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			Book One

			
				NICO

			

		

	
		
			from The Histories of the Middle Sea

			Begun at Istanbul in the year 1011 of the Hijrah of the Prophet (A.D. 1604)
by Darius, called the Preserver
Court Historian to the Lion of the East and West, the Sultan Achmet


			Malta!

			Never was there a more unlikely place upon which the fate of empires would hinge.

			There are but five little islands in the Maltese archipelago. Of those there are only two of note, called Malta and Gozo. Both are largely barren, with little fresh water and a thin cover of poor earth in which only the most stubborn figs and melons will grow, and upon which only the most tenacious people survive.

			In the time before history, well before the age of bronze, the islands were occupied by ancients who left crumbling temples and deep rutted tracks in the stone to mark their passage. Phoenicians followed in those tracks, and after them the Carthaginians, and the Romans. On his way to a martyr’s death, the Christian apostle Paul was shipwrecked in a northern bay. During his sojourn he planted deeply the seeds  of his faith, which grew far better in Malta than the figs and melons.

			Vandal raids ravaged the island while the Roman Empire was being sundered into eastern and western parts. Malta fell to the eastern realm, Byzantium, in whose hands it lay until the year A.D. 870, when it was taken by the Arabs, the Islamic desert nomads whose conquests were sweeping much of the world, reaching in the west all the way to the Iberian peninsula.

			There was a brief and bright moment then in Malta, when Muslims lived peaceably alongside Christians and Jews. It would not last.

			Count Roger the Norman conquered the islands in A.D. 1090. A dispute in royal bloodlines gave Malta to the German Frederick, the Holy Roman Emperor. He used it as a penal colony and expelled the Muslims forever from the land. In their turn the Germans were expelled by the French under Charles of Anjou, and the French by the Aragonese. After the union of Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile, the Spanish banned all religions in their realm save Roman Catholicism, giving rise to the Inquisition. Meanwhile the Moors, who had occupied the Iberian peninsula for nearly seven centuries, had steadily been pushed back by the  Christian kingdoms. The last Muslim outpost, Grenada, fell in A.D 1492, a year that saw a great exodus of Moors and Jews alike from all the Spanish lands—including Malta, where St. Paul’s seeds had finally borne full fruit.

			Who in Malta survived such upheaval? Men of one religion, but of mixed blood and sundry allegiances. Their language was a jumble of Arabic, Semitic, and Italian, their dress and culture a muddle of East and West, their rulers an Aragonese-installed oligarchy of noble families on whose fiefs the peasants, the one constant of Malta, labored without end.

			Through its history Malta suffered pestilence and plague and pillaging monarchs, droughts and corsairs and broiling summers. Though scorned for the poverty of its culture, arable land, and people, Malta was yet coveted for its perfect harbors and strategic location, which commanded the sea lanes between Africa and Sicily. It was this location, coupled with the rise of Ottoman power in the eastern sea, that granted the island an importance out of all proportion to its size.

			Malta was placed squarely into history’s destiny in the early years of the sixteenth century A.D. by a self-serving act of another Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V of Spain, who installed the island’s most recent rulers, the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem.

			Malta.

			A tiny and coarse island, a mere six leagues long by three wide, no bigger in that great sea than a grain of sand upon a beach, yet O—what a grain!

			What fortunes turned upon it!

			—From Volume VII
The Great Campaigns: Malta


		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			MALTA
1 5 5 2


			On the morning the slavers came, the children were looking for treasure.

			Swept up in their purpose, they didn’t see the mast of the corsair galley, all but obscured by the high rocks surrounding the cove where the ship had anchored in the night.

			They didn’t see the dead sentry hanging upside down on the watchtower. It was Bartholomeo, an older boy who lived on their own street, his throat cut deep as he slept, cut from ear to ear. His blood had already baked dry on the platform from which he was to have sounded the alarm, a platform from which his killers had stolen several planks of wood. The children didn’t see Bartholomeo because they were hiding from him, keeping to the deep gullies or crouching behind the low stone walls that separated fields so dry and barren that even the crows didn’t bother to scavenge there anymore. As long as they stayed behind those walls they knew Bartholomeo couldn’t glimpse them and spoil their plans. He would do that, and just for spite: Bartholomeo was plain mean.

			They couldn’t see or hear the stream of galley slaves snaking along the ravine a hundred paces to the east, men laboring in silence as they hauled water beneath the watchful eyes of their guards.

			And they couldn’t smell the galley, because the wind was at their backs, a majjistral blowing from the northwest. With the right winds the smell of a galley preceded the sight, the stench an unmistakable herald of danger. Had they smelled it, they would have known the scent of doom. There would have been time to fear, time to flee.

			Today, however, they smelled nothing but Maria’s dreams.

			“Father’s going to whip us,” Nico said solemnly. He was breathing heavily, struggling to keep up with his sister as she led him toward the southern coast of Malta. The limestone over which they ran baked under a sun that was already scorching despite the early hour. “We’re supposed to be cleaning out the dung pit.”

			“He’ll never know,” Maria said. She moved like quicksilver over the rocks, threading her way barefooted between stands of prickly pear. She was thirteen but small for her age, athletic and lean, her figure as yet betraying no sign that she was a girl. Her clothes were worn through in spots, and she carried a knife in her belt. Her hair was cut short and ragged, like a boy’s. Her face was smeared with grime, her skin deeply browned by the sun, her green eyes lit with determination and adventure. “He’s busy today, seeing the capumastru for a job building one of the knights’ new forts. Besides, I’m not giving up until we’ve found it. If you’d rather slop shit than dig treasure, suit yourself. I don’t care.”

			They’d been two long days at the dung pit beneath their house, hauling out pail after pail of human and animal excrement to be spread over a rocky field outside the village where their family tried to grow vegetables. They emptied the pit twice a year, when the flies in the kitchen got too thick. Except for the flies, Maria saw no point to it. Nothing had grown in that field for two years. It was the same all over Malta. The rains hadn’t come, and there had been no grain from Sicily. Her own baby sister and brother, twins, had starved to death, like half the babies in the village of Birgu that year. “Nothing grows in Malta but rocks and misery,” her mother often said. “Nothing but dung, that is. If only there were a market for it, we would be rich beyond dreams.” It was perhaps the only matter in which Maria agreed with her mother. Spreading the dung was pointless, just another of Father’s nasty chores. It was better to be here, doing something that mattered.

			“We’ve been looking forever and we haven’t found it,” Nico grumped.

			“We’ll find it today. But you can go back if you want.”

