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Historical Bookshelf Introduction
Set on Rhodes in 1522, Bertrand de la Croix places a fictional chivalric adventure inside the great Ottoman siege of the Knights Hospitaller. The island fortress is under sustained pressure from Suleiman the Magnificent’s army and fleet, and James uses the confinement of a siege to intensify questions of courage, honour and divided loyalty. Characters move through walls, batteries, councils and threatened positions knowing that the survival of the whole Christian stronghold is in doubt.
The historical siege lasted for months and ended with the Hospitallers negotiating their departure from Rhodes. James draws on the contrast between an entrenched military order and the expanding Ottoman state, presenting warfare as both a test of individuals and a contest between organised powers. The setting gives the novel a particularly strong sense of place: sea, fortification and bombardment continually narrow the choices available to its characters.
The novel’s historical frame centres on the Siege of Rhodes. Historical figures connected with the narrative include Suleiman the Magnificent.
James writes in the nineteenth-century tradition of historical romance, combining documented people and events with invented characters, private motives and dramatic incident. The narrative is therefore best approached as fiction shaped by its historical setting rather than as a documentary reconstruction of the period.
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Chapter 1
I'll follow this good man; and go with you,
And having sworn truth, ever will be true. SHAKSPEARE.
It was on the evening of one of those uncertain days of spring, which winter and summer seem to fix upon as a common battle-field, now frowning with clouds of sleet and hail, and now smiling with as bright a glance as if the blue eye of Heaven had never known a tear: it was on the evening of such a day, in the beginning of the year 1522, that, in the public room of entertainment of a small inn at Beaucaire, with his feet placed upon the large iron dogs which supported a wood fire—one foot upon one and the other upon the other—sat a young traveller, turning over the red fagots on the hearth with the steel tip of his sword-scabbard.
His form was light, though muscular, and he had more the appearance of great agility than of great strength. Yet he was cast so heedlessly on his seat, and his limbs seemed to fall with such a nerveless heaviness, that the promise of activity afforded by his figure was belied by the listlessness of his air, and he might have passed for one of the habitual hostelrie loungers of the period, had not a certain meditative sadness in his countenance spoken a mind overcome by bitter thoughts rather than a body consumed by customary sloth. His habit was good but not new, and a scanty portion of fur and gold about his mantle, seemed to say that the wearer's inclination for splendid apparel was more confined by the narrowness of his purse than by any circumstance of birth or any simplicity of taste.
There was no one in the chamber but himself, and totally given up to deep and seemingly sad meditations, he continued stirring the embers with the point of his sword-scabbard, apparently unconscious both of the occupation in which he was engaged and the instrument which he employed in it. A tankard of strong Rhone wine stood untouched upon the table; and while the wind whistled through the ill-stopped cracks of the poor tenement in which he sat, almost extinguishing the lights in the sconce, and the rain of a sharp night-shower dashed angrily against the casement, he unconsciously sung a verse or two of an old Spanish ballad, which had probably as much resemblance to the real matter of his thoughts, as the Tourbillons of Descartes had to the system of the universe.
Mas de las penas que siento
Esta es la mas principal,
Porque perderme yo sola,
Al perder llaman ganar.
Y en perderos vos, Senora,
Es perder sin mas cobrar;
Mas pues assi lo querais
No lo queramos dilatar.
So he sung; and, indeed, it is an extraordinary fact, that under the pressure of many a heavy grief, the heart will very often find a voice in music for sorrows that are silent to language. In such cases the words to which the melody is joined are nothing. It is the music that is eloquent; and never did a more melancholy tone breathe forth the feelings of a sad and troubled spirit. His thoughts, his sensations, his very external senses, seemed so powerfully concentrated on some deep and absorbing theme, that the ordinary occurrences that passed around him were veiled from his eyes and ears.
A troop of horses stopped at the inn gate, and the clattering hoofs and jangling of their caparisons might have awakened the seven sleepers; but his dream remained unbroken, and he marked not one of all the many sounds which trumpet the arrival of a large company at a poor inn.
A fine manly voice was then heard giving manifold directions to some mute attendants, "Cross the ferry, and then on with all speed to Arles. The horses are quite fresh. 'Tis but three leagues. Tell the noble prior that I remain behind on business at Beaucaire, but that I come onward to-morrow; and you, Brother Francis, see that the arms be all arrived, and examine well that they be in good condition. Think of all things for the good of the Order. Watch and pray!"
With such injunctions, half clerical, half military, the speaker concluded; the clattering of the hoofs again echoed along the street, mingling as it receded with the howling of the wind, the pattering of the rain, and the roaring of the angry Rhone; and, after a little more bustle at the door, the worthy host, with various nondescript attendants, ushered in the stranger, who had remained behind, and whose step, as he strode up to the hearth, was the first thing which roused the original tenant of the room from his dream of other times.
The young man started, and for a moment looked bewildered, as one whose thoughts had been far, far away; then rose from his stool, and fixing his eyes for an instant intently on the face of his new companion, he withdrew from the monopolising position in which he had placed himself before the fire, and with a graceful inclination of the head, made room for the other to share in the warm smile of cold, stern winter's most cheerful opponent.
The stranger shook his robe, which was drenched with the night rain, and took his seat by the fire, gazing for a brief space on his young companion, with one of those glances of quick examination which we are wont to bestow on him that is to be our fellow for an hour—rapid, but keen—superficial, but comprehensive. His own occupation was at once denoted by the dark robe and eight-limbed cross worn by the Knights of St. John of Rhodes, and his tall martial form, his broad splendid brow, round the high contour of which the grey locks of eld curled unthinned and luxuriant, his eye full of fire and intellect, his proud lip, on whose patrician bend hung a world of energy and command, all bespoke one of the best knights of that gallant order, the stumbling-block of the Saracen power, and the bulwark of Christendom.
All this was easily read, and one hasty glance was sufficient to satisfy the younger traveller; but he himself presented a page which his companion found harder to decipher. His dress was of that middle rank, which in those days was less common in every country of the world than it is now. Each class was then more distinct: the peasant trod less upon the kibe of the peer, and every species and genus in that branch of zoology called society, was in general to be known immediately by some external mark, as distinctive as the beaks of the accipitrine or the legs of the gruine tribe. The young stranger, however, in simplicity of apparel, touched somewhat upon the class of burghers, while a casual ornament of a higher grade spoke pretensions to a more elevated birth.
The first glance the Knight of Rhodes had given, did not satisfy him, and he again ran his eye over the stranger's dress: then, still undetermined, he turned it to his face, and read, or thought he read, the traces of tender education and gentle breeding in the fine, clear, defined lines of his features, and the flash of his dark, melancholy eye; while the extreme whiteness of the upper part of his forehead, which was commonly shaded by his hat, contrasted strongly with the ruddy, sun-burned hue of the rest of his countenance.
What had been apparently a severe wound, was still covered with a long black patch upon his cheek; and as the younger traveller, suddenly roused himself from one of his deep fits of thought, and surprised the eyes of his companion fixed upon his face, the Knight of St. John took that wound as the pass-word to conversation, saying,
"You have been in the late wars, young Sir, I see."
"I have, Sir Knight," was the reply; and the younger stranger again sank into silence.
"Was it in the wars of Navarre, of Flanders, or of Burgundy?" demanded the other; "I have a motive for my curiosity, young gentleman, better than curiosity alone."
"And I have no motive for concealment," replied the young soldier; "I served in Navarre," and he was again silent.
There was a degree of cold, and somewhat haughty reserve in his manner, that seemed to offend the Knight of St. John, who doubtless looked upon the advances of an old and distinguished member of so renowned an order, as an honour to which any stripling soldier might reply with somewhat more free respect.
A cloud came over his brow, and his eye sparkled for an instant, but such signs of heat passed by immediately.
"After all," muttered he to himself, "we are but poor friars, or at least poor soldiers of Christ; we should be humbler than we are. In Navarre," he added aloud, "I have a brave nephew, my dead brother's only son, who is fighting under the noble Andrew de Foix to restore to Henry d'Albret his natural dominions of Navarre; I would fain hear news of him, young Sir. In your campaigns have you met with the young Duke of Nivelle?"
"There was such a person in the army," replied the soldier, "and I remember we won our knightly spurs together at the taking of Pampeluna, but the difference of our fortunes threw us far apart. I saw him once, however, in the prison at Logrogno."
"In prison!" exclaimed the knight; "in prison!"
"Ay, in prison!" replied the young soldier. "Have you not heard of our defeat, and the taking of the young Count de Foix, and all his officers? 'tis an old tale with us. Some three weeks gone we fought the Spanish army and were beaten, 'tis an old tale now."
"But I have been travelling quick, though long, my son," replied the knight, "and have thought of nothing but how best to fulfil my duty towards the Grand Master and my order, by sending arms and provisions to Rhodes, against the menaced invasion of the Turks. Speak, Sir: was my nephew still in prison? how did you yourself escape? does he require ransom? where is he confined?"
The youth gazed on his elder companion for a moment with a glance, in which the eager anxiety of the knight's questions seemed to have awakened a corresponding energy; but instantly the light faded away, and the same cold shadow fell over his face.
"In truth, I cannot tell," he replied gravely, "whether the Duke de Nivelle be still in prison or not. He sent to Toulouse for money to pay his ransom, and doubtless it has reached him by this time. I myself escaped by accident, and go to try my sword under the new Grand Master of Rhodes against the Turks."
The Knight of St. John paused thoughtfully for a moment, as if there was something in the youth's reply that had struck him deeply. "The new Grand Master of Rhodes?" he said at length thoughtfully. "It is strange that I, a prior of the order, should first hear that there is a new Grand Master of Rhodes from the lips of a stranger; but De Merail loves me not. When he offered me his daughter for my nephew in marriage, I refused an alliance with a man of his great pride, and now he loves me not, and doubtless has never notified to me his election, that I may be the last informed of the order. So Fabricius Carette, that valiant prince, is dead, and De Merail has of course been elected in his place?"
While his companion thus spoke, half communing with himself, half carrying on the conversation in which they had been engaged, the young soldier had apparently relapsed into thought, and with his eyes fixed again upon the embers, seemed far away in some silent world of his own. Nothing shewed that he heard the good knight's words, till at length, without a change of feature, he replied abstractedly, "Carette, indeed, is dead! De Merail has lost the election of which he was so sure, and Villiers de l'Isle Adam is Grand Master of Rhodes."
