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            The why of murder, Reginaldo believed, was unimportant. What mattered, what one really had to prove, was that one person killed another and that he or she did so intentionally. What ultimately motivated the killing did not make the killing anything less than murder. Indeed, to Reginaldo's mind, murder was an unnatural act, something that ran counter to reasoned, rational thought. The motivation for murder was the product of this irrational thought and, thus, should have no bearing on the commission of the crime. Reginaldo now knew that Francesca della Francesca had been murdered and he knew who had killed her. He lacked the why, though. Perhaps, he thought, that would be revealed on the morrow when he confronted the killer once Francesca was laid to rest. In the end, however, it would not matter whether he knew the reason or not.
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Gorski Kotar

It was winter. The cold and damp were one thing, making for long periods of time in which the hill dwellers were forced to huddle in their one or two room dwellings. More oppressive, or so it seemed to Margarite, was the darkness. The hours of daylight were short enough and getting even shorter as the calendar neared the solstice. The darkness was heightened by other factors, as well. The sun, when it did shine, sat lower in the sky and by its failure to achieve heights it achieved at other times of the year, the hills were able to cast their shadow over the entirety of the valley for all except three hours of the day. And that was on days when the sky was not obscured by low hanging clouds or a thick winter fog enveloping the area.

There was little Margarite understood in life but she believed she knew something of the ways of nature. It was not the physical side of nature that she understood. She could not foretell the coming of a storm by the aching in her knees. She was wrong on an equal number of occasions as she was right when predicting weather changes by observing the flight of birds or the barking of dogs. But she was never wrong when it came to how forces of nature affected the human mind.

This is not the time to be deciding something of such importance, Margarite thought. Maybe in a few days after the moon’s influence is not so great. The pressure on the boy’s mind will not be so weighty then and he will see things in a different light. Things seem dark and impossible to him now but his mind will lighten as the moon shrinks in both roundness and power.

The boy her thoughts turned to was her son, Simun. He was not a true “boy,” having reached his fifteenth birthday two months earlier. Still, he was too young to be shouldered with the burden he was forced to take on as the head of the family. It was a position that had come upon him as oldest male of the family when Margarite’s husband died at a much too early age from one of the fevers that often carried away those who lived in the hills and the villages of the valley.

Simun sat with two others at the heavy table at the middle of the room. The look on the boy’s face showed he was overwhelmed by what he was being told and what he was being advised to do.

“It’s all there in writing,” Petur, the man to Simun’s left, said, pointing to the book opened on the table. It did not matter to Simun that the matter had been reduced to writing or not. He could not read.

The third man at the table nodded his head in agreement and said softly but without emphasis, “It is so, Sigi. Do you want me to read it to you again?” This man—Gheorghe—lived nearby, had been best friend to Simun’s father. What was most important for the moment, though, was that he could read and was trusted by Simun.

Simun shook his head in response to the question. He did not need to have the pages read to him again. He knew the words to be true. The account book before him accurately stated the debt owed Petur. Simun had been with his father when he had signed the account book by his name—actually, had made his mark. He was not being cheated. He was not even being unduly pressured. Petur had given Simun extra time to find the means to pay his debts on two occasions, encouraging the boy to borrow the sum owed from others to pay the debt. The man had also offered to forego foreclosing on the debt if Simun could come up with a partial but substantial payment on what was owed. After all, Petur lived in the community, had long done business with Simun’s father, and knew the misfortune that had befallen the boy and his family.

The problem was there was no one for Simun to look to for help. Bad weather and crop disease had led to a devastating harvest. No one had surplus coins or property to loan Simun. The same failure of the harvest was also deeply felt by Petur. In better times, he might cover Simun’s non-payment with what he collected from others. Unfortunately, the collections from others had not been forthcoming at harvest time.

“I can wait no longer,” Petur told Simun. “I must have payment or the security given for my credit.”

“I do not have the money and cannot raise it. I have already told you.” Simun’s voice expressed both frustration and despair, with a tinge of a rising anger. “I have tried selling animals but no one is buying, no one has the money to buy them. The same is true for my tools. What little grain I have feeds both the family and the animals. I cannot pay you and have no prospects for paying you anytime soon. You know that.” Whatever anger had existed in the beginning had turned to a plea for mercy.

“I am sorry then, Simun,” Petur said, as he also turned his body in the direction of the boy’s mother, “and Margarite. I will give you two days to move. To show that I am not totally hard-hearted,” he added, “you may take your chickens and your milk cow. Leave the pigs and half the grain.” Petur seemed sad that it had come to this. It was not just the prospect of not recovering what was owed him from the sale of the property that bothered him. It was turning the boy out of the house and removing him from the land that had been in his family for three generations.

Petur pushed his chair back, rose, and walked towards the door. The dwelling, like most in the area, combined living space for humans and animals. The wooden plank flooring covering the family's living area evidenced better economic times. It gave way to packed earth and pens for the animals that were sheltered inside during the harsh winter months. The man stopped by one of the pens that lined the side wall, leaned against the gate and looked in at the pigs that would soon be his.

Simun remained seated at the table, his head in his hands. Gheorghe, however, also rose to leave. He said nothing to Simun but placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze of sympathy. He walked slowly across the dirt floor, not stopping or looking back before opening the door and exiting into the cold night. Petur turned away from the pens and followed him out the door.