			He would never go back, of course. He idolized his sister, who was the sunrise in his life. She protected him from the anger of their father and the despair of their mother and all the troubles of a hostile world. She wasn’t like the other girls her age, not at all. Most of them covered their faces with barnuzi and stayed indoors. “A woman should be seen but twice in public,” Maria’s mother said. “The day she is married and the day she is buried.” Maria never listened. She was a tomboy with a hot temper, and she vowed never to hide behind a barnuza. The other girls shunned her. She shunned them back. That suited Nico because it left him someone to run with, someone who knew things and told stories and climbed rocks and hunted treasure. If she asked, he would follow her over the edge of the cliffs, even though such devotion often meant trouble for him with their father.

			“I just don’t want to get whipped.”

			“There are worse things.”

			“Like what?” Nico could feel the leather of his father’s belt on his backside. There wasn’t much worse than that.

			“Like spending your life hauling shit. Like letting someone else find the treasure. Here we are,” she said.

			They’d arrived at their private place, a series of ruins situated on a plateau overlooking the sea. They’d never seen another soul there. Dust carried on the winds of eons had buried most of it, but there remained great megaliths of stone, marking a temple built by some ancient and forgotten race. A few stone columns still rose to the sky, while others had toppled into a confused jumble. There remained subterranean chambers and innumerable places to hide. They’d explored much of it, crawling through openings and burrowing beneath slabs, sometimes discovering new passageways and rooms merely by moving rubble and digging a little.

			Somewhere in that labyrinth, carefully concealed in a box or a pot or behind a stone panel, Maria was certain there was treasure. Half a century earlier the Jews had been expelled from Spain and her domains, including Malta. During their flight from persecution, they were believed by many to have buried their uncountable riches, intending to return for them later. So far all Maria had found were seashells and some old bones, but even without the hope of treasure she’d have come anyway. She loved the ruins. There was a purity to them, from their smell to their glorious view of the sea to their telltale hints of glories past. She felt the presence and spirit of the people who built them, people who had money and enough food and wore clothes even more magnificent than the Knights of St. John, who strutted like peacocks through the streets of Birgu. These people had lived well, dancing and laughing and holding great feasts. She told Nico all about them as they dug at the bases of the columns and turned over stones.

			“If they were so great,” Nico said, pawing through the rubble, “why is this all they left?”

			“They went to Franza. It’s greener there. Everyone is rich.”

			“Who says they left treasure here, anyway?”

			“I say they did. Dr. Callus told me. He spends all his time looking for it, too. Some Jews left it about a thousand years ago, after the king made them leave.”

			“Jews wouldn’t leave money. Mother says Jews would leave their children before they’d leave their money.”

			“Well, these did,” Maria huffed. “It was gold and silver. They couldn’t carry it all. And I’m going to find it. I’ll hide it until I’m old enough, and then I’m going to buy a castle in Franza.” At the wharf she’d heard talk about France, about its mountains and rich fields of lupine. That sounded grand: she’d buy a castle and put slaves in her fields, growing lupine.

			“What’s lupine?” Nico asked.

			“I don’t know exactly, but I’ll have lots of it. And servants, and all my clothes will be spun from silk, and my spoons will be made of silver. You can live with me if you like.”

			“Girls can’t have castles.”

			She snorted at that. “Queens can. I will. You’ll see.”

			They dug for a while without uncovering anything but more dirt and rock. She was almost ready to suggest they go look in the caves that dotted the cliffs overlooking the sea. Some were occupied, but not all. She knew the Jews would have had many clever hiding places, and caves would make good ones. She was digging with the tip of her knife when she heard a clink. She cleared away the earth with her fingers and found a small object. It was oval in shape, crusted with age.

			“Look!” She held it up.

			“What is it?”

			“Munita! A coin!”

			“It looks like a rock to me.”

			“Your head is a rock! It’s old, stupid, but it’s still treasure.” She scraped it with her knife. In the sunlight she could see the dull glint of corroded metal. “There, look, don’t you see? A man’s head. He’s wearing a helmet!”

			Nico didn’t see, but his eyes went wide anyway.

			“You can keep it,” she said magnanimously, passing it to him. “There’s more here. What did I tell you? Now put it in your pocket. Whatever you do, don’t show it to a grown-up. They’ll just take it away.”

			“Grazzi,” Nico breathed, scarcely believing his good fortune. He slipped the coin into his pocket and labored feverishly beside her, his enthusiasm renewed. They dug for more than an hour, sweat mingling with thick dust on their brows as they grunted and heaved and dug for her dreams. She unearthed a bowl, well preserved but broken in two. Buried beneath that they found a perfect white femur. “You see? It’s a Jew bone,” Maria said confidently. “A marker. They always leave them near treasure. We’re getting close.”

			Nico gave a low whistle. They dug ever more furiously.

			Maria stopped abruptly. She tugged his sleeve for quiet. “What was that?” she whispered.

			“What?”

			She cocked her head, listening intently. A blue thrush hopped among the rocks, looking for insects. A tiny lizard clung to the side of a rock. The wind blew steadily, dry and hot. “I thought I heard voices.”

			A moment later she shook her head. “Never mind. It was nothing.”

			The timbers on the Algerian galliot creaked softly as the ship rode the gentle swells at anchor. Seawater lapped quietly at the freeboard. Soldiers stood in the poop with their arquebuses at the ready, nervously awaiting the return of the slaves fetching water from an inland spring. The ship had been brought about in the cove until her prow faced the open sea, ready for a quick departure.

			She was a sea hunter, swift and lean, a galliot of the same type that had carried the legions of Rome and the trade of Carthage. Long and sleek, she was a fair-weather craft, shallow draughted so she could lurk in rivers and lagoons from which she might prey on rich shipping. Although her mast bore a single goose-winged lateen sail, it was not generally the wind that drove her through the sea, but the force of slave labor. She was primarily a rowing ship. Three men were chained naked to each of the twenty-four benches ranged along each side, pulling at their oars. During the long months of the sailing season they never left their stations. They ate, slept, and relieved themselves where they sat, in fair weather and foul.

			Raïs Ali Agha, master of the Algerian vessel, wouldn’t have come to Malta alone except in an emergency. The island was home to the Knights of St. John, the infidels whose base lay just two leagues distant, at Birgu.

			He’d come to make fast repairs and to take on urgently needed water. He had nearly been a victim of his own success. A daring shore raid in Sicily netted him a hundred and thirty slaves. As he was making for Algiers, he encountered an unescorted French merchantman. He took the ship without firing a shot, tying her crew belowdecks and offloading bales of silk and boxes of spices until his galliot rode dangerously low in the water. When he dared take no more cargo, he cut the merchantman adrift and made haste for home.

