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For Lucy, my mother –
with love and gratitude




A small island, an epic siege, and the future course of world history hangs in the balance . . .


In 1530 the Hospitaller Knights of St John, last of the great surviving Christian military orders from the Crusades, made their home on the Mediterranean island of Malta. Expelled from Rhodes eight years previously by Suleiman the Magnificent, greatest of the Ottoman emperors, the Knights were an unpopular and piratical anachronism, a relic in an age of sixteenth-century nation-states. Dedicated to ongoing religious conflict against the Islamic and heathen world, and depending for their prosperity on harassing Ottoman trade routes along the North African coast, the Knights inevitably provoked wrath and outrage in Constantinople. The patience of the Sultan would not last. In 1565 –overforty years since he first engaged the Order of St John in battle – Suleiman again dispatched his army. This time, there would be no mistake or clemency. Total victory and annihilation were demanded. What followed was to become for ever known as the Great Siege.


Many of the events described are documented historical fact.
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Beginning


The vice-regent of God on earth looked out upon the still and glittering waters of the Golden Horn and saw that it was good. For he was Suleiman the Magnificent, Sultan of the Ottoman Empire, King of Kings, Lord of the Lords of the World, Emperor of the East and West, Possessor of Men’s Necks. And before him lay his navy, a fleet of some two hundred ships, a vast armada ready to sail at his bidding, to seize and conquer in his name. By land and sea, his was the greatest military power, the furthest-flung empire, the world had ever seen. From the gates of Vienna to the gardens of Babylon, from the port of Aden to the city of Budapest, his writ and influence were all. But he was not yet done. It was late March 1565. An auspicious time to launch invasion and soak the earth in Christian blood.


He felt the incisor-bite of gout feeding on his leg. Aged seventy-one, he was falling prey to the vicissitudes of fate and the frailties of humankind. Pain could make a man cry out, could make a man cruel. Nothing, however, would disturb the aura of imperial majesty, at least not in public. The rages could wait for the inner courtyards, the gem-encrusted chambers, the hidden rose-gardens and scented pathways of the Grand Seraglio palace. Here he was the living embodiment of divine authority. And here he was a ruler aloof on his dais, resplendent in silk robes and ermine-trimmed gown, a jewelled scimitar at his side, a turban with diamond clasp and aigrette of peacock feathers poised on his head. All who surveyed him would tremble. He was giver of life and bringer of death.


His bead-black eyes flickered to watch the rich and thronging multitude of his court. They were thousands strong, a kaleidoscope of magnificent hues. There were the green silks of his ministers and viziers, the blue of the sheikhs, the gold and scarlet of the ambassadors, the white of the muftis. Each had his role, knew his place. Close by was the bejewelled presence of the Grand Vizier and his retinue. Near also was the Chief Black Eunuch – the Kislar Aga – a bloated grotesque in flower-patterned silks and tall sugarloaf headdress. Around them were others: the Chief Armourer, the Chief Huntsman, the Chief Astronomer, the Chief Keeper of the Hummingbirds, the Custodian of the Heron Plume, the Masters of the Keys, the Stirrup, the Turbans, the Perfumes – rival factions and fawning alliances, bound up and bedecked in sable and precious stones. Constantinople’s finest. They were come to pay homage to their Sultan, to greet, preen, jostle and flaunt. They were come to observe the vast Turkish fleet depart for war.


Emperor of the East and West. Suleiman could taste the salt in the air, could hear the undulating rhythm of the drums, the crash of cymbals, the blast of horns and trumpets, the shrill whistle-calls of the galley masters. There was nothing like it. It was the hypnotic throb of conquest, of past and promised victory. And it would freeze the blood of his enemies. A gust of wind tugged at the hem of his robe, carried the brass and rolling notes of a Janissary band. Ah, his Janissaries, his Invincible Ones, his spearhead aimed at the convulsing heart of the foe. They were readying. Their emperor and commander had found them a fresh target.


To the untutored eye, the small Mediterranean island and archipelago to which he was sending his forces was of supreme insignificance. But he, Suleiman the First, the Magnificent, was not untutored. Nor was this cursed rock, this barren pile of limestone, at all insignificant. As grit in the eye could vex a giant, so too the lifeless speck of Malta could discomfort and plague the body and well-being of the Turks. That was its value. Positioned in the straits between Sicily and North Africa, it divided the eastern from the western parts of the Mediterranean, hung poised above the exposed throat of the Ottoman trade routes. An uncomfortable situation for Suleiman, which had become increasingly intolerable. In 1522 he had invaded the island of Rhodes and banished for ever those Christian warriors, those zealot Knights of the noble Order of St John of Jerusalem. There was nothing noble about them. They were pirates, fanatics who had dedicated themselves to waging war against the one True Faith, thieves who preyed on his merchantmen, raided his ports, chained his subjects in stinking dungeons or as slaves to the oars of their privateer galleys. Within eight years of their departure from Rhodes they had regrouped and resettled, choosing Malta as their home. It offered anchorage. It offered a fortress from which to sally forth and strike at the Islamic world. Outrage followed outrage, humiliation piled upon insult. Even the trading ship of the Kislar Aga himself had been seized by the marauding Knights while bound for Constantinople and sailing near the island of Zante. Nowhere was safe from them. Until this moment. His mistake had been to show mercy, to have allowed them to escape Rhodes alive. Their mistake was to have again incurred his anger. He would crush them.


Another fanfare, and the two military leaders of the expedition approached to bow low and long. Suleiman waited while they abased themselves. Absolute rule had its own tempo. Before him was Mustapha Pasha, commander-in-chief of the land invasion force, a celebrated and ruthless veteran of the Persian and Hungarian campaigns, a descendant of Ben Welid, standard-bearer to the Prophet Mohammed. He had been there at Rhodes, and in Malta would finish the project. Beside the General stood Admiral Piali, commander of the galleys, influential, well connected, son-in-law of the Sultan’s heir, Selim, and at thirty-five years of age already a renowned scourge of the Italian coast. Co-commanders, reliable men, committed to sweeping the Christians from the Mediterranean and the Knights of St John from their island redoubt. They would be joined by others in the pantheon and diaspora of Islam, of course – by those who owed allegiance, who craved the honour of serving the Sultan. El Louck Aly, the doughty governor of Alexandria; Hassem, governor of Algiers; Salih, the Rais of Salik; Aly Fartax, the most feared Turkish pirate in the Aegean. And, above them, Dragut – the Drawn Sword of Islam – legendary corsair and governor of Tripoli. Holy war, the projection of power, the extension of empire. Everything was prepared.


Suleiman stroked the white tresses of his long moustache and forked beard. ‘You are ready to punish the infidel?’


‘Some forty thousand troops are embarked, Divine Majesty.’ Deference and solemnity sat heavy on Mustapha Pasha. ‘An invincible army. It shall not be long before we smoke the vipers from their nest.’


‘It shall not be long before we strike off their heads.’


