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Introduction


Recently a dear friend of mine observed that “Raconteur Press is just Ian doing Ian Things.”

On 22 SEP 2021 I opened a call for stories involving the archipelago of Malta. Quite honestly I only did so to get various people off my back, because I firmly believed that there wouldn’t be enough interest from enough authors to fill an anthology — and that was a Good Thing because I didn’t have a clue how to be a publisher.

That first book about Malta spawned a bit of a tsunami: as I write these words we have just published Giant Squeeing Robots, our 46th anthology, and I’m a publisher whether I know how to be one or not.

Where am I headed with The Little Press That Does?

In eight days I will be travelling to Dallas for FenCON, where we will announce our first novel, with several more following in the upcoming months.

I have been informed by The Establishment that “Men don’t read books” and that there is little money to be made in writing for men. I challenge that idea – I believe that “Men read, they just don’t read books that were written for women” and I’m thinking I can prove that by publishing good, solid adventure tales of the same kind that men devoured by the library-full in decades past. Raconteur Press is embracing the pulp mindset, and we hope that y’all will come along for the ride.

The same Establishment informs me that “Boys don’t read any more.”

Really? Do boys not read any more, or do boys just not read books written for girls? I’m willing to bet that if you put books in front of boys that cater to their interests they’ll read those books. With that in mind we have two manuscripts for Boy’s Adventure books in the pipeline, with more to follow.

Raconteur Press will continue to publish anthologies, and to continue to do so at the pace we have set. Anthologies are how we discover new authors, how authors discover new audiences, and how new audiences discover new authors. We will continue to have open and clear books, and we will continue to pay our authors fairly for their work.

Raconteur Press will publish a minimum of six novels in the Year of Our Lord 2025. We will publish them in serial form – broken into 20k word chunks released once a week, with the complete novel released at the end.

Raconteur Press will publish Adventure Books for Boys. They will be good, rollicking, wholesome stories in the vein of the Three Investigators, the Hardy Boys, and other classic stories for boys. I firmly believe that not only will boys read these books, but that girls will find them just as enjoyable.

I don’t promise that we’ll be successful. The way I’m doing things may be the exact wrong way to do them — Conventional Wisdom and The Establishment may very well be correct.

But I don’t know any other way to do things.

So, I invite you to join us. The island of Malta may have started this, but find out what a press full of passionate, committed, dedicated people can put in your hands, and watch us change the world, if only in the least of ways.

Cordially,

Ian McMurtrie, Publisher

Raconteur Press

Tiny Town, Texas

February 2025


Cat and Mouse
By Cedar Sanderson



Nella paused, standing in the corner of two buildings, and listened. The distant sound of two men singing their way home from the drinking didn’t bother her. The closer, fainter sound of hard shoe leather scuffing on stone stood the little hairs on her neck up. She couldn’t linger here long, nor could she continue to her destination with a tail on.

Malta wasn’t a big island. She knew every goat path on it, and many of the hidden ways that ran below the surface, deep into the limestone caverns. Still, she needed to be able to move around the cities, and it was getting uncomfortably claustrophobic with the Stasi after her–her and the kid she’d rescued not long before, the one who was still adjusting to her world being upended by…something brushed Nella’s ankle, and she nearly levitated with shock.

“Mew.” The squeaky sound was nothing an agent would pay any attention to, if he were a sane man. Nella looked down at the big gray tabby.

“You have a better idea?” she muttered.

Luka squeezed his golden eyes nearly shut in a blissful slow blink, then stretched, before trotting away with purpose, his tail arrow-straight in the air.

Nella let her breath out in a soundless puff of air, and followed the ghost cat.

She had no real reason to trust him, but he had been Miriam’s cat, and seemed to appear when any of the family–loosely defined, at best–needed aid, which included things like identifying those who should be part of that family, as he had with Shelby for Nella to step in and help, when the chemistry student was falling into the clutches of the Stasi. Somehow, that agency had decided Nella was the target there. Or, perhaps, she had come to their attention in another way. It didn’t really matter, since she had no intention of letting them get close enough to ask questions.

They were walking down a narrow alley now, cat and woman, and all the sounds had faded away. There were windows, some of them spilling warm light out into the chill night air, but no sounds, not even a wireless ringing out its tinny music to the street below. Nella looked back over her shoulder, and saw only the empty gap between tall buildings. Malta tended to build up, or into, lacking the space to sprawl. The alley was too narrow even for gardens, other than a few narrow window boxes, so she had a clear view.

Perhaps she’d ducked them, then. Luka continued his brisk pace, and she stayed with the tabby, not too close, but not letting the space between them grow. The end of the alley, and he veered to the shadows as the streetlights beyond cast its rectangle of light bordered by the walls, cut and divided into dark, lighted street to her left, dark to the right. Luka went right.

She knew where they were, but it was not an area she often visited. Mdina was where the family had holed up when the Stasi reared their ugly heads, looking for Miriam’s book of alchemy. Prior to that, her contact with the city had been minimal. Malta wasn’t a big island, but it was heavily populated, and her work took her…had taken her, all over. Now?

The cat stopped, his tail switching angrily. Nella stopped, too, doing her best to become one with the shadows. Luka crouched, slinking forward slowly, his tail the only thing visibly moving. Nella looked around, and saw what he was looking at. Two men, in ill-fitting suits and heavy shoes. Not men of Malta, at a glance.

They were not looking at her, but they were moving in her direction. She had very little time.

The gecko on the wall next to her head sneezed. A tiny sound only she could hear, but her twitch at the sound betrayed her tension. In that glance towards the noise, she saw it. A door, slightly ajar, only a step away.

Nella slid into it, and pulled it carefully closed after her, until she felt the latch catch. She couldn’t count on not having been seen, and she could only hope that she’d bought some time to get away. The dark room felt still and empty. Very empty. Her eyes adjusted slowly to the lack of light, more slowly than she was used to, and she realized that there were no windows in the room, unusual even for the stone homes of Mdina. With one hand on the wall, she started to make her way around the room looking for another door. If there was furniture, she wouldn’t be able to see it, so she moved very carefully, her fingertips crossing stone, then the softer touch of plaster at the turn of the corner. There were no rugs underfoot, and a slight grittiness when she stepped told her that the room was unswept. The only smell was of the sea, herbs, and dust. Malta, her home. It was a familiar scent, and one Nella had not realized she missed so badly until her return. Greece had smelled similarly, but different. Inland…she stopped. Her touch had found a doorjamb.

She waited, listening, for a long moment before fumbling for a door handle. If there was anyone on the other side of the door, they didn’t have the light on. Should she just stay in the dark room? The Stasi men hadn’t followed her. Perhaps it was wisest to simply wait in the darkness long enough for them to have passed in futility. Her fingers found the metal of the handle. It was cool to her touch, and there was a tiny clink from the latch as she wrapped her hand around it.

Before she could pull the door open there was a very cold touch at her ankles, and she looked down to see the ghost cat twining around her legs, his tail curled around her calf.

“All right, Luka. I’ll wait,” she told him, and he walked off, tail high and straight, slowly fading from sight into the shadows. He’d been luminescent for a moment.

Miriam had told her about the ghost cat, years before. He’d come up again when Shelby had been dropped into her lap through the wiles of the ghostly cat, who could appear very solid when he so chose. Finding the young chemist and connecting her to the alchemy texts…Nella fumbled in her pocket for the hooded torch. It had been Miriam’s, from the days of blackouts and air raids, and it was still very handy for lurking in dark alleys, avoiding the East Germans. They had gotten entirely too interested in Malta since Shelby’s arrival. It wasn’t the girl. Miriam was worried they were hunting down the alchemy of a terrible weapon.

Nella looked around the empty house while waiting to be able to safely leave it. Once she realized the windows were firmly shuttered, she worried less about any stray light betraying her presence. This place might serve another purpose, beyond refuge for the night. They needed to keep Shelby somewhere safe, and Shelby very much wanted to continue her experiments. Nella found a set of stairs, one leading up onto the second level, which would likely be bedrooms, and the other down. She headed down carefully. The floors were very dirty. If this place had been empty for long enough to get those little drifts of driven sand…

The basement was dry enough, carved from the living rock of the island, and old enough to show the tool marks on the walls, with the vaulted ceilings that predated the modern craze for crisp corners. Nella nodded to herself in satisfaction. A draft caught her attention.

“Luka?” she muttered, sending her light flicking in the direction of the cool air. There was no sign of the cat, but a rectilinear mark on the wall had all her attention. She might not have seen it if the light hadn’t struck the stone at an angle.

She pushed her fingers into it, and tugged. The stone pivoted towards her a few inches, then caught. She couldn’t get it further, but careful investigation with her light, and cheek pressed to the wall, revealed that there was an even older passage on the other side. It was very roughly carved out, and short. She would have to stoop to walk in it. The peoples of antiquity had been of lesser stature.

Nella pushed the stone shut again. They would use a lever on it, once they had procured the rent of the house. She was certain they would be able to do it, and having seen this, she was absolutely determined to have it.