The two walked silently for some distance along the path that led down to the valley.

“I take no pleasure in this.” It was Petur who broke the silence.

“No one can accuse you of taking advantage of the boy,” Gheorghe answered, “or of not being as lenient as you can under the circumstances. It is just too much for him to handle.”

“He is not the only one owing me money or the only one I am doing this to,” Petur added as justification for his actions. “I have given him more time than I have the others but at some point I have got to collect my debt. The others will cry ‘foul’ or demand I treat them the same.”

The two continued on in silence before Petur spoke again.

“There is one thing he could do. . . . But the suggestion cannot come from me.”

Gheorghe said nothing, afraid to ask what Petur might be proposing. Petur was a good man, an honest and honorable one, but he was feeling the pressure of the financial failures in the community as much as those who habitually sought credit or loans of money from him. There was no telling what he had in mind. Finally, though, the awkwardness of the ensuing extended silence forced Gheorghe to ask Petur what he had in mind.

“There are the girls,” Petur said.

“The girls?” Gheorghe replied. He knew who Petur was referring to. Simun had three sisters, aged three, ten and thirteen. What he did not know—what he feared—was what Petur might be suggesting should be done with the girls.

“The middle girl is very bright,” Petur continued. “There is a man from Venice in the valley who deals in slaves. Slaves or indentured servants, not prostitutes. As smart as the girl is reputed to be, he will pay a good sum for her.”

“And pay you a commission, as well, I am sure,” Gheorghe added derisively.

Petur ignored the underlying criticism in Gheorghe’s voice when he answered.

“Yes, a small one perhaps. But I have not taken advantage of the boy yet and I will not do so now. Whatever I am paid for arranging the transaction, I will apply to what the boy owes me. And if the girl is worth what I think she is, Simun will have money left over after he has settled with me. If he is wise with his money, and the gods of the harvest are favorable over the next couple of years, he may not find himself in this situation again.”

“I will think on it,” Gheorghe answered after a moment’s reflection.

“Do not be long, my friend. I cannot let Simun’s debt go unpaid much longer and the Venetian will not be in the area for long.”

* * *
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The following next day was like the one before: cold, damp, shrouded in fog. It was still dark when Gheorghe arrived back at Simun’s cottage the next morning, although the first outlines of the house and nearby trees were beginning to take shape.

Gheorghe found Simun awake and sitting down to the meager breakfast Margarite had prepared for him. Like Gheorghe, Simun had been up for some time. The animals had been fed, the pens cleaned, and minor repairs made to the tools that would be used in the spring at planting time. Gheorghe also noticed the start of a pile of household goods and clothing in a corner. Simun was preparing for the family to leave the cottage.

“You can come to my house until you figure what to do with the family,” Gheorghe suggested. “We will find room for you. . . . Somehow.” Gheorghe was not sure where he could find room for Simun, his mother, two brothers and three sisters. Gheorghe’s cottage was no larger than Simun’s and it was equally crowded with eight human occupants, not to mention the animals.

“What do you mean, ‘figure out what to do with the family’?” Simun asked, focusing on the fact that he might have other painful choices to make rather than on where the family was to live, both temporarily and permanently.

“Sigi, you have to understand the enormity of what you are faced with. There is no one you can turn to for shelter and support, at least not for any period of time. God knows I can’t do it and I don’t know of anyone else who would. Not all of you.”

There was truth to what Gheorghe said. Simun had aunts and uncles, the brothers and sisters of his dead father and his mother but they were in no better position to help. His father had been the success of the family, if the somewhat independent existence he eked out could be termed a success.

“So what am I to do?” Panic, fear and anger mixed together in Simun’s voice.

Margarite busied herself at the small spinning wheel next to the window at the far end of the room. She may have seemed oblivious to what was being discussed by Gheorghe and Simun but Gheorghe knew she was taking in every word that was being said. As the conversation turned to the topic which had brought Gheorghe back to Simun’s cottage, Gheorghe looked to Margarite to see what role, if any, she was going to take in the discussion.

The spinning wheel slowed, then stopped. For a moment, silence filled the cottage but it was soon broken by a loud popping of an ember in the hearth. The sound broke the spell that had seemingly come over the three in the room. It was Margarite who spoke.

“Whatever we have to do, Simun will do what is best for the family,” she said. Nodding towards the open loft above the living quarters, she added, “The children will be waking soon, if they are not already awake and trying to make sense of what you are talking about. You might do better to discuss this outside.”

Margarite thought she knew where the conversation between her son and Gheorghe was headed. She was wrong, though. When her son came to her later and asked her advice—no, asked permission to do what he had already decided was best for everyone—she was too stunned to say anything other than to remind him that he was the head of the family and it was up to him to decide what would be done.

As for Gheorghe, before making his way to Simun’s cottage in the early morning hours, he had thought long and hard on what Petur had suggested the previous evening. It may not be the best solution, Gheorghe concluded, but it was the best solution under the circumstances facing Simun. Gheorghe knew of the slave trader that Petur had mentioned. Silvio Cornetta was both a common and uncommon trader in slaves. He bought from and sold to the Muslims in their markets (but he would not sell a Christian slave to a Muslim, it was said), purchased and sold slaves throughout Dalmatia, the Adriatic, and the Mediterranean. He even traded occasionally in the market for black Africans. In this respect, he was little different from others engaged in the business of selling humans as property for labor.

