Sultan.’

‘There are mad people?’ asked Willem.

‘Yes, as everywhere.’

‘But they let them be in charge?’

‘Not for long, as it turned out. Ibrahim was vicious. Violent. Spent all his riches on women and foolishness. It was he who declared war on Venice. It is said that his own mother had him deposed.’

‘There are good and bad, great and dull people, in every city, every religion, Willem,’ said Valentina, sipping her coffee. ‘Even you must recognise that.’

‘I suppose so,’ he said. ‘But I like to keep out of the way of the bad ones.’

‘Which is exactly what we will do,’ I said.

‘For once?’

‘I promise.’


He cast a sceptical glance my way, reached across the table to grab a handful of raisins, and tossed them, one by one, up into the air and into his mouth.

Al-Qasim ignored us and went on. ‘The new Sultan is only a child. They say the empire now is ruled by his grandmother as Queen Regent. She takes the title of Valide Sultan, although that honour really belongs to the Sultan’s mother, Turhan Hadice, who holds a great deal of power in her own right. They call it the Sultanate of the Women.’

‘Sounds perfect,’ said Valentina with a wink at me. ‘Women in charge of an entire empire? For the first time, I believe we are heading to the right place.’

‘I hope so,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘On the other hand, the political situation may be unstable. We will find out soon enough.’

‘Are you looking forward to returning?’ I asked him.

‘To be honest, I’m not sure. My last appointment did not end happily. It was impossible, working for a madman. That is partly why I ended up hidden in your attic, making maps.’

‘What happened to this Ibrahim fellow?’ Willem asked.

‘He was strangled. With a silken rope.’

‘Charming,’ I said.

Al-Qasim shrugged. ‘Such things are known.’

‘Not in Venice,’ said Valentina. ‘At least, not often.’

‘When great power is at stake, men will take many risks.’

‘So will women,’ I said.

I was joking at the time — I had no idea how true my words would turn out to be.

‘If we have time,’ said Al-Qasim, ‘I will teach you a few words of Ottoman Turkish, the formal language of the court. I don’t suppose you will need it, but it may be useful.’


‘I thought all you Saracens spoke the same language?’ Willem asked.

Al-Qasim laughed. ‘That’s like saying all the peoples of Europe share the same tongue.’

‘They should,’ said Willem. ‘Make my life much easier, although we’d make less money from translations.’

‘Yet they do not. Just as the peoples of the deserts, east and west, have different languages and traditions, so the Ottomans have their own language of the mountains. Though they rule over us all, it is an empire of a thousand nations.’

‘Like ancient Rome?’ Valentina asked.

Willem rolled his eyes. ‘Them again? You are all besotted with the Romans.’

‘In some ways,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘But the Ottomans are far less inclined to try to change everyone else to their ways.’

‘Very enlightened,’ I said.

‘We are all one under the one God,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Anyway, it’s better for business.’

‘That’s more like it,’ said Valentina.

‘And, Willem, I must warn you,’ said Al-Qasim, ‘many Turks will not appreciate being called Saracens.’

‘Why on earth not?’

‘Should I describe you as German? Or perhaps Spanish?’

‘Don’t be absurd.’

‘Well, then?’

‘I’ll never understand all this,’ Willem said with a sigh. ‘I’m sick of having to learn about a whole new world every few years.’

I had to sympathise, at least a little. What if there was a limit to the amount of information one mind could hold? What if each new Arabic or Turkish word pushed out one of the Latin or Greek or even English words I had so painstakingly learned as a child?

‘You will do very well, I’m sure,’ said Al-Qasim. But he didn’t sound entirely convinced.

Our captain didn’t drop anchor in a single port en route to Constantinople. I couldn’t believe that I’d come all the way to the Aegean Sea and wouldn’t set foot on Greece or any of the islands of legend. So in spite of the cold winds, I spent as much time on deck as I could, with my cloak wrapped tightly around me. Al-Qasim was often by my side and we talked of the old legends of the ocean, of the adventures of Ulysses and Jason. He told me about sailors from Barbary who painted maps of exquisite beauty and intricate detail. We watched sea birds dive deep and burst from the water to take flight, listened to the sounds of the wind in the canvas and the creaking boards.

I felt the world come alive. Every few days we would pass an island with a name dripping in honey and milk — or blood; islands named for goddesses or inhabited by monsters. Oh, how I wished my father was with me. The ship ploughed through the waters Homer had called the wine-dark sea, and I chanted his poems in time with the motion of the waves. If sometimes I glimpsed flashes of my own despair in those depths, I looked away as if I hadn’t seen them.

We sailed almost within reach of Crete, the site of the mythical Labyrinth; Naxos, where the god Dionysus fell in love with Ariadne; even tiny Delos, the birthplace of Apollo, now a ruin. I asked the captain if we could anchor, just for an hour or so.

‘There’s nothing there but stones,’ he scoffed.

He was right, of course. But such stones! Marble temples and ancient houses, all now rubble from the accounts I’d read, each one with a story to tell to those who would linger and listen. But not to me, not this time. We pressed on as if Fra Clement was sailing close behind us, as if all the navies of the world were in pursuit, until we were deep in Ottoman territory.

‘We need to keep a close watch here,’ the captain told us. ‘This war between Venice and the Turks means that either side needs little excuse to fire upon a Venetian galley headed for Constantinople.’

Willem joined the sailors in keeping lookout, but I stood in the bow of the ship and watched the world unfold. Somewhere over the horizon lay the cities of Ephesus and Pergamon, no doubt now in ruins. Off the coast lay the island of Patmos, where John wrote the Book of Revelation. All around us, the sparkling sea was studded with islands where gods had wrestled and soared, where men and women of legend had lived and died and written the greatest books and poems known to history.

One morning, we sighted Lesbos, island home of the poet Sappho — all her works now lost to history — and then the shore where Achilles and Hector fought on the plains of Troy. Finally, the hills overlooking the narrow Dardanelles strait came into view. The sea was busier here, with merchants from all corners of the Mediterranean sailing to and from Constantinople.

‘We’re lucky with the winds,’ said the captain. ‘There are times when you can’t get near the city for weeks on end.’

‘We are blessed,’ said Valentina.

‘I wish that was true,’ said Willem. ‘Just once.’

The water was a deep cobalt blue, even on these winter days, and on each side the hills rose up high and steep. We passed small villages, watchtowers and forts, and sailed close to the town of Gallipolis, with its fishing fleet at anchor.


I’d dreamed of sailing through this strait since I was a tiny girl, but it had always seemed impossible. Yet here I was, with Europe on the port bow and Asia to starboard, breathing the mingled air of both continents and gazing first to one side and then the other, at those hallowed, historic hills. My father had told me stories of this stretch of water from an early age; and later, when we worked together on the Histories of Herodotus, I’d memorised every detail. The Greeks had called it the Hellespont and here Alexander the Great’s army had surged across in search of the end of the world and immortality. How, I wondered, had any general imagined that these rocky shores and high cliffs would be a good place for a battle?

‘What are you doing out here?’ Willem’s voice cut through my reverie.

‘Looking,’ I said. ‘Thinking. Remembering.’

‘You’re always doing that,’ he said.

‘I suppose I am. I feel as if I know this coast, those hills — as if they are engraved in my memory.’

‘How can you remember a place you’ve never been?’

I shrugged. ‘That’s how it is.’

‘It’s not logical.’

‘I know. And yet … did I ever tell you about Xerxes?’

‘No, but you’re about to, aren’t you?’

‘He was the Emperor of Persia,’ I said, but Willem sighed.

‘It’s a good story,’ I said. ‘I promise.’

‘Go ahead, then.’

‘He built a bridge of pontoons across here to attack the Greeks.’

‘Can’t see that working,’ said Willem. ‘Far too rough.’

‘Exactly. A storm ruined all his plans, so he ordered his men to lash the water three hundred times with a cane as punishment.’

‘Did that help?’


‘It made him feel much better about everything,’ I said. ‘There’s no record of the water’s reaction.’

Willem laughed.

‘And see there?’ I said, pointing. ‘According to legend, Leander swam across the water to visit his love, Hero, in her tower on the opposite shore. She lit a lamp in her window to show him the way, and all summer he swam across and back.’

‘Is this one of those romance tales?’

‘The greatest of them all. Now I see these waters, it seems an impossible thing for anyone to do once, let alone every night, in the dark.’

‘Somebody probably made it up,’ said Willem. ‘Can’t stand those sorts of stories.’

‘Don’t you want to know the ending?’

‘Not really.’

‘Very well.’

‘You may as well tell me, though, now you’ve started.’

I gazed at an old stone fort on the shore. ‘One night — it was winter by then, just like now — a storm blew up. Leander kept swimming, but the waves were too rough, the wind terrible. He was halfway across, perhaps more, when a gust blew out the lamp in Hero’s window. Leander got lost, battered by the waves, and eventually his strength gave out and the sea pulled him under.’

‘That’s a rotten story.’

‘It gets worse.’

‘Not for him,’ said Willem.

‘True. But in the morning, Hero saw Leander lying dead on the shore.’

‘Uh-oh.’

‘She wept and wailed —’


‘Of course.’

‘And threw herself from the top of her tower, so that they would be together again in death.’

Willem was silent for a few moments.

‘People do ridiculous things in romances,’ he said, and stomped off below deck, leaving me with the salt air on my face and the sound of sails crackling.

As we crossed the Sea of Marmara and drew ever closer to Constantinople, Al-Qasim called us together in his cabin for a meeting. There was much talk of baggage and donkeys and setting up a household. Al-Qasim and Valentina had a long argument about how much money we could spend on furnishings. I would have preferred to be on deck to catch a first glimpse of the city, and Willem still seemed to be completely out of sorts. But then, sailing had never agreed with him.

‘I don’t care about any of that,’ he said at last. ‘The question is, how soon can we set up a workshop and get started?’

‘We’ll have to order a new press from Venice,’ said Valentina. ‘Just something small, to start.’

Al-Qasim shifted uncomfortably on the edge of his cot.

‘There is something you do not seem to realise,’ he said. ‘There is no printing in Constantinople.’

‘No jesting,’ said Valentina. ‘I’m feeling bad enough as it is.’

‘It’s true, I’m afraid. There have been one or two presses set up over the centuries, but only with the express permission of the Sultan.’

‘What?’ Willem cried. ‘Why?’

‘The empire wishes to preserve the fine art of calligraphy, of handpainted books. If you had ever seen the works of the court calligraphers or the famous Persian scribes, you would understand.’


‘But printing doesn’t have to threaten that,’ Valentina said.

‘Really?’ said Al-Qasim. ‘How many calligraphers do you know?’

‘But still …’

‘You will see,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘In Constantinople, the book is a precious and sacred object. It is said that the Sultan’s library alone contains all the genius of the human imagination.’

‘But not printed books?’ said Valentina.

‘Well, no.’

‘So it contains a selection of hand-inked manuscripts in Arabic?’ I said.

‘And Persian, and many other languages, including Greek and Latin,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘The wisdom of the ages.’

‘But not of our age?’ said Willem.

‘Perhaps not,’ Al-Qasim admitted. ‘But do you understand why the sultans prefer to safeguard the old skills?’

‘I understand,’ said Willem. ‘But I don’t agree. Our machines can make more books, dozens, in a fraction of the time it takes to paint one, and much more cheaply.’

‘That’s exactly what scares people,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘Which people?’ I asked. ‘It seems to me that if they ban printing, books are only for the wealthy, the learned, as they once were in Europe.’

‘That’s true,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘But as it is now, no religious books at all can be printed, and no works in Arabic. I don’t imagine there is a functioning press anywhere in the city. Sooner or later that will change. In the meantime, I hope it doesn’t diminish your desire to see Constantinople.’

‘On the contrary,’ said Valentina. ‘I love a challenge.’
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IN WHICH OLD ALLIES AND NEW ARE REVEALED

Shouts from above told us we were nearing the city. I scrambled up onto the deck, alone at first. The crew had hauled down the sail and the oarsmen were hard at work, stroking evenly but slowly as the ship nosed its way into the Bosphorus, the narrow stretch of water that separates Europe from Asia. The strait teemed with boats and ships of all sizes and shapes: some drifting and towing fishing nets, most ploughing their way to or from the city, from one side of the Bosphorus to the other. Red, blue, striped, even black, sails crowded around us. In the centre of the strait, a beacon tower clung to a rocky outcrop. On the shore, huge bronze cannons faced out to sea.

Above it all rose the walls of Constantinople, city of the Byzantines, of the emperors. Here, more than a thousand years ago, Constantine the Great converted to Christianity and made the city that bore his name the centre of the Roman Empire. Here, decades later, his successor, Justinian, rewrote all the laws of justice and ruled half the earth with his empress, Theodora. Together, they rebuilt the city and constructed a cathedral to wisdom and reason, Sancta Sophia, which amazed the world. Soon, I hoped to see it for myself.

And indeed, as we sailed closer, there it was, high on a hill: a gigantic pile of dome upon dome and soft ochre walls. Willem, beside me, let out a low whistle.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘So many towers.’

The sky above Constantinople was speared through by dozens of pointed towers in red, blue and grey brick. They were nothing like the spires of London or the campaniles of Venice.

‘Minarets.’ Al-Qasim stood behind us with Valentina, both gazing at the city. ‘You will hear, soon enough, the calls to prayer that issue from them.’

‘You mean somebody climbs all the way up those things to shout out to everyone?’ said Willem.

Al-Qasim smiled. ‘I’m sure they don’t mind. It’s a holy ritual, a beautiful chant. Once you’ve been here a while, you’ll be able to tell the difference between the voices; you’ll know which muezzin you hear, from which minaret.’

‘I don’t really plan to stay here that long,’ said Willem. ‘But I do like the idea of singing from on high.’

‘It’s a wonderful moment,’ said Al-Qasim, ‘just before dawn, as if they are summoning the whole world to wake.’

‘Nobody sings to me before dawn,’ said Valentina. ‘Not unless they are very good-looking and bring me coffee.’

‘I’m sure we can find someone to do that,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Anything can be arranged in Constantinople.’


‘That’s what I like to hear,’ she said.

In spite of the homesickness that was so evident on her face every day, Valentina smiled as we sailed below the city walls and into the legendary inlet they called the Golden Horn.

Al-Qasim pointed out the city landmarks: the high headland where the Sultan lived with his court and the imperial harem, the markets, the docks, and the dozens of mosques that studded the city like silver flowers. On the opposite shore of the Golden Horn were the towns of Pera — where we would live with other foreigners — and Galata, marked by a high circular watchtower built by merchants from Genoa.

‘It’s like a dream,’ I whispered. ‘Everything is familiar and yet utterly different to anything I ever imagined.’

‘I know,’ said Willem. ‘I didn’t realise it was all going to be so weird.’

Al-Qasim laughed. ‘Two intrepid travellers like you?’

‘Never seen anything like this,’ said Willem.

‘There isn’t anywhere else like this,’ I said. ‘Is there?’

‘No,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘I don’t suppose there is. It is the biggest city on earth, and probably the greatest.’

The port was so crammed with ships and boats it seemed impossible that we would find anywhere to anchor, but we finally came to rest near another galley, this one from Genoa, which we had sighted from time to time on our voyage. Our oarsmen hauled back and raised their blades out of the water. The crew let go of the anchor. We had arrived.

It was late in the afternoon by the time we set foot on shore and stood, surrounded by our luggage, on the docks. Valentina grasped my hand.

‘I feel as if I’m still moving,’ she said. ‘Is it me, or the earth?’


Willem offered her his arm. ‘It always feels like that when you’ve been sailing for days. It wears off soon enough. Just don’t go running down any stairs. I learned that the hard way.’

‘I hadn’t run down any stairs for twenty years until that day with Fra Clement,’ said Valentina. ‘Nor would you if you had to wear all these petticoats.’

He grinned and patted her hand. ‘You look much better in them.’

‘My boy,’ she said, ‘you’re coming along nicely.’

We knew that Luis had found a house in Pera for us to live in, owned by an old friend of his in Venice who’d left it empty for years. By some miracle, it was ready for us: aired and clean and filled with everything we could possibly want, including five servants who stood waiting in the doorway as we arrived.

‘How can this be?’ Valentina asked.

‘Luis,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘He must have written ahead.’

A small man with a long black beard bowed deeply and introduced himself as Mirza, the head servant.

‘You are welcome here,’ he said.

He and Al-Qasim exchanged greetings, which I tried to follow, and he ushered us inside a marble hallway with a grand staircase sweeping up to the second floor. Mirza led us on a tour of the house, pointing out the reception room, the library, a dining room with a carved Venetian table as long as a ship, and the chambers allocated to each of us. There were men’s quarters at one end of the house and a women’s wing called the harem, like the women’s quarters in the Sultan’s Palace, which Willem found endlessly amusing.

Valentina was enchanted, I could see, admiring the rich red rugs and enormous bunches of fresh flowers in alabaster vases on every table.


Our few bags were quickly unloaded and carried to our rooms, and the women servants brought silver platters of fruit and soft cheese. Mirza poured each of us a glass of wine, lit all the lamps so that the room glowed, and continued speaking softly as if we could understand what he said. It seemed to me after a while that I really did know what he was saying — his face was so expressive and his voice so persuasive that even Willem nodded.

‘This might not be so bad, after all,’ he said. ‘For a while, anyway. There’s even wine. I thought it was banned here?’

‘In your own home, as foreigners, you are allowed alcohol,’ said Al-Qasim, but I noticed he didn’t drink any. In Venice, he had behaved like a Venetian. Perhaps here he would have to be careful in ways I couldn’t anticipate.

He turned to Valentina and me. ‘It seems I am wrong. This is only partly Luis’s work. He did indeed write ahead, but the details, the arrangements, are all the work of someone else entirely.’

‘But who?’ I asked.

‘Your embassy, Isabella. They had word of your arrival and someone there has organised,’ he gestured with both arms, ‘all of this.’

‘The English?’ Willem asked. ‘But how did they know we were coming?’

‘I’m sure we will find out sooner or later,’ said Al-Qasim.

My stomach lurched, as surely as if I had heard alarm bells. ‘I don’t like the sound of that. The ambassadors in Venice and Amsterdam always pretend I don’t exist, or at least that I’m not English. They must be up to something.’

‘Isabella, you worry so much,’ said Valentina. ‘What can possibly be sinister about such lovely flowers?’

‘I don’t know, but I don’t like it.’


But after an enormous meal of roasted meats and freshly baked bread, and a splendid victory over Willem at backgammon, I relaxed a little. While technically I was still a fugitive, possibly even a criminal, in the eyes of the English Parliament, what interest could they possibly have in me here, at the edge of Europe?

The next day, the answer came.

Al-Qasim knocked gently at my door just before midday. ‘There are some people from the embassy to see you.’

‘Me?’

‘Yes, my dear. Two gentlemen and quite a substantial entourage.’

‘Soldiers?’ That familiar fear inside me roared a warning.

‘No, it doesn’t seem so.’

‘What do they want?’

‘I have no idea, I didn’t like to pry.’ He peered into my face. ‘Are you afraid?’

‘I just don’t see why they’ve appeared without warning.’

‘These are the people who set our new house in such lovely order,’ he said. ‘Perhaps they are simply paying a call, Isabella. That’s what you do.’

‘Who does?’

He laughed. ‘People everywhere, from here to London. At least, those who don’t work. You pay calls in the mornings, take tea, discuss the gossip of the town and then go on to the next house and do it all over again.’

‘Really?’

‘In Alexandria, it goes on for hours.’

‘How dreary.’

‘You’ll have to get used to it, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘There are too many English people in Constantinople for you to avoid them, but not enough to enable you to escape their attentions. It may be that even the Ottoman ladies will call on you, and invite you to their homes in return.’

‘Perhaps we could just hide every morning? We can close the curtains and read.’

‘Isabella, this is your lot now, your burden. There are worse things.’

I sighed. ‘I suppose so. What about the signora?’

‘She will need to do the same — there are many Venetians and Genoans here, too. She is already downstairs with the gentlemen, as is Willem.’

‘I can’t imagine Valentina sitting about waiting for people to come to tea,’ I said.

‘Quite. She has avoided the practice for years in Venice by simply being rude to everyone who arrived.’

‘I like that approach. Let’s do that.’

He put out his hand. ‘Come. I will accompany you. The others are waiting. After all, the signora’s English pronunciation is not very good and Willem’s is hilarious. You should feel sorry for our visitors.’

‘Very well,’ I said. ‘If we must.’

‘They appear perfectly pleasant, if that’s any consolation. The young man gave me his card.’ Al-Qasim rummaged inside his robe. ‘Here. That reminds me,’ he went on, ‘we must get you some calling cards made. Both of you. Willem won’t need any. I wonder if they should be inscribed in English or French.’

But I wasn’t really listening. I stared at the card in my hand, read it over and over, shook my head to make sense of the words, and read them again.



Hon. Justinian Jonson, Esq.

Assistant Undersecretary

Special Embassy Liaison

By order

Parliament of England



Justinian Jonson. I’d last seen him waving farewell in London. Surely there couldn’t be two of them in the world. Could there?

‘Isabella?’ Al-Qasim was offering his arm. ‘Is everything well with you?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Let’s go.’

We walked down the stairs arm in arm, but as we drew closer to the reception room door I pulled back a little.

‘Come along,’ he whispered. ‘It’ll be over in no time.’

The door swung open and there, in a shaft of sunlight, stood the only Justinian Jonson I had ever known.

He bowed.

So did the man standing next to him, who cried, ‘Ah! This must be the indomitable Mistress Hawkins.’

I might have left immediately were it not for Al-Qasim propelling me forward into the room so that we all stood facing each other, the men bowing deeply while I struggled to control my breath.

At last, I managed a curtsey.

‘May I present Mistress Isabella Hawkins, also a proprietor of the Mermaid Press and late of Cambridge, Amsterdam and Venice,’ said Al-Qasim.

There was more bowing. I looked around me, at Valentina or Willem or the other strangers who crowded the room, anywhere except at Justinian, but inevitably my eyes came to rest on his face. This man was very different to the boy who’d once sat by my father’s fireplace and laughed so much that tears ran down his cheeks. It was him, I felt sure: the same tousled black hair, the same dark eyes. He didn’t smile. Instead, he looked at me as if I was a vision from another life, and perhaps that’s how I appeared to him.

‘Isabella?’

I started at the sound of Al-Qasim’s voice.

‘I beg your pardon. I wasn’t … I was …’ I blinked, took a deep breath, and stepped forward, holding out a hand. ‘Master Jonson,’ I somehow managed to say. ‘How delightful to see you once again.’

He touched my hand for the briefest moment and then let go. ‘Welcome to Constantinople,’ he said without the slightest hint of familiarity.

Al-Qasim glanced at my face, then Justinian’s. ‘You know each other?’ he asked.

I tried to ignore him.

‘They’re old friends,’ said the other man. ‘There were a few years there when Justinian never stopped talking about Professor Hawkins and his remarkable daughter.’

Justinian almost smiled, but clearly thought better of it.

‘A long time past,’ he said. ‘Mistress Hawkins, I hope you will allow me to present my father.’

The older man graced me with a deep bow and grinned. ‘Enchanted, my dear. Here. My credentials.’

He handed me a card.

Admiral Sir Cornelius Jonson (retired)

Special Embassy Liaison

By order

Parliament of England


‘I’m very pleased to meet you, sir.’

‘Not half as pleased as I am,’ he said with another bow.

I could see the resemblance, although Admiral Jonson’s hair was greying and his face was redder and a little rougher than his son’s. He wore a uniform coat, the buttons of his white vest straining across his belly.

‘I am at your disposal.’ He smiled at each of us. ‘All of you, of course, but our English subject most particularly. I hope you like your house?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Very much,’ said Valentina in a more gracious tone than I could muster. ‘Everything is so charming. Is it all your doing?’

‘Mostly my son’s,’ said the Admiral. ‘I have no aptitude for such things as … well, whatever it was he did. Of course, my wife supervised him closely.’

‘Please pass on our gratitude,’ said Valentina. She turned her formidable gaze on Justinian. ‘And our thanks to you, young man.’

He inclined his head ever so slightly. ‘My mother hopes you will call on her so she can meet you in person.’

‘We would be thrilled to make her acquaintance,’ said Valentina, although I was fairly certain that was a lie. She gave me one of her pointed looks.

‘That would be lovely,’ I blurted. ‘And thank you. Too. From me.’

‘We look forward to your company soon,’ said the Admiral.

I took a deep breath. It made sense, then — the flowers, the arrangements. It was, in an odd way, just like Justinian, who, I remembered, had a weakness for the dramatic flourish. Nothing sinister in it at all. I was so relieved I sat down rather heavily on the nearest chair.


‘May we offer you gentlemen some refreshment?’ Al-Qasim asked, and sent Mirza off in search of tea.

‘Please, sir,’ I said to the Admiral, finally remembering some manners, ‘take a seat.’

‘Thank you, my dear.’

He sat across the room next to Valentina. Al-Qasim moved to sit near the fireplace, but Justinian remained standing, as did Willem.

Mirza returned with mint tea in tiny glasses and offered them around on a tray. The Admiral sipped at his carefully, seemed to decide he liked it, and took a gulp. ‘Lovely.’

‘I must thank you for welcoming us to Constantinople,’ I said.

‘No trouble at all, my dear. The Ambassador has asked me to act as your liaison during your stay.’

‘That’s very kind,’ I said. ‘But with whom will you liaise? I know nobody in the city, and have no business dealings here.’

‘Why, with the palace, of course.’

I laughed. ‘There’s no need for that. We’ll never go anywhere near the palace, I’m sure.’

‘On the contrary,’ said Admiral Jonson, ‘you have been invited to attend the Divan — that’s the Sultan’s council meeting — next week. Where’s that paper?’

Justinian handed him a document wrapped in silk ribbons.

‘Me?’ I said.

‘Yes, Mistress Hawkins. You, Signora Contarini and Al-Qasim.’ He turned to Willem. ‘Sorry, lad.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Willem. ‘I’m used to it.’

‘The palace?’ said Valentina. ‘How delightful. Perhaps I won’t mind being in Constantinople, after all.’

‘But why should they invite us?’ I asked.


‘Why, my dear Mistress Hawkins,’ said the Admiral, ‘you and Signora Contarini are seen as wonders of the age, all over Europe and even here.’

I laughed. ‘Whatever can you mean?’

‘Two women who publish books, who translate and print and —’

‘But we’re not the only female printers in the world,’ I said. ‘You make us sound like rare creatures from Africa.’

‘Don’t argue with the Admiral, Isabella,’ said Valentina. ‘I’m very happy to hear that I’m a wonder of the age.’

He grinned. ‘I confess your reception is not entirely on your own account. You travel with one of the finest minds in the Ottoman Empire. The Sultan is pleased to have him home.’ He turned, beaming, to Al-Qasim.

‘This is not my home,’ said Al-Qasim. He didn’t return the smile.

‘I understand the palace is willing to overlook your lengthy absence.’

Al-Qasim grimaced and turned away.

‘What’s all this about?’ I asked, but Al-Qasim had his back to me and the Admiral wasn’t listening. One of his assistants unpacked a bag of papers and they both bent over it, flicking through the contents.

Valentina tapped Justinian on the arm with her fan. ‘I wonder if you could advise me: what should a European lady wear to meet the Sultan?’

‘I have absolutely no idea,’ Justinian said. ‘Such important issues are well beyond the capabilities of any of the ambassadorial staff. But I’m sure my mother would love to assist you in this urgent matter.’


‘Silk, I imagine,’ said Valentina. ‘I shall need new silks.’

‘It won’t matter what you wear,’ he said. ‘I’m sure the palace will have never seen anyone so glamorous.’

‘I like him,’ Valentina whispered loudly to me in Venetian.

Willem choked on his tea. I ignored them both.

‘You will find everything you need in the bazaar,’ said Justinian. ‘Most foreigners never go across to the city, but I hope you will. There’s a great deal to see, so long as you don’t mind taking boats all the time. Some people find it a nuisance.’

‘You forget, sir,’ said Valentina. ‘We come from a city where the streets are salt water.’

‘Of course,’ said Justinian with a bow.

‘Besides,’ said Willem, ‘Isabella is desperate to trudge around endlessly quoting the ancients at us and pointing out inscriptions on old bits of marble. It’s her favourite thing in the world. That’s really why we’re here.’

Justinian allowed himself the hint of a smile. ‘Then you have come to the right place.’

The Admiral finished rummaging through the bag and handed each of us a wad of paper. ‘We have prepared these for you. They are passes that will allow you in and out of the city gates at any time, without too much trouble.’ He turned to me. ‘I hope you won’t find Constantinople dull after all your adventures, Mistress Hawkins.’

‘Adventures? Hardly the word.’

‘Now, now, don’t be so modest,’ said the Admiral. ‘Word has spread about your escapades in Spain.’

Willem and I exchanged a glance.

‘How on earth can that be?’ I asked.

‘In fact,’ the Admiral went on, ‘you are quite famous.’


‘You’re teasing me, sir.’

He smiled. ‘No such thing. That night in Seville when you faced the Inquisition alone —’

‘Not alone, I promise you,’ I said. ‘Otherwise, I’d surely have been killed on the spot.’

‘You spoke up — only you — against the Duke, the bishops, that monk.’

‘How can you possibly know any of this?’

‘There was a young Englishman there, in the crowd, watching it all. A poet, although not a very good one. He has written an account of his travels, and of that night in particular. It’s a sensation in London.’

‘Goodness,’ I said. ‘I had no idea.’ I felt a blush creep up my throat to my face.

‘I will arrange for someone to send a copy out here,’ said Admiral Jonson. ‘You would enjoy reading it, I’m sure, though its author is rather too libertine for my tastes. But never mind. You are seen in England as a brave opponent of Papism.’

‘I’m not brave,’ I said. ‘I’m not particularly opposed to Catholicism, either. I am, like my father — just like you, Justinian, as I recall — opposed to tyranny in whatever form it takes.’

‘Then perhaps you should write your own account of the incident,’ Justinian said. ‘Put the record straight.’

‘I have written something,’ I admitted.

‘You have?’ said Willem. He put his glass on the nearest table with a clatter.

‘But I haven’t published it yet.’

‘I urge you to do so,’ said the Admiral. ‘Every reader in England would want a copy.’

‘Don’t you dare write anything about me,’ said Willem.


‘Of course not,’ I said, thinking of the thousands of words scribbled on the pages in my journal about him, about all of them. ‘You’re not interesting enough.’

He snorted. ‘That’d be right. Isabella Hawkins’s famous account of how she saved the world single-handed.’

‘I’d never do that,’ I said.

‘See?’ he shot back. ‘You are writing about me.’

‘There seems no way for you to win this argument, Mistress Hawkins,’ said the Admiral.

‘I’m quite used to that, I assure you,’ I said.

Willem chuckled. So did the Admiral, although Justinian, I noticed, didn’t even smile.

The Admiral held up a thick scroll of paper. ‘Perhaps you would permit me to change the subject, fascinating though it is. This, Mistress Hawkins, is your official recognition by our embassy. Your passport. I am authorised by my government to recognise you as an English subject deserving of our protection and support.’

I stretched out my hand slowly to take the document, not sure if the Admiral and his son could see how my fingers trembled. ‘Thank you, sir.’

The passport felt heavy in my hand. I turned it over and pressed my fingertips against the red wax seal. ‘But I don’t really understand what it means.’

The Admiral smiled. ‘It simply means that should you need any assistance while you are here in Constantinople, we are able to offer what we can. As Justin says, my wife would also be very pleased if you would call on her at your convenience. There are so few Englishwomen here and she feels the loss of her friends at home. I’m sure you must feel the same.’


I blinked. ‘I had very few friends in England, sir, in fact, none. But I do know how it feels to lose a friend.’

He stood up. ‘Then I hope you will indulge her with a visit, perhaps after your reception at the palace? She was terribly envious when she heard of it.’

‘Yes, of course.’ I stood, too, and held out my hand. ‘Thank you, sir.’

‘My pleasure. Welcome to Constantinople.’

After the Jonsons and the embassy entourage had left, we sat by the fire and tried to make out what it all meant.

‘It seems you are famous, Isabella,’ Al-Qasim said.

‘And I am a wonder of the age,’ Valentina reminded him.

He grinned. ‘I already knew that.’

‘So your government has recognised you?’ Willem said to me. ‘That means that of all the different people who want us dead, we can stop worrying about your General Cromwell.’

‘I wouldn’t jump to that conclusion.’

‘Still, if we get into trouble, at least one of us will have the support of their embassy,’ Willem said. ‘That settles it. I’m going to see the Dutch Ambassador tomorrow. If the English give us flowers, imagine what my people might offer.’

‘Tulips?’ I said.

‘A few years ago,’ he retorted, ‘one tulip bulb would have been worth more than this house.’

‘Perhaps you can set up an export business?’ Al Qasim said. ‘Tulips are native to this area, after all.’

‘Thank you, but no,’ said Willem. ‘I have no wish to scrabble in the dirt. My father was a farmer and I’ve struggled my whole life to avoid it.’


‘You’ve succeeded in that,’ said Valentina.

‘But now I find that I have no work to do at all,’ said Willem. ‘It feels very odd.’

‘Enjoy it while it lasts,’ she said. ‘Soon enough, this leisurely life will be over, and we will be home in Venice, working from dawn to sunset.’

‘I have to do something,’ he said. ‘I’m not like these fancy embassy types who sit around drinking tea all day.’

‘Now, now,’ said Valentina, ‘look what they’ve done for us.’

‘Pfft!’ said Willem. ‘Flower arrangements.’

‘And, it would seem, an introduction to the Sultan,’ Al-Qasim reminded him.

‘Wonderful,’ said Willem. ‘I hope it’s more auspicious than the last time you were invited to a palace.’
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IN WHICH THERE IS UNFORTUNATE LAUGHTER

The day of our audience at the Sultan’s Palace dawned grey and cold.

‘Feels like snow,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘Lovely,’ said Willem. ‘Just like home.’

‘You will regret those words if we are kept waiting in the courtyard for hours, as is usual.’

‘Surely even a sultan wouldn’t keep a lady waiting in the cold?’ said Valentina.

‘Not intentionally,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘But any attendance at court is filled with lengthy rituals and processes. We will be there for hours before being admitted to the Sultan’s presence, if, indeed, we ever are. It’s much more likely that we will be greeted by some junior official of the Divan who will make long speeches to which I will be expected to respond. The Sultan, if he’s there at all, will be hidden behind a grille, watching but not speaking.’

‘Then what is the point?’ I asked.

He shrugged. ‘The Sultan empowers his Divan to hear disputes and petitions and to decide matters of policy or law. But the members never know whether or not the Sultan is listening, so they must behave as if he is. I don’t know what happens when the Sultan is a child.’

‘We will see, soon enough,’ said Valentina. ‘Perhaps, instead, we will meet with this famous grandmother of his?’

‘Again, I doubt it,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘None of you will ever be permitted past the Gate of Felicity, and the Valide Sultan will not come out to greet us — nor anyone else for that matter. I don’t think she has left the harem for decades.’

‘I don’t care who greets us, or if we don’t even get through the first gate,’ said Valentina. ‘I am wearing my very best gown and all of my jewels, just in case. It’s not every day you get invited to the greatest palace in the world.’

‘The Divan has never seen anyone like you before,’ Al-Qasim said with a smile. ‘You will astonish them all.’

‘That,’ said Valentina, ‘is the plan.’

It took ages to get ready. The women servants helped me and Valentina wrap our heads in veils of the finest silk so that only our eyes were visible. We stood face to face and stared at each other. She looked like a very glamorous wraith.

‘Are you telling me that I have to wear this all the time now?’ she asked.

‘Apparently so,’ I said, my voice muffled by the fabric. ‘At least, whenever we go outside. Or if we’re in the presence of any local men.’


‘I will become invisible,’ she said.

‘That might not be such a bad thing under the circumstances. Think of it as a Carnevale mask.’

She picked up one corner of my veil and peeped underneath. ‘That does not sound like the Isabella I know. I would have thought you’d protest at hiding under all this.’

‘Under normal circumstances, perhaps. But at times like these, I quite like disguises. Just think: we can go anywhere we wish in the city, and nobody will know who we are.’

‘Speaking for myself,’ said Valentina, ‘I’d prefer to be famous.’

At the appointed hour, there was a loud knock at the door. Mirza announced that our carriage was ready, and helped us into long capes of wool and fur that completely hid all of Valentina’s fabulous Venetian silk and lace.

‘First veils and now this,’ she muttered. ‘What is the point of getting dressed at all? It’s not far. Can’t I just shiver for a while?’

‘We’ll need all these layers, by the sound of it,’ I said, ‘if we have to stand about in the cold.’

‘Ridiculous,’ said Valentina. She drew up her hood.

‘But, sadly, inevitable,’ said Al-Qasim.

Out in the street, sure enough, a light powdering of snow covered the roofs and whirled around corners. A carriage waited for us, covered in red silk and with doors of gilded latticework. It was drawn by two fine black horses, each with a glittering gold headband sprouting peacock feathers — although feathers, silk and horses alike were all rather damp.

‘How extraordinary,’ said Valentina.

A troop of a dozen guards stood in two lines in front of the carriage. Each wore a high conical hat from which erupted great swathes of white feathers, and all carried razor-sharp pikes on long red poles.

Al-Qasim hesitated in the doorway and stared at them.

‘What is it?’ said Willem.

‘They are kapici, the Sultan’s own gatekeepers,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘Poor fellows,’ said Willem. ‘Imagine having to walk around with that on your head.’

‘Are you worried?’ I asked Al-Qasim.

He shook his head. ‘No. But it is unusual.’

‘Unusual in a dangerous way?’

‘I don’t think so.’

The man at the front of the troop spun on his heels and came towards us. He genuflected to Al-Qasim.

‘I am Captain Aziz Skender, of the Sultan’s kapici.’

Al-Qasim bowed. ‘We are honoured to have you attend us, Captain.’

‘The honour is mine. The Sultan himself has requested that we escort you to the palace.’

‘We thank you,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘Let’s get out of this snow, then,’ said Valentina. ‘My boots are already soaked through.’

Willem and Mirza helped us into our seats. The floor of the carriage was filled with heated bricks to keep our feet warm, and there were rugs of soft black fur to wrap around our knees.

Willem had decided he couldn’t miss a chance to see inside the palace and had appointed himself our official bodyguard again, although this meant hours of protocol instruction from Al-Qasim. Mirza would escort us only as far as the palace gates. They took up their appointed positions on foot behind the carriage, and at a bark of command from Captain Skender we moved off.


‘I love a procession,’ said Valentina, ‘but I never imagined I’d have my very own.’

She laughed aloud when she saw the boat waiting for us at the quay. It was a red and gold confection, as outrageous as the Doge’s barge, draped with silk and flying golden banners at each end. Thirty oarsmen rowed us quickly across the Golden Horn, to where another carriage waited.

‘I quite like Constantinople so far,’ said Valentina. ‘This city knows how to greet its visitors properly.’

Al-Qasim smiled. ‘It is true, hospitality is very important here. You are honoured guests. But I’m afraid not every day will be like this one.’

‘A pity,’ said Valentina.

It was a short drive, the road cleared of people by Captain Skender and his kapici, who marched quickly up the hills, their eyes straight ahead, their pikes held steady.

The streets were narrow in places, framed on each side by rows of brightly painted wooden houses reaching high into the sky. We saw a few old men leading donkeys down laneways, children playing in the snow, a cart piled high with firewood. Most people were inside, windows shuttered against the cold. I wished, more than once, that we were sitting at home by the fire, drinking sugary coffee.

As we reached the palace walls, our procession slowed and came to a halt in front of the Imperial Gate. It was open, and in front of it stood another fifty or so kapici. On the far side, facing us, were two rows of guards with swords drawn.

‘They look rather fearsome,’ I whispered.

‘Gorgeous,’ said Valentina. ‘But in a ferocious sort of way.’

‘They are janissaries, the elite imperial corps,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘They are not merely decorative.’


‘I can see that,’ I said. Even in the dull winter light, their blades shimmered.

I glanced around to check on Willem. He was gazing up at the walls that towered above us.

‘What if they don’t let Willem in?’ I asked.

‘Anyone at all is allowed inside the First Court,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Ordinary people, servants — everyone. It can get very busy. Beyond the next gate, the Gate of Salutation, is the Second Court. Not everyone is able to enter there, but Willem is so obviously a foreigner and one of our party that he will be treated with respect.’

‘But he won’t know what they’re saying to him,’ I said.

‘He is quite safe, don’t worry,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘It’s not him I’m worried about.’ He reached for our hands. ‘Please, remember what I told you. Beyond the gates, we must be silent. No one can speak out loud, not even you, my dear signora, and only the highest of the high are permitted to ride through the Imperial Gate.’

‘Don’t worry so,’ I said. ‘We will both be good.’

‘We promise,’ said Valentina.

‘Of course you will,’ said Al-Qasim. He sat back, as if reassured. ‘Now, when they give the signal, we will step down and they will escort us into the guardroom to wait, probably for some time, before we walk to the Gate of Salutation.’

‘I hope it’s warm in there,’ said Valentina.

A trumpet sounded. Al-Qasim glanced around. ‘What’s this?’

‘Is something wrong?’ I asked.

‘I’m not sure … I … it is unexpected.’

He clutched the side of the carriage as it lurched forward. The kapici raised their pikes to shoulder height.

‘What’s going on?’ said Valentina.


‘This is quite extraordinary,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Perhaps the ceremonies have changed since last I was here.’

Inside the gate, the kapici fanned out into a semicircle in front of us and stopped. Then, as if at some unspoken signal, the janissaries turned abruptly on their heels and began to march, peeling off into two long columns. A hundred men in bright silks and feathers led the way as our carriage passed right under the Imperial Gate and into the First Court of the Sultan’s Palace. Captain Skender walked solemnly in front of us, his curved sword drawn.

‘It seems we are extremely honoured,’ said Al-Qasim.

Inside the walls was a park, studded with trees, as vast as the piazza in Venice. Ahead of us, the guards marched across the grass in their soft boots, as quietly as cats. Six of them kept pace next to our horses. This was nothing like the Doge’s Palace, where people strolled about and officials argued loudly with petitioners.