The Knight of St. John started on his feet. "I!—I!" cried he. "Impossible! utterly impossible! How should De Merail lose his election, with wealth, and rank, and influence—and be it said too, with valour, and wisdom, and talent? And how should I be chosen absent, and probably almost forgotten? But tell me, Sir, who are you, who know so much more of my order than myself?"
"A poor gentleman of Touraine," replied the youth, "Bertrand de la Croix by name, and it is easy to tell how I learnt all the news I give you. 'Tis but two days since that, landing at Marseilles from Spain, I met with a whole train of knights and serving brothers of the order of St. John, who had been at Paris, seeking in vain for you—if you, indeed, as your words imply, be the newly elected Grand Master of Rhodes. I came on hither, having some business at Toulouse, and intending instantly to make my way back, and, with the first bark sailing, to take a passage for Rhodes, with the purpose of there offering my sword to the Grand Master on the threatened invasion of the Turks. That sword I now offer with all my heart—accept it, Sir, for it is the first drawn in your service."
The Grand Master stood for a moment mute, with his eye fixed upon vacancy, whilst a crowd of new sensations filled his bosom: hopes, doubts, anxieties, pride chastened by moderation, ambition elevated and purified by religion and disinterestedness. A crowd of new ideas too whirled through his brain—cares, dangers, difficulties, much to be met, and much to be overcome, much to be prevented, and much to be crushed. The sudden announcement of his new station, changed like the touch of death his state of existence; his relation to every thing around was altered, he was in a new world, where all was new, vague, uncertain, indistinct, unfamiliarized with his mind and heart; yet still it is not to be denied that the whole was pleasing. However much we may guard against the seductions of our vanity, that Dalilah of the human mind, her blandishments will still be sweet, even though they win us not to evil. He could not hide from himself that the tidings were gratifying to him, and he that had first communicated them, found the avenues of his heart opened by the news that he had given.
The Grand Master laid his hand kindly upon his young companion's shoulder. "Your sword, young Sir," he said, "is willingly accepted by the order of St. John, for, by my faith, we shall need the assistance of all our friends, if the news which I have gathered in Hungary be correct, regarding the preparations of the Turk. But should what you tell me of my election be true—and I will not doubt it—I must instantly forward to Marseilles to meet the deputies of the council; although, God help us, I must therefore abandon the design I had formed of going on into Navarre to see my poor nephew, whom I have not met for these fifteen long years. Would that I could find any one worthy of confidence who would bear a letter for me to my poor Nivelle, if he be still in prison, or would absolutely ascertain that he is free."
The Grand Master fixed his eyes upon his young companion, who at once understood his meaning, and accepted the commission. Nor let it be thought extraordinary that Bertrand de la Croix thus readily undertook a fatiguing journey, and perhaps a difficult and dangerous enterprise, for a person he had seen but for one short hour. In those days the reverence for age itself was great, and for high military renown still greater. The name of Villiers de l'Isle Adam was gloriously known throughout all Europe, and even without having, like Bertrand, taken service under him, which rendered his request almost a command, there was probably scarcely a young soldier in all France, who would have hesitated to do his will, had it sent them to the uttermost parts of the earth.
A few brief explanations ensued. The Grand Master informed his young companion that with all his impatience to depart for Rhodes, he would be still obliged to wait at Marseilles for several weeks, embarking the military stores and reinforcements, which during many months he had been employed in collecting for the defence of the Order; and it was agreed that the young soldier should with all speed rejoin him there, bringing with him, if possible, the old knight's nephew, the Duke of Nivelle. The letter was then written, some business concluded between the Grand Master and the merchants of Beaucaire, and the two travellers separated, to proceed the next day each upon his own path.
Chapter 2
When I view the beauties of thy face, I fear not death, nor dangers, nor disgrace. DRYDEN.
The sun had risen and set, and risen again, since we last left Bertrand de la Croix, and now he was in Spain. Not, indeed, in either Navarre or Castille, but in the rich and beautiful land of Catalonia, upon that lovely shore that casts its splendid smile over the bright waters of the Mediterranean sea. A high old tower, perched upon a wild, bold rock, from the scanty earth of which a thousand shrubs and trees sprang up and waved their green branches in the sunshine of a Spanish spring, looked over on the one hand, a wide track of hill and dale, and wood and pasture, and river and cascade, and on the other, hung beetling above the waves.
France and Spain were at enmity, and invading armies lay upon the frontier of each; but there wandered the young French soldier, through that fair scene, enjoying all its beauties, nor did he seem to fear aught of evil or interruption. The cloud had passed from his brow also, and indeed a magic more potent than northern spells seemed to have been used to dispel it, for as he wound down from the castle along the meandering and sunny path, as fair a creature as ever Nature in her sweetest and most witching mood created, hung upon his arm, with that fond confidence which only love, full, deep, undoubting love can give. Far out of ear-shot, toying with one of those gay and silky dogs, whose true though fawning attachment, and whose obedient love have become almost a by-word in the mouth of perverse man, came an old sedate dame, clothed in hood and wimple of deep black, with prim, subservient features, touched with a grim look of habitual acid, which at once denoted the duenna. Down in the valley too, two pages, of the true page breed, pert, happy, thoughtless, and as fine as new-blown buttercups, held the proud horse which had borne the young soldier thither, and which, glancing his clear eye around, with raised ear and pawing hoof, seemed anxious for his lord's return, to dart away and revel in his fleetness and his strength. But Bertrand de la Croix was in no haste to quit such fair company, and as he strayed onward, and ever and anon gazed fondly on the lovely being by his side, a thousand varied expressions of happiness lit up his features, changing from the gay and laughing glance of sparkling joy to the calm, placid smile of bland content. Nor were the dark full eyes that looked upon him sad, though there was a tenderer tone in their delight, and at times a shade, as if of melancholy, would dim the light that darted through their long and silken lashes.
At length, as the path wound round the hill, there suddenly broke upon the eye, through the fluttering canopy of the leaves and boughs, a bright far view over the sunshiny sea; and Bertrand paused, and stretching forth his hand towards it, he exclaimed, "Over the sea, Isabel! over the sea! Quick, quick, if you love me! rapidly as Juno's messenger, or as the winged will of Jove! You are not frightened, dearest, at those dark blue waves? Look how they dance and smile in the golden sunlight, as if to woo your small feet to the bark that shall bear you, like the floating feather of some snowy bird, to the spicy island of the east! Oh, no! no! so fair a thing as thou art should never fear; 'tis not in the cold cruelty of the most treacherous sea to hurt thee, far less so bright a plain of calm blue waters as that. No, no! It shall be I who will fear, and listen for every wind, lest it rock my Isabel too roughly, and chide every wave, lest it disturb her slumbers! It is I will fear!"
The lady shook her head. "You fear!" she answered; "you know not what fear is, Bertrand. I do fear—yet still, if that sea, which, with all its multitude of false-smiling waves, looks even now like eternity, were trebled in extent, I would cross them all to make you happy. But still, though it is very, very delightful to hope, do not let us deceive ourselves too far. When I tell you that my father has summoned me to Rhodes, you seem to think that everything is over, and yet forget that he has said fire and water shall sooner unite than we with his consent."
"Rash words, dear Isabel! rash words!" replied her lover; "Soon said and soon recanted. Fear not! fear not! I have a thousand ways to win him; and such good havoc shall my sword make amongst the Turks, that for very shame he shall not dare refuse me. Then, too, I shall see you every day, and your dear eyes shall be the fortunate planets of my house, and light me on to glory and to victory."
With such lover-like rhapsodies they wandered on, full of sweet thoughts; and though Isabel would hardly own how much she herself hoped, and how mingled with glad expectations were her fears of crossing the wide sea, yet still her lover's ardent words fell not on her ear without effect; and when the sad, inevitable moment of parting at length came, she too spoke the mutual words of comfort and assurance, and owned that she felt happier, far happier than when last they parted, when he was about to speed alone over the dark waves to win a difficult consent from her stern, proud parent, and she had to remain behind in lonely expectation, waiting, comfortless, the uncertain event.
Bertrand gazed round, to see if there was any one in sight, pressed her to his bosom, and printed his last adieu upon the dear soft lips whose words had given him so much happiness. Then bounding up the hill, he turned the corner of the rock, which had hidden them from the complacent duenna, laid a small but satisfactory purse in the palm of that worthy and discreet friend, and bidding her guard well her mistress in the approaching voyage, he turned away, and hastened to the valley where his horse was held.
"Have you delivered safely the sacks of money with the ransom?" demanded he of the elder page. The boy signified that he had fulfilled his orders, and placed a safe conduct, as a passport was then called, in the hands of his master. "Well, then," continued Bertrand, "speed back to your fellows, and bring them with all haste to meet me at Marseilles. You, sirrah, hold the stirrup. But stay," he continued, "I had forgot the letter!" and drawing a step back, he produced the identical epistle written by the Grand Master of Rhodes to his nephew, and after pausing for an instant to consider, he cut the silk between the seals, muttering with a smile, "The contents may be fully as useful to Bertrand de la Croix as to the good Duke of Nivelle, so I see not why I should not read."
Thus saying, he perused the contents from beginning to end, thought for an instant in silence, and then, with a gay smile, tore the letter in a thousand pieces, and gave the fluttering fragments to the wind. A moment after he was upon his horse's back; and, with as upright a carriage as if he had violated no confidence reposed in him, the deceitful messenger of the Grand Master turned on his road to France.
Gradually, however, as he spurred on his way, the bright memory of the happy hours he had passed with Isabel de Merail waned into regret; the splendid day-dream of young love, with all its many-coloured hues of delight, faded away like a dying rainbow, as the star which had lent it its brilliant tints was hidden by the cold cloud of absence. The gay sparkling of his look lasted but for half an hour; and, before night had fallen, he was nearly as cold and sad as when first we painted him in the inn at Beaucaire.
On his arrival at Marseilles, he found the Grand Master in all the bustle of active preparations. Knights and soldiers, and serving brothers surrounded him; and in the palace of the bishop, who lodged and entertained the chief of the Christian knights with courtesy and magnificence, all was hurry, and crowd, and inquiry, and command. Bertrand de la Croix opened a path through a multitude of merchants and seamen, who waited the Grand Master's commands concerning military stores for Rhodes, and finding his way to that prince's presence, he gave an account of his journey, somewhat different, alas! from the true one. He had not been able to penetrate, he said, as far as Logrogno; but he had met a messenger speeding back to the Duke of Nivelle with his ransom, and to him he had confided the letter of the knight. He softened the mortification, however, which he saw the Grand Master experienced at not receiving more satisfactory news of his nephew, by informing him that he had found means of enlisting fifty veteran volunteers, who were willing to serve the order of St. John, under his command, during the menaced attack of the Turks, however long that attack might be.