She hadn’t forgotten the danger, but even moving carefully to listen at every doorway, she was able to slip out onto an empty street and hurry away towards her refuge for the night, having taken careful stock of the house’s location. Luka did not reappear.
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Nella did not handle the letting of the house herself. It had been decided that with the Stasi sniffing around, she should stay under wraps. Instead, Blue Maria (to distinguish her from Yellow Maria and Maria Poppopoulous) had gone to tour the place with an agent.

When she arrived back at the safe house, unwrapping her dark hair from the indigo-dyed kerchief that influenced her nickname, she sniffed loudly.

“Idiot says that it’s haunted. Almost like he doesn’t want anyone renting there.”

“Quite likely.” The detached voice drawling from the depths of a soft chair belonged to James, their English “friend” who certainly wasn’t there on business. No, not at all, old chap. Bit of a playboy junketing ‘round the Med, that’s the ticket. With his sun-bleached blonde hair and toned tan skin, he looked the part. Nella knew better, but like all of the others united in their common cause, she didn’t pick at the cover story out loud.

“Do tell.” Blue Maria was frosty as always towards him. Nella suspected this was a front to keep Maria’s husband Niko happy.

“Smuggling, natch. What Nella said sounds like a smuggler’s dream.” James sat up, his tuft of tousled hair coming into view like the rising sun. “I’d say it was haunted, if it were me.”

“It hadn’t been used,” Nella interjected mildly. She was hunched over a book, her position dictated by the solitary sunbeam falling through a high window. Being inside was affecting her mood, and the warmth felt good, as well as aiding in reading the faded letters on the pages. “They are remarkably careful smugglers, if they are using it.” She turned the page gently. She’d already had the paper crumble between her fingers once, and didn’t care to repeat that.

“You don’t know about the tunnel, though,” James pointed out in that cheerful tone which helped you not object to his shooting your ideas down. “Could be a reg’lar throughway down there.”

“Which is why we wanted it,” Nella agreed.

“Oh, we have it.” Maria dropped into a chair with a heavy sigh. “More than I wanted, but less than you were willing to pay for it.”

“Oh, good!” Nella sat up straight. “So when…”

Maria pulled a big, old key out of her pocket and dangled it above her head as she put her feet up on the ottoman. “Anytime now.”

James snatched it from her. “Smashing! Shall we?” He crooked an elbow in Nella’s direction.

“You just want to get into that smuggler’s passage.” She got up, laughing. “Let me put the book away.”

When they left the house, they went separately, several minutes apart. Nella had put a thick floral kerchief over her hair. She hated it. So old-fashioned and dowdy. But that was the point, to look like something she wasn’t. Cheered by that thought, she knotted it firmly under her chin, ducked her head, and walked with a heavy step that added a decade to her apparent age.

James popped out of an alley and walked beside her, hands in his pockets, whistling softly.

“You realize I’m meeting the agent there,” Nella muttered, not looking up at him.

“I shall be your nephew, along to ensure your safety. There might be footpads, after all.”

“You’re the worst,” she informed him, and from his peal of laughter, thought he’d taken that in about the measure it was given.
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James closed the door firmly after the letting agent, and then rubbed his hands together, chortling.

“Eugh.” Nella wrinkled her nose. “I can’t say I approve of the cleaning…”

“Never mind that,” the irrepressible Brit interrupted. “Time to see what’s in your tunnel.”

“I didn’t bring anything to move the door.” She untied the kerchief and straightened up, dropping her old woman guise. “It was pretty stuck; not sure even two of us will budge it.”

“Oh, no, I planned ahead.” He hiked one trouser leg, revealing a gaudy argyle sock, and a black iron bar. He freed it from his low boot, then shook his leg high in a comical hopping movement. The crowbar fell out onto the stone floor with a loud clank.

Nella eyed it, then gave into the desire to laugh. James grinned at her, his hands on his hips. Finally, she was able to get words out. “That will do it, if anything will. Here, and I thought you were just being very stiff-upper-lip while you escorted your old aunt.”

“That, too.” He bent and picked it up, giving it a twirl. The room was tall enough to allow him space for a bit of a baton toss. He took advantage of it. “Now, let’s get crackin’!”

Nella led the way down the still-sandy stairs and into the basement, her torch in hand. The upper rooms had rudimentary wiring, but there was no concession to modernity down here. She pointed with the light, as she reached the bottom of the steps.

“Oh, I say.” The little boy was at the forefront today with James. He sprang forward, running his hands over the hewn walls. “You really wouldn’t know it was there, would you?”

She pointed the light at the floor. “There were shelves or something here.” Faint marks and scuffs in the dirty floor showed the pegs of leg marks, and then scuffs where it had been dragged away. Whatever it had been, it was long gone. The basement was entirely empty of anything but dust and spiders.

“Mind putting the light…” She followed his gesture, and watched as he first pulled with his long, pale fingers against the age-darkened sandstone. The doorway came open a little, no further than she’d managed it. “Hm.” He pulled a penlight out of his own pocket and used it to take a very close look at the inner hinge of the door. “Loads of rust.”

“We could come back with oil,” Nella pointed out. “We have the place for six months, at least, and obviously no one is coming in from that tunnel without making a ruckus.”

“True, but the curiosity will kill me. You wouldn’t want my death on your hands, would you, darling Nella?” He grinned, a flash of white teeth in the bad lighting. “I could whack the hinges a bit, but that will make your ruckus, all right. Perhaps…” He inserted the bar between the gap at the top of the door, closer to the hinges than the opening, and used his weight to slowly lever it open further. There was a groan of protest from the hinges.

“Oof.” He dropped down from his tiptoes, panting. “Not quite, eh?”

“It’s more open. I can shine my light through to see what’s on the other side?” Nella offered.

“Not a good idea, my gel. What would you think if a ray of sunshine suddenly poured out of your storage closet?” James did something to his own light. When he switched it back on, the white light had changed to blood red.

“Oh, like that’s more reassuring,” Nella retorted. “You’ve opened the gates of hell in some poor woman’s wine cellar.”

He laughed, then shook his head. “You think there might be wine down here?”

She snorted. “It’s Malta. Of course there’s wine. It would be stranger if there weren’t.”

“Righty-ho, then. Off to find a cask of Amontillado.” He thrust his arm through the doorway, then wriggled his head and shoulder through.

“I really hope you don’t. You’ll give me the shudders,” Nella complained. “This basement is bad enough as it is.”

He grunted, and with a bit of tugging and a muffled swear, managed to get himself back in the room with her.

“Nothing but dusty floors and rock walls. No wine, not even a drop.”

“Dusty floors?” Nella hit on the one thing she cared about.

“Not a footstep on them.” James understood her.

“Better and better.” Nella eyed the door. “Are we going to be able to get that closed again?”

“Don’t know until we try.” He gave her a wry grin. “Might take both of us, if you can stand the dark a minute.”

Nella sighed, and stuck her light back in her pocket, joining him at the door. She’d left the lens end up, and on, so they had a little light, but it wasn’t very helpful. They both leaned into the open door, but it didn’t budge. The rusty hinges let out a shriek, and the door slid an inch, then stopped sharply. Nella slipped and nearly fell, but James put out his arm and caught her up against the door.

“Steady on, then. One mo–…” He pulled his own light out, and pointed it at the wall behind her. “I saw, you really are…”

“I don’t like the dark,” she gritted out. He let go of her, and she got her light out with shaking hands.

“Let’s go up, then. Nobody’s gettin’ in here, anyroad.”

She let him chivvy her up the stairs, towards the dim light coming in through the still-closed window shutters.

“No furnishings, more’s the pity.” He poked his head through the archway. “Kitchen back here has a counter you could sit on.”

He came back and loosely looped an arm around her, not holding her so much as offering a bit of closeness. “Come on, then.”

Nella followed him into the other room, not, she told herself firmly, because he was caring so, but because she did want to see the kitchen.

“Hop up, then.”

The counters were too high to use as a chair, and she didn’t actually want to sit, but the light in his eyes as he approached with hands ready to lift her by the waist got her to put her hands up on it and jump, landing with her rump on the slightly-streaked surface. Someone had tried to clean, someone with no skill and less water.

“Ugh.” She looked around. “I have got to get both Marias over here, before Miriam sees the place. She would have…”

“Kittens?” suggested James with a wink. “Now, what’s with the indomitable spy and the dark? Come on, tell Uncle James all.”

“There’s nothing to tell.”

“Well, that’s a fib. But I won’t try to winkle it out of you.” He tilted his head slightly to one side. “Let me see your hands.”

Startled by his sudden change in tone, from playful accent to cool clipped order, Nella held them out automatically, and before she could pull them back, he had them by the fingertips, gently. He examined them closely. “Shaking is better.”

“We should…”

He looked up at her, from a distance of mere inches. “I think it’s time we had a talk, Ornella.”

She caught her breath in her throat, feeling it tighten painfully. He didn’t release her hands, but folded them into one of his.

“You’re in danger,” he said, his face long and blunt where it had been animated before. “The Stasi have fixated on you, and you alone. Which means that despite finding a perfect spot to stash Shelby, right down to the cellar for her lab experiments and stinks…” That brought a ghost of a smile to his face, and a grimace to hers. “You need to step away from it.”