What set him apart was Ragusa. It was in this city on the Dalmatian coast that Cornetta trained select slaves to be the prized servants of the wealthy and elite throughout the Mediterranean. The slaves brought to this training center were taught to read and write, and a modicum of culture in the language of the place where they would be sold, in addition to the skills of running a household if the slave was a woman or the mathematical and bookkeeping skills useful for a merchant if the slave was a man. These special slaves brought a large sum of money when sold. Because of that Cornetta was willing and able to pay a premium price when purchasing someone to be trained at Ragusa. If Simun’s sister could be sold to Cornetta for training in Ragusa, Simun would benefit financially. The girl would benefit, as well, from her servitude. Her life as a servant would be vastly better than if she remained where she was, especially with Simun’s limited ability to provide for her and the rest of the family. As an added incentive, there was the possibility that she would be rewarded for her years of faithful service. It was not uncommon for Cornetta’s special slaves not only to be emancipated but also to be provided dowries for their marriages and bestowed with bequests in the wills of their owners. For Gheorghe, selling the girl into slavery was the best outcome for all. He decided to advise Simun that this was the way out of his present difficulties.

At first, Simun could not comprehend what Gheorghe was suggesting to him. But after overcoming the initial confusion, he began to seriously consider the idea. It wasn’t that he did not care for his sister, he rationalized. He did, and as Gheorghe argued persuasively, he would be providing a better life for the girl—Agneza was her name—while making it possible for the rest of the family to stay together on their land and intheir home.

“What about Mama? How will she take it?” Simun asked.

“You are the patriarch now. It is for you to decide. And you heard her. You will decide what is best for the family.” Besides, he went on, she would see the right in it. Agneza was a girl, at best a financial millstone around the neck of the family. Simun would have to come up with a dowry if he was to marry her off when she came of age or pay a stipend to a convent to take her in. And, he added again, as a servant in a wealthy household, she would have a life better than any Simun could give her.

“I must have Mama’s permission,” Simun said as he finally gave into the suggestion, “or know that she does not oppose it.”

* * *
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It was too early to tell whether Agneza would grow into a beauty or whether she would attain the plainness that was beginning to mark her older sister or the tired, sallow look that had quickly stolen her mother’s rosy and healthy complexion after her husband and Agneza’s father died. Agneza was tall for her age, thin with gangly arms and skinny legs. Her chocolate brown hair hung loose half-way down her back. Margarite kept the other girl’s hair cut to shoulder length but Agneza’s was longer to hide the sand-colored birthmark at the nape of her neck.

Simun looked down at his sister as the two walked along the path to the village center where the girl would be delivered to the man who would take her to her new life. He had come to accept what he was doing in the two weeks since his neighbor had suggested this solution to his family’s financial plight. Margarite had kept from shedding tears in front of Agneza as she said her farewells to her daughter at the door of the cottage, but Simun noted the glistening wetness in his mother’s eyes and the slight trembling of her upper lip as he led Agneza on those first steps away from the home. As for Agneza, Simun could not tell whether her silence reflected stoicism or a lack of appreciation for what awaited her.

“You are to always keep this,” Simun told her as he placed a necklace of simple leather over her head.

“What is it ?” Agneza asked. She held the thin, jagged metal attached to the leather between her fingers as she held it in front of her and studied it.

“It is papa’s lucky coin. Or at least half of it.” Simun reached into his tunic and pulled out another leather thong with a similar shaped medallion on it. “This is the other half,” he explained, showing her how the two halves fit together. “Someday, and I don’t know when . . . , or where . . . , or how, I or one of your brothers will come to bring you home. This is how we will know each other.”
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Dalmatian countryside

Anya took a different route to her servitude.

The gypsies passed through the hamlet late in the afternoon. Gregor, the head of the band, was tired. He could also see the fatigue in the eyes of those who traveled with him in the seven wagons of the group. It would not do to stop in the hamlet of twenty-some cottages. Gregor could see that from the stares the gypsies got as they passed along the edge of the community. Still, he was tired, and his people were tired, and the stream that passed the hamlet would make for a good source of water. The wagons continued along the stream but after little more than a mile from the hamlet, Gregor called a halt.

How long will we stay here, one of the men of the group asked as Gregor passed. It was a fair question, Gregor thought. We shall see, Gregor told the man and the three others who stood by him. But more than just the night, he added, so that they would know that their wanderings would not begin again in the morning.

“We shall see,” Gregor repeated, “a week, maybe longer.” It would in large measure depend on the hamlet and the ability of the local woods and fields to supplement the dwindling food supplies the gypsies carried with them in their wagons. The attitude of the residents of the hamlet would be the biggest factor in how long the group camped near their homes. If they were welcoming, if the harvest had been good, and if they were willing to trade with the gypsies, Gregor thought his band might stay a full cycle of the moon. The hamlet could just as well be hostile to the gypsies. In which case, the group would steal what they could from the cottages and be on their way in a matter of days.