Villiers de l'Isle Adam gazed on his young companion for a moment with a look of some surprise; at length he answered, "If fifty veteran soldiers are willing to serve under so young a man, I have every reason to rely upon their judgment, and to look highly upon their commander; but we will inspect these troops, Sir Bertrand de la Croix."
The young soldier made no reply; but after the interval of a few days, his volunteers arrived, and were passed in review before the Grand Master, when their dark and war-worn countenances, their skill in the use of arms, and their correct and easy discipline, at once shewed them choice companions for dangerous moments and bold attempts. Bertrand de la Croix rose in the opinion of the Grand Master; but though the Knight of Rhodes felt his curiosity awakened, he would not descend to question the soldiers the young stranger had brought, and did not choose to make any inquiry of a man so reserved and uncommunicative as he had shewn himself.
The troops and the stores were embarked with all possible speed, and at length Bertrand, at the desire of the Grand Master himself, entered the vessel which bore that prince to Rhodes, and accompanied him from the port of Marseilles on his voyage to the island of the order.
The sun shone upon their departure, and the various galleys and feluccas which convoyed the bark of the Grand Master, bounding lightly over the blue waves, before a mild and favourable wind, rendered it a gay and splendid scene, as the armament sailed away from the sweet shores of France; but evil auguries of all kinds soon overclouded their passage. Before the ship was a day old at sea, a cry of fire was heard; in an instant the flames were seen running with frightful rapidity from spar to spar, from rope to rope, and from sail to sail. Whirlwinds of smoke and fire invested the whole ship, and drifted over the sea, and terror, confusion, and despair, seemed to take possession of men, who on other occasions had calmly met death and danger in a thousand varied forms. Some were mute and stupified, some cried wildly for help, where no help was near, and some sprang into the sea to avoid the more terrible fate around them. In that moment of peril there were but two who preserved that cool and ready firmness which combines all the best qualities of mental and corporeal courage—Bertrand de la Croix, and the Grand Master of Rhodes; but their united efforts recalled the rest to hope and exertion. The fire was gradually arrested, diminished, extinguished, and the vessel though injured, was preserved.
After a delay in order to refit, the ship pursued her way, but the high lands of Corsica were hardly out of sight, when the heavens, which had hitherto been as clear and smiling as a father's gaze upon the sleeping countenance of his first-born child, grew dark and stormy as an evil dream. The winds howled with a hot sharp gust, the rain fell, and the lightning blazed along the sky. Flash after flash rent the angry atmosphere, and at length the sharp white stream of liquid fire struck the vessel, pierced the deck, and blazed in the cabin of the Grand Master. For a moment the bright meteoric glare dazzled all eyes. None saw what passed around, and the intensity of the light rendered it akin to darkness, but when sight returned, Bertrand and Villiers de l'Isle Adam found four of their companions stretched lifeless on the floor. The storm passed away and the bodies of the dead had sepulture in the bosom of that dark charnel—the sea; but it was afterwards found that the sword of the Grand Master had been broken by the lightning in its sheath, which itself bore no sign of fire,* and all augured evil to his government, when it began with such prodigies and misfortunes.
Villiers smiled at evil auguries, and though at Syracuse he heard of pirates, who waited him on his passage to Rhodes, he boldly pursued his voyage, passed every danger, and rounding Candia, entered the golden expanse of the Carpathian Sea. A thousand bright islands gemmed the waters, and as the ship sailed on they were seen one after the other in the blue distance, invested with an airy and fantastic splendour, as if they were not really of the earth, but some of the grand phantasms of a splendid vision. The heart of Bertrand de la Croix beat high, as he stood upon the deck and saw them one by one rise upon the view, pass by, and recede into the gray obscurity of space. The many memories which those climates recall—the spectres of a long-gone age of mighty glory—the voices of a thousand wonderful years—saluted the young soldier as he sailed along, and for a time shared his bosom with the feelings, the wishes, the hopes, the regrets of the present.
At length Rhodes itself rose from the waves before him, and passing on towards its many-memoried port, he beheld the armed city of the Christian knights, stretching down towards the sea with its glorious gardens of the olive, the pomegranate, the fig and the vine, spreading over the uplands, towards the clear unclouded sky.
Chapter 3
Duke. Now! What's the business? Sailor. The Turkish preparation makes for Rhodes, so was I bid report here to the state.
Othello.
When Villiers de l'Isle Adam and his young companion first trod the shores of Rhodes, not a sign of approaching strife was to be seen. The island with all its dependencies slept in peace, and the sails of the galleys of the order flapped idly in the listless wind of the port.
But very soon after the installation of the Grand Master, the whole begun to bear a new aspect. His eye, like that of the long experienced mariner, which sees and prepares against the storm that is gathering afar, beheld at once the tempest of infidel war, which was silently accumulating to break upon the order with double force, and he lost not a moment in putting the island into the most perfect state of defence. The affairs of peace were abandoned at once: stores were sought in every part of the earth: deep ditches channeled the ground in all directions round the city, and mighty fortifications were raised in addition to those which had before guarded the town and ports. The hand of desolation too, was stretched forth over the land, and to insure that neither the means of subsistence, nor materials for offence, might be furnished to the enemy by the country they were about to attack, the fields, the vineyards, the gardens were wasted, the olive tree, the fig and the pomegranate were cut down. The country-houses and the churches were razed to the ground: the very stones of which they were built were swept away, and the whole country was laid as bare and desolate, as if the cultivating spirit of man had never bade it blossom into beauty and plenteousness. At the same time that great and extraordinary force, military discipline was called to give vigour and power to the defenders of Rhodes. Enthusiasm was kept alive in every bosom. The natives of the island and the citizens of Rhodes, though not belonging to the order, showed strongly by their ardour and pride in its defence, that the chivalrous character of its knights had extended its influence even to the hearts of the burgher and the peasant; adventurers and volunteers flocked in from every land, the soldiers of St. John were all courage and defiance; and the whole island looked for the coming of the Turks, as a means of living honour or glorious martyrdom. Each officer, each soldier, each knight had his particular post assigned him, and seldom has the Christian world presented such a splendid display of gallant chivalry as thronged in arms upon the battlements of Rhodes.
In these arrangements Bertrand de la Croix was not forgotten; his cool but daring courage in all moments of danger had forced itself continually upon the observation of the Grand Master during the voyage from France; and there was also in his manner, however taciturn and grave, something which won regard—an undefinable charm, which, like the secret influence of some magic power, pleased and captivated without being seen or known. Villiers looked upon the young stranger with kindness, and relaxed the state of office and the sternness of command, to win to confidence and intimacy; but Bertrand repelled every advance, and yet the Grand Master's affection, he knew not why, increased towards him instead of diminishing; and though he left him within the entrenchments which his silent reserve raised up around him, yet he did every thing consistent with his duty and his dignity to honour and to raise him.
To the fifty veteran soldiers who had first volunteered to serve under this young leader, the Grand Master added a band of an hundred adventurers, who had taken service with the order, and in command of these, Bertrand was assigned the defence of a part of the bastion of Auvergne, as it was called; for each part of the fortifications was entrusted to one of the several nations or languages of which the order was composed. Days and weeks passed, and still no enemy made his appearance; and Bertrand was constantly seen gazing from tower and turret, and high ground over the seas; and every sail that he saw, he watched long and anxiously, as it sometimes glided on calmly over the distant waves, sometimes grew upon the eye till it approached the shore and reached the port. In that case Bertrand was always at the ship's side amongst the first, listening eagerly to every detail of her passage, and, with frowning brow, marking the many tales of Mussulman pirates that hovered round the island, and strove to master each vessel as it passed round the Sicilian coast and entered the Ionian seas.
To the knights of the order the young stranger soon became generally known; but the same silent reserve continued in his manner to all those whose age and pursuits seemed naturally to assimilate them with himself. A cold and somewhat haughty inclination of the head—a passing word, neither courteous nor rude, was all that he exchanged with any one, except with Sir Andrew de Merail, the chancellor of the order. To him, however, the manners of Bertrand de la Croix were very different; and whatever were the means he took to win the proud Castilian, they were at least successful, for De Merail was soon his frequent companion in his walks along the battlements, or in his rides over the high hills, which commanded a view of the sea; and they would talk long and earnestly of far distant lands, and scenes that seemed to be familiar to both, and some common anxiety appeared to be in the minds of each.
This was remarked and remembered afterwards, and the knights of Rhodes were accustomed to observe, with a smile, how the two haughtiest men in the island had at once fallen into companionship together.
Though his countenance grew day by day more sad and anxious, the appearance of Bertrand de la Croix had in other respects assumed a gayer aspect than when first we spoke of him at Beaucaire. His apparel had gradually become splendid, his horses were the finest that could be procured. Servants and cavaliers were added to his train, and though he himself fared hardly, and lay upon a soldier's couch, yet ease and luxury pervaded his dwelling in the town of Rhodes, and many a young adventurer was glad to take service under him. Such as saw Bertrand de la Croix near, however, soon perceived that some deep and agitating care was busy at his mind. Each day, each hour it preyed upon him more and more; and even at night, when sleep fell for a few troubled hours upon his eyelids, his slumber was disturbed and wretched, and the name of Isabel would break often from his unconscious lips.
In the mean while the mind of the Grand Master was wholly occupied with the defence of the capital. The triple enclosure of fortifications by which it was surrounded, the Castle of St. Angelo, that of St. Elmo, the great tower of the Duke of Burgundy, called the Tower of St. Nicolas, the thirteen old towers which flanked the second wall, had each their respective garrisons. Each of the ramparts also was defended, as I have said, by the nation whose name it bore; and a reserve was formed, divided into four bands, which were called companies of succour, under four of the most distinguished knights of the order, of whom the chancellor De Merail was one.
At length a multitude of fires upon the Lycian mountains gave notice that some great movement was taking place amongst the infidels, and after waiting for a few days in anxious expectations, the dawn of morning shewed to the knights of Rhodes the whole sea, covered with innumerable ships, bearing the enemy to their coasts. Each man in Rhodes was prepared to do his duty—to conquer or to die: but it must not be dissembled, that when first the cry was heard—"A fleet! A fleet!"—and the fatal crescent was seen glittering upon the air, many a heart, even of the bravest, beat with new and awful feelings, and a deep silence fell upon the armed city after the first rush of many feet had carried the multitude to the walls. They gazed upon the coming foe with the still quietness of strong expectation, watched all his manoeuvres, counted the continual sails, measured with keen eyes the size of every vessel; and then reasoned, each with his fellow, on the enemy's number and their strength.