“I would never…” She stopped, and took a deep breath, controlling her emotions. “I am a professional.”

He nodded. “I know you are. A consummate professional, through and through. Which is why I think you’ll agree with me that it’s time for you to take a little rest.”

“I could stay here.” She looked over his shoulder at the dingy kitchen. “Heaven alone knows it needs more effort than our young Shelby can muster.”

“Too great a risk.” He took a deep breath. “I have a proposal for you.”

“I’m not going to endanger the alchemists, or the rest of the resistance,” she protested. “What would you have me do?”

“Leave Malta.” He held up a finger of his free hand in admonishment as she tensed for her refusal. “I said, I have a proposal. I meant that literally, and I’m making a horrible botch of it, I’m sorry.”

“What?” She didn’t know what else to say. “What are you suggesting?”

“Marry me.” James took her hands in both of his, now. “It gives you dual citizenship, and it gives you a dam’ good reason to leave Malta for a time.” He stressed that last. “And because you are a professional, I think you’d work well with me. I’d…I’d like that.” His voice lowered, and softened. “Working with you would give us some advantages on the continent, after a time in Britain to let the buzz here blow over. I’ve been in Malta too long, myself.”

She stared at him, her jaw dropped.

“I’m not proposin’,” he added after a long moment of silence, “that the marriage be any more permanent than you leavin’ Malta.”

“No.” Nella’s voice came out in a faint squeak. “No, if I’m to be married it should be permanent. What will your parents think of this?”

He gave her his patented foolish grin. “Come, come, since when have you given a hang for the proprieties? It’s 1962, baby, live a little!”

Nella pulled her hands out of his. “Be serious, James!”

He sobered and shoved his hands in his pockets. “You don’t know me, I realize that. But I know you. You’re the bravest, truest, most beautiful girl I’ve ever met in my life, and I’m guessin’ I’ll never find another better.” He turned with a jerk of his shoulders, and started to pace the kitchen, which meant about three of his long strides before he turned on his heel and toe. “I…when I first saw you, I thought it was just that you’re attractive. You’re breathtakin’, you know.”

Nella let out a small squeak, transfixed on the counter, her toes dangling and her hands clutching the edges of the top.

“But then as time went on, I saw the brain behind the beauty and I just fell harder.” He put his hands up and ran his fingers through his hair. “You might as well know, I’m a dreamer an’ idealist. I got into this game for love of my fellow man, and my duty to my country.” He stopped and looked at her, his face a pale oval in the dim light. “The Great War tore the heart out of Britain, left her best and brightest in the blood and mud. The second war tore out her guts and left the nation starving along with most of Europe. I’m not sayin’ that my generation would have been the better for havin’ more fathers and maybe I am…but the time was, there was a feelin’ of responsibility and duty. Now? It’s all socialism and ragin’ envy. I can’t say the aristocracy of the modern era isn’t rotten to the core, ’cause it is. But it wasn’t, once. An’ I was born into a role, Nella. One I feel I have to play, because, well, I have that honor.”

He threw his hands out. “I’m dreadful at this. One minute I’m bullyin’ you into marriage, and the next I’m makin’ myself out to be some kind of saint.”

“Give me your hands.” Nella held out her own. Her voice was weak. “Look at mine.”

“Not shakin’, I see.” He came closer. “I’ve made a fool o’myself, but at least you’re not scared.”

“No, I’m scared.” Nella beckoned. “Give me your hands, James.”

“You’re scared of me?” He looked into her eyes. “I’d never…”

“Hands!” She found her voice fully. He put his cool fingers into hers.

She pulled him closer. “James, yes.”

“Are you sure?” He sounded like a different man than the confident agent who’d begun the conversation.

“Have you lost your nerve?” She grinned up at him. “Second thoughts about what marrying a spy would really be like? I’m not going to retire to your damp countryside and bear dutiful sons.”

“I’m…” He stopped and gulped. “I’m thinnin’ on top.” He bent his head and tugged his hands away to run them over the crown of his head. “You might not…”

She leaned forward and kissed the ruffled blond head. “I might not mind one whit. Seems we can disguise you as a British duffer as well as the playboy.”

“Here now!” He popped back up, smirking. “I thought mebbe we’d stroll ’round the Rivera, you in a bikini and me in my shorts…”

“Sounds like an idyllic honeymoon, complete with hoodwinked Stasi agents.” Nella shook her head. “You’re right, I need to leave Malta. Loudly, so they can trail me all the way.”

His eyes narrowed. “Why…”

“I have a plan. Have you forgotten already that I said yes?”

“I had not. Speakin’ of…”

The next couple of moments passed in silence, or near silence, as they communicated without words. There is a language that requires no speech, and it is learned from adulthood through old age, if you are very lucky indeed. They had just begun to learn it, but their first expressions were heartfelt and mutually understood.

After a while, they stood in the dark kitchen together, her head leaning against his chest and listening to the rapid thud of his affection there.

“You had a plan,” he murmured into her hair. “One that involved the Stasi.”

“I do. It’s a variant on your plan, which mostly involved wanting me out of danger.”

“Do you blame me?” His voice was tender.

“No, I’d do the same in return.” She clung to him, then straightened. “If I have them thinking that what they want is, say, on its way to the British Museum?”

His lips twitched. “They’ll follow it.”

“Which buys Miriam and Shelby some time here.”

“What about you?” He let go of her, and she leaned against the counter, counting on her fingers.

“One, I’ll have you. Two, I’ll know where they are: chasing me. Three, I have a secret weapon they won’t know about until it hits them.”

“Which is?”

“The British Consulate at the end of the trip.”

“Where we can be married.” He smiled fatuously.

“And where we can check in with your handlers, and arrange a diversion and alternate methods to leave the country.” She stood and stretched. “I dislike leaving so much in other’s hands, but…”

“But it will let you test the mettle of my country.” He held out a hand to her.

“Yes,” she admitted. “I might trust you, but I do not know them at all.”

“Don’t put it on just yet.” He took her hand into his, and set a little box into the palm of it, folding her fingers over it. “Tuck it into your pocket for…later.”

“James!” Nella opened her hand. “Don’t tell me you had this…”

“Had Father ship it to me a time back, now,” he confessed. “I wasn’t sure, but…”

She opened the box. “It’s lovely.”

The ring was illuminated by a spot of light from his tiny torch. The jewel in the center threw fragments of light all over the benighted kitchen, but she was looking up at his face.

“Was my grandmother’s.” A corner of the flexible mouth twisted up in a mockery of his own seriousness. “She left it to me for the ‘unlikely occasion you find a woman willing to put up with your shenanigans.’”

“How about a woman who’ll join in on them?” Nella closed the box, shutting up the brilliant light of it.

“She’d have liked you. Thought most modern girls were entirely too watered-milk.”

“I’m glad of that.” Nella pushed the box into the breast pocket of her shirt, behind the knitted vest and overshawl of her old-woman disguise. “It’s time to get back.”

“One minute.” He swooped in before she had time to put the kerchief back on.
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Nella slipped the red silk band over her hair, feeling the ends of it catch the wind and fly out behind her. It wouldn’t completely contain the hair whipping around into her face as she prepared to board the boat, but it might help a bit. With her long black hair loose, and a pair of very new sunglasses shading her eyes, she was hoping it would be the opposite of a disguise. That, and the cream case she was carrying with the strategically arranged antique books peeking out of the top. She picked that up, now, and put her free hand to her brow, ostentatiously shading her eyes to scan the crowd.

She was wearing low heels with her white slacks, and had topped off the outfit with a brilliant blue top that wrapped twice around her before tying off in a bow. It covered little and enhanced everything on display. That, James had said, made her look like a Christmas gift, and should she really wear it in public?

Nella had laughed and told him he wasn’t a stodgy husband just yet. She would catch the attention of her pursuers. Then, she just had to play mouse to their cats, all the way to the mainland.

The sky was dotted with lamb-like clouds, and the sea glimmered under it. She would have been looking forward to this, at any other time. Now, though… She saw her quarry and let go of her hair, sticking her hand up in the air and waving gaily.

“Hello, darling!” Nella cried. She was certainly not the only one on the dock waiting for the gangplank to be opened for boarding. There was a crush of people, and now she wove unerringly through it to greet the third player in their game.

“Nella!” Marjorie greeted her with open arms, and they embraced with a kiss on the cheek before Marjorie seized Nella by the upper arms. “You look divine, darling. How marvelous you could get away and join me on this trip.”

“Isn’t it just?” Nella responded. “I almost wish I could go all the way to Singapore with you. So exotic. It would be divine.”

“And why not? Sure you could. You’d be wonderful company.” Marjorie finally released her younger friend, and tucked her hand firmly through Nella’s crooked elbow. “Let everything go. You only live once!”

“How can I say no?” Nella didn’t look around to see if their intended audience was paying attention. She’d already spotted the Stasi men; they stood out in the crowd like a boil on a teenager’s ass. “But I simply must deliver my little package.” She patted her case.