* * *
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The band had been camped in the meadow next to the stream for five nights. Slowly, warily, the gypsies and the villagers had been approaching each other over those five days, taking measure of the other, gauging their intentions. The men of the hamlet did not come into the gypsy camp armed with weapons to drive them away from the hamlet. Those gypsies who walked into the hamlet received only stares as they walked the dirt road dividing the hamlet into two almost equal number of dwellings on each side. The stares were more of curiosity than resentment. The gypsies were not welcomed into the homes and outbuildings, it was true, but neither were they rebuffed if they sought to make conversation. As for the gypsy camp, it was open to those from the hamlet. The music from the camp, the dancing, and the games of chance were already drawing the more adventuresome to its campfires in the evening.

The girl, Anya, was restive. It had been like this lately. Thirteen, and coming into womanhood, she found peace in being alone, moments stolen away from the camp in early morning or late afternoon. Alone and away from her family and the small and close-knit group of gypsies with which she lived and wandered, Anya’s thoughts were neither profound nor whimsical. She did not seek her solitude to think. She could not explain why she went off on her own. She could only say that she was more comfortable with herself when she was isolated from the others. Anya was a simple girl but not simple-minded.

Anya was not beautiful, never would be. But she was attractive enough. She was developing into a woman, though, and had passed that one milestone that signified she was capable of bearing children. It is not too young, Anya’s mother had assured her father. It was not the girl’s looks, then, but the blossoming womanhood, combined with the prolonged looks of the other men in the camp as Anya passed, that worried Gregor. She was his only daughter and he doted on her. He also wanted to ensure that the decision of who she would marry would be as he arranged it and not be forced on him by the circumstances of her becoming pregnant.

Anya walked until the sounds of camp faded into nothingness, until the air was filled with other sounds – the trees swaying in the breeze, birds and frogs speaking to each other and to her with their distinctive voices, water gurgling from a nearby stream. Anya relished the sounds of the field and forest but most of all, when the band made camp near a town or village, Anya liked to find a spot on the edge of the settlement where she could sit unobserved and watch and listen as the settlement rose to a new day or bedded down for the evening.

On this morning, Anna had wandered a good distance from the camp, going downstream with the water and moving away not only from the gypsy camp but the little village the gypsies were camped near, as well. She had come this way on the previous evening but started too late to explore as far as she would have liked. As the forest darkened around her, she could see lights off in the distance, another settlement perhaps. In the morning, she started out to find the second settlement again. Maybe my eyes were playing tricks on me last night, she thought after going what seemed like a very long distance. In some ways it was, at least in comparison to the distance between the village the gypsies had passed through five days ago and their camp. I will go a little farther, Anya told herself.

She smelled the hamlet before she saw it. Smoke from the wood fires started in the morning drifted through the air towards her. It was not as large a settlement as the village they camped near. Anya counted eight thatched-roof cottages, four with smoke curling from openings in the roof. Anya settled herself in the grass that grew along the water’s edge and as she waited for the hamlet to stir, she dropped twigs and leaves into the water and watched as the water carried them away.

Anya was alone with her thoughts at this time but never was she alone in a physical sense on her journeys. She never let on but she knew that her brother often quietly followed her at a distance, believing that it was his duty to protect his younger sister from harm. She never confronted him about his following her for fear that he would become embarrassed over his show of affection for her. Knowing he was there gave her a certain comfort, a feeling of security from the wild animals, spirits, or occasional brigand that might be lurking in the dark and forlorn places through which Anya sometimes passed alone. Stepanic, the brother, never owned up to the activity either.

In truth, it was not Stepanic’s sense of concern for his sister’s well-being which had him following her. Gregor, the father of the two, insisted that Stepanic follow Anya to keep her from harm. Anya’s mother agreed but also insisted that in following his sister, Stepanic honor her privacy.

* * *
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“Where are you going?” It had been a warm night and the gypsies had chosen to sleep on the ground under and around the wagons. The stirring of Anya’s father had wakened her mother who lay beside him.

“To see after my daughter,” Gregor answered.

“But Stepanic . . .,” she started to remind him that the older boy would follow after his sister. However, things had changed recently and Gregor also began to furtively follow after the two of them. Not every time but occasionally, although usually in the evening when Anya wandered from the camp as dusk gathered. Anya’s mother stopped from reminding her husband of her son because she knew it would do no good.

Mother and father had had this conversation before. “She is no longer a girl,” he told her when she first stopped him from following after her. “You yourself have told me this.” She had. Stepanic followed his sister to protect her from the wild or even her own folly from a moment of neglect. Her father, however, kept watch over her for a different reason. It was the looks of desire that followed a blossoming young woman – any blossoming young woman and not just Anya – around the camp. Desire could easily turn into something else, whether it was an uncontrolled lust on the part of those who watched Anya or Anya’s own consciousness of the new-found attention being paid her as she wrestled with the changes taking place in her body. A young woman, no more than a girl, was also easy prey for the young men of the villages the gypsy band passed through and settled near.

Anya’s mother smiled as she watched her husband walk quietly around the wagon and in the direction that Anya must have gone when she rose. She could not argue with what he was doing. He was looking after his daughter and her well-being. She closed her eyes and was almost back to sleep when she realized it was even better this morning that her husband was following her daughter. It was Stepanic’s morning to

look after the goats the band herded along with them and to bring the day’s firewood into the camp. Since the band had been in camp for five days, there was no telling how far Stepanic would need to go to find enough dead wood for the day’s fires. He was probably not following his sister this morning.