I caught Al-Qasim’s eye. He didn’t seem worried, just a little taken aback, so I decided not to give in to the fear that was clawing its way into my chest. He smiled at me and I relaxed a little.

‘It would seem that you are indeed to be celebrated as wonders of the age,’ he said.

‘Quite right,’ said Valentina. ‘It’s about time someone recognised our true worth.’

‘See there?’ Al-Qasim pointed to the left. ‘The Church of Hagia Eirene, of divine peace. A thousand years old, and built by Justinian himself. The emperor, that is, not your friend Master Jonson.’ His voice was a whisper, but it seemed to echo in the silence that descended once we’d passed through the gate.

‘He’s not my friend,’ I hissed.

Captain Skender squinted up at us. ‘Sshh.’

Valentina sighed. ‘But I like talking.’


All the same, we kept our mouths shut as the carriage glided across the grass towards the next gate. The courtyard was full of people: servants carrying loaves of bread on great platters on their heads, clerks scurrying up the portico that ran along one side, janissaries in different-coloured uniforms marching about on some official business or other, two women carrying bundled linen to a laundry. But none of them spoke. Even the horses were silent the whole way.

The next gate was topped with two tremendous conical towers shaped like minarets. That gate stood open as well, with another two rows of guards standing to attention in front of it. Valentina nudged my arm, and I followed her gaze. High above the gate, stuck on long poles, were five heads, black and eyeless, presumably once belonging to people who had offended the Sultan in some way. I had seen such sights before, in London and Seville, but here in the palace, where we were at the mercy of men we had never met, it sent a chill shivering through my body.

‘The Gate of Salutation,’ Al-Qasim whispered. ‘Beyond it, the Court of the Divan, and the famous Library of the Sultans.’

‘Willem seems to be having a lovely time,’ said Valentina.

I twisted around in my seat to look. He was grinning from ear to ear as Mirza pointed at something beyond the gate. I peered over Al-Qasim’s shoulder but couldn’t see anything apart from the columns of janissaries and Captain Skender’s extraordinary headdress.

Our escort came to a stop and the next row of guards parted to let the carriage through. At last I could see what had made Willem smile. This courtyard was smaller than the last, but still enormous and filled with brightly clad people. There were more trees, clusters of white stone buildings with gilded domes, fountains trickling water, and there, padding gently around patches of snow, a herd of creatures such as I’d never seen before.

Valentina gasped. ‘What are they?’

Al-Qasim smiled. ‘Gazelles, brought all the way from Africa. The Sultan owns several elephants, too, in one of his other palaces.’

‘Wait until I tell Will,’ I said. ‘He doesn’t believe in elephants.’

‘This is truly a city of wonders,’ said Valentina in a whisper so soft it was a sigh.

The carriage trundled to a halt under the gate, and men in blue uniforms unrolled a narrow strip of carpet. We waited for Captain Skender to open the carriage door and then climbed down carefully — a very difficult thing to do in several layers of petticoats and a winter cape, with two hundred pairs of eyes watching you.

An elderly man in grey silk robes and a white turban stepped forward and bowed. I followed Al-Qasim’s lead and dropped into a curtsey, as did Valentina. The man inclined his head and walked away. Al-Qasim motioned for us to follow.

It felt as if we had to walk by every man in Constantinople. Janissaries, merchants, court officials and artisans all lined the pathways in long rows, waiting for the chance to address the Divan or to hear its judgements. They pretended not to see us and kept their gaze fixed on the buildings to the left, where, I guessed, the council met.

The man in grey led us past them all. We walked along a path that cut right through the centre of the court, past a fountain and various monument stones. I glanced back. Willem was close behind us and threw me a reassuring grin. I smiled and took a deep breath. It all seemed so strange, more foreign than any of the places I had ever been, and I was very conscious that Valentina and I were the only women among hundreds of men. I was glad that Willem had insisted on coming with us, and that Al-Qasim was striding so purposefully a few steps ahead of me.

Valentina and I scurried along trying to keep up. Finally, the elderly man and Al-Qasim paused, and we all stood together before the Gate of Felicity. It was closed.

I had no idea why we were here. Al-Qasim had been quite adamant that nobody outside the palace elite ever passed through this gate. It was the portal to the palace itself, to the Sultan’s chambers and gardens and the renowned harem where the women lived. Beyond this gate was another world, a forbidden place of power and infamous intrigue. Beyond this gate lay centuries of history and ritual, unimaginable luxury and cruelty, or so it was said.

I gazed up. The gate itself, two great wooden doors, was topped by a dome on which melting ice slid in clumps into the gutters. I shivered.

There was a slight creaking noise in the silence and slowly the gates opened. A tall man with a curled moustache stepped out and genuflected. I heard Al-Qasim take a deep breath. Without looking at us, or to either side, he walked slowly inside the secret seraglio of the Sultan.

Valentina reached for my hand and gripped it so tightly I could feel her rings cutting into my fingers, even through my gloves. I glanced back at Willem and he nodded. Captain Skender was nowhere to be seen now, and though it seemed strange, I missed his reassuring presence.

The man in grey waved us onwards. Hand in hand, Valentina and I followed in Al-Qasim’s footsteps through the Gate of Felicity. The officer with the moustache marched close behind us.


Al-Qasim led us along a short path towards a building fronted with marble columns. We climbed the stairs and were ushered inside. I couldn’t help but gasp. It was like walking into a jewel box. The walls were painted in gold, the floor covered in brilliant blue and red tiles, and the ceiling soared above our heads in vaults of turquoise and silver.

The room was as warm as a spring afternoon and Valentina rubbed her cold hands together. Al-Qasim threw off his cloak and a serving woman scurried to pick it up. Others appeared to help me and Valentina with our sodden capes and gloves. They gave us embroidered slippers for our wet feet, then motioned to us to hold out our hands and sprinkled perfume onto each palm. Valentina nodded her thanks.

Willem, I noticed, kept his cloak on. His eyes darted around the room, from the tables laden with dried fruit and sweets to the door through which more servants appeared, carrying trays of cakes and pots of coffee. Low benches covered in red velvet cushions edged the walls, and on one of them Al-Qasim now sat, deep in conversation with the man in grey.

‘Are we allowed to talk now?’ Valentina asked.

The two men turned to her.

‘Yes, but quietly,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘And you must keep your veil across your face.’

‘Even here?’

‘Especially here,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Now, may I present you to Nuri Effendi?’

The man in grey stood to greet us. ‘You are welcome,’ he said. ‘We are honoured by your presence.’

‘I thank you, sir,’ I said, in the court language Al-Qasim had taught me. ‘The honour is ours.’


‘Nuri Effendi is the librarian here in the palace,’ Al-Qasim explained. ‘We spent many hours together studying when I was here before.

‘And this,’ he indicated the tall man with the moustache, ‘is Colonel Orga, of the Janissary Corps.’

Colonel Orga bowed only slightly. Obviously there were degrees of bowing, depending on either your own standing or that of the other person. I would ask Al-Qasim about it later, along with the thousand other questions piling up in my mind. My head felt fuzzy, bewildered. Valentina’s gaze indicated she felt much the same. It was almost too much to comprehend at once, from the gazelles to the rotting heads above the gate, and these were only our first few moments in the palace.

‘Tell me,’ Willem said, ‘what’s going on? Why did they bring us in here?’

‘It seems we are to be honoured with a private audience with the Sultan,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Next door is the Throne Room.’

‘It is a very rare privilege,’ said Nuri. ‘But as soon as the Sultan heard you were coming to Constantinople, he was most eager to meet you.’ He glanced at Colonel Orga, then leaned towards Al-Qasim and whispered, ‘It is not usual for women to be presented, of course, so the Divan argued against a reception. But the Sultan insisted.’

‘He has power, then?’ asked Al-Qasim. ‘In spite of his years?’

‘In some matters, yes.’ Nuri straightened up and smiled at us. ‘Indeed, many of us are very pleased to welcome you to our city. We hope you will be the first of many great thinkers from all over the world who will visit us, to revive the great glory that was once Kostantiniyye.’

‘Great thinkers?’ Willem said.


‘Who is this young man?’ asked Colonel Orga.

Al-Qasim scowled at Willem. ‘Someone who has forgotten his place.’

Willem looked for a moment as if he might argue, then shook his head and took a few steps back.

Somewhere a gong sounded.

‘Please prepare yourselves,’ said Nuri. ‘The Sultan will see you now.’

‘Have you told them what to do in the Presence?’ Colonel Orga asked Al-Qasim.

‘I have, although I never imagined it would really be necessary.’

‘We were given firm instructions,’ I said. ‘Don’t look at the Sultan’s face, don’t turn your back on him, don’t speak unless spoken to, don’t argue under any circumstances.’

A smile played on Al-Qasim’s lips. ‘Such behaviour,’ he told Nuri, ‘does not come naturally to my friends.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Nuri. He cast a worried glance at me, then at Valentina. ‘Just do the best you can, then, and perhaps any transgressions will be put down to your foreign ignorance. But no matter what happens, do not look into his eyes.’

‘Very well.’

‘Good.’ Nuri nodded.

‘Then we proceed,’ said Colonel Orga.

As if at his word, a door swung open. Nuri bowed his head and walked through it, and we followed him into the Throne Room and into the Presence of Sultan Mehmed IV, Sovereign of the House of Osman, Sultan of Sultans, Khan of Khans, Protector of the Holy Cities, Commander of the Faithful, Sublime Ruler of the World — aged nearly eight years old.


We shuffled in, heads bowed. I didn’t dare look up, but glimpsed a low couch covered in gold brocade and, dangling in front of it, two small feet clad in green slippers.

Nuri Effendi introduced me, Al-Qasim and Valentina one by one, in a beautiful mellifluous voice that made our names sound like poetry. Each of us bowed even more deeply as we were announced, then, following Al-Qasim’s lead, I stayed bent as low as I could.

Nuri kept talking — I couldn’t catch all of it — about us and our voyage and the books we had published. He spoke of Al-Qasim’s maps and astronomical charts and his service to the empire, and said how honoured and grateful we were to be in the Presence.

After a while, I prayed that he would stop. There’s an awful lot of bowing in Constantinople, and being bent in half is extremely uncomfortable. It is also precarious. All we had to do, Al-Qasim had told us time and time again, was to bow and stay silent and then leave. He hadn’t said how difficult that would be. My back hurt so badly that it was a struggle to keep from groaning.

I knew Valentina, beside me, was finding it hard to keep her balance. I saw her feet twisting first one way on the tiled floor, then the other, as she struggled to stay upright. And then she giggled.

It was not much more than a whisper, but I heard it. And, like a plague, like a rumour, it infected me. I giggled, too, very quietly. I tried to force it back down, but it didn’t work — it never does when you try not to laugh. In fact, it makes it worse.

My attempt made Valentina giggle again. Behind us, Willem snickered. There was no stopping it. Valentina laughed. So did I.

I clamped both hands over my veiled face and pinched my lips shut, trying to muffle the sound, but it still came out as a splutter. Valentina did the same, but a snort of laughter leaked out and echoed around the Throne Room like a chorus of cherubs. She gasped, forcing the noise down into an unseemly gurgle in her throat.

Poor Nuri Effendi kept talking, trying hard to drown us out. Al-Qasim whispered vicious threats at us in Venetian. It made no difference. I tried to control my laughter, but it was impossible. Tears dampened my veil.

‘Sorry.’ In an effort to calm my breath, I stood upright, hands on hips, and looked up.

The child Sultan sat staring at us with wide eyes. He was dressed in gold velvet and a sable cape, with a small gold turban in which were set emeralds of the deepest green. Behind him stood a young woman, also in gold, with her face veiled and her head bowed. Her shoulders, I noticed, shook.

Nuri Effendi’s words petered out. Valentina stood up beside me, then tried again to bow.

The memory of the blackened heads above the Gate of Salutation flashed into my mind. That was enough to knock the laughter out of me.

I took a few steps forward. ‘Forgive me, Your Highness,’ I said.

‘Your Magnificence,’ Colonel Orga corrected me.

‘Your Magnificence,’ I said. ‘We must seem like barbarians to you. I apologise.’

The Sultan was tiny, perched on the edge of the sofa like a fledgling in an eagle’s nest. He stared at me: at the damp hem of my Venetian gown, at the strands of hair escaping from under the veil. His eyes were enormous, curious, a soft dark brown that seemed to fill up his face.

Then he smiled.


‘I have been waiting for you,’ he said in French. ‘I want you to read me a book.’

The Sultan lifted one finger. A servant ran from the corner of the room and kneeled before him, head down, holding up a book.

My book.

Or, rather, Master de Aquila’s book: The Sum of All Knowledge. Valentina nudged me with her elbow.

‘Nuri ordered a copy of this for my library,’ said the Sultan. ‘I find it very interesting, especially the chapters on the ancient builders. Also, the wars of the Romans and the Greeks. When I am older, I will be like Alexander the Great.’

‘I hope so, Your Magnificence,’ I said. ‘Although it would be better if you lived to old age.’

‘True,’ he said. ‘Alexander was not great for very long, was he?’

I smiled. ‘Not long enough, no.’

‘You will tell me more about him,’ said the Sultan. ‘Also, I would like to know about everything in the world.’

‘Everything, Your Magnificence?’

‘Yes. I must know it all. When I am grown, I will travel the world at the head of my army, like Süleyman the Magnificent.’

‘Or you could just take a ship,’ I said. ‘Conquest is a very expensive way to travel.’

The Sultan thought about this for a moment. ‘Perhaps you are right. I will decide that later. But until then, I must understand everything. You will read me the histories of that Greek.’

‘Herodotus?’

‘You are an expert, Nuri says.’

Nuri crouched, bent low, but with his gaze firmly fixed on me as if willing me to silence.


‘Nuri Effendi is too kind, Your Magnificence,’ I said. ‘My father was the expert.’

‘But he is dead, is he not?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘He is dead.’

The Sultan paused. ‘My father is also dead.’

I hesitated, searching for the right response. I glanced at Al-Qasim, but he looked as if he had lost the will to live; he was slumped in a low bow, hoping only for his shameful friends to fade away and let him die of humiliation in peace.

‘I am sorry for your great loss,’ I said. ‘But surely the empire rejoices to have you on the throne?’

The Sultan nodded. ‘True. Also, it was not a great loss.’

‘We are blessed by Your Magnificence,’ said Colonel Orga. ‘Allah is good to us.’

‘Yes,’ said the Sultan. ‘That is also true.’

My gaze shifted to the young woman standing behind him. Although she was veiled, the fabric was so fine that her smile was visible.

‘My sister,’ said the Sultan. ‘The Princess Ay[image: s.jpg]e. She wanted to meet you, too.’

I bowed. ‘An honour, Your Majesty.’

She took a few steps forward. ‘Welcome to Kostantiniyye.’

‘I thank you,’ I said. ‘It is beautiful here, and everyone has made us feel so welcome.’

‘You.’ The Sultan waved at Valentina. ‘You remind me of my mother.’

‘Is that good?’ Valentina asked.

Ay[image: s.jpg]e laughed aloud.

‘My mother is very dear to me,’ said the Sultan.

‘Then I am blessed indeed,’ said Valentina.


‘But you dress very strangely,’ said the Sultan.

Valentina’s eyes crinkled as she smiled beneath her veil. ‘Our ways are different to yours.’

‘I know,’ he said. He nodded his head thoughtfully, like a man many years his age. ‘This is something I have learned from your book.’

‘Then it has achieved all that we wished,’ I said.

‘I like you, Mademoiselle Hawkins,’ said the Sultan. He glanced at his sister, who nodded. ‘You will return tomorrow.’

‘If you command it, Your Magnificence,’ I said.

‘We do,’ he said. ‘I do. Go now.’
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IN WHICH TEMPERS FLARE

Al-Qasim waited until we were in the carriage and well outside the palace walls before he exploded.

‘I have never been so humiliated —’

‘Now, now,’ said Valentina. ‘It didn’t turn out so badly in the end.’

‘Laughing! In the Presence! What possessed you?’

‘I couldn’t help it,’ she said. ‘If you hadn’t filled us with terror beforehand, it might never have happened.’

‘So it’s my fault?’ He looked as if fireworks might burst from his ears.

I leaned forward. ‘I’m sorry — we’re both sorry. But the Sultan didn’t seem to mind.’

‘Luck,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Pure luck. Others have lost their heads for less.’


Valentina and I exchanged glances.

‘I’m sorry, too,’ she said, but not very convincingly. ‘Truly.’

Al-Qasim shook his head. ‘I can’t believe you got away with it.’ A slow smile curled up one corner of his mouth. ‘Who’d have imagined the Sultan is an avid reader? Heaven knows, his father was an imbecile.’

Willem jumped up on the back of the carriage and leaned in between us. ‘I knew you’d need a bodyguard.’

‘You were no help at all,’ I said. ‘In fact, you made it worse.’

‘I learned something today,’ he said. ‘When people think you’re a servant, they don’t see you at all. It’s like being invisible.’

‘We heard you, though,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘Wait until we tell the Admiral,’ Valentina said, wrapping her cloak more tightly around her against the chill. ‘He will laugh, too, I know it.’

Al-Qasim groaned. ‘Oh no. Do we have to call on the Jonsons now? I’ve suffered enough failed diplomacy for one day.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ she said. ‘We promised. And anyway, those English men are all so charming.’

‘At least we don’t have to genuflect all the time for the Admiral,’ I said.

‘Just as well,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘I don’t think Constantinople could cope with much more of your unique approach to courtly protocol.’

By the time we reached the Jonsons’ house, Willem had wriggled in under the blankets next to Valentina and we’d re-enacted the scene in the Throne Room twice.

‘I thought Colonel Orga was going to draw his sword and chop off your heads on the spot,’ said Willem. ‘Did you see his face?’


‘Don’t make an enemy of Orga, whatever you do,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘He’s a vicious creature. The stories I could tell you.’

‘Really? Please do.’

‘Willem, it is not amusing. The Sultan’s father perpetrated any number of dreadful crimes, and Colonel Orga was among those who carried them out.’

‘I didn’t trust him for a minute,’ said Willem.

‘Nuri Effendi, on the other hand, seems harmless,’ said Valentina.

‘Poor Nuri,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘I fear he may never recover.’

‘You know him well?’ asked Valentina.

‘He was my mentor,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘A great mind, a brilliant man.’ He looked up at the threatening grey sky. ‘I let him down when I fled, many years ago. I will not do it again.’

‘I can’t imagine you letting anyone down,’ I said.

‘You do not know how it was in the palace, before.’

‘So tell us,’ said Willem.

‘Not now,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Here we are.’

‘You can’t change the subject every single time,’ I said, as we climbed from the carriage.

Al-Qasim smiled. ‘Perhaps not. But for the moment, I seem to have managed it.’

The Jonsons’ house was one of the new wooden mansions in Pera overlooking the Bosphorus. A footman showed us into a reception room with a view across the water to orchards and villages on the opposite shore. After the palace, it seemed built of sunshine: yellow walls and curtains, gilded wooden tables and chairs, and light through gleaming windows. A pile of pine logs blazed in the fireplace.

‘How delightful,’ said Valentina. ‘What a perfect room. It feels like summer in here.’


‘My mother will be pleased to hear you say it.’ Justinian Jonson stepped out from a hidden corner. ‘She detests winter. Refuses to accept that it exists.’

‘Master Jonson.’ Valentina acknowledged him with a quick nod. ‘Is your father here?’

‘Somewhere.’ Justinian waved vaguely in the direction of the hallway.

‘We must tell him about our adventures at the palace,’ Valentina said. ‘Isabella was a tremendous success.’

‘I’m sure she was.’ He looked away.

At that moment, voices sounded in the hallway, and the Admiral swept through the door, followed by a woman in a soft blue gown edged with black lace.

‘Here you are,’ he cried. ‘Survived your palace ordeal, then?’

‘It was a triumph,’ said Valentina.

‘Eventually,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘Ah, there’s a story in that, I suspect,’ said the Admiral. ‘You must stay for tea and tell us everything. But first, let me introduce my wife.’

Lady Elizabeth was several years younger than her husband, but her hair was pale silver. Her face, like Justinian’s, was finely drawn, the cheeks almost hollow, but she smiled at us warmly.

‘I’m so pleased to meet you,’ she said after a flurry of introductions. ‘I’ve heard so many stories about all of you, I hardly know what is true and what is merely fantastical.’

‘Wait until you hear the latest,’ said Valentina. ‘It is both of those things.’

‘Justin, dearest,’ said Lady Elizabeth, ‘don’t you dare leave us at this fascinating juncture.’


Behind her, Justinian was edging his way towards the door. ‘I was just going to —’

‘Call for tea, there’s a dear,’ she said. ‘Then come and join us.’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Or would you all prefer coffee?’

‘Both!’ the Admiral shouted. ‘And some of those spice cakes.’

Valentina was right. The Admiral laughed until he cried over our pathetic attempts at etiquette in the Presence, gasped at her exaggerated tales of my supposed audacity, and beamed when she told him I’d been invited back to the palace the next day.

‘You are a sensation, Mistress Hawkins,’ he said. ‘I knew it.’

‘Hardly,’ I said.

‘Don’t listen to her,’ Valentina said, and then launched, with help from Willem and Al-Qasim, into a detailed description for Lady Elizabeth of everything we’d seen at the palace, from the Sultan’s sister to the feathered headdresses of the kapici.

I sat back in my chair and closed my eyes.

‘You’re weary?’ Justinian stood just behind me. He leaned across to take the cup from my hand and placed it gently on a table.

‘Everything is so foreign to me,’ I said. ‘It’s a strain trying to keep all these new rules and sights and languages in my head.’

‘If anyone can do it, you can.’

‘That’s very kind,’ I replied, ‘but you know better than anyone how short my temper is when I’m tested.’

He didn’t respond. Instead, he twirled his own cup around and around between his fingers, watching it spin.

‘It’s odd,’ he said after a few moments, ‘but I feel quite at home here, in spite of all that is so new, and so old.’


‘I felt like that when I first arrived in Venice.’

‘It’s not like that in England,’ he said. ‘Not any more.’

I sat up straight. ‘I must apologise. When we parted in London, I deceived you. Just a little.’

‘No harm done.’ His voice was grim again and strangely formal. ‘It is my family that should apologise to you, Mistress Hawkins. It was my own brother who arrested your father.’

‘I imagine he was following orders from above.’

Justinian had no idea how generous a concession it was. Normally I cursed his brother’s name, but I couldn’t, not there in the warmth of his family’s hospitality.

‘Perhaps,’ he said, ‘but we choose whose orders to take.’

I smiled. ‘That sounds like something my father would have said.’

He bowed, ever so slightly. ‘That’s the greatest compliment anyone has ever paid me.’

Something tugged at me, deep inside. Something old and sad and half-buried. I stood up, walked over to the window and gazed out across the water and the rooftops.

‘I never heard what became of our house, of Nanny,’ I said.

‘Then let me relieve your mind. One of the new college proctors lives there now, with his family. Your nanny is still in charge of the children, just as she once cared for you, and giving cheek to young visitors as always, no doubt. I made a point of finding out before I left England.’

‘Thank you.’ I let my gaze wander across the unfamiliar skyline. ‘I can’t tell you how I miss Cambridge … miss Nanny. Though I’m sure she wouldn’t approve of some of my escapades.’

‘You will see England again, I’m sure of it.’ His words seemed to float through time, through years.


‘Don’t be kind to me, please,’ I said. ‘You’ve done enough.’

‘What else are old friends for?’

‘Are we friends?’ I asked. ‘Forgive me, but we barely know each other.’

‘That much is true,’ he said. He took a step closer to the window, to me. ‘But we also have a great deal in common.’

‘Memories. That’s all.’

‘That’s more than most people.’

I put one hand on the window pane. It was cold to the touch. I would not let him unravel my tightly bound sorrow — not here, not now.

‘I wonder if we even remember the same things,’ I said. ‘I expect our views of the past are quite different.’

‘Undoubtedly.’

I felt a flush of anger. ‘The girl you knew in Cambridge was a mirage, created to disguise my true self, and my father’s.’

‘I understand,’ he said.

‘Do you? I don’t think so. In my memories, you laughed at my impertinence for speaking, for reading.’

The others were watching, and I motioned to Al-Qasim that it was time to call for the carriage.

Justinian blushed. ‘I’m sorry. I was a fool.’

‘You were —’

‘Arrogant?’

He certainly had a way of interrupting a person’s thoughts. I forgot that I had been about to leave, and instead glared at him. ‘You admit it?’

‘I do,’ he said. ‘I freely confess it. And other sins. Ideals that quite carried me away, so that I didn’t notice the truth of the world. Fancies, which I imagined to be great principles. Youthfulness, which, according to my father, I have squandered. I was ignorant and …’

He looked for an instant as if he might weep. I have not often felt quite as uncomfortable as I did at that moment.

‘Master Jonson. Calm yourself.’

‘And extravagant.’

I reached for my veil. ‘We must go.’

Justinian reached out a hand as if to stop me. ‘I learned a great deal from him — your father. And also from you, although, I confess, I didn’t realise it at the time.’

‘I recall you being quite scathing about the capacities of the female mind.’

‘I’m attempting to apologise.’

‘There’s no need, really. Good day, Master Jonson.’

‘Do you think,’ said Willem the next morning, as he and I made our way to the palace, ‘that you can get through today without causing a major diplomatic incident?’

‘Very amusing.’

‘I’m not complaining,’ he said. ‘I quite enjoyed watching you flay someone else for a change.’

I sighed. ‘Poor Justinian. He didn’t deserve it. Not much, anyway. I should apologise.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Willem. ‘I’d let him stew for a while.’

‘I’ll send a note to his mother, at least. What must she think of me?’

‘Only that you’re a fearful harridan, but everyone in Europe knows that already. Apparently.’

I crossed my arms and refused to speak to him for the rest of the journey.


This time, we were shown through the Gate of Felicity by five attendants, and through yet another gate behind the Throne Room. They led us, without speaking, to a pavilion covered in blue and green tiles and surrounded by bare garden beds.

We were met at the door by a thin man in blue cotton robes, a cloak thrown over his shoulders against the cold. He bowed.

‘I am Jamael Khoury,’ he said. ‘It is my great honour to be the tutor to the Sultan.’

‘I am very pleased to meet you, sir,’ I said. ‘It must be to you that the Sultan owes his fine education.’

He inclined his head graciously. ‘I obey.’

He ushered us into the chamber where the Sultan and his sister waited, attended by yet more guards.

‘You have come, Mademoiselle Hawkins.’

I bowed deeply. Willem placed a pile of books next to me, then took several steps back to wait near the door.

‘There is no need for you to prostrate yourself, Mademoiselle Hawkins,’ said the Sultan. ‘I fear you are not very good at it.’

‘Thank you, Your Magnificence. Please accept my apologies for my behaviour yesterday.’

‘It does not matter,’ he said. ‘Who is that man?’

‘He is my … my bodyguard.’

‘Is he a eunuch?’

I blushed, and prayed that Willem’s French vocabulary did not extend to that word.

‘No,’ I said. ‘That is not our custom.’

The Sultan waved a tiny hand. ‘Then he cannot continue to be in my sister’s presence. This is not an official reception — today we meet informally.’

‘But all these other men —’


‘Are eunuchs,’ said the Sultan. ‘What else?’

I tried not to look at Jamael Khoury or any of the others. Perhaps all the men in the palace were eunuchs. I had no idea. I wished Al-Qasim had mentioned it in all those long hours of coaching.

‘Willem is quite harmless, I promise.’

‘He must go. Send him away.’

If only it was that simple.

‘I’m afraid I can’t really make him do anything,’ I admitted.

‘But I wish it,’ the Sultan said. He motioned to his guards.

‘Wait.’ I turned and whispered urgently in Dutch to Willem. ‘He says you have to leave.’

He crossed his arms. Somehow I knew that would happen. ‘Does he just? Well, you tell him —’

Out of the corner of my eye I saw the Sultan’s guards move closer.

‘Willem, please.’

‘Why?’

‘I’ll explain later. It might be best —’

‘For him, maybe,’ said Willem. ‘But if the signora found out I left you alone with all these infidels, my life wouldn’t be worth living.’

‘The Sultan outranks even the signora. Wait outside. If I need you, I’ll shout.’

He glared at the approaching guards. ‘I don’t trust these heathens.’

‘There’s no reason for them to wish me harm,’ I said. ‘They’ve been very courteous so far.’

The guards took positions on either side of Willem, waiting for a word from their master. Willem ignored them.

‘So why do they want me out?’


‘It’s customary, that’s all. And when in Rome, do as the Romans do.’

‘I’m sick of hearing about Romans.’

‘It’s just a saying.’

The Sultan clapped his hands. I spun back to face him.

‘It’s all right,’ I said.

The boy Sultan was unimpressed. ‘What is this? Your man argues with his mistress?’

‘No, no, he’s just —’

‘He doesn’t look very fierce for a bodyguard.’

‘He has his moments,’ I said. ‘Well, one. Once.’

I kept my eyes on the Sultan. ‘Willem,’ I said in Dutch, loudly, as if it was a command, ‘please just trust me and go or they will make you.’

‘I’d like to see them try.’

Which, of course, was exactly what happened.

After Willem was bundled outside, shouting, I took my place before the Sultan.

‘Forgive us, Your Magnificence,’ I said. ‘Our ways are different to yours.’

‘So I understand,’ he said. ‘It is a mystery to me how there are so many different peoples and traditions in the world. I wish to know all about them. You will teach me.’

‘Me?’

‘I wish it.’

‘But I am hardly qualified to teach an emperor. I haven’t even been very successful in teaching my friend.’

‘That boy?’

‘Yes. I’ve been trying to teach him Latin and Greek for three years now and it never ends well.’


‘He is stupid, then,’ said the Sultan.

‘Or perhaps insolent?’ said his sister.

‘Not at all,’ I said quickly, poor Willem’s reputation already being in tatters. ‘He’s much better at mathematics than I am.’

‘I also am excellent at mathematics,’ said the Sultan.

‘I’m sure you are,’ I said.

‘But I do not need you to instruct me in such subjects. I have other people who can do so.’

‘You must have the finest teachers in the world,’ I said.

‘Supposedly.’ He looked down his nose at Jamael Khoury.

‘And a great library.’

‘That is true. I will read all of the books in it.’

‘You are wise beyond your years, Your Magnificence,’ said Jamael Khoury.

‘Mademoiselle Hawkins will be my eyes,’ the Sultan announced in a loud voice. ‘She will read every book on earth to me. Through her eyes I will see the whole world. I will speak a dozen languages, understand the meanings of the stars and the ancient wisdom. I will know everything.’

He gazed at me, smiling expectantly. I felt as if I had been led deep into a labyrinth with no clear way out. I bowed as deeply as I could manage.

‘Your Magnificence,’ I began, ‘this honour is so unexpected —’

‘Not for me,’ he said. ‘I have been thinking of it since the day I heard you were on your way to my city.’

‘I am not a teacher,’ I said. ‘I’m not sure I have the temperament for it. My previous attempts have ended in arguments and tears.’

‘You will not argue with me,’ said the Sultan. ‘Nobody does.’

‘I argue with everyone,’ I said. ‘It seems only fair to warn you. Debate is one of the most important methods of learning and teaching — that is how my father taught me. He believed that learning is about much more than reading and writing. It is also about questioning, and reaching conclusions for yourself.’

‘I see,’ he said. ‘That is not how I have been taught before.’ He paused thoughtfully.

‘Socrates argued,’ Ay[image: s.jpg]e said. ‘And all the ancient philosophers.’

‘So they did,’ I said. I looked more closely at her. How on earth did a child of the harem, a girl, know about Socrates and the philosophers of a different age, a different tradition?

‘Then I will permit debate of a philosophical nature,’ said the Sultan. ‘But I like reading best. My sister reads to me in the evenings, but she cannot read Greek.’

‘How many years of schooling do you have?’ I asked.

‘As many as my age,’ he said. ‘A sultan’s education begins the day after he is born.’

‘And you?’ I turned to the Princess.

‘None. It is not necessary to educate girls.’

‘But you learned to read?’

She nodded. ‘There are women in the seraglio — our grandmother and many others — who read and write. They must, or they couldn’t rule the harem. But we do not have a school. We teach each other reading and arithmetic and such things.’

‘I see.’

‘So.’ The Sultan crossed his arms. ‘You will teach me.’

‘It will not be easy,’ I said. ‘You’ll need to work hard, and for many hours.’

‘I am not afraid of that,’ said the Sultan. ‘My sister will help me, and you, Mademoiselle Hawkins. Together we will master the mysteries of the universe.’


I took a deep breath. How do you refuse an order from the ruler of half the world?

The Princess stepped forward. ‘You and your friends will be honoured guests in our city, under the protection of the palace.’

I bowed my head with genuine gratitude. ‘Then it would be my honour to read to Your Magnificence.’

The Sultan clapped his hands together and the sound echoed around the tiled walls.

‘Tell the Black Eunuchs that Mademoiselle Hawkins will come to live in the harem,’ he said.

Jamael Khoury stepped forward and kneeled before the Sultan, his head bowed. ‘I obey,’ he said.

I took a breath. ‘No.’

Jamael Khoury gasped aloud.

‘Forgive me, Your Magnificence, but I will not do that.’ I swallowed. ‘I am not one of your slaves.’

‘Don’t be absurd,’ said the Sultan. ‘Everyone is my slave. Except maybe my grandmother.’

I glanced at Ay[image: s.jpg]e but couldn’t read anything in her eyes. It was as if she’d drawn shutters across her face.

‘I’m not a slave and I never will be,’ I said. ‘But if you want me to read to you, to teach you, then I will do that because I choose to — not because you order me to do so.’ I forced a smile. ‘You see? I warned you that I would argue.’

‘Yes,’ said the Sultan. ‘I see that.’

He bowed his head to ponder the problem, while I wished with all my heart that Willem was still in the room with me.

At last, the Sultan raised his head, blinked and smiled.

‘Then you will choose to teach me of your own free will, as the philosophers would say?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘If I am free to come and go from the palace.’

‘I agree,’ said the Sultan. ‘That would be best. I do not believe you would like it in the harem.’

Behind him, Ay[image: s.jpg]e giggled.

The Sultan clapped again. ‘I have a new instruction,’ he announced. ‘You will send a chair for Mademoiselle Hawkins every day, and bring her directly to me after the Divan.’

‘I obey, Your Magnificence.’

Jamael Khoury didn’t dare to look up at the Sultan’s face, but he shot me a venomous sideways glance.

‘She will have anything she needs — books from the Imperial Library, slaves, anything.’

‘You have only to wish it, Your Magnificence, and I will make it so.’

‘I do wish it.’

‘Then it will be done.’

‘Please, there’s no need to make a fuss,’ I said. ‘I’m very happy to come here and read to you, as often as you like.’

The Sultan grinned, more like a boy in that moment than I had ever seen him.

‘I ask only one thing,’ I said.

‘Ask it.’

‘If I may, Your Magnificence, I would like to read to your sister at the same time.’

Jamael Khoury was so astonished that he jumped to his feet. ‘What are you saying?’

‘Her Majesty deserves to be educated, too,’ I said.

‘It is not our way,’ said the Sultan.

‘Perhaps not. It is not the way of the English, either. I am very unusual in my own country. But among forward-thinking people —’


‘I am very forward-thinking,’ said the Sultan.

‘I’m sure you are, Your Magnificence. As was my father. It was his opinion that girls could be educated just as effectively as boys, and here I stand before you as evidence of his claim.’

The Sultan glared in the direction of his tutor. ‘You! A ruler must think about all his subjects, is it not so?’

‘Indeed, Your Magnificence.’ Jamael Khoury suddenly remembered his place and sank back to his knees. ‘How have I displeased you, that you should cast me aside, Your Magnificence?’

‘Geometry, for a start,’ said the Sultan. ‘It’s so boring.’

‘That may be, but it is necessary.’

‘For what?’ asked the Sultan.

Jamael looked nonplussed. ‘Your Magnificence must be trained in all the sciences, all the arts, to become a good ruler one day.’

‘Am I not a good ruler now?’

‘Forgive me, that’s not what I meant.’

‘Then explain to me what use all this geometry will be to a ruler who may one day become good.’

‘If I may, Your Magnificence,’ I said. ‘I can think of several examples where it saved the day: in building bridges, or figuring out the trajectory of rocks hurled by war machines to break down a city’s walls.’

The Sultan nodded. ‘I can see that. But it’s still boring.’

‘Lots of things are, when you first start practising them,’ I said. ‘You have to do the basic exercises over and over. It’s the same with fencing or riding or learning a new language.’

‘Or playing music,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e.

‘That’s right,’ I said. We smiled at each other. ‘Although I’ve never been able to master any sort of musical instrument, myself. But if you have the aptitude and do it often enough, it becomes a part of you, and then you can go on to perform the more complicated and interesting pieces or manoeuvres.’

‘I never thought of it like that,’ the Sultan said. ‘Jamael, why have you never explained these things to me?’

‘Your Magnificence, I … I didn’t think …’

‘No, you never think. You just teach me whatever is laid out for you by tradition. I’m sick of it. Sick of you.’

Jamael Khoury threw himself flat on the floor at the Sultan’s feet. ‘Forgive me, Your Magnificence, if I have disappointed you.’

‘You have.’

‘Your Magnificence, please,’ said Jamael, ‘you do not need this woman. If you wish to have a new voice to read to you, there are many scribes here in the palace, and a hundred scholars in the city. Learned men, of great wisdom. Loyal men, too, of our faith.’

‘A more traditional mufti, perhaps?’ asked the Sultan.

‘If that is what you wish, Your Magnificence. A good choice. Someone who is trained in our own languages, our noble history. You have only to ask, and the finest narrators, the most brilliant scholars in the empire, would attend you here.’

‘Someone who would never dare suggest that my sister might be educated?’

‘Never!’ said Jamael, and then hesitated, unsure whether he had walked into a trap set for him by a small but very determined child.

‘That is what I thought,’ said the Sultan. ‘Mademoiselle Hawkins, my kapici will call for you tomorrow. Bring your favourite book to read — to both of us.’
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IN WHICH THE WORLD IS SEEN THROUGH NEW EYES

At the palace the next day, Nuri Effendi met Willem and me at the Gate of Felicity and escorted us to the library. He showed us the rows of perfectly rolled scrolls and shelves laden with dozens of beautifully painted books. In the reading rooms, scholars sat on the floor, bent over fat volumes bound in gilded leather and resting on wooden stands. Outside the windows, the view stretched across the garden to the sea beyond.

‘Very impressive,’ said Willem, once we were seated in the sanctuary of Nuri’s chamber.

‘You are not Mistress Hawkins’s guard, are you?’ Nuri asked him, surprising us both by speaking in Venetian.

‘No,’ said Willem. ‘I’m a printer.’

‘How very interesting.’


‘A thousand apologies for deceiving you,’ I said after belated introductions. ‘We had no idea that we would ever visit the palace again, and Willem was so eager to see it.’

‘No harm was done yesterday, as I understand it,’ said Nuri. He turned to Willem. ‘But you must learn that when the Sultan tells you to wait outside, or indeed to do anything at all, you don’t argue. Anyone else would have been thrown into the Bosphorus. It is lucky for you that we do not expect infidels to understand our ways.’

‘Infidel? Me?’

I kicked Willem under the desk.

He sighed. ‘I have a great deal to learn about living in Constantinople.’

‘Obviously,’ said Nuri. He smiled at me. ‘I hear that you are to read to the Sultan?’

‘I hope you don’t mind.’

‘Why should I? A well-read prince is a good prince, or so it is hoped. This one is usually much more fond of riding his pony than studying, so I will do everything I can to help you. If there are any books you wish to borrow from the library, you have only to ask.’

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘It’s just that Jamael Khoury didn’t seem very pleased about it.’

‘Of course not,’ said Nuri. ‘And no wonder. He has been told to leave the palace.’

‘I didn’t mean to cause him any hardship,’ I said.

‘It is no matter. If he had been a better tutor, it would never have happened. But he was appointed by the Kislar Agha to keep the boy out of the way, not for his teaching ability.’

‘By who?’


Nuri dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘The Kislar Agha is the Chief Black Eunuch, in charge of the harem. He reports only to the Valide Sultan.’

‘There are more eunuchs?’ Willem asked.

‘It is not a dishonourable status,’ said Nuri. ‘They — we — serve the empire and the Sultan with great distinction.’

‘Oh.’ Willem took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry, I —’

‘You do not understand,’ said Nuri. ‘How could you? The White Eunuchs serve the Sultan; the Black Eunuchs serve and protect the women of the palace, and the children of the Sultan, should there be any.’

‘So all these men …?’ Willem hesitated, blushing.

‘Not all are eunuchs, no. Here in the palace we train the leaders of the future, young men who will become generals or scholars or officials. The Janissary Corps you have seen — they are powerful and just as dangerous as they appear. They, too, are loyal to the Valide Sultan, but they are not eunuchs, nor are the scholars and many of the officials of the Divan. Therefore, they are not allowed in the harem or anywhere near the women.’

‘But I’ve seen women all over the place,’ I said. ‘Even in the First Court.’

‘Servants, yes. Slaves. Cooks, washerwomen, seamstresses. They come and go about the palace and the harem as required. The women of the harem are different. Surely Al-Qasim has told you this?’

‘He told us that nobody ever sees them,’ I said.

‘Except at special ceremonies, heavily veiled.’

‘But what do they all do?’ I asked.

‘I have no idea,’ said Nuri. ‘Especially when we have a sultan far too young to take a kadin — concubine, I think, is the word you would use. The last sultan had several hundred kadins in the harem. At present, there are few, only enough to wait on the women of the Sultan’s family.’

Willem looked down at his hands.

‘Forgive me,’ Nuri said. ‘This is not your way, I understand that. But you need to know these things if you are to attend the Sultan, and especially if Princess Ay[image: s.jpg]e is in attendance.’

‘Go on,’ I said.

‘You, young man, simply cannot be present if the Princess is there, do you understand? She is not like the kadins, of course, and may come and go from the harem as she wishes. But foreign men must not gaze upon her or it may compromise her virtue in the eyes of any potential husbands.’

Willem nodded. ‘That was made very clear to me yesterday. But please believe that I wish her no harm. And I didn’t gaze. Much.’