Four hundred ships, of different sizes, anchored within sight of Rhodes, and during the fifteen days which followed, near two hundred thousand men were disembarked upon the island.
The scattered report of artillery from some of the small forts, erected to defend the coast, was all that announced to the inhabitants of the town itself that the enemy was multiplying on their shores; for though the fleet continued still in sight, the bay in which the landing took place was hidden from the view by the high ground around. The reconnoitring parties, however, also brought in news from time to time, and then the advanced posts of the christians were seen retreating towards the town, while here and there upon the heights appeared the gay and fluttering dresses of the Turkish horsemen. At length, thick and cloudy, the dust rose above the hill, and the wind brought swells of wild and martial music to the very battlements of Rhodes. Troop after troop of infidel cavalry, mounted on horses like the wind, gathered upon the plains, and long files of infantry advanced slowly, lining the edge of the prospect, and bristling the rise with pikes. In the morning the eye might have ran over the whole view without seeing one living thing move through the extent of miles and at evening, wherever the sight could reach, was thronged with busy life. Myriads of dim forms might be perceived in every direction, and a roar, like the distant voice of the sea, came faintly upon the ear till night fell, and all was silence.
A space of nearly three miles still lay between the city and the besieging force; and though a gun or two had been fired upon the parties which advanced far into the plain, the first day passed without any serious effort on either side.
The next day, however, the trenches were opened, and every hour saw them advance. They were pushed within cannon shot, a battery was erected, and its guns began to play upon the walls; but the tremendous fire which was opened from the artillery of the place soon silenced the battery and swept the plain. The whole of every day a continual cannonade was kept up from the walls, mowing down like grass before the scythe, every thing that appeared; and during the night, even the dark lines of walls, and angles, and towers, and battlements, wrapped in the deep obscurity, through which the eye could scarcely trace their heavy masses, would suddenly become illuminated by a bright line of fire that, running from gun to gun, garlanded with fitful caprice the frowning brow of the fortress, and displayed its grim features with a sudden blaze, which was as speedily extinguished. Still, however, the Moslems pushed their approaches, and still by a thousand vigorous sallies the knights of St. John impeded their advance. Death in a multitude of fearful shapes awaited each infidel that ventured into the plain, and never did the chivalry achieve nobler feats than before the walls of Rhodes. In every sally, in every bold attempt, Bertrand de la Croix was foremost and most keen. Night after night he lay upon the ramparts, and day after day he went forth at the head of his followers, and returned red with the blood of the foe. The eyes of all men gradually fixed upon him, for wherever Bertrand de la Croix was seen, there was the place of danger and of honour—there the thickest of the fight. The Moslems scattered from his arm, like the dust of the desert before the siroc, and the Christians followed where he led, like darkness on the path of the lightning. Days and weeks wore by, and though supported by forty-fold the number of Christians, the Turks made no impression on the walls of Rhodes; and as every evening closed in, some new tale of the young adventurer's daring was added to those which had gone before.
If praise and honour, however, were universally given to him, the companion of all his vacant hours, Sir Andrew De Merail, was looked upon with some degree of cold dislike. No one doubted the courage of the chancellor of the order, who for eighteen years of his life which he had devoted to its cause, had shewn a fearless valour, unsurpassed by any of its members; but certain it was, that in the present war none of his former activity appeared.
He avoided not danger, it is true, he stood calm and unmoved in the midst of the thickest fire: he seemed to forget the possibility of personal fear; but still there was no longer any of that eager energy in his demeanour which had raised him in the eyes of all to the glorious place of one of the most distinguished knights of St. John. His present indifference was easily accounted for, and the whole order had long perceived that the elevation of another to the dignity of Grand Master, when he had fancied his own election sure, had given his vanity a wound which nothing could heal, and that thenceforward Andrew De Merail was but a lukewarm member of their chivalrous brotherhood.
The whole talents of each individual, however, was necessary to the very salvation of the order, and the Grand Master tried by every demonstration of kindness and favour to win De Merail back to the display of all his vigour and activity. He praised, he consulted, he even courted him; and on one occasion he proposed himself the alliance which he had formerly declined, of his nephew, the Duke of Nivelle, with a daughter whom De Merail, when he took the cross of St. John, had left behind him in Spain. The chancellor replied but vaguely, but at the same time there was a bitter and cynical smile upon his lip which argued not favourably for the Grand Master's offer. His efforts, however, in favour of the order seemed occasionally to revive, and such was the fiery and chivalrous defence which the knights opposed to the Ottoman arms, that murmurs, discontent, and despondency spread through the Turkish army, and the fate of Rhodes seemed assured by the gallantry of her noble masters. At this crisis, however, arrived the Sultan Soliman himself, at that time in the meridian of his power and glory. With him, too, was the famous Corsair, Courtogli; and the spirits of the Moslem rose under the eye of their king and the conduct of their daring countryman, to a pitch of ardour and enthusiasm which required all the fortitude and resolution of the Christians to resist.
The approaches were now once more pushed forward with incessant activity; batteries were raised and sustained; two enormous cavaliers were erected, domineering the bastions of Auvergne and Italy. The Tower of St. John, from which the christians had discovered and frustrated the former measures of the Turks, was beaten down with cannon shot; and it seemed, as if by some preternatural intelligence, the infidels obtained information of all the weak points of the fortress, and of the designs of its defenders. At the same time the progress of the Turkish works was covered by such immense bodies of troops, that the Grand Master was obliged to forbid the sallies of the knights and soldiers of the order on account of the immense and overwhelming multitude of their enemies. The volunteers, however, were still permitted to follow the dictates of their own courage; and hardly a day passed over but Bertrand de la Croix surprised the foe, and won new honour by some bold and politic exploit. The praises he received, however, and the deference with which he was treated, seemed to fall upon his heart like rain upon the sand of the desart, leaving not a trace of its having been. In the moment of danger and of strife, the soul would beam up and flash forth in living fire from his dark eye; his glance would become full of energy and command, and a few brief words, instinct with the prestige of victory and the consciousness of power, would rouse his followers to deeds of almost insane daring, and lead them forward to the very cannon's mouth. At other times he was still cold and sad; and wandering round the bastions, he would sometimes gaze long and wistfully upon the melancholy sea, and then, with a mournful sigh, turn away, or calmly placing himself in the midst of the enemy's fire, would watch their movements and plan some feat to counteract their designs.
One day after standing long on the bastion of Italy, against which the whole cannon of the enemy were pointed, he turned and walked on, musing, to another part of the ramparts, which, unattacked, had been left nearly solitary. As he proceeded he saw an arrow, shot from one of the angles before him, fall into the Turkish lines and a Moslem suddenly pick it up and carry it quickly away. The young soldier hastened forward towards the spot from whence it had been winged; for, notwithstanding the rapidity of its flight, he felt sure that he had seen a small white packet attached to the head as it fell; but on turning the angle of the wall he found no one but the Chancellor De Merail, and a slave holding a bow. So high an officer of the order, and so brave a soldier, was above suspicion; but still the matter was strange, and Bertrand de la Croix passed on musing. His curiosity was excited; yet, nevertheless, he felt bound by the laws of courtesy to inquire no further, and some ill-defined doubt made him mention what he had observed to no one. De Merail had remarked him pass, and from that moment his regard and attachment towards the young soldier seemed a thousand-fold increased, and all his own energies were henceforth signally exerted in defence of the order.
Indeed every effort had now become necessary. The enemy had rendered themselves masters of a part of the Italian post, and the sap and the mine were going on at once with great alacrity. The English and the Spanish Boulevard also were attacked; fresh troops came over daily from the Lycian continent to the aid of the infidels, and continual, persevering, unremitted assaults wore and wasted the small host of defenders. At length more than one terrific breach appeared in the walls, and notwithstanding all the activity of Villiers de l'Isle Adam and his brave associates, the tremendous fire of the Turkish artillery prevented the reconstruction of the defences. During the twenty-eighth and twenty-ninth of September, this unceasing cannonade seemed to announce that some great and general assault was about to take place on the part of the Moslem; and during the morning of the thirtieth it was continued with terrible effect. Various movements also were seen in the Turkish army, and a great part of their force was drawn out in array, while a number of reconnoitring parties advanced and examined the state of the fortifications, notwithstanding an incessant shower of shot which poured from the cannon of the place.
But suddenly the fire of the Turks began to relax, their troops retired within the lines, and though the Christians remained in arms during the whole day, it became the general opinion, towards night, that the infidels had completely abandoned their design. The knights in general pressed the Grand Master to suffer all such troops as were not absolutely necessary, to retire from the ramparts; and on his evincing some hesitation, De Merail observed, with a sneer, "that their commander wished to harden his troops like steel; and that, having heated them red-hot in the sun of a whole September day in the island of Rhodes, he was now going to cool them in the dews of a whole September night."
Still the Grand Master remained firm; and it was not till he had again and again examined, with careful accuracy, the distant encampment of the enemy, that he suffered a part of his weary soldiers to retire from the shattered walls and seek a few hours' repose. He himself knew none, but instantly proceeding to the citadel, he called six of his principal knights to council, and remained in long and secret debate. Bertrand de la Croix wrapped himself in his mantle, and casting himself down upon the bastion of Auvergne, where a large mass of stone threw a broad shadow in the midst of the yellow glare of moonlight, he closed his eyes, and seemed to sleep, but his mental vision rested still upon the wide and greedy sea, and many a gloomy phantom rose up before imagination, and drove hope, and peace, and slumber far away.
Chapter 4
To me the cries of fighting fields are charms,
Keen be my sabre, and of proof my arms,
I ask no other blessing of my stars.
DRYDEN.
The sky, and the air, and the earth were all calm as infancy, and the brightness of the midnight moon mingling with a soft, white autumn haze which filled up all the hollows, wrapped the scene in a dim, uncertain splendour, more difficult for the eye to penetrate than darkness itself. A slight distant murmuring rush, like the roll of slow waves over a pebbly shore, fell upon the ear of Bertrand de la Croix as he lay upon the bastion, and starting upon his feet he gazed over the space between the armed walls and the lines of the infidel. Nothing, however, could he descry, and putting his hand to his ear, he listened; but for a moment the eager pulsations of his own quick heart was all he heard; and he doubted. An instant after, the same rushing sound rose more clear upon the air; yet it might be the river; it might be a change of the wind which brought the roaring of the sea along the shore; but suddenly the quick, wild neigh of a war-horse mingled with the sound, and Bertrand, raising his horn to his lips, blew a long and loud alarm.