“Work, work, and no play!” Marjorie shook her finger at Nella. “I will not let you work until Tangiers, at least. Then, you must leave me and return to the doldrums of a dull life without Marjorie to brighten your spirits.”

Nella laughed out loud. Marjorie was simply irrepressible. If the older woman had ever had any cares about life, she seemed to have shed them long before Nella had met her. Now, she simply delighted in shocking the unsuspecting and extracting every bit of enjoyment out of all occasions.

“Come on.” Marjorie tugged Nella towards the liner. “They open the gangplank, and we shall proceed to the saloon for drinks. The captain is a bit worse for the wear, but still, a grand storyteller, as all men of the sea are, don’t you think?”

Nella didn’t even attempt to answer that, as she didn’t think, having known far too many dour fishermen who might speak to their wives, but possibly also not… She glanced around for James, having been reminded of their own non-verbal communication. Which would have to be sufficient unto the day. They were not going to acknowledge one another on this trip. It might, she’d pointed out to James when he seemed ready to argue her plan, very well spoil his intentions of them working together in the future.

He’d subsided. He was, like her, a professional. He would not, however, hear of leaving on separate ships. For one thing, he’d be her only back-up. Marjorie would not be told of Nella’s true work. For another, they were planning to use the British Consulate for the mousehole at the end of this chase, and James would be her ticket into those doors.

At the top of the gangplank, Nella looked down into the crowd still on the dock. Marjorie had strolled to the front of the line and smiled at the ship’s officer, who’d let them through the still-closed rope. Nella watched, smiling, and took mental notes on how to influence others with wit and charm and sheer…joie de vive. Whatever it was, Marjorie had it.

In the swarm of people, Nella could clearly see all three men she cared about. One of the Stasi agents was looking up at her, a pale doughy face that stood out in the warm tans and glossy, black-haired people around him. The other was still scanning the crowd, but his hat gave him away, a gray homburg never designed for the heat of the Malta sun. And James, just walking onto the dock with his lanky stride, his white linens immaculate and topped off by a bleached straw hat atop his blonde head. He didn’t look at her–wasn’t even obviously looking for her–and Nella turned back to Marjorie, walking away from the rail.

“See who you wanted to see?” The older woman gave her a wink.

“Yes and no,” Nella admitted. “I’m afraid there was a…person who made himself obnoxious in his attentions. I’d hoped…but no, he is in the boarding line.”

“Oh, dear.” Marjorie pulled a long face and tsked. “Not first class, I hope.”

“I couldn’t tell yet. It’s such a mob.”

“Oh, you’d know. He would be cutting through the mob.” Marjorie nodded firmly. “So, second class. You should be able to avoid the bloke.”

“Oh, I hope so!” Nella responded cheerfully. She knew that Marjorie would keep an eye out for her, now, and this was a much easier reason to have to avoid the agent. Since they seemed to travel joined at the hip, it should keep both of them under another eye. James and Nella would use any allies they could get.

Marjorie strolled up to the door of the salon, which opened almost by magic. Magic, it was revealed a few steps later, was a short Greek with a beautifully pointed beard and curly hair. He beamed up at them. Nella was taller than Marjorie by a full head, and the Greek maitre’d was shorter than Marjorie by almost half a head.

“Ladies! Welcome aboard the Canton!”

“Giorgio, two gin and tonics, m’dear. Such a pleasure to see you, back on your feet. You are feeling well, I hope?”

Marjorie whisked off the pink floral silk she’d had wrapped around her salt-and-pepper hair, and looked into his eyes. He beamed.

“Absolutely marvelous, your little remedy was just the thing.”

“Beautiful! And speaking of beauty, this lovely young thing is my friend Nella.” Marjorie introduced them. “She’ll be with us as far as Tangiers unless I can persuade her to accompany me all the way to Singapore. The Canton…” Marjorie turned to Nella with a confusing switch in topics. “…Is on her last voyage, so sad. Giorgio, please tell me you have another position secured.”

“Yes’m, I do, I’ll be with the SS Toland after this trip is over.” He’d bustled behind the bar. “I shall serve you myself, as the bartender won’t be in for another hour.”

“You are a doll,” Marjorie told him with great enthusiasm before she collapsed into a chair. “Oh, Nella, do tell him about your little problem. Giorgio takes care of simply everyone, don’t you, dear?”

“You have a problem?” Giorgio came out from behind the bar carrying two tinkling glasses. Nella eyed them, and made a note to have a private word in his ear later. If she drank like Marjorie, she wouldn’t make it even as far as Tangiers. “I can fix it!”

He placed the glasses with a flourish and stood attentively, looking at Nella.

“There’s a man who…may try to get to me.”

Giorgio uttered a little cry and wrung his hands. “I shall not allow it! You will not be pestered. Now, tell me what he looks like.”

“Pale, doughy, East German…” Nella paused. Giorgio had been nodding with every word. “He has a friend much like him who seems to be with him always. They are not men of Malta.”

“Ay! Ay!” Giorgio was excited now. “I do not like him, the German. The West, they are cheerful in their way. The East, ver’ bad. Ver’ sour. And they stink.” He nodded emphatically.

Nella was a little taken aback by this last. Marjorie leaned forward, once Giorgio had gone back to the bar after many reassurances that the young lady was safe as houses with him looking over her. His English had deteriorated slightly in his agitation.

“He means the sauerkraut, I think.”

“Oh.” Nella nodded. “I have to say I hadn’t noticed an odor…but I didn’t let him get that close, either.”

“Smart girl. Now, have your drinkie.” Marjorie took a long pull of her own.

Nella sipped. They were the only ones in the Salon, Giorgio having vanished through some hidden door behind the bar. It was, for a moment, peaceful and almost normal. Nella smiled at her own thoughts. This wasn’t how her life had ever been, normal? No. This was profoundly abnormal, but oddly peaceful. The calm before the storm, as it were.

“So, an East German?” Marjorie’s eye was sharp and fixed on Nella. “Do I ask…no, I shall not embarrass you. But I shall sit here and say that those who dabble in the affairs of the secret police need all the friends they can get.”

Nella blinked. Marjorie grinned and raised her glass. “A toast. To friends. I do hope I am not your only one, m’dear.”

“No, but at the moment I’m very grateful to have you!” Nella touched her glass to the other, and then took a sip. “This is remarkably good.”

“Gordons. Best there is.” Marjorie looked around. “I suspect the grapevine of the ship shall be bearing fruit for you. A young woman in distress does appeal so.”

“I don’t care to be distressed.” Nella set her glass down. She had decided she wasn’t going to finish the drink. “However, it seems to be quite effective.”

“It is if you aren’t manipulative about it. Which you aren’t, or we shouldn’t be friends.” Marjorie downed the rest of her drink. “Now that I am sufficiently lubricated to face yet another launch, shall we see our cabin?”

“Oh, I don’t know where mine is…” Nella stood, leaving her drink behind.

“Nonsense. Given the circumstances, you shall sleep in my trundle. I’ll have the steward make it up.” Marjorie stood, as well. “And on the way out, I shall tell Giorgio not to make your drinks as strong as mine, or I shall have to find a wheelbarrow to tote you about it.”

Nella, caught off guard, burst into laughter.

“I’m old, not blind.” Marjorie gave her a cheeky grin. “Let’s go freshen up.”

Nella followed Marjorie, and to her mingled relief and disappointment, saw neither James nor the Germans for the rest of the day. It wasn’t until they were dressing for dinner when Marjorie casually mentioned again that they would be dining with the captain that Nella wondered whether she would see James at dinner. He hadn’t promised her he would pretend she didn’t exist.

“Don’t see why I should,” he said. “We’ve been on the same pocket-handkerchief island…no, no, don’t puff up with national pride so, although I do love what it does to your chest. Long history, stout heart, Malta. But not big, you must admit. Look at how you can’t evade the Stasi, f’r instance.”

“There are enough people on the island,” Nella informed him tartly, her hands on her hips, “that even I do not know all of them.”

“Be as that it may, on a ship it’s a bit closer quarters. I have a reputation to maintain, y’know. Can’t go around ignoring a beauty practically thrust into my arms.” He grinned. “You wouldn’t want me to lose my cover, would you?”

No, she didn’t, and she didn’t really want him to pretend she didn’t exist while she gave him the cold shoulder, either. Now, days later, walking into the dining room wearing an evening gown she almost hadn’t packed, she thought she was ready for whatever mischief he meant to play on her.

She spotted him about the same time he saw her, and her heart jumped while she struggled to keep control over her expression. She followed Marjorie’s lead, and allowed herself to be presented to the captain, an older gentleman with tired eyes, but a ready smile for her.

“Please, call me Nella,” she assured him. “I shan’t dream of calling you anything but Captain Trent, but I am not old enough to want the honorific, nor young enough to be comforted by it.”

He chuckled. “Very well then, I shall be happy to call you Nella. I think you are certainly young enough to remind me of my own daughter Jane, who is waiting on my arrival in Singapore. I have promised her I shall take a nice long vacation with her, once I have the Canton safely turned over.”

“How nice! I’m sure she will be delighted to have your company.”