‘Good.’ Nuri turned his attention to me. ‘Princess Ay[image: s.jpg]e is very bright. I have loaned her books that would defeat many of the students in the palace school, and I have no doubt she understands every word. Her brother relies on her, and she on him.’

‘I gathered that.’

‘But it is a dangerous thing to be a child of the harem, boy or girl. They, and you, Mistress Hawkins, must be very careful. Jamael Khoury is not the only one angry about your appointment. The Black Eunuchs are on guard for any slip, any indiscretion. And the children’s grandmother, the Valide Sultan …’ He looked around. ‘She will indulge the Sultan in this fancy for a while, but if there is any hint of trouble … Well, I will say no more on the subject now.’

There was a gentle knock on the door.

‘Come.’


The door opened to reveal a young woman about my age. She was dressed simply, like one of the servants I’d seen near the laundries, with golden hair in a braid that hung down her back.

‘This girl is Suraiya,’ said Nuri.

Suraiya bowed to me, then to Willem.

‘She is yours,’ said Nuri.

‘Mine?’ Willem’s eyes opened wide.

‘Not like that,’ I said. ‘Surely.’

‘Don’t be absurd,’ said Nuri. ‘Suraiya will attend to you, Mistress Hawkins, when you are in the palace, and she will also run errands if you or the Sultan need anything from me.’

‘I see.’

Willem couldn’t take his eyes off Suraiya, so I kicked him again, and then once more for good measure, until he blinked. ‘Right.’

‘Very good,’ said Nuri. ‘Now you can help me with something.’

‘Anything,’ I said.

‘Tell me how I can convince Al-Qasim to come back to the Sultan’s library and work with me once more.’

I smiled. ‘I suspect that all you have to do is ask. He has little else to do and, knowing him, he’ll be bored within weeks.’

‘That’s excellent news,’ Nuri said. ‘I shall write him a note immediately. But now, Mistress Hawkins, you had better go and read a book to our young Sultan.’

From that day, I spent every afternoon at the palace. Al-Qasim and Willem escorted me there, then Al-Qasim vanished into the library, while Willem waited loyally in the gardens or, more often, in the kitchens until I was ready to go home.

The slave Suraiya greeted us at the gate each day with gifts from the Sultan: flowers, grapes, sometimes a small bottle of fragrance or a length of silk. She showed me how to wear my veil so that it didn’t slip from my hair all the time, and brought me slippers for wearing indoors. But she rarely spoke unless I asked her a question, and even then she said little more than the obligatory ‘I obey’.

During the hours I spent with the Sultan and his sister, Suraiya would enter quietly every so often with tea or a book we’d requested from Nuri, or simply to sit in a corner near the guards, waiting, in case I needed anything. I imagined she listened, too, to the stories I read the Sultan.

Together we read the great French and Spanish romances, and Persian stories in translation. The Sultan especially loved tales of hunting and chivalry, of brave and handsome knights risking everything for love or honour, or fighting legendary beasts.

I read them the whole of my father’s edition of Herodotus, and we talked for hours about the wonders of the ancient world. Most of all, we read The Sum of All Knowledge. The Sultan announced that one day he would visit the Pyramids of Egypt and the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, even though I assured him the Hanging Gardens were long lost. I told them of my own travels, of the canals of Venice and Amsterdam, of the colleges of Cambridge and the crowded streets of London. We talked of nights at sea, of long days on horseback, of the Roman roads laid in straight lines more than a thousand years ago and still trudged by farmers and tinkers and armies today. We pored over the illustrations of chariots and aqueducts, ancient temples and weapons, arches and domes and distant cities.

After a few weeks, I got them to share in the reading, taking it in turns to spell out words in foreign languages or teach me more of the Arabic script. When we were alone, Ay[image: s.jpg]e removed her veil, as did I, and I could see more clearly how alike she and her brother were, with their oval faces and soft mouths quick to smile.

The Sultan was not a particularly good scholar, I must admit; his great passions were his stable full of ponies and the weapons in the royal collection. But he was curious about the world. Ay[image: s.jpg]e had the quicker mind, and as she was so much older she was able to understand a great deal more, but they both asked a thousand questions about each chapter, each page.

I quickly came to realise that both of them thought and spoke like people more mature than their years, as if they had grown up quickly in this turbulent, demanding place. There were times when the Sultan seemed even older than me, and certainly more wise. Every day he had to cast judgements, meet diplomats and courtiers, make decisions that meant life or death to people under his rule. But sometimes he laughed like a child, asked questions and sang like the young boy he truly was.

One day, Ay[image: s.jpg]e and I strolled in the garden waiting for the Divan to end. The sky held the promise of snow, and the trees and garden beds alike were bare. Ay[image: s.jpg]e was wrapped in furs from beyond the Black Sea, she told me, a gift from a Russian prince.

‘The Sultan is very wise for a person of his age,’ I said.

‘He has no choice. He must be so, in order to rule.’

‘At first, I wondered how he’d become so articulate,’ I ventured. ‘Now I think I understand — you taught him. You speak to him as if he is an adult.’

‘I have done what I thought best,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘When he was born, it seemed to me that his best chance of survival was knowledge. It was my gift to him.’

‘He’s grown up more quickly than most boys,’ I said.


‘Before he became Sultan, my brother was kept in the kafes. In there, they either grow up quickly or not at all.’

‘They kept your brother in a cage?’

‘Of sorts. It is the prison inside the harem. Only the sons and brothers of the Sultan live there.’

‘Why?’

‘Is it not obvious? So they can play no part in the court.’

‘That’s dreadful!’

I looked up at the shuttered windows of the harem and wondered, like every other foreign visitor to Constantinople, what it was like to live all your life inside those high walls.

‘It is our way,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘But I agree it is not necessarily wise. Our father and his brothers all grew up in the kafes, and when they were released, one by one, they were like wild animals. In the kafes, there are two choices: study or madness. They say our father was mad. I don’t know. I never met him.’

‘You never met your own father?’

She shook her head. ‘You think it strange? Imperial families are different to other families. I saw my father at ceremonial occasions from time to time, but he never spoke to me. He scared me. He scared all of us.’

‘Do you know what they say in the city?’ I checked to see if anyone was listening. ‘That your grandmother had him killed.’

‘It might be true.’ She shrugged. ‘I do not wish to know.’

‘And his brothers — your uncles? Are they dead, too?’

‘Not all. The youngest is still here, in the kafes. When he dies, they will carry him out, but now my brother is on the throne and an uncle, especially a young one, is too great a threat to be free. He is also a little mad. I hear him screaming sometimes at night. I have cousins, too, many boys, who will grow up and grow old in the kafes. They will never come out.’

‘Unless your grandmother wishes it.’ I shivered, although it was warm enough inside my cloak. There were many aspects of palace life to which, I knew, I would never become accustomed.

We paused to watch a raven spear its beak through clods of earth in search of worms. A trumpet sounded in the courtyard beyond the gate.

‘The Divan is over, by the sound of it,’ I said.

‘The Sultan will be ready to see us soon.’

‘Does he know all this?’ I asked.

‘Of course. As I say, he lived in the kafes himself until the day he was presented with the sword of state. He would be there to this day if my uncle was not. Only one of them can rule, and the other must always be kept safe.’

‘Safe? That’s a kind way to put it.’

‘It is the only way, so it is said, to preserve the stability of the empire.’

‘But to keep people in cages!’

‘They are not really cages,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘Just chambers, but locked and guarded. I used to visit my brother every day. I read to him, taught him calligraphy. Nobody ever tried to stop me. In the kafes, they have food, carpets, music. Some even drink wine.’

‘But they do not have freedom.’

‘No,’ she said sadly, ‘not that — but then, how many of us can truly say that we are free?’

I thought about that for a moment.

‘I suppose you’re right,’ I admitted, ‘although we prefer to think that we are.’


‘That’s understandable,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘You enjoy the illusion of free will. But you are constrained, as are we all. It is what you make of your prison that matters.’

‘I agree with you, I think.’ I brushed my hand lightly across some leaves and the fragrance of lemons filled the air. ‘But still, to be stuck in here, day after day. I don’t think I could survive it as well as you do.’

‘That is the difference between us,’ the Princess said. ‘I see the windows. You see only walls.’

On our way to and from the palace, we were always escorted by Captain Skender and a small squad of kapici, who met us at our door, led our carriage down to the waterfront where the Sultan’s barge waited, stood in the bow as we were rowed across the Golden Horn, and then marched up the hill to the palace and the Sultan.

At other times, we were free to explore the city by ourselves, ranging further and further afield. So long as Valentina and I wore our veils, nobody really noticed us, though their eyes followed Willem with blatant curiosity and sometimes even shock. With his pale hair and eyes, he looked so different to everyone else in the streets. So did I, for that matter, but they couldn’t see me under all my layers. As we walked along the streets together, no doubt a few of them wondered if this enormous golden-haired boy had taken a local wife.

We grew used to the city, its sounds and even its smells, some of which were just like those of any city I’d ever known: the stink of cesspits and drains, rank water and horse manure. But floating through and above these odours were other, more mysterious aromas: onions fried in herbs and sheep fat, damp rugs drying in the winter sunlight, sea salt, roasting almonds, the perfume of unseen flowers.


We took a boat to the gardens further up the Golden Horn, where old women boiled coffee over coals and boys wrestled in the long grass. We clambered over fallen marble in the ruins of old Byzantium that littered the city, and Valentina sketched the markings on the Egyptian column in the Hippodrome. We ate fried fish at a table under a tree, and scattered coppers for the poor who sat huddled under blankets near the fountain. Al-Qasim told us they’d been driven from their homes in the north — just like us.

In this city heaving with people and filled with light, Fra Clement and his Inquisitors seemed like shadows in the dark, hovering just out of sight but unable to touch us — not here, not now.

Al-Qasim requested permission from the palace to escort us to the famous blue-tiled mosque of Sultan Ahmet, a holy place for the people of Islam, with domes that seemed to float lightly in the sky, as if the building was barely anchored to the earth by stone and mortar.

We walked across the gardens to Emperor Justinian’s great basilica, Sancta Sophia. Inside it was dark, lit by hundreds of candles, but there, too, the ceiling circled up into the heavens as we stood below.

‘I can’t believe I’m really here,’ I whispered.

Al-Qasim smiled. ‘Most foreigners are not allowed.’

‘Isabella’s the Sultan’s Eyes,’ said Willem. ‘Nobody can argue with that.’

‘You see?’ said Valentina. ‘My giggling didn’t hurt, after all.’

A muscle twitched in Al-Qasim’s cheek.

‘You’ll have to forgive me one day,’ Valentina said.

‘You are forgiven,’ he said, ‘but promise me you will never go near the palace again.’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Valentina. ‘I have no wish to. Lately, every time I visit a palace I get in some kind of trouble. Better that it is Isabella who goes to the palace, although …’ She turned to me. ‘You spend so much time there. You don’t have to do this.’

‘I feel that I do,’ I said.

‘Isabella cannot refuse a direct imperial order,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘She’s never obeyed anyone in her life,’ said Willem. ‘Why start now?’

‘Why do you think?’ said Al-Qasim.

‘I can’t imagine.’ Willem raised his eyes to the ceiling. ‘If you’d told me a few years ago that I’d ever visit such places, I’d have said you were demented. And now look — I spend every day sitting about in a palace as if I belong there. Not just any palace, either, but the grandest palace in the greatest city on earth.’

‘You’ve changed your story,’ I said. ‘Have you decided it’s not so bad here, after all?’

‘Maybe,’ said Willem.

‘But be warned,’ said Al-Qasim, his voice serious. ‘You don’t belong. You never will. Don’t forget that.’

‘I never can,’ said Valentina. She tugged at her veil. ‘I have to wear this wretched thing every day to remind me. The feel of it over my mouth makes me want to scream.’

‘Please don’t,’ said Willem.

‘You’ll get used to it,’ I said.

‘Never.’ She walked away to inspect some mosaics on the wall.

‘We are guests in this city, Willem, and in the palace,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘That’s all.’

‘My friend,’ said Willem, ‘you worry too much.’


Every day, I told myself I would pay another call to the Admiral and his family, as I had promised, and every day I put it off. Finally, my procrastination came to an official end. Our presence was requested at a reception at the embassy the following week, and Valentina and I spent days fretting: she over what to wear, and I over what to say when next I met Justinian Jonson.

But the inevitable could be delayed no longer, and so we presented ourselves at the embassy on the appointed day, to be greeted by the Admiral as if we were his oldest friends, as if I hadn’t snubbed his son and stormed from the room the last time we met.

‘Ah, there you are, my dear Mistress Hawkins.’ He bowed. ‘And your signora, too. How delightful.’

‘Admiral Jonson, thank you again for all you have done for us,’ said Valentina.

‘Not at all, not at all.’

We bowed to Lady Elizabeth.

‘How lovely to see you again.’ She curtsied to us, deeply and elegantly, with a grace I could never hope to match. ‘I hoped you would be here.’

Willem appeared as if out of the clouds, a tiny porcelain bowl in one hand and a spoon in the other. ‘Isabella, you have to try this. It’s called sherbet. It’s a phenomenon.’

‘You see, lad? Constantinople is a feast for the senses.’ The Admiral took the bowl from Willem’s hand and sniffed it appreciatively. ‘Lemon. Lovely. Have you tried the orange?’

‘There are different flavours?’

‘Countless.’

‘I may faint,’ said Willem. ‘Can I have one of each?’

The Admiral burst into laughter. ‘As many as you like.’


He waved across the crowded room at someone: Justinian, in the middle of a group of young men all talking loudly at once.

‘Your friends are here,’ Admiral Jonson called to him. ‘Come and greet them properly.’

Justinian nodded, and bent low to whisper in the ear of the man beside him.

‘I notice your son dresses in the Venetian style,’ said Valentina. ‘Unlike all those other young men.’

‘Not intentionally,’ said Lady Elizabeth. ‘But he was so thin when we arrived here, we had to get a completely new wardrobe made for him. That was the best we could do with the local tailors.’

‘He’s filling out now, though,’ said the Admiral. ‘Our cook has made it her life’s work to fatten him up.’

‘Your cook is a woman?’ asked Willem. ‘I may have to marry her.’

Admiral Jonson chuckled.

‘What do you think, Isabella?’ asked Valentina. ‘Isn’t Master Jonson a fashionable young man?’

‘I haven’t noticed.’

‘Really?’

‘I assure you I have no interest in Master Jonson’s outfit.’

But while nobody was watching, I took a closer look at Justinian. He wore black velvet, finely but subtly embroidered around the cuffs, a lace cravat, and soft leather boots like Luis’s. I was so used to Venetian clothes I hadn’t noticed how different he looked to the men around him, all dressed in drab brown wool and stiff linen shirts.

‘I quite approve,’ said Valentina. ‘It suits him. And the English fashion is so severe nowadays.’

‘He’d be laughed out of London in those breeches,’ said the Admiral. ‘The Puritans who run the place would not approve. But then, that’s the least of it, I suppose.’

Justinian walked towards us, stood before Valentina and ducked his head in the most circumspect of bows. ‘Ladies,’ he said.

He didn’t look at me, but if he felt awkward in my presence he didn’t show it. I was determined to match his unruffled expression.

‘Master Jonson.’ I tried to mimic his mother’s gracious tone, but instead it came out icy.

He nodded to Willem, who returned the gesture, but with the handle of a spoon sticking out of one corner of his mouth.

‘There’s sherbet,’ said Willem. Or at least, I thought that was what he said.

‘Just in time, my boy,’ said the Admiral. ‘The Ambassador should be here any minute, and you know how he hates his staff to be late.’

‘I should think we all have more pressing matters to attend to than sherbet,’ said Justinian.

‘Oh, don’t be so dull,’ said his father. ‘Honestly, sometimes I think you’re older than I am.’

‘So do I.’

‘Sshh,’ said Lady Elizabeth. ‘Here he is now.’

The footman’s announcement cut through the chatter. ‘Ambassador Sir Thomas Bendish, Baronet of Steeple Bumpstead.’

‘That’s a place?’ Willem whispered. ‘Really?’

Lady Elizabeth nodded. ‘He likes to remind us of his title, but in fact Cromwell has banned him from going anywhere near his lands.’

The Ambassador and his wife nodded to various people in the crowd and sat down near a table in the corner.

‘So we are all exiles?’ I said.


Justinian nodded. ‘You are in good company here, Mistress Hawkins.’

‘Even ambassadors can be punished, then?’ asked Valentina.

‘Some might imagine that being an ambassador is punishment enough,’ said Justinian. ‘But Sir Thomas supported the King back in England. He was thrown into the Tower, stripped of all his lands, and then sent here.’

‘Poor man,’ said Valentina.

‘Indeed,’ said Lady Elizabeth. ‘Although he is not alone in such suffering.’

‘Mother, please.’ Justinian interrupted before she could say another word.

‘My apologies,’ said Lady Elizabeth. ‘I spoke unwisely.’ She cast an anxious glance around the room.

‘Do not fear, Master Jonson,’ I said. ‘We are at the furthest edge of Europe. Surely General Cromwell’s spies don’t reach here.’

‘Even here,’ said Justinian, but so quietly I almost missed it.

‘I’m not afraid,’ I said. ‘I’ve faced worse things than General Cromwell.’

‘Then you should be wiser about what you say and to whom you say it.’

‘What are you telling me? Are you a spy?’

He swallowed. ‘No, I am not.’

‘But?’

‘Anyone, any time, may be listening to you,’ he said. ‘And people are paid well to report on what they hear.’

‘So I have learned, to my great cost.’

The Admiral took my hand. ‘Do not fear, Mistress Hawkins. We are among friends here.’


‘Of course we are,’ said Valentina. ‘We have all suffered similar fates to that of your Ambassador.’

‘Not quite.’ Justinian bowed curtly and walked away.

‘Please forgive my son’s manners,’ said the Admiral. ‘He has become a little unpredictable of late. Justin! Come back here.’

I watched Justinian halt, draw a deep breath and turn back to face us. His father motioned him closer and whispered in his ear. Justinian shook his head as if to clear his thoughts, took a couple of steps towards Valentina and bowed.

‘Forgive me, madam.’

She smiled at him magnanimously. ‘I believe I shall.’

‘You are very kind,’ he said. ‘But if you will all excuse me, I must speak to the Ambassador.’

He vanished into the crowd, although he didn’t go anywhere near the Ambassador.

‘Please accept my apologies,’ said the Admiral. ‘He doesn’t mean to be rude.’

‘Don’t worry yourself, my dear Admiral,’ said Valentina. ‘He has weighty matters on his mind, that much is clear.’

‘Yes, that must be it.’

Justinian’s abrupt departure didn’t worry me. It saved me the discomfort of having to speak to him any longer.

I didn’t see Master Jonson or his family for several weeks after that. Our days of exile took on a familiar pattern. We awoke each morning, like the rest of the city, to the voices of the muezzins floating through the darkness, calling the faithful to prayer. ‘Allahu Akbar,’ they cried. As Al-Qasim had predicted, the chants became as familiar to us as the bells of Venice, marking the hours of the day and the rituals of the people around us.


After their prayers, the women servants brought us pastries and stewed fruit and cups of coffee thick with sugar. I read with Valentina for a few hours, or we’d take a boat across the Golden Horn and wander through the bazaar, where she would buy more gold rings and fabric than any woman could ever wear. We’d stroll past all the market stalls, sniffing the air and trying to describe the different smells to each other. There were pyramids of sweets made from rosewater and sprinkled with sugar and flower petals, trays of bread baked into knots, dried apricots and raisins, mounds of pepper and saffron threads and cinnamon bark worth more than everything I owned. Scribes, goldsmiths and embroiderers bent over their work, concentrating in spite of the calls of the flower-sellers and carpet merchants echoing through the aisles. Luckily, Mirza was always close by to translate, carry parcels, haggle with boatmen and shopkeepers, and help us find our way out of the labyrinth of alleys, past stacks of rugs and copper pots hanging low above our heads.

I spent my afternoons with the Sultan and his sister, while Willem waited to escort me home. But one day I returned from the palace alone to find Valentina standing in the hallway, impatient.

‘You have forgotten, I suppose?’ she said.

‘Forgotten what?’

‘You see?’

‘I’m sorry, but I don’t know what you mean.’

‘You have become so absent-minded lately, Isabella, so preoccupied.’

‘Have I?’

She tapped one foot on the marble floor. ‘Tell me, what day is it?’

I thought for a moment. ‘Tuesday?’


‘Wednesday. But besides that, it is the day of the reception at the embassy, and we were supposed to be there an hour ago. Al-Qasim is meeting us there.’

‘Is that where Will is? I couldn’t find him when I left the Sultan’s pavilion.’

‘Of course. He probably got sick of waiting for you and went on ahead.’

‘But what sort of reception is it?’ I asked. ‘Why do they hold so many?’

‘I don’t know. They don’t need a reason. Just get ready. And quickly!’

By the time we arrived, the Ambassador and his wife had already left. The room was full of people. I bowed to Lady Elizabeth, who sat with the other ladies at one end. Their eyes followed us across the room. Admiral Jonson and Justinian sat near the fireplace with Al-Qasim and some embassy officials. Willem was nowhere to be seen. I imagined that he had gone in search of sherbet.

When we approached, the other men took their leave of Admiral Jonson. Justinian tried to walk away, too, but his father muttered to him and they both turned to greet us and offer us seats close to the fire.

Al-Qasim smiled broadly. ‘How is the Sultan this fine day?’

‘Very well,’ I said. ‘He is very interested in Roman emperors at present. I must seek out a copy of Tacitus.’

‘Isn’t he a little young for those stories?’ Valentina asked.

‘I might not read him every word,’ I said.

‘On the contrary, Tacitus ought to be required reading for every emperor,’ said Justinian. ‘All those tales of corruption and madness — it’s like a manual of how not to govern an empire. We might send a copy to our friends in London.’


‘Justin.’ His father didn’t need to say more. His tone was warning enough.

‘I’m sure General Cromwell would find it very entertaining.’

‘That’s enough.’

‘Sorry, Father.’

‘An interesting concept,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Perhaps, Isabella, you should think of writing an Instruction for Young Princes?’

‘Like Machiavelli?’ said Valentina. ‘Except, perhaps, without the wickedness.’

‘Lessons they can learn from the ancients?’ said Justinian. ‘A splendid idea. Even for old princes. Or parliamentarians.’

‘Indeed,’ said the Admiral. ‘Leaving aside my son’s cynicism, that does sound like an excellent project. And who better to write it than the Eyes of the Ottoman Sultan?’

I laughed. ‘Thank you for your faith in me, but I am hardly qualified to write any such thing.’

‘That’s never stopped anyone else writing a book,’ said Justinian.

‘See?’ said Admiral Jonson. ‘Cynical. And yet so young.’

Justinian smiled ruefully. ‘That’s true enough. I can’t imagine how it happened.’

Willem materialised at my elbow. ‘Good day, Admiral. Ladies.’

‘Where have you been, Willem?’ said Al-Qasim. ‘I searched everywhere for you.’

‘Nowhere,’ said Willem. ‘What are we discussing?’

‘Master Jonson’s temperament,’ I said.

‘Oh, that.’

‘Perhaps Constantinople doesn’t agree with you, Master Jonson?’ Valentina asked.

‘On the contrary,’ said Justinian. ‘I feel more alive here than anywhere else.’


‘Travelling has that effect, I’ve found,’ I said. ‘It opens up your idea of the world and its limits.’

‘I’m sure you are quite right about that, Mistress Hawkins. My life has been rather … um … constrained in recent times.’

He let out a bitter laugh, so unlike the Justinian Jonson I had once known that I stared at him. He was different now, that much was sure. But how?

‘That’s enough, son,’ said the Admiral. ‘You have startled Mistress Hawkins.’

‘Ah, but Mistress Hawkins doesn’t startle easily,’ said Justinian. ‘Do you?’

‘I’ve been startled enough for one lifetime,’ I said.

‘Then by all means let us keep you in a state of blissful innocence.’ Something like anger flared in his eyes.

‘Why do you speak to me so?’ I asked.

I could feel my own fury rising again in my chest. Justinian had always had a special ability to make me angry. Perhaps, I realised, it had been mutual.

‘Please, Mistress Hawkins,’ the Admiral cut in. ‘He doesn’t mean to be rude.’

I ignored him. We both did.

Justinian held my gaze. ‘It’s as if you were a trigger on one of my brother’s pistols. An explosion of some kind always seems imminent.’

‘And you sound as if you despise me,’ I said. ‘Is that it?’

That same laugh erupted again, as if I had strayed near the truth. ‘Despise? No, no. Nothing of the sort. You have it the wrong way around. You are angry at me and I reflect it back at you, that’s all. I am a looking glass. Not a well.’

‘No matter how you describe yourself, you mistake me,’ I snapped.


I knew the others were watching us, Willem glaring ferociously. His eyes flicked from my face to Justinian’s and back again. It felt as if I was on show, or even on trial. I should have remembered my manners, or at the very least fought down my temper, but I couldn’t. Something in Justinian’s face — in the very fact that he was here, in the same city as me — made me want to shout at him. It was all I could do to keep my voice steady.

‘I have apologised for my actions in England,’ I said.

‘And all is forgiven.’

‘What more do you ask of me?’

‘Not a thing.’

He glanced at his father, whose face was as red as the rug on the floor, then bobbed his head in what passed for a bow.

‘Please excuse me. My father will call the embassy guards if I say another word. I know the meaning of that look.’

‘I’ll whip you myself, boy,’ said the Admiral. ‘I don’t need the guards.’

‘Farewell.’ This time, Justinian bowed deeply and ostentatiously. ‘It seems I must flee.’

He vanished through a side door, and the smack of his footsteps echoed down the long hallway. The rest of us sat for a few moments in awkward silence.

Al-Qasim was the first to rise. ‘We must be going, too, I fear.’

I got to my feet.

‘I can only apologise again for my wayward son,’ said the Admiral.

‘Please don’t worry,’ said Valentina with a gracious smile.

The Admiral smiled back at her, relieved. ‘He doesn’t mean anything by it.’


I bowed to him, although not quite as theatrically as Justinian. ‘On the contrary, Admiral, I think your son has made himself perfectly clear. Good day to you.’

‘Oh, I like young Justinian,’ said Valentina once we reached the street.

‘I don’t.’ Willem crammed his hat onto his head. ‘He and his temperament can go —’

Valentina raised a hand to prevent Willem saying anything more. ‘He has wildfire in his eyes, don’t you think, Isabella?’

‘Can’t say I’ve ever noticed that,’ I replied.

‘Handsome, too, compared to all those other pasty Englishmen,’ she added.

‘He knows how to dress well,’ said Al-Qasim, ‘which is an advantage.’

‘He’s rich,’ I said. ‘That makes it easier.’

‘Not always,’ said Valentina. ‘Some of the richest people I know dress as if they are farmers come to town.’

‘Doesn’t look like he’s ever turned a furrow in his life, that one,’ Willem muttered.

‘Nor have you, let’s be fair,’ I said.

‘Not technically. But I’m a working man, a guildsman. What’s he? The son of a peacock. Don’t know what you see in him.’

I glared at him. ‘I don’t see anything in him.’

‘Really?’ said Valentina.

‘If you must know,’ I said, ‘I can’t stand the sight of Justinian Jonson.’

‘Me neither,’ said Willem. ‘Arrogant goose.’

‘That’s not quite what Isabella means,’ said Valentina. ‘What is it, my dear?’


I couldn’t answer. Instead, I marched ahead a little, so they couldn’t see my face, or the sudden tears that threatened to slide down my cheeks. It was true. I couldn’t bear to look at Justinian, although my motives were not as simple as Willem and Valentina suggested.

Justinian reminded me of so much that I had lost. His face was too familiar to look upon with equanimity. It brought back memories of debates around the supper table, of high spirits and loud laughter, of my father — always my darling father — with his mischievous smile and that devilish way of reducing any argument to rhetorical ash. Justinian and all those young boys had worshipped my father almost as much as I did, had shared a life that was now gone. Even though he seemed marked by the intervening years, he reminded me of a different life, a distant country, a future I had always imagined but that never came to pass, a world of safety and brilliance and clear night skies. A world without war, or stormy seas, or endless intrigue. But he also reminded me, as did the Admiral, of the other Jonson son, Cromwell’s captain, that hateful man who had taken my father away to prison and set us all on this weary road to exile.

I hated that Justinian brought back all those memories, and that in his presence I inevitably felt like either crying or slapping him.

No, I could not bear the sight of Justinian Jonson and swore a silent oath that I would never speak to him again.
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IN WHICH TREASURE IS NO LONGER HIDDEN

The palace was surrounded by orchards and parkland, with gardens and lawn winding in between the pavilions and fountains. It was like a small country of its own: a secret land of dimpled hills and tiled kiosks, of golden domes and swept paths, of silence and pomp and the faint sound of a young woman’s laughter. There was even a forest of tall cypress trees where the Sultan rode his pony or hunted with his specially made bow. As the snows vanished and the rains came, green shoots burst through bare earth, and buds appeared on shrubs and trees that looked to me as if they had been dead for years.

In spite of the cold, I spent as much time as I could in the gardens, strolling with Ay[image: s.jpg]e, always with an escort of White Eunuchs, although after a while I ceased to notice them. Sometimes I stole a moment or two alone to watch the ships on the Bosphorus or the water play in the fountains.


One day, Al-Qasim waved to me from the other side of the courtyard.

‘Come quickly,’ he whispered when I drew close. ‘I have something to show you.’

He took my hand and led me through an archway, along a hallway with dozens of doors leading off to goodness knows where, and into a room so dark I had to stand perfectly still for a few moments until my eyes adjusted.

‘What is this place?’ I asked.

‘I’m not sure.’

‘Then what are we doing here?’

‘Solving a mystery.’

‘I see.’

I could hear him shuffling about, and then striking a spark. A lantern sputtered and glowed.

‘I’m not sure I like mysteries,’ I said.

‘You’ll love this one.’

‘Well,’ I admitted, ‘it does look rather interesting so far.’

I looked around me in the half-light. The walls were lined with shelves, and each shelf was laden with sheaves of paper, some in great rolls and others in bound piles or leather covers.

‘I was working in the scholars’ room, right in the back corner, when I realised there was a sealed door in one of the alcoves,’ he said. ‘I don’t know why, but it intrigued me. I scouted around and discovered there are many rooms like this, shut up for years. Nobody comes here, as you can see by the dust.’

‘But what is it?’

‘A library.’

‘It doesn’t look like anyone has used it for ages.’

‘Exactly,’ Al-Qasim said. ‘There are many treasures in this palace and they are not all made of gold. My theory is that these books are the remnants of the collection of Süleyman the Magnificent, the greatest sultan in history.’

I let out a low whistle. ‘He’s been dead for decades.’

‘Indeed.’

‘But some of these books look much older than that.’

‘They do, don’t they?’

An odd tingling sensation ran across my scalp and down my neck.

‘The sacred books are all kept in the Sultan’s official library, with the famous illustrated manuscripts from Persia and Egypt — all the treasures of Islam collected by Süleyman and countless others,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘But these are different.’

‘Older?’

‘Some, perhaps. Fragments. Not sacred. Or just more obscure.’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Many of them are in Greek. For whatever reason, they are not of interest to the court or the scribes.’

‘Have you asked Nuri Effendi? Surely he would know.’

‘Not yet,’ he admitted. ‘I’m not sure what he’d say.’

‘There must have been many books in the city in the days of the emperors, of Constantine and Justinian and all the Byzantines. Maybe that’s why they’re in Greek?’

‘Yes, of course. But the city has been sacked many times. There have been riots and uprisings, the Crusaders laid waste to everything, and then along came the Ottomans. Many books were burned in the siege and afterwards. Much was lost.’

‘But not everything,’ I said.

‘No.’

Al-Qasim held a scroll of parchment closer to the lantern and peered at it. ‘Süleyman might have gathered together anything that survived. He was a very curious man. On one hand, a brilliant soldier, a conqueror. On the other, a cultured mind. He spoke as many languages as you do, Isabella. Wrote fine poetry. A great reformer, and very scientific for his time.’ He shuffled a few pages. ‘This looks like early algebraic formulae.’ He dropped the scroll and reached for a loosely bound wad of parchment. ‘And this …’

I breathed in the rich scent of hundreds of great minds, their words on paper and parchment, their ink dry as bones, their thoughts still with us even now.

Al-Qasim let out a cry. ‘By heaven! This is amazing. I can’t quite make it out, but these are ancient astronomical charts. Whatever this is, it’s very, very important. These papers are treasures, I know it. This moment …’ He grasped my arms. ‘I will remember this for the rest of my life.’

‘My dear friend, I’m so glad I was here to see it.’

He grinned. ‘As I am happy to share it with you.’

I wished that Master de Aquila was here with us. He would have loved this room, all these precious words. He would have known all of these books, all of these authors, even those long thought vanished.

Al-Qasim gazed about the room. ‘Isabella, have you ever had the feeling that everything you’ve ever done, ever learned, has come together in one moment?’

I smiled. ‘Yes. I know that feeling.’

‘Then you understand. It’s as if I was destined to be here, in this city, for this purpose. I can save these books. I know I can.’

‘I’ll help you. We all will.’

‘Yes! That’s it!’ He slapped his hand on the table, raising a tiny cloud of dust. ‘We will put the pages in order, write all these notes out properly, try to put the fragments back together. Then we will translate them into Latin, and into Arabic — even English and French.’ He grabbed the manuscript and held it high. ‘These works,’ he shouted, ‘are no longer lost! We will return them to the world, you and I.’

He carefully put the manuscript back in its place, took my hands and swung me around. Dust swirled about us as we danced together in a circle of delight and discovery, and laughed for what felt like an age.

At last, he sighed and wiped his eyes. ‘I knew this room was special as soon as I found it. But I had no idea —’

The door slammed open and I blinked in a sudden blaze of sunlight.

‘What are you doing here?’ a voice said.

I squinted, trying to recognise the silhouette framed in the doorway. ‘Colonel Orga? Is that you?’

‘You have no right to be here, either of you.’ It was definitely Orga’s voice, harsh and insistent.

Al-Qasim stepped forward, but I put a warning hand on his arm.

‘My apologies,’ I said. ‘I was told that I could find Nuri Effendi in here.’

‘Who told you that?’ Orga snapped.

‘I … I don’t know. One of the slaves.’ I lied very badly but it made little difference.

‘Nuri Effendi is in the library, where he always is.’

‘So I will not find him here?’

‘No.’

‘Very well,’ I said. ‘We will leave. Thank you for your help.’

We left as fast as we could, not just the hidden library, but the palace, and hurried home to tell the others what we had found.


‘Manuscripts like that must be worth a fortune!’ said Willem. ‘We’ll be rich.’

‘We?’ I asked.

‘Who else?’

‘The library isn’t ours,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘It belongs to the Sultan.’

‘He’s rich enough already,’ said Willem. ‘What’s he going to do with all those books? He doesn’t even want them. You said they are thrown in heaps on the floor.’

‘Will,’ I said, ‘what are you thinking?’

‘Isn’t it obvious? You want to make transcripts, translations, then go ahead. That’s what you two do best. But then …’

Al-Qasim looked as if he knew very well what Willem was about to suggest. ‘Yes?’

‘Then you hand them to me and the signora, and we do what we do best — print them.’

We all sat in stunned silence for just a moment.

‘Brilliant!’ said Valentina.

‘Now, wait a minute —’

‘No, you listen to me for once, Isabella,’ Willem said. ‘This is exactly what we need. I’ve been sitting around all these weeks waiting for you, with nothing to do. So has Signora Contarini. We’re ready to run mad with boredom, or to leap onto the next ship back to Venice, or Amsterdam, or anywhere. Not to mention the fact that someone seems to have spent all our money on silk and slippers.’

‘Pfft.’ Valentina waved at him, but he went on.

‘Here it is, the perfect solution. You two do whatever you need to do to get the manuscripts in order, and we’ll get a press organised and get to work.’


Al-Qasim held up his hand. ‘You’re forgetting one thing. Printing presses are banned here.’

‘It is you who is forgetting one thing,’ said Valentina. ‘Willem and I are very sneaky.’

Willem laughed. ‘We can export our books all over Europe, but quietly,’ he said. ‘It’ll be just like back in Amsterdam.’

‘Don’t you see?’ Valentina leaned forward and reached for my hands. ‘This is work nobody else in the entire world can do. We are unique. It is, if you like, a sacred duty to knowledge.’

‘But we have no press, no type, not even any paper,’ I said. ‘Or ink. Who would bind these books, even if —’

‘Luis.’ Valentina’s voice was firm and sure. ‘I will write to Luis. He can send us what we need from Venice.’

‘No,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘That’s too dangerous. What if Fra Clement discovered what we’re planning?’

‘What can he do to us here?’ asked Valentina.

‘I don’t know,’ I said, ‘but I don’t want to put it to the test.’

‘We may be safe here, but Luis is still very vulnerable,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Fra Clement will be watching him, that much is certain. All our letters to Venice are probably being intercepted already.’

‘Paul!’ Willem said.

Everyone stared at him. The others had no idea who he was talking about.

‘Paul was Master de Aquila’s typesetter in Amsterdam,’ I explained.

‘No one better,’ said Willem. ‘Paul is almost a master printer himself. And a good Protestant.’

‘What has that got to do with it?’ asked Valentina.

‘Nothing,’ said Willem quickly. ‘It’s just …’ He glanced at Valentina and went on. ‘The thing is, after the Inquisition smashed up Master de Aquila’s workshop, Paul sneaked back in and took whatever could be salvaged. He’s keeping it safe for me.’

‘For you?’ I asked.

‘Of course for me,’ said Willem. ‘Who else would want it?’

Al-Qasim placed a warm hand on my arm.

‘Master de Aquila left everything to Isabella,’ he said softly. ‘Everything.’

Willem flushed a deep red. ‘I know, but …’

‘But what?’ asked Valentina.

Willem stood up. He towered over us, but somehow managed to seem very small all of a sudden. ‘Sorry, but we just thought you wouldn’t want any printing equipment.’

‘We?’ I said.

‘Me. And Paul.’

I closed my eyes for a moment, almost giddy. I remembered my first days in Amsterdam and the reassurance that press had brought to my shattered life. I could almost see Master de Aquila bent over it, inspecting the proof pages, then looking up at me with a smile. At the end of every work day, he’d patted it gently and covered it with an old quilt. On that press, he had helped change the world.

‘Isabella?’

I opened my eyes to find Willem staring at me.

‘That wasn’t your decision to make,’ I said. ‘Either of you.’

‘Paul suggested it.’

‘So now it’s his fault?’ I snapped. ‘You lied to me. I thought everything was gone.’

‘You inherited the manuscripts, Isabella — The Sum of All Knowledge, the Hebrew Bible. They’ve made you rich.’

‘I couldn’t have imagined that you’d make this moment worse, Willem,’ said Valentina, ‘but it seems I am wrong.’


‘Listen,’ Willem raised his voice to a shout. ‘We just thought that since it was all heavy and old and on the other side of Europe, it was no use to you. So Paul offered to keep it in his studio until I go home to Amsterdam. That’s all.’

‘So you …’ I took a deep breath and tried to push away the hurt that threatened to overwhelm me. ‘So you planned, all this time, to go back to Amsterdam and set up a workshop?’

‘One day,’ he said. The muscles in his jaw clenched and twitched. ‘Maybe.’

‘I had thought …’ I said.

‘What?’ Willem bent down closer to my face.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said. ‘Not now.’

Valentina clapped her hands. ‘What’s past is past. The point is, we have a spare press we can ship here and someone to manage the type, if this Paul of yours is any good.’

‘The best,’ said Willem.

‘Is that true, Isabella?’

I nodded reluctantly — possibly sulkily. ‘Master de Aquila trusted him. But —’

‘Excellent,’ she said. ‘Willem, you will write to him, but do not say outright what we need. If you have a code he will recognise, use it. Your letters may be read by unsympathetic eyes.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘No, and a thousand times no. To all of this. The entire idea.’

‘Why on earth not?’ said Willem.

‘We’ve already been chased out of Europe. Now you want to threaten our last sanctuary?’

‘You’re exaggerating, as usual,’ said Willem. ‘As it happens, I asked the Admiral about the ban on printing not so long ago. He said it was a whim of one of the old sultans, just a way of stopping progress.’

‘A whim of a sultan is a very powerful thing,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘People have died for less.’

‘The Admiral said that other people have been allowed to run presses from time to time — some Spanish Jews, an Armenian fellow,’ said Willem.

‘But only certain kinds of books,’ said Al-Qasim, ‘and only with permission.’

‘It’s lucky, then,’ said Valentina, ‘that we have the ear of the new Sultan, or at least his Eyes. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if the law changed.’

I opened my mouth to retort and closed it again. Could it be true that my friends were so unhappy? Was it possible that they would risk everything by returning to Venice? Had I really been so blind, so preoccupied?

I looked over at Al-Qasim for guidance. He was chewing the inside of his lip thoughtfully, staring down at the coals in the fireplace.

‘The palace need never know we are printing anything,’ said Willem. ‘We’ll find a warehouse somewhere noisy, down near the docks, maybe. We won’t sell any religious books here, if you don’t want to. So really, we aren’t doing anything so very wrong.’

‘We will not steal anything but knowledge, Isabella,’ Valentina said. ‘The Sultan will still own his precious manuscripts. We will simply borrow the words in them and release them into the light, where they belong.’

‘Although if they are worth that much …’ said Willem.

‘I think you’d best be quiet, young man,’ said Valentina. ‘This is not your finest moment.’


Willem sighed and mumbled something I didn’t catch. He hung his head. Valentina, on the other hand, seemed more animated than she’d been for months.

‘Can I come with you tomorrow?’ she asked. ‘I want to see these lost books for myself.’

‘I’m not sure about that,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘I don’t know what to do about them yet.’

‘It’s simple,’ I said with a sigh. ‘I’ll ask the Sultan if he’d like to read them.’

That’s exactly what I did.

Al-Qasim and I decided that honesty would be the best approach, although there were limits to what we would disclose. I had no wish to betray the trust of my new friends, so the Sultan and Ay[image: s.jpg]e would have to know about the printing press one day. Just not quite yet. It was too risky. One of them might object or ban us from the secret library. So Al-Qasim agreed to discuss the matter with Nuri Effendi, and I undertook to ask the Sultan for permission to access the hidden books.