"To the walls! To the walls! The enemy! The enemy! Alerte! alerte! To the walls!" he shouted, and instantly the cry was echoed from voice to voice, from wall to wall, from house to house. Knights, and soldiers, and citizens hastened forward; the couch was quitted in an instant, the armour buckled on, and forth to her ruined battlements, Rhodes poured her armed children, while a thousand torches flashed along the streets, and withered the pale moon-light with their angry glare. But still was heard the rushing sound of the coming enemy, and soon, through the wreaths of the dewy mist, dark masses were seen moving onward, divested of all form and measure by the shadows of the night. Instantly, however, as the first trace of their line became discernible, a blaze of fire flashed over the walls of the city, and a thousand mouths of flame hurled death into their ranks. Then came a momentary pause, and then again the cannon opened upon the enemy, who were still seen rushing forward in the blaze; but at that moment, a roar more loud than that of all the cannon of the place, simultaneous, with a broad, red, sudden glare of intense light, rushed up from the bastion of Italy, while a thousand dark masses hurled into the air, were seen mingled with the bright blaze, like the stones cast up by the first outbreak of a volcano.
The remnants of the shattered wall were still rolling and tottering after the explosion of the mine, when the Janizaries rushed up through the breach in thousands, their dark countenances gleaming one behind the other in the light of the torches and of the fires on the ramparts, which shone red and strong on the forms of the first line, and faded gradually away amidst a sea of grim features and turbaned heads behind. On the walls too, and in the breach, the fierce blaze lighted up the armour of the knights, and the morions and rondaches of the soldiers; and while levelled lances, swords, bucklers, casques, and axes filled up in an instant the wide gap the explosion had left, a thousand hands from the crenelles and battlements around, hurled down stones, and boiling oil, and flaming tar upon the heads of the assailants. Scream and shout and clang and roar rushed up fearfully from the bitter struggle of the earth, to God's calm sky.
Troop after troop of the infidels forced their way up into the breach, and every turbaned head was met by a waving blade, or hurled down by some impetuous lance; but still fresh forces thronged to the assault, and foot to foot, and man to man, and steel to steel they fought, sometimes kept at arm's length by the pike or sword, sometimes clasped together in close and deadly struggle, where the dagger and the knife ended all. For near an hour, Bertrand de la Croix had stood the foremost on a shattered mass of the wall, dealing death to every Moslem that came within the sweep of his rapid and untiring arm. A hundred shots from below had passed close to his head; a hundred swords had waved around him; thrice had some of the more daring Moslems singled him out, and rushing upon him with the spring of a tiger, had endeavoured to reach his fearless heart with the dagger, and thrice, by a single blow dealt with the quick precision of the lightning, had they been cast lifeless into the fosse beneath. At length the Grand Master himself stood by his side.
"Bertrand," he said, in a rapid voice, "you have outdone yourself: but quick, speed to the bastion of Auvergne; I see all the knights who should have been there to defend it have crowded hither. Your men, there, upon the rampart, are pouring down fire on the enemy: call part away to aid you, and should you find danger, send to me, and I will come to your support; but, above all things, speed! speed!"
Using the broken masses of the wall for steps, Bertrand was in a moment upon the battlements above; there he staid but to choose twenty of his bravest men, and then hurried, with a foot of light, towards the bastion of Auvergne. Every step that he took, the wall became more solitary; all the defenders had hurried to the principal point of attack, and only here and there a simple sentinel stood looking towards the spot where his friends and fellow-christians were struggling with the enemy.
Such was the case upon the bastion of Auvergne; but the young soldier found that a still more lamentable fault had been committed on the Spanish side, where not only the knights had quitted their post to hurry to the fight, but the sentinels themselves were all employed in wheeling some cannon to an outwork to point them against the stream of enemies that were still pouring up towards the great breach. Bertrand instantly commanded them to desist and return to their post; but before they had time to take ten steps towards the spot, a loud shout burst from the Spanish bastion, and the crescent of Mahomet was seen planted by the watch-fire, while the forms of the Janizaries were beheld scattering themselves over the platform, and gathering materials for effecting a lodgment and defending their conquest. The mind of Bertrand de la Croix instantly saw the only chance of recovery. "Fly to the Grand Master," he cried to one of his followers; "tell him what has happened! You of the bastion d'Auvergne, turn all your cannon on the Spanish platform, and cease not firing for a moment till you see this standard on the wall. Let the men in the traverse sweep the foot of the wall with their guns, so that no new reinforcement overpower us. And now, my brave comrades, once more, Death to the infidels! Success! Victory! and good St. John!"
Thus saying he turned from the wall, led his scanty band round behind the works, and while the artillery of the bastion of Auvergne played with terrific effect upon the Turks in the post of Spain, Bertrand penetrated by the casemate into the bastion, and with the white cross standard in one hand, and his sword in the other, reached the top of the platform, cast himself into the midst of the Turks, already broken and scattered by the fire, and after a severe struggle drove them once more through the breach. At the same moment he beheld the rest of the infidel army retreating from the attack, and heard the general signals of recall, and now certain that the town was saved, he determined upon pursuing the fugitives. Without giving them a moment's pause he followed them through the breach, hung upon their flank in the darkness, and urged their retreat into precipitate flight. Carried away, however, by the eager fire of his heart, he forgot the time and the distance, and followed the flyers almost to the Turkish camp; but the sight of the watch-fires and the lamps round some of the principal tents, within a few hundred yards, recalled him to himself, and he turned with his followers to find his way back to the city. They could plainly distinguish its dark walls, from which, every now and then, the flash of the cannon still continued; but Bertrand found himself embarrassed in the Turkish lines, though the trench near him seemed to have been the part of some approach which had been found useless, and in consequence was abandoned. While he considered its direction and calculated whither it led, he heard the tramp of armed men, and caught a faint glimpse of a strong body retreating from the city to the camp. Silent, and speedily he descended with his men into the trench and hastened back towards Rhodes. The body of Janizaries he had seen, passed him within a hundred yards, but without discovering him; and he marched for the city. The trench was evidently no longer used, and along all its angles and turnings Bertrand pursued his way undisturbed till he had nearly reached the town, where he encountered a small body of stragglers, who after a slight struggle dispersed in all directions, and sought safety in flight. The path now led directly to the Spanish bastion; but that spot which had been so neglected during the attack was now all bustling with soldiers, and the first reply to Bertrand's voice, as he shouted from below, was a cannon shot. It boomed over the heads of his little band, however, without doing injury to any one, and he was soon recognised and admitted.
He found all the knights and officers, though wearied and exhausted, full of the events of the night; but there seemed also some other subject which occupied them deeply, for he remarked several knots gathered together speaking low and eagerly; but as he had hitherto entertained little communication with any one, they suffered him to pass on without making him a sharer in their discussion. At length one of those men who cannot resist bestowing a part of the few ideas they gain upon every one they meet, demanded if he had heard that Sir Andrew de Merail, the chancellor of the order, had been arrested and confined in the Tower of St. Nicolas for treasonable practices with the enemy?
"Impossible!" exclaimed Bertrand, starting back with a degree of emotion no one had seen him evince before—"impossible! utterly impossible!"
"True, nevertheless," drily observed an old knight who stood near; and Bertrand seeing the eyes of many around fixed upon himself, regained at once his cold composure, and with somewhat like scorn upon his lip, retired, leaving them to comment as they chose.
Chapter 5
Haste then, and lose no time,
The business must be enterprized this night.
DRYDEN.
The young soldier strode home to his dwelling in the lower town, wearied in body and depressed in mind. "A traitor!" he thought, "De Merail a traitor! Was it possible? One who had so often shed his blood for the Order of St. John—one who had ever shown himself a true knight though a haughty man! And yet the arrow and the packet he had seen shot into the Turkish lines! The common report among the knights that De Merail had said, on the failure of his own hopes of election, that Villiers de l'Isle Adam should be the last Grand Master of Rhodes!—his slackness in the defence!—his pernicious counsels!"—all rushed upon the mind of the young knight, and though he would have given a world to believe De Merail innocent, he could not himself but doubt. He suffered his page to unclasp his armour and to bathe some slight wounds which he had received, and then casting himself down, he strove for sleep till morning.
He rose almost with the dawn and sought the palace of the Grand Master, but Villiers was deep in council and might not be disturbed. He then joined some of the knights of Castille, to which language De Merail belonged; but all he could hear of him was that two knights grand crosses, together with the ordinary judges, were ordered to sit that very day upon his trial. Those who affected friendship for him shook the head in silence, and those whom his pride had offended boldly called him a traitor. Still Bertrand de la Croix resolved to see the Grand Master himself, and watching his moment when he visited the ramparts, he boldly approached him in behalf of the unfortunate man, who had so lately fallen from one of the highest and noblest grades of the Order to imprisonment and disgrace. But the moment his name was mentioned Villiers de l'Isle Adam sternly waved his hand. "Sir Bertrand de la Croix," he said, "stain not the honourable name you have acquired by deeds of unequalled courage in defence of Rhodes, by saying one word in favour of a convicted traitor. His peers and his judges have condemned him on evidence of his guilt, conclusive beyond all doubt, and to-morrow, as I live, he dies by the hand of the executioner. Answer not, Sir; you are a gallant man, and we thank you for your services, but you have no voice in Rhodes!"
Bertrand's eye met that of the Grand Master with a glance of proud dignity equal to his own. "I come not, Sir," he said, "to speak for the guilty or the condemned; but not knowing that his trial had so quickly taken place, I came to remind you, Sir Villiers de l'Isle Adam, that he was your opponent at your election, and to bid you see that free and fair justice was done him, as you would hold your good name throughout the world. This, Sir, I came to tell you as gentleman to gentleman and knight to knight; and now, Sir, I bid you farewell."
"Hold!" cried the Grand Master as Bertrand turned away. "You speak, Sir, somewhat too boldly, and yet your words touch upon painful truths. I feel—I know—that the execution of Andrew de Merail may, in the world, be attributed to me as an unworthy vengeance. But I have done and will do justice to him and to all. He has been examined, tried, and judged by two noble and upright knights, who voted in his favour against my own election. It has been proved that he first called the infidel to our shores, and that it is he who has betrayed all our secrets to the enemy. After patient investigation he has been condemned to death, and were he my dearest friend, my nearest kin, he should suffer the award. Now, Sir, to you farewell: I have wasted more words than befit me."