“She is an odd child, but does her dear old Dad good.” He turned and gestured. “Nella, this is Madam Levain, and her husband, the Compte Levain.” They both nodded, the Compte half-rising before subsiding again. His age and portly figure made that pro-forma gesture less of a slight than it could have been. “Lord Allerdyce, who shall be your dinner companion, as the two of you are of an age to enjoy one another better than us old fuddy duddies.”

James’s eyes twinkled as he was introduced to her. He did a formal bow over her hand, and then pressed his lips to the back of it warmly.

“Enchanted.” He looked at the captain. “A capital suggestion, Captain Trent. However, I shall argue the use of fuddy when it comes to yourself, or this jewel.” He turned to Marjorie, who met his sally with a grin.

“I say.” James held Nella’s chair, then Marjorie’s. “We shall have three whole days to get to know one another, before Tangiers. Where I must take my leave.”

“Nella’s leaving me at Tangiers, as well.” Marjorie informed him. “You two should compare notes.” She turned away and addressed herself to Captain Trent, leaving Nella to laugh at James.

“James.” He stuck out a hand. “Just James, don’t like the bit about Lord too much, silly in this day and age, doncha know?”

Nella shook his hand, a smile on her lips as she replayed a scene in her head about honor and duty, in a wholly different setting than this polished wood and brass dining room.

“And I’m just Nella. We shall be friends, I think.” She raised an eyebrow at him very slightly.

“If I have anything to say about it.” He grinned impishly. “Do you plan to stop in Tangiers long?”

He knew her plans, but she played along for their audience. That and it amused her to flirt outrageously with him. Dinner was very pleasant, and she didn’t completely ignore Captain Trent, who turned out to be the raconteur Marjorie had promised. The Levains ate, and smiled, and occasionally cupped hands behind their ears and attempted conversation, but more of the time they seemed content with their meals and not much aware of the world around them.

Nella learned that there were around 200 first-class passengers on the SS Canton, and about twice that many second class. They didn’t bother with third, it seemed, leaving that space for cargo bound for the Far East. The Canton had been a troopship during the War, then refitted back to passenger liner, but now she was outdated and headed for the breakers, Captain Trent told her sadly.

“She’s a grand old girl, but very tired, as I’m sure you can tell.”

“Not really. She seems comfortable, like a home, rather than a hotel, sir,” Nella assured him. “I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I’m on a deadline and must get to England, so I booked passage.”

“And telegraphed me, the imp,” Marjorie put in. “Asking if I could recommend a route that didn’t involve flying.”

“Oh, I can’t fly.” Nella affected a small shudder. “The idea of being up…so high!”

“You’re a rarity, but a refreshing one.” Captain Trent sighed and shook his head. “Air travel is killing the passenger liner, I’m afraid. My next ship will likely be straight cargo.”

“So fast,” James chimed in. “I’d rather feel like I’m going somewhere, instead of just suddenly being there. Then again, I’m a lazy lad, and don’t have deadlines. I do wonder how that feels, anyway.”

Nella laughed at him. “Mine isn’t so bad, or I would have to fly, anyway. Besides which, three days with nowhere to go…”

“And nothing to do,” Marjorie broke in firmly. “We shall amuse you and keep you from fretting. I shall also campaign for you to join me on my trip to Singapore.”

“What will you do there, Marjorie?” James leaned forward and addressed her. “I’ve never been to Singapore.”

“Enjoy myself.” Marjorie laughed. “That’s all I ever do, Lord Allerdyce. I’m a butterfly flitting about from beautiful thing to beautiful thing.”

Dinner broke up not too long after that, and Captain Trent apologized. As they were still dealing with all the minutiae of port, there would be no music and dancing after dinner that night. Tomorrow, he promised, they would have more amusement.

Nella, feeling the effects of more drinking than she was used to, with the wines at dinner, wasn’t at all unhappy to hear this. She wondered if she’d have to talk Marjorie into retiring at a reasonable hour. Arguing her friend into allowing her to be in her own cabin seemed to have been an impossible task, and she’d given it up.

“I say–” James got up as they did. “It’s a balmy night. Care for a stroll before you turn in?”

Nella looked at Marjorie, who chuckled indulgently. “Enjoy yourself, Nella. You’re only young once.”

“You said that already,” Nella pointed out. “And I don’t want to abandon you…”

“Like I wasn’t alone before she came along?” Marjorie addressed James. “And will be alone if she won’t come to Singapore.”

“Madam?” Giorgio materialized at Marjorie’s elbow, and all three of them turned to him. He flushed slightly at the intent looks. “Ah…”

“Is there a problem?” Marjorie’s voice was soft enough not to carry beyond their group. “And should we be having this chat here?”

“Oh, I think I want to hear it as well.” Captain Trent walked up. “Giorgio, what was that fuss on the gangplank about?”

“It was not much of a fuss, Captain, and will not reflect on the ship’s good name. The miss,” Giorgio’s hands were flying, and he indicated Nella, “let us know that a too-admirer man was boarding and she did not want to be annoyed, so?” He shrugged and his flamboyant mustache tipped upwards. “The admirer, we made sure he did not board.”

“What?” Nella asked in disbelief.

“He and his friend, a leetle problem with the tickets. It shall be sorted out. Tomorrow.” Giorgio grinned as Nella burst into a relieved laugh.

“Oh, thank you! I thought he would be like a burr and stick to needling me until I could evade him. You are fantastic, Giorgio.”

Giorgio took a little bow. “It is nothing. I do not want to see a bright lady dimmed by fear, and now, you can enjoy your trip.”

Captain Trent smiled. “I wish I’d been told, but perhaps it’s best I didn’t know what you had planned, Giorgio. Well done. Miss Nella, Marjorie dear, have a good night!”

Nella found herself in the dark with James a few moments later, pacing along the deck of the ship side by side. She looked up at him in the light of the windows, which poured out a warm glow. The waves sparkled in the night, catching the ship’s lights and bouncing them merrily from crest to crest. James’s lips were tucked in at the corners, but he was holding her arm very correctly and seemed bound for a constitutional rather than conducting a flirtation.

“I say.” He stopped. “There’s a good view just there.”

“Behind the lifeboats?” Nella followed his gesture.

“When I say a good view,” he explained as they tucked themselves into complete darkness. “I mean we can see anyone coming and they can’t see us from the salon. Which is perfect for skullduggery…” He wrapped an arm around her. “Or for telling your brilliant fiancée she’s brilliant.”

“They are still on Malta,” she pointed out. “The point was to get them off the island.”

“And you think they won’t be on the next ocean-going vessel? Or even an airplane to beat us to Tangiers?” He grinned, only his teeth visible in what little light there was. “No, this was perfect. You eluded them and set the hook, hard. Now we can reel them in at leisure.”

“We have three days to plan.”

“We have three days to fall in love. Well, to convince your Marjorie that we’re in love, not that we weren’t already.”

Nella looked up at him. “I don’t think she’s…”

“Nella, darling, she’s my boss.” James started to laugh, his body shaking against hers. “So, how do you feel about Singapore? She’s obviously been trying to recruit you, and then I came along and looked into her eyes…”

“Oh.” Nella blinked.

“I have plans for you.” James pulled her closer. “Which do not involve work.”

“I should hope not.” Nella gave up and melted into his embrace. “Now, where were we?”
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Where The Heroes Go
By Nicki Kenyon



In Malta, thousands of cats roam the streets of the main island, cared for by the communities in which they live. They are fed, happy, and protected. The story goes that an elderly lady in the St. Julian’s neighborhood started feeding the cats a long time ago. She would bring them food and water every day, and when the rain came, she brought them blankets and made a shelter. Over time, the residents of the area helped ensure that the felines were vaccinated and neutered, and when developers wanted to build new apartments in the area and decided to demolish the cat village, the community—outraged—banded together to protect the sanctuary.

But the cats had been there for centuries, cared for by various communities on the island. They had settled there, nurtured by a divine power, and protected by the Goddess. They had earned it.

Filomena

Filomena let out a short shout of pain as her bare foot hit a jagged stone outside the Hagar Qim temple and began to bleed. She nearly fell, but continued walking slowly and cautiously, bare feet feeling the dry limestone sand to find sure footing on the path to the temple’s opening. She clutched the ornate stone beads in one sweaty hand and her long, coarse skirts in the other, leaving bloody smudges along the stone path.

She stopped every few steps to catch her breath. The trip from her home altar in Mosta to the temple took several days in the hot Maltese sun, with barely a place to stop and get water. At a small chapel outside Mdina, Filomena stopped and traded the leather satchel in which she carried the decorated offering to the Lady for some nourishment and water, and kept walking.

She had no shoes, and her feet were raw and bleeding by the time she reached the stone enclosure of the temple from the central part of the island.

The cloth she wore to shield her head from the burning sun had fallen from her long, black hair and was hanging loosely about her shoulders. Her dirty hand clutched the stone beads, as she sat on a rock outside the entrance to Hagar Qim and allowed the cool breeze to caress her ruddy face.