It was just as well.

‘Your Magnificence, I have something to tell you, and a request to make of you,’ I said to the Sultan as soon as I arrived the next day.

‘I have something to ask you, too,’ he said. ‘You will sit.’

I took my customary cushion at his feet. Ay[image: s.jpg]e settled onto the window seat beside him. We often sat like this for hours, just the three of us. It had come to feel so familiar, so precious, these quiet times of reading and talking.

‘What is it, Your Magnificence?’ I asked.

‘I wish to know,’ he said, ‘what you found in that locked room behind the library.’


I shouldn’t have been surprised. In the seraglio, everyone knew everything. I smiled. How had my friends and I ever imagined we could keep it a secret?

‘That is exactly what I was going to tell you about,’ I said. ‘It’s very exciting news — at least, I think it is.’

‘Colonel Orga reported to my grandmother that you and your friend broke in there.’

‘He saw us there, yes. But we didn’t break in. Al-Qasim borrowed a key from the library. No damage was done.’

The Sultan grinned. ‘That is excellent. I can’t stand Colonel Orga. He always reports things to my grandmother. When I’m older, I’ll have him posted to the desert somewhere.’

‘What did you find, Isabella?’ Ay[image: s.jpg]e asked.

‘Wonderful things!’

‘Can I see?’ said the Sultan.

‘Of course. They’re your wonderful things.’

So I led them both, followed by a troop of guards, through the courtyard and along the hallway to the hidden library. Al-Qasim and Nuri Effendi were already there.

‘Here we are, Your Magnificence,’ I said. ‘The secret knowledge of the ancients.’

‘What is all this?’ The Sultan climbed up onto a bench and gazed around him. ‘Books?’

‘But such books,’ I said. ‘Collected by your forefathers and kept safe for decades. Perhaps centuries. In here, we think, are treasures that have been lost forever to the rest of the world. But not to you. And not any more.’

Ay[image: s.jpg]e picked up one of the bundles of parchment from the table. ‘This is in Greek. Is it very old?’


‘It is from many centuries ago,’ I said. ‘Possibly even millennia. It’s difficult to tell.’

The Sultan scowled. ‘Nuri Effendi, how is it that we didn’t know about this?’

Nuri Effendi bowed. ‘Your Magnificence, the palace library was divided up many years ago by your uncle Mustafa. He decreed that only certain books should be kept for the main library, some for his own private collection, some for the palace school, and other material that … that did not seem important to him was locked away.’

‘For what reason?’

‘He probably did it to spite the blessed memory of our grandfather,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e.

‘Who, like you, was a scholar, Your Magnificence,’ said Nuri.

‘Mustafa was demented,’ said the Sultan. ‘We all know that.’

‘Nevertheless, Your Magnificence, it would seem his commands were carried out,’ said Nuri. ‘That was before my time here.’

‘And since then?’ asked the Sultan.

‘Since then, I have spent many years bringing together the many libraries in the palace, as your grandmother has wished. I regret that this room was unknown to me until this morning. I had been told it was a storeroom belonging to the school masters.’ He fell to his knees in the dust. ‘Please forgive my ignorance, Your Magnificence.’

‘But surely there is nothing to forgive,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e, smiling at her brother. ‘This is marvellous. All these books have been hidden in here, all these years, safe, waiting for a sultan who can appreciate their worth.’

‘That’s me,’ said the Sultan with a grin.

‘Yes, Your Magnificence,’ I said. ‘It certainly is.’

I meant it, too. With all my heart.
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IN WHICH AN OLD FOE IS UNMASKED

It was only a few days later that a messenger from the Jonsons delivered a note requesting my presence. I would have happily made some excuse, but the scowl on Al-Qasim’s face was enough to convince me I had no choice in the matter.

The Admiral and Lady Elizabeth were in the reception room when I arrived. He offered me a seat while she called for tea, and we smiled politely at one another. Near the window stood a young man whose face looked vaguely familiar. I studied him out of the corner of my eye.

‘Forgive me,’ said Admiral Jonson. ‘I believe you once met my son under less fortuitous circumstances. This is Constantine. Newly arrived on the boat from Plymouth, and only a little worse for wear.’

I fell back as if someone had slapped me across the face. Constantine Jonson didn’t move or acknowledge me in any way. I stood slowly and took a few steps towards him, trying to recognise in him the man who had arrested my father. His hair hung over his eyes, no longer the shorn stubble worn by Cromwell’s troops, and he leaned heavily on a stick.

He bowed. ‘A pleasure, ma’am.’

‘You are more polite than the last time we met, Captain Jonson.’

My tone was venomous, and he winced.

‘I am no longer a captain nor any sort of officer.’

That voice. I recalled it so clearly, throwing accusations and threats at my father.

‘Why is that?’ I asked. ‘Did you get tired of bullying professors and their daughters? Or did General Cromwell throw you out of the army for lack of manners?’

The Admiral sighed. Deeply. I couldn’t really blame him for that, as my own manners had so completely deserted me yet again.

I glared at Captain Jonson — Constantine — then turned my back on him.

‘Is that why you called me here?’ I almost spat the words at the Admiral. ‘To be in the presence of the man who sent my father to his death?’

He sighed again. ‘No, Mistress Hawkins. Far from it. Please take a seat.’

‘I’d rather not.’

‘As you wish.’ He motioned to his son to sit, but he, too, remained standing. The Admiral chuckled. ‘Oddly, you two have more in common than you will ever know. Both too stubborn for your own good, apart from anything else.’

‘Please, Mistress Hawkins,’ said Lady Elizabeth. ‘Remember yourself.’

‘Forgive me, madam,’ I said. ‘This is something of a shock.’


It was all I could do not to bolt for the door, the street, the nearest carriage, anything to get away. But another look at Lady Elizabeth’s face made me hesitate.

‘I’m sorry, Admiral Jonson,’ I said, taking a deep breath. ‘You have been nothing but kind to me. What is it that you wish to discuss?’

‘Good news, I think,’ said the Admiral. ‘So you must not confuse the message with the messenger.’

‘Very well.’

‘My son —’

‘Where is he?’ I asked.

‘Who?’

‘Justinian.’

‘I have no idea,’ he said. ‘Nose stuck in a book somewhere or other, no doubt. He may even be attending to his duties for once. He has a veritable Ararat of paperwork before him at present.’

Constantine coughed. His father glanced up at him.

‘But you’re right, he should be here for this,’ he added.

‘No, please, there’s no need to disturb him.’

But I wasn’t quick enough. Admiral Jonson pulled the bell rope near the fireplace. I took my seat and we all waited awkwardly while a footman ran to fetch Justinian, who arrived at the same time as the tea tray. He wiped his hands on his coat and bowed to me, his face grim. I gave him a feeble smile.

‘Here he is, covered in glory and book dust, as always,’ said the Admiral. ‘But today’s news is not to do with Justinian. No, no. It’s Constantine to whom we must pay attention. He has brought a special dispensation, all the way from London.’

‘What for?’ I asked.

‘Why, for you, Mistress Hawkins.’


‘What on earth can you mean?’

I forced myself to look at Constantine, who didn’t appear to enjoy being there any more than I did.

‘You are absolved of any wrongdoing in the matter of your father’s escape from prison,’ he said. His voice was deeper than I remembered, and not quite as harsh. ‘The matter has been discussed at the highest levels of government.’

‘But … but why?’ I glanced from one to the other, all three men so similar and yet slightly different, and all staring at me expectantly.

‘Your father was the escapee, not you,’ said the Admiral. ‘You were merely his foil — his instrument.’

‘If they believe that, sir,’ said Justinian, ‘they don’t know Mistress Hawkins very well.’

‘Perhaps so,’ said the Admiral with a smile. He turned to me. ‘But trust me, my dear, it’s better for you if that’s what people think. Much safer.’

‘I don’t understand why anyone even cares about it,’ I said. ‘Let alone the highest levels of government.’

‘Don’t worry about why,’ Constantine snapped.

His father raised a hand. ‘What my son is trying to say is that the past no longer matters. We are here to discuss the future.’

‘What future?’ I said.

‘Any future you like, Mistress Hawkins. You no longer have to hide here on the fringes of Europe like a fugitive. You are free to return home to England.’

Free to return home. I never imagined I’d hear those words. They crowded into the empty spaces of my heart, spaces long ago sealed up and buried: shouting, echoing, clamouring.

But I couldn’t pay attention to them, not in that room, with those faces gazing at me, with the man whose knock on our door had robbed me of that freedom in the first place.

‘Thank you, sir,’ I said carefully, hoping my voice wouldn’t betray the shivers of fury inside me. ‘I will consider what you have said.’

‘Consider all you like,’ said the Admiral. ‘You have a week. Next Friday, the ship that carried Constantine here will return to Plymouth, and you will be on it.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Is something wrong, Mistress Hawkins?’ asked Lady Elizabeth.

‘I thought you’d be pleased,’ said the Admiral. ‘It’s not every day one is exonerated and freed from exile.’

I tried to think of something sensible to say, but so many thoughts and feelings crowded my mind and my heart that none of them was distinct enough to shape into words. I’m not often lost for words. Master de Aquila would have been amazed.

‘She won’t go,’ said Constantine, into confused silence. ‘I warned you.’

‘Nonsense,’ said his father. But he didn’t sound very certain.

‘Why …’ Slowly the mist around my thoughts cleared. ‘You made this happen. Why?’

A flicker of pain crossed the Admiral’s face. ‘That’s simple, Mistress Hawkins. What happened to you and to your father was an injustice, one in which my family, unwittingly or otherwise, played a part. We have endeavoured to set it aright. That’s all.’

‘You have?’ I swung around to face Constantine. ‘Even you?’

He nodded. ‘Even me, astonishing as that may seem.’

‘You are different,’ I said. ‘Both of you.’

Constantine limped slowly across the room to stand beside Justinian, a fair, more muscular version of his brother.


‘We are a different family now,’ said Lady Elizabeth. ‘It was the war. We suffered a great deal, then as now — as did so many, including you.’

‘You see before you our two remaining sons,’ said the Admiral. ‘My eldest, James, lies buried on a battlefield somewhere in England, near a town not worth defending.’

‘Your father warned me, that day,’ said Constantine, ‘about fighting against my brothers.’

‘I remember,’ I said.

‘He said he pitied us,’ said Constantine. ‘And so he should. It might have been my bullet that killed James at Marston Moor.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Justinian. He put one hand on his brother’s shoulder. ‘That’s impossible.’

‘It haunts me, though,’ said Constantine. ‘Every night. Every hour.’

Admiral Jonson sighed. ‘Each of us who remains has changed beyond recognition.’

‘Grief does that,’ I said. ‘I know it only too well.’

Lady Elizabeth’s gaze dropped to her hands in her lap. The Admiral smiled again, but it was a brave smile, filled with sadness.

‘Grief and disappointment,’ he said. ‘The new England that some of us hoped would emerge after the battles did not turn out quite the way we imagined.’

‘You call it disappointment,’ said Constantine. ‘I call it betrayal.’

His father’s faint smile vanished. ‘We will call it no such thing where we might be overheard.’

So there were spies here, as Justinian had once hinted. I tucked that snippet of information away in my mind to ponder later — after I’d managed to comprehend what these men were trying to tell me.


‘In spite of all that has happened, to us, to you and so many others,’ said Constantine, ‘I do believe this Parliament has achieved reforms to the army and the country that will be remembered forever.’

‘I wouldn’t know,’ I said. ‘It is the same government that forced me to flee my own country.’

‘I didn’t say that all Parliament’s actions are reasonable or fair,’ said Constantine.

‘The irony is that I believe my father would have supported a good government, a parliament of the people,’ I said. ‘But you never gave him the chance.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I didn’t.’

‘I, too, made my displeasure known: in Parliament, in the press,’ said the Admiral. ‘You, of all people, know how that story ends. It is much the same story as your own, and even our Ambassador’s.’

‘Is that why you were sent here, Admiral?’

‘Something like that.’ He nodded, and allowed himself another slight smile. ‘Cromwell believed he was punishing us by posting me to the utter ends of the earth. If he’d thought for a minute about the names I’ve given these boys, he would have known I’ve dreamed of visiting Constantinople my whole life.’

‘So you see, it’s come out all right in the end,’ said Justinian. ‘More or less.’ But there was no consolation in his voice.

‘Perhaps we understand one another a little better, then, Mistress Hawkins?’ the Admiral said.

‘Yes. At least, I think I understand.’ I took another breath and met his gaze properly for the first time.

‘It’s difficult for all of us,’ said Lady Elizabeth. ‘We share in many sorrows.’

‘I know,’ I said.


I looked at her careworn face, her beloved boys, and her husband — so cheerful, so obliging, even in his own grief. All at once it felt as if the stout defences I’d built around myself and my past had crumbled: not completely, but a little. Enough for me to speak.

‘I hope you will forgive me, then, for my rudeness earlier.’

Constantine waved a hand. ‘On the contrary, you are quite right to despise me. I would do the same, were I in your shoes. I was unspeakably rude to both you and your father that day. In my defence, I can only say that my orders were so abhorrent to me that I wished to have it over and done with quickly.’

‘I see.’

Constantine lowered himself into the armchair nearest the fireplace. ‘It wasn’t quite how I imagined army life would be. Any of it. I was sick to my stomach most of the time.’ He looked up at me. ‘You are also right to suggest I have been dismissed from my commission, although it was not for the reason you guessed.’

‘I think we’ve said enough on that topic for the moment, dear,’ said Lady Elizabeth.

Her son looked at her and nodded. ‘Of course. I apologise. I will have to learn the ways of diplomacy now.’ He smiled. ‘It’s not my natural milieu.’

‘You will adapt quickly enough, my boy,’ his father said. ‘I have managed it, although I’m more at home on a ship’s deck than in a drawing room.’

Justinian was staring at me, I could feel it, but I wouldn’t catch his eye. It felt, oddly, as if I had been dropped into the middle of the family’s conversation, as though I had no place here, in spite of the invitation.

I got to my feet. ‘Forgive me, ma’am, I think I should go.’


‘But I’ve not yet poured the tea.’

I don’t even recall what vague excuses I made, but I left in a whirl of bows and apologies, and ran all the way back to our street.

I pushed away the memory of young Constantine Jonson and that face I had despised all these years; his weary voice, his wounded eyes, his brother gazing at me.

There was room in my mind and my heart for only one thought, one feeling. I could go home. Home.

It wasn’t something I’d ever expected. But then, before the dreadful day when the troopers and Constantine Jonson attacked Cambridge, it had never occurred to me to go anywhere else. Everything I needed was there: my father, our books, our home; the orchard, the kitchen garden with its high stone walls, grass sweeping down to the river. Even now, if I close my eyes I can see the way the light edges the leaves late on a summer afternoon, the outline of trees against the sky, blackbirds scattering into the fields. I can hear the river splosh against soft mud, the washerwomen singing in the sunshine, the laughter of students in a tavern somewhere. The bells. Father’s pen nib scratching on clean paper. I can smell violets and fresh-baked bread and lemons. A pike roasting over low coals. Ink and musty pages. My old woollen cloak drying in the hallway.

Is that what home is? A collection of sights and smells and sounds? Or is it where your heart dwells? The place you simply must live or run mad? The city, the house, the road, the palace pavilion where you are at peace?

I knew I was homesick. I’d felt it every day since the morning I’d left Cambridge with Nanny, bouncing about in the carriage with my basket on my knee. It was most painful in Amsterdam, in those dark wintry days of loss.


In Venice, it had been different. The city in the sea felt to me like a new home. It wasn’t the same as the place I was born, but it was comforting.

Exiles like me and Al-Qasim adapted to being afloat in the world and searching for a mooring. Valentina and Willem didn’t feel like that. Nor did the Jonsons. They all believed that one day they’d go home: to Venice, to Amsterdam, to England. They knew it in their bones. They could see themselves walking familiar streets, imagine how it would feel. Homecoming. I’d had to let go of that yearning years ago.

Can you ever come home to a new place? Or must you always return to the place you were raised? Is it still your home if you can never go back? Can you have several homes — or none? To this day, I don’t know the answers.

I’d always thought that my home and my father were the same thing. Then I learned how to live without either of them.

I never expected to fall in love with Venice. It seeped into my soul like salt water. But was it home?

And did that matter, since I was exiled from that city just as surely as I had ever been from Cambridge?

Perhaps Al-Qasim was right. Home is wherever you build it. It’s made of friends or family as much as bricks and beams or city streets.

I pleaded a headache and spent the evening in my chamber, pacing from window to door and back again, weighing each question in my mind. Far too late, I crawled into bed, but lay awake long after the candle had burned out.

The next morning, I returned to the Jonsons’ house to tell the Admiral that I would not take the ship to England.


A secretary showed me into the library. The Admiral and Lady Elizabeth, I was told, had gone to the city for the day, but a footman went to fetch Justinian. He arrived not long after, looking as if he’d just woken up. His jacket had been pulled on too hastily and his blouse was unlaced.

‘Mistress Hawkins.’ He bowed, tried to smooth his rumpled waistcoat, and offered me a chair. ‘Allow me to call for refreshments.’

‘Please don’t bother. And there’s no need to call me Mistress Hawkins after all these years.’

‘Well, then. Isabella. Tea, perhaps?’

‘Thank you, no.’

I took a seat, but he remained standing. He ran his fingers through his hair, pulled at his collar.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you,’ I began.

‘Please,’ he said. ‘Think nothing of it. I was just —’

‘I’ve come to tell you that I cannot accept your family’s kind offer of the passage to Plymouth.’

I don’t know what I’d expected, but it wasn’t the sudden despair that flashed across his face.

‘I thought you’d be pleased,’ he said.

‘I am, and very grateful.’

‘But?’

I hesitated. ‘What would I do in England, alone?’

‘Why do you have to do anything? You can just be there. Live there.’

‘Live where? With whom?’

‘Surely you have family or someone? Or you could find rooms.’

‘How will I pay for them?’

Justinian shook his head. ‘How can I possibly know the answers to these questions?’


‘Exactly. You can’t.’

At last he sat down, throwing himself onto the sofa opposite me. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘How could you? You don’t know anything about my life.’

‘True enough.’

‘Yet you decided to send me back.’

‘Send you? But isn’t that what you want? To go home?’

I turned a little to look out of the window, across the tiled rooftops and the glittering strait. ‘I don’t know. I’m not sure it’s my home any longer.’

‘Of course it is,’ he said. ‘You’re English. You belong there, not out here with all these strangers.’

‘That sounds like your father talking, not you.’

‘Perhaps so. But surely you’ve been away from home long enough?’

‘I think …’ The feeling grew stronger and clearer as I spoke the words. ‘I think my place is here now, with my friends. With Signora Contarini and Al-Qasim —’

‘And that Dutch fellow?’

‘Yes, of course. They’re almost a family to me. I can’t leave them.’

‘I see.’

He sighed, and leaned right back against the cushions, tipping his head back to stare at the ceiling. We sat in silence for a few moments: me with my hands in my lap, Justinian gazing upwards, jaw clenched, as if I wasn’t there.

At last I could stand it no longer.

‘It was very generous of you, though.’

He didn’t move, didn’t respond. It seemed as if he was trying to master some tremendous force inside himself.


‘Please don’t think me ungracious,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to anger you.’

At that he finally sat up straight, but he still wouldn’t look at me.

‘I’m not angry,’ he said quietly. ‘Just a little disappointed.’

‘In me?’

‘No, in myself. You see, I was trying to make amends and I have failed even in that.’ He glanced at me just for a heartbeat and went on. ‘For what happened in London.’

‘Why on earth do you feel the need to make amends?’

He placed his fists on his knees and took a breath. ‘If I hadn’t booked that cabin on the ship for you …’

‘My father wouldn’t have died? Is that what you think?’

Before I could say anything else, he slumped forward, covering his face with his hands. I reached out to touch his shoulder, but hesitated, uncertain.

‘Justinian, I would have found a way to smuggle my father onto a ship even without your help. Surely you know that?’

‘But you … he …’

‘Have you felt guilty about that? All these years?’

He nodded, his face still in his hands. I bent closer. Was he weeping? It seemed unlikely, but I couldn’t be sure.

‘There’s no need, honestly,’ I said quickly. ‘I’ve suffered enough guilt and grief for both of us.’ I stood up and paced, just like my father once had. ‘I thought I was so smart, so ingenious, planning the escape and outwitting the guards, the government — even you. But of course I only made it worse.’

At last he looked up. There were indeed tears on his face. ‘No! You mustn’t think that.’

‘You should know by now, Master Jonson, that nobody can tell me what I can or can’t think.’


The jest fell flat, but it did at least blunt the tension between us. He wiped his eyes with his sleeve while I pretended not to notice.

‘We must agree to disagree,’ I said. ‘You can indulge in your guilt and I will wallow in mine and we need never discuss it again.’

He got to his feet and came to join me at the window. We stood together, watching the fishing boats beating their way towards the sea. On the far shore, a herd of cattle drank at the water’s edge.

‘When you left London —’ he began.

‘Please.’ I put one hand on his arm. The last thing I wanted to do was discuss my father’s death any further. ‘Don’t speak of it. It’s too painful.’

He bowed his head. ‘Of course. My apologies.’ He sighed and the breath shuddered in his lungs.

‘I must go.’

‘As you wish.’

It wasn’t until I was halfway up the hill to the palace that I wondered if he’d really meant to talk about my father at all.
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IN WHICH A KING IS DEAD AND TWO QUEENS CONNIVE

I didn’t mention the Jonsons’ offer to my friends. Perhaps it was cowardly of me, but I simply couldn’t face another round of discussions on the topic. But once made, the decision settled in my mind, just as life in Constantinople slowed into a new pattern. I spent the mornings with Al-Qasim, translating the precious pages from the locked library, the afternoons reading our most recent work to the Sultan and his sister, and the evenings with my friends, planning our secret venture.

By now, the people in the streets around the palace had grown used to us and word spread through the city of the foreign woman who had befriended the Sultan. When we drove up the hill, or walked through the market, men waved a greeting to Willem and sometimes children ran out to offer me a sugared flower or cake. As I passed the cookshops and the blacksmiths, men shouted out: ‘There she goes — the Eyes of the Sultan!’

I smiled under my veil and bowed, but Ottoman manners prevented me from speaking. Willem waved back happily.

I forced myself to pay a call to the Jonsons each Friday, while the Sultan was at his prayers, to take tea with Lady Elizabeth before we joined the Admiral and his sons in the library. I often visited alone in an effort to make peace with the only people I knew in the city, but sometimes my friends came with me. Even Willem grew to look forward to those calls, although it may have been due to the talents of Lady Elizabeth’s English cook. We discussed the news from the city and abroad, the progress of the war with Venice, the books we’d read, Valentina’s latest gossip. There were times when we were ill at ease: moments fraught with anxiety and even flashes of anger — usually my own, but often one of the boys’. By some unspoken agreement, we managed to avoid any further arguments. I admit that had more to do with Lady Elizabeth’s tact, her sons’ tight-lipped restraint and Valentina’s charm than any delicacy on my part.

One day, we arrived to find the Jonsons sitting together, pale-faced and speechless, around the fireplace. The Admiral tried to rise to greet us, but slumped back into his chair.

‘What is it?’ I asked. ‘What has happened?’

‘They have … God help us …’ The Admiral waved a paper at me.

‘The mail from London has just arrived.’ Justinian put a hand on his father’s shoulder. ‘They have executed the King.’

‘Your English King?’ said Al-Qasim.

‘Of course,’ said Justinian. ‘Who else?’

‘He hasn’t been King properly for years,’ said Willem. ‘What does it matter?’


‘Deposing a king is radical enough,’ I said. ‘But for the state to execute a monarch — why, it’s never happened before. Has it?’

‘Not in England, perhaps, at least not legally,’ Al-Qasim said. ‘But you ask the Black Eunuchs how many sultans have met an early death at their hands.’

‘Kings, sultans,’ said Willem. ‘They’re all as bad as one another.’

Valentina shot him a frightening look. ‘Willem, this is perhaps not the best time to air your political views.’

The Admiral wasn’t listening. He stared at the paper in his hand as if it was written in the poison of a thousand scorpions, then at Constantine who was slouched in a chair by the window. Lady Elizabeth wept quietly into a handkerchief.

‘What will it mean?’ asked Valentina.

‘I can’t imagine,’ said Justinian. He shook his head, as if trying to make sense of the news. ‘All those times I called him a tyrant … do you remember, Isabella?’

‘You were a boy. You said many silly things, like everyone.’

‘I know,’ he said, ‘but I never imagined, not in a thousand years, that they would … that anyone would … Dear Lord — to go so far!’ He gazed at his father. ‘Surely, sir, the Parliament cannot approve of this?’

‘It appears it has.’ The Admiral looked again at the letter. ‘Parliament approved the trial and charged him with treason. Many of the same men sat in judgement on him and signed the death warrant. God have mercy on them. The King refused to plead either guilty or innocent.’

‘Will they let his son be King?’ I asked.

Justinian shook his head. ‘Parliament has abolished the monarchy altogether, and even the House of Lords. They’ve set up a new Council of State.’


‘It’s Cromwell.’ Constantine spat the name. ‘He’s behind it. Always Cromwell.’

His father nodded. ‘Among others.’

‘For the moment,’ said Justinian. ‘Mark my words, though —’

Al-Qasim held up a hand in warning. ‘I think, shocking as this news must be to you, that you have said enough, at least outside your private chambers.’

Justinian nodded. ‘You’re right, of course.’

Silence fell as two footmen arrived with the tea tray.

Justinian waited until they had left the room. ‘Father?’

‘What is it?’

‘Do you think the Ambassador has heard the news?’

‘No doubt. But you’re right, I must go to him.’ The Admiral kissed his wife on the forehead.

‘Forgive us,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘We intrude on your grief.’

‘Is that what it is?’ said Justinian. ‘I’m not sure.’

‘There has been so much grief already,’ Lady Elizabeth said, wiping her eyes. ‘Surely they could have spared us this?’

Her hands trembled as she poured the tea. Tears stung my eyes — for her, for all of us.

‘We should go,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘We will leave you to talk alone.’

‘Thank you, sir, you are very kind,’ said the Admiral. ‘Please don’t be frightened off by our manners today. We are not ourselves.’

‘We understand,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘And dear Mistress Hawkins,’ the Admiral said, in an obvious effort to be cheerful, ‘don’t you be a stranger here. We shall expect you for the luncheon at the embassy next week, shall we?’

‘Thank you, sir,’ I said, although I couldn’t think of anything worse.

‘Yes, you must come,’ said Constantine. ‘I do love fireworks.’


Justinian appeared at our house a few days later bearing the formal invitation to the luncheon, which Valentina accepted graciously on my behalf, and apologies from his parents for their sorrowful demeanour on our previous visit.

‘There’s no need to apologise,’ I said. ‘It was shocking news for all of us.’

‘Not me,’ said Willem. ‘I’d already heard it, days before.’

‘Really?’ Justinian raised an eyebrow. ‘Where?’

‘Wait about in the palace kitchens long enough and you hear all the news of the world,’ said Willem.

‘I see,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘So that’s what you do all day at the palace? Eat?’

‘Not just that.’

‘Then what?’ I said. ‘I’ve wondered the same thing myself. Where do you get to?’

‘I have work to do, you know, just like you two.’

‘Willem,’ said Valentina, ‘you look quite handsome when you blush.’

‘Leave him alone,’ said Al-Qasim, but he watched Willem closely for the next few minutes.

Justinian gave a gentle cough. ‘Excuse me, Isabella, but I found this when I was unpacking my books. Constantine brought several crates of them with him from London.’ He held out his hand. In it was a slender blue book, not much more than a pamphlet. ‘Your father loaned it to me, and I never got a chance to return it to him.’

I reached out and took the book, a little tentatively, wary of anything that might uncover the deep well of grief for my father that I kept so deeply buried.


‘What is it?’ asked Willem. ‘Anything good?’

I turned the book over in my hands, then opened the cover to see, in my own writing, my father’s name inscribed on the flyleaf. I flicked through the pages slowly, remembering the evenings when we had read and discussed it together in front of the fire, with Nanny fussing over her mending in the lamplight.

I glanced up. ‘It’s Father’s copy of an essay by Marie de Gournay. We had every volume of her works, once.’

‘A woman?’

‘Yes, Willem, a woman. A poet and a philosopher. A very good Latin translator. Oh, don’t look so astonished. You should read it. She believes that all women should be educated.’

‘As if we don’t have enough trouble already.’

‘She translated all of Montaigne,’ I said, ‘which can’t have been easy, and many of the classical authors.’

‘I think I’d like her,’ said Valentina.

‘I’m sure you would,’ I said. ‘We wrote to her, once or twice. My father admired her very much, agreed with much of what she said, although not on the topic of religion. But she was a powerful advocate of free will.’

Justinian cleared his throat. ‘She writes very much in the spirit of Aristotle, don’t you think? She says, for example, on moral virtue —’

‘Oh no,’ said Willem. ‘Not you, too. Just what I need, another genius quoting the ancients at me.’

‘That’s exactly what you do need,’ said Valentina. ‘Perhaps Master Jonson might have more success at teaching you Greek than Isabella did.’

Justinian looked so alarmed at the idea that I laughed aloud, brushing away the other, more sorrowful thoughts of which the book reminded me.


‘I’m no teacher,’ Justinian said.

‘Good,’ said Willem, ‘because I don’t need one.’

That made me laugh even harder, and Valentina joined in.

‘Isabella’s Greek is much better than mine, anyway,’ said Justinian.

‘How do you know that?’ I asked.

His face reddened. ‘I just guessed. I mean … your father … it was his field, and you … well, perhaps you picked it up from him.’

Valentina focused all of her attention on his face. ‘There is something you’re not telling us, Master Jonson. What is it?’

He blushed even more ferociously. If only he had known that to Valentina, blushing was merely an indicator of secrets to be extracted by any possible means. She threw him one of those smiles that once upon a time would have launched a thousand ships upon the seas to Troy, and took his arm. Poor Justinian had no hope.

‘Come along, Master Jonson. What is this dark secret you cannot share?’

He closed his eyes for a moment and forced a smile. ‘It’s nothing, really. It’s just that …’

‘Yes?’

‘Before I left London for Constantinople, I recovered some of Professor Hawkins’s papers,’ he said, carefully avoiding my eye. ‘Letters to some of his friends. Notes for pamphlets.’

I clutched the tiny book in my hand even more tightly. ‘Where are they?’

‘In London, safely stored, I assure you. If I’d known you were here, I would have brought them with me.’

‘That’s wonderful,’ I said.

‘But go on with your confession, Master Jonson,’ said Valentina.


He took a deep breath. ‘Well, I read them, you see. And the thing is …’ He turned to me. ‘I could see that there were two distinct hands, and minds, at work on the papers. Your father’s script and one I quickly came to realise was your own handwriting.’

‘Yes,’ said Willem. ‘She’s a philosopher of sorts. We all know that.’

‘I didn’t,’ said Justinian. ‘Not for years.’

‘Well, well,’ said Valentina, still smiling. ‘And this was a surprise?’

‘Of course it was,’ I said. Even I was shocked at the frosty tone in my voice. ‘I’m afraid Mademoiselle de Gournay’s writing would have been wasted on Master Jonson. He believes that a woman who reads is akin to a performing dog. Or worse. He told me so once himself.’

Justinian’s blush had begun to fade but it returned with a vengeance. He tried to reach for my hand, but I stepped back out of reach.

‘I’ve tried to apologise before, but please, this time, let me speak,’ he said. ‘All that time, all those months, you let me taunt you —’

‘Don’t worry about that,’ said Willem. ‘I taunt her every day if I can.’

‘Shut up, Willem.’ Valentina and I both said it at once.

‘I behaved dreadfully,’ said Justinian. ‘It’s quite clear to me now that you are — were — better trained and read than any of those young men at Cambridge, including me.’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I am.’

It was as if all those misty years of keeping it hidden, of pretending to be Professor Hawkins’s sweet, ignorant daughter had evaporated. Now, at last, I felt I could say it out loud, even to those who remembered me as I had once been. So I did.


‘My father taught me everything. Logic and ethics. Rhetoric. All the philosophers. All the poets.’ My voice quavered in my throat. ‘And every Saturday evening, I had to sit there and pretend to be stupid so you, Justinian Jonson, and your friends could feel superior.’

‘I know,’ he said softly. ‘I know.’

‘Yet here you stand, acting as if all that is past, as if it doesn’t matter.’

‘Far from it,’ he said. He hesitated, bowed his head, took a deep breath, and then looked up, straight into my eyes. ‘I ask you to forgive me.’

‘I don’t know about you,’ Willem whispered loudly to Valentina, ‘but I’m finding this very entertaining.’

She tried, unsuccessfully, to hide her smile.

‘Thank you, Master Jonson.’ I tried to sound dignified, but my voice was as cold and grey as sea ice.

‘Then you forgive me?’

‘I will consider it.’

I ran upstairs to my chamber with the book clutched to my chest, threw myself onto the bed, and buried my face deep in the pillows so that no one could hear me weep.

I didn’t tell anyone how I felt, or about the conflicting thoughts that kept me awake into the night, scribbling in my journal. I had hated Constantine Jonson for so many years, and if I’d thought of Justinian at all it was with annoyance. Now here we were, together in a foreign city, forced to face a shared past. I absolved them of their crimes against me a dozen times a day, then a sudden memory or a clumsy word would sweep away any shred of forgiveness. We were as prickly as hedgehogs, all three of us, and just as shy.


It wasn’t them, I knew that. They were both changed almost beyond knowing. It was much more fundamental. It was about my nature, my own history. Sometimes, I just wanted things to be different, or rather, the way they used to be, when I was home in Cambridge and Justinian Jonson was nothing more than an irritant. At other times, I visited over and over in my mind the months of despair, the shipwreck, my life in Amsterdam, in Venice. Around and around my mind went, leading me in endless circles instead of shining a light into dark corners. If I’d never left Cambridge, I wouldn’t have lost my father. But if I hadn’t left, I’d never have met my dearest friends. My only friends.

For the truth was, I’d had no friends in England. I had only my father and Nanny. No one else knew of my work and my learning. Nobody came to visit or invited me to call. What would have become of me if I’d stayed there? What life could there be for a girl who knows classical Greek but not how to cook or keep a house? I might have been alone forever, or forced to marry someone I despised just to have somewhere safe to live in my old age. All these years, I’d longed to go home, but, when given the chance, I’d refused. Perhaps the whole idea of home was a falsehood, a mirage? But what kind of life lay ahead for me? And where?

Why, oh why, couldn’t I be more like Princess Ay[image: s.jpg]e? Every day I watched her, and every day she was serene, never perturbed or angry or fearful. Or so she seemed.

‘How do you do it?’ I asked her one day, as we waited in the antechamber for the Sultan. ‘How do you stay so tranquil, no matter what?’

She smiled. ‘It is something I learned from a young age.’

‘I wish I had such a skill,’ I said.

‘I would not wish that upon you,’ she replied. ‘It is a serenity born of fear, of harsh words and beatings, of never knowing whether today might be your last.’

‘Is that what your life is truly like?’

‘Not now; not while my brother rules. But that could change at any moment.’

‘Surely not?’

‘If my grandmother wished it, Mehmed would be back in the kafes in an instant,’ she said. ‘Or perhaps dead if the janissaries or the Black Eunuchs rose up against him. Any one of those forces is more powerful than he is at present.’

‘And they work together?’

‘As you have seen, no doubt.’

I nodded.

She glanced around. ‘The palace is calm at the moment, but it is always ready to explode. It takes just one person to light a fuse. Since I never know who that person might be, or where the cannon is pointed, I smile and agree and try not to laugh in the face of stupidity.’

‘You would have made a very good sultan,’ I said.

‘Never let anyone hear you say such a thing.’

Her eyes darted to the door, to a shadow that lingered just beyond it. She pulled her veil up over her face.

‘Colonel Orga,’ she said. ‘What is it? What do you want?’

‘Forgive me, Your Majesty.’ Colonel Orga stepped forward and genuflected, but I noticed he didn’t bow. ‘The Valide Sultan wishes to speak to you.’

‘To me?’

‘Both of you. The foreigner as well.’

‘I see.’ Ay[image: s.jpg]e’s tone was gracious but cold. ‘When?’

‘Now,’ said the Colonel. ‘If you please.’


‘Very well.’

The Colonel turned his back on the Princess as if she was just another commoner, perhaps less than a person — merely a woman. I glanced at Ay[image: s.jpg]e, but her eyes were impassive.

Colonel Orga led us through the Hall of Pillars to a thick iron door set deep into the wall. Four White Eunuchs stood guard there, but it was one of the Colonel’s janissaries who held it open. Orga halted at the wall and bowed his head only slightly as we passed.

I followed Ay[image: s.jpg]e through and the door closed behind us. We were in a dark tiled hallway lit by lanterns. Five Black Eunuchs stood to attention, each bearing a formidable curved sword.

Ay[image: s.jpg]e paused. ‘You wanted to see the harem, Isabella,’ she whispered. ‘This is your chance. Very few outsiders ever visit inside these walls.’

‘I am glad of that,’ I said, ‘but a little nervous about meeting your grandmother.’

‘You should be,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘I always am. She is the mother and grandmother of sultans and unofficially the ruler of half the world. If she was a man, she would be as famous as your Alexander the Great. She is also rather grumpy. But I’m sure this is nothing. She probably just wants to look at you. Come.’

We walked only a few steps to yet another door and waited while one of the guards opened it for us.

‘This, we call the Golden Way,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘You can see why. It leads into the harem and the private apartments.’

Ahead of us stretched a long hallway, its walls covered in glorious yellow and red tiles. Another squad of Black Eunuchs waited there for us; they swung about and escorted us along the Golden Way. As we walked, Ay[image: s.jpg]e kept up a cheerful commentary.


‘That way leads to the kafes,’ she said, pointing down a wide hallway. ‘And along there are the Sultan’s mother’s apartments.’

Music echoed through the corridors, some kind of string instrument accompanied by a plaintive voice, almost wailing.

‘Is that her?’ I whispered.

‘It could be. Yes, it does sound like her. Silence is not required inside the harem, or we would all go mad. There is no need to whisper here, either, unless it is a secret. Although perhaps secrets should not be spoken at all, because whispering only makes people want to find out what was said.’

As we walked, I listened to the music. It swirled and soared around the tiled hallways and salons, filling the air.

‘Is something wrong? It sounds like mourning.’

Ay[image: s.jpg]e laughed. ‘Not at all, it is a love song — one of the old songs. The Sultan’s mother does not mourn. Ever, I should think.’

‘Why do you call her that?’

‘She is not my mother,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e.

‘I see.’ I didn’t really. The idea of a man with many wives or concubines was beyond everything I had known before. ‘Forgive me, Your Majesty.’

‘There is nothing to forgive. You are trying to understand. You may ask me anything, just as we ask you to tell us all about your world.’

‘Thank you.’

Three women brushed past us in the opposite direction, all dressed like Ay[image: s.jpg]e, although their clothes were not quite so fine.

‘I understood,’ I said, ‘that normally the Sultan’s mother would take the title of Valide Sultan?’

‘Usually, yes.’ Now Ay[image: s.jpg]e’s voice did drop to a whisper. ‘But our grandmother refused to give up the title and, to be honest, nobody has the power to take it from her. Not while Mehmed is still so young. When he is older, he may be able to stand up to her, but not now, not yet.’

‘And if I may ask, where is your mother?’

‘Somewhere at the bottom of the Bosphorus,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘Like many of my father’s kadins.’

My breath caught in the back of my throat. ‘I beg your pardon, Your Majesty.’

She shrugged. ‘I choose not to remember it. Or her. It is safer. Now. We are nearly there. Compose yourself, and attempt to maintain an air of calm, no matter what my grandmother says.’

I sighed. ‘That’s not my forté.’

Ay[image: s.jpg]e grinned. ‘I wish sometimes our places and our temperaments were switched, you and I.’

‘Don’t wish that on me,’ I said. ‘I wouldn’t last a day in here.’

‘Many have not.’

‘Is that supposed to be encouraging?’

‘Smile. Be serene. Do what I do.’

‘I obey,’ I said.

‘Here we are.’

The guards led us through a deserted courtyard overlooked by dozens of windows, and into a small salon. There, on a low couch and surrounded by women of all ages, sat the Queen Regent of the Ottoman Empire.

I followed Ay[image: s.jpg]e’s example and fell to my knees, my hands stretched out in front and my forehead touching the tiled floor.

‘Sit up, sit up.’ The Valide Sultan’s voice crackled across the room. ‘Let me see this famous philosopher of yours.’

I raised my head, sat back on my feet, just as Ay[image: s.jpg]e did, and looked up. The Valide Sultan was older than I’d expected, her greying hair tucked back behind her ears. She wore many layers of silk and velvet edged with gold. An enormous man stood just behind her left shoulder, dressed as richly as she was. Even his slippers were trimmed with gold thread. I guessed he must be the Kislar Agha, chief of the Black Eunuchs and governor of the harem.

The Valide Sultan wasn’t veiled — none of the women were here, safely out of the public gaze. Even Ay[image: s.jpg]e unhooked the veil across her mouth and let it fall down onto her shoulder. I followed suit.

‘You may stand,’ the Valide Sultan said after a few moments. ‘Both of you.’

I got slowly to my feet, not very gracefully, while Ay[image: s.jpg]e managed to rise in one fluid movement. The Valide Sultan didn’t take her eyes off me.

‘I do not approve of you,’ she said. ‘Not at all.’

I bowed my head. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘My grandson is too young to make decisions.’

I didn’t dare say anything. I was no courtier, but in my short time in the palace I’d learned that it was best to be silent if you didn’t know the expected answer to any statement.

The Valide Sultan sighed, as if the role of Queen Regent was too great a burden to bear. ‘But he is wilful. He insists on your attendance.’

‘Your Majesty would rather I did not come?’

‘I would, that is true. But it cannot be. The Sultan has instructed the kapici to grant you entrance, and I cannot appear to overrule him. Not at the moment.’

‘I see.’

‘If I could, I would.’

‘I understand,’ I said. ‘But at least you can rest assured that your grandchildren are reading and learning.’