Each turned upon his path, and Bertrand de la Croix, seeking his own dwelling, gave himself up to bitter meditation. "Isabel!" muttered he, "Isabel! How will her heart be wrung! Yet, why need I think of her? Her father's fate will never reach her ears. Either those greedy and insatiate waves have reckoned my lost jewel amongst all the fair bright things they have entombed, or else some cursed pirate—but I will not—I dare not think of that;" and Bertrand covered his eyes with his hands and groaned in agony of spirit.
The hours passed by, and the dark edge of the horizon hid the last beaming spot of the setting sun, when the page of Sir Andrew de Merail stood before Bertrand de la Croix after carefully closing the door and drawing down the tapestry. "Well, boy, what news?" exclaimed the young soldier. "Bring you letter or message from your lord?—Quick! Speak!"
"No letter have I, Sir," answered the boy; "nor have I message but to bid you speedily to him in the prison. Take this friar's gown and this chaplet, Sir Knight! The gaoler is bribed, and the doors will open to you; and hasten to him, for life and death are upon your steps."
Bertrand paused for a moment and thought.
"It matters not!" cried he, at length; "it matters not!" and taking the gown and chaplet he drew the hood over his face, and strode onwards towards the sea, into which the Tower of St. Nicolas, where De Merail was confined, projected on a sort of natural mole. No sentinel challenged him till he came near the tower, but there he was obliged to give the word at each post. His knowledge of the countersign, however, served him till he had entered the tower, and there, inquiring in a feigned voice for the civil officer in whose custody the prisoners were lodged, he found that his way had already been prepared by weighty bribes. He was instantly conducted into a small room, where the gaoler made him uncover his head to satisfy himself of his identity. That being done, he led him through the long dim passages of the tower, whose melancholy gloom was heightened by the roaring of the sea, as it dashed against its base. All passed in silence, and the only words exchanged were when, opening a strong door, the officer bade him enter, whispering, "Be quick."
"I will," replied the young soldier, and he passed into the cell. A table, a chair, a bed, and a lamp were all the moveables it contained, and in the midst stood Andrew de Merail, with a thousand deep channels and lines in his brow and cheek, wrought by the passing of a single dreadful day. His eye was still, however, full of fire and light, and his brow was knit with stern determination; but the stiff curls of his gray hair seemed to have relaxed their bend, and hung wildly over his brow and cheek, and there was a quivering eagerness about his lip which spoke the restless and perturbed soul within.
"You have come!" cried he, as Bertrand entered, and the gaoler closed the door behind him. "You have come! I thought you would—this is no moment for fears or hesitation! But mark me, Sir, I sent not for you on my own account! No! they might have torn my old limbs with red-hot pincers ere I would have claimed aid of mortal man. But my daughter—my Isabel—your Isabel—our beloved—must be saved."
"Ha!" exclaimed Bertrand, in the same rapid, almost incoherent manner, "have you heard of her? Where is she? How can she be succoured? Speak, my lord—speak!"
"Only by one earthly means," replied De Merail. "Till my child was involved, whatever were my plans, I sought no earthly aid; content, if I rose, to triumph singly, and if I fell, to fall alone. But now, Sir, you must aid me, and if your heart quail or hesitate, but as a strong lance trembles to a light wind, you are false and faithless to your love, and give her tamely to the polluting arms of a base infidel. Look you—you read the lingua franca—construe me that," and he drew from his bosom a roll of paper, which he placed in the hand of his companion. Bertrand approached the light and read.
THE LETTER.
"Peri Bacha of Patras to De Merail, one of the chiefs of the Corsairs of Rhodes.
"The High and Mighty Sultaun Solimaun, Emperor of the World, wills me to tell thee, oh! faithless Giaour, that doubting the truth and honesty of thy councils, which have as yet proved only fatal and detrimental to the armies of the Prophet, he has found a means to insure thy sincerity, or to punish thee in its default. Know then, oh son of a perverted race! that a Frankish girl has been taken by Courtogli, the faithful servant of the sublime sultaun, who declaring herself thy daughter, has been kept as a pledge and hostage of thy faith. If, according to thy treaty, thou dost deliver into the hands of the servants of the Prophet this strong-hold of Christian robbers, the sovereignty of Cyprus shall be secured unto thee, according to the unbroken word of the monarch of the monarchs of the earth; and the maiden thy daughter, shall be restored to thy arms pure and uninjured as she left thee. But if thou failest in that which I am about to prescribe to thee, she shall become the slave of the lowest groom of the sultaun's stables, and when Rhodes shall have fallen, thou thyself shall be torn to pieces by wild horses. Know, then, that to-morrow night, the armies of the Prophet will once more march to the storm: two hours after the evening prayer, a false attack will be made upon the bastion which the Giaours call that of Italy, but the real one will be against that of Auvergne. See that not a gun be fired from that bastion, for thy daughter's tent is within reach of its fire; and see also, that when the soldiers of the Prophet plant his standard upon the post of Auvergne, not a Giaour be found in arms upon that point, and that thou art ready to aid the servants of the Most High. Do this and thou shalt live."
As Bertrand de la Croix read, the eye of the unhappy De Merail fixed upon his countenance with intense and agonizing scrutiny. The muscles of his face were drawn and tense, and his strong marked features were sharpened and almost distorted with the world of busy passions that were thronging at his heart; but when the young soldier had finished, and he saw the proud stern scorn that gathered in his eye, rage took the place of fear and expectation, and with threats and imprecations he sought to drive him to his purpose.
"Was he the lover," he asked, "who would sacrifice life and all that life was worth for her he loved—yes, he who dared risk nothing?"
And then again he menaced him with accusations before the council of the Order, and threatened to charge him with participation in his own crimes. Wildly and volubly he poured forth a torrent of mingled argument, intimidation, inducement, and supplication. But Bertrand de la Croix listened with firm, unshaken mind.
"Unhappy man," he said at length, "I would not be the thing you think me—no! not for a million empires. I will save your child, my Isabel, or die; but stain my knighthood and betray my trust is what I never will do. Fare you well, and God have mercy on you!" and casting down the letter he turned to quit the cell.
The head of De Merail was bowed to the earth. "Leave me not! leave me not!" he cried—
"Stay, stay, oh stay!" and he laid his hand with an uncertain grasp upon the friar's robe that covered the young soldier. Bertrand turned for an instant with a glance of painful pity; De Merail relaxed his hold, covered his eyes with his hands, and exclaiming, "Oh God! oh God!" suffered him to depart.
When Bertrand issued forth from the Tower of St. Nicolas, the whole earth was covered with deep darkness. The Moslems' hour of evening prayer was past, and the moment which was to bring the new attack, and to seal the fate of her he loved far better than existence, was hurrying on; but still he turned his steps to the palace of the Grand Master, and demanded earnestly to speak with him on business of life and death, but Villiers refused to see him, and Bertrand turned upon his path.
In a few minutes all his men were collected, and equipping himself in the lightest armour he could find, Bertrand prepared to leave the city by the sally-port of the post of Auvergne, indignantly leaving the Grand Master to meet the coming danger as best he might. But still, as he was about to turn away, he paused for a moment.
"No, no!" cried he at length; "he must be warned. Perchance he thought I came to plead for a guilty traitor. Get thee back, Dufarrel; go to the gate of the Grand Master's palace; besiege it closely; seek to speak with him, and leave it not at all events till you see him come forth. Tell him to look to the bastion of Auvergne, for that I have good reason to believe there will be the greatest struggle, wherever the Turks may feign their first attack; and if I return not before dawn to-morrow, give him this ring with your own hands, and tell him I am dead."
The soldier refused not to obey, although he murmured somewhat about quitting his lord. He hurried quickly, however, to the Grand Master's palace, and twice sought to speak with him, but was twice refused admittance, as Villiers de l'Isle Adam was deeply busied in a council of the Order. At length an outcry from the western side called his attention as he stood watching at the gate for the Grand Master's coming forth. Shouts and exclamations were heard, and the roar of artillery grew loud and frequent. Forgetting the orders he had received, he rushed with all speed towards the scene of strife, but ere he had gone far his master's commands flashed across his memory, and he turned with the same haste to seek the palace gate again. Before he reached it, however, and panting and out of breath with the speed he had put forth to remedy his error, he suddenly encountered Villiers himself hurrying on foot towards the Italian ramparts, followed by a crowd of knights and soldiers.
The Grand Master mistook the object of his haste. "What! flying!" he exclaimed, striking him with his gauntlet. "Back to the ramparts, caitiff! for by Heaven, if thou fightest not like a man, thou shalt die like a dog. Speak not! back, I say!" and again he struck him with his armed hand. The soldier glared upon him for a moment as if he would have smote him in return, and then, turning suddenly round, he darted away, reached the bastion of Italy, and mingled in the fray.
Chapter 6
For I must love, and am resolved to try
My fate, or, failing in the adventure, die.
DRYDEN.
The moon was hidden in clouds, and not a star was to be seen in the heavens, when Bertrand and his men glided forth from the sally-port of the post of Auvergne. Darkness spread all around them, and a few twinkling lamps in the Turkish camp was the only guide to their footsteps; but most of the party had crossed and recrossed that plain so often in the various sorties which had taken place, that scarce a step of the ground was unknown to them; and they advanced fearlessly, though cautiously, down the slope of the hill, till they reached a small clump of bushes and stunted trees, about a quarter of a mile distant from the first tents of the Turkish encampment. No sallies had of late taken place on the part of the garrison, for their numbers were too small to risk unnecessary loss; and the infidels, except when urging some night attack, had slept in peace, so that, buried in perfect security, small precautions were taken against any efforts of the Christians.
So well had Bertrand chosen his way, that not a sentinel had been met; but now he paused behind the bushes, for at no great distance lay a post of Turkish soldiers. At the same time he knew not whether the trench by which he had returned the night before, and which lay close beside him, might not form the line of advance for the Turkish troops upon the post of Auvergne; and he was determined to wait till a part at least, had passed by before he attempted to execute the bold adventure on which he was bent.
During this temporary halt he told his men the hazardous nature of the action before them, and finding all willing to follow him to death itself, he allotted them their several duties clearly and precisely, and then crouching with them under the bushes, waited for the passing of the Moslem storming parties.