Rest. The temple was silent, which concerned Filomena, as she expected the lady to at least demonstrate her presence. There was no one. Nothing. She was completely alone and surrounded by stillness.

“Oh, Lady!” Filomena whispered. “I have come to you.” She stood up heavily from her stone bench, gathering her skirts, and went inside.

The quiet solitude of the temple soothed Filomena’s aching heart once she was surrounded by the cool limestone. Ever since she began waking up in the middle of the night for what seemed like several fortnights, breathless and crying, something in her screamed that she needed to make the journey to Hagar Qim. She saw herself in her dream walking to the southwest, clutching a small bag toward the sunset. She felt the pull of the Lady, speaking to her in soothing tones in her sleep, beckoning Filomena to her voluptuous breast. She wept every morning when she woke up and found herself lying on a bed of straw in front of her altar.

Her heart pulled her toward Hagar Qim, but she remained with her family–their priestess, their spiritual connection to the Goddesses, their conduit to the heart magic of Malta, leading them to the love of the Mother’s arms.

Until she could not take the ache any longer.

Filomena awoke screaming in agony, tearing at the heart in her chest, reaching for the Mother. She scrambled to her feet and ran into the main house where her family was gathered for the morning meal, tears streaming from her eyes, barefoot, and distraught. She stopped at the stone table, which bore the fruits of the morning, and grabbed some sustenance. Her family stared at her uncomprehendingly, but she simply bowed and walked back out.

Back at her altar, she found the ornate leather satchel, which contained a string of elaborately carved beads her mother had given to her on the day she pledged her heart and life to the Lady, and she walked out without a word.

Barefoot. Determined. Driven by love and faith.

Once inside the limestone ring, Filomena, took the time to run her hands along the walls and explore the space which had been calling to her for weeks. She walked quietly into the main temple and wandered around to a recess where she saw more stones…more places for travelers to rest and commune with the Lady.

She heard a light tinkling and made her way to several ornate reservoirs, which she assumed contained water probably from recent rainfalls. Drops sprinkled from the opening in the roof of the temple, quietly and musically, as if inviting Filomena forward. She walked to one of the stone basins and cupped her hands, scooping up what little water was inside, bringing it to her mouth for a sip.

The water was not cool and clean, but gritty—as if it had been drying for a few days, and all that was left was warm dregs. But it was water, and it soothed her cracked lips.

Filomena sat on the stone floor and leaned her back against one of the walls. She was exhausted, her feet ached and bled, and she desperately needed food. Not another soul was in the temple. She was alone, wondering why she had been hearing the call for so long, and she leaned her head back and closed her eyes for a bit of respite.

She felt two soft arms engulf her and pull her into cool, silky breasts. She was afraid to open her eyes, so she kept them shut, breathing in the Mother’s fresh scent—a scent that reminded her of bay leaves and mint. Filomena leaned further into the Goddess and whispered a few words of gratitude for the Lady’s welcoming embrace.

“Thank you, Mother.”

“You have arrived, daughter. I am pleased,” came a soft, whispering voice in her heart.

“I needed to see you. I heard your call.”

“Your submission gives me joy. We have much to discuss. Lie in my arms. Rest. Hard times are to come. I will need you. Our Island will need you. Our future will need you.”

“Mother, I am here. Tell me what I must do.”

Ambrosios

He heard loud, gruff voices outside his sleeping chamber and bangs outside. Melite burned. Invaders were destroying the city’s structures. His people fought well and hard, but the invaders were stronger and numerous. They wanted to leave nothing standing, so they slaughtered, razed, and destroyed until only ruins remained.

Ambrosios knew he did not have much time. There was only so long the people and the guards could fight the invaders.

Ambrosios paced inside his chambers, peering periodically outside from the windows at the carnage wreaked by Sawāda Ibn Muḥammad and his pillaging hordes.

The air was thick with smoke and blood. Corpses, some charred, some smeared in blood and gore, littered the courtyard below. A tiny boy screamed in terror and pain, sitting by the eviscerated corpse of a half-naked woman. The toddler was covered in blood, pounding his little fists on the remains of what had to be a parent or caretaker.

One of the invaders grabbed the screaming child, pulled a blade, and coldly cut the boy’s throat, dropping the body next to the woman’s corpse, and watching him struggle to breathe, choking on his own blood, and eventually slipping away, his little body twitching and gradually lying still in the smoky air.

Other bleeding, charred bodies littered the dusty courtyard, with the invaders viciously stabbing anyone who appeared to have been left alive or exhibiting the slightest sign of movement.

The city had fallen.

He saw no sign of life after the toddler’s body stopped twitching. He wanted to fight, but was he—the governor—the only one left? Who else could join the battle? Could they win?

Ambrosios called his personal guard Zaren to his side.

Zaren appeared, wounded and bleeding. He held his blade, ready to defend his governor to his dying breath.

“Put your blade down, Zaren,” Ambrosios said wearily. “I think we are done.”

“Absolutely not!” came the hot reply. “As long as there’s breath in me…”

Ambrosios put his hand on the man’s bleeding shoulder. “No, my friend. There is nothing left to fight for. You see the invaders pissing and shitting on our streets and the remains of our people, murdering, pillaging homes, burning, and desecrating our holy sites. We are finished. We should surrender.”

Zaren’s eyes were burning with indignation. “This cannot be the way we end!”

Ambrosios looked at the floor and walked to the window to survey the damage to Melite. He heard voices on the stairs leading to his study, rough voices, ones tinged with irritation from the acrid smoke and the thrill of victory. The raucous, celebratory calls got closer, and several armed men burst into the room.

Zaren brandished his blade and screamed with agony and indignation, charging the group before Ambrosios could stop him. He impaled two of the men before a strike with another’s thick staff brought him to his knees. Another of the invaders kicked Zaren in the face, and the guard sank to the ground before several blades punctured his neck and torso.

Zaren was no more, and Ambrosios ran to his friend–the guard who gave his life to protect his master’s body and pride—and sank to his knees next to him. He brushed the man’s greasy, dust-covered hair out of his bloody face and stroked his cheek for a moment before rising to his feet.

“Go ahead,” he told the invaders. “I’m ready.”

Ambrosios lifted his head and stuck his chest out, ready to receive a fatal stab. Instead, the invaders grabbed him by the arms, kicked him in the stomach and groin several times, and dragged him down the stairs and out of the building, as others set fire to the structure.

His legs wouldn’t move, and the invaders dragged him along the ground, one grasping his arms on each side painfully, as the skin sloughed from his knees, leaving a trail of blood.

He did not know how long he had been dragged like a filthy sack, and he did not know where. He kept his eyes shut and prayed for a quick end.

After what seemed like an interminable span of time, his battered body was tossed inside what looked like a tent, with straw strewn over the floor. Ambrosios turned onto his side, drawing his bloodied legs into a fetal position, and opened his eyes.

A kick to his midsection sent him rolling along the straw on the floor. After several attempts, he was able to sit up and look around.

He was indeed inside a tent. Several burning torches broke up the darkness, and a man was standing in front of him, wielding a short blade.

He spoke, slowly and deliberately. “You are?”

Ambrosios did not reply. Even if he tried, his parched lips would not allow him to formulate an answer. He simply stared at Sawāda Ibn Muḥammad—the enemy who oversaw the destruction of his city and the murder of his people.

He shook his head to indicate he could not speak.

“I said,” the commander repeated, “you are?”

Ambrosios made a hissing sound in his throat, indicating he could not speak.

Sawāda stared at him with an expression of disgust, as if he was something filthy he stepped into by accident and was forced to clean off his foot. Then he shrugged.

The blade flashed with what seemed like lightning speed, and Ambrosios gasped as he felt blood flow from a fresh wound along his cheekbone. Sawāda said something to his men, and they laughed. Ambrosios wiped the blood from his cheek.

How long would they keep him prisoner? And for what purpose?

Sawāda came closer to his prisoner, and the blade flashed again. This time Ambrosios screamed in agony as the dagger sliced into his left eye, and he felt warm liquid trickle down his face. He heard a sound. It was like a “POP!” and suddenly, he could no longer see from that eye.

Ambrosios did not know how long after Sawāda took his left eye that he also took his right.

Irene

Irene Condachi slowly opened her eyes. Morning light poured into her small bedroom, and she sensed a very faint smell of cordite wafting through the window. She heard blasts far away and thought that she should probably get out of bed and get to the hospital. There was work to be done.

Irene washed and dressed quickly, grabbed a piece of bread, washed it down with milk, and walked out into the Qormi sunshine.

The walk to the school generally took about an hour if she walked at a brisk pace. Sometimes, a kind stranger would give her a ride along the bumpy road to the school when she explained that she was a physician working at the hospital there. Other times, she walked in the dust, hiking her skirts with one hand, and carrying her medical bag in the other.

She did not mind the walk. There was work to be done.

Every morning, Irene would enter the hospital, wash and disinfect her dusty hands, and set to work treating the children who attended the adjacent school. She was grateful to be stationed in a single hospital for a while. Many times, she would visit other schools and medical clinics—wherever she was needed—to administer inoculations and treat sick children. Sometimes, the walk was short and pleasant. Other times, not so much, and she was thankful for the kindness of strangers who sometimes stopped to give her a ride to her destination.