			He would have made it easily but for a freak spring storm. The shallow draught of his keel was designed for speed, not for fighting an angry sea. The waves tossed the vessel like cork. A small cannon, a Portuguese-made verso taken from the French ship, broke free of the heavy timber balks to which it had been lashed. The gun careened wildly on the deck, smashing through water casks like tinder, then splintering wood and the helmsman’s legs as it slid the other way. Finally it broke through the wood railing and toppled into the hold.

			Only the beneficent hand of Allah guided the cannon onto a group of slaves rather than through the hull itself. The wretches were huddled together in fear of the storm. Their bodies cushioned the cannon’s impact, preserving the hull, but the mouth of the gun penetrated the planking at the waterline, which, owing to the heavy load, was even higher than usual. The sea poured in with every swell. The boat was in mortal peril.

			Only the quick reactions of Ali Agha kept them all from the bottom. Seventy captives were thrown overboard to lighten the vessel, their weight being greater than that of the silk and their value less than that of the spices. Most of them were children, kept in the rear hold, separated from their parents by a bulkhead. Ali Agha always divided his captives that way, finding it kept them more docile. He would have preferred jettisoning the adults, as the children were worth more, but it was the ship’s stern that needed lightening, and there was no time to shift bodies or ballast. The children’s screams were swallowed by heavy winds. The bosun’s whistle shrilled and the overseer’s whip cracked repeatedly as all aboard struggled to keep the craft from foundering. Soldier and slave alike bailed madly to keep up with the flooding in the bilge, half the men sick from the sea as they worked, their vomit mixing with the seawater that swirled about their knees in the keel.

			Then, almost as suddenly as it began, the squall abated and the sea calmed.

			Ali Agha surveyed the damage. The mast had held, but an improperly secured hatch had failed. Nearly all the food stores were lost, and much of the water. The three hundred souls remaining aboard his vessel could do without food for a few days, insha’llah, but not without water, and besides, he still needed to make repairs to the hull. The closest landfall was Malta. Reluctantly Ali Agha set course for the island. Despite his proximity to the knights’ base, he imagined they would be otherwise occupied chasing his great-uncle, the legendary corsair Dragut Raïs. A few days earlier Dragut had captured the knights’ galley Caterinetta, sailing from Marseilles with a fortune in scudi to be spent on the knights’ new fortifications at Birgu. Storm or not, the humiliated knights would be swarming after the corsair like angry hornets.

			Still, Ali Agha took no chances. His carpenters made short work of the repairs, using wood from a watchtower that stood above the southern shore. They troweled thick stopping into the seams around the patch to make it watertight, and then regreased a portion of the hull to restore the ship to its fighting trim. Now it remained only to await the new stores of water. The galley slaves rested idly at oars, baking beneath the white sun that had risen above the ridge of protective rocks overlooking the cove.

			Guards stood on the gangway above the hold to ensure silence. No sound could be permitted until the ship was safely quit of the knights’ lair. Just after dawn two of the captive Sicilians began fighting over a scrap of food. Their throats were quickly cut, their bodies thrown overboard. The wife of one of the men cried out, and her lifeless body followed her husband’s into the water. After that the other captives were as silent as if their own throats had been cut. Raïs Ali Agha liked an obedient crew and company.

			The captain glanced impatiently at the open sea and back at the ravine. The slaves were taking too long with the water. If he was seen while anchored in the cove, he would be easily trapped, escape all but impossible. The danger increased with each passing moment. The cove’s towering rocks protected his ship from enemy eyes but blinded him to their presence as well. He was familiar with the God-cursed land of Malta, as desolate as it was dangerous. He’d raided the archipelago a dozen times. Generally he landed on the northern island of Gozo, always poorly defended. But he also knew this southern coast, choosing it now because of its isolation and for a little-known freshwater spring, difficult of access but in a sparsely populated area. The watchtower guard had been the first to die, before dawn, and men were dispatched to kill what cave dwellers they could find. Two lookouts stood on the headlands facing the seaward approaches, but Ali Agha decided to send more men up the cliffs. Ruins stood there, from which they could observe the approach of land patrols or enemy galleys.

			At his order two men scaled the cliffs, carrying pistols and knives. The climb was treacherous, the going slow. At length they reached the top, then turned and scanned the sea. One of them signaled that all was clear. Then he turned and with his companion strode inland, toward the ruins.

			Nico saw them first.

			He was no longer looking for treasure. He was using one rock to chip at another, trying to fashion a cannonball. As he wiped grit from his eyes he glanced out toward the cliffs. The blood left his face. His stomach soured with shock and fear. Maria was still bent over her work. He tugged at her shirt. She saw the sickness in his eyes, and followed his gaze.

			A man was climbing onto the top of the cliffs. He was stocky and full-bearded, wearing pantaloons with a low crotch, and no blouse. He got to his feet, then turned to help a companion clamber up. The second man was a scrawny and dark-skinned Moor wearing a leather jerkin far too big for his slight frame. Both men wore sandals. Their turbans marked them as North African corsairs, the slavers who inhabited the nightmares of every Maltese, claiming more victims than disease and famine combined. From the time of the Carthaginians, slavers had wreaked havoc in these islands, but never with such devastating effectiveness as the corsairs from Africa’s Barbary Coast. The previous year the most terrible of them all, Dragut Raïs, had carried away nearly the entire population of Gozo. His men passed over the islands like a shadow of death. Trees were cut, wells poisoned, houses torched, churches destroyed, livestock butchered. When the smoke cleared, more than five thousand souls had disappeared into the holds of Dragut’s ships.

			Even children, Maria and Nico had heard a thousand times.

			Especially children.

			Maria had never heard of their coming to this part of the island, where so few people lived and the cliffs were so high.

			It didn’t matter. The corsairs were here, now. One of them waved to the ship below. The two men started for the ruins.

			“It’s all right,” she said quietly to her little brother, for his sake feigning a calm she did not feel. Nico’s guts were not as sturdy as hers, and her own insides were twisted in terror. She knew he might begin wailing at any moment. She had to be strong for them both.

			They were in a large courtyard overgrown with weeds and surrounded by a stone wall. On the seaward side the wall had three openings, two for windows and one for a door. If they could work their way around the clearing to the landward side, they could hide behind rubble there and then disappear through the inner wall into the ruins, where there were countless places to hide. They might even break and run for the watchtower, where Bartholomeo could help. She wondered why he hadn’t already sounded the alarm. Surely he’d seen them, too. The fool was probably asleep, she thought angrily.