‘They are weak and low in number, Divine Majesty.’


‘While we have the power of God, the weight and strength of our siege cannons and arquebusiers, the superiority of our Janissaries, victors of Buda, to annihilate them all.’


‘They shall be as chaff, Divine Majesty. A few hundred Christian Knights, several thousand Spanish troops, a collection of native islanders, simple peasants and fishermen.’


‘Fishermen to pull the bodies of their infidel own from the sea.’


‘The defenders cower in their forts, tremble before Your Divine Majesty and the glory of all Islam.’


The Sultan nodded. ‘Already they have been deserted, cast to their fate by the princes of Europe. No relief army has been sent, no reinforcements arrived from Rome or Spain, from Austria or the German lands. Even the Viceroy of Sicily hesitates, denies succour or aid to the Grand Master and his troops. And yet these pirates on Malta continue to prepare.’


‘To no avail, Divine Majesty.’


‘The occasion of their destruction will be a historic and propitious day for our cause.’


‘An anchorage, an island, a stepping-stone into the underbelly of Europe, Divine Majesty. Nothing will save them.’


Indeed, nothing would, reflected Suleiman. He had toured the dockyards and armouries, the barracks and powder-mills, had witnessed the war-machine of his Ottoman empire build towards this moment, aim itself at that outcrop in the Mediterranean Sea. Almost one hundred thousand rounds of cannon shot and fifteen thousand quintals of gunpowder were stowed aboard the galleys and galleases. Some seven thousand Janissaries, nine thousand black-plumed Spahi cavalry troops, four thousand Iayalars, ten thousand levies and volunteers, assembled, paraded, embarked, to be joined by the corsairs and cut-throats of North Africa. Thus had the materiel and manpower of conquest been gathered. The island would be his. Beyond it, the rest of the unbeliever domain lay ripe and exposed for the taking. Suleiman the First, Lord of the Lords of the World. Malta the anvil on which he would break the back of Christendom.


He turned to Piali. ‘And you, Admiral? Your fleet will carry a blood tide across the waters?’


‘Hear the sound, Divine Majesty.’ The ambitious and calculating eyes of the naval commander shone bright as he gestured towards the fleet. ‘It is the noise of one hundred and thirty galleys and almost seventy transports, of heavenly prophecy, of your sacred and imperial supremacy.’


‘Then I entrust you both with the will of God, to do His bidding and my purpose.’


Their faces sank deep in loyal reverence. They were powerful men rendered powerless at the feet of their master. Status, position, the attachment of heads to necks, all were insecure in the cloistered world of the Grand Seraglio. All could be granted or removed at the whim, at a nod, of the Sultan. The neck was vulnerable to the silk bow-strings of the five deaf-mute assassins maintained by Suleiman. The head could end blackening on a spike above the turret gateway to the Second Court. It was considered a high honour. Mustapha Pasha and Admiral Piali preferred to avoid such reward.


Their emperor beckoned them closer. ‘Who is the warrior of the Mediterranean I most admire?’


‘Dragut, Divine Majesty.’ Their response came in unison.


‘That is so. The Drawn Sword of Islam. The greatest seafarer of our age, the finest siege tactician in our kingdom. Confer with him, heed his advice.’


Mustapha Pasha nodded eagerly. ‘As you command, Divine Majesty.’


‘It will be done, Divine Majesty.’ Piali was no less fervent.


‘Go to your galleys. You shall not fail.’


With due ceremony and the timpani-clamour of vested authority, general and admiral departed for their ships. Suleiman stood awhile, tall, expressionless, before processing the richly carpeted and halberdier-flanked route to the portals of the imperial tents ranged above the foreshore.


It was cavernous within, a fusion and vision of untrammelled wealth and unsurpassed power. Lamps glowed, their soft radiance shimmering from walls hung with pearls and cloth of gold, stretching across floors swathed in silver-threaded silks. On low tables of precious metal and rare marble were set the malachite incense burners, the diamond-crusted hookahs and candleholders, the cascades of emerald and ruby. Everywhere opulence, everything to excess. It meant little to the jaded palate of Suleiman the Magnificent. He settled himself on a couch and breathed deep, allowed the heavy pungence of musk, rose and frankincense to filter through to his senses. Attendants brought platters heaped with dates and prunes from Egypt, grapes from Smyrna and Trebizond, the fruits of empire. He waved them away. The smell of roses had provoked memories. They were of his queen, his beloved odalisque, his Roxelana, the slave-girl who had seized his heart and dominated his harem, who had walked in his private gardens and in his soul, who had been dead these seven years. His companions now were old age, gout and rage. Mere mortals would not comprehend true loss, real bitterness.


His mood swung, mercurial and restless with the pang of grief. Perhaps a sorbet would rebalance his humours. On a single command, the tray of sherbets was proffered, the ices perfumed with Candia honey and the exotic trace of amber, violets and water-lilies. The ice had been carried as snow in felt saddlebags from the slopes of Mount Olympus. Nothing was too much for the Sultan, nowhere too far from his reach. The small gathering of Hospitaller Knights and their ageing Grand Master on the doomed island would shortly find this out. Suleiman selected and sipped from the cup. The melt-water trickled cool and soothing at the back of his throat. His two captives would be ingesting something a little less chilled. It was time.


A clap of his hands, and the prisoners were dragged mewling and struggling to his presence. The audience would be of limited duration. Suleiman continued to drink his sherbet, his eyes peering dispassionate above the gold rim of his cup. The men were Genoese traders, spies, had been found observing the fleet, noting its strength, writing coded messages in invisible ink on parchment bound for Malta. Letters rendered in lemon-juice revealed themselves when warmed above a candle flame. Foreign agents in the guise of merchants revealed themselves when exposed to the persistent charms of the torturer. Their suffering was of no consequence. The aftertaste of violets was sharp in his mouth. Like all things Ottoman, all forms of Turkish execution, it was an acquired taste. The prisoners were on their knees, beseeching, shaking in their chains. They had served the wrong master, were prostrate before the wrong imperial throne. Sentence had been passed.


The curtain was drawn back, a theatrical flourish intended to give first sight of awaiting punishment. Molten lead. Yet the unbelievers could not quite comprehend. Suleiman sat perfectly still. It was how he had attended the murder of his first son, had watched as the deaf mutes fought to apply the bow-string to his neck. A lengthy struggle. Liquidation of condemned agents posed fewer complications. The two captives appeared finally to notice and to understand. It might have been the vapour fumes, the proximity of the heat. It might have been the manner in which their heads were wrenched back, their mouths forced open. The better to scream and to drink.


As the choking, screeching finale played out, Suleiman pondered on the irony. These servants of the Christian dogs were breathing their last, but he too could engage in subterfuge and espionage. At the heart of the Knights of St John, close to their Grand Master, Jean Parisot de La Valette, was a traitor, a spy. He had already identified every defensive position, passed on details of cannons and manpower, morale and deployment. Soon he would bring the rock crashing down about his brethren, would deliver up the prize to the Ottoman overlord. God wished it so. God favoured the true believer. Suleiman drained his cup and patted dry his thin, mirthless lips.