After the war began, the school and hospital at Qormi were used to house refugees and treat the wounded. Children still needed vaccinations and other treatment for various illnesses, but now there were also wounded troops to be triaged, wounds to be dressed, refugees to be fed, cleaned, vaccinated, and many times treated for various illnesses—some of them contagious.

Sometimes, bombs landed nearby. Sometimes the school and hospital were targeted, forcing the medical staff, the refugees, the wounded, and the children into an underground shelter. The space was dark and damp. Irene and the other medical staff cleaned and sanitized the area as best they could, but she knew the mold growing on the walls and the candles that gave off acrid smoke in the enclosed area weren’t great for her patients. But she did her best.

Malta’s children needed to be cared for. Malta’s heroes needed to be healed. There was work to be done.

George

George opened his eyes and squinted. There were brown walls all around him, and he was snuggled into a warm blanket. Outside his shelter, he could hear rain beating against…something. A wall, maybe? George wasn’t sure.

He looked down and was surprised to find a paw. A furry, ginger paw. He moved his hand, and the paw in front of him moved. Razor-sharp claws extended from the tips of his fingers and retracted smoothly.

What the hell?

George was hungry, but the warmth and comfort of whatever this shelter was kept him from moving away from his warm blanket and finding food. A small, fluffy white face with huge green eyes peeked around the edge of his shelter at him. The face purred.

“Hi,” she said carefully.

George wasn’t sure how to reply. Should he try his native English? Maybe Italian or Dutch? What would his voice sound like if he actually answered, given his paw situation?

He glanced down on his paw again, and then looked up at the pretty face that stared at him. He said nothing.

“It’s alright,” the pretty little cat meowed at him. For some reason, he could understand her. Maybe she would understand him when he spoke?

“I’m George,” he tried hesitantly, taken slightly aback by the strange sound that emitted from his mouth. “I’m…not sure what’s going on.”

The little white creature moved toward him slowly. “I’m Mary. They call me Floof around here,” she told him, and reached out to touch him tentatively with her paw. “Welcome to Cat Island.”

Filomena

Filomena awoke cuddled up next to a stone statue of a large woman. She looked up and stretched. There was no pain. There was no burning. There was peace, the quiet tinkling of water somewhere nearby, and a feeling of sheer joy.

Filomena was not surprised at her new form. From what she could discern, she was sleek, springy, and supple, covered with smooth, black fur. She was hungry, and she had enough energy to go outside the temple and hunt for her dinner. Nothing hurt. Everything felt agile and full of tight vitality.

She was where she was meant to be.

“Mother?” she said quietly, looking up at the statue.

“Yes, my child?”

“Thank you! I no longer hurt. I feel renewed. How can I show you my gratitude?”

The voice of the Goddess echoed not just in her head, but in her heart. “You must care for them. You must show them mercy, tenderness, and nurturing. They will have earned it.”

“How will I do that, Mother?” Filomena asked, bowing her sleek black head in reverence. “What will I give them?

“Love, mostly,” came the reply. “Guidance, care, protection, safety. But mostly love. They will be lonely. They will be confused. They will come from great pain. They will have exhibited great courage and perseverance. They will be heroes. They need us. You will live to help them, to serve them, and to help them serve me.”

Filomena squinted again and bowed. “Thy will be done, Mother,” she purred. “I will be there for them.”

Ella

Ella woke up on a stone floor, surrounded by softness. Tiny balls of fur laid next to her, and she was warm and content. The other furballs moved around every so often, making small cooing noises. She tried to open her eyes, but they seemed glued shut. She snuggled closer to the others, smelling a tantalizing aroma of sustenance and something warm and sweet, and took a nipple gingerly into her mouth, suckling tentatively at first, and then more confidently as the milk flowed into her mouth. She felt others stir around her, as tiny bundles of fluff situated themselves at the nipples for their meal.

Ella was content. Her last memory was of a cell—a dank, dark place that smelled of feces and mold. She remembered pain. She remembered hunger and fear. She remembered her arm was likely broken. She had to urinate, but she could not find anywhere to empty her bladder, so she squatted in a corner and relieved herself, adding the stench of her urine to the other unsavory smells that overwhelmed the cell.

She shivered. The memory faded, and she cuddled closer to other warm entities, sucked on the sustenance for a while, and fell asleep.

George

George and Floof walked along a cobblestone street. There were cats everywhere: ginger, black, white, and everything in between. They lounged on the low, stone walls, rolled around in the warm grass, snuggled on top of blankets, and partook of the numerous bowls of food that seemed strewn all over the place. Long tails leisurely waved back and forth, meows sounded from every corner and from behind every tree, and George was confused because he understood what they meant.

“What am I?” he asked Floof.

The soft, white feline looked him over critically. “I believe you’re a cat.” They seemed to communicate fine with each other.

“I’m a cat?” he asked confused. “How?”

“I don’t know,” Floof replied. “We are all here. We all live here. Sometimes we get new friends. Like you. Sometimes they’re confused. Like you. I was confused, too.”

“You? How?”

“I don’t know,” Floof said. “I woke up one morning, and here I was. In a blanket. All warm and happy. I had vague memories. Something flying through the air. Pain. Screaming. Rocks everywhere. Blood. People buried under a pile of rocks. Crying. But my memories are fragmented. Over time, I stopped trying to remember. I don’t like to remember suffering.”

George walked alongside Floof slowly. His memories were fragmented, as well. Something about a sky. Flying through the sky. Something else flying at him. The feel of something hard in his hands. Hands? He lifted one hand to his face and remembered that it was a paw. He shuddered and looked at Floof. “Can I choose another name, too?”

The petite white cat bowed her head. “Of course! Why not? Who’s going to stop you? What do you want your name to be?”

“I don’t know yet,” he replied sadly. “Maybe if I think about it a little?”

Floof continued walking. “Take your time.”

“Where are we going?” George asked curiously.

“We are going to see the Goddess,” Floof replied vaguely.

Filomena

She had set up a home in an area that seemed peaceful and abandoned, catching small rodents, wandering around the area, meeting animals of all stripes, and catching copious rays of sun. Over the years, she became comfortable, and as decades passed, Filomena would find herself in another place than what she last remembered. She would be disoriented for a while, but then would find her bearings and her memories.

She did not know how many years, decades, or even centuries had passed. Sometimes she would catch her own reflection in a bit of water or, later, some glass walls that appeared to have sprung up overnight. She was aware that time was passing, but she did not know how long. She didn’t care. She knew she was being swept along for a miraculous ride, and she knew she had a mission deep in her heart.

She knew she was never in the same place, although she understood somewhere in the recesses of her brain that she was always home, always surrounded by love, and even in horrifying days of strife, blood, anguish, and loud noises, she was always able to observe and move on. There were wars. There were people who lost loved ones. There were people who saved others. There were people who betrayed them. People came and people went.

The island on which she lived saw unimaginable evil and miraculous feats of heroism. Conquest. Torture. Murder. Destruction. Blood. Fire. Gore. She watched it all from different angles and from various vantage points. Her cat form allowed her to deftly escape carnage…sometimes. And when she did not, she would invariably wake up in another place and another time, always in the Goddess’s arms. Always safe. Always loved and warmed.

At times, the Goddess would whisper in her ear to welcome another, and she did–enthusiastically and with love. She would press close, tell them stories about the Goddess, about the passion and the joy that brought them to her.

They were confused and scared. They had varying degrees of memory–some with detailed recollections of their past, others with fragmented glimpses of their former lives, and others yet with no recall at all. As far as she could discern, the details would depend on how vivid their pain and suffering were in their past lives, or how vibrant their feats of heroism were. But they soon left their old lives behind to live their new ones in peace and harmony.

They did not understand at first, but the Goddess’s warmth and enchantment would soon calm and reassure them. She would lead them. She would care for them. She would show them a new, peaceful life full of love and satisfaction. They no longer had to suffer. They no longer had to live a life of torture, working to destroy an enemy they often did not understand, working to protect others whom they may not had even known. Taking orders, watching others suffer, weeping as others died, unable to help…

Spiru arrived centuries ago. He was a tiny black kitten with brown stripes—one of a litter of six. He cried and couldn’t open his eyes. He was befuddled and could not relax. When his little eyes finally opened, he toddled to Filomena, who had come to watch him for a bit, and purred.

“Mama?”

Filomena licked his ear and purred. “No, little one. Your mama is there, lying down with your brothers and sisters.”

The little guy made a small, startled meow. “But you? Who are you? And where is Zaren?”

“Shhhhh,” Filomena purred. “You will both be fine now.”

Another kitten—this one with patches of brown and white over his black body—waddled over to the other two. “Mama?”

Filomena smiled to herself and cuddled the two tiny furballs. “You’re safe now. You will be happy. You will be at peace. You will be cared for.”

The two brothers touched one another tentatively, not understanding, but purring with pleasure at having escaped pain and horror. Little paws explored little heads and bellies. They tried to communicate with shy little meows, and then their squeaks became louder and more assured.