			“Scoot back to that wall,” she said. “Hurry, but don’t make any noise. If we’re quiet, they’ll never know we’re here.”

			They scrambled backward, bloodying their hands and knees on sharp rocks. Nico backed straight through a thistle patch, too sick with fear to notice the pain. As he crawled he mumbled and prayed, wishing he’d stayed home to work the dung pit, as his father had ordered. “Ahfirli, God,” he whimpered.

			“God doesn’t want you to be sorry,” Maria hissed. “He wants you to hurry!”

			They were almost to the rubble of stones that promised their first shelter when a turbaned head appeared at the seaward door. Maria clutched Nico by the shirt and pressed him toward the ground. They froze still as death itself, trying to melt into the earth. To her horror she saw their passage had stirred up dust motes that now drifted in the air of the courtyard, lit by diagonal shafts of sunlight. They couldn’t have left a better trail.

			The corsair surveyed the big square. He knew something was there. He motioned his companion to silence. The walls cast dark shadows among the weeds and stones, making it difficult for him to see. His turban moved slightly as his gaze shifted between shadow and suspicion. He cocked his head to one side, listening. There was only the sound of distant surf pounding against the rocks below. He drew a knife from his sash and held it at the ready, absently passing it back and forth between big hands as he waited, its blade gleaming in the sun. He squeezed the hilt, then let go, then squeezed again: patient, wary, waiting. For long moments hunters and hunted remained motionless on opposite sides of the courtyard, the only noise the distant whisper of the sea.

			Maria felt certain the pounding of her heart must give them away. She had one hand on Nico’s elbow. He was trembling like a frightened rabbit. She dared not look at him, even to reassure him. She dared not move her head. She dared not breathe.

			The movement of the turban stopped. Dark eyes bored directly into their hiding place. The corsair’s eyes narrowed. He squinted, as if not certain what he was seeing. Maria felt his eyes like hot coals, burning inside her. It took all her courage not to flinch.

			“Shoof, walahi!” The corsair roared a warning to his companion, then burst through the opening.

			“Run!” Maria shrieked.

			The children scrambled to their feet and darted through a doorway that opened into a narrow passageway running between ancient walls of limestone. Maria gripped Nico’s hand tightly, yanking him along behind her, catching him when he stumbled. They turned left, then right, then left again, working their way deeper and deeper into the maze.

			Behind them they heard the heavy thudding of the corsairs’ footfalls. Maria came to a narrow opening cut in the stone. Roughly she shoved Nico through and plunged in after him. They both fell heavily, then scurried on hands and knees to another doorway. Over the ages the floors had filled with silt and rubble and dirt, so that doorways that were once full-sized were now only low passages. They had to crouch to get through. Maria cracked her head against a stone lintel. She cried out in pain and fell to her knees. Nico stopped to help her. He looked back and saw the flash of a turban as the first corsair pressed through the opening. The sight made him erupt in a fountain of tears. He sank to his seat, gasping for air between great ragged sobs. He couldn’t move. The corsair got his shoulders through the opening, grunting loudly, and struggled to pull his lower half through.

			Maria recovered first. “Come on!” Once again she wrenched Nico into flight. She knew their only hope now was to reach one of the subterranean rooms, where they might hide in silence. They crawled on their bellies, slithering through gaps and doors and breaches in the walls, pushing their way through dusty cobwebs. Sometimes they saw patches of open sky above them, while at other times they were cloaked in pitch-darkness beneath stone slabs. In one such place, feeling secure and invisible, they waited. For a moment there was only the sound of their own ragged breath, and they felt a glimmer of hope. But then through the blackness they heard muffled grunting and wheezing. There was no safety in darkness. Their hunters were not going to give up.

			They scooted and burrowed and shinnied ever deeper into the maze, bloodying hands and knees in their headlong flight, no longer caring whether they made noise. They found a trench and scooted along it. They rolled beneath a massive slab and tumbled down a half-buried stairwell, from which they ducked into yet another passage. The ruins were without end.

			Finally, coming to a place neither of them had ever been, they slipped through an opening into another room. Well above them a part of the ceiling had collapsed. A tiny shaft of sunlight dimly illuminated the space. It was a large burial crypt. Niches were sculpted in tiers into the walls, in which skeletal remains could be seen. The skulls of the dead leered at them through dark empty eye sockets, above mouths that seemed to grin at their predicament.

			Maria looked up at the source of the light, wondering whether it might offer a way out. She stood and tried to climb, but the opening was above a smooth section of wall. There was no place to put her feet.

			There was no way out. They were trapped.

			She dropped to the floor and scooted into one of the niches, pushing aside the bones of its previous occupant to make room. She pressed against the wall, drawing Nico in close behind her. His body still convulsed with sobs that he was trying valiantly to muffle. He buried his face in her shoulder.

			They heard the corsairs just outside the chamber. They were conferring in low voices, evidently uncertain as to where their quarry had gone. There was silence, and then a head appeared in the opening through which they’d just come. The man was breathing heavily from his exertions. Nico opened an eye to peek. At the sight of the man, his eyes bulged and his chest heaved. Despite Maria’s efforts, his wrenching sob filled the crypt. Maria hugged him tightly as they heard the man’s hiss.

			“Ta-eh-la!”

			Maria pressed harder to the wall. Nico’s sobs grew louder.

			“Ta-eh-la!” he said again. He slid in after them. It was the smaller of the two, the Moor, and they trembled as they watched his approach. They could see the whites of his eyes beneath the folds of his turban, gleaming, mocking, inevitable. They squeezed even closer together. The Moor reached out, and Maria lashed at him with her foot. He brushed it aside deftly and caught hold of Nico’s ankle. Screaming, Nico was ripped from her grasp. Then he had her ankle, too, in a grip she thought would crush her bones.

			Grunting from his efforts, the corsair laboriously dragged his two captives back across the dirt toward the entrance, on the other side of which his companion waited to help. Nico went limp with fear, but Maria kicked and flailed. She caught hold of a length of old bone and began hitting the Moor with it. Unable to swing freely in the tight space, she did little harm. The Moor pinned Nico with his body and tried to hit her. The first blow missed. He lunged and struck again, this time connecting with her mouth. She felt a tooth break. Shocked for only a moment and now enraged, she fought back with rabid fury. She let go of the bone. She raked his cheek with her nails and tried to scratch out his eyes. When he lashed out again she caught his arm in her teeth and bit through meaty flesh, tasting his blood in her mouth. He bellowed in rage and caught her by the muscle at her neck and shoulder. His fingers found a nerve that sent her limp with pain. She yelped and ceased struggling. With jerky motions, he dragged her the rest of the way by the neck.