* * *
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It was a small force of nine that approached the hamlet in the darkest part of night and took their places in the thicket on the far side of the stream opposite the community. Slave traders. Months earlier on a slave raid into the area the slave traders took note of the hamlet. Its size and seclusion made it an excellent target for a raid. Two of the group had even stopped in the little settlement at the time seeking water and refreshment from their dusty travels. The residents afforded them hospitality and the two were soon on their way. But they had seen enough to know that an early morning raid could net them the merchandise they sought. This morning was the morning set for the raid. In the early dawn when the residents of the hamlet began to stir, the raiders would swoop in, take control of the hamlet, and leave shortly afterwards with a handful of villagers destined for the slave market.

Surprise and shock were necessary for a successful slave raid. The men were well-armed and well-trained in the use of the weapons they carried but their goal was neither death nor destruction. The only plunder they sought was human plunder. A sudden mad rush, blood-curdling screams, an overwhelming show of force and threat of injury was all that was necessary to overcome any thought of resistance the residents of the hamlet might have and to bring them cowering and submissive outside their homes.

The raiders were in position as the day lightened. Some of the residents were up. There were fires going in a number of the cottages as smoke coming from the roofs indicated. Undoubtedly a woman was up and about preparing the morning meal. Some members of the hamlet had even emerged from their cottages for a short period of time and then returned inside. However, the slave traders had not counted on a thirteen year old gypsy girl walking into their midst as they waited for the right moment to launch their raid.

Anya’s mind was lost on the progress of the miniature vessels – the leaves and twigs – she had launched on the stream and it was not until she heard the crack of a branch immediately behind her that she realized someone had come up behind her. Still she sat watching the twigs and leaves being carried away from her. She was not afraid. From the sound, she knew it to be a person and not an animal. Surely, it was someone from the camp, perhaps even Stepanic, deciding for some reason to join her as she sat watching the hamlet.

When no one came up beside her, Anya finally turned toward the sound to see who was behind her. She found herself face-to-face with a large man coming towards her. She immediately sized up that the man was up to no good and took him for a brigand of some sort because of the pistols and knives hanging from his belt around his waist and the other two straps which formed an ‘X’ across his chest. The man was still some steps from Anya when she turned and discovered him walking slowly towards her. Being discovered, he charged her.

Terror filled Anya’s heart and mind. Screaming and shrieking in fear, her fear gave her a quickness she might not have had under ordinary circumstances. She was on her feet, avoiding the outstretched hands of the man rushing her. Her first leap was into the creek. The water was not deep and did not slow her down. Nor was the creek wide. In three steps, Anya was across it and running for her life towards the hamlet.

Anya’s initial scream was soon joined by a scream from another source. Gregor had been ever so quiet in following his daughter. Finding her settled and safe along the side of the stream, he backtracked a little distance and made himself comfortable against a tree. Here he could see anyone who might come upon her from the gypsy camp or the little hamlet and he could also see her when she decided to make her way back home. No one was stirring in the woods so he could relax, he decided. He reached up, cut off a small branch from the tree and began whittling. A copse of trees and overgrown bushes kept him from seeing his daughter but he was not concerned. He could watch her as well through his ears as he could by his eyes. Growing tired of his whittling, he closed his eyes, not to sleep but to rest his eyes for the coming day.

It made no difference whether his eyes were open or closed, however. The undergrowth in the copse of trees blocked any view of the man emerging from them and approaching his daughter from behind. Anya’s father only became aware of her peril at her first scream.

Gregor was up and his dagger in hand before Anya’s first scream died. In contrast to Anya’s scream of fear, Gregor’s scream was a hideous, raging cry accompanying his headlong dash towards the man who was chasing his daughter.

He rushed to the stream like a maddened bull, a fury that only seemed to increase as his sight was no longer blocked by the trees and he laid eyes on the brute closing in on his daughter. The man was not alone, though. Another on a horse came galloping from the woods on the side to cut off Anya’s path to the hamlet. Anya did not hesitate but turned and ran parallel to the stream.

“Anya,” Gregor yelled to his daughter. “To me!” Her head turned as she ran and she saw her father. Fear contorted her face. It was a fear for herself mixed with fear of what she then saw and her father did not. Two other slave raiders had emerged from the copse of trees and were riding down on her father. His fury and fear for his daughter made him deaf to the sounds of the horses. He did not become aware of their presence until he caught the movement in his peripheral vision as one of the horses pulled even with him.

Gregor did not make it to the stream. The rider swung a club that sounded with a loud “thwack” as it connected with the back of Gregor’s head. Gregor went sprawling. His knife flew from his hand, bouncing into the waters of the stream.

Anya turned again in her flight, this time in the direction of the stream. She was faster than the man on foot but not the one on horse. As he came beside her and reached down and pulled her off the ground by her hair, her shriek was more hysterical and louder than any that had gone before. The man threw her across the front of his saddle. Anya’s breath was forced out of her as she landed roughly on the saddle and she momentarily lost her voice. The man locked his arm around her waist in an iron grip and now held her tightly at his side. Anya screamed and kicked but her efforts did nothing to loosen his grip.