‘That is what worries me,’ she said.

I glanced up. She had enormous dark brown eyes, but they were not warm — quite the opposite. At that moment they looked like two cannon barrels, pointed right at my head.

‘What is it that you are reading to him?’ she asked. ‘None of your controversial rubbish, I trust?’

‘A few of the classics from my tradition and yours,’ I said. ‘Cicero, Herodotus, Pliny. Believe me, these are not radical ideas.’

The Kislar Agha laced his fingers together in front of his chest. ‘You more than anyone should know, Mistress Hawkins,’ he said, ‘that all learning, any book, has the potential to be dangerous to a young mind. Empires can be shattered by one book, one idea. That is why you are hiding here, after all.’

‘That’s true. But the books I read to the Sultan are from his own library, many of them chosen by the sultans of the past.’

‘Half of them insane.’ The Valide Sultan waved a hand. On each finger she wore more rings of precious stones and gold than I had ever seen in my life. ‘And this business of the forgotten library?’

I took a deep breath. ‘The Sultan has graciously given us permission to investigate it, and to read to him the works that we find there.’

‘Of that I do approve,’ said the Valide Sultan. ‘My late husband was very fond of his library and all those odd pieces of parchment.’

‘Thank you, Your Majesty.’

‘He was a poet, you know. He wrote me such beautiful songs when we were young.’

‘So I have heard, Your Majesty.’

‘It may be that my grandson takes after him with all this bookishness,’ she said.


‘Better that he studies war craft,’ said the Kislar Agha. ‘Or hunting.’

‘There is time enough for that,’ said the Valide Sultan. ‘Besides, it is much better than him taking after his father.’

I bowed my head. It never ceased to amaze me how openly people in the palace discussed the dead sultan’s shortcomings.

‘But you will read him none of your English nonsense,’ she said. ‘None of your father’s works, in particular.’

It wasn’t a question. It was an order.

‘If you say so, Your Majesty.’

There was no need, I thought, to mention that the Sultan already had his own copy of Discourse on Liberty.

‘Do not bring your poison here,’ said the Kislar Agha.

‘There is no poison, I promise.’

‘We do not sanction your printed books,’ he said. ‘They are a blight upon the civilised world. That is our express order.’

‘With respect, you cannot expect me to agree with you on that,’ I said.

The Valide Sultan sniffed loudly. ‘She is wilful, just as we were warned.’

‘Warned by whom?’ I asked.

‘That is not your concern,’ the Kislar Agha snapped.

‘And what of the Princess Ay[image: s.jpg]e?’ said the Valide Sultan.

‘What of her?’ I asked.

‘The boy insists she be present for the lessons.’

‘So I understand, Your Majesty. He enjoys his sister’s company, and she is a very intelligent young woman.’

‘I don’t want you filling her brain with all your notions,’ said the Valide Sultan, as if Ay[image: s.jpg]e wasn’t there. ‘It is not surprising that she is intelligent. My own blood runs in her veins. But we do not need her to be educated. She must be married soon. Her aunt, after whom she was named, had been widowed three times by her age. She needs to learn how to run a household or a harem, not all these ideas of yours.’

‘But you can’t expect her to —’

The Valide Sultan held up one hand. ‘This audience is at an end. You know my views. See that they are carried out.’

‘But —’

‘Go.’

There was little choice, but I left her apartments muttering under my breath. I would teach Ay[image: s.jpg]e if it was the last thing I ever did.

Behind its locked doors, the harem felt like a confusing labyrinth of gilded rooms and sudden courtyards, of dark hallways, shuttered windows and far-off music. Halfway along the Golden Way, our progress was blocked by an elderly woman and two Black Eunuchs.

‘Please,’ the woman said. ‘You will come this way.’

It was an order, not an invitation.

‘What now?’ I whispered to Ay[image: s.jpg]e.

‘You are so lucky, Isabella,’ she said. ‘It seems that everyone wants to meet you today.’

The woman in front of us turned through an archway and motioned for us to follow.

‘I’ll come in behind you,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘She doesn’t like me very much.’

‘Who?’

‘The Sultan’s mother, of course. Go. She is waiting.’

I sighed and stepped into yet another brilliantly tiled room. A woman sat alone on a stool in the middle of the room. I bowed, then straightened up and glanced around me. Without Ay[image: s.jpg]e next to me, I had no idea how to behave or what gestures were expected.

Turhan Hadice Sultan and I stared at one another for a few moments. She looked only a few years older than Valentina, very fair, and dressed in a stiff golden kaftan. Like many of the kadins and the White Eunuchs, she had been brought here from a distant province in Europe as a child. The harem was a greenhouse filled with rare plants from distant jungles. Even so, she surprised me by speaking in German.

‘What did she want?’

‘Who?’ I asked.

‘The Valide Sultan, of course. Who else?’

‘She doesn’t approve of me,’ I said. ‘Nor does the Kislar Agha.’

‘Of course not.’

‘But she will tolerate my presence, because the Sultan insists.’

‘In that case,’ she said, ‘I approve of you.’

I stifled a smile. ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I hope to continue in the Sultan’s service as long as he wishes.’

‘You may regret saying that, Mistress Hawkins, in years to come. But never mind.’

‘The only thing is,’ I went on, ‘the Valide Sultan does not wish me to teach Ay[image: s.jpg]e alongside the Sultan.’

‘Why would she? It makes no sense. The girl is nothing.’

I glanced back at Ay[image: s.jpg]e, but her face betrayed no emotion.

‘The Sultan wishes it,’ I said. ‘And it seems to me that he learns a great deal more when the Princess is present.’

‘Then she must be there,’ said Turhan Hadice. ‘I command it.’

‘You are very wise.’

‘Yes, I am.’ She leaned forward. Her eyes were clear and blue like the tiles on the wall behind her, like the Bosphorus — like mine. ‘I know what game you are playing, Mistress Hawkins. But you are no diplomat, and here you pit your skill against those whose very lives depend on their wits.’

I bowed my head, torn between humiliation and triumph. ‘You’re right. Forgive me.’

‘But in this matter, it suits me,’ she said. ‘Do as you wish, both of you, so long as my son is happy. For when the Sultan is happy, the whole world rejoices.’
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IN WHICH PROGRESS OF A SORT IS MADE

The Sultan was happy. So was I, in a way. It was a pleasure to read with him and his sister, even if we now had to pretend at times that Ay[image: s.jpg]e was not part of our lessons. It was like a dream to sort through the pieces of parchment in the locked library.

The Sultan ordered all of the scrolls and books moved to the antechamber next to the Throne Room, so Willem and Suraiya set to work carefully placing the loose sheets and bound copies into boxes for relocation. Al-Qasim and Nuri then sorted them roughly into subject areas or, if the author was known, into alphabetical order on the hastily erected shelves in the Sultan’s new library.

It was immediately obvious that much of the material was fragments of books or letters, and it would take a great deal of investigation to work out the author and to which work it belonged, if any. There were hundreds, perhaps thousands, of pages of parchment and even papyrus scrolls; most in Greek, many in Arabic or Latin, and a few with markings none of us could identify, let alone read. Nuri took to this task with enthusiasm, and it seemed as if he, too, had been born for this moment. He scurried between the Throne Room and the main library, scribbling notes and checking the works of the ancient authorities.

He and Al-Qasim started with the pages that were bound into volumes, even if they seemed incomplete. Within a few weeks they had identified a treatise on geometry by Euclid and two comedies by Aristophanes, plus some notes on legal matters that bore an inscription by Emperor Leo the Wise. I was right: at least some of these pages had been passed down from the early centuries of Constantinople.

Early one morning, Al-Qasim and I sat down with the astronomical charts we had discovered that first day. He had found several more sheets of parchment with similar formulae, but couldn’t be sure if they were all from the same work. I spent several hours translating some of the margin notes and scribbles for him, until there were enough sentences for him to comprehend the logic and concepts in the first few pages.

He read through my notes quickly and then sat staring at the originals.

‘What is it, do you think?’ I asked after a few minutes.

He took a long time to answer me. ‘I can barely believe the words I am about to say. But I think … this is a copy of Hypatia’s Astronomica.’

‘Impossible,’ I said. ‘Her work has been lost for centuries.’

Al-Qasim was silent as he flicked through the pages, faster and faster. I waited, watching the specks of dust waft up from the manuscript through the yellow lamplight.


‘I’m sure of it,’ he said at last. ‘It’s just fragments, but it’s just as described … Isabella, do you know what this means?’

I took a deep breath. ‘Her work wasn’t lost at all?’

‘Hidden from view, that’s all. Now here it is.’

I took the parchment in my hands as he cast around for more sheets. The pages had been nibbled by some creature, perhaps fifty years ago. Perhaps a thousand. But it was easy enough to make out sketches of the night sky, constellations mapped against figures, and the tiny Greek script crisscrossing the page in several directions.

‘Al-Qasim?’

‘I’m sure there’s more of it over here.’ His voice came from behind a bookcase. ‘It must have been copied out by some scholar and travelled here … who knows how?’

‘This is not a final scribed version,’ I said. ‘Do you think it’s someone’s notes on Hypatia’s findings? One of her students, perhaps. Or a scholar, years later?’

‘That could be so. But even that would be tremendous. It will give us a sense of her concepts, her calculations. We may even be able to reconstruct her lost astrolabe. It was one of the first ever made.’

I flipped through a few more sheets, peering closely. It looked just like one of our manuscripts in the workshop back in Venice. I gasped.

‘Al-Qasim!’

‘What is it, my dear?’

I put the pile of parchment down on the table and laid both hands very carefully on top.

‘These aren’t just somebody’s notes,’ I said slowly. ‘They are Hypatia’s. This is the original manuscript.’


Al-Qasim looked as if time had suddenly stopped. ‘Are you sure?’

I shook my head. ‘It’s just a feeling I have. Look at these later pages — these calculations have been crossed out and scribbled over.’

He leaned back on the edge of the table.

‘It makes sense,’ I went on. ‘The Sultan told me his forefathers were avid collectors of rare and precious things. He meant objects, like swords and jewels. But why wouldn’t it be the same with manuscripts? If you’re the Sultan, you can buy anything you want, from anywhere in the empire.’

‘That fits together,’ said Al-Qasim, although he still shook his head in disbelief. ‘The astronomer Socrates Scholasticus wrote a book about Hypatia, and he worked here in Constantinople for many years. Perhaps these notes were in his possession? But that was hundreds of years ago. I can’t be sure. I need to study it more closely.’

He spoke carefully, as always, but somehow I knew that I was right, that this was a manuscript written centuries ago by one of history’s most brilliant women.

‘But if it’s true …’ he added.

‘Then these are some of the most precious pieces of parchment in the world,’ I said.

He grinned. ‘Wait until Willem hears of this.’

Willem hadn’t heard of Hypatia.

‘So this woman is famous?’ he asked.

‘One of the great mathematicians of antiquity,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Of all time.’

‘Why was all her work lost?’ Willem asked. ‘If she was so great?’


‘It’s horribly easy for books to vanish when there are only one or two copies,’ I said. ‘You know that. But in the case of Hypatia, she was murdered by Christian zealots. Her work was lost in the Great Fire in the Library of Alexandria. In that one fire the world lost many treasures.’

‘Or so it has always been thought,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘But by some accident, these words of hers were saved.’

‘How old was the parchment?’ asked Valentina. ‘Can you be sure?’

I shook my head. ‘No, it’s just a feeling I have.’

‘I trust your feelings, Isabella. On the subject of books you are almost always right.’

‘Almost,’ said Willem. ‘Except for that ridiculous idea you had once about making books of stories for children. Children!’ He laughed, as he always did when the idea was mentioned. ‘I ask you?’

‘Never mind that,’ I said. ‘This is different. This manuscript is very important: I just know it.’

‘If it truly is the handwriting of Hypatia, or even a copy,’ said Al-Qasim, ‘it alone is worth —’

‘Just get it ready for the press,’ said Willem. ‘Quickly.’

We set to work immediately. After a few days, we were in no doubt that they really were Hypatia’s notes. The original workings and multiple corrections of the text, all in the same neat hand, left little room for speculation. It was incomplete — that much was clear — and altogether we found only about thirty pages. Some of those were in very poor condition, with crumbled edges and fading ink. But it was enough.

Her calculations were far too complex for me, but more than once Al-Qasim cried out in astonishment at her findings. He tried to explain them to me, but my brain isn’t built for such things. My role was to transcribe her words into a clear copy in the original Greek, and translate them into Latin as we went. We often looked up from our work and smiled at each other, amazed that we were in the presence of such genius. That’s how it felt, almost as if the great philosopher was there with us, leaning over our shoulders, correcting Al-Qasim’s transcriptions or my grammar. Hypatia had been dead more than a thousand years, cut to shreds by men not worth her little toe. But she seemed to live on in those pages, in that room. Her wisdom, her logic, all of her intricate formulae were laid out for us — for the world — once again, and I felt blessed to have those pages in my hands.

Even Willem seemed content now he was working again, dusty and menial as that work was. Paul had replied to his request with an enthusiastic letter of his own. Paul’s life had not been happy since we’d left Amsterdam, or so it seemed, and he hadn’t been able to find work as satisfying as the books he had typeset for Master de Aquila. He would love to join us in our new adventure, he wrote, and was perhaps already on his way to Constantinople by the fastest ship. In the meantime, Willem and Suraiya were busy ferrying books and papers between the two libraries, and Suraiya kept us all supplied with fresh paper, ink and food. In the evenings, Willem made endless lists of all the tasks and supplies required to start our clandestine printing house, and told us over and over again about the arrangements he had put in place.

It wasn’t only his mood that improved over the next few weeks. We all embraced our new venture. It wasn’t until we had something tangible to plan, discuss and set in motion that I realised what a glum little group we’d been since we left Venice. I had my regular visits to the palace to keep me occupied, and the friendship of the Sultan and his sister. Al-Qasim treasured his hours in the palace library. But the others had been bored witless, I realised, during these long months in Constantinople.

Willem always told me he kept himself busy while waiting for me outside the Sultan’s pavilion, but I now recognised that his fidgeting, the endless arguments and his eternally grumpy demeanour were a result of his boredom and isolation.

Valentina was hardly better off. She’d read all of our books several times, had borrowed every French or Latin book Justinian owned and had visited the markets so often she was reduced to buying little more than a length or two of Italian lace.

But the idea of the printing press, dismantled, wrapped up in oiled cloth and on its way across the sea, cheered us all. There were letters to write, budgets and schedules to draw up, and endless discussions about ink and paper and texts.

Al-Qasim now spent all his time in the Sultan’s new library, reading and selecting books and pages for us to translate and print when our plans had ripened. He copied down in his own precise script passages from philosophers, astronomers and apothecaries that had been hidden for generations. He noted all the authors and titles stacked neatly in their new shelves, then he and Nuri sent out letters all over Europe and the Ottoman Empire to find out if the palace’s copies were the only ones still in existence.

Every so often he gave me books he’d found or pages he’d copied for me to read to the Sultan the next day. The great histories of Pliny the Elder, Cato’s speeches, even two plays by Euripides, were all there, tucked away safely, turning to shreds and dust in that gloomy room for decades, and now emerging into the light.


Paul arrived with the month of May, on a ship laden with furs from the north and three crates containing our future.

Willem met him at the docks and brought him straight to our house. The press, they said, had been unloaded and stored safely. They planned to transport it under cover of darkness to our new waterfront workshop among the fishermen’s huts and warehouses outside the city walls. We’d figured the passing wagons and sailors’ shouts would mask any printing noises.

Paul looked much older than when I’d last seen him in Amsterdam. Life, it seemed, had not been good to him at all. He bowed stiffly when he was introduced to Valentina and Al-Qasim, but bent to kiss my hand.

‘Mistress Hawkins, I didn’t think I would see you again.’

‘Welcome to Constantinople.’ I spoke in my slow, careful Dutch. ‘I imagine you never thought you’d come here, either.’

He nodded. ‘It’s a long way from home.’

‘It certainly is.’ He turned to Willem. ‘It must be a relief to hear someone speaking your own language again?’

Willem grinned. ‘Isabella tries sometimes, but her accent has never improved, as you can hear.’

‘How do you deal with all the heathens in this city?’ Paul asked.

‘They’re not so bad when you get to know them,’ said Willem. ‘Some of them, anyway.’

Al-Qasim’s Dutch was minimal, but he raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s progress of a sort,’ he said to me. ‘I think.’

‘And how is it,’ Paul asked, ‘that you allow yourself to work for a woman?’

Willem glanced at Valentina, grateful, I was sure, that she couldn’t understand a word Paul was saying.


‘Work is work,’ said Willem. ‘Come, my friend.’ He took Paul’s arm. ‘I will show you to your room.’

Valentina was waiting for him when he returned to the salon. Al-Qasim had jokingly translated Paul’s question and Willem’s answer.

‘So,’ she said, her arms crossed, ‘you Dutchmen think it is beneath you to be employed by a woman?’

Willem glared at me. ‘That was a private conversation; there was no need to pass it on.’

‘Don’t duck the question,’ I said.

He sighed. ‘Paul is a man of traditions, of his own time. He doesn’t understand the modern world.’

‘And you?’

‘I understand that things are different here.’

‘Here?’ I said. ‘But not in Amsterdam?’

‘You must admit,’ said Willem, ‘that you and the signora are unusual.’

‘But not alone,’ Valentina said.

‘God made man,’ said Willem. ‘Then woman. And then she —’

‘Don’t start that line of argument,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘You won’t win. You never do.’

‘I’m sorry I ever began this entire conversation,’ said Valentina. ‘It’s going to end in tears, I can see.’

‘Not as sorry as I am,’ said Willem.

I glared at him. So this was why he and Paul had kept the press for themselves. This was why he had planned, all along, to set up shop back in Amsterdam one day.

‘I thought you’d changed,’ I said.

He held my gaze for a heartbeat, then closed his eyes. ‘And I thought you had.’


‘The whole world has changed,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘I have had to think about this matter a great deal myself. Watching our friends at work has helped me realise how little I knew of women before this. Women of power are unusual, I grant you. But think of Mary and Elizabeth of England, Catherine of Sweden, the Medici Queen in France, the Valide Sultan here, and so many formidable Queens Regent.’

‘A formidable woman is not the same as a great one,’ said Willem.

‘And yet a formidable man so often is.’ Valentina was looking just a little formidable herself. ‘Apparently.’

‘Women tend to shrewishness, though,’ said Willem. ‘That is well known.’

‘I’m feeling a touch shrewish myself at the moment,’ I said. ‘If this conversation continues in the same vein, I may even start screeching.’

‘Please don’t,’ said Willem with a sigh.

‘Think of this as an experiment in human nature,’ I suggested. ‘What conditions create shrewishness? Now we know.’

‘We do?’

‘Indeed. Idiocy and ignorance, resulting in utter frustration.’ My voice rose to an undignified shriek that was only partly in jest.

‘What did I do?’ Willem asked.

‘You really have no idea? That only makes it worse.’

Valentina burst out laughing, and the sound of it scattered my anger into the air.

‘As much as I love to watch you two scrapping like Venetian fishmongers,’ she said, ‘this is perhaps not the best moment to kill one another. Truce?’


It was an uneasy truce, at best. But Willem and I had rubbed along beside one another, scrapping and laughing, teasing and working, travelling and even facing death together, for so many years that any scars we inflicted on each other healed quickly.

Or so I thought.

But in the weeks that followed Paul’s arrival, I saw less of Willem. He and Paul spent hours in the workshop, preparing the press and laying in our secret supplies of paper and ink. On one hand, Willem seemed lighter, happier. On the other, he was often curt with me and preferred Paul’s company to ours. Paul needed him close by, if only to translate. I didn’t. But the tension that pulsed between us made me restless, and left me puzzling over his words, his expressions, his diffidence.

Our teasing changed — it became more barbed, more upsetting to both of us, and the others. The silences between us grew longer.

Willem still escorted me to the palace every day, although it was no longer really necessary, and vanished as soon as we arrived.

‘Where are you off to?’ I asked him once.

‘What do you care?’

‘Why do you use that tone with me?’

‘Why do you question me so?’

I sighed. ‘Will, please, let’s not fight any more.’

‘Why not? It’s what we do best.’

‘I’ve known you longer than any of my friends,’ I said.

‘Not longer than the Jonson boys.’

‘That’s different,’ I said, ‘and I hadn’t seen them for years.’

‘But you knew them before you met me.’

‘True enough. But they are not dear to me the way you are.’

‘I am?’ He looked stunned.


‘Will, how can that be a shock? After everything we’ve been through?’

‘But I thought …’ His words faltered.

‘You are more to me than anyone,’ I said. ‘A brother. A friend.’

‘That’s all?’

‘That’s everything.’

‘I see.’ He hung his head, and I watched while he scuffed his boots in the mud.

‘Will?’ I said softly.

‘What?’

‘I’m trying to mend whatever this is, between us.’

‘You don’t know?’

‘I’m trying to find out. But you need to talk to me. We need to talk to each other.’

‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to be your brother. I already have sisters, brothers, plenty of them.’

‘You’re lucky. But I have only you.’

He laughed. ‘Rubbish. You’re surrounded by people all the time. Everyone wants to be your friend.’

‘You exaggerate,’ I said. ‘But is it wrong to want people around me?’

‘Only some people.’

‘You don’t understand. You have a family.’

‘In Amsterdam! On the other side of Europe.’

‘But they’re alive,’ I said. ‘You can go back there, if you want, any time. I have nobody. Nowhere. You are my family now, you and the signora and Al-Qasim and Luis — the family I found.’

‘That’s what I want, to be your family,’ he said.

‘Well, then.’ I took his hand. ‘At least we agree on one thing.’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘But I don’t think it’s the same thing.’


‘What do you mean?’

‘Nothing.’ He let go a huge breath, as if he had been holding it in for ages. ‘I’d better go. I have work to do.’

‘Will it be better now?’ I asked.

‘Yes, Isabella. Everything is much clearer.’

He squeezed my hand, and walked off along the dappled pathway to the palace kitchens.

Words flowed more easily between us from that day, and I was glad I had talked to him, although I wasn’t sure exactly what had shifted. But something had, and we both made an effort to be more careful with one another. After all, there was a great deal to do and any tension between us affected the others as well.

Our workshop was prepared, our plans were in place, and the press was in readiness for a new edition of The Sum of All Knowledge. Al-Qasim wrote a coded message to Luis asking him to send the engraved picture plates. Until they arrived, we’d agreed to work on the opening chapters. It was a big project, but a familiar one, and Willem had argued it would be a good test for our new operations while not taxing our brains too much, as the editing was already done.

It was to be followed by my Greek and Latin edition of Hypatia’s lost Astronomica, if Al-Qasim and I could just stop going over and over the pages and tweaking our translations and formulae.

But Paul seemed displeased. He adjusted the press, rearranged all his type drawers twice, and sent Willem off in search of new lanterns. Finally, Valentina stamped her foot and said the press was as ready as it would ever be, and Paul reluctantly agreed to start the composition the next day.


We gathered at the workshop after dark, like some secret convocation. Paul pointed out the desk where he would set the type. He had moved it, once again, to the other side of the room. Valentina nodded her approval. Willem showed us his ingenious hiding places for the paper and the moving parts of the press: a shelf full of boxes that slid aside on tiny wheels to reveal a storeroom, a tool chest with a false lid, two enormous empty oil vats that appeared to be sealed tight. When we weren’t there, the place would look just like a half-empty warehouse to anyone snooping around.

‘Are you sure you weren’t followed here?’ Willem asked me more than once.

‘I’m absolutely certain,’ I said.

‘Pfft. You were followed halfway across Europe once and you didn’t even notice.’

‘Neither did you.’

‘I never thought —’

The workshop door creaked open slowly. We all stood as if frozen.

‘Good evening, everyone,’ said Justinian Jonson. ‘I thought I might find you here.’
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IN WHICH MUCH THAT WAS HIDDEN IS REVEALED

Al-Qasim spoke first. ‘Master Jonson, what brings you out so late in the evening?’

‘You do, of course,’ said Justinian. ‘All of you.’

‘Who is this?’ Paul asked Willem, but he looked too surprised to answer.

‘How charming,’ said Valentina. ‘We were just —’

‘There’s no need to pretend,’ said Justinian. ‘I know all about it.’

I didn’t have to look around me to know that the others were all standing there, stunned.

‘How?’ I asked.

‘There are few secrets in Constantinople, for those who seek them out,’ Justinian said. ‘As you should know by now.’


‘God in heaven,’ said Valentina. ‘We are doomed.’ She sank down on the bench.

‘Please don’t be alarmed,’ Justinian said. ‘I’m sure you are quite safe.’

‘Who is this?’ Paul demanded more loudly.

‘But if you know we’re here, who else does?’ said Al-Qasim.

‘Your father?’ I said. ‘The Ambassador?’

‘Not yet, and not if I can help it.’

‘That’s something, at least,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘Then what are you doing here?’ Willem advanced on Justinian and glared at him. ‘What do you want of us?’

‘I’d like to help you,’ said Justinian. ‘That’s all.’

‘We don’t need your assistance,’ said Willem. ‘We have all the people, all the skills, we need.’

‘On the contrary,’ said Valentina, recovering from her momentary collapse. ‘What we do not have is a diplomat.’

‘That’s me.’ Justinian put one hand on his chest, just like Al-Qasim, and bowed.

‘He could be useful,’ Valentina said in Venetian.

Justinian blinked as he tried to make out her meaning. ‘You’ll need contacts if you’re going to smuggle books into England,’ he said. ‘I can help with that.’

‘He knows everything,’ said Valentina. ‘We might as well put him to work.’

‘I don’t think any of your contacts will be of use to us,’ said Willem. ‘We need smugglers, men of the river, and booksellers who aren’t afraid to sell a few titles under the table.’

‘Then I repeat: that can be my role,’ said Justinian.

‘You’ve never met a smuggler in your life,’ said Willem. ‘I’ll wager you order all your books by mail from one those fancy gentlemen’s libraries.’

‘I assure you,’ said Justinian, ‘if it’s illegal activity you’re after, then I’m your man.’

‘You?’ said Willem with a laugh.

Justinian’s eyes clouded over like a summer storm.

‘I wouldn’t have thought of you as the criminal type,’ I said.

‘You have no idea.’

‘At the very least,’ said Valentina, ‘Master Jonson can help ensure our secrecy. If he knows about our plans, I wonder who else might suspect.’

‘Does anyone at the palace know?’ I asked.

Justinian shook his head. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Did you follow us?’ asked Willem.

‘Yes, I’m afraid I did. Just once, a week or so ago. It wasn’t intentional. I was out walking and I saw you, Isabella, duck in through that door.’

Willem swung around to face me. ‘See?’

‘Then I asked myself what you would want with a warehouse on the docks,’ Justinian said. ‘Of course, knowing your history as I do, there’s only one possible answer to that question. So I hunted around for news. A word here and a whisper there. I heard from a merchant who heard from a shipping agent who heard from someone in the crew of the ship that brought your friend here. I guessed the rest. But if the crew knows, then the customs officials will be aware of the contents of your crates. And if they weren’t bribed enough, they will talk.’

‘Then we must stop them,’ said Valentina.

‘I’ll deal with them, if you will allow me,’ said Justinian.

‘You would do this for us?’ said Willem. ‘Why?’


‘Like you, sir, I am bored.’

‘That’s all this is to you,’ said Willem, ‘some kind of game to keep you occupied?’

‘Not at all,’ said Justinian. ‘If you carry out the kind of work I expect from you, it’s a matter of life or death, truth or ignorance, knowledge or darkness. That’s why I’m here. I don’t know what it is that you’re printing, but I’m sure you wouldn’t take the risk if it wasn’t important.’

Willem’s glare softened a little. ‘Offer the customs men one gold ducat each,’ he said. ‘Not a copper more.’

‘I will see to it,’ said Justinian. He bowed and took his leave.

‘Who,’ Paul shouted, ‘was that?’

‘A friend,’ I said. ‘I think.’

‘I hope he is,’ Paul said.

‘He is a very resourceful young man,’ said Al-Qasim.

I stared at the door. ‘So it would seem.’

‘You should have told us, Isabella,’ said Valentina. ‘We would have been more on our guard.’

‘I had no idea,’ I said. ‘I’ve known Justinian only as a foolish boy, and more recently as a bitter young man.’

‘Justinian isn’t the bitter one,’ said Willem. ‘You are.’

He couldn’t have shocked me more if he’d hit me.

‘I beg your pardon?’

But Valentina nodded. ‘I’m sorry to say that my unusually perceptive colleague is right, Isabella.’

‘Don’t get me wrong,’ said Willem. ‘Justinian Jonson is no friend of mine. But I watch you together and sometimes I can’t help feeling sorry for him.’

‘What?’ It came out sounding more like a seagull’s cry than I’d intended.


‘He is annoying, I grant you,’ said Willem. ‘All philosophical and pampered and —’

‘Willem.’ Valentina tapped a warning on his arm.

‘But I think there’s something badly hurt inside him,’ Willem went on, ‘and every time he sees you, it seems to make him shrink a little.’

Valentina and I both stared, almost open-mouthed, at Willem.

‘You don’t mean it,’ I scoffed.

Valentina blinked, and blinked again.

Willem kept talking, as if we were listening politely. ‘You’re so furious all the time, Isabella. It wears a person out. Even me. But it does something else to Justinian. He takes each blow as if he deserved it, even when he doesn’t. If it was me, I’d fight back, but he can’t somehow.’ He paused. ‘Odd, really. He seems brave enough. But not around you.’

‘Will, that’s so unfair,’ I managed to say at last.

He shook his head. ‘No, I don’t think so. But I must get to work. I’ll see you back at the house later. Don’t hold supper for me.’

Then he walked off to translate for Paul everything that had transpired.

Valentina burst into a howl of laughter. ‘That boy! He will surprise us all yet.’

Willem’s words stung, and stung repeatedly, like a hornet in high summer. I stood silently while Al-Qasim and Valentina examined the forms Paul had built to hold the set type sticks, the ink stores and drying benches.

‘I think we’re ready,’ said Valentina. ‘Don’t you, Isabella?’

‘I’m sorry — what did you say?’

She came over and examined my face closely. ‘Are you well?’

‘I’m not entirely sure,’ I said.


‘You are troubled. Is it about Master Jonson?’

My words caught in my throat. ‘Do you really think Will is right?’

‘He is, as always, a little extreme, but in many senses I wonder … My dear Isabella, forgive me, but I think Justinian brought your father’s book that day as a peace offering and you took it as an insult. I’m not sure why.’

‘He just reminds me of so much that is gone.’

‘I understand, bella,’ she said softly. ‘But that’s not his fault, is it?’

The next morning, I called at the embassy as early as I could. A clerk showed me into the Admiral’s office, where he and Constantine stood poring over a huge map.

‘Come in, my dear,’ the Admiral said, pulling out a chair for me. ‘Constantine, call for tea, would you?’

‘Don’t trouble yourself, sir,’ I said. ‘I’ve really come to see Justinian.’

‘I’m afraid he’s not here,’ said the Admiral. ‘Off on some errand or other. Can we help you instead?’

I folded my hands in my lap. ‘You’re very kind, sir, but no. I came to apologise to him. I think I have been unfair.’

Constantine let out a bark of laughter. ‘You think so?’

‘Now, now,’ said the Admiral. ‘That will be enough from you, my boy.’

‘But, Father —’

‘Enough.’

When the Admiral spoke to me, his voice was gentle. ‘You have been grieved, Mistress Hawkins, we know that, Justin better than any of us.’


‘That’s no excuse for my dreadful behaviour,’ I said. ‘What must you think of me? And Lady Elizabeth?’

‘The blame is not entirely yours,’ he said. ‘Both of my sons seem to go out of their way to goad you sometimes. I don’t know where they mislaid their manners.’

‘That should be obvious,’ said Constantine. ‘My manners fled on Marston Moor, when I took up arms against my own countrymen. Justin’s deserted him … I don’t know exactly when, but no doubt it was some dark night in the Tower.’

‘Whatever can you mean?’ I asked.

Admiral Jonson leaned closer and patted my hand. ‘How little you understand, Mistress Hawkins. Perhaps we should have been more forthright with you from the beginning.’

‘Is there something I should know?’

‘Yes, my dear, I think there is,’ said the Admiral. ‘After you fled London so precipitously with your father, what do you imagine happened?’

‘We went to Paris, then —’

‘Not to you, Mistress Hawkins,’ said Constantine. ‘Your own escape is infamous.’

‘Well, then?’

‘What happened to those you left behind?’ said the Admiral. ‘To my son, for example — the last person to see both you and your father.’

‘I …’ Memories raced through my mind, of Justinian bowing and waving goodbye outside the prison, of his pride at finding me a ship out of London, of his face, my father’s face … ‘I didn’t …’

‘No, you didn’t think of him,’ said the Admiral. ‘Of course not. You had more pressing subjects to consider in the months following. I do understand. So you are unaware that Justin spent several months in prison awaiting trial, was convicted of having aided your escape —’

I gasped. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘It’s the truth, sad to say.’

‘But Justinian had no idea about any of that,’ I said. ‘I didn’t tell him my plans.’

‘Only you and he know that to be the truth, and he refused to pretend otherwise.’

Constantine glared at me. ‘Even under torture.’

All at once I felt as if I might fall to my knees, right there on the Admiral’s carpet.

‘You are pale, Mistress Hawkins,’ said the Admiral. ‘Perhaps some wine?’

‘Thank you.’

He motioned to Constantine, who finally tore his gaze away from my face. While he fumbled with the glasses and carafe, I struggled to control my breath, my thoughts. I failed miserably. I stood up and walked over to lean against the mantelshelf. My hand trembled as I took the glass from Constantine and held it to my lips.

The Admiral waited a few more moments, then went on. ‘Justinian has only been released into my custody recently.’

‘He was in prison all that time?’

‘Yes.’

‘But that’s years!’ I said.

‘I can tell you exactly how long it was, to the day and hour. He might be in prison still were it not for the exemplary service Constantine showed to General Cromwell and to Parliament. We secured his release only a few months ago, on condition that we left England immediately. All of us.’


I sat down again, rather hurriedly, on the nearest chair. Constantine grabbed the glass from my hand as the wine sloshed over the rim and onto the floor.

‘But it — why — that’s such an injustice!’

‘Perhaps so,’ said Admiral Jonson. ‘But the law is the law.’

I shook my head. ‘I didn’t know. Didn’t think.’

‘Of course not. How could you have known?’

‘I would have done something, written a letter to Cromwell himself,’ I said. ‘Anything. I could have told the court that I planned the whole thing myself.’

‘Justinian would never have expected it of you,’ said Constantine.

‘You asked once why Constantine worked so hard for your dispensation,’ said the Admiral. ‘The truth is, we hoped that by proving your innocence we might remove any suspicion against Justinian. How could he be your accomplice if you committed no crimes? I have already written to London to ask for a pardon.’

I jumped to my feet. ‘I must speak to him.’

‘Say nothing,’ said Admiral Jonson. ‘Please.’

Constantine took a tentative step towards me. ‘My brother made us swear we would never tell you, and but for your coming here so unexpectedly today, we would never have done so.’

‘You’ve done the right thing,’ I said. ‘I’m stunned, of course, and — oh — humbled. I was so proud of myself for arranging everything. What a fool. It never occurred to me that he’d get into trouble.’

‘Please, Mistress Hawkins, do not worry yourself. He wouldn’t wish it.’

A sudden sob wrenched itself from the pit of my belly. ‘I’m sorry. This is all such a shock.’


‘As is so much, in this new world of ours,’ said the Admiral.

He waited until my tears slowed and I regained control of my breathing. I wiped my face and looked up. Constantine stood by the window, leaning heavily on his stick, watching me.

‘But I must … I feel I should apologise to Justinian, or explain,’ I said. ‘I can’t imagine how it must have been for him, locked up for so long. For nothing.’

‘He will not speak of it, even to me,’ Constantine said in a low voice. ‘Even now. We must respect that.’

I agreed, in the end, of course. It troubled me, though, then, and later that week as we sat together at an embassy supper, and for the days and weeks that followed. So many times, I opened my mouth to say something — anything — to Justinian. But I couldn’t. There was just too much to say.

I’m not even sure, now, what I felt: a strange combination of guilt, anger at those who had imprisoned both him and my father, sorrow for the lost months of his young life and the pain he’d endured, and understanding that this young man, who stared gravely across the Bosphorus, attended to great and small matters of state, offered me his seat in the embassy galleries, helped Willem lug bundles of paper around in the workshop — this man was a different creature entirely from the boy who had laughed at me all those years past, in the house by the river. Now I knew why.

I studied him closely when nobody was looking. The boy was still there, surely, in the sudden smile and the impatient way he pushed his hair from his face. But the dark eyes were serious now, where before they had seemed to sparkle, and I realised it was an age since I’d heard the wild laugh that had once echoed around our supper table.


It astonished me to think that of all the people I had known, in my life in England or since, this young man had known me the longest. He was the only person, now, with whom I could talk about my father and our life in Cambridge. Yet I didn’t. I couldn’t. And once I knew about the scars he bore, I felt fairly sure that he wouldn’t wish it.

I kept my counsel, as Admiral Jonson had requested, and I never mentioned the colleges and the lawns and the river and the supper fire. Not for a long time.
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IN WHICH RUMOURS AND ROMANCES ARE REVEALED

Willem was right about my anger at Justinian, and at him. I knew that now, and realised, too, how wearying it must have been.

Justinian was at our new print workshop a great deal, since Al-Qasim had asked him to help proofread the scientific chapters of The Sum of All Knowledge. His geometry was much better than mine, and we spent many hours working side by side on corrections and additions to the text, just as I had once done with my father, and with Master de Aquila. I had never bothered to enquire about Justinian’s fields of study back in Cambridge, but it slowly emerged he had not only read Classics, rhetoric and logic with Father, but was also an expert in the scientific methods of Francis Bacon.


‘Another scholar,’ said Willem. ‘Just like you, Isabella.’

‘Far from it,’ I said. ‘Master Jonson had the advantage of attending university, whereas I was a mere secretary.’

Justinian let out a laugh. ‘One of these days, you must forgive me.’

‘It’s possible,’ I said.

‘But not likely?’

I pretended to focus on the papers on the table before me, remembering how the other Cambridge boys had looked up to him, had spoken of his dazzling future — now to be wasted on the fringes of the known world, copying out trade agreements in some dusty office. Perhaps it had been shattered forever in the torture chambers of the Tower, or in a dank prison cell. His face no longer had that hollow, famished look, and his fine Venetian clothes fitted over muscled arms and shoulders now, where before they seemed to hang loosely as a mummer’s costume. But perhaps, like Al-Qasim, he would never truly recover from whatever torments had been inflicted upon him. I sighed.

‘She’ll come around,’ Willem told Justinian. ‘You just might have to wait another ten or so years.’

Justinian chuckled and turned back to his corrections. He worked quietly but quickly, passing the corrected sheets back to Willem without looking up, as if he’d been part of our workshop for years.

Willem seemed as content as he had been in Venice, perhaps even more so, and whistled softly to himself while he worked. He spent long hours away from the house, refusing all offers of supper, swearing that he ate enough in the palace kitchens to keep him going all day.

‘I haven’t seen Willem this happy for months,’ said Valentina.


We sat at home, with the windows wide open to let in any hint of the evening breeze. The scent of jasmine and the evening calls of the muezzins drifted in on the summer air.

‘It’s the work,’ I said. ‘He likes having something to do, something of his own.’

‘Hmm, perhaps.’

‘You think it’s more than that?’

She sneaked a glance at me. ‘Just something Lady Elizabeth asked me last week.’

‘Let me guess,’ I said. ‘People are talking.’

‘Always.’

‘About me and Will?’

‘You are most intriguing, or so I hear.’

‘I wish that was true,’ I said. ‘So. What are they saying? Do they expect us to be married?’

‘They expect everyone to be married,’ she said. ‘As soon as my husband died, everyone in Venice wanted to marry me off again.’

‘But why does it matter to them?’ I asked.

‘It doesn’t. Not really. Perhaps they are bored? I don’t know. You are two young people living under the same roof. Therefore, they will speculate. It is human nature.’

I’d heard the whispers, the hints, at the embassy receptions and parties. There weren’t many foreign women in Constantinople, but they seemed to watch me, all the time, over their fans. It was hard to ignore them.

‘But they are irrelevant,’ said Valentina. ‘The question is: are you going to marry Willem?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I thought as much,’ she said.

‘Marry Will? But he’s like my brother.’


‘He is of a lower station in life to you, but if you wanted to marry him, it could be arranged,’ she said. ‘It would also be convenient. You could run the business as man and wife. Is that what you want?’

‘I haven’t thought about it,’ I said.

‘That is an answer in itself.’

For just a moment, I let myself imagine it: Willem sitting by the fire reading with me, eating with gusto the meal I’d prepared, being a father to —

‘Oh no,’ I said. ‘No, no. That would be impossible.’

She laughed. ‘Isabella, you should see your face. Poor Willem. He’s not so dreadful.’

‘No! He’s not dreadful at all. He’s very dear to me. But it’s just — it’s not like that. Not for me. Why would anyone think so?’

‘They see what they wish to see.’

I closed the book in my lap and placed it gently on the table. ‘Do you think I should, Valentina?’

‘I do not think you should settle for anything less than what you want, or who you want, with your whole being.’

‘If only I knew what that was.’

‘Search inside yourself. You will see.’

‘I don’t think there’s anything there to find,’ I said.

‘Perhaps not yet. But if it ever happens, you will know. You won’t have to ask me or anyone else whether or not it’s right.’

I looked down at my ink-stained fingers. I suppose if you have a mother or sisters, you get used to such conversations. I’d never had anyone except Nanny, when I was young, and now Valentina. I wasn’t sure how much or how little I was allowed to say, how much of my heart I should reveal. I took a deep breath.

‘What if it never happens?’


‘If your destiny doesn’t lie that way, know this,’ said Valentina. She leaned forward to gaze into my eyes. ‘If you have a vocation, as we do, if you have friends, books, adventure, that is more than enough to fill up a life. Look at me. Do you see an unfortunate woman before you?’

‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘I see a busy, happy, powerful woman.’