			A few moments later they stood in the sunshine in an alcove, all of them panting and streaked with grime, sweat, and blood. The Moor examined his forearm where Maria had bitten him, a ragged half-moon mess of teeth marks and muscle laid bare. In anger he cuffed her again. At that Nico tried to get away, but the other corsair, the big one, caught him by the collar. The two men hauled their young captives toward the edge of the ruins, pleased at their catch, however troublesome it had been. Such spirited youngsters would fetch a handsome price in the slave market.

			As they neared the cliffs Nico yelled and began squirming, but his captor had him too tightly. He lifted Nico easily and draped him over his shoulder like a sack. The corsair moved carefully down a short embankment at the top of the cliffs. Maria saw them begin their descent. She knew that each second diminished her chances of helping herself or Nico. She struggled to reach the knife she carried in her belt, but the Moor tightened his grip. He lifted her onto his shoulders, her head on his left, her feet on his right. He laughed now at the spirit of the wildcat on his back. Thinking it was a boy he carried, he reached between the child’s legs to squeeze his balls and silence his protests. The shock he felt upon discovering he carried a girl made him slacken his grip just a little. Maria felt it, and then she had her knife. The blade flashed as she stabbed mightily downward. She meant to gut him, like she’d seen the fishmongers gut tunny. She wasn’t strong enough for that, but she managed to lay open the skin of his breast. Blood drenched his shirt. He shrieked in rage and pain, his left hand letting loose of her as he instinctively reached for his wound. Clenching her teeth, she stabbed again, this time aiming for his neck. He raised his forearm just in time. The point of the knife stuck hard in the bone. She lost hold of the knife, but it was enough. He screamed again and let go. She rolled off his back, landing on her hands and knees. She scrambled to her feet and ran for her life.

			The corsair yanked the knife from his arm and flung it aside. He lunged for her, but she was too quick. He clambered up the rocky embankment. By the time he reached the top she was already in the open field, halfway to the ruins. He knew he could catch her. With long, sure strides, he closed the gap between them. Just as he nearly had her, she darted through the door, back inside the ruins.

			At that moment he heard the bosun’s whistle, the signal that the water was aboard and the galliot was making ready to leave. He cursed; he knew Ali Agha would not wait for him. If he didn’t return to the ship immediately, he would find himself stranded on this dung-infested island. The boy—the  girl—was not worth risking that. Nursing his two knife wounds and the more painful bite, he turned and hurried back. Where the ravine cut the cliffs on the opposite side of the cove he could see the end of the line of slaves, carrying water. They would be aboard quickly. He started down.

			As soon as he disappeared over the edge Maria emerged from hiding and raced back to the ledge. The Moor was just beneath her, making his way down the steep rocks. Below him, almost halfway to the bottom, she saw Nico, still draped over his captor’s back. She screamed in despair, “Nico! ”

			“Mariaaaaa!” Nico wailed back. The corsairs glanced up at her, then turned their attention back to their descent. Nico wailed again. “Maria, help me!”

			Desperately she looked around. She picked up a rock, carried it to the edge, and hurled it. She knew she might hit Nico, but she was never indecisive, and it was better to kill Nico trying to save him than to kill him by doing nothing. Her throw was short. The rock shattered near the head of the Moor, the one who’d been carrying her. He scowled but kept descending. She jumped back and found another rock. It was almost too heavy to pick up, but she lugged it at knee level and returned to the edge. With a mighty grunt she heaved again. The Moor looked up at the noise, and the rock caught him square in the face. He tumbled silently backward, spinning in the air, then landing in a heap on the rocks at the water’s edge. Maria cried out in rage. She hadn’t meant to waste a rock on that one. She had to help  Nico.

			Nico bawled again, his desperate wail echoing against the cliffs on the far side of the cove. His arms flailed ineffectively as he vainly sought to throw himself from the corsair’s back. The corsair himself struggled to keep his own hold on the rocks without falling. Maria hurled another rock, a lighter one. It fractured near the corsair’s head, showering him with fragments. He slipped and nearly lost his footing. He let go of Nico, who slipped around, now clinging to the man for dear life with both arms around the corsair’s waist, his legs dangling free. For an awful moment it looked as if they would both topple backward to their deaths. Slowly, with deliberate movements, the corsair consolidated his hold. He shifted Nico higher up onto his back and started down again.

			The instant Maria saw she’d missed, she let fly with yet another stone, and another. One of the soldiers on the poop deck of the galliot looked up and realized what was happening. He raised his arquebus and fired up at the small figure. The ball slammed into the cliff just below Maria’s feet. Despite the danger, she didn’t stop. She was fearless, blind to all but her purpose.

			At last one of the stones struck Nico’s captor a glancing blow on the head. He nearly lost his grip again, and with his sudden movement, Nico slid down his back again, holding on with one arm, pawing for something to hold on to with the other. He slid all the way down the corsair’s leg and then dropped to a ledge. Maria heard him yelp, but then he got up. He looked left and right. He quickly chose a path and started climbing sideways, away from the corsair, who had all but forgotten him in his effort to save himself. Maria willed Nico to speed. He was a good climber, at home on the rocks, certainly more nimble than the Algerian. “Isa, Nico!” she shouted, willing him to speed. “Ha fef! Ha fef!” She picked up more stones and kept throwing.

			Freed of his burden, the corsair made his way the last fifteen feet to the bottom. He looked up at Nico, and back at his ship, to make sure he had time. Calculating, he scrambled over the rocks and took a position below Nico. He drew his pistol and aimed up at the boy, who clung like a fly to the rocks. The corsair said something to Nico. He would not miss at that distance.

			Nico clung to the wall, crying. He couldn’t move. His fingers were cramping, and he couldn’t hold on. “Maria!” he yelled. “What should I do?”

			Maria sank to her knees. She was exhausted; she could barely lift the rocks anymore. Her face was bleeding, and one arm was numb. She threw another rock, and another. They fell short. The corsair ignored her.

			“Maria!” Nico called again, sobbing. “Maria! Help me, Maria!”

			“Run, Nico!”

			“Where? Where should I run?”

			She got to her feet and flew east again along the cliff, to find a better spot from which to throw rocks. It was all she could do. She heard the roar of gunfire. She screamed. She flung herself to her belly and looked over the edge. Nico was still alive. Smoke drifted from the barrel of the corsair’s firearm. He had aimed wide, intending to frighten the boy. It had worked. Nico was descending.