Gregor, recovering his senses, began to crawl in the direction of the stream. One of the horsemen rode to block Gregor’s path, believing the blow to Gregor’s head had finished him and he was no threat to the rider. He misjudged the adrenaline that was coursing through Gregor. Gregor launched himself from the ground, grabbed the man and began to wrestle him off the horse. As the man fell, Gregor was able to free one of the pistols from the man’s belt but in doing so the gun discharged. Whether it struck something or not, Gregor was unable to tell.

Anya saw the last of her father’s efforts to save her. At the sound of the gunshot, the raider who held her turned his horse to see what was happening behind him at the stream. Locked in his arms, Anya likewise was turned to face the struggle of her father. The second rider struck another trudgeon blow to Gregor’s head as he rode by, this one to the left temple. The rider reined in his horse, and jumped off of it. Gregor’s knees buckled when he was struck and he knelt momentarily, his eyes staring at Anya, pain etched on his face. The second rider pulled out a long dagger and plunged it into Gregor’s back, pulled it out and then kicked Gregor between the shoulder blades to send him face-first into the ground. Gregor was unconscious, not dead, but he would never be whole again of either mind or body.

The tough old bastard is still alive, the slave raider thought. He pulled out a pistol, cocked it and aimed it at the back of Gregor’s head.

“Leave him!” The command came from the man holding Anya. With his free hand, the man pointed to the hamlet. The shrieks of Anya and the screams of Gregor had alerted the residents of the hamlet to the danger in their midst. There would be no surprise now.

Anya did not hear the command or see the rider standing over her father walk away from him without firing his pistol. Anya lost consciousness at the sight of the man stabbing her father with his dagger. There were brief seconds of consciousness as she was carried away on horseback, laid across the front of the saddle of the man who had taken her up.

It was not until nightfall that consciousness fully returned. Anya was in a camp, bound to a handful of other captives. Gazing across the camp at the group of men gathered around a fire, Anya saw for the first time the face of Silvio Cornetta, slave merchant. Seeing her awake, he walked to her. "I hope you are worth the trouble you caused me," he said, his face only inches from her own.
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Three

[image: ]


Venice – Years Later

There was no wind to blow away either the fog or the sounds that floated across the lagoon. Fishermen on the water sang out their songs and were answered by others also on the water or a nearby shore.

The boat carrying Cristiano and his companion glided silently across the water. Cristiano stood in back, his companion in front. Each held a long-poled oar that Venetians used to both propel and steer their small craft. The blades of the oars were held above the water, though. The two were content to drift for the moment.

The fog made navigation difficult, almost impossible, especially for someone like Cristiano who seldom made his way beyond the canals of Venice to venture onto the laguna (lagoon). The two men were lost, unable to find the island they had so carefully scouted out during the daylight hours.

“We should have been there by now,” Cristiano hissed in a whisper.

“Patience, Cristiano, my friend. We will get there soon enough or find a ready substitute. One isle will hold our ‘treasure’ as well as another.” Cristiano cringed at the words of his companion on two counts. The man had made no effort to lower his voice as he uttered Cristiano’s name and the cargo they carried at the bottom of the boat was anything but a treasure.

“Hush! Your voice will carry,” Cristiano hissed back in reply. “And don’t use my name.”

“Cristiano! Cristiano il artigiano che forgia candele (the candlemaker) of San Simeone Grande parish is out on the waters of the lagoon,” the companion answered. His voice was not quite a shout but it was louder than the normal speaking voice he had used earlier. “Cristiano. There is no one to hear us.” His voice dropped to its normal volume. “And so what if anyone does. We’re out on the water. At night. What is the crime in that?”

Crisitano did not answer. He dipped his oar back in the water and with a slight movement set the boat to moving again. Push and coast. Push and coast. The two had followed this pattern for over an hour since arriving at the spot where their little island should have been.

Almost another hour passed before the man in the front of the boat spotted a rush of tall grass jutting out of the water. Land at last, Cristiano sighed to himself. Even if it was not the island they sought, it would do for their purposes. Crisitiano knew enough of the tides in the lagoon to know that the island would not be overwashed with water even with the highest normal tides, although an extreme acqua alta might cover the island for a short period of time. Short but not long enough to wash away the dirt covering their cargo once buried and set it afloat on the laguna. Cristiano was not worried about finding the island again. Once he buried the cargo, he had no desire or intention of returning to the location again.

The nose of the craft struck the land and Cristiano’s companion jumped ashore, grabbing the boat by its bow and hauling it up onto the land. Cristiano joined him as they quickly surveyed the little mound of grass and dirt. Even as thick as the fog was, the two could see all four sides of the island. The size was a good thing. No one would come exploring this small patch of land. It was equally unlikely that anyone would be tempted to land for a moment to get off the laguna. Maybe once in a decade or so some crazy romantic might find his way to the place to have a picnic with a loved one. By then, Cristiano hoped, grass would once again obscure the area where they would disturb the surface with their digging.

“This will do,” the companion said. “Our treasure will be safe here.” Again he raised his voice slightly, knowing it would needle Cristiano.