‘Thank you.’ Valentina blushed, just a little, and sat back. ‘I am blessed, it’s true. So you can believe me when I say that there is no need to settle for something less than you deserve. Nor do you have to marry because it is expected, or because you need protection. You and I, at least, have that luxury. Most women in this world do not.’

I picked up a corner of her veil and let the silk run through my fingers like water. ‘It’s true,’ I said. ‘All of it. We’re lucky.’

‘Aren’t we? Every day is a joy. How many women — or men — can say the same thing? Even when we are in danger, even as the forces of ignorance threaten us, I adore this life. There is laughter, fine books, sometimes music, work that matters, great beauty, wonder and delight. It is more than most people dare dream.’ She fluttered her fan against the warm evening air. ‘Besides, you can always take a lover.’

‘Signora Contarini!’

‘You are shocked?’ she said. ‘I have done so many times.’

‘You have?’

‘Indeed, and I will again. It is extremely pleasant. And if they turn out to be boring, then … pfft.’ She flicked her fingers. ‘But I must admit, sometimes I do worry what will become of me in my old age.’

‘You will always have me. And Will. All of us. We’re a family now, of sorts.’


‘True.’

‘In spite of everything you say, you could get married again if you wanted,’ I said.

All of a sudden, the most obvious solution in the world floated into my brain. I could hardly believe it hadn’t occurred to me before.

‘Why! You could marry Al-Qasim.’

She laughed so much that tears poured down her face and she wiped them away with a handkerchief.

‘Bless you, child, don’t you start. I have no intention of marrying, and even if I wished to, Al-Qasim is not, as you English say, for marrying.’

‘But if you like each other?’

‘We do, very much,’ she said. ‘But not in that way. Neither one of us has much use for marriage, though perhaps that is why we get on so well. As a girl, I was given little choice, betrothed at fifteen. I prayed only that my husband would be a good man, which he was. When he died, I knew I would never marry again. I told my family so, and they wanted me to retire to a convent. In a way, it might have been a blessing to join a community of women, of prayer, of song.’

‘I can’t see you in a convent, somehow,’ I said. ‘Obeying rules. Not speaking.’

‘You’d be surprised.’ She smiled. ‘Some of the most powerful women on earth are abbesses. But you’re right — I like my comforts. I like laughing. Perhaps I should start my own order.’

‘The Little Sisters of the Roaring Lion?’

‘Sounds splendid. Will that make you happier than the thought of me living alone?’

‘I only want happiness for you,’ I said.

‘And I have it.’

‘But Al-Qasim —’


‘Isabella, I cannot say much more without offending your sensibilities even further. I’m sorry.’

‘I don’t understand.’

She sighed. ‘You don’t need to. Al-Qasim and I are the best of friends, but what we desire is as opposite as night and day.’ She looked at me. ‘Willem said to him once — I remember it so well — that he left nothing behind in Venice. But there is, of course, Luis.’

‘Al-Qasim … Luis?’

I cast my mind back: to the escape from Seville, with Al-Qasim in great pain and Luis tending his injuries with such care; to our workshop in Venice, where their desks sat side by side in the gentle winter sunshine; to the home they shared overlooking the canal; to Al-Qasim’s sorrow as our ship left the city behind.

‘Two men — together?’

I’d never heard of such a thing before, but there are so many things on earth I have yet to learn that I long ago ceased feeling too surprised at my own ignorance.

‘I have shocked you again,’ Valentina said.

‘Not at all,’ I lied. ‘It makes some kind of sense. I just never realised.’

‘It is unusual, I know. But not unheard of. You know it to be true, in your heart, don’t you?’

I nodded. ‘I see it now.’

‘It must be a great secret, though. Such love is punishable by death everywhere in Europe.’

‘Yes, of course,’ I said quickly. ‘I’d never do anything to put them in danger.’

‘I know that,’ she said. ‘That’s why I can trust you with this secret. We are weary of lying to you. You are our dearest friend, and between friends there must be truth, yes?’


‘Yes.’

She was right. We all kept so many secrets. It had become second nature to us.

‘Although,’ she went on, ‘it is a truth we need not share with Willem just yet. I cannot be sure what he would say or do.’

‘Nor I.’

I wasn’t entirely sure what to do with this new truth myself, but I was certain of my love for my friends and that I would never let anybody hurt them.

If they were willing to take such risks, to live with that dangerous secret, then surely their love must be real and powerful. But such extreme passions seemed alien to our lives of books and ideas and dreams, and most unlike the two rational philosophers I thought I knew so well. Or were they? I couldn’t fathom it. I thought of my mother, leaving behind her home, her family, her language, everything, to be with my father. He, too, had appeared to be the most restrained of men, but they must have shared a great love — so great that he couldn’t bear to speak of her after her death, his grief too intense for mere words.

I couldn’t imagine being struck by such passion. But nor could I see myself married to Willem — or anyone else, for that matter — simply because it was convenient or expected. Most of the women I’d met in England and in Venice had married for duty, for safety, for the ambition of their brothers or the glory of their fathers. Some were happy enough but many were not, and their despair or lethargy or bitterness was as intense as any romance. I couldn’t risk that. For the moment, like Valentina, I had the liberty of ignoring the gossip and the expectations. I could not, and did not wish to, think about anything but safeguarding our lives and our safety. That was what mattered — for now.


‘Perhaps, one day,’ said Valentina, ‘we can all live happily, surrounded by books, in a country free of meddling priests and politicians.’

‘Is that what you really want?’

‘For the moment,’ she said with a sigh, ‘all I want is supper.’

Already, Al-Qasim and I had transcribed and translated the works of Cato and a mathematical treatise by Leonardo da Vinci, which made no sense whatsoever to me, but which Al-Qasim insisted was a work of genius.

‘This proves,’ he said, brandishing a fistful of paper, ‘that man can fly.’

‘Then it’s fanciful, surely.’

‘Not at all. It includes instructions for creating a flying machine. Imagine!’

‘Please don’t say that you want to build one.’

‘I’ve thought about it, I assure you.’

‘But?’

‘Sadly, the instructions are incomplete.’

‘That’s lucky,’ I said. ‘Or next thing we know, you’d be jumping off the top of the Galata Tower and I’d have to pay for your funeral.’

‘I could probably finish da Vinci’s calculations myself.’

‘Don’t bother,’ I said. ‘If humans were meant to fly, we would have been born with wings.’

‘I suppose so,’ he said. ‘Although some have argued that God means us to invent such machines for ourselves, to prove our intelligence.’

‘Or our stupidity.’

He chuckled. ‘Nevertheless, the theory is fascinating and I cannot wait to hear what my fellow mathematicians make of this when it is finally published. It’s surprisingly like the work of your Mister Wilkins in Oxford.’

‘Flying machines,’ I said. ‘You are hilarious.’

He bent down and kissed my forehead. ‘I’m glad you know the truth now, bella,’ he whispered.

‘So am I,’ I said, but I didn’t look up at him.

I’d thought I knew him, that I understood his mind and his world — at least a little. I’d always known him as a forthright man, someone whose life was built on ethics, someone I trusted. And now?

I realised I knew very little about him. But what I did know, I loved: his wisdom, his clear-sighted view of the world, his intellect, his wry humour, his loyalty.

I remembered, too, Luis’s fierce fight to protect me in Seville, his kind smile across the workshop.

I knew they had risked their lives to bring new thoughts and words to the world, and that as young men both had fled their homes to escape punishment for the crime of free speech.

Still, my doubts festered. I’d retraced our many conversations, searching for hints or lies or misunderstandings. I remembered passages from the Bible that warned of love between men, but their harshness made no sense in the light of what I believed in my heart about my friends. They were good men and true friends to me, and clearly adored Valentina.

But I had little understanding of their lives, their love. Yet again I had failed to understand the essence of another person, and now I had to look at Al-Qasim through new eyes.

There was a long pause.

‘Well, then,’ he said, more loudly, ‘to work. Enough of intrigue. From now on, no secrets between friends.’

If only that had been true.






17

IN WHICH MANY PAGES ARE TURNED

It was high summer by the time we were happy with the way the press operated. It was slow going. Whereas in Venice we’d had as many workers as we needed, here we had to do everything ourselves. We simply couldn’t run the risk of employing any local men, and none of them had ever seen a printing press anyway. So we did everything together: the proofreading and corrections, the printing and collation. It took much longer than usual and we handled fewer pages in a day than we normally would.

Paul worked quickly enough, confidently making up the lines of type and readily fixing any mistakes we found in the proof sheets. He even let Willem take a turn at the composition desk. It was a skill Willem loved in theory but it didn’t match his temperament, and all the fiddling about with each piece of type sent him into a frenzy after a very short time. If we found an error in the setting, he glared at us as if we’d put it there to test him. But apart from that, and Paul’s refusal to read or speak any language but Latin and his own, we worked well enough together.

The days passed quickly. We went to the workshop in the early mornings, when the noise of the city outside was most likely to drown out the sound of the press. Those of us who were allowed into the palace spent our afternoons there. I read with the Sultan and Ay[image: s.jpg]e, while Al-Qasim bent over translations and transcriptions in the library. I joined him there when the Sultan changed into his hunting outfit and rode off into his private wilderness. It was cooler on the hill, where fountains trickled, trees in the park cast deep shade, and the breeze swept up from the sea. Even so, many of the women from the harem and their servants fled to the old palace across the water, where, it was said, the air was pleasant and apricots dropped soft and sweet from every tree.

I finally finished translating Hypatia, and read parts of it aloud to the Sultan and his sister one stifling afternoon. The Sultan yawned.

‘That’s extraordinary,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘So this woman —?’

‘If it is indeed her work,’ I said.

‘Her book was missing all this time?’

‘Not missing,’ I said. ‘Here.’

The Sultan clapped his hands in delight. ‘It is a great discovery, here in my own library. The world will be in awe.’

‘I hope so,’ I said. ‘But there is much more research to do before I can be sure.’

‘An ancient mystery!’ said the Sultan. ‘I like that. You will solve it, Isabella.’

‘I will try, Your Magnificence.’


That night, I took Hypatia home with me, the pages wrapped up tight and smuggled through the gates in my basket. It was the first time I’d tried to sneak any manuscripts out of the palace, but by now my face was so familiar to the kapici that they waved me through. Captain Skender smiled and wished me good evening. I pushed away a spasm of guilt.

At home, I spread the original and my transcripts out on the table for everyone to see. Justinian bent over and inspected them closely.

‘If you’re not certain what it is,’ said Willem, ‘I’m not sure we should print it.’

‘But what if it’s something really important?’ I said. ‘What if it really is Hypatia’s original work?’

‘What if it’s not?’

‘It’s glorious writing, no matter who wrote it,’ said Valentina. ‘Perfect. Philosophy and mathematics combined to explain the movements of the stars. How much of it is yours?’

‘A little — not much.’

‘Did you have to correct the Greek?’

‘Signora, you know me far too well,’ I said. ‘It was archaic, but perfectly readable.’

‘What does Al-Qasim say?’ asked Willem. ‘He’s the mathematician.’

‘He says there’s a very good chance that it is what we suspect it is.’

‘I think he’s right,’ said Justinian.

We all stood perfectly still for a moment, savouring the tang of possibility.

‘I trust Isabella and Al-Qasim on this,’ said Valentina. ‘We don’t need to make extraordinary claims. We can publish and leave it to the scholars to debate the provenance. That alone will be enough to ensure its success.’

‘It will be a sensation in the universities,’ Justinian said. ‘And rightly so.’

‘Even better, Fra Clement will absolutely hate it.’ Willem took out a notebook. ‘Let’s estimate the first print run, then. I think we should start with a limited release. That’ll make it seem even more precious.’

He translated for Paul, who stared down at the pages spread before him.

‘I will have nothing to do with this,’ Paul said slowly. ‘This is pagan logic. It is the Devil’s work.’

When I translated his words for the others, Justinian laughed. ‘A thousand years have passed and still poor Hypatia is accused of paganism.’

‘Then it’s time to reclaim her honour,’ said Valentina.

‘I will have nothing to do with this,’ Paul said again, and left the room. We heard the street door slam.

‘Don’t worry,’ Willem said. ‘He’ll come around, you’ll see.’

Valentina stood gazing towards the hallway. ‘He’d better.’ She turned to us and smiled brightly. ‘So, my friends, what do we do now?’

‘I think,’ said Justinian, ‘it’s time to ask for help.’

We filed into the Admiral’s office like a choir into church stalls and took our seats.

‘I am honoured to see so many of you here today,’ said Admiral Jonson. ‘I have no doubt that you’ll tell me what this is all about.’

‘You have been so kind to us since our arrival here,’ I said.


He bowed graciously. ‘It has been my great pleasure.’

‘The thing is —’ Justinian began, but Valentina raised her hand to slow him down.

‘Allow me.’ She fixed her most winning smile on Admiral Jonson. ‘We wish to confide in you, sir,’ she said. ‘We plan a little project to keep us busy and to share the wisdom of Europe with our Ottoman friends.’

‘A press,’ said Justinian. ‘A little printing house.’

The Admiral stared at his son. ‘You know about this already?’

Justinian jumped up. ‘Yes, of course, Father. But we wanted you to know, too. Straightaway.’

His father nodded. ‘I see.’

I couldn’t tell whether or not he approved.

‘It is early days,’ I said. ‘We’re just getting set up, and Justinian has been an enormous help.’

‘Now I understand where you run off to every evening,’ the Admiral said.

There was a moment of confused silence. I had no idea what the Admiral meant, but wherever Justinian went in the evenings, it had nothing to do with us.

Justinian hung his head to hide the blush that raced across his cheeks, and mumbled something too low for me to hear.

‘What did you say, boy?’ asked the Admiral.

‘I thought it was time you knew.’

‘Very well,’ said his father. ‘Go on.’

I stepped in. ‘You see, sir, we’ve discovered some ancient texts in the palace, thought to be lost to history — works by Hypatia and Euclid.’

‘But surely they were destroyed in the Great Fire of Alexandria?’


‘Exactly!’ cried Al-Qasim. ‘Yet here they are, intact, or at least mostly so, but in need of translation from the Greek or Arabic so we can publish them for European readers.’

‘Remarkable,’ said the Admiral.

‘You know them?’ asked Willem.

‘Of course, son,’ said the Admiral. ‘I was a navigator as a young man — studied Euclid till my eyeballs bled.’

Willem chuckled.

‘The Admiral is modest,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘He knows the stars as well as I do.’

‘You are too kind, sir,’ said Admiral Jonson. He sat back in his chair and patted his stomach. ‘It’s a long time since I had any need of such expertise.’

‘But many still do,’ I said. ‘And that knowledge can pass both ways, from Arabic into Latin and French, and vice versa. So while we’re working on those translations, we have assembled a press.’

The Admiral beamed. ‘Wonderful! You can print some books for the people here in Constantinople. We can bring the Word of our Lord to the infidel.’

‘Father, that’s not quite —’

Al-Qasim cut in with a dazzling smile. Honestly, he and Valentina were impossible to resist when they decided to be charming. They often managed to make Willem forget what he was saying and do the opposite of whatever it was he’d intended.

‘Certainly,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘We are all in favour of enlightenment. That’s why the first book off the press will be an edition of The Sum of All Knowledge.’

The Admiral’s smile dimmed just a little. ‘I see.’

‘Do you, Father?’ Justinian bent forward and put both hands flat on the desk. ‘Can you understand how important this could be? Do you really see? Just imagine! Ideas flowing between East and West. Great philosophies, important scientific discoveries, maps, architectural skills. There’s so much we could share between the Ottoman Empire and Europe. And we can make it happen. Us! Here in Constantinople, in this moment. Now.’

Admiral Jonson watched his son’s face as he spoke, gazing up into his eyes.

Justinian went on, almost as if the rest of us weren’t there. ‘You will be remembered as the Admiral — the man — who broke down the walls between London and Constantinople, who shed the light of knowledge into the corners of both cities, of every city.’

‘Me?’ His father raised an eyebrow. ‘Thank you for presenting that thrilling vision of the future, Justin, but you’d better explain what on earth your little scheme has to do with me.’

‘Ah. Yes. Well, you see, Father …’ Justinian paused to gather his thoughts just long enough for me to interject.

‘We’d like your blessing, first of all, sir.’

The Admiral nodded. ‘I think you shall have that, unless there’s anything else I need to know? My only condition is that none of your little projects are books banned in England by General Cromwell. I cannot be seen to have any part in that.’

‘Of course not, Father,’ said Justinian.

‘The clandestine nature of your operation also worries me,’ the Admiral said. ‘The palace disapproves of mechanical printing.’

‘Isabella’s going to sort that out,’ said Willem. ‘With the Sultan.’

‘I see. Well, in that case, yes, you have my blessing.’

Valentina leaned forward and rested one hand on the Admiral’s desk. ‘We’d also like your permission for Justinian to work with us.’


‘That sounds like an excellent proposition,’ he replied. ‘Goodness knows, I haven’t seen him this excited about any of his embassy work.’

I had to agree.

Justinian grinned. ‘Sorry, Father. But copying out letters for your signature is not quite as exciting as publishing.’

‘Then I promise to buy the very first copy,’ said his father. ‘But something tells me you also have a further request?’

Valentina smiled. ‘You know us too well,’ she said. ‘We’d like you to write to someone for us.’

We celebrated our minor achievement with supper at home. The servants brought out platter after platter of birds grilled on rosemary sticks, fried fish with melon slices, mint jellies and cherries and cinnamon cream. By the time Mirza poured cups of coffee, Willem was fit to burst.

‘I may never eat again,’ he said.

‘You’ve said that so many times since we’ve been here,’ I teased. ‘Yet somehow you survive the next meal, and the next.’

He grinned, but soon enough his head drooped down onto his chest and he dozed off. Paul nodded goodnight and went upstairs to his room.

The rest of us sat by the open window, looking up at the stars and the night sky. Justinian turned an orange over and over in his hands, then broke its skin with his thumbnail. Its scent filled the air. He peeled it carefully, broke it into segments and offered me one.

‘Imagine,’ he said. ‘Up there are the same stars Hypatia saw, or near enough. They haven’t changed in all that time.’

‘Indeed,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘And in her honour, I’m going up on the roof to make a few notes, if you will excuse me?’


‘Does he do that every night?’ Justinian asked as we listened to Al-Qasim’s gentle tread on the stairs.

‘If the sky is clear,’ I said.

‘My father’s the same. Can’t help himself, he says, after all those years at sea.’

‘I don’t think Al-Qasim takes too many observations nowadays,’ said Valentina. ‘Sometimes he just needs to sit and look at the stars and think.’

‘Without all of us and our clamour,’ I said.

‘I like your clamour,’ said Justinian. ‘I’ve spent too many quiet nights.’

‘I hate to think of you locked away all alone,’ said Valentina.

I caught her eye and she fell silent. I held my breath for a moment.

‘What the signora means is —’

But Justinian’s face told me that he understood exactly what Valentina meant.

‘So you know about … about me?’

‘Yes,’ I said, as gently as I could. ‘Your father told me, ages ago.’

‘Forgive me,’ said Valentina. ‘I shouldn’t have said anything. I think I had better leave you now.’

She left behind an almost tangible silence. I could hear my own breath, Willem’s soft snores, and the sounds of Pera beyond the window. We both sighed and then spoke at once.

‘I promised I would never —’

‘You must understand —’

‘Please. You were saying?’

‘I didn’t want you to know,’ Justinian said. ‘I didn’t want anyone to know.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘There is nothing I can say to —’


‘Then don’t.’

‘But all those years —’

‘Are over. I don’t wish to talk about them.’

‘Of course, I understand, and so we won’t, ever,’ I said, and then added, ‘Unless you want to, and then I will listen. Without interrupting.’

‘That’s unlikely.’

I smiled. ‘At least, I will try.’

He closed his eyes for a moment. ‘Thank you.’

‘But I’m glad they told me,’ I said. ‘I was horrible to you, I know, when I first arrived.’

‘So that’s why you suddenly started being more polite?’ He chuckled. ‘I should have guessed.’

‘It certainly wasn’t my naturally charming demeanour.’

‘No.’ He smiled. ‘That much is certain.’

I was at the palace, a few weeks later, when the message came. We were in the coolest pavilion, with all the shutters flung open and a slave standing over each of us waving a fan. But the Sultan’s eyelids drooped, and as Ay[image: s.jpg]e read to her brother, her voice faltered and she smiled.

‘Enough,’ I said. ‘Your Latin is coming along beautifully.’

Suraiya shuffled in quietly and slipped a note into my hand.

‘Please forgive me, Your Majesty,’ I said. ‘It seems I have been called away.’

‘Go,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘Mehmed will sleep now.’

‘Sometimes I forget he’s still a child,’ I said.

‘So do we all.’

Willem stood waiting outside.

‘What is it?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know, but they said for you to come at once.’

Willem waved farewell to Suraiya and we raced through the palace gates and into the carriage.

‘It’s not bad news?’

‘Apparently not,’ said Willem. ‘Just important. And for you only.’

‘What could it be?’

He shrugged and stared behind us at the palace walls.

‘Good day, Mistress Hawkins,’ said Justinian when I finally arrived at the Jonsons’ house.

Constantine, too, greeted me with a more formal bow than I usually warranted. ‘Please come in.’

There was an embarrassed pause while a footman took my veil. At least, I was embarrassed, with the two of them watching me.

‘I came as quickly as I could,’ I said. ‘But it does take a while to extricate yourself from the palace.’

‘Of course,’ said Constantine. ‘This way, please.’

He offered me his arm — something Justinian would never think to do.

‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘There’s something we’d like you to see,’ said Constantine. ‘Something that … well, it’s yours.’

He opened the door to a small parlour crammed with boxes and piles of books. They both turned to me, smiling.

‘Here you are,’ said Justinian.

‘Where am I, exactly?’ I asked. ‘What is all this?’

Then I realised. It felt as if the world stopped for a second, then slid sideways in time. I put out my hand, and Justinian placed in it first one book, and then another. A small red calfskin volume. Another, larger, in brown, its edges frayed with wear.


‘Father?’ I whispered it, but I was sure they both heard me.

I moved closer to the desk. There was a pile of letters in my own hand, addressed to my father’s friends, enemies, students, and some of the pamphlets, yellowed now with age, on which we had worked together all those years ago. Before the war. Before the shipwreck.

I looked again at the brown book in my hand. It was the first English edition of Father’s Discourse on Liberty, now banned in his own country and many others besides. I lifted it to my lips, kissed it softly, and sniffed the leather and the musty pages. The other book, I knew, was the astronomer Wilkins’s treatise on the moon, the same volume my father was reading on the day Cromwell’s troopers came to Cambridge.

Justinian turned his face away for just a moment.

‘All my father’s papers,’ I said at last, ‘and his books.’

‘Not all of them,’ said Justinian. ‘But as much as we could salvage from your old house.’

‘How did you ever manage it?’

‘It was Constantine,’ Justinian said. ‘Not me. I just sorted them out and made sure they were safe.’

I turned to his brother.

‘He begged me,’ said Constantine. ‘What could I do? So I made up an official-looking document, waved it in front of your nanny’s face, and commandeered the contents of your father’s office, including that trunk of documents you so cleverly hid in the garden bed.’

I laughed aloud. ‘I thought I was being so secretive. How did you find it?’

He shrugged. ‘I realised that, had I been in your position, I would have done just as you did — made sure that any of the more radical letters and manuscripts were safely hidden. It took me a while, but I figured it out in the end, no thanks to Nanny, who was relentless in trying to stop me.’

‘Oh dear,’ I said. ‘I can imagine.’

‘Believe me,’ said Constantine, ‘I’ve fought in many battles, and your nanny was by far the most fearsome opponent I ever faced.’

My eyes filled with sudden, stinging tears. ‘She was just trying to —’

‘To preserve your father’s memory, of course,’ said Constantine. ‘I do understand. But I could hardly tell her that I was trying to do the same. I wasn’t sure I could trust her.’

‘Bless her.’

‘Then once we knew that you were here, and that you are staying here,’ said Justinian, ‘we arranged for them to be shipped over.’

‘I wish I knew how to thank you,’ I said.

‘It wasn’t a noble gesture on your behalf, Mistress Hawkins,’ Constantine said. ‘It seemed to me that any incriminating documents would harm Justinian’s case, so I did what anyone would do — for my brother, for my family.’

I knew how it felt, that fierce need to protect, to free, the people you love. Father. Master de Aquila. I wiped more tears away with the back of my hand.

‘You’d risk anything for each other, wouldn’t you?’

He and Justinian swapped glances and grinned.

‘Well,’ said Justinian. ‘Not quite anything.’
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IN WHICH ALARMS SOUND ACROSS THE CITY

‘May I ask you a theoretical question?’ Willem said to Al-Qasim.

His leg jiggled in time with the horses’ hooves as the carriage jolted around a narrow corner and up the hill to the palace.

‘Of course, my friend,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘But will I need to consult any of my books?’

‘No, no,’ said Willem hurriedly. ‘It’s not that sort of question. It’s more about — I don’t know — human nature. About faith.’

‘I see. That sounds serious.’

Willem fell silent while he watched a woman on a high balcony throw a cloth over a washing line that stretched across the street. ‘I wondered how people of different faiths of the world might live together.’


Al-Qasim laughed. ‘I’m afraid that’s a rather large question, Willem, and one that could take weeks to answer. Were you thinking of all people or just certain people?’

‘Nothing specific.’

‘Then how can I answer you?’

Willem hesitated again. ‘What I mean is, if two people …’

‘Yes,’ prompted Al-Qasim. ‘Two people. A good example so far. But you might have to provide me with a bit more detail.’

‘Well, do you think people need to be of the same faith?’

‘Any particular two people?’

‘No, no,’ said Willem. ‘It’s hypothetical.’

‘Then, hypothetically — of course not,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘You and I are of different faiths, and we are friends, are we not?’

‘That’s not what I meant.’

‘Then maybe it’s a little too hypothetical a question for anyone to answer,’ I suggested.

‘Would you care to refine it?’ Al-Qasim smiled at Willem in a way that reminded me of my father, long ago, teasing out my ideas and helping me to formulate my arguments. ‘Is your question about two lovers? In that case, the answer is the same, although the law may take a different view. Here in the Ottoman Empire, for example, a Muslim man may take a non-Muslim wife, but it is forbidden for a Muslim woman to marry someone outside the faith. Is that what you mean?’

Willem didn’t seem to view Al-Qasim’s questioning in quite the same way as I did.

‘Why would I mean that?’ he said, his face suddenly flushed red.

‘I was merely —’

‘I’d never suggest such a thing!’


Al-Qasim looked amused.

‘Willem,’ I ventured, ‘what is it, then, that you’re asking?’

‘Never mind. Forget I mentioned it.’

‘Certainly, my friend,’ said Al-Qasim.

We had reached the palace gates, and Willem jumped down from the carriage, slammed the door behind him and headed off towards the kitchens.

‘What on earth was that all about?’ I asked.

‘He is troubled,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘But about what, I cannot say.’

‘Cannot? Or will not?’

He smiled. ‘Can any man truly say what is in another’s soul?’

I sighed. ‘All my life, I’ve been surrounded by men who answer questions with riddles.’

‘A heavy burden indeed.’

‘Now even Will has come over all mysterious.’

‘I’m sure he will tell you the truth, if you ask him.’

But I didn’t. I should have, I know, but instead I wanted to protect the fragile peace between us. If I had the power, I’d have cast a spell over us all that would keep us and our friendship safe. What a fool I was!

That peace was shattered early one morning by the clamour of ringing bells and cries in the street outside.

I rushed from my chamber and peeped over the balcony. Mirza stood in the entrance hall, a sword in his hand. Al-Qasim was beside him, dagger at the ready.

‘What is it?’ Valentina appeared beside me. ‘What has happened?’

‘An alarm of some kind,’ said Mirza. ‘It started over at the palace and now it has come here.’


The sounds of horses and shouting soldiers echoed through the streets.

‘An attack?’ I asked.

Al-Qasim shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. I heard them calling for patrols. For the city guards.’

Then came that noise I most feared: someone thumping, hard, on the door.

‘I will go,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘You two wait upstairs.’

Valentina and I didn’t argue. We took a few steps back so we were hidden from the view of whoever was at the door.

‘Open up! Quickly, I beg you.’

‘It’s all right,’ I shouted. ‘It’s the Admiral.’

By the time Valentina and I found our wraps and scurried downstairs, Mirza had led the Admiral, his sons and several men from the embassy into our reception room and lit the lamps. They were all armed with swords and pistols.

‘What is it? What’s happened?’ I asked.

‘The palace is in an uproar,’ said Constantine. ‘So is the city.’

‘But why?’

‘The slave girl, Suraiya,’ said the Admiral. ‘You know her?’

‘She attends me,’ I said. ‘But what has happened to her?’

‘She’s run off,’ said the Admiral. ‘It seems that your friend Willem helped her to escape.’

‘Sorry?’

‘The Dutch boy,’ said Constantine. ‘He was seen fleeing with the girl just outside the palace walls.’

‘What?’ We all shouted it at once.

‘Thankfully, he doesn’t come under my jurisdiction,’ said the Admiral. ‘But you, Isabella, may find yourself in all sorts of trouble as a result. I am here to safeguard your rights should you be arrested.’


‘Arrested?’ I felt as if the world was spinning in circles. ‘Will someone please tell me exactly what’s happened?’

Justinian laid a hand on my arm. ‘We don’t know much more than that, I’m afraid, Isabella,’ he said. ‘It would seem that Willem has involved himself in some kind of palace intrigue, or taken it into his head to free the slave woman from captivity.’

‘I don’t believe it,’ I said.

‘I’m afraid it’s all quite true,’ said Justinian.

‘But why?’ I said.

‘That boy!’ Valentina stamped a foot. ‘What was he thinking?’

‘He wasn’t, obviously,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘It is more a matter of the heart.’

‘The … what?’

‘Surely you’ve noticed?’

Valentina swapped a glance with Al-Qasim.

‘But I thought …’ Justinian stepped back. ‘I assumed … Willem … Isabella …’

‘Perhaps once,’ said Valentina. ‘But it seems Suraiya has stolen Willem’s heart.’

Suraiya. Of course.

‘Has he really said nothing of it?’ Al-Qasim asked me.

‘Not to me, no.’

‘And you never asked him?’

I shook my head, trying to understand. Some part of me kept insisting all these words couldn’t be true.

‘I, on the contrary, have found myself enmeshed in many strange conversations that now make perfect sense to me,’ said Valentina.

‘So have I,’ I said, ‘but I never imagined this …’

‘She’s very pretty,’ said Al-Qasim.


‘So what?’ Valentina said. ‘Isabella is pretty.’

‘Actually, I’m fairly average-looking for an Englishwoman,’ I said. ‘But Suraiya is truly beautiful. I had no idea that he … that they …’

‘If only I had realised,’ Valentina said.

‘Don’t blame yourself,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘I don’t,’ she said. ‘But I may strangle him all the same.’

Al-Qasim didn’t even smile. ‘First we have to find them.’

‘Before Colonel Orga does,’ said Justinian.

‘Where could they go?’ Constantine asked. ‘Think. Would they come back here to Pera? Or cross to the Asian shore, perhaps?’

‘Orga will search every boat, every ship due to sail this morning,’ said the Admiral.

‘He’d never leave without saying goodbye,’ I said. ‘Would he?’

Valentina sat down beside me. ‘I wouldn’t have imagined it. But desperation leads people to do unexpected things.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Not Will. Not him.’

‘Isabella’s right,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘They must still be somewhere in the city.’

‘In that case,’ I said, ‘there’s only one place he’d go.’

By the time we reached the workshop, the port was in chaos. Janissaries with flaming torches stood in long lines guarding the quay, while others searched boats and pushed their way into fishermen’s huts.

Al-Qasim and I peered around the corner of a building, waiting for a patrol to pass. I clutched the dagger hidden under my cloak, wondering if I might soon need to use it.

‘Why all this outcry over a slave girl?’ I whispered.


‘The janissaries don’t want the other slaves to think it’s easy to escape from the palace.’

‘It’s something more than that,’ I said. ‘It must be.’

‘Perhaps it’s the idea of a foreigner eloping with one of the women?’

‘If only I’d known,’ I said. ‘I might have —’

‘Stopped Willem?’ Al-Qasim smiled down at me. ‘Have you ever been able to prevent him from doing anything?’

We slipped into the workshop unseen. It was dark inside and as still as a cemetery.

‘Will?’ I hissed. ‘If you’re in here, come out right now.’

There was no reply, no movement.

There was a soft click as the door opened behind us. Justinian nodded to us silently.

‘I swear, if you don’t show yourselves …’ I said.

Slowly the shelf against the far wall slid sideways. First one hand and then another appeared, gripping the wood. Finally, Willem’s blond head peeped out.

‘Ah,’ he said. ‘I thought you’d be along sooner or later.’

I took two steps towards him before Al-Qasim grabbed my arm and held me back.

‘Softly now,’ he said.

‘Very well,’ I said. ‘Will, come here so I can murder you quietly.’

Willem stepped out from behind the shelf. He was dressed in his travelling clothes and boots, a dagger thrust into his belt.

‘There’s no need to be like that,’ he said.

‘Do you have any idea what’s going on out there?’ I said. ‘There are janissaries hunting everywhere for you.’

‘I know. I heard the alarms.’

‘What were you thinking?’


He stepped to one side. Suraiya appeared out of the darkness and Willem stretched out one hand to her. They stood there before us, holding hands.

‘So, my boy,’ said Al-Qasim, ‘you are a romantic, after all.’

‘He’s an idiot, that’s what he is.’ I strode across the room, grabbed Willem’s arm and dragged him into the corner. ‘Are you mad?’ I switched into his own language so that the others, especially Suraiya, wouldn’t understand what I was about to say.

He shrugged. ‘Perhaps.’

‘Is this some kind of trick to make me pay attention?’

‘No.’ Willem gazed steadily into my eyes. I blinked. ‘This is not a trick,’ he said. ‘It’s real. Quite real.’

‘I see.’ I felt my face redden as confusion flamed inside me. I turned away from him so he wouldn’t see it.

‘If I had tried something like that,’ he said, pulling me back towards him, ‘I’m not sure you would have even noticed.’

‘I never realised …’

‘But you’ve missed your chance.’

‘Will, please. You need to try to make a bit more sense.’

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I am in love with Suraiya. I want to marry her. Is that plain enough for you?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

But it wasn’t really. My mind struggled with the fact of it, fumbling over memories and half-buried assumptions. We stood staring at one another for what seemed like an age. It was as if he opened up under my gaze, for the first time in months, so that I saw into his clear eyes, his heart, his certainty.

He smiled. ‘You see?’

‘What’s going on?’ said Justinian. ‘If you two are going to argue for hours, we’ll be off.’


‘There’s no need,’ said Willem. ‘Isabella has finished shouting at me for the moment. Haven’t you?’

‘Don’t be too sure,’ I said. ‘Anyway, I’m saving the best for when the signora arrives.’

‘I think I’ll take my chances with the janissaries,’ said Willem.

‘This is not a joke!’ said Al-Qasim. ‘You have no idea what they can do — what they will do — to both of you, to all of us, if they find you.’

‘They can’t touch me, I’m a foreigner,’ said Willem. ‘They’ll bring all the power of the Low Countries down on them if they harm me or Suraiya. What can they do, really?’

‘Let me tell you,’ said Al-Qasim. His voice shook. ‘I have seen a hundred women flung from the palace cliff-top. I’ve seen a slave beheaded because the Sultan didn’t like the colour of her hair. I have …’ He squeezed his eyes closed as if to shut out the memory. ‘I have watched Colonel Orga cut a baby from his mother’s womb while she screamed.’

‘God have mercy,’ Justinian whispered.

‘Now do you understand?’ said Al-Qasim. ‘That is what they can do. That is what Orga will do to you and to her and to anyone who is caught helping you.’

Willem looked as if he had been punched in the belly. He slumped down onto the bench and covered his face with his hands.

‘Unless we kill you first,’ said a familiar voice behind us.

We spun around. There, holding a lantern high, was Paul. With him were three men I’d never seen before in my life. But beside them, unmistakable in his monk’s robes, was Brother Andreas.
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IN WHICH MANY TRUTHS ARE TOLD

Justinian tore his sword out of its scabbard before I could speak. ‘Who are you?’ he demanded. ‘I’ve seen you — you tried to follow me just the other day.’

Al-Qasim drew his weapon, too, and held it steady.

‘Ask your friends,’ said Brother Andreas. ‘I’m sure they remember me.’

‘He’s an Inquisitor from Venice,’ I said, not taking my eyes from Brother Andreas’s face. ‘One of the men who forced us to leave.’

‘That’s not true, Mistress Hawkins,’ said Brother Andreas. ‘We would have been happy for you to stay. Fra Clement, in particular, looks forward to your return.’

‘I’m sure he does,’ I said. ‘But, sadly, he’ll be disappointed.’

‘I think not. Thanks to your silly friend.’ He pointed at Willem, who stood beside me, dagger in hand. ‘My men have been watching you for months. But it seems I have arrived just in time. Now I have the perfect excuse to report you to the Divan and have you deported straight back to Venice, in chains if need be.’

‘That will never happen,’ I said. ‘I am the Sultan’s Eyes.’

‘But what if the Sultan blinks?’

‘A pretty metaphor, but unlikely.’

‘Paul.’ Willem stared at his friend, his face pale. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I told you,’ said Paul. He set the lantern down on the bench. ‘I warned you. I will have nothing to do with those pagan works.’

‘So you betrayed us to Papists?’

‘What are the Dutchmen saying?’ Justinian asked.

‘Paul is telling us that he is a liar and a traitor,’ I said. ‘Though I have no idea why.’

‘Do you really wish to know, Mistress Hawkins?’ said Paul.

‘Ah,’ said Justinian. ‘So now he finds that he can speak in languages other than his own, after all.’

‘You have treated me like a fool,’ said Paul. ‘But I have listened to you and your blasphemies for long enough.’

‘That sounds a great deal like Fra Clement,’ I said. ‘You two would get along very well.’

‘Indeed we do,’ said Paul. ‘We always have.’

‘You?’ Willem shouted.

‘All this time?’ I asked.

‘Did you really have no idea?’ said Paul. His mouth twisted into a grin.

‘You burned Master de Aquila’s house,’ I said. It was as if a rain cloud had suddenly cleared and I could see for miles. ‘That’s how you were able to rescue the press.’


‘Very good, Mistress Hawkins. Although it’s taken you much longer than I expected.’

‘You destroyed our workshop?’ Willem said, incredulous. ‘My home? All those books?’

‘Only the profane books,’ said Paul. ‘The others —’

‘The others you stole and gave to Fra Clement,’ I said. ‘The Torah scroll of Seville, all Master de Aquila’s treasures.’

‘Safe in the Inquisitor’s chambers in Venice, I believe,’ said Paul. ‘Not that I care what happened to them. Papist rubbish. Hebrew doggerel. But he paid me well enough for them.’

Willem’s dagger slipped from his hand and clattered to the floor. ‘I don’t believe you.’

‘It’s true enough,’ said Brother Andreas. ‘But perhaps it will become clear to you when you are safely in the dungeons of the palace.’

Behind him, the door opened silently, just enough to let in a glimmer of dawn light. Al-Qasim’s eyes narrowed.

Paul didn’t notice — he glared at Brother Andreas. ‘You promised no harm would come to the boy.’

‘That was before he took this ridiculous action this morning,’ said Brother Andreas. ‘Now, no power on earth can save him.’ He turned to us with a smile. ‘The rest of you will enjoy the more Christian hospitality of the Doge’s Palace, though I regret to say that the lodgings may not be any more comfortable.’

‘You won’t be able to smuggle us onto a ship,’ I said, rather more loudly than I intended, trying with all my might not to let my gaze stray towards the door. ‘The janissaries are watching the docks.’

‘You are wrong, as always,’ said Brother Andreas. ‘Once I hand over this slave girl and her misguided lover, the soldiers and their prisoners will return to the palace.’


‘I don’t think that will happen.’ Valentina’s voice sounded like a bell in the night. A fist came out of the darkness and knocked Paul to the ground. Another pair of hands grabbed at one, then another, of the strangers and flung them into the wall. Justinian dashed forward and punched the third in the belly, so he slumped face first to the floor.

Someone laughed. ‘Good work.’

Al-Qasim gasped. ‘Luis!’

‘Of course.’ Luis and Paco, drawing swords, stepped into the light. ‘You didn’t think we’d let you leave Venice all by yourself, did you, Andreas?’

Within minutes, Paul and Brother Andreas had been bundled into the empty oil vats, and the other three men, trussed and gagged, had been shoved into the storeroom behind the sliding shelf.

‘We can’t just leave them here,’ said Justinian.

‘Why not?’ said Luis. He grinned. ‘They would have done worse to you.’

‘But seriously —’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Luis. ‘We’ll hide them elsewhere and tell someone how to find them. But not until we are well on our way.’

‘You’re leaving?’ said Justinian.

‘I’m afraid we will have to,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘And quickly.’

‘I have a ship ready,’ said Luis.

‘Naturally,’ said Al-Qasim.

I glanced from one to the other: this Spaniard who had saved my life not once but many times; this Arab who had taught me so much about the world and the stars — and myself. I threw my arms around both of them and buried my face in Luis’s cloak.

He patted my back. ‘It’s good to see you, too, bella.’


Al-Qasim stroked my hair and tucked a stray curl behind my ear. ‘I knew Luis would come,’ he said. ‘He always does.’

I turned to the others. Valentina and Justinian sat on a bench talking quietly. Suraiya and Willem stood to one side, their hands clasped.

‘Will?’ I waved him over so that we stood either side of our press, where the others couldn’t hear us. ‘What will we do with you now?’

‘I know what I need to do,’ he said. ‘Get married, somewhere safe, as quickly as possible. Then nobody can take her from me.’

‘But you hardly know one another.’

‘Is that what you think? We spend hours together, every day, while you’re reading to your precious Sultan.’

‘But I thought …’ I stopped.

‘What? That I was sitting there all that time by myself, waiting for you?’

‘That’s what you told me.’

‘No. That’s what you assumed.’

He was right, of course.

‘But, Will —’

‘There’s not a thing you can say about all this that I haven’t imagined you saying over and over again,’ he said.

I took a deep breath. ‘It’s marvellous. I’m very happy for you.’