Leaving behind the minarets, domes and cypress-clad hills of Constantinople, the arrowhead of the naval formation moved on along the coast. Oars dipped and rose, lateen sails filled with breeze, and fishing caiques flitted at the periphery as the great invasion fleet passed by. It was an awesome sight. In the vanguard were the vessels of the commanders: the gilded and carved fig-wood galley of Mustapha Pasha; the majestic sixty-eight-oared leviathan carrying Admiral Piali. Above the stern of the Admiral’s ship flew the standard of the Grand Turk, its horsehair plume billowing from the golden orb and crescent. It signalled the beginning, signified the preordained end. The Sultan had decreed and would prevail.
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Chapter 1


Fear spread across the island of Malta. It came on the dust and the wind, with whispers, with the crack of whips and the creak of donkey-carts. Occasionally the distant boom of cannon, the deeper crump of explosion swelled and drifted in the air. Gunnery practice was under way; buildings beyond the walled confines of the Grand Harbour villages of Senglea and Birgu were being razed. It all added to the tension, increased the scurrying pace. These were hardy folk, toughened by subsistence, inured to the raids and slave-gathering expeditions of the Barbary Coast pirates. But this was different. Possessions were bundled, children hurried, livestock driven onward, the scattered groups of refugees heading inland for Mdina passing scrabble fields already deserted and harvested of their early crop. They would leave nothing but scorched earth and strewn stone for the enemy. By order of Grand Master La Valette and his Knights of the Order of St John. Mid-May 1565. Invasion imminent.


A large steel-grey Andalusian stallion trotted fast along a coastal track on the eastern edge of the island. Its rider carried a sword at his side, a bow and a quiver of arrows on his back. Yet there was no conventional armour, no indication of status or rank. The high boots were frayed, the brigantine jacket faded, its crimson velvet front scoured by the sea, its internal steel plates and gilded brass rivets distressed by skirmish and wear. He was a young man, tall, strong, strikingly handsome, at ease in the saddle, his eyes blue and sharp, his features north-European, his jawline set with the confidence of a veteran. To the side of his brow, the trace wound from a musket shot told of battles won, of a life almost lost. His name was Christian Hardy.


It was a ride of several miles, a mission to ensure that the fishing-villages were cleared, the proclamation of the Grand Master enforced. Helios, his horse, needed the ride. When invasion came, there might be little chance for such freedom. The sole certainty was that a conflict of historic import and unparalleled ferocity lay close. Many would perish. Perhaps he too would lie among the slain. The thought barely troubled him.


Fate was always capricious, death usually cruel in his profession. It had been fate that brought the corsairs from their Mediterranean lair to maul the southern coast of England, death that was visited upon his family and the Dorset village of his birth. He had been only a boy – a boy of ten years who had witnessed his father cut down while defending the home, who had heard his mother and sisters cry out from the flames as their dwelling burned. His revenge had been brief. In blind rage, he had attacked, hacking at the pirates with a billhook, gutting one, near-beheading another. It had won him his life, had earned him passage as trophy to the palm-fringed abattoir of the Barbary Coast. Again he endured, learning fast, growing strong, fighting with a knife in the alleyways of Algiers and Bougie, wrestling on the beaches of Djerba, stealing from the markets of Tripoli. He showed promise. A Turkish officer pronounced him a fine specimen, a candidate for the harsh rigours of the Janissary training-schools of the Sultan. The corsairs demurred. They had taken him from his land, now took him as their own. He could outride their champions, could read the stars and waves with their best, could board a slow merchantman out of Naples with the agility and viciousness of a dervish. His companions marvelled, applauded. Dragut himself paid tribute. And on a silent and moonless night Christian Hardy had taken a small open boat and slipped away to the north.


Helios snorted, wanted to stretch into a canter. Hardy allowed him his head. They were old companions, the horse the product of an evening of dice and gaming with a nobleman in the court of Don Garcia de Toledo, Viceroy of Sicily. A fine stallion, bred for hunting and war, maturing to the colour of white marble. Naturally, the Grand Master had disapproved. Eventually the Grand Master had conceded. While he was no Knight, was certainly low-born, the Order of St John had use for Christian Hardy. He knew the enemy like no other, had lived among them, inhabited their minds, understood their ways and cunning, could trace them to their anchorages. Some thought him brash, impetuous. Others believed him an adventurer without principle, an outsider and apostate stray devoid of the Religion. No matter. He enjoyed the patronage of La Valette. Malta was his shelter, protecting it his duty. Perhaps one day he would return to England and kneel at the untended gravesides of his family. It would be some time yet. There was work to do, redemption to be earned at the point of a sword.


The boy appeared from between the rocks, running breathless and frantic towards him. He was accompanied by a dog, a mongrel as unkempt and wild as its owner. Hardy reined in Helios and sat to watch. His horse could kill with its hooves on command.


‘Boy, you are either pursued or possessed.’


‘The enemy. I have seen them.’ The report was delivered in short, panting gasps. ‘Come, seigneur. You must follow me.’


Hardy swung himself to the ground. ‘You have a name?’


‘It is Luqa.’


‘Well, Master Luqa, we have patrols along the coast, watchtowers manned on every clifftop. They have yet to see the Turkish fleet.’


‘No fleet. But men. They are Mohammedans, they speak their tongue. They hide in an abandoned shelter close to the creek. You must hurry.’


Hardy considered the boy, could sense the truth in his urgency. The eyes were suffused with the fierce and feral independence of survival; the body was sturdy and carried the weathered scars of abandonment. He would have been about thirteen years of age.


‘Where are your mother and father, Luqa?’


‘They were taken by corsairs from Gozo many years ago.’


‘Then we each have argument with the Saracen.’


Hardy was reaching into a saddlebag, extracting the tools of his trade. If he were to be outnumbered, he would employ the trickery and articles supplied by his friend the black Moor.


The boy was shifting excitedly on his feet. ‘I will help you, seigneur.’


‘You should be making for Mdina, where you will be safe.’


‘I wish to fight.’


‘What of your friend?’ Hardy indicated the dog. It slunk back, its ears flattening, its teeth bared.


‘He too will fight.’


‘Then we are almost an army. The enemy strength?’


‘I heard two, seigneur.’


‘You saw a boat?’


‘Nothing.’


It could be that the landing-party came by night, that they scuttled their craft in anticipation of a longer stay. They might be heavily armed, might be more numerous than the estimate. Or they were figments of imagination. A boy who dwelt too long upon a shore, who spent his days spearing fish, his nights prizing open sea-urchins, could become unbalanced of mind and judgement. Hardy would perform his own reconnaissance.


He slapped Helios affectionately on the flank and gestured to the boy. ‘Very well. Let us take battle to our opponents.’


‘I will not let you down, seigneur.’