The two returned to their boat, throwing back the tarp that covered what lay on its floor. It was evident what the cargo was. There were two items, each enclosed in a wool sack that served as the shroud for the body within. One at a time the bodies were lifted from the boat and carried inland to the high point of the island.

The second body was longer and heavier than the first as the grunting and swearing of the two men made clear as they struggled with it. Returning to the boat a third time, Cristiano retrieved the two shovels he had brought along and began digging the single grave for the two bodies.

Cristiano dug silently. His companion felt the need to utter an occasional curse about how large they had to make the hole to accommodate both bodies but he, too, for the most part made no sound other than a grunt each time he drove the shovel blade into the dirt. For all the grunting and cursing about the size of the hole, it was soon dug to the satisfaction of the men. The bodies were unceremoniously dumped into the hole, the men not taking the care to see whether they were placed with faces upward or downward. Then began the process of returning dirt to the makeshift grave to cover the bodies.

“Done,” Cristiano’s companion said as he scraped the last bit of earth onto the spot where the hole had previously been. To emphasize the point, he struck the small mound three times with the flat side of the shovel blade, then raised the shovel high and drove the blade into the dirt so that the shovel stood upright on its own.

As their boat headed away from the island and in the direction of the principal islands of Venice, Cristiano wanted to sigh with relief, knowing the job was done. The fog, the lateness of the hour, the inability to find the island they had originally singled out for the burial, all contributed to a general unease in the pit of his stomach. It was a feeling, a sense of foreboding, that all was not well.

Cristiano’s feeling was well-placed.

* * *
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Arturo fished alone, moving night to night from one favored spot on the laguna to another. He lay his nets in the shallows of the water and then pulled them in. The process was repeated throughout the night. It was a mindless job, one that Arturo had done for as long as he could remember, going back at least until he was only seven years old when he would accompany his father in a boat much like the one in which he now stood.

The fog rolled around Arturo as though he stood in the middle of a cloud on a mountain, the barely discernible wisps ebbing and flowing around him. The fog and darkness made no difference to Arturo. He knew exactly where he was in relation to the City of Venice, the terra ferma, and the inhabited and uninhabited islands dotting the laguna.

“I will have no trouble finding my way back here tomorrow,” he uttered under his breath, referring to the small uninhabited island some one hundred yards to his front from which the sound of shoveling and talk of treasure had emanated.

* * *
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There is death in the air. It was just a feeling, nothing specific. Teodoro Dinardi did not know where the feeling came from but it was the first thing that popped into his mind as he heard the footsteps echoing in the hallway. They passed his office, slowed, came back, turned away and came back again.

“Scusi, Ser Dinardi,” the man said as he poked his head into Dinardi’s office. “There is no one else here.”

That was true. It was barely light outside. Dinardi sat alone in the offices of the Avogadori di Comun, where he served as segregario, catching up on his paperwork before his day officially began. He had two rules about his work routine that he tried to adhere to. His day ended in time to have the evening meal at home and spend the last hours of the day with his family. This rule was sometimes broken when the circumstances of his office required him to attend to a matter in the evening. The second rule was very seldom violated. This was that he started each work day anew once the day officially began. To this end, he would arrive in the morning before anyone else and finish any paperwork that remained from the previous day.

Dinardi recognized the man at his door by his dress as a member of the Signori di Notte. The insignia on his bareta showed that he was from the Cannaregio sestiere. The Signori was one of many layers of law enforcement bodies in the city. It was responsible for enforcing peace in the city during the night, patrolling the calli and canals, arresting lawbreakers, investigating the crimes that occurred on its watch. It even maintained its own courts and prosecutors to handle those crimes that the Avagadori di Comun or Council of Ten did not take from it.

“We have a report of two bodies. . . . On a patch of land in the laguna. My capo is heading out there. He sent me to see if anyone from the Avogadori wanted to join him. In case it might be interested.”

Dinardi thought only a moment on what the man said. It would do well to send someone out to observe. The problem was, of course, that it would be at least another hour before anyone showed up at the offices. At this time of the morning there were only two choices. He could roust one of his investigators from his home and send him or he could go himself. Either way, he would be interrupted in what he was doing since even the first option required him to leave his office to go to the home of whatever investigator he chose to assign to the task. It was easier, he thought, to go with the Signori di Notte officer himself. The choice was also made easier by the tedious nature of the report Dinardi was attempting to draft.

It was a fisherman and his son who dug up the bodies, Dinardi was told as he and the member of the Signori made their way by gondola to the island. Dinardi expressed his skepticism that two individuals—fishermen at that—would just happen to be on an island in the laguna between Murano and terraferma with shovels rather than fishing nets and would be digging holes rather than casting nets into the water.

The Signori shrugged his shoulders. “Hard to believe. But still . . .,” he shrugged his shoulders again, “it is to be believed. I was there when he was telling his story. I saw no deception in his face or in his voice.” The Signori went on to explain the account of the fisherman. He had been on the laguna on the night of the heavy fog sitting no more than 100 yards from the island when he heard talk of treasure and the sound of digging coming from the island. He returned at dusk the next evening with his son. With the last bit of the fading light, they began digging where the earth had been recently disturbed, believing they would soon be richer for their efforts. Only it wasn’t treasure that they unearthed.