It is needless to dwell long upon his thoughts during the few minutes he thus remained. Life and death, as far as he himself was concerned, and deliverance or degradation to her he loved, were the stakes for which he played his bold and fearful game: but the bitter memory of her father's treason, and near-approaching fate, hung heavy upon his mind, and mingled with many a painful thought for the future. But still the great excitement of his present enterprise occupied his first thoughts; and though, when the idea of De Merail's fate flashed across his mind, a chill and painful feeling would gather round his heart, yet his whole senses were alive to what was passing around, and not a leaf fell from the trees above him, but was marked by his keen ear. As he lay, the sound of a gradually gathering host was heard from the Turkish camp, the whispered commands, the stealthy movements, the muffled arms; and then the measured but soft tread of men tutored to silence. A large body was evidently advancing, and they could be seen interposing as a dense mass between the spot where he lay and the lights in the Turkish camp. They came near—more near—skirted the very bushes, and passed on, file after file, towards the city. Another mass of many thousands might be just distinguished as they crossed some faint streaks of struggling light upon the edge of the horizon; but they too moved on, and then there was a pause. Bertrand lifted his head and listened, but instantly bent down again, while a third and larger body still poured on at a short distance. It was clear that on this great effort Soliman sent forth the whole of his multitude.
Silence succeeded, and then advancing gently to the trench, which had not been occupied, Bertrand and his companions stole forward to the Turkish camp. As they advanced they could distinguish, on a hill at half a mile's distance, a sort of scaffolding, with several torches round about it, together with a large body of cavalry, and on the scaffolding itself several human figures, apparently gazing towards the fortress. Between his party and the camp was a line of sentinels, scattered at considerable distances, and the one nearest the extremity of the disused trench had been seduced away to speak with his companion at some distance. Just behind was a village of pioneers' huts, but they were all dark and deserted, and behind them were some lighted tents, just within the range of the guns on the bastion of Auvergne, and Bertrand doubted not that there lay all that he valued in the world. The sentinel was evidently deep in conversation with his companion, and one by one, Bertrand and two of his comrades stole across, and hid themselves in the darkness of the pioneers' huts. As a fourth was going to pass, however, the sentinel turned back, and resumed his post; but Bertrand knew that the soldier that was next to follow was bold and skilful, and well versed in the Turkish tongue, and he paused anxiously to see how he would accomplish his passage.
The sentinel turned slowly backwards and forwards for some time; then pausing to listen, he leaned upon his arquebuse; but at that moment with one spring the Christian soldier was upon him—his hand clasped upon his mouth, his foot upon the match of his gun, and his dagger in his heart. The slight rustle of a momentary struggle, and a deep groan, was all that was heard, and before the other sentinel had turned from the round he was making, the Christian soldier, with the turban of the dead man on his head, and his arquebuse on his shoulder, was slowly parading in a different direction, so as completely to deceive his eye, and make him think that his companion, having resumed his post, was not willing to risk any further conversation. Each time the Turkish sentry, whose post was about two hundred yards from the spot, turned in his walk, two or three of Bertrand's men passed across into the shadow of the huts; and when the whole were thus within the lines, he himself advanced cautiously towards the lighted tents, in one of which, he doubted not that Isabel de Merail was confined. Keeping carefully in the shadow, he advanced between two, and bending down his ear, listened to some voices that were speaking within; but the language employed was Turkish, and the tone, not that of her he loved. Still he listened for a moment longer, when from the other tent on his left, he could hear a noise as of a dog running quickly round the inside of the canvas walls, and with a low sort of whine of pleasure seeming to recognise him, and to welcome his approach.
"What ails thee, Querida? What ails thee?" cried the voice of Isabel, a moment after. "Alas! alas! He that thou wert wont so to greet in other days, is no longer near."
Bertrand beckoned forward his followers, and bade them be prepared to second him in a moment if he found any one in the inner tent besides Isabel herself. Some one was beyond all doubt on guard in the outer tent, but he effected a shorter means of entrance for himself, by drawing his dagger, and at once ripping the canvas down to the ground. The hangings with which it was lined were easily removed, and Bertrand stood within the tent. Isabel was alone, and the instant she saw him, she sprang forward to his arms with a faint cry of delight. Some one moved in the outer tent, and conscious that their safety greatly depended on the secresy of their escape, Bertrand drew back behind the hangings, and Isabel with instinctive quickness stooped to fondle her dog. At the same instant, the grim head of an eunuch was thrust in, but seeing nothing to excite suspicion, was immediately withdrawn, and in a moment after Isabel was in the free air by her lover's side. No words were spoken; all was comprehended at once; but Bertrand hurried forward, to the spot where his follower still kept guard, to all appearance a Turkish sentinel, and there bore Isabel across the open space in his arms to the mouth of the deserted trench. The other sentinel had extended his parade farther than usual; all the followers of the young Christian passed unobserved, and thus, as will sometimes happen, one of the most bold and hazardous attempts that the mind of man could conceive, was executed without difficulty, and with no singular event in its course.
In the deep darkness which still continued, Bertrand hastened with her he loved, fixing his eyes upon the dim lines of the city, which were scarcely to be distinguished from the deep obscurity of the sky. Suddenly there was a quick flash upon the Italian bastion, and then came the report of a single cannon. The moment after, the whole walls were in a blaze, and the stillness of the night was swallowed up in the roar of the artillery. On! on! Bertrand sped, sometimes leading Isabel by the hand, sometimes carrying her in his arms, as the ground permitted; but still hoping to reach the bastion of Auvergne before the false attack upon the post of Italy had been abandoned, and the real one commenced on the other point. The balls of the cannon sang over their heads as they advanced, and sometimes striking the ground near them, dashed a shower of sand into the trench, while each minute the roar of the artillery became louder, the shouts and cries of the combatants, mingled with the sound; and through the clouds of smoke that began to envelope them, the flaming mouths of the cannons might be seen, pouring death and destruction on the very path they were pursuing.
Isabel trembled in every limb, and for her the stout heart of Bertrand felt sensations he had never experienced for himself. Nearer, more near they came, and for a moment turned from the thick of the fire, and approached the bastion of Auvergne. The ramparts at that point were but thinly manned, and Bertrand, carrying Isabel in his arms, shouted loud to the soldiers to give him entrance.
He was soon recognized, and some movements were made to admit him; but at that moment a large body of the Turkish infantry wheeled upon the spot where he was standing. Not a moment was to be lost. The Janizaries were advancing with the speed of lightning to the attack of the bastion; every instant brought them nearer: the warder at the sally-port was fearful and unsteady; and seeing no other way of escape, Bertrand rushed up over the ruins of the breach, which the Turkish artillery had effected during the day, whilst a tremendous discharge of shot and arrows took place around him. Agitation, fatigue, and terror now completely overwhelmed the unfortunate girl he carried in his arms. The flash and the roar of the cannon, the shouts, the cries, the yells, the strange fierce faces and armed forms she had seen around her on every side, all in a moment faded from before her mind, and she fainted away in the arms of her lover. Staggering up over the unsteady ruins of the wall, Bertrand struggled on, but towards the top a large stone gave way, and nearly cast him back to the ground. At the same time a strong soldier, who knew him, held down his arms from above to reach the beautiful, but apparently lifeless, form he carried. The Turks were close behind his steps—each moment hazarded her life, and Bertrand entrusted Isabel to the hands of the honest soldier, exclaiming, "Quick to my house! I will take your place." The man, stooping far over, received her in his arms as a father would his infant, and bore her instantly from that scene of bloodshed and death. In the meanwhile Bertrand again endeavoured to climb the last few steps, but there the stones were looser than below; and as he rushed on, losing nearly as much ground as he gained, the Turks also began to climb the breach. Bertrand saw that they would reach him before he could arrive at the top, and was about to form his men as best he could even where they stood; but at that moment the Grand Master, perceiving the real direction the Turkish attack had now taken, hastened to the bastion d'Auvergne.
As he sprang forward towards the breach, followed by all the knights and soldiers he could collect, the first object his eye fell upon was Bertrand de la Croix, leading on as it appeared the Turkish soldiers to the assault. Where he stood, the short space between the young soldier and the Turks was nearly lost to his sight; the knights who accompanied the Grand Master were deceived like himself, and crying out upon the imagined treason, they threw themselves into the breach.
Bertrand gladly beheld them coming, as he thought, to his assistance, but, to his surprise, he was in a moment struck to the ground, seized, and disarmed; and, while shoulder to shoulder, and shield clasped to shield, the Knights of St. John opposed to the Turks the same dauntless, unconquerable front with which they had met all former attacks, one of their most gallant supporters was carried bound and bleeding to the criminal prison in the tower of St. Nicolas.
Chapter 7
Peace, good reader! do not weep Peace! the lovers are asleep:
They, sweet turtles, folded lie
In the last knot that love could tie.
Let them sleep!—let them sleep on,
Till this stormy night be gone, And the eternal morrow dawn;
Then the curtains shall be drawn,
And they waken with that light,
Whose day shall never sleep in night.
CRASHAW.
The fight had passed by, the attack of the Turks was again repulsed, and morning had taken the place of night, when Bertrand de la Croix was led, bound and guarded, from the prison in which he had spent the last eight hours, to the palace of the Grand Master. As he passed through the great square, he was met by four men carrying a dead body covered with a cloth, and a little further on, he beheld a scaffold, a block, and an axe, with bloody evidences around of their having been lately used for the purposes of death. At the same time, from the scattered groups of spectators, who were separating after the fatal scene they had witnessed, he heard frequently pronounced the name "De Merail," and the appellation of "hardened traitor."
Bertrand required no other comment, and without question, suffered himself to be led on in silence. After arriving at the buildings which were called the inns of the order, he was detained for a few moments, and had an opportunity of observing the ravages which war had already made. More than one half of the lodgings seemed vacant, and the groans of the dying and wounded knights brought home from the last assault, rendered the hall but a melancholy resting-place. At length the door of the council chamber was opened for him, and he was brought before the tribunal of the order.
At the end of a long table, in a seat a little raised above the rest, sat the Grand Master; his features worn and channelled with toil and anxiety, and his garments apparently unchanged since the combat of the preceding night. Several of the higher officers of the brotherhood were placed around him, and the rest of the table was filled with knights commanders, and grand crosses. Bertrand placed himself at once opposite the chief of the military fraternity, and encountered his grave dark eye, with a glance, firm, calm, and dignified as his own.