‘Neither will you put yourself in danger or provoke rescue. You will obey me at all times.’


‘That I will do.’


The shelter was low-built and derelict, an abandoned structure completed for forgotten reasons and decaying into the surrounding coastal rock. It was the kind of place a boy and his mongrel dog might seek rest or shelter. Few others would care to visit. Yet someone had.


Hardy lay on his belly and watched the entrance, the razor touch of the grey rocks hard against his skin, the needle-prick of tension jabbing in his spine. The interior of the shelter was dark. No sign of habitation, no indication of sentries. But he knew the boy Luqa was right. Years in the company of corsairs heightened the senses, alerted the nerves to a hostile presence. A sound, a smell, a taste in the air. The sea swell continued as it had; the clouds maintained their gossamer course. Yet atmosphere had altered. The Turk was here.


Luqa had again appeared, monkey-scrambling on to the broken limestone roof of the refuge, an earthenware sphere grasped in his hand. It was a smokepot, its fuse alight and sputtering. For a moment the boy paused, balancing to savour his role, before stooping to drop his ordnance through an opening. Just as he had been instructed. The space below him erupted in spumes of sulphurous fog, choking, blinding, turpentine-fuelled. With it came the Turks. They cascaded into the light, coughing for air, clutching at their eyes. The boy had miscounted.


Five men were stumbling into the open. One was in flames, his arms flapping wildly at his clothing as the fire caught and climbed. He was the first to drop. An arrow from Hardy’s composite bow pierced him in the chest, ending the frenzied movement, cutting off the screams. A second arrow-shaft protruded from the body of a large man flailing sightless with a drawn scimitar. The barb had bitten deep, and the victim pitched forward.


Hardy rose and drew his sword. He had faced worse, was evening the odds, but the shock effect was dissipating and the Turks left alive were advancing fast. They spread into a concave skirmish-line. The flanks were circling, closing, the sun catching on curved blades and short stabbing-swords. He saw the faces, felt the focus of their intensity. There was no time for a further launch of arrows. He adjusted his footing, waited for contact.


Then there were two. The crack of pebble impacting on skull shattered the prelude. Eyes wobbled upward, and the central figure in the group sank slowly to his knees. Behind was Luqa on his rooftop, his sling raised in triumph, his feet dancing a victory jig. Aim had been true. In those seconds, while the survivors faltered, as the left-field turned to confront an additional threat, Hardy pressed home.


Steel clashed. He danced back, coaxing, chiding. Enraged, the Turk came in pursuit, striking out, forgetting himself, his eyes and muscles straining with exertion and ferocity. He had been cut from the herd for a reason. Hardy feinted, parried and lunged. The Turk blocked with a flick of his wrist and a circling of his blade. He was good. But the best could prove flawed, could stumble when blinded by sand and kicked in the groin. He was no alley-fighter. He was an Ottoman soldier out on a scouting mission, out of his depth. The man was attempting to wipe the sand from his face, shouting with rage, staggering forward. He overreached. With a deft sidestep, Hardy let him pass, aided his journey with a dagger-thrust to the stomach, a beheading while he fell.


Howling with desperation and a strange dogged fatalism, the surviving Turk did not give up. He was crouching low, prancing in defence. It was the choreography of last resort. Hardy wiped his sword cursorily on the canvas breeches of his headless victim and tested the grip in his palm. Toledo steel possessed an appetite. He smiled respectfully at his opponent and spoke to him in his native tongue.


‘Your companions are dead. Surrender or join them.’


His offer was spurned, its rejection accompanied by darting eyes and a frenzied sword. The quarry was at bay; the quarry was small and wiry, quick and restless on his feet. Hardy studied him. A Turk far from Constantinople. It was merely a few steps to the killing-circle. But the dog had reached it first, was snapping and snarling, chasing round to disorientate its adversary and attack from behind. The Turk swung, his scimitar descending and deflecting from rock. Already the dog had leaped back, scurrying on, was moving in once more. Turk-baiting, Turk-worrying. With a growl, it pounced, seizing a hamstring, its jaws locking deep, its muzzle and body shaking with the effort.


The screams were high-pitched. Losing his balance, floundering in pain, the Turk scrabbled untidily on the ground. He had lost his sword, was twisting to kick away the canine savaging his lower leg. It was too late. Hardy dispatched him with a single blow as the man pulled a knife from its metal sheath. All five down.


He was patting the bodies, searching for valuables, when Luqa joined him. ‘You did well with your sling.’


‘I kill seabirds for food. A man makes an easy target.’


‘He may often make a monied corpse.’ Hardy cut the strings to a purse and emptied its contents into his palm. ‘Silver pieces intended to buy the loyalty and silence of islanders. The harvest of battle. You shall have half.’


‘I thank you, seigneur.’


‘And I thank you, Luqa. Without your eye and your hound, I faced a treacherous foe.’


Grinning pleasure wreathed the boy’s face. ‘I am a soldier now. A rich one.’


‘Serving a noble cause. If you are not to travel to Mdina, you should return with me to Grand Harbour. A fishing-family will care for you.’


‘I care for myself, seigneur.’ The boy was stripping a corpse of a waistcoat and overjacket.


‘In the open you will be caught, Luqa.’


‘In the open I am free.’


‘For how long? Until the Turks and corsairs seize the island; until they find you, flay you alive, cut you into a thousand pieces for their sport? Remember your parents, Luqa.’


The boy stood, diminished in the outsize clothing of the Turk. His dog continued to gnaw on the leg-joint. ‘I cannot leave my friend.’


‘He will fill his belly on the carcasses soon to strew Malta. He will be content enough.’


‘He will die if I go.’


‘You will die if you remain.’


They busied themselves in silence until it was time to depart. Finally, Hardy climbed the rocky cliff path to the coastal track and his horse, stowed his possessions, and prepared to mount. Helios snorted at the smell of blood. He comprehended – always did.


With a nodded farewell to the boy, the soldier lifted himself fluidly into the saddle and walked the stallion on. He had spilled first blood, taken first spoils. Luqa watched, his face neutral, his dog seated at his side.


‘Wait.’


The boy ran to catch up, his legs pumping, his movements clumsy in the Moslem garb. Christian Hardy neither turned his head nor slowed. He lowered an arm, hoisted the youth aloft and behind him. Luqa clenched his fist and saluted the sky. A bond had been forged, a friendship struck. He looked back only once. The dog whined, its head and ears cocked, before it sloped away to investigate the cadavers. Helios quickened his pace. They were bound for Grand Harbour and the fortress of the Knights.


Around Grand Harbour the tempo of preparation was feverish and unremitting, the claustrophobia of impending siege increasing. For thirty-five years the Knights had found anchorage and safe haven there. They had built their home, constructed forts, erected their hospital, their Conventual Church, their chapels of devotion, their auberges in which to quarter the sons of the great Christian houses of Europe. A southeast corner of a diminutive island, and all was under threat.