			“Nico, don’t give up!” she yelled, but if he heard, he gave no sign. A moment later he was down. The corsair snatched him up, tucking him under one arm. Nico didn’t struggle. He stopped wailing and seemed to go limp. The corsair made his way toward the galliot, stopping at the inert form of his fallen companion. Still holding Nico, he cleaned out the dead man’s pockets. Then he picked his way across the rocks toward the galliot. A few moments later he carried his prize aboard.

			Maria began crying, enraged by her helplessness. She despised her tears. She kept throwing rocks long after they could do any good. They clattered down the cliff and splashed into the sea.

			A whistle shrilled. Forty-eight oars lifted and flashed in the sun, poised like wings alongside the ship.

			Thrum. The bosun’s tambour sounded its sonorous call. As one, the oars dipped into the waters of the cove. She saw Nico tossed like a bale of cloth into the hold, and lost sight of him.

			Thrum. The galley began moving to the pull of the oars, slowly at first. Sailors scaled the mast and extended the sail. It flapped limply, and then, as the ship cleared the cove, it snapped back and forth, as if undecided. Then it billowed in a quartering wind that caught the ship as if in a sling.

			Thrum. The bosun’s rhythm picked up, his two wooden hammers alternating on the leathern drum as the ship gathered speed. The oars dipped and pulled in unison to its call, then swept forward, to dip and pull again.

			Thrum. The captain’s voice carried over the water as he shouted orders. The helmsman heaved at the tiller. The graceful craft turned hard starboard, to the west.

			Thrum. The sound grew fainter as the ship found its pace. From the cliffs the galliot looked like a water strider, an insect gliding across the sea, walking on long spindly legs of white oak. Maria blinked away hot tears and watched until the hated insect was but a speck on the horizon, carrying her little brother away.

			“Nicolo,” she whispered. “Nico, Nico.”

			Thrum. And then he was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Bartholomeo! Bartholomeo!” Maria yelled as she ran toward the tower. She was halfway up the ladder before she saw him, her face almost level with his. His forehead and face were mottled purple and swollen, where the blood had pooled as he hung upside down. The rest had run out onto the lower platform.

			Her scream caught in her throat, and she made no sound. For a moment she couldn’t breathe. She backed down the ladder, fell on the last step, picked herself up, and started running again. She ranged over open fields, frantically picking her way through the rocks. She jumped hedgerows and the low stone walls that separated peasants’ plots. She first thought to go to Mdina, to the civil authorities of the Università, but she knew they wouldn’t listen to a girl. Her mother would have no practical ideas. She would dissolve in tears and recrimination, and then want to go to church.

			Church. Maybe Dun Salvago, the priest. No, not him either. The Church wouldn’t help Nico. She had to find her father. He would be working at the new fort. There would be knights nearby, strong, brave men who could do something to save her brother. She dreaded her father’s wrath, but there was nothing else to be done.

			The island of Malta was small, twenty miles by twelve, and nearly flat, with a gentle slope that ran from sea cliffs in the south and west to the bays and harbors of the north and east. In the center of the island stood Mdina, the walled fortress city that had been the medieval capital. The nobles of Malta lived there now, shut away from the rest of the island.

			Maria was a strong runner, but over the rocky terrain, scored with deep gullies, it still took her nearly an hour to cover the distance. As she tired she stumbled more often, picking herself up to run again, propelled by terror and adrenaline and sheer determination. She ran up onto the rocky peninsula dominated by Mount Sciberras, which was more hill than mountain. Goats ranged over its slopes, nibbling at prickly pear. She ran eastward along the peninsula, which divided two harbors. At its tip, where a lighthouse had stood since Phoenician times, the knights were building a new fort called St. Elmo.

			She glanced across the harbor toward St. Angelo, an old Norman fortress that served as the headquarters of the Order of St. John. Behind the fort was the fishing village of Birgu, where she lived. There was a deep creek next to the village where the Order’s magazines, arsenals, and docks serviced the knights’ fleet of galleys. Her spirits surged when she saw one galley there, being provisioned by slaves. They’ll get Nico back! 

			Both land and water near the new fort teemed with activity. Boats of all sizes crossed from Birgu carrying supplies and men. Burros made their way along rocky trails around the harbor, hauling panniers loaded with materials. Slaves and convicts toiled alongside laborers and craftsmen imported from Sicily, digging great ditches, breaking and clearing rocks, cutting stones, erecting walls and scaffolding, and hauling rubble to fill the voids between the inner and outer walls. Windlasses creaked and hammers rang against chisels. Men shouted orders in a dozen tongues.

			Maria raced into the tumult. “My father! Luca Borg! Taf fejn qieghed?” she called out in Maltese, and then again in Italian—a dozen languages were heard in Malta. She met with blank stares and shrugs from the workmen. Racing from site to site, she searched nearly half an hour before she found him. “Father! Father!”

			Luca Borg had a bull neck and a ruddy face beaten by weather and a life of hardship. All his life he had been a big man, quick to anger. The famine had melted away much of his sinew and spirit, leaving the skin loose on his bones and a gaunt, haunted look in his eyes. During the famine he had sold his tools to buy food. It wasn’t enough. Without work he stayed home and watched his two youngest children die. Since then he had worked off and on as a laborer, until the knights began the construction of Fort St. Elmo. Luca had borrowed money for new tools and had just found work once again as a mason.

			He was dressing the side of a block of limestone with a broad axe and looked up sharply at his daughter’s approach. “Maria? What are you doing here? Why aren’t you home?”

			She wiped the grime from her bloody face and tried to catch her breath. “They’ve taken him, Father! They’ve taken Nico!”

			“Taken him? Who? Taken him where?”

			“Corsairs, Father! Slavers, from Africa!”

			“Now? At our house?” He stood straight up at that and started to move.

			“No, Father. At the ruins. We were looking for treasure.”

			“Ruins? What ruins?”

			Maria took a deep breath, and her words poured out in a rush. “On the south coast. Near the tower. They nearly caught me, too. I tried to help Nico, but I couldn’t. They threw him in a boat and went away. I tried, Father, really I did, but I couldn’t help him, I couldn’t stop them. I saw Bartholomeo. They killed him. There was blood everywhere.”