"It is a melancholy task, Sir Bertrand de la Croix," said the Grand Master, after a momentary pause, "to judge and sentence treachery and treason—things, we would fain believe, which could not exist with gallantry and courage. Nevertheless, in the case of the unhappy man who died this morning, we had proof that such an union of crimes and virtues may take place, and we have strong reason to believe that in you also we have an example of the same. Putting aside what we ourselves beheld, we have this morning examined various witnesses, whose evidence seems conclusive of your guilt. Yet still, whatever you can bring forward in your own defence shall be listened to attentively, and have all due weight; for, God knows, we would willingly believe you innocent. The specific charge against you is, having leagued with the Turks, in consort with Andrew de Merail, once a knight of this order, and having communicated with the enemy, favoured his enterprises, and finally led him on to the attack last night, by which Rhodes has been more injured and her garrison more weakened than by the whole of the previous siege. The facts already proved against you are, that you were the constant friend and companion of the traitor De Merail—that you visited him disguised last night in prison, and in consequence of a letter from the Turkish commander, Peri, found upon his person, that you concerted with him the means of giving up the city to the Turks, by withdrawing your men from the bastion of Auvergne—that you went yourself to the Turkish camp; and that, in the certainty of success, you yourself, with the men you had brought to Rhodes, led on the infidel troops in their fatal attack of the very post to which you were attached. The witnesses are the page of the traitor Andrew de Merail, the gaoler of the Tower of St. Nicolas, two soldiers who opened for you the sally-port of the post of Auvergne, and five knights of St. John, who with ourselves witnessed the fact of your leading on the Janizaries to the breach last night."
"Good faith, Sir Villiers de l'Isle Adam," replied the young soldier, "were the matter less than life and death, it would make me smile to see how cunningly a chain of evidence may be woven against an innocent man. Frown not, Sir! I charge you not, with seeking the death of one who never injured you. I believe you to be a good knight and true, if ever there was one; but still I beg you to remember what communication I ever held with the infidels since first I set my foot in Rhodes. That I have leagued with them I acknowledge, but it was as the tiger leagues with the wild bull, for mutual destruction. That I have communicated with them is true! But it has been with my sword-edge to their brows and my dagger in their hearts. They are my dear companions in arms! are they not? Have you not, all of you, seen us mingle our hearts' blood together in trench and in the breach, and holding each other to our bosoms, let nothing part us but death. Fie, fie! ye knights of Rhodes, is it thus ye repay your soldiers? True, Grand Master, I did visit De Merail in prison, true, I did read the letter from the Bacha Peri, true, I did go to the Turkish camp, but with no friendly intent; and before I set my foot beyond the walls of Rhodes, I came to warn you of your danger, if you would be warned, but you refused me your presence. Even then I sent one of my followers to seek you, to watch for you, and to tell you to guard the bastion of Auvergne, for there would be the true attack. Doubtless he did his duty, and why you repeat not now that fact, I cannot tell. Last night, however, was not my night to watch the bastion of Auvergne, therefore I took not my men from their duty when I sallied out to the Turkish camp; nor did I go thither to league with enemies of the faith, but to save from their hands a lady, and my love, and where is the knight who dares to say I did not right?" Bertrand de la Croix now proceeded to give an exact detail of all that had occurred during the preceding night, and it was evident that the simple truth of his story had some effect. His manner was calm and dignified, although there was less of that cold haughtiness in it than he usually displayed; but still the brow of the Grand Master and of the elder knights retained their stern aspect, and after a brief consultation, Villiers de l'Isle Adam replied,
"Your story, Sir, is plausible; but we have no proof, even though the deliverance of this captive lady might take place through your means, that you did not betray the city to the Turks as the means of gaining her. The fact of your having sought for me may have taken place—the fact of your having sent me warning or message never did. No such warning reached me. However, fearful of doing injustice, though resolved to punish where punishment is deserved, we give you two hours to seek through the whole town the messenger you dispatched; choose from the Knights of St. John any two in whom you may place confidence, and on their knighthood let them use every means within that time to produce any proof that you even attempted to warn the Order of the danger you knew was about to befall it. Make your selection, and God speed their endeavours!"
"You, Sir John de Real, and you, Sir Oliver de Brissac," replied the prisoner, addressing two of the knights present, "if in your good courtesy you will so far trouble yourselves, I will beg you to seek for one Peter Dufarrel; first let him be inquired for amongst my own followers, and then through the town. Bring him before the council; let him be fairly questioned what were his lord's last commands before setting forth on his expedition last night. If he speak not as I have spoken, strike off my head!"
The knights willingly undertook the task. Bertrand was removed, and the bonds taken from his hands; but moment after moment passed, and no tidings of comfort or consolation reached him. An hour went by, and then another, and Bertrand was again led to the council-chamber of the Order; the cloud had gathered deeper than before on the brow of the Grand Master.
"The knights you yourself chose," he said, in a slow and solemn voice, addressing the young soldier, "have searched town and castle in vain for the person you have named, and on their honour they cannot discover him. The council have heard your case, and have patiently examined it all. Traitors must not be left unpunished, and it is, therefore, my painful duty to doom you to death, Sir Bertrand de la Croix!"
"Hold!" exclaimed the young soldier, in a firm, deep, powerful voice, in the clear steady tone of which no note of fear could be heard. "Hold, Villiers de l'Isle Adam! and call me not Bertrand de la Croix. Say rather, Francis, Duke of Nivelle—yes, Sir, your nephew, and the chief of your own house! Now forward with your sentence—now that you know that the innocent blood you are about to shed is kindred to your own;" and placing his hat and plume upon his head, he fixed his proud dark eye full upon the countenance of the Grand Master.
A convulsive motion, springing from the agony of his heart, passed twice over the face of Villiers de l'Isle Adam; but still the struggle to do his duty, and his high sense of impartial justice, wrought powerfully against the bonds of kindred and affection. His clenched hand wrung the arm of the chair in which he sat, his features became drawn and haggard, his lip quivered, his eye strained upon the fine noble countenance of his nephew, and then, after several attempts, he staggered up from his seat, and strove to speak. Words at first were wanting, but at length, with a dreadful effort, he repeated twice, "I doom you to death! I doom you to death!"
"Not so! not so!" cried several of the knights present. "Hold, my lord! hold!" But at that moment the door of the hall was forced open, and a pale ghastly man, covered with bloody bandages, rushed into the hall, followed by several surgeons of the hospital, who strove in vain to hold him.
"He is delirious," cried a surgeon; "let him not near the Grand Master!—he is delirious from a wound on his head, and raving about some ring."
But the wounded man strode on, noticing no one in the hall, and with a rapidity that permitted no interruption. He approached the Grand Master, cast himself at his feet, and holding up a ring, he exclaimed, "I am not mad, my lord! Last night, my noble master, the Duke of Nivelle, when sallying forth against the Turks, bade me warn you to look to the bastion of Auvergne. If he returned not before the dawn, I was to give you this ring, and tell you that he is dead. You struck me last night and called me coward when I came to warn you as my lord commanded. Strike me again if you will—I am ready to die, for my lord is dead, and I have done his bidding!"
"God of Heaven!" cried the Grand Master. "Pardon me, a sinner! My rash haste has caused me to strike an innocent man, and nearly hurried me on to spill the guiltless blood of my own brother's son."
But few words now remain to be said, and few explanations to be given. The faithful follower to whom the Duke of Nivelle had entrusted his message to the Grand Master, after having been driven, as we have seen, back to the ramparts, mingled in the thickest of the fight, in order to shame the name of coward, with which he had been branded. He soon fell under several wounds, and was carried to the hospital of the Order, where he raved wildly during the night, of the Grand Master and the Duke of Nivelle, a name unknown in the town of Rhodes. In the morning he asked wildly if the Duke had returned, and the surgeons fancying him delirious, replied in the negative. He then strove to rise, but was prevented for some hours, at the end of which, however, he watched his opportunity, forced his way out, and reached the presence of the Grand Master, as detailed above.
The innocence of the young Duke of Nivelle was now fully established, and he easily explained to his uncle the circumstances which had led to the cold reserve and concealment he had adopted. Having met and loved Isabel de Merail in Spain, he had determined to win her, by high deeds in favour of that order to which her father had devoted himself. But his own uncle, the Grand Master, having refused the alliance when pressed in former days, the young lover was afraid that his scheme would meet opposition and obstruction, if he made himself known to his relation, from whose memory fifteen years had obliterated all traces of his person. Lest any casual circumstance should betray his secret also, he imposed upon himself a stern system of reserve, which he only broke through towards the father of her he loved; nor did he reveal himself to him till he had won his regard. De Merail, who had already bound himself to the Turks, gladly seized a fresh means of punishing, as he thought, the rival who had borne away the highest dignity of the Order from the hand he stretched to grasp it, and willingly promised his daughter to the Duke of Nivelle, though he had at one time declared that fire and water should as soon unite as his race with that of Villiers de l'Isle Adam.
When many mutual explanations had been given between the Grand Master and his nephew, the mind of the gallant Knight of Rhodes reverted to all the splendid deeds he had seen the young soldier perform in defence of the order, and clasping him to his bosom, he exclaimed, "How—how could I ever think you guilty? But tell me, tell me, Nivelle—for it weighs like a load upon my heart—that the same fatal errors which had nearly led to your death may have brought that wretched man, De Merail, to the block without cause. Tell me, was his sentence just?"
"Be your heart at rest," replied the duke. "He well deserved his fate; but if I have served the Order of Rhodes, if I have shed my blood in its defence, never let the manner of his death reach his daughter's ears. Let it be buried in silence and hid in the bosom of the Order, for I would not for a world that my bride's cheek should burn with the knowledge that her father was a traitor."
Nor did she ever know it. Nivelle soon clasped her again to his bosom, and did away all her fears for his own safety. He had still, however, the hard task of breaking to her the loss of her parent, although his devotion to the order of St. John had long deprived her of his immediate care and near affection. To her dying day she believed that he had fallen gallantly in the defence of Rhodes, and in after years when that island was mentioned, though she thought of it with a sigh, there mingled with her sorrow a touch of that pride with which the knights themselves remembered their long glorious resistance.
As all men know, Rhodes at length fell, but it was not till her bulwarks were levelled with the ground, and defenders reduced to less than a hundredth part of the force that assailed them. Even then, a proud capitulation gave glory both to the living and the dead; and sailing away from the island, for which they had so nobly fought, the Grand Master and his knights anchored at Setia, in the Island of Candia, where Isabel de Merail gave her hand to him who had so long possessed her heart. The morning of their affection broke in storms and tempests; but now, when once the clouds had passed away, the hours sped on in sunshine and tranquillity, and a bright calm evening closed the long summer day of their existence.
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