Open boats overloaded with supplies and reinforcements were shuttling across the harbour mouth to the small star-shaped fort of St Elmo commanding its northern side. Perched on a rock outcrop at the foot of Mount Sciberras, it was a vulnerable and isolated position, but a strategic one. For it both dominated the entrance to Grand Harbour and the opening to a second bay, Marsamuscetto, beyond. The Knights had every reason to send more troops. Sweeping away from this headland, along the western shore of Grand Harbour, was the low ground of the Marsa. The plain had already been emptied, its meagre population moved on and away. In their place were forage parties, foot soldiers picking over rubble, horsemen poisoning wells and springs with flax and bitter herbs. Little would be left to chance, nothing left for the Turk. And at the southern reaches of the Marsa, jutting on their paired peninsulas from the bottom edge of the bay, were the fortified villages of Senglea and Birgu. On its landward side, the narrow neck of Senglea was guarded by the fort of St Michael. Birgu was further on, protected by twin and monumental bastions set into high and dense walls almost two miles round. A formidable defence, a menacing and imposing sight. It was in Birgu that the Knights of St John had made their redoubt. It was at the tip of Birgu, holding sway above the harbour, looking out towards St Elmo, that the brooding and heavy mass of a third fort could be seen. Fort St Angelo, headquarters of the Order.


In the Council Chamber of the palace atop the main keep, a meeting of the Sacro Consiglio – the Supreme Council – was under way. Seated on benches along its blazoned walls were the men who led the Order. The Bishop, the deans, the priors, the conventual bailiffs, the Knights Grand Cross, the heads of each of the national langues, all present, every one of them garbed in the black vestments of office and wearing the eight-pointed cross of St John. These were the Hospitallers. They were a brotherhood of warrior-priests, inheritors of a cause stretching back to the Crusades, when their founders had first nursed sick pilgrims to the Holy Land and then taken up arms to defend them. The fighting and nursing skills remained. Each of the brother members had taken a vow of chastity, poverty and obedience; each had pledged himself to serve the Pope and to wage war ceaselessly until death against the Moslem infidel. They were a living embodiment of history, a foreign legion of combative Christianity, an incongruity in an era of sixteenth-century city- and nation-statehood. The last of their kind. At their head, sitting stern but serene on the throne of the Council Chamber, was Grand Master Jean Parisot de La Valette.


He listened as the latest communication from Messina was read aloud to the assembly. More weasel words from the Viceroy of Sicily, more hollow promises, more delay. Yet La Valette remained unmoved and unmoving, a still presence radiating calm and authority while those about him argued. The news had provoked consternation, was bound to. By the hour, extinction was graduating from possibility to probability.


Voices climbed in discord. A senior officer of the military Knights of Justice had the floor. ‘I say again, my brethren, King Philip of Spain and his viceroy in Sicily abandon us in our hour. King Francis of the French turns his back. The Emperor of Germany campaigns elsewhere. The heretic Queen Elizabeth of England will not come to the aid of Catholics. What do we owe these princes? For what reason do we guard their bloated underbelly?’


‘For the reason that we took a solemn oath before God.’ The Bishop had risen to respond. ‘For the reason that when Emperor Charles V ceded Malta to our keeping he charged us with fighting the perfidious enemies of our Holy Faith.’


‘And with what should we fight, Brother Bishop? Even His Holiness the Pope appears deaf to our plight.’


‘His Holiness is our patron, our overlord.’


‘Yet in place of soldiers he sends his platitudes and goodwill. We are but seven hundred Knights, have but four thousand Spanish troops and four thousand Maltese irregulars under arms.’


‘They are also under God. With His mercy, we shall prevail.’


‘Against thirty thousand of the enemy? Forty thousand?’


‘Against the strength of a million heathen.’


Another Knight stood. ‘Nine thousand of us garrisoned behind high walls. At Rhodes we withstood the Turk for six months.’


‘Quite so.’ The Bishop nodded. ‘In Malta we shall once again withstand them.’


A conventual bailiff interrupted. ‘But for no more than a few weeks. The fort of St Elmo is overlooked by Mount Sciberras, our walls here overlooked by the heights of Corradino. When the Turks seize such ground, their cannon will pound us to dust.’


‘Then to dust we shall return. The cause is noble.’


‘While we remain, the Religion and cause are doomed.’


‘What would you have us do?’ Enraged, the Knight Grand Cross Lacroix had jumped to his feet. ‘Cower as fools? Run as frightened beasts? Surrender as whipped dogs?’


‘Repair to Sicily. Station our forces where they may be supplied, joined with ease by the combined armies of Christendom.’


‘You would bow before the Turk.’


‘I believe our brother bailiff bows only to God, Brother Grand Cross.’


De Pontieux, Magisterial Knight and Knight of Justice, spoke in soft and emollient tones. But his eyes were sly, baleful, staring uncompromising at his old foe Lacroix. He had his followers, was playing to them. There was more to say.


‘Like our brother bailiff, I too propose not surrender but retreat. Retreat, and we avoid extinction. Retreat, and we live to fight the heathen Turk on better terms, on grounds of our choosing.’


‘We have made our choice. It is Malta.’


‘A dry rock of little merit.’


‘A dry rock which has been our home for near forty years.’ Lacroix glared at de Pontieux. ‘When Suleiman forced us from our beloved Rhodes, we wandered as Israelites for eight years. For how long would you have us wander again? Eighty? Eight hundred?’


‘The Grand Cross Lacroix plays with figures.’


‘While you play with the future of the Religion, the destiny of our noble Order.’


Prior Garza, a Spaniard and ally of de Pontieux, jabbed his finger towards Lacroix. ‘Within days, the Mohammedans will hold this Christian island, will have taken the city of Mdina, occupied the isle of Gozo, cut off our escape to the north. Our sole recourse is to parley with the Turk, to negotiate a truce and safe passage.’


‘I cannot hear such things.’


‘Nor can you feel the noose tightening about our necks.’


The Bishop slumped back in his pew. ‘We see clearly, Brother Prior.’


‘We seek merely to save the Religion.’ Again it was de Pontieux, soothing, serpentine.


Lacroix shook his head, his face mottled with animosity. ‘You seek merely to save yourselves.’


Argument flowed, The currents of dissent were strong, national differences and personal enmities, alliances and interests emerging or fragmenting as the officers squabbled. Threat could ever divide. Finally the Grand Master rose to his feet and walked to an open window. He appeared lost in thought, perhaps listening to the distant sounds from the narrow streets of Birgu or dwelling on the nearer debate. Talk subsided. The Council members watched him, suddenly mute, aware and ashamed of their own foolishness before their leader. His was a commanding presence.


‘My brethren.’


He turned to face them, a tall man of seventy years with the military bearing of a general, the gravity and dignity of a priest. The beard was grey, the skin roughened by a life of battle. But the eyes of Jean Parisot de La Valette shone with a vehemence and certainty that held others in thrall. His nature, his standing, his steel will were forged from elements that induced others to follow. His audience were rapt.