‘Except that.’

‘You thought I’d be angry?’

He looked a little crestfallen, if anything. ‘She’s a slave. A heathen.’

‘It’s certainly complicated,’ I said. ‘And dangerous. But you’re my dearest friend. So if you’re happy …’


‘That’s it?’

‘If you’re happy, and Suraiya loves you — she does love you, doesn’t she?’

He nodded.

‘Then that is the only thing that matters.’

‘Rubbish,’ said Willem.

‘That’s what I feel.’

‘I don’t believe you.’

‘It’s true.’

‘How can you say that?’

‘But you’re in danger,’ I went on. ‘Both of you. All of us. We need to talk about —’

‘Isabella —’

‘— what we should do.’

‘Isabella —’

‘You can’t hide here.’

‘Look at me!’

I did. I had to. He grabbed at my arms and forced my face close to his. I gazed into those familiar blue eyes.

‘Isn’t there anything else you want to say?’ he whispered.

‘Well, it does all feel rather strange,’ I said. ‘As if, somehow … as if …’

But I couldn’t say it. That it felt as if he was lost to me now, vanishing into a life of his own in which I had no part. As if our youth and our years together were ending. As if he was standing on a cliff, about to jump, and I had no idea whether he could land safely.

He pushed me away, but gently. ‘God in heaven, you try my patience. But then, you always have.’

I smiled. ‘I always will, I’m afraid.’


He chuckled and shook his head. ‘You will try, anyway. I know that.’

‘If you two are fighting even now,’ said Valentina, coming close, ‘I will bang your heads together until your brains rattle.’

‘We aren’t fighting,’ I said. ‘Not at present.’

‘No,’ said Willem. ‘We are the best of friends.’

‘Truly?’ said Valentina.

‘Truly,’ I said.

‘If only I could believe that. But never mind, we have to make plans. Come.’

We gathered around the lantern, talking in hushed voices. Suraiya sat with her hands folded in her lap.

‘Don’t even wait to pack up the house,’ said Luis. ‘We must go, all of us.’

‘But my father will do everything he can to protect you if you stay,’ said Justinian.

‘It is not enough if Clement knows where we are,’ Luis argued. ‘He will send others, more men. They could be out there right now. Next time, we will not be so lucky.’

‘Willem is in danger, I see that, and the girl,’ Justinian said. ‘But I don’t see why the rest of you have to leave.’

‘There’s one thing I don’t understand,’ I said. They all turned their faces to me. ‘Why would anyone want to hurt Suraiya? Why all the fuss? In their eyes, she’s just like any other slave, easily bought and sold.’

‘Or is she?’ said Al-Qasim.

‘What do you mean?’ said Willem.

I reached out a hand to Suraiya. ‘Who are you?’ I asked. ‘Really?’


‘I am Suraiya,’ she said. ‘That is all. Suraiya is all I have ever been.’

‘Where were you born?’ asked Al-Qasim.

‘Here.’

‘In the city?’

‘In the palace,’ she said. ‘In … in the harem.’

Luis glanced at Al-Qasim. ‘Is that unusual?’

‘It’s interesting.’

‘So you weren’t purchased like the other slaves?’ I asked.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I was never like them.’

‘Look at her eyes,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘Beautiful,’ said Valentina. ‘Like lapis lazuli.’

‘They are indeed a very rare blue,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘I’ve only ever seen such eyes once before, and then very briefly. But, Isabella, they will be more familiar to you. You have been inside the harem.’

‘What are you all on about?’ said Willem.

‘But that means …’ Valentina caught her breath.

‘It could mean any number of things,’ I said.

‘In another city, yes,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘But in the palace, where the world is enclosed and visitors are rare, I’m afraid it means only danger.’

‘But why?’ said Suraiya. ‘What have I done?’

‘You have done nothing, my dear,’ said Valentina. ‘You were born guilty of this crime.’

‘That’s enough,’ Willem snapped. ‘I don’t want to hear any of that Original Sin nonsense.’

‘Forgive me,’ said Valentina. ‘I was not being Biblical. I was speaking quite literally.’

Then I knew. I remembered Turhan Hadice’s dark blue eyes blazing at me, and the warm eyes of her children, of my friends.


‘The eyes of the Sultan are brown,’ I said. ‘Deep brown. The same as his sister’s.’

‘What are you raving about?’ said Willem.

‘Forgive me for asking, Suraiya,’ said Al-Qasim, ‘but do you know your mother?’

She shook her head. ‘I have none. I was orphaned at birth, so they said, but the washerwomen took pity on me and raised me as their own.’

‘In the household of Turhan Hadice?’

‘No. As a child, I was never allowed near her. Until I came to work for you, I always worked for the Valide Sultan.’

Valentina took a deep breath. ‘That does make things rather more complicated.’

‘Will somebody please tell me what’s going on?’ said Justinian.

‘Suraiya is in terrible danger,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘That’s all you need to know.’

‘But why?’

Al-Qasim spoke through clenched teeth. ‘It may be that Suraiya’s existence casts doubt on the virtue of a very important person.’

‘Who?’

‘The Sultan’s mother.’

Willem let out a whistle. ‘Did you know this?’ he asked Suraiya.

Tears filled her eyes. ‘I suspected it,’ she said. ‘There were hints, whispers and, every so often, anonymous gifts more lavish than any slave deserves.’

‘How is that possible?’ I asked Al-Qasim. ‘A woman couldn’t even sneeze in the harem without everyone knowing, let alone have a baby.’

‘There was a rumour,’ he said, ‘many years ago now, that Turhan Hadice had a baby that was hidden from the Sultan. A story went around that the child had died at birth. I always assumed that it was merely to protect the child from Ibrahim, who was, after all, a monster. But perhaps not.’

‘Do not speak of it,’ said Suraiya. ‘It means death, to me — to her.’

‘So,’ said Willem, placing one finger gently on her cheek to wipe away a tear, ‘you are a princess?’

‘She is a threat,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘That’s what she is. In the world of the harem, such secrets can be deadly to anyone involved. Suraiya is right. An illegitimate child would normally be killed along with the mother. She has been protected her whole life by someone very powerful, but now …’ He rubbed his eyes, and took a deep breath. ‘The Valide Sultan must never know of this.’

‘Perhaps she already does,’ Justinian said. ‘That’s why Orga and his troops are scouring the city.’

‘So now will you believe me?’ said Luis. ‘We have to flee Constantinople, and quickly.’

One by one, we slipped out of the workshop: Justinian to report to his father; the rest of us to go about our business pretending it was a normal day, then to pack what we could and meet again after dark. Al-Qasim, Luis and Paco bundled our prisoners out of their hiding places and led them, knives pressed close under their cloaks, to be locked up in the cellar at home until we could make our escape. Willem and Suraiya were to stay hidden in the workshop and bar the door behind us.

‘You can make yourself useful while you wait,’ Valentina told Willem. ‘Teach Suraiya how to use the press. She will need to know if she’s to be a printer’s wife.’


‘That would be a waste,’ said Willem. ‘She doesn’t know how to read.’

‘Well, then,’ I said, ‘you can teach her to read instead.’

‘No! I like it that she can’t.’

‘You would keep her in ignorance?’ said Valentina. ‘Have you learned nothing from our time together, from Isabella?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Too much.’

‘Signora,’ said Luis, chuckling, ‘I think you’d better leave. Now.’

When I got home, Mirza stood in the entrance hall.

‘Don’t go in,’ he said. ‘Colonel Orga has been here, with another man, Jamael Khoury. They have terrorised the other servants and —’

I pushed open the door to our dining room before he could finish. The floor was covered in sheets of paper — hundreds of pages of slashed books and torn bindings, maps ripped to shreds. Al-Qasim’s eye-glasses were smashed beyond repair. Even the tapestries on the walls hung in ragged ribbons.

Valentina kneeled in the middle of the mess, fistfuls of paper clenched in her hands. ‘Imagine,’ she said, ‘what they would have done to us if we’d been here.’

‘I don’t like to think of it,’ I said, looking around me. ‘So this is Jamael Khoury’s revenge, at last.’

‘Who?’

‘The Sultan’s tutor.’

‘But surely he, of all people, would not harm precious books?’

‘We could say the same thing of Fra Clement. He loves books, but only those that contain words that he likes.’

‘Like Paul?’

‘Yes,’ I said sadly. ‘Just like Paul.’


‘Isabella, there’s something else. She’s gone. I’ve looked everywhere.’

‘Who’s gone?’

‘Hypatia.’

Searing heat surged through my body, followed by a wave of icy fear.

‘I know that expression,’ Valentina said. ‘Don’t do anything rash.’

‘Mirza!’ I shouted. ‘I need the carriage.’

The sun was high in the sky by the time I reached the palace. The Gate of Salutation was shut and the kapici stood in two rows in front, pikes held at arm’s length. Captain Skender stood in the centre, sword in hand. I bowed to him.

‘Why are the gates closed?’ I asked.

‘Have you not heard the alarms? We have been told to stand on the highest alert.’

‘But why?’

‘To prevent anyone leaving the palace,’ he said. ‘Without the express permission of the Valide Sultan.’

‘That’s all right, then,’ I said. ‘I want to go in, not out.’

He raised his eyebrows.

‘I wish to see the Sultan,’ I said. ‘Or his sister.’

‘But after that you will want to come out again.’

‘By then I will have permission.’

A hint of a smile flitted across his face. ‘I do know,’ he said, ‘that the Sultan asked for you earlier.’

‘You see? I’ve saved you the effort of coming to fetch me.’

‘Mistress Hawkins,’ he said, ‘if this is what happens when women are educated, it’s no surprise that so few are allowed.’


But he smiled, and led me through a small side gate and into the Second Court. At the Gate of Felicity, he motioned to one of the White Eunuchs.

‘Take a message to the Kislar Agha. Mistress Hawkins is here.’ Captain Skender glanced at me. ‘At the special request of the Sultan.’

‘Why the Agha?’ I asked. ‘He only reports to the Valide Sultan.’

‘He holds the reins at the moment,’ said Captain Skender. ‘The Black Eunuchs control the palace now as well as the harem, although things change from hour to hour.’

‘Then where is the Sultan?’

‘I can say no more at present. Forgive me.’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I understand.’

I was shown into the Throne Room and left there alone to wait, rather nervously. If the Valide Sultan and her Kislar Agha had taken power, I had no idea what might happen next: to the Sultan or to me.

Three Black Eunuchs guarded the front door. I sat on my usual cushion and thought of the many times that Suraiya had brought books to me here and listened while we read, or fetched me hot meals from the kitchen while I worked into the night on the transcripts of Hypatia. I’d rarely spoken to her, had barely noticed whether she was happy or miserable. Or in love. I was as oblivious as the Sultan or his grandmother to the palace staff, even though I, too, had worked my whole life with my wit, my pen. I argued long and loud for girls to be educated, but did I only mean some girls — or just me? I shook my head in outrage. At myself. At the world I had claimed for my own. Suraiya was no simple slave girl, even if such a thing existed. She was as smart as her mother, and perhaps as adept at survival in the murderous games of the palace. Willem had seen through it all, through me. Again. Disgust tasted so sour in my mouth I wanted to spit.

I barely looked up when Colonel Orga arrived with a troop of janissaries.

‘Get up,’ he said.

‘You have forgotten your manners, sir.’

‘No. I simply have no need of them any more.’

‘Where are you taking me?’

‘You will see.’

‘If I don’t return home, the English Ambassador will be here within the hour.’

‘That old fool?’ He smirked. ‘I doubt it.’

‘Admiral Jonson will see to it,’ I said. ‘You might know his name. He is a great hero in my country for fighting your Barbary pirates.’

‘You are not frightening me, Mistress Hawkins. Am I frightening you?’

‘Not at all.’

‘Yet you are renowned for your intelligence. How odd.’ He put his face close to mine. I smelled rosewater and sweat. ‘Get up or I will drag you by the hair into the harem.’

I stood up slowly. ‘If you’d told me we were going there in the first place, this unpleasantness might have been avoided.’

‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘But where would be the sport in that?’

I walked ahead of him and his guards to the door connecting the harem with the rest of the palace, and breathed a sigh of relief when a small contingent of Black Eunuchs stood waiting for me on the other side. They led me along the Golden Way, but instead of turning into the Valide Sultan’s apartments, they kept going into a dark warren of courtyards and offices until we came to a room furnished only with a wooden bench. It looked like a cupboard. Or a prison cell.

I shivered.

‘So, Mistress Hawkins.’

I turned slowly. The Kislar Agha ducked down to step through the doorway.

‘What’s the meaning of this?’ I said. ‘Why have you brought me here?’

‘To talk,’ he said. ‘That’s all. There’s no need to raise your voice. Please. Sit.’

‘I will stand, thank you.’

‘As you wish.’

He looked away from me, and traced the pattern on a wall tile with a forefinger.

‘I’m disappointed in you,’ he said. ‘We all are. Our city offered you refuge.’

‘Refuge? Do you even know what that means? Truly? It means safe harbour, freedom from threats or harm.’

‘Under certain circumstances. But it seems our trust in you was misplaced.’

He pulled a wad of papers from inside his sash and threw it on the floor at my feet. ‘What is this?’

‘That,’ I said, trying to keep my voice even, ‘is the Astronomica of Hypatia, thought lost for centuries and rediscovered in the Sultan’s library. I have spent weeks copying it out. The Sultan knows all about it.’

‘And what was it doing in your house?’

I sighed. ‘I took it.’

‘Clearly. Why?’


I looked up into his face. ‘We are unsure of its provenance. The Sultan asked me to investigate it, so I in turn asked … a friend … to write to a prominent astronomer in England —’

‘Yes, yes,’ he broke in. ‘Admiral Jonson wrote to Mister Wilkins in Oxford weeks ago, we know that.’

‘But how?’

‘We have ways.’

‘How can that be right?’ I said. ‘Reading other people’s mail?’

‘How is it right to steal documents from the Sultan’s library?’

‘I didn’t steal it. I was going to bring it back.’

‘So you say.’

‘I swear it,’ I said. ‘Now you tell me, what laws have I broken?’

‘I don’t know. Not yet. But from the beginning, your attitude, your beliefs, have not sat easily with ours.’

‘With whose? Yours? The Valide Sultan’s?’

‘Those who matter.’ He leaned back against the wall. ‘If only, Mistress Hawkins, you would learn to be more like us.’

‘We abide by your rules as best we can, but when your laws are unjust —’

‘In your eyes,’ he said.

‘Yes, my eyes. The Eyes of the Sultan, don’t forget.’

‘The Sultan sees what we wish him to see.’

‘Not while I’m here,’ I said. ‘These eyes will show him the whole world.’

‘That can be very frightening for a child.’

‘For some, perhaps. But I have faith that our Sultan is braver than most, and more clear-sighted, even at this young age.’

‘I wish I had your confidence,’ said the Kislar Agha. ‘But I have lived through the reigns of several sultans and few of them, believe me, possessed much clarity at all. That is why you worry me. We need a sultan who is a leader, a true ruler, an emperor.’

‘But surely everything I do makes that more possible?’ I said. ‘If one’s eyes are open, so, too, is one’s mind. The Sultan’s mind is open to wisdom, to excellence, to good government.’

‘He is a boy.’

‘But one day he will be a man. Ruler of half the world.’

‘If he lives that long.’

‘If you let him live that long, you mean.’

‘Such matters are in Allah’s hands,’ he said.

‘I read a great many books, but I’ve never read any accounts of God strangling a sultan with a silken rope,’ I said. ‘It’s men who do such things. Men such as you. I know you well; I’ve met other men just like you. You conceal your own designs behind a façade of destiny, of pious obedience.’

‘Now you insult me?’ he said. ‘Even here, where you are utterly at my mercy?’

‘Am I?’

He pushed himself away from the wall and stood facing me, less than an arm’s length away. ‘This is my domain, Mistress Hawkins.’

‘Really?’ I said. ‘I thought you were the subject of the Sultan, like the rest of us.’

He sighed. ‘Indeed, and I understand he is waiting to see you. So you will go to him for the last time, say your farewells, and never return to this palace again. That is the express order of the Valide Sultan.’

‘We’ll see.’

I bent down, one hand outstretched towards the manuscript.

‘Leave it!’ he shouted. ‘Or I will have your eyes gouged from your head and you will never read another book in your life.’


So I left Hypatia there, on that tiled floor, as defenceless as she had ever been. It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done in my life. I straightened up, pushed past the Kislar Agha and into the hall. The guards let me go, and I stumbled through the maze of rooms and back to the Golden Way.

Ay[image: s.jpg]e was waiting for me. So were Turhan Hadice and her personal guards.

‘We were just coming to fetch you,’ Turhan Hadice said. ‘Are you here to see my son? How lovely. We will escort you to him.’

Ay[image: s.jpg]e sneaked a smile at me.

‘What on earth is going on?’ I whispered.

‘I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘The palace has been in turmoil since early this morning. Nobody knows who is in charge. Are you all right?’

‘I don’t know yet,’ I said.

‘Clear the gardens!’ Turhan Hadice ordered her eunuchs through the harem door and beyond.

The janissaries would have no choice but to retreat beyond the Gate of Felicity. No matter how much Colonel Orga argued, he was not allowed in the presence of the Sultan’s mother. If she wished to visit the gardens, the area would be emptied of all men besides the eunuchs, under pain of death.

‘I wish I had that power,’ I said. ‘It would have been very useful, many times.’

Once the way was clear, we were escorted along the walkway to the Throne Room, where the Sultan now sat, fidgeting. Nuri Effendi kneeled at his feet, and I joined him there, while Turhan Hadice and Ay[image: s.jpg]e settled themselves on the royal benches.


‘You may address me, Mademoiselle Hawkins,’ the Sultan said. ‘But you should not have come here today. It is dangerous. Tell me why you did.’

‘Your Magnificence,’ I began, ‘I haven’t been entirely honest with you.’

‘I know,’ he said.

‘Please, let me explain.’

‘Allow me,’ he said. ‘You have been translating the books in my library so your friends could print them, against the wishes of the Kislar Agha.’

I bowed my head. ‘Yes. That is what we planned to do.’

‘How wonderful!’

I looked up. The Sultan, his mother and Ay[image: s.jpg]e were all smiling.

‘You’re not angry?’

‘I wish you had told me,’ he said.

‘I was going to,’ I said. ‘I promise you that. We had no intention of printing any of your books without your permission. Would you have granted it?’

‘I sought advice from Nuri Effendi,’ said the Sultan. ‘We discussed it many times, did we not, old man?’

‘Yes, Your Magnificence.’

If Nuri was angry with me, as he had every right to be, he didn’t show it.

‘I want to see the printing press,’ said the Sultan. ‘I like machines.’

‘Today may not be the best day for that,’ I said quickly. ‘Perhaps later, when the city is calmer.’

‘But you will show me?’

‘Your Magnificence, if you wish it, I will give you the printing press.’


‘Is it yours?’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I suppose it is. I can even teach you to use it.’

He laughed. ‘My grandmother will not like that very much.’

‘On this matter, the Valide Sultan and my brother cannot agree,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘She wishes to ban printing altogether.’

‘She has just banned me altogether,’ I said. ‘Or so says the Kislar Agha. He ordered me to leave Constantinople and never return.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Turhan Hadice. ‘You will stay. I order it.’

‘Is that what you wish?’ I asked the Sultan.

‘Very much,’ he said.

‘There you have it,’ said Turhan Hadice. ‘My son wishes it, therefore it must be. You will stay.’

I bowed my head. ‘If I can, I will.’

‘Promise me this,’ said Turhan Hadice.

I raised my face to meet her lapis lazuli gaze. If she had decided to defy the Valide Sultan, even at this dangerous time, then so perhaps could I.

I nodded. ‘I promise.’

She smiled.

‘And what of the printing?’ said the Sultan.

‘That is up to Your Magnificence,’ I said.

‘The Kislar Agha claims we must preserve our ancient arts,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘That much we understand.’

‘Nuri Effendi is of the same opinion,’ said the Sultan. ‘But we cannot feel it is wrong to bring all these lost books back into the light.’

‘After all, many of them belong to the world of Greece or Rome, or the Moors of Spain, long before my brother or our forefathers ruled,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘Surely the greater crime is that most of these books have been destroyed, that ours are the only copies left in all the world?’

‘You are very wise, Your Magnificence,’ I said to the Sultan. ‘You must decide what is best for your empire, and to preserve the wisdom and artistry of your own people.’

‘Our calligraphers are the best in the world,’ said the Sultan.

‘They are artists,’ I said. ‘Their work is exquisite. But the printing press is something different. It creates beauty but also freedom.’

‘I don’t really like freedom much,’ said the Sultan. ‘It leads to uprisings and all sorts of trouble.’

‘Not always,’ I said. But I knew it was the case, more often than not.

‘There was one just this morning,’ the Sultan said. ‘Some intrigue with the janissaries. It is said they wish to depose me, and replace me with my cousin — perhaps even my mad uncle.’

‘Surely not, Your Magnificence,’ I said.

‘It’s quite true,’ said the Sultan. ‘One of my grandmother’s slaves overheard her talking to the Kislar Agha and reported it all to my mother, so we have had time to take appropriate measures.’

‘I see.’

‘She’s run off now, apparently.’

‘Who has?’

‘The slave,’ he said. ‘It was very brave. I would have rewarded her. She has, so I hear, the most extraordinary blue eyes.’
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IN WHICH SACRIFICES SHOCK THE UNWARY

Admiral Jonson insisted on meeting us at the workshop so he could inspect the printing press and arrange for it to be dismantled and hidden. To be honest, I suspect he simply wanted to feel more a part of our conspiracy.

He greeted Valentina with a bow.

‘Great news,’ he said. ‘I have heard from Mister Wilkins. He is quite convinced the manuscript is in fact the work of Hypatia. He sends the congratulations and admiration of every astronomer in Europe.’

‘Wonderful,’ said Willem. ‘Except that it’s lost all over again.’

‘A momentary setback, that’s all,’ said the Admiral. ‘Hypatia has been recovered once, I’m sure she will be again. But on to our more immediate concerns.’

He flourished a handful of documents before Valentina.


‘What is this?’ she said.

‘My dear signora,’ said the Admiral, ‘I understand you will set sail within hours, perhaps to return to Venice with your friends.’ He nodded to Luis and Al-Qasim. ‘My advice to you is that such a course of action is still too dangerous. If the Inquisition has the wherewithal to send men to kidnap you here, you are not safe in Venice or anywhere in Italy.’

‘Pah!’ Valentina stamped her foot.

‘I’m afraid he’s right,’ said Constantine. ‘Your lives will be forfeit the moment you set foot ashore.’

‘Then where can we go?’ she said.

‘I hope you will consider seeking refuge in England,’ said the Admiral. ‘This is your authorisation, signed by the Ambassador this morning.’

Valentina’s eyes, her whole face, softened as if years of anxiety dropped away. ‘That’s very kind of you, sir.’

She took the papers in both hands and hugged them to her chest.

‘I merely speak on behalf of the government,’ said the Admiral. ‘I have written to Lord Fairfax of your great expertise and industry, and described you — all of you — as in need of refuge from the pernicious persecution of Papist and heathen forces.’

‘But Luis and I are Catholics, and Al-Qasim —’

‘Are Muslims even allowed in England?’ asked Luis. ‘It’s many years since you expelled the Jews.’

‘I’m not saying it would be easy,’ said Admiral Jonson. ‘I won’t pretend otherwise. Lord Fairfax approves of you, but you cannot expect to be welcomed with open arms and banquets as you were here.’

‘Not that it did us any good in the end,’ said Willem.


Admiral Jonson glared at him. ‘And whose fault is that?’

I stepped in before Willem could retort. ‘You are very generous, sir.’

The Admiral acknowledged me with a courteous nod, and turned back to Valentina. ‘You may have to stay out of mischief for a while. Do you think that’s possible?’

‘If necessary,’ Valentina said with a flick of her hair.

‘Hmm.’ The Admiral did not seem convinced. ‘We’ll see. But at least you will be safe from the Inquisition until the smoke of the bonfires clears in Venice.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Besides,’ the Admiral continued, ‘you will not be entirely among strangers. Mistress Hawkins will be there with you.’

This was it. The moment I dreaded. There had been so many secrets, so many half-truths and unspoken thoughts, for so long. Our secrets had torn us apart, placed us in dreadful danger, threatened our friendships and even our lives.

I took a deep breath. ‘No. I’m staying here.’

I watched their reactions as if they were familiar characters in a well-loved play. Willem blinked and Suraiya clutched at his hand uncertainly. Al-Qasim frowned as he understood what I meant. Luis glanced at Al-Qasim, then shrugged. Valentina laughed as if I was joking. Justinian leaped from his chair and stalked to the window — his face was hidden from me, so I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, but his brother and father left me in no doubt about their own views. Everyone started shouting at once.

‘Are you mad?’

‘Mistress Hawkins, do not make such jests, please.’

‘Palace life has got to her, obviously,’ said Constantine. ‘She prefers to be a lapdog of the Sultan than a free woman of England.’


‘Isabella, you are not serious. Surely. Are you?’

‘What has got into you, child?’

‘Please,’ I said. ‘I’m not mad, nor am I under any delusions about what this means. I’m staying here in Constantinople because, quite simply, I promised Turhan Hadice.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Valentina. ‘She cannot hold you to that.’

‘The woman’s a schemer,’ said Constantine. ‘You owe her nothing.’

‘They are using you,’ said Willem.

‘They are using all of us.’ Al-Qasim smiled sadly at me. ‘You do not need to do this, Isabella.’

Only Justinian was silent.

‘I think that I do,’ I said. ‘If I go with you, if I break my promise, I will make enemies of everyone in the palace. Who knows what might happen? Besides, I can’t leave the Sultan now — he is in danger.’

‘You can’t be responsible for him, Isabella,’ said Valentina.

‘I’ve lost too many friends already,’ I said.

‘That’s Isabella for you,’ said Willem. ‘Full of herself, as usual.’ He pushed his cap back on his head. ‘You and your precious Sultan. But what about us, eh? Don’t we get some say in the matter?’

‘Don’t you understand?’ I looked from one to the other — all those dear, familiar, infuriating faces. ‘Why do you think I’ve been reading to the Sultan every day?’

‘We were never quite sure,’ said Willem, ‘whether it was ambition or the gold plates and fancy silks.’

‘That’s unfair,’ I said.

‘I know,’ he said. ‘I tried to tell them you were just there for the food.’

Suraiya hid her smile.


‘I’ve been trying to keep you safe,’ I said. ‘To keep us all safe, under the protection of the Sultan himself.’ I glared at Willem. ‘I didn’t reckon on you doing stupid things like falling in love.’

‘I didn’t mean to,’ he said, crossing his arms.

‘You could at least have tried to prevent it.’

‘One day it’ll happen to you,’ he said, ‘and then you’ll know what it’s like.’

‘I hope I have more control over my sensibilities.’

‘That isn’t how it works,’ said Willem. ‘You really have no idea, do you? Love hits you in the face one day, like when you walk out into sunlight from a dark room, and then even if you close your eyes, you’re still in it.’

‘Willem, you made a simile,’ cried Valentina.

‘It all sounds dreadfully chaotic to me,’ I said.

Everyone laughed, except Justinian.

‘It is, my dear,’ said Valentina, ‘and that’s one of love’s charms.’

‘I hope I never suffer it, then, if it renders people so blind.’

‘And I hope,’ said Willem, raising his voice ever so slightly, ‘that I’m there to see it when you —’

‘Enough.’ Justinian broke through the giggling. ‘Isabella has decided. The question is, what do we do now?’

‘My dear, I beg of you …’ Valentina’s words caught in her throat.

I reached out and took her hand. ‘Don’t worry. Soon the Sultan will be old enough to exert more of his power, and then I’ll come and find you all, wherever you are.’

‘But that could be years!’

‘Time enough for Fra Clement to get sick of chasing me around the world,’ I said. ‘Then I’ll come home.’


‘You’ll be just like one of the Sultan’s slaves,’ said Willem. ‘Bound to him for life.’

‘When the time is right, Isabella will know when and how to leave, just as I once did,’ said Al-Qasim. ‘Of that I am sure.’

‘It doesn’t matter how long it takes,’ I said. ‘You are my dearest friends, and we will be together again, in Venice, I promise you.’

‘But it’s not safe,’ said Valentina. ‘Who will look after you?’

‘We will,’ said the Admiral. ‘Mistress Hawkins will come under the protection of the embassy.’

I smiled at him gratefully.

‘Of course,’ he went on, ‘she will be offered every hospitality by my family.’

‘But …’ Willem was still incredulous. ‘She can’t just decide these things all by herself.’

‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘I should have learned by now that keeping secrets from friends can be dangerous. We’ve all been following our own paths, unseen.’

‘Sadly, we live in a world where secrecy can keep us safe,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘Or that’s how it feels,’ said Justinian.

‘It’s a myth,’ I said. ‘A chimaera.’

‘A monster?’ asked Willem.

‘A fantasy,’ I said.

‘Well, why didn’t you just say that?’

‘I’m all in favour of a little intrigue, normally,’ said Luis with a wink at me. ‘But Isabella’s right. You were all hiding from each other, and that’s a child’s game. It’s over now. We need a plan. All of us.’


The Admiral and his sons left for home, insisting that if they didn’t hear what we were planning, they could answer truthfully that they had no knowledge of our scheme if questioned by Orga’s janissaries or, for that matter, their own Ambassador. But it was simple enough, really. Under cover of darkness, a boat would ferry Willem and Suraiya to the ship that had delivered Luis and Paco to us. It had been searched already, so Luis reasoned it was safe enough. After a few hours, the others would openly board the ship and it would set sail, supposedly bound for Venice. Instead, no doubt after some immense bribes to captain and crew, it would sail to Genoa, and there they’d find other ships: one to bear Valentina, Luis and Al-Qasim to London, and another to take Willem and his bride home to Amsterdam.

It already felt like one of the longest days I’d ever lived through, and yet that night I couldn’t sleep. I watched the candlelight flicker on the ceiling, listened to the sounds of the sleeping city: a donkey clomping through the streets, cats howling, a baby in one of the houses opposite. It was no use trying to read: my mind was too full of memories and arguments and fears.

At last, I gave up, got dressed, slipped out of the house and paid a sleepy boatman twice his usual fee to row me across the Golden Horn to the city.

Willem was asleep on the workshop floor, tangled hair across his face. I brushed it away from his eyes, but he didn’t stir.

‘Willem, wake up,’ I whispered, so as not to disturb Suraiya, whose gentle breathing came from the storeroom.

He blinked, closed his eyes again, then opened them wide. ‘Is it time already?’

‘Soon.’


He blinked again and let out a groan. ‘You frightened me, sitting there like that.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Pass me my jacket.’ He sat up, holding the blanket high so I couldn’t see his undershirt.

‘Willem, I need to talk to you.’

‘Can’t it wait?’

‘There may not be any other time.’

‘But if it’s nearly dawn —’

‘I love you.’

‘What?’ He fell back as if in shock. ‘You’re teasing me.’ He checked my expression. ‘No, you’re not teasing. Isabella? You can’t mean it, not after all this time?’

I tried to take his hand, but he snatched it away. His face seemed to be shut up tight against me. I couldn’t tell if it was due to anger or fear or something else entirely.

‘Will, you’re my brother — not by blood, but in my heart.’

He sighed, a huge exhalation that sounded something like relief, and at last he smiled. ‘Is that it?’

‘I trust you with my secrets,’ I said, ‘my safety, the words I write. Never forget that.’

‘Are you trying to give one of those inspiring farewell speeches like in the romances?’

‘Just for once could you be a little bit gracious?’

‘Can’t be bothered,’ he said. ‘We’ll see each other again, and soon.’

‘Of course.’

Tears filled my eyes. I turned my face away, into the darkness, while he climbed out of his bed and rummaged for his shirt and breeches.


‘Listen, I thought …’ he said, and took a deep breath. ‘Once, I thought we would get married, you and me. I could imagine us growing old together, and crotchety — you like Signora Contarini, God help me, and me like Master de Aquila. Running the workshop together. Annoying each other into an early grave.’

I smiled, and wiped the tears from my face with a corner of my veil.

‘But then,’ he said gently, ‘I found Suraiya. I felt so much, so many things I didn’t expect and hadn’t ever felt before. I realised then that, as you say, you and I — we are like brother and sister.’

‘But that doesn’t mean —’

‘That doesn’t mean we won’t grow old together.’ He smiled. ‘I know.’

‘Nor that we won’t annoy one another for a few more decades,’ I said.

He laughed. ‘Exactly.’

I reached out my hands. ‘Come on then, my brother. It’s time for you to leave.’

Instead of taking my hands, he put both his arms around me and held me close for the first and last time. We stood like that, together, for a very long time, until the first muezzin call sounded in the dawn air.

Then he kissed my hair and let me go.

I didn’t walk down to the quay to watch them leave. It would have attracted unwanted attention, and there was still a chance that all our plans could go astray. Instead, I kissed them goodbye — Suraiya, too — in the workshop.

‘The Sultan knows about your bravery,’ I whispered to her. ‘He wanted to thank you, and so did Turhan Hadice.’

She bowed her head.


I gave her a quick hug. ‘And I thank you, for everything you have done for me — for us.’

‘No need to get all maudlin,’ said Willem. He turned to Suraiya. ‘Come, we’d best go before she starts making any more speeches.’

He squeezed my hand, and they slipped silently out of the door and into the waking city.

The others left from Pera once the sun was up, with rather more fanfare and many tears. I waited alone in our empty house for a while, then made my way through the winding streets to stand on the hilltop overlooking the strait. Before me lay one of the greatest cities on earth, and beyond the water were unknown worlds filled with the sound of unfamiliar languages.

My future was in this city, surely: here with the Sultan and his sister and their library. Below, Willem hid in a ship’s belly, holding Suraiya’s hand. I would — I will — miss him all the days of my life. My chest ached with the loss of him. But there was something else. Something even more painful than that, and deeper.

I knew, then, that all these months of hiding, of pretending, were over. It simply wasn’t possible any more to deny what I felt, what I feared, what I knew to be true. The world had shifted, yet again, beneath my feet and I could no longer pretend otherwise. I knew the truth. My truth. I stood on that hill, wrapped tightly in my cloak, and let myself feel it all.

All of my friends had someone; or somewhere to call home. Whatever might become of Willem and Suraiya, they had each other. Al-Qasim and Luis would grow old together. Valentina had family — she had an entire city. Venice was her home, her love. One day she would return there, I was certain of that.


But me? I had nobody and no place in the world that was mine. Willem, the dear signora, Al-Qasim and Luis were part of me, like my father and Master de Aquila. And I would never see them again.

I’d spent so long searching for a home, safety, a place of my own. It might have been anywhere: a city, a house, a cottage in the mountains, a palace pavilion, or a few rooms over a workshop. But I knew now that home is also the people around you; the people who live with you, eat, work, laugh, talk, even fight with you. Familiar faces who wave across the canal or smile at you on market day. It’s those few favourite books you must have within reach, a painting, a cat sleeping in the sunshine, a red rug, a glimpse of treetops. Perhaps it’s simply a hand holding yours.

It’s different for everyone, of course, and I’d always imagined that my home was a city in the sea or a house by a river. But as I stood there, under an autumn tree, I felt it somewhere deep in my belly, in my chest, in my very blood. I knew it with my heart and my head, realised that I had known for weeks but refused to look. Now I saw it clearly for the very first time. My home.

So I turned my face from the sky, the palace and the water, and ran down the hill to find him.
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IN WHICH OUR HEROINE COMES HOME

Justinian was reading in the library. At my knock, he slammed the book shut and ran halfway across the room to meet me.

‘What is it?’ he said. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Me,’ I said. ‘I’m the thing that’s wrong. I’m an idiot. Worse.’

He grinned. ‘You frightened me. Now I see it’s not panic on your face; it’s … what is it?’

‘For once, I can’t think of any words to describe it.’

‘Yet another extraordinary event,’ he said. ‘Please, sit. Compose yourself. Can I get you anything? Shall I call my father?’

‘No, thank you,’ I said, gratefully sinking onto a chair. ‘It’s you I came to see.’

Justinian pulled over a stool and sat opposite me, close. ‘What is it, Isabella?’


I looked around the library he’d made his own. There were books everywhere: lining the walls, in piles on the desk, on a footstool. The desk was littered with maps and papers, an ink bottle, an open journal.

I took a deep breath to try to calm the fear clenched in my chest. ‘I’ve never had a conversation like this before.’

‘Like what, exactly?’

‘But apparently everyone else seems to manage it.’

‘Isabella, I don’t understand what you’re saying.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘How could you?’ I stood up. ‘I was wrong to come. Forgive me.’

‘Mistress Hawkins.’ He looked at me sternly. ‘Sit down. Take a breath. Tell me what has upset you.’

‘Sorry.’ I perched tentatively on the edge of the chair. Everything had seemed so blindingly clear and certain in that moment on the hill, but now I felt sick with fear. Could I be wrong, yet again, about someone — about myself? Might I leave myself open to ridicule or disdain or, worse, pity? Was this how Willem had felt — or my mother, all those years ago? Was my world about to change, yet again, in ways I couldn’t comprehend?

‘Please, start at the beginning,’ Justinian said, ‘so that I can at least pretend we’re participating in the same conversation.’

‘I don’t really know when that was,’ I said.

‘Now you have me utterly mystified.’

‘If I’m to live here with you and your family,’ I said at last, ‘there must be no ill feeling between us.’

‘There isn’t,’ he said. ‘Not any more. Is there?’

‘I hope not. But there are things I need to explain.’

His face was wary.


‘Not bad things,’ I said. ‘At least, I hope not. But I want you to be honest with me. Don’t spare my feelings.’

‘Do I ever?’ he said with a rueful smile.

‘Yes, you do. I realise that now.’

‘I am discovered.’ He held my gaze. ‘The truth, then? Very well. It’s past time. Please, go on.’

My fingers clenched and unclenched in my lap. I hoped he couldn’t see how they trembled. ‘I was so vile to you at first. You reminded me of so much — of my father, Cambridge, everything I’ve lost.’

‘I know,’ he said. ‘The odd thing is, I felt much the same about you. It was such a shock to find you here. I’d been so sure …’ He paused and closed his eyes for a moment or two while he found the words he needed. ‘I thought I’d never see you again. For all my noble declarations a few months ago, the truth is that I had to try very hard not to blame you for some of the things that happened to me.’

‘But it was all my fault! You were thrown in prison — tortured — on my account. If only I’d known.’

‘You were lost somewhere in Europe and grieving,’ he said. ‘I didn’t want you disturbed.’

‘That’s very chivalrous of you, you stubborn boy,’ I said. ‘You would have let your pride stand in the way of your freedom.’

He sighed. ‘Is that what you think? I see.’ He rose.

‘No,’ I said. ‘That was unkind.’

He stood, uncertain, in the centre of the room.

‘Please forgive me,’ I said. ‘My mouth speaks before my brain has finished thinking.’ I slumped forward, my face in my hands. ‘I always say the wrong things.’


‘You? Isabella Hawkins? The woman who speaks every language known to humanity and threatens to topple empires every second year? Ha!’

I glanced up. ‘And is that what you think of me? Really?’

He didn’t answer. I laughed aloud.

‘You have no idea,’ I said. ‘Nobody does. It’s true: words come easily to me. My father trained me well. But only for writing, for debate. Not for anything else — not to be truly part of the world. I can make fine speeches, but am clearly incapable of talking with people I love most.’ I choked on the bitter taste of those words. ‘I’ve tried so hard to be brave.’

‘And you have been.’

‘On the surface. But I spend much of my life so frightened I’m incapable of everything but speech. It erupts as anger, when all I want is …’

I stood up. There were tears on my cheeks, but there was nothing I could do about that. It was as if we stood facing each other across a stretch of blue water. One more word, one more sentence, might send us both plummeting to the bottom or heal the gulf between us. One more word.

‘Sanctuary?’ said Justinian.

‘How do you know that?’

He shrugged. ‘It is all any of us wants.’

‘You, too?’

‘Perhaps most of all.’ He smiled and held out his hand. ‘As of today, we put this behind us: your fear, my pain.’

‘They won’t vanish so easily,’ I said.

‘Perhaps not. But they will lessen over time if you and I cease rubbing salt into each other’s wounds.’


I smiled. ‘Is there anything else you have to tell me?’

‘Yes, but that’s enough for now.’

‘Agreed,’ I said.

‘Now we know the truth of each other.’

‘As does nobody else in this world,’ I said.

I put my hand in his, felt its warmth, its reassurance.

‘So we can be friends?’

‘That,’ I said, ‘would be a very good start.’

He raised my hand to his lips. We were still standing there, looking at each other as if for the very first time, when the janissaries came for us.

Constantine threw open the door.

‘It’s Orga,’ he said. ‘And in a foul mood. Father’s holding him off for a moment.’

Then he noticed Justinian holding my hand.

‘I do beg your pardon,’ he said. ‘Shall I tell him you’re too busy to be arrested just now?’

‘If you would,’ said Justinian.

‘Even better.’ Constantine limped across the room, grabbed one of Lady Elizabeth’s precious tapestries and drew it aside. ‘In here.’

Justinian led me to the tapestry and pushed down on the wooden panelling in the wall behind it. I heard a soft click, and the panel swung open.

‘You are not the only one with secrets, Mistress Hawkins,’ said Constantine. He gripped his brother’s shoulder. ‘See you in London, then, Justin?’

‘So it would seem.’

‘You’d better take this.’ He took a long curved dagger from under his jacket.


Justinian nodded and slid the scabbard through his belt.

‘I suspect we’ll all be on the next ship,’ said Constantine. ‘The Ambassador is no match for Colonel Orga in a temper, and he’ll be looking for someone to blame. But never mind. We’ll celebrate Christmas together.’

Justinian wrapped his arms around his brother. Constantine slapped his back, then held him at arm’s length.

‘God speed.’ He nodded to me. ‘Keep him safe.’

There was no time to thank him or say farewell. Footsteps sounded in the hallway outside. Constantine grinned and let the tapestry fall. Justinian drew the secret door shut. Everything went black.

‘What is this place?’ I whispered.

‘It leads down to a street door.’

‘Then let’s —’

‘Wait,’ he said. ‘I need to make sure he’s all right.’