			Luca’s eyes clouded and his voice thundered. “Mother of God! What were you doing on the south coast? You were to be cleaning—” He didn’t finish the sentence. He dropped the stone on which he was working and struck her with the backside of his hand. The blow sent her reeling into the dirt. Tears welled in her eyes. She picked herself up, her hand to her cheek, determined not to let the pain make her cry. “I’m sorry, Father, I know it was wrong, but we’ve got to help him. We’ve got to stop them!”

			Luca gathered his tools and hurried up the hill. The capumastru , a master builder from Rhodes, was bent over a table made of thin stone slabs, reviewing plans and making careful notes in a book, and giving directions to foremen. Intent on his work, he ignored Luca’s approach. Luca fidgeted with his hammer, turning it over and over in his big hands. He cleared his throat. Presently the man looked up, irritated at the intrusion. “X’Gara? Xi trid? What is it?”

			Luca removed his hat and hurriedly explained. Despite the fact that he towered over the master builder, Luca was clearly intimidated by the man, seeming almost apologetic as he spoke. The capumastru didn’t even wait for Luca to finish. “They took him, then? He’s gone?” he asked, interrupting.

			“Sì, mastru,” Luca said.

			“Then it is finished. No one can save him now. There is nothing to be done. You’re wasting your time and mine. Your first day on the job and already you are a problem. I have a fort to build. Get back to work.”

			Luca hesitated. “Mastru, please. I must make a report,” he said.

			“Very well, make a report. There is a brother at the dock. Be quick about it or don’t come back. As it is, you’ll forfeit a day’s pay. Now leave me in peace. I have important work to do.”

			At the dock a serving brother of the Order of St. John stood near a boat that was being unloaded. He was not a full knight, but a half cross, a soldier. Yet along with his black habit he was cloaked in all the Order’s arrogance, as if he were the Grand Master himself. He was conferring with the boat’s captain. He ignored Luca and Maria.

			“Scuzi, illustrissimo,” Luca said timidly, but the knight waved him imperiously away. Maria fidgeted. She did not understand the difference that came over her father when he was dealing with someone in authority. With his family, he was a lion. Now he was a lamb. Maria herself was all lion, and she had no time to wait on a conversation about cargo. “ Signore,” she said sharply in Italian. “Dovete ascoltare! You are wasting time! There is something you must do!”

			“Iskot!” Luca said, raising his hand to silence her.

			Her father was the only man Maria feared, but she feared only his whippings, not his tongue, and she knew he would not strike her now, in front of the knight. Undaunted, she pressed on. “You must talk with us immediately,” she said.

			To the surprise of both Luca Borg and the boat captain, the knight turned with an amused look to see what the imperious child wanted. “ Devo? Must I, young master?”

			“Sì,” Maria said. She had to do the talking. The knight, like most of his brethren, spoke no Maltese. Maria knew Italian because her mother spoke it at home, but her father had never learned more than a few words. The knight listened to the story with more interest than the capumastru. He asked a flurry of questions. What had the vessel’s standard looked like? How many oars? One mast or two? What was the shape of the sails? Then he sent his page to alert the castle. “Go with him,” he said to Maria and Luca. “They will have more questions.”

			Maria fell in behind the page, but her father hesitated. She turned. “Father? Aren’t you coming?”

			Luca Borg knew it was too late to save his son. It was not too late to save his job, to provide for what remained of his family. “For what? Nicolo is gone. I cannot swim after him. I cannot even speak with these men. You were there. You tell them. Then come and tell me what they say is to be done.” And with that, bent under the weight of his tools, he trudged back up the hill.

			The page took her to Fort St. Angelo, the medieval castle. At the gate he turned her over to a different page, who led her inside to a courtyard, where he bade her wait while he hurried into the recesses of the castle. She was soon repeating her story to another knight, this one an intense Spaniard dressed in half armor. Moments later a mounted patrol thundered out of Birgu. To Maria they were glorious, fearsome angels who were going to find a way to save her brother. She waited on a bench, her legs dangling, too short to reach the ground. An hour passed, and then another. Knights came and went, ignoring her. They always ignored the Maltese, she knew, of whom they were often openly contemptuous. She waited and watched and bit her lip. Two hours later the patrol returned. Rigid in death, the corsair’s body was draped over the hindquarters of one horse, Bartholomeo’s over another.

			After the men disappeared inside, there seemed to be no further activity. She thought they ought to be leaving for the galley, but no one came to tell her anything. They had forgotten her. She waited almost another hour before making a nuisance of herself with the page. Finally the Spanish knight reappeared. “There is nothing more to be done,” he said. “Go home, child.”

			Maria was stunned. “You aren’t going to send a ship to catch them?”

			“It would take a galley mounted on wings to catch them now. And even if I had such a galley, where would I send it? Where have they gone? Did they tell you, perhaps?”

			“You’ve got to try!”

			“The Grand Master has more pressing business, child, than to waste a galley on such nonsense.”

			“This is not nonsense! This is my brother!” Maria fought back her tears. Everyone from the capumastru to the knight at the docks to this infuriating, arrogant man seemed not to understand the importance of it all. They seemed not to care. “I must talk to the Grand Master!” she said.

			“Go home,” the knight repeated, his patience at an end. “Giscard,” he said, “take this boy away.” The page escorted her roughly to the gate. She found herself in the street as the gate clanged shut. She turned and yelled, banging the gate with her fists, “You must send a ship! Do you hear me?” She knocked and pounded until Giscard returned.

			“Go away,” he said hotly, “or I’ll cut off your nose.”

			“The devil you will!” Maria said. “I’m not leaving until I see the Grand Master.” She picked up a rock and started banging on the gate. The page flung it open and shoved her backward. She tried to push back but ended once again in the dirt.

			“I don’t want to hurt you,” Giscard said, “but next time I will.” The gate shut once more. In vain she looked for another way inside. The castle was impenetrable.

			She trudged back toward the docks, her head down, her shoulders stooped. She asked a fisherman to help. She offered to work for him for the rest of her life without wages if only he would try to find Nico. He laughed at her and spat in the harbor. She was bewildered by all the indifference she’d met that day. No one was going to do a thing. No one even seemed to care. They were all cowards.

			She didn’t want to face her father. Giving him the news would serve no purpose. She wandered aimlessly through Birgu’s streets, a tight maze that had changed little since the Middle Ages. The streets were narrow and crossed at odd angles, each turn never more than a bowshot from the next, an ancient defensive precaution. Most of the major streets emptied into the town square, where invaders could be trapped. The walls rose above her like the sides of a sheer canyon, cut only by Norman windows and balconies. In some places the sun penetrated for only moments a day, in others not at all. She found herself in the square, dominated on one end by a clock tower. The afternoon shadows were lengthening, the long awful day nearing an end. She went inside a church and stood in the nave. She lit a candle and knelt before the altar to pray. Make them listen to me, God. Make them help Nico. Tell me what to do.