‘I stand before you, the forty-eighth Grand Master of this Order. An Order which has outlived the Templars and the Teutons, which has survived the ravages of time, the horrors of siege, the trials of men, and the tribulations of exodus. I was with the Knights when they left the island of Rhodes, forced out by the very Sultan who now sends his fleet against us.’ La Valette looked about him, the intensity of his gaze raking the room. ‘Some of you would have us hide. Others of you would have us reach accord with the heathen Turk. To what end? To our destruction, to our eternal shame and damnation, to the breaching of every sacred covenant we struck as hospitallers and warriors in the Holy Land. We may be few in number, but we are strong at heart. We may lack the mighty walls of Rhodes, but we have provisions and powder aplenty, and the Holy Spirit to guide us. Brother Knights, there is no more glorious thing than to seek death in the service of the Religion. Our Lord suffered and died for us on the bare rock of Golgotha. And for His sake, and in His name, we will find salvation on ours. I shall not be the last Grand Master. So make your peace. We stay and we endure.’


His statement was complete. It had served its purpose, had calmed doubt, quelled disunity. There would be no further discussion. It was time for prayer and reflection, for the commanders to make their final dispositions. The Castilian Knights would hold one of the great bastions of Birgu, the Knights of Auvergne, Provence and France would man the landward walls beside them. Arrayed elsewhere were the Knights of the German langue and those of Aragon, and the fighting squads of Sir Oliver Starkey, Englishman and Latin secretary to La Valette. They would protect the curtain walls leading up to Fort St Angelo. The heart of the Order, shielded by stone, secured with steel. From here on it would beat faster.


Unfortunate fools, mused the traitor. Neither their God nor their Grand Master could save them. Beyond the horizon, nosing its way westward across the Ionian and Mediterranean seas, was a vast and oncoming armada of Ottoman ships. Beyond this conclave of noblemen, of prelates and knights, were matters of state and politics, machinations to change the world. It could not be left to the clash of arms alone. He was present to see that unfair play was done. Where there was hope, he would bring discord and doubt. Where there was light, he would spread darkness. Malta was to be sacrificed. The traitor stared at his companions, future victims of his game and vision. They would surely die. By his hand, through his design.


The great door to the Council Chamber sounded to the knock of a stave. A page entered, bowing to the Grand Master and approaching to speak in a whisper. News had come. No other reason would warrant such interruption. The members of the Sacro Consiglio muttered in anticipation, straining to divine nuance, to read expression. It could be the Viceroy of Sicily sending word of reinforcements, might be a swift Christian galley reporting sightings of the enemy. Impending battle always bred tension.


La Valette nodded, and, while his page retreated to perform his duties, once more addressed the gathering. ‘My brethren, it seems that contact with the enemy has been made. Their armies will yet be close behind.’


A collective frown creased the features of the assembled as Christian Hardy set foot inside the room and acknowledged them with a token dip of his head. He rarely stood on ceremony, barely recognized the mannered formalities of courtliness. It had not endeared him.


‘Your Highness, members of the Supreme Council, I should report to you an action with the Turk on the east coast not six miles hence.’


‘The nature of this action?’ It was a conventual bailiff who asked.


‘Five Mohammedans. Hiding in a shelter, scouting ahead of the main force.’


Grand Cross Lacroix peered at him. ‘They are dead?’


‘Indeed, sir.’


‘We congratulate you.’


‘And are there others of their kind?’ It was the turn of de Pontieux to interject.


‘I know not, sir.’


‘For you failed to take captives, failed to ask questions.’ His manner was wrapped in sarcasm and veiled hostility. ‘And you have left us blind.’


‘I have left myself alive.’


‘For the present, no crime. But it would be of greater benefit to learn the opinions of the Turk.’


‘They made their opinions clear, sir.’


Prior Garza joined his ally in the attack. ‘Five are discovered and are now no more. Where is proof?’


‘My word is proof.’


‘The word of a commoner counts for little before the Sacro Consiglio.’


Lacroix slapped the side of his bench. ‘To our besieged Order, the word of a fighting-man is everything.’ Around him there were low murmurs of agreement.


Hardy slipped the linen pouch from his belt and threw it to the flagstoned ground. He stared at de Pontieux and Prior Garza. ‘Proof, noble sirs. Within are five left ears from five dead souls.’


‘A dagger or two would have sufficed.’ De Pontieux smiled at the laughter he had generated. ‘Besides, the heathen has no soul.’


The Grand Master raised his hand, and the chamber fell silent. It might have been a glint of humour in his eye, could have been paternal benevolence or patrician disapproval. The face remained closed. Hardy understood. For La Valette had once been a captive of the corsairs, had toiled and suffered as a slave on the rowing-bench of a galley. It changed men, hardened them, set them apart. He and La Valette occupied the remoter parts of the same realm.


‘Urgency is upon us. These Saracen spies made landfall, and their fleet is behind. One day, two at most. At where will the Turk strike, Monsieur Hardy?’


‘Towards us, Your Highness. Their spies were landed on the eastern side, I believe were headed south.’


‘Marsamuscetto.’


‘None other, Your Highness. The Turk is arrogant and full of confidence. He requires shelter for his galleys, will want quick victory for his Sultan.’


‘I am of similar mind.’


‘Then Fort St Elmo is the key, Your Highness.’


‘The key to everything, Monsieur Hardy – to our triumph or defeat. Unlock St Elmo, they gain an anchorage. Gain the anchorage, they have access to every point, will invest Grand Harbour, hit us from all quarters. One by one, they will roll up our fortifications, crush us at their leisure.’


‘We shall confound them, Your Highness.’


‘That is our intent.’ La Valette ran his fingers along his chain of office, traced the edges of the cross of St John. ‘Make haste. Take my nephew, the Chevalier Henri de La Valette, ride for Mdina and instruct Governor Mesquita to return his infantry to these walls. It is here in Grand Harbour that the hammer-blow will fall.’


Christian Hardy bowed respectfully. The Grand Master was risking much, leaving Mdina vulnerable on the strength of his instinct. But the Maltese capital was expendable. It was in the forts of St Elmo, St Angelo and St Michael that the Knights would cluster to meet the foe and create their destiny. The Council Chamber was still hushed when Hardy left.
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Chapter 2


A hand clamped firm on his shoulder. ‘You have the balls of a lion, the head of a bull, the ears of several dead Turk. A singular combination, young Hardy.’


It was Grand Cross Lacroix, his gruff voice and grizzled features emerging behind in the candlelit gloom of the corridor. Hardy turned to greet him,


‘I am indebted to you for your assistance before the Sacro Consiglio, sir.’


‘And I to you for your tenacity.’ The veteran Knight smiled, his face wrinkling in admiration. ‘Your example is one our greener brethren should hold to their hearts.’


‘Many of your Council would disagree.’