The Venetian laguna was flat and still. Daylight had come to the water by the time Dinardi and the Signori passed Murano. It soon became evident which island was the one where the bodies had been found. The island itself was not visible from the distance but Dinardi could make out three black specks that took the shape of gondolas as Dinardi drew nearer. Next came the distinct shapes of men standing or moving along the strip of land. There were at least seven that Dinardi counted.

“You made good time. We’ve not been here long,” the capo told Dinardi as the latter climbed out of the gondola to join the group of four standing on the shore. Dinardi had miscounted the men as he approached. There were eight total—four members of the Signori, two men that Dinardi took to be the fisherman and his son, and two custodi, common police officers assigned to the Cannaregio sestiere. The two custodi leaned on shovels next to mounded dirt. Not only did they have the misfortune of being dragged from their office or home before their day really started but they were also stuck with having to perform the physical labor, Dinardi reflected. The fisherman and his son had quickly covered in the hole once they discovered what it contained, the capo explained when Dinardi questioned how the two could have known the mound of dirt contained two bodies.

The capo signaled the two custodi and they began digging. The sandiness of the soil and the fact that it had been dug out and replaced twice in recent days made the digging easy. It wasn’t long before the tops of the bodies were visible. The custodi stopped digging and looked to the capo and Dinardi for instructions.

Dinardi saw no need to approach the grave and view the bodies in situ. The rough cloth sacks that served as their burial shrouds were evident from where he stood. There was also nothing to be learned from the area around the grave or anywhere else on the small piece of land. The fisherman and his son and the six officers that had preceded Dinardi to the scene had thoroughly disturbed the site and obliterated any evidence that might have been left behind by whoever buried the bodies. Not unexpected, Dinardi thought. The Signori normally dealt with straightforward crimes. Reading a crime scene and piecing together what was done and by whom was seldom required of them.

The capo motioned to the custodi to remove the bodies. Each was lifted in turn and laid at the feet of the capo and Dinardi. One of the custodi, knife in hand, knelt beside the larger body and made to cut open the shroud. Dinardi motioned him to wait.

Dinardi knelt beside the body, examined the cloth on top, turned the body over and examined it from the backside. The process was repeated with the second body.

“And . . . ?” the capo asked as Dinardi stood.

Dinardi smiled, an embarrassed smile, and shrugged his shoulders. “The only stains besides the dirt are some kind of oily substance on the backsides. Maybe from the bottom of the boat that brought them here or maybe it was already on the sacks before the bodies were put in them. Anyway, there are no blood stains. If they bled in any manner in death, it was some time before they were placed in these sacks.” That was the sum and substance of Dinardi’s inspection of the bodies.

“Can I open them now?” the custodi asked.

The capo thought on the question a moment and looked to Dinardi for guidance. Dinardi said nothing but made a slight, barely perceptible nod of the head in the direction of the main islands. He did not know whether the capo had caught the movement or had arrived at the same conclusion as Dinardi.

“No, we can do that back at the sestiere,” the capo answered.
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Four
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Cristiano cursed his bad luck. He stood on the fondamenta where a crowd gathered as four gondolas with a mixture of Signori di Notte, custodi and the segregario to the Avogadori di Comun tied up to the land. Cristiano held back in the crowd, craning his neck to see around and over those in front of him. A whisper rippled through the crowd with speculation at what could have sent the large group out on the laguna that early in the morning.

As the custodi lifted the first of the body-filled sacks into view, the buzz from the crowd grew quicker, louder and more excited. Cristiano knew immediately what the sack contained. He added to the noise of the crowd but, where the voices in the crowd were inquisitive and excited, Cristiano’s contribution was a restrained curse uttered aloud and not quite under his breath.

The custodi were not discreet in what they said as they unloaded the two bodies. Questions were asked of them by those in front of the crowd. They were not reticent in answering them. It took less than a minute for the words of the men to pass from one person to the next along the fondamenta. The excitement of the moment was contagious. Two bodies. Found on an island. Buried there the previous evening. No buried two nights ago in the fog. The two men who were not officials of Venice—the fisherman and the other—were the killers and could not live with their guilt any longer. No, the fisherman and his son found the bodies, led the officers to them. They weren’t the killers. Information and misinformation ran through the crowd. Cristiano locked his eyes on the fisherman and his son, wondering what led them to the two bodies and whether he should do something about it.

The bodies were loaded onto a cart. As the cart moved down the calle away from the fondamenta, the crowd parted and then formed a procession behind it. Cristiano was among the followers, his gaze still fixed on the fisherman and his son, his mind lost in thought on the dilemma in which he found himself.

It was only the sense of something, an unease, that caused Cristiano to look away from the fisherman and to his right. A man in the crowd walking even with Cristiano was watching him. When Cristiano looked at him, the man looked quickly away, but not quickly enough to hide the fact that he had been staring at Cristiano. Cristiano did not know or recognize the man. There was no reason that he should. The man was a complete stranger. But that stranger seemed particularly interested in Cristiano and what might be perceived as Cristiano’s odd behavior. Cristiano also quickly looked away from the man and began to guide himself to the left in the crowd. Once at the edge of the crowd, he slipped away down the first calle intersection which presented itself. Looking back
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