			Ten minutes later, as she was emerging from the church, she saw a procession across the square. There were two knights in the middle, surrounded by a retinue of pages, squires, serving brothers, and men-at-arms, perhaps twenty in all. It was a procession of the Order, making its way to the conventual Church of St. Lawrence for vespers, the afternoon prayer. She knew both knights by sight. One was the Spaniard d’Homedes, the one-eyed Grand Master of the Sovereign Order of the Knights of St. John. On this earth, only the Pope was his master. She generally saw him only on feast days, when he rode through the town on a splendid horse. On those occasions he wore a plumed casque and silver armor covered by a scarlet sobraveste with the cross of the Order emblazoned on the front. Now he was dressed plainly in a simple black habit, his exalted office marked only by a chain he wore round his neck, bearing an eight-pointed cross of gold.

			The other knight was a Frenchman called La Valette. Regal and quite handsome, he was tall, proud, and aloof, a hard man who carried himself with dignity, and with the physical presence that came from a lifetime spent at war. It was he who had ordered the demolition of Maria’s first home in Birgu. She had been only nine at the time, but she would never forget how he had walked into the house that had been in the Borg family for generations, just walked in like a king. He was then in charge of fortifications. He told her father the house was needed to make way for a ditch, to improve the defenses of Fort St. Angelo. The knights compensated Luca Borg for his property, but at a value less than it cost to replace. He bought a much smaller house, the one in which they now lived, in one of the poorest sections of the village. It had been built in several stages, the first room literally hewn from rock—a cave dwelling, with other rooms added later. The walls were crumbling and out of plumb, and the roof was a sieve. Maria’s mother grumbled that Luca hadn’t complained sufficiently about his treatment, but Luca hadn’t wanted to make trouble.

			Now the procession moved toward her, led by a boy carrying a standard. With a momentary pang she realized it was Giscard, the page who’d pushed her earlier. He saw her and his face went black. “You again!”

			“I must talk to the Grand Master,” she said imperiously. She drew herself up to her full height, which was still two heads less than his.

			“Get back!” She was pushed again, and the procession crowded by her, indifferent boots clattering on cobblestone. “Grand Master!” she yelled. “Grand Master!” She ran down the hill toward the church. She scooped up a handful of stones and climbed up onto the back of a bench. The square was noisy, crowded, and dusty. Dogs chased chickens, and vegetable carts rattled and bounced along. Groups of peasants stood gossiping, grudgingly making way for the procession. When the knights were just abreast of her, Maria threw a rock. Two more flew in quick succession before the page saw her. The first two went wide, but the third found a mark: not the Grand Master, as she intended, but the other one, La Valette. It struck him on the cheek, drawing blood.

			“Cowards!” she shrieked. “The Knights of St. John are cowards!” The first time she said it in Italian, the second time in Maltese, to be certain everyone understood. Gossip died in the square. The peasants fell silent, aghast at her impertinence. The page leapt forward, knocked Maria from the bench, and held a knife to her throat as she struggled to get free.

			“Giscard!” Grand Master d’Homedes called sternly. “Leave him be. Bring the lad to me.”

			“I know him, Excellency,” Giscard said. “He was at St. Angelo earlier. His brother was the boy taken by the Algerian galliot this morning. He’s mad-brained and could use a whittling.”

			“I am not a him,” Maria said, struggling to free herself from Giscard’s grip. He let loose of her. She straightened herself and stood fearlessly, a dirty wisp of a girl all but lost in the midst of the knights, a reed among mighty oaks. “I am Maria Borg.” She said it hotly and proudly, with great nobility. She glared at Giscard. “And I am not mad-brained, either.”

			D’Homedes regarded her sternly but not unkindly. “Evidently you are mad, child, as you have drawn the blood of my companion. Not many have lived to boast of that.”

			“It’s easy to draw the blood of men who won’t fight! Your Order is worthless!”

			There were gasps from curious onlookers, who pressed closer to gape at the brazen child. No one, not the highest civil authorities, ever addressed the knights in such a manner. Hatred of their Order was widespread but always kept in check. The Knights of St. John had been granted the islands of Malta and Gozo over twenty years earlier, in the year 1530, by Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor and King of Spain. In return, the Order paid him the annual rent of a falcon. The Maltese had long had their own government, the Università, but now it was the knights, the flower of European nobility, who truly ruled the islands. They could imprison citizens for petty crimes, hang them for insurrection, or flog them for displaying an intemperance like Maria’s.

			“I am aware of your brother’s plight at the hands of the infidel,” the Grand Master said sadly. “Would that I could help him.”

			“Then do so! You have ships and men! He is a Christian! Are you not a soldier of Christ, sworn to defend him? There were others, too. I saw them in the hold! It is your duty to free them!”

			“I need no lesson in duty from you,” he said icily. “Give thanks for your own safety. Your brother is in the hands of God. And now I have had quite enough of your impudence.” He strode on, followed by most of his retinue.

			Only La Valette remained behind. He was a practical man. The loss of the boy was regrettable, but slaves were the coin of the realm. One child was of no particular import, even though, given the chance, La Valette would avenge that child a hundredfold. But not this day. There were more urgent matters to attend to, and in any event, the boy’s case was hopeless. Still, he felt sympathy for the girl, and above all he admired her courage. He would not punish her for having her say.

			“You must learn to mind your tongue,” La Valette said. “One of the less temperate young men in our service might remove it for you.”

			“I am not afraid of your men,” Maria huffed. “There is little to fear; they run from a fight. And you! I know who you are. You destroyed our house. You said it was for defense, but you defend nothing. Now I think you strengthen St. Angelo and build St. Elmo only to have more places to cower.”

			Her words wounded La Valette more deeply than she knew. He was the embodiment of the Order, his life spent in its service. He was a cold man with a hot temper, the son of a noble family from Provence whose ancestors had fought with St. Louis in the Crusades. An intellectual as well as a warrior, he spoke seven languages, read poetry, and killed Muslims.

			La Valette’s life, his entire being, was dedicated to the single-minded struggle against Islam. As a galley commander, he made war against the enemy ships of the Ottomans and their North African allies, the corsairs. His raids were daring, his bravery undisputed. Captured and enslaved himself, he had spent a year chained to

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			For Jean Naggar and Beverly Lewis,
who opened the door, 
and for Greg Pearson, who turned on the light
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