‘Let them. No Council ever charged the enemy, took a ship, thrust a blade in the throat of the heathen. In this hour of war, it is the gladiator, not the priest or politician, who is master.’


‘You are yourself a venerated survivor of battle.’


‘I am an old man, nothing more. But old men see things. Old men hear things.’ He patted Hardy on the arm, fell into step as he resumed his walk. ‘On what four principles, the arms of our cross, is the Order of St John established?’


‘Prudence, temperance, fortitude and justice.’


‘We have among us men who have forsaken these, officers who weaken as the Turk draws near.’


‘Faith may renew itself in danger.’


‘Or the spirit can be broken. Enmities flare, rivalries flourish. You have created adversaries of your own, young Hardy.’


‘Prior Garza?’


‘A snake.’


‘De Pontieux?’


‘A scorpion mated with a snake. He is calculating, ruthless, resentful of our sojourn on this island. Until Grand Master La Valette banished duelling, de Pontieux inflicted many wounds.’


‘A character of several parts.’


‘Most of them dangerous.’ Lacroix halted, his perambulation done. ‘Watch yourself, young Hardy. Watch others. You are favoured, well liked, by the Grand Master. Sometimes it is not enough.’


Hardy continued alone, his thoughts travelling to different matters, his steady pace carrying him on through hallways and passages. He was not a man to dwell on warnings, on the intrigue of the Supreme Council. A snake could be avoided, a scorpion ignored. He descended the stairway taking him from a cloistered twilight to the opening brightness of the lower gun-terrace. Below the serried muzzles of cannon, Grand Harbour stretched out languid and blue, its waters lapping at the base of the solitary St Elmo resting on its promontory above the north shore. A gull wheeled and screamed.


He reacted fast, intercepting the flung canister with an outstretched hand. ‘You play with fire, Moor.’


‘While you play in the lion den of the Supreme Council, Christian Hardy.’


‘Is there anything of which you are not informed?’


His friend had returned to crimping a wire. ‘A black skin is a fine cloak for the blacker arts. I am poet and philosopher, eavesdropper, gossip, studier of humankind, your guide and counsel.’


‘I see today you are alchemist of war.’


Dressed in a white turban and long robe, the Moor sat cross-legged and content among the implements of his craft. Strewn about were clay pots and coils of fuse-string, jars of pitch and black powder, the constituents of incendiaries, the components for explosive. Arranged against a rampart wall were readied bundles of trumps, their hollowed wooden tubes filled with turpentine and linseed oil formulated to spew flame to fifteen feet or more. Beside them were fire-hoops, dipped and redipped in brandy, saltpetre, gunpowder and pitch, wrapped with cotton, saturated in oil, designed to catch enemies in their burning embrace. The black Moor was a perfectionist.


Hardy turned the sealed vessel in his palm, peering at the gummed lengths of string wrapped around its shallow neck. A simple object, and deadly. ‘Your fire-grenade is a diabolic thing.’


‘No mere fire, Christian Hardy. Wildfire. The best in either East or West. Saltpetre, pitch, sulphur, resin, salts of ammonia, and turpentine. A magic blend handed down from my ancestors.’


‘The piss is all yours.’


‘It may yet save these forts.’ The Moor bent to apply sealing-wax to a completed piece of ordnance. ‘My smokepot functioned?’


‘The Turkish spies were more than a little cured.’


‘What you see here will roast them. To where do you now travel?’


‘Mdina. On errand for the Grand Master.’


‘On command of your passions and your prick. The Lady Maria dwells in the city.’


‘You tread dangerously, Moor.’


‘You also. She is a Mediterranean beauty, the daughter of Maltese nobility. A Maltese nobility which resents the Order.’


‘There was no resentment in her eye when she smiled at me in the groves of Naxxar.’


‘Issues of war are more pressing.’


‘They do not engage the heart.’


‘So engage your head. There will be tens of thousands of enemy scaling these walls for the purpose of butchery.’


Hardy vaulted on to a ledge to scan the panorama. ‘All in the name of God.’


‘The name of God?’ The Moor shook his head and quietly laughed. ‘When a ruler commits his armies to battle it is for profit and gain, for lands, for gold, for trade, for power. If he does so in the name of God, he is thus a blasphemer and a liar.’


‘The men who soldier for him?’


‘Fools.’


‘What are you and I?’


‘Greater fools. For we do not belong. You are attached to the Service Brothers, employed as hired sword, I am a Moor, a despised Mohammedan, present for I was chained with La Valette at the oar of a galley belonging to corsair Abd-ur-Rahman Kust.’


‘You saved the life of the Grand Master.’


‘It is no guarantor of survival, no shield against all threat. Be careful, Christian Hardy.’


The encroaching atmosphere of siege was touching minds, affecting reason, Hardy decided. First Lacroix, then the Moor, advising caution, expressing concern. They minded too much. With a shout, he hailed the two figures approaching across the fortress esplanade. The comrades he had been awaiting.


‘Henri, we must away to Mdina. The horses are saddled.’


‘My uncle has requested we take Hubert. We are to convince the turbulent hermit-priest Fra Roberto to return to the confines of Birgu.’


Hubert smiled ruefully. ‘A challenging undertaking.’


‘While you, Henri, must convince the Maltese nobles in Mdina they have nothing to fear in the loss of our infantry.’


The smile from Henri de La Valette was weaker. Like his uncle the Grand Master, he was tall and solemn, a brave Hospitaller with a caring heart, a learned head and a serious disposition. Hardy had accompanied him often on caravan. He had initiated the young nobleman into the fighting ways of the Order, had parried scimitar-thrusts for him, had taken enemy galleys with him. Yet Henri sought God and texts, forever carried a devotional book of hours. In place of the killing-ground, he preferred the contemplation of the convent, the peace of the hospital. A true Knight. Hubert was different. At eighteen years of age, slight of build and unworldly in manner, he was a probationer, a conventual chaplain with a ready laugh and an optimistic outlook. Perhaps too decent by nature, too trusting for the cloth, he had arrived in the Order by chance, remained there almost by coincidence. The Chevalier Henri, the Chaplain Hubert, the Service Brother Christian. A trinity of comradeship.


‘Observe.’


To the touch of a lit taper, the fire-hoop ignited. The Moor held it aloft in a pair of giant tongs, watching the fire race and explode on its inner frame. It was a fearsome sight. With a heave, the Moor launched it over the ramparts, the wheel spinning, tumbling, in its own raging incandescence towards the foot of St Angelo. The three friends craned to study its descent. In a pool of light, the hoop detonated and kept burning.


The Moor nodded in satisfaction. ‘The next time, it will have its victims.’


From his vantage on the higher defences, the traitor watched the spiralling disc curve and disappear like a falling sun. Such instruments of war were of no consequence. They were hopeless measures undertaken by desperate men. Nothing would change. He had incendiary ideas of his own.