It was odd to be standing in darkness, so abruptly after what felt like our first clear moment together in blazing sunlight. I felt desperately shy, relieved and terrified, all at the same time. I could sense the warmth of him next to me, heard the ragged breaths in his throat, and reached out to slip one hand under his arm. He drew me even closer.

We heard the library door bang.

‘Colonel Orga, can I help you?’

Constantine’s voice on the other side of the wall was muffled, but we could hear him well enough.

‘I have come for Mistress Hawkins.’

Constantine laughed.

‘You think it’s funny?’ Orga said.


‘Ironic, that’s all,’ said Constantine. ‘You see, once — a long time ago and in another country — I said and did much the same thing. Yet now here I am.’

‘Hiding her?’

‘Not at all. I have no idea where Mistress Hawkins is at this moment.’

That much was true. Constantine probably hoped we were racing through the streets of the city by now, not huddled in the dark, eavesdropping.

‘Then your brother?’

‘Alas, Justinian’s whereabouts are often a mystery.’

‘To you, perhaps,’ said Orga. ‘But not to us. We have followed him everywhere for weeks.’

Justinian swore softly in the dark beside me.

‘Then why do you ask me?’ Constantine said.

‘What do you know of your brother’s movements?’

Colonel Orga’s voice suddenly grew loud, as if he was closer to our hiding place. I held my breath for a moment.

‘Nothing.’ Constantine sounded further away, as if they were circling each other like duellists. ‘He is an enigma. Always has been.’

‘He walks,’ said Orga. ‘Why?’

‘He’s English,’ said Constantine.

‘You do not walk.’

‘I can’t,’ said Constantine. ‘Not any more. But when we were younger, my brothers and I walked for miles, all over the countryside. Inexplicable, I know.’

‘In the mornings, your brother goes on long and senseless trips into the woods along the Golden Horn. He does not collect plants or go fishing. What does he do there?’


‘I assure you, I have absolutely no idea.’

‘In the afternoons, he walks all over the city, even up on the old walls. Why?’

‘Again, I don’t know.’

‘You are spies,’ said Orga. ‘You, your father, your brother. This is well known.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Constantine. ‘Where’s your proof?’

‘Oh, we have it, do not worry. Your Ambassador is being informed of all our evidence at this very moment.’

‘Then why are you here?’

‘This is your chance to confess,’ said Orga.

‘I can’t tell you anything,’ said Constantine.

‘What is the purpose of the warehouse at the docks?’

‘Don’t know it.’

‘What was in there?’ Orga’s voice was harsh. ‘Your brother goes there often. But we broke into it this morning.’

‘And?’

‘Empty, except for a few odd bits of machinery.’

I breathed out as quietly as I could.

‘What game are they playing, these friends of yours?’

‘Isabella Hawkins, a friend of mine?’ Constantine laughed again. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m the man who arrested her father, who sent him to his death. My own father was a member of the Parliament that ordered his arrest. Why on earth would Mistress Hawkins be a friend to us?’

Colonel Orga’s footsteps sounded, walking away from us. ‘Is this so?’

‘When you find her, ask her. Believe me, she has very strong opinions on the matter.’

‘I will.’


‘Very well, then,’ said Constantine. ‘Go look. You will not find her here. Perhaps she is in the palace, with the Sultan.’

‘I doubt it. His grandmother has him under guard.’

I gripped Justinian’s arm.

‘Has he been deposed?’ Constantine asked.

‘Not yet,’ said Orga. ‘But perhaps soon. That depends on the Valide Sultan.’

‘She is a very powerful woman,’ said Constantine.

‘The Valide Sultan knows everything. Did you really think you could deceive her?’

‘Me? I have had no part in any deceit,’ said Constantine. ‘Nor has my father. I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘Your brother, then? And the Englishwoman?’

‘Anything they have done,’ said Constantine, ‘has been with the permission of the Sultan and his mother.’

‘That woman.’ Orga spat. ‘Turhan Hadice no longer has any authority. She has offered aid to the enemies of the Valide Sultan.’

‘And who might they be?’

‘Your Mistress Hawkins, for a start.’

‘Mistress Hawkins has a habit of making powerful enemies.’

‘And powerful friends, it seems,’ said Orga. ‘But no matter. Turhan Hadice has been confined to her apartments.’

‘The Sultan will not stand for that,’ Constantine said.

‘He’s eight years old,’ said the Colonel. ‘He will do what he’s told.’

‘You underestimate him. And his mother.’

‘You overestimate my patience,’ said Orga. ‘Where is your brother?’

I tugged at Justinian’s sleeve. ‘We must go,’ I whispered. ‘Now.’

‘What about my family? I can’t just abandon them.’


‘The Sultan will protect them.’

‘I’m not sure he can even protect himself,’ he said.

‘Come.’ I groped for his hand and together we ran, as fast as my skirts and the dim light would allow, along a hallway, down two flights of stairs and out into the gardens.

‘Through here.’ Justinian reached into the swathes of ivy that hung down the wall. ‘This is how I sneak out at night.’

‘On your mysterious walks?’

He grinned. ‘Not so mysterious. I just like walking.’

‘It’s just as Constantine said. Inexplicable.’

I peered through the curtain of ivy. Behind it was an ancient wooden door.

‘That doesn’t look like it’s been opened since the first Justinian’s days.’

He pulled at a great iron bolt with both hands and the door shuddered. ‘Good. If Orga comes snooping, he won’t suspect we’ve passed this way.’ He bowed. ‘After you.’

The door creaked open just wide enough for me to squeeze through. Beyond it was a small, deserted courtyard.

‘Nobody seems to be watching,’ I said.

He glanced around. ‘That’s what I’ve thought every day for months, but obviously I was wrong. Still, there’s nothing for it now.’

‘Except?’

‘Run for our lives.’

I raced after Justinian, down the hill to a hut by the water’s edge. He grabbed at an old sail and threw it aside. Hidden beneath it was one of the wooden fishing boats that filled the Golden Horn. He pushed it into the water while I fetched the oars and jumped aboard. Justinian shoved off and leaped into the boat. I fumbled with the oars.

‘Why doesn’t anything ever work when you’re in a hurry?’

‘Give them here,’ he said.

‘Boats are not my area of expertise,’ I said.

‘So it would seem.’

He took the oars and sculled us quickly across the water, past huge galleys and fishing smacks, gilded embassy barges and working boats hauling timber and cattle. We reached the quay in just a few minutes, but it seemed an eternity. I scanned the shore behind us, but there was no sign of the guards or Colonel Orga.

Justinian hid the boat behind a boatbuilder’s workshop.

‘You’ve done this before,’ I said.

‘Many times.’

‘But why on earth would you need to hide a boat?’

‘Tell you later,’ he said. ‘This is not the time.’

We raced through the city gates, ran along winding alleyways and ducked between market stalls where women haggled over fish and fruits. There were people everywhere: leading donkeys laden with carpets, pushing carts, carrying great trays of bread. They all watched, wondered, shouted at us to slow down, to be careful. There was little hope of secrecy, but I struggled to keep the veil over my face. Sweat trickled down my forehead and the silk stuck to my skin, but I was glad of its thin film of disguise.

At last, we reached the edge of the Hippodrome and passed the great hulk of Sancta Sophia. There we paused.

‘We should keep moving,’ Justinian said, panting, his hands on his hips. ‘We’re too close to the palace here.’

I nodded, even though my chest ached with each breath. I doubted I could take another step.


‘I’m not used to running,’ I said.

‘But you aren’t afraid?’

‘I was much more terrified earlier today when I arrived at your house.’

‘Of me?’

I shrugged. ‘It seems ridiculous now. But I had no idea what you would do.’

‘Did you think I’d reject you?’

‘At the very least.’

‘How little you understood me, Isabella Hawkins,’ he said softly.

‘I understand now,’ I said.

‘At last.’ He reached across to straighten my veil. ‘We can be happy, you know.’

‘Except for the fact that we’re being chased around the city by ferocious janissaries?’

‘Ah, yes, except for that small detail.’

‘We need to hide.’

‘I know a place.’

‘Where?’

‘Trust me,’ he said.

‘I do.’

His smile flashed white.

There was a shout. ‘You there! Stop.’

A squad of the Sultan’s kapici clattered around the corner. Justinian pulled the dagger from his belt.

‘Stand back, Isabella.’

He moved in front of me, but I pulled the dagger from its scabbard beneath my cloak and stood beside him.

‘Do you know how to use that?’ he said.

‘Of course I do. I’m from Venice.’


The kapici formed a line across the open road.

‘Actually,’ I said, ‘I think we’d better just run.’

‘Agreed.’

So we did. I had no idea where we were going, but ahead of me Justinian dodged around corners and through doorways. We ended up somewhere near the old sea walls.

‘In here.’ Justinian glanced around, then shoved open a door with his shoulder. ‘We should be safe.’

I stumbled down a hidden step and into a tiny room almost completely covered in piles of paper. In a corner, on a desk also strewn with papers, a candle had melted down to a stub.

I gulped air, my lungs burning, and clawed the veil away from my mouth. ‘I don’t think I can wear this a moment longer.’

Justinian closed the shutters, plunging the room into darkness. I heard him strike a light and fumble with a lantern. He placed it above the fireplace and turned to me, smiling.

‘Welcome,’ he said. ‘At last.’

‘So this is where you spend your evenings? What is this place?’

‘It was a deserted guard room, inside the old walls.’

‘And now?’ I asked.

‘It’s a long story.’

‘Tell me,’ I said. ‘And what Colonel Orga said about you all being spies — is that true?’

‘I’m afraid it is. But it’s not nearly as sinister as it sounds. We watch the shipping, report to London on the cargoes that come and go, military movements, that kind of thing. Nothing very interesting, believe me. Who better than a retired sailor and his sons to keep an eye on naval movements? That’s how I knew when your press arrived. In fact, it’s how I found out you were on your way here from Venice.’


‘Were you spying on me — on us?’

‘Of course not.’ He stood up straight, smashing his head on a low beam. ‘God’s truth! I always do that.’

‘Don’t change the subject.’

‘I’m not. I’m in pain.’ He rubbed his head. ‘You have no compassion.’

‘I’ll give you more than compassion in a moment, Justinian Jonson, if you don’t tell me where we are and what’s been going on.’

‘Sit down.’

I looked about me. ‘Where?’

‘I beg your pardon.’ He scooped the papers from a chair and pushed it towards me with his foot. ‘Take that. I’ll just …’

The sheets of paper in his arms started slipping, one by one, from his grip. I caught one as it fell.

‘And what’s this?’

‘A project of my own,’ he said. ‘Please don’t read it.’

I held the paper up in the yellow light. The Catastrophe of War, it read. By a Young Gentleman of Kent.

‘Did you write this?’

He didn’t answer.

‘Justin?’

He threw the papers onto the desk, where they fell in a heap and cascaded down onto the floor.

‘It really doesn’t matter now,’ he said.

‘About an hour ago we promised each other there would be no more secrets between us.’

He pushed his hair out of his eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ he began. ‘I don’t wish to keep it from you. It’s just —’

I looked down at the paper in my hand. It was typeset, with proofreading marks scrawled across it in his own untidy script.


‘You’ve had it printed already?’

‘I printed it myself. With the signora.’

‘What?’

‘She was going to tell you.’ He picked up a stray sheet of paper, crumpled it and threw it into the fireplace. ‘But it was too risky — for you, for my family, for everyone. I didn’t want to endanger you again. Cromwell will hate this, if he ever reads it.’

‘Then why do it?’

‘You know the answer to that, Isabella, better than anyone.’ He glanced at me. ‘We meant to tell you, I swear. But then all this madness started.’

‘Let me understand this,’ I said, finally sitting down. ‘You wrote a whole book —’

‘It’s just a pamphlet, really.’

‘Very well, a pamphlet.’

He nodded. ‘Only about fifty pages.’

‘I see. So you wrote a book, typeset, proofed and printed the entire thing, with my best friend, without telling me?’

‘Yes, I did.’ He gazed straight at me. ‘You’re angry. I understand that. In fact, I knew you would be. But we didn’t tell you about it because —’

I felt a flash of fury so violent I could have thrown his blessed papers in his face. I stood up so I could see his face more clearly. ‘You lied to me. Both of you.’

He held my stare and didn’t falter. Not for a second. ‘Yes. We did. Shall I tell you why?’

Both of his fists were clenched at his sides, as if he expected me to slap him. I looked at his face, the shadows under his eyes, his dusty coat. I could see the boy he had once been, the man he had become, and the years of pain and despair that lay between the two. Between us. I saw, too, a reflection of my own fears and frailties, my weariness and righteous anger, and yearning.

He waited in silence.

‘No,’ I said softly. ‘You don’t have to tell me anything right now. I trust you. I trust Valentina. Whatever you’ve done, you did for good reason. That’s enough for me.’

He swallowed, and it seemed for just a moment that there were tears in his eyes.

Then someone hammered so hard on the door I thought it would break.
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We held each other’s gaze.

‘I don’t suppose there’s another way out?’ I asked.

Justinian shook his head, his jaw clenched tight against fear.

I felt a bone-crushing ache in my chest, a ferocious urge to protect him with my life, with my death — anything.

‘I won’t let them hurt you,’ I said. ‘Not again.’

‘No matter what happens, Isabella …’

I reached up and drew his face close to mine, felt my lips touching his for a heartbeat, for a lifetime.

‘I know,’ I whispered. ‘I know.’

There was a shout from the street outside.

‘Very well,’ I said. ‘Let them come.’

He slid the bolt back slowly and the door creaked open. Someone’s hand pushed it wider. A tall man in uniform greeted Justinian with a nod, and closed the door behind him. He took off his feathered headdress and tucked it under one arm.

‘Captain Skender,’ I said.

‘Mistress Hawkins.’ He bowed. ‘You have led us a chase this morning.’

‘Forgive me,’ I said. ‘And please, if you can, tell the Sultan we never meant him any harm.’

‘Make yourself ready,’ he said. ‘Gather anything you wish to take with you.’

‘There’s nothing here,’ I said. ‘I’m ready to go with you. But you need to know that this young man has committed no crimes. His only fault was in trying to keep me safe. Will you tell him that?’

‘Tell who?’ said Captain Skender.

‘Why, Colonel Orga, of course.’

‘Hmm.’ Captain Skender took another step into the room, ducking under the low beam. He glanced at Justinian. ‘Don’t you hit your head on that?’

‘All the time,’ Justinian said.

‘You seem to misunderstand me,’ Captain Skender said to me. ‘I am not here to arrest you.’

I felt almost dizzy, as if my heart had stopped for a moment then started again. I reached out for Justinian’s hand.

‘Then?’

‘Colonel Orga will undoubtedly arrive soon,’ Captain Skender said. ‘But I imagine he will find the place empty, like every other one of your haunts he visits. There is a boat waiting for you on the fishermen’s jetty below. You will find that your friends’ ship was unavoidably delayed this morning by some missing paperwork, but it has weighed anchor now and will be passing out into open waters soon.’


‘We’d better go, then,’ Justinian said.

‘We have a few moments,’ said Captain Skender. He turned to me. ‘The Sultan has asked me to convey to you his very warmest regards.’

‘That’s very generous of him,’ I said. ‘Under the circumstances.’

‘The Sultan thinks of you as a sister and you are always welcome in his home — at least, once the present unhappiness has settled down.’

‘Do you think it will settle down?’ Justinian asked.

Captain Skender shrugged. ‘These things always do. The question is only how many people have to die or go into exile in the process.’

‘I fear for the Sultan,’ I said.

‘He will be safe,’ said Captain Skender. ‘I will see to that.’

‘I thank you for that, and for coming to give me the Sultan’s message.’

‘That’s not why I’m here, Mistress Hawkins,’ Captain Skender said.

I felt Justinian tense by my side.

‘I knew it,’ he said in English. ‘What’s going on?’

‘What is it that you want?’ I asked Skender.

His face was impossible to read. All those years of standing to attention in the shadows had taught him well.

‘The Sultan wishes you to take something with you,’ he said. ‘It is his most precious treasure, the greatest gift he has ever given anyone.’

‘Whatever it is, I dare not accept it,’ I said. ‘I’m not worthy. The Sultan does me too much honour.’

‘That’s true,’ said Captain Skender. ‘But I think, when you see this gift, you will change your mind. Wait here.’


He spun about, marched to the door, flung it open and shouted orders to someone on the other side.

‘This is our chance,’ Justinian whispered. ‘We could run.’

‘No.’

‘But —’

I heard a soft rustle of silk and all at once I realised what, or rather who, was the Sultan’s most precious treasure. Captain Skender led her into the room.

‘Princess Ay[image: s.jpg]e,’ I said.

‘Greetings, Isabella. My brother says I am to come with you.’

Behind her came a small figure wrapped in furs so that his face was barely visible.

‘Your Magnificence!’ I was too amazed to bow, but Justinian fell to his knees. ‘Colonel Orga said you were under guard in the palace.’

‘Colonel Orga is not in charge of everything,’ said the Sultan. ‘No matter what he says. But yes, my mother and I were detained briefly by his men. Luckily, my kapici are loyal.’

‘Loyal to the death,’ said Captain Skender.

‘Also, they have better uniforms,’ said the Sultan. ‘I like their feathers.’

Captain Skender stifled a smile.

‘Who is this man?’ asked the Sultan.

‘Your Magnificence,’ I said, ‘may I present to you Master Justinian Jonson of the English embassy.’

‘Is he your friend?’ said the Sultan.

‘Yes. He is my dear friend.’

‘You may rise, then, sir,’ said the Sultan. ‘This is not the time to be scrabbling on the floor.’

‘What are you doing here?’ I asked. ‘It’s not safe, surely?’


‘You are leaving,’ said the Sultan. ‘I had to see you. You must take my sister. Grandmother wants her dead. Perhaps she will kill my mother, too.’

I must have looked utterly astonished. I was, in truth. How could he know where we were? Was there anyone in Constantinople who didn’t know everything?

‘But, Your Magnificence —’

‘Please,’ he said. ‘Do this for me. It is the only way. My two most trusted guards will go with you and see you to the boat. Once you are out of Ottoman waters you will be safe, I think. I will send for Ay[image: s.jpg]e, one day, if I am still alive.’

‘You? They wouldn’t dare, surely?’

‘My grandmother is not content,’ he said. ‘I am not as obedient as she would like, so she wishes to replace me with someone even younger.’

‘How is that possible? You are the Sultan.’

‘Anything is possible. She had my father deposed, her own son. I see no reason why she would spare me.’

‘Then you must come with us, Your Magnificence,’ Justinian said.

He shook his head sadly, with all the gravity of an old man. ‘I cannot abandon my birthright, or my empire. Or my mother.’

‘The Valide Sultan must be stopped,’ I said. ‘We could tell —’

‘Who?’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘The janissaries are completely loyal to her. So are the Black Eunuchs.’

‘My mother has a few guards of her own, but I can’t depend on them, or on her,’ said the Sultan. ‘I can only be certain of the loyalty of the kapici and the boys in the palace school.’

‘You think it will come to a fight?’ asked Justinian. ‘In the palace?’


‘It may,’ said the Sultan. ‘But these things are most often accomplished in the dark of night. Quietly, and with no fanfare. Then the next morning everyone goes about their business as if nothing happened. One day, I found myself on the throne, and my father was plunged back into the despair of the kafes. That is how it happens.’

‘Perhaps if you pretended to obey her,’ I said.

‘That would only add humiliation to my trials,’ he said. ‘No. I will stand up to her, as nobody ever has. She may be the Queen Regent, but she is only a woman.’

I opened my mouth to suggest that a woman, especially one with an army, was just as powerful as a man, but thought better of it.

‘That is all beside the point, Isabella,’ he said. ‘I asked you to take my sister to safety. Will you do it?’

‘Yes, of course,’ I said. ‘We will.’

‘Thank you.’

‘My brother did not, however, ask me if I was willing to go,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e.

‘But he’s right, it isn’t safe.’ I took her hand. ‘At the least, you’ll be married off to some caliph on the edge of the empire. You’ll be separated from your brother for all time. Or worse.’

She smiled sadly. ‘That is true. But it is hard.’

‘I know, believe me.’ I turned to face the Sultan. ‘What will you do?’

‘I will release my mother and we will gather our supporters,’ he said. ‘I will deal with this openly, in full view of the Divan and all the councillors. If there is to be a challenge, let it be honest and in the light of day.’

‘I can help you,’ I said.


‘You cannot. You will, I trust, be many leagues out at sea by then.’ He looked around him for the first time and grinned. ‘I must say, though, it is all rather exciting.’

‘Your Magnificence,’ I said, ‘forgive me.’ Then I wrapped my arms about the ruler of the Ottomans as if he was my own child.

He clung to me for just a moment. ‘I will never forget you,’ he said. ‘But now you must leave.’

Two of the kapici escorted us to a long boat in which several bags and trunks were neatly stacked, and pushed us away from the quay.

Justinian set to the oars. Within minutes, we were fifty yards out from shore and into rougher water. I could see the effort it took to keep the boat in motion: his back was bent, his long arms strained against the weight of the water.

‘This is how it should have been, all those years ago in London,’ he said. ‘You and me, rowing out together to escape.’

‘You’re having a lovely time, aren’t you?’

For the first time in an age, he threw back his head and laughed like a man without a care in the world. ‘You’re right. I am.’

I grinned. ‘I’m so glad you find it entertaining. Now, row.’

‘I obey.’

‘There’s our ship,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e, pointing.

A Genoan galley rounded Seraglio Point. The ship moved fast, its sails full and all oars heaving against the water as it headed out into the Sea of Marmara.

‘They haven’t seen us,’ I said. ‘They’re sailing right past.’

‘If we don’t catch them —’

‘I know.’


There was nowhere else to go, no other option. We had to stop that ship.

‘Ho!’ Justinian shouted. ‘You there! Hey!’

I joined in, both of us shouting at once, but there was no sign from anyone aboard the ship that they had either heard or seen us.

‘This is not what’s supposed to happen,’ said Justinian.

I tore my veil away from my face, kicked off my slippers and clambered to the bow. I turned to face the ship, wedging my bare feet firmly against the boat’s ribs. Then I stood up gingerly, both hands on the gunwales at first. The boat lurched sideways.

‘Easy now,’ said Justinian.

‘I’m trying. This is not something I’ve ever had to practise.’

‘One slip and you’ll send us all to the bottom of the sea.’

‘Not here,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘Please. There are ghosts in these waters.’

‘Do not fear,’ I said.

I let go of the gunwales and stood up straight. The boat shuddered beneath me. It took a heartbeat or two before I felt steady, but then I raised my arms above my head and waved them madly, shouting, ‘Wait! Ho!’

Still no answer from the ship. It was right in front of us, a hundred yards away. We were so close I could see the sailors hauling on ropes and racing across the deck, and Willem standing in the bow with his arms wrapped around Suraiya.

‘Will!’ I cried. ‘Make them stop!’

But he looked straight ahead, not back at the city or at us.

‘The sailors are too busy,’ I said. ‘They won’t notice.’

‘Isabella.’ Ay[image: s.jpg]e’s voice was calm. ‘Help me with this.’

I twisted around, one hand clutching the side of the boat. She pulled a veil from her bag, handed one corner to me, and kept pulling. Yards of bright golden fabric spilled out, overflowing into the water.

‘That’ll do it,’ said Justinian.

So Ay[image: s.jpg]e and I both stood in our little boat, there in the middle of the strait, our arms stretched high. Our gold banner billowed above our heads, brilliant against the sea and sky and the palace on the hill.

Willem raced across the ship’s deck to the starboard side and leaned over the rail towards us. I couldn’t hear him shout, but he waved his arms, then raced back to the forecastle where the captain stood. Almost imperceptibly, the ship slowed at last.

As we sailed through the dusk and on towards dawn, Al-Qasim and Luis kept a constant watch on deck, with Paco standing a few feet behind them, one hand on his sword. Valentina, Willem and Suraiya had retreated below, appearing occasionally to gulp a few mouthfuls of fresh air, groan and disappear.

We journeyed once again through the Dardanelles and out into open water. Justinian and I pointed out Hero’s tower, the plains of Troy and the towering island of Lemnos to each other and to Ay[image: s.jpg]e, who gazed around her in wonder at the sea, the widening horizon, the ship and the sky.

We all came together at last one evening as twilight gave way to stars.

‘Here we are again, my dears,’ said Valentina. ‘If only I had known, the day you arrived at my atelier, that together we would sail the seas and explore the whole world.’

‘You might have slammed the door in our faces,’ said Willem. He still looked rather ill.

She laughed. ‘Perhaps. But I would have missed so much.’


‘I have known for many years,’ said Luis, ‘that Venice was too small a city to hold you, signora.’

‘I thought it was the centre of the universe,’ said Valentina. ‘I had no wish to leave it.’

‘I felt the same about Constantinople,’ said Ay[image: s.jpg]e. ‘But look!’

‘We all think that of the place we are born,’ said Willem. ‘But we can’t all be right.’

‘Then we find that the universe is much greater than we imagined,’ said Al-Qasim.

‘It’s true,’ I said. ‘But one day you’ll go home, Valentina, and you, too, Princess.’

Ay[image: s.jpg]e gazed back over the ship’s wake, watching her brother’s empire fade into the darkness. ‘One day.’

‘But first,’ said Justinian, ‘you must allow me to introduce you both to the city of London.’

‘What will you do there?’ Willem asked.

‘I don’t know about you, Isabella,’ said Valentina, ‘but I feel like making trouble.’
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This is a work of fiction and most of the characters and incidents are invented, but some of the people in it were real. The time span of this book is only two years — 1648 and 1649 — but some events have been borrowed from history, even though they really happened later. Here are some of the real people and their stories.

Sultan Mehmed IV took the throne at the age of six after his father, Ibrahim I, was deposed. Ibrahim’s mother, Kösem, refused to give up the title of Valide Sultan (or Queen Mother) and acted as regent for her grandson. But this deprived the Sultan’s mother, Turhan Hadice, of her title, and the two queens struggled for supremacy in the harem and the empire for years. This was either the zenith or the nadir of the famous Sultanate of the Women, depending whose side you were on.

Kösem, the Valide Sultan, drew her support from the Kislar Agha (the chief of the Black Eunuchs, named Tall Süleyman) and the janissaries, while Turhan Hadice was backed by the Grand Vizier and the other palace guards. In 1651, a slave alerted Turhan Hadice that the Valide Sultan was planning to depose her grandson and replace him with his younger brother. Some claim that it was Tall Süleyman who finally imprisoned and then strangled Kösem, leaving Turhan Hadice to claim the title of Valide Sultan.


Her son, Mehmed IV, was not the greatest of the sultans, and I have allowed this fictional and youthful version of him enormous benefit of the doubt. He was really much more interested in hunting than reading, and is largely remembered for handing over much of his power to his mother and the Grand Vizier.

In 1658, a young English Quaker, Mary Fisher, dreamed that she should address the Sultan in Constantinople — so she did. It was a remarkable undertaking for a woman of her time. Perhaps even more remarkably, Mehmed agreed to see her and listened patiently while she explained the virtues of Christianity to the leader of the Islamic world. It was Mary Fisher’s story that first sparked the idea for Isabella’s journey to Constantinople, although their motivations and temperaments are very different.

Princess Ay[image: s.jpg]e is fictional but named for Kösem’s real daughter, who was married off to a middle-aged man when she was seven years old and widowed six times by the age of thirty-seven. The most famous Ay[image: s.jpg]e (or Aisha) was a wife of the Prophet Muhammad and, according to the Sunni tradition, was an important influence in the development of early Islamic canon. Contrary to many reports, there were powerful and even well-educated women in Ottoman Constantinople. As one, the poet Mihri Hatun (circa 1515), wrote: ‘You say women have little understanding and that you do not listen to them for that reason. Yet … a talented woman is better than a thousand untalented men, a woman of understanding is better than a thousand stupid men.’

Manuscripts by the calligraphers and artists of the Ottoman court are still among the world’s greatest treasures. The first printing presses in Constantinople were introduced in the late fifteenth century by Sephardic Jews who had fled persecution in Spain, just like Master de Aquila in Act of Faith. Over the decades there were a few Hebrew, Armenian and Greek presses, but printed books were rare, no printing in Arabic was allowed, and no religious works could be published. The first Arabic press was set up in 1727 by Ibrahim Müteferrika, and his works included Katip Çelebi’s world atlas, or Cihannüma, the first printed book of maps in the Ottoman world. There’s a statue of Ibrahim Müteferrika, most appropriately, near the booksellers’ stalls in the Grand Bazaar in Istanbul.

The astronomer John Wilkins, also mentioned in Act of Faith, was a clergyman, scientist and scholar whose works included The Discovery of a World in the Moone (1638) and Mathematical Magick (1648), which canvassed future technologies such as human flight. By 1648, he was warden of Wadham College, Oxford. Sir Thomas Bendish, Baronet of Steeple Bumpstead, was the Ambassador to Constantinople in those years, having chosen the losing side in the English Civil War. King Charles I of England was executed on 30 January 1649. Lord Fairfax didn’t agree to the execution, but was appointed to the Council of State that replaced the monarchy. General Oliver Cromwell was named Lord Protector of England and Wales in 1653.

Other real historical figures named in The Sultan’s Eyes include the authors Marie de Gournay, Michel de Montaigne, Machiavelli, Dante and Leon of Modena; Alexander the Great, the Persian emperor Xerxes, Süleyman the Magnificent; and Byzantine emperors Constantine, Justinian and Leo. Classical writers mentioned include Ovid, Pliny the Elder, Cicero and Tacitus; Herodotus, author of Histories, on which Isabella is an expert; the ancient Greek poets Homer and Sappho, and philosophers Aristotle and Socrates; and his namesake Socrates Scholasticus, the Byzantine astronomer and biographer of Hypatia.


Hypatia was an influential philosopher and mathematician, most of whose works were destroyed in the burning of the Library of Alexandria in 415 AD when she was slaughtered by a mob of Christians (the 2009 movie Agora is based very loosely on her life). Her Astronomica described in The Sultan’s Eyes is invented. Almost all of the other works that Al-Qasim and Isabella find in the Sultan’s library are real books now vanished. There’s no evidence that they ever sat in a storeroom in the palace, or anywhere else for that matter. But isn’t it lovely to imagine that they might one day be recovered? After all, many surviving fragments of Sappho’s poems were found in the late nineteenth century when Egyptian farmers ploughed up scraps of papyrus.

Leonardo da Vinci spent a lot of his time working on the idea of human flight: his notebooks and drawings include Codex on the Flight of Birds (1505), now held in the Biblioteca Reale in Turin, Italy. Da Vinci built flying machines and launched them off a hill outside Florence, only to watch them crash. But there are reports (mentioned by John Wilkins and the Ottoman memoirist Evliya Çelebi) that around 1630 a scientist named Ahmed Çelebi designed a machine like ‘eagle wings’ and flew from the top of the Galata Tower across the Bosphorus. The Sultan Murad (uncle of our Sultan) watched the flight, paid Çelebi handsomely, and then exiled him to Algeria for being too clever.

The Doge of Venice in the years in which this book is set was Francesco Molin. His successor in 1655 was Carlo Contarini (with whom our fictional signora would claim a family connection, I’m sure). Venice appointed its own Inquisitors to ensure the security of the state, with religious matters as only part of their brief, but Inquisitors were occasionally sent from Rome to deal with crimes of heresy. One was so brutal that Venice’s Council of Ten sent him straight back; he went on to become Pope Sixtus V.

Isabella and her friends, their households in Venice and Istanbul, Fra Clement, Brother Andreas and the Jonson family are all fictional characters. Colonel Orga, Nuri Effendi, Jamael Khoury, Captain Skender and all the other members of the palace staff described in this book are also invented, although their roles are based on those of real people. Suraiya is fictional, and so is the rumour that Turhan Hadice might have had a baby by someone other than the vile Ibrahim.

There are so many excellent books describing the worlds of the Ottoman Empire and the Venetian Republic that I’ll mention only a few that I used most often: Subjects of the Sultan (2005), an excellent cultural history by Suraiya Faroqhi; Discovering the Ottomans (2009) by Ilber Ortayli; The Harem — Inside the Grand Seraglio of the Turkish Sultans (2005; first published 1936) by N. M. Penzer, which was helpful on architectural details, if not cultural matters; Imperial Istanbul (1998) by Jane Taylor; and several books by John Freely including Istanbul: The Imperial City (1996) and Inside the Seraglio (1999).

Contemporary accounts of travellers can be useful, but they often need to be taken with a grain of salt, especially when it comes to stories about the harem. There is a long European tradition of demonising, fearing, misrepresenting or romanticising the Ottomans. Puritans, in particular, tended to bang on about the wanton ways of the treacherous infidel. As Lady Mary Wortley Montagu wrote: ‘… the Turkish ladies don’t commit one sin the less for not being Christians. Now I am acquainted with their ways, I cannot forbear admiring either the exemplary discretion or extreme stupidity of all the writers that have given accounts of ’em.’ The accounts of some writers also leave you wondering whether they ever left their homes or simply made stuff up. (Indeed, Lady Mary claims most foreigners never crossed from Pera into Constantinople.) I loved discovering that one of the Venetian chroniclers of Constantinople was a man called Simon Contarini — he was one of those with a tendency to exaggerate.

I read the Istanbul sections of Evliya Çelebi’s ten-volume Seyahatname (translated as Narrative of Travels in Europe, Asia and Africa in the Seventeenth Century) for its detailed descriptions of the buildings and quarters of the city as they were around this time (right down to the number of paces between the different palace gates), as well as anecdotes and insights about the people who lived there from the perspective of one of the Sultan’s subjects. I dipped again and again into Coryat’s Crudities (1611) by Thomas Coryat and John Evelyn’s diaries of his time in Venice (1646).

I adore almost everything about the no-nonsense Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, the wife of the English Ambassador from 1716 to 1718: her Letters (1881) are rich in detail. Crucially, she spoke to Ottoman women, wore their clothes, ate their food, and noticed everything. Embassy to Constantinople (1988) is an illustrated edition of Lady Mary’s Turkey letters, with additional text by the equally no-nonsense Dervla Murphy. Sir Paul Rycaut was the English Consul in Smyrna around the 1670s, and his History of the Present State of the Ottoman Empire is filled with sensational reports of palace intrigues (and murders) as well as many observations about the society he observed. Sonia P. Anderson’s An English Consul in Turkey: Paul Rycaut at Smyrna (1989) casts a clear light on him and his world.


If you want to read more about the world of The Sultan’s Eyes, look out for John Julius Norwich’s histories of Constantinople and Venice, Peter Ackroyd’s Venice: Pure City and Philip Mansel’s Constantinople: City of the World’s Desire. All are accessible history books written for adult readers, although descriptions of the political machinations in both cities can be mind-boggling. I’ve read piles of travel books about Venice, especially, over the years: my favourite is still Venice by Jan Morris.

In my research, I use libraries and museums, books and maps, online journals and databases. When I can’t see the real thing, I look for digitised collections from all over the world, particularly maps, contemporary paintings, and photos of clothes, buildings, furniture and weapons. Exhibition catalogues are another terrific resource, especially when they are as lushly illustrated as Turks: A Journey of a Thousand Years (Royal Academy of Arts, London, 2005), The Age of Süleyman the Magnificent (National Gallery of Art, Washington, 1987) or Love and Devotion: From Persia and Beyond (State Library of Victoria, 2012).

In one sense, this book was born several years ago when I visited Istanbul, heart pumping, and trudged for many happy days through those ancient alleyways and spent hours gazing breathlessly at the dome of Aya Sofia or the old city walls.

The Sultan’s Palace in Istanbul is now called Topkapi, and many of its courtyards and tiled pavilions are intact. Its collections of weapons and the sultans’ clothes are unmatched. Several buildings in the harem were destroyed by fire in 1665 and rebuilt by Mehmed IV, so you can walk the corridors that he and Turhan Hadice walked later in their lives, although they are not quite as depicted in The Sultan’s Eyes, which is set before the fire. Apart from that, the pavilions, the Golden Way, the gardens and courtyards, the gates, even the kafes, are all still there. So, too, are the spice market built by Turhan Hadice, the great mosques and minarets, the bazaar, stretches of the aqueduct and city walls (now surrounded by roads and houses and petrol stations), fragments of the Hippodrome, Aya Sofia (Sancta Sophia) and Aya Irini (Hagia Eirene), and of course the Golden Horn and the Bosphorus Strait. The gazelles, sadly, are gone.

In Venice, the Doge’s Palace, which is still much as it was in the seventeenth century, is one of the city’s most famous buildings. Visitors can inspect the Inquisitors’ chambers with their Bocca di leone (Lion’s Mouth) letterbox and dungeons, wander up the Golden Staircase (Scala d’Oro), through the Hall of the Great Council and the Doge’s apartments, and gaze up at paintings by artists like Tintoretto and Veronese. Even though our signora is fictional, I like to imagine her living in the small but perfectly formed Palazzo Contarini Fasan, popularly known as Desdemona’s House, right on the Grand Canal.

Like Isabella and Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, I’ve sailed — aboard the glorious tall ship Star Flyer — from Istanbul through the Dardanelles, past Gallipoli and Troy, and across the Aegean Sea. I, too, hung over the rail and imagined the ancient past. I didn’t know, then, that I would write this story. But Constantinople, like Venice, had its hooks in me long ago, before I ever set foot in either place. Books will do that to you.






ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

[image: image]

Work on this book was supported by the May Gibbs Children’s Literature Trust, which provided me with a Creative Time Residential Fellowship for a month’s blessed writing retreat in Brisbane.

During the research phase, I spent many happy afternoons in the State Libraries of Victoria and Queensland searching out information on daily life in Venice and Istanbul: everything from coins and shoes to the Sultan’s zoo. I confess to borrowing any number of books from the excellent La Trobe University Library, even though The Sultan’s Eyes has nothing whatsoever to do with my studies, and to constantly renewing loans on travel guides and travellers’ accounts from the City Library in Melbourne.

My writing buddies, Paddy O’Reilly and Fran Cusworth, provided hours of distraction and laughter and endless cups of tea, as well as the odd moment of focus during our ‘Shut Up and Write’ sessions.

Everyone at HarperCollins is a delight, especially my publisher Lisa Berryman. Nicola O’Shea again knocked my manuscript into shape, while proofreader Libby Volke and editor Kate Burnitt posed glorious questions such as ‘I thought the General Post Office in England didn’t open until 1660?’. You’ll notice we’ve continued Jane Waterhouse’s design concepts from Act of Faith, enhanced by Christa Moffitt who also created the sumptuous cover for The Sultan’s Eyes.

As was the case with Act of Faith, the internal design of this book features real printers’ devices, illustrations and frontispieces from the wonderful collection of the State Library of Victoria. Many thanks to my colleagues at the Library for all their support and encouragement over several years, and to Jan McDonald in the Rare Printed team for her expert advice.

Lastly but most importantly, Susannah Walker supported me in every conceivable way. As always.






ABOUT THE AUTHOR

[image: image]

Kelly Gardiner is the author of Act of Faith, the Swashbuckler trilogy of pirate adventure books for young readers and the picture book Billabong Bill’s Bushfire Christmas.

She is a journalist, blogger and editor who has worked on websites, newspapers and magazines, and her travel writing, articles and poetry have been published in leading journals and magazines.

She is currently undertaking her PhD in Creative Writing at La Trobe University and works at the State Library of Victoria.

She lives in Melbourne, Australia.

www.kellygardiner.com






OTHER BOOKS BY KELLY GARDINER

ACT OF FAITH

OCEAN WITHOUT END
THE PIRATE’S REVENGE
THE SILVER SWAN





COPYRIGHT

[image: image]

This project was supported by a Creative Time Residential Fellowship provided by the May Gibbs Children’s Literature Trust.

Angus&Robertson

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers, Australia

First published in Australia in 2013

This edition published in 2013

by HarperCollinsPublishers Australia Pty Limited

ABN 36 009 913 517

harpercollins.com.au

Copyright © Kelly Gardiner 2013

The right of Kelly Gardiner to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her under the Copyright Amendment (Moral Rights) Act 2000.

This work is copyright. Apart from any use as permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, no part may be reproduced, copied, scanned, stored in a retrieval system, recorded, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

HarperCollinsPublishers

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street, Sydney NSW 2000, Australia

31 View Road, Glenfield, Auckland 0627, New Zealand

A 53, Sector 57, Noida, UP, India

77–85 Fulham Palace Road, London W6 8JB, United Kingdom

2 Bloor Street East, 20th floor, Toronto, Ontario M4W 1A8, Canada

10 East 53rd Street, New York NY 10022, USA

National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication data:

Gardiner, Kelly, 1961–

The sultan’s eyes / Kelly Gardiner.

ISBN: 978 0 7322 9480 9 (pbk.)

ISBN: 978 0 7304 9984 8 (epub)

For young adults.

Turkey — History — Ottoman Empire, 1288–1918 — Juvenile fiction.

Publishers and publishing — Juvenile fiction.

Historical fiction.

NZ823.3

Cover design by Christa Moffitt, Christabella Designs

Cover images: Girl by Richard Jenkins; all other images by shutterstock.com

Illustrations from the Rare Books Collection of the State Library of Victoria

Author photograph by Melanie Faith Dove





[image: cover-image]


OEBPS/images/pv.jpg





OEBPS/images/p96.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
cZ 2
SULTAN'S
EYES

KELLY GARDINER

# Angus&Robertson





cover.jpeg
; KELLY
e \ CAPDV‘T\J_

h





OEBPS/images/piv.jpg
May
b






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
; KELLY
e \ CAPDV‘T\J_

h





OEBPS/images/p230.jpg





OEBPS/images/p62.jpg





OEBPS/images/p264.jpg





OEBPS/images/p6.jpg





OEBPS/images/p32.jpg





OEBPS/images/p78.jpg





OEBPS/images/p254.jpg
D
T (+(
CT =l
(o
IR KA





OEBPS/images/p298.jpg





OEBPS/images/p132.jpg





OEBPS/images/p337.jpg





OEBPS/images/p170.jpg





OEBPS/images/p286.jpg





OEBPS/images/s.jpg





OEBPS/images/p325.jpg





OEBPS/images/p48.jpg





OEBPS/images/p327.jpg