Astride their mounts, the three friends picked their way through the thronging alleyways of Birgu. The influx of refugees had swelled the population, the chatter of anxious voices, the press of bodies welling between the flat-roofed houses. From every quarter came a torrent of ceaseless sound. The rumble of carts, the neighing of horses, the ring and tap of blacksmith hammers and stonemason mallets, beating out time, counting down. There was armour to modify, chain-mail to repair, horseshoes to fit. In the main square, a squad of Maltese auxiliaries practised fighting hand to hand. In cellars and courtyards, barrels were stowed, swords and pikes stockpiled. Among it all trudged the gangs of captive slaves, hauling, ferrying, forced on by the lash.


The boy Luqa dodged a blizzard of escaping chickens and trotted to keep pace with Helios.


‘Seigneur.’ He called frantically to Hardy. ‘I will ride with you.’


‘Battle will not commence this day, Luqa. Stay with your people. They have need of you.’


‘I wish to kill the Turk.’


‘Ensure he does not kill you first. Build the defences.’


‘Where, seigneur? How, seigneur?’


‘Visit the powder-mills and carry the gunpowder. Visit the smithies and polish the steel. Visit my friend the Moor and cut fuses, fill the pots.’


‘Dull work for a soldier, seigneur.’


‘It may save a life. That life may save yours.’


They left Luqa in the dusty street and made for the central gate between the bastions. The Castilian Knights were already taking up position, cleaning guns, heaving cannon-shot in hessian nets towards the battlements. Shouts of salutation and encouragement were exchanged as the horsemen passed by. Henri de La Valette gazed silently upward at the murder-holes of the stone passageway. Such moments could put a man in reflective mood.


The drawbridge was down. They crossed it in single file, their attention drawn by the sights and sounds, by the light playing off the bastion walls, by the lines of Moslem slaves labouring to deepen the defensive ditchwork. The last details were being finessed, the final unpleasant surprises incorporated for the invader. There would before long be further Mohammedans struggling in the ditch, Christian Hardy thought to himself. He nudged Helios with his feet, and felt the stallion accelerate into the gallop. Behind, Hubert was whooping, giving chase, forgetting dignity and horsemanship in favour of exuberance. Henri followed more soberly. It would have been unseemly for a nobleman, a Knight Commander, nephew to the Grand Master, to appear uncontrolled. In this fashion, and in a travelling cloud of dust, they advanced towards Mdina.


On the rising escarpment leading to the ridge-line and the walled city of Mdina, teams of Maltese were filling clay bottles with spring water for transport to Birgu. Water elsewhere was scarce – in the Grand Harbour home of the Knights was almost entirely absent. This was the answer. The population had given their menfolk to the militia; now they gave the lifeblood of their aquifers and streams. And there among the women and children, barefoot, smiling, laughing, her long dark hair tied back in a simple kerchief, her arms splashed wet, was Maria.


‘Henri, continue to the Governor. Hubert, go find your priest. I shall attend later.’


The young La Valette halted alongside and shaded his eyes. ‘Chastity and obedience, the foundations of our Order.’


‘They will not crumble with mere conversation.’


‘Christian, the enemy lies over the horizon.’


‘The more reason to still the soul, to find peace and comfort in one’s heart.’


‘Reason? She is a noblewoman, you are no Knight.’


‘You sound as the Moor.’


‘The Moor is wise.’


‘I may dream, Henri.’


‘You may also pay your respects to Governor Mesquita, conduct with me the business on which we are sent.’


‘In good time.’


He spurred Helios on to the rocky incline, heard the sigh of acceptance from Henri, the suppressed mirth of Hubert. Maria had lifted her head, had become aware of him. She straightened, observed his oncoming with the elegant insouciance of superiority. But her eyes. They were warm-brown and deep, and danced with a spirit independent of breeding or accident of birth. He was held by them. Helios nodded, walking carefully on uneven ground.


‘My lady.’ He slid from his saddle and bowed extravagantly before her.


‘A visitor with the manners of a gentleman yet the clothing of a corsair. I am curious.’


‘I too, my lady. A noblewoman who toils barefoot in a stream.’


‘It is my duty.’


‘You make merry while you work.’


‘There will be days enough to weep, Monsieur Hardy.’


‘You know my name?’


‘Your reputation also.’


‘It disturbs you, my lady?’


‘It does not. Yet your presence disrupts.’ Her lips parted in a half-smile, the bottle in her hand spilling its contents. ‘There are a thousand vessels to fill – ten thousand.’


‘I would glad go without water for this moment, my lady.’


‘My father would be happy to see you thirst.’


‘Our argument is with the Turk.’


‘And for the Turk he roundly blames you. He has no love for the Order of St John. Nor have the other ruling families of this city. They condemn the Knights for the woes befalling us. They rail against your piracy which has so enraged the Ottoman Sultan.’


‘The message we bring today will not improve their temper.’


‘One cannot reason with them.’


‘Yet you, my lady, stand with fellow citizens beyond the walls and collect water for us.’


Her eyes acquired the lustre of defiance. ‘Your religion is our religion. Your enemies are our enemies.’


‘Our island is your island.’


‘It will for ever be our island.’ Whether you remain or go, her inflection suggested.


He would remain, he decided. ‘The enterprise will be bloody, my lady. Why did you not depart for the safety of Sicily?’


‘Why not you, Monsieur Hardy?’


‘I am a soldier.’


‘I am the daughter of one of the oldest houses. My brother and widowed father stay. I will abide with them, with the people and defenders of Malta.’


He was grateful for that, appreciative too for the stolen glimpses and occasional glances exchanged among the groves and physic herbs of nearby villages. She was no mirage, but flesh and blood, a composite of inner light and outward perfection. It was beguiling; it was breathtaking.


Crouching, he took a bottle and filled it from the spring. An excuse to tarry, to extend the moment. She looked on, teasing. ‘The fighting cock on his knees. A rare sight.’


‘To become rarer.’ He presented her with the flask. ‘I am late for matters with the Governor.’


‘You will find him with my father.’


‘Then it is a day for family business.’ He bowed and put his lips to her proffered hand.


‘My father is no ogre, Monsieur Hardy. He cares for his island and his city.’


‘As do I.’ He swung himself on to Helios and wheeled the horse. ‘I trust to see you again, my lady.’


‘I have no doubt you shall.’


With a shake of the mane and flick of the tail, the stallion headed for the gates of Mdina. Hardy glanced back along the slope. Maria was staring after him.


‘The tide has brought us further driftwood.’


It was a barbed remark, intended to sting. An old man inconvenienced, an aged bystander witnessing the ruin of his home, Maria’s father scowled at him. Gone were the aspects of Mdina which had earned it the sobriquet of the Silent City. Like Birgu, it was pregnant with the noise of influx and activity; as in Birgu, the shaded streets played host to preparations for combat. But in the coolness of this palace courtyard only Governor Mesquita of the Order of St John, Henri de La Valette and the late-arrived Christian Hardy were present to endure the wrath of a lame Maltese nobleman.
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