Spiru chose his name after a few days, wanting to forget his ordeals. Zaren chose to keep his name. Although he loved the warmth and security of his new life, he wanted to remember the savagery of some people, and would every so often attack the feet of passersby, just to show them who was boss.

Humans were kind to them, cared for them, and gave them sustenance and shelter. As they were reborn through the centuries, Spiru and Zaren remained close, hunting together, playing, and building households of their own. Their offspring enjoyed the generosity of the island through generations, as well.

Irene was a strong, smart mother cat, who bore several litters and who was reborn over the decades to care for others. She chose the name Zira when she first arrived and selected a new name each time she was reborn. She bore generations of kittens. She cared for the orphaned ones who arrived disoriented, not understanding where or why they were. She was Filomena’s loyal deputy. She—more than any of them—understood her purpose in the world, which much like her objective as a human, was to care for those who needed love and healing.

Floof brought George when he first woke up. George had questions, a lot of questions.

He had faint memories of his previous life. He did not understand what the memories meant. He knew he was not born on the island, and he vaguely remembered how much he loved the sky! As a cat, he wandered the island enjoying the free air, lounging under the sun, jumping from windows and trees, and frolicking in the wind. He eventually took on the name of Falcon, although he did not know why. He kept the name throughout his lifetimes.

Floof brought Falcon to her when he first appeared, apprehensive and terrified. Filomena completed some of his memories but tried not to dwell on the past. He had earned his respite.

Floof was a white, dainty thing with an iron will and a stubborn streak. When she arrived, she had almost no memory of her past. Filomena gently explained to the new kitten that she was a hero, that she had saved many lives, that she rescued people from the rubble after the island was bombed.

Mary came back with more questions. She stubbornly refused to let the past go.

What is a bomb? Filomena patiently explained.

Who was bombed and why? Filomena—unwilling to give an entire history of Malta—gave her a quick explanation about war, about what it was, and why humans fought in it.

Why was she, Mary, a hero? Filomena told the small, dainty newcomer that she was once human, like a lot of the people she saw on the island who now cared for all the cats there. She was a very strong human. She helped rescue other humans by moving large stones and pulling them out to be healed by yet other humans.

Why was there war? Filomena had a hard time answering that question. Instead, she tried to calm the youngster, giving her some food, telling her that the time to be afraid, the time to suffer, the time to anxiously anticipate air raids was over. The reward for her heroism during the war was a life of peace, love, care, and ease.

She had protected and cared for the island and its people, and now it was her turn.

The small, white cat was reborn over the years as… a small, white cat. Sheer stubbornness kept Floof looking just the same in every iteration. And in every life, Floof relaxed a bit more and experienced a bit more joy.

She and Falcon became inseparable, running around the island together, playing, cuddling up in an old box with a warm blanket, and eventually bringing forth small ginger and white creatures who squeaked ferociously, laughed raucously, and played passionately.

People soon began to provide food and shelter for these heroes, as if they knew that the cats living on the island were more than just furry animals, as if they knew that these creatures were part of the history and ecosystem of the place. They provided blankets, comfortable surroundings, and protection. The felines lived and lounged freely and happily in parks, on the streets, in windows and doorways, and on the beaches.

An elderly woman scooped up Zaren one day and carried him to a full food bowl. The warrior emerged from the young cat, and he was about to slash at the elderly hands that held him, but something spoke to his heart, and he stopped struggling. She brought him close to her chest, buried her face in his soft fur, and mumbled something loving. She then put him down next to the food and stroked his head. Zaren purred with pleasure.

The heroes kept coming, and Filomena greeted each one, giving them the love they deserved and the gratitude they had earned from a nation they spent their lifetimes defending. Filomena knew her role well after centuries of exploration and learning: to embrace each hero with calming words of affection and gratitude. Over the years, she was able to explain more completely why they were there and what was expected of them. “Live in love and harmony,” she would tell them. “You have earned it.”
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Family Matters
By Evan DeShais



The pounding I hear isn’t only in my head. I rub my eyes and wipe the drool from my mouth with my left arm. It was terrible last night. Was it last night? The darkness brings the worst of my terrors.

A stomp and the sound of the door crashing open sends spikes of pain behind my eyes.

“Samuel?” Gurung asks with too much volume and desperation.

“Yeah,” I croak. I attempt to push myself up off the floor with my right arm. Unfortunately, it fails me halfway to a seated position. I fall back down, and the last thing I see before blacking out is the side of my overturned bed coming straight at my face.

There is moisture on my lips and muted sounds. I ignore them both. I try to dismiss everything in my dreams these days. My night terrors, Franc calls them, are a dream state that steals my very breath away. Everything I see when my eyes are closed is trying to maim me. It wouldn’t be so bad if these demons I find in my nightmares only wanted to kill me, but death is never what they seek. No, my sleep is nothing short of hours of endless torture inflicted upon my mind.

A splash of water hits my face, and then a full-on slap wakes me. I blink the water out of my eyes and try to swing at my attacker, but my right arm lacks the kind of mobility it once had.

A pockmarked face of a hue slightly more tan than the Virginia District’s red clay looks back at me.

“Are you good?” Gurung asks.

I use the water on my face to wet my lips.

“You suck as a Segundo,” I whisper.

His small but heavily calloused hands grasp my proffered left one, and soon I am upright. I’m shaky and wobbly, but I’m standing. Right now, that’s a win, and I’ll take it.

“What’s with the bed?” Gurung asks.

I exhale deeply, my left hand rubbing my face. My right arm and hand are slowly moving to my head. I can move my right arm; it’s capable of that much. It can’t do things quickly, though. For those muscles that control fast movement, the tendons had been severed that night over a year ago.

“It got bad again,” I explain, looking at the bedframe turned upright and at a forty-five-degree angle to the corner. “The room, this cabin, has no closets.”

“And the last time you slept in the tub, you said there were creatures from the sewer eating you,” Gurung says slowly.

Gurung didn’t say it in jest. My Segundo knows my pains, my trials.

“Why are you here?” I ask.

I look out over the cabin’s only bedroom. It’s a mess with torn clothes, broken furniture, and light-brown smears of cryptic words drawn on the massive windows looking down over the valley below. I know that I don’t have any pens here at the cabin. I look down at my bare right arm. It’s just now reaching the point of my mid-chest. I grasp it with my left hand and turn it over. I’d bitten into my forearm and used my blood as ink.

I let my eyes close and push my right arm down to my side. The bite from my teeth will heal soon enough. Those scars will join those of claws and fangs already there. I know Gurung saw the windows overlooking the valley. Yet, he says nothing about it.

“Thank you,” I say.

“You promised your father you’d start with the Family today,” Gurung says. “You’ve been back home with the personal family for over a year. It’s time you take your seat at the corporate Family’s table. Samuel, you’re the fourth seat.”

“I said I would start on Wednesday,” I reply.

I vividly remember the conversation at Sunday’s Family dinner. I remember the pity, the shame my brother and sisters heaped upon me with mere glances. The official story is that I hurt myself on a ski slope while on leave. None of them know the truth. They think I was a simple clerk in an unimportant duty station on the old continent. Only Gurung and I know the truth. I’m not even sure Dr. Alverez completely grasps the concept of my old life.

I also know that I am alive because of a brother lost, a man whom I fought and bled with on countless operations for the last dozen years. There is only one way out of the Compact’s FR teams. I wouldn’t be here today without his intervention.

“Why?” I mumble. “What makes me worth saving and not Ray?”

Gurung lets a sad smile form on his face. “I never met the man,” my Segundo says, “but he did what I know you would’ve done.”

I meet Gurung’s stare; it is cold, calm, and full of reassurance that I am the man he proclaims me to be. “Samuel,” he continues, “you’ve been out cold for over two days.” Gurung holds my gaze.

Shit. That means it’s Wednesday morning.

“You get to choose between three projects sent to me by Lama,” Gurung says.

I nod. Lama is my Father’s Segundo, the head of the Forty. The Forty have been our family’s guards for over a hundred years. They bound themselves to the small “f”’ family. From them are chosen the most capable, and they become a family member’s Segundo. They’re our seconds; when we can’t, they carry out our Family’s corporate will.

Maybe I need to work. I’m tired of sitting here in this cabin day after day. I’m always alone until night comes.

Yes, it is time. That conversation at Family Dinner was humiliating. I start to strip off my torn shirt while wondering why I have a torn sleeve.

“The first option is negotiating with one of the Family Corporation subsidiaries in Brazil. There’s some pay dispute with our mining consortium and the brokers of the raw material,” Gurung says.

I shake my head in the negative. I’ve been to Brazil and its interior recently, and I’m not looking forward to returning soon.

“The second is investigating the discrepancies between billed services and received services with one of our contracted security companies,” Gurung says. “It’s in the Montana West District.” He pauses. “A Consolidated Gate Securities United, and we’d meet with its chief attorney.”

“What month is it?” I mumble as I try and strip out of my stained pants with one proper arm.

“It’s the last week in January,” Gurung says, and at my glare, he continues. “Our last option is concerning the disposition of a few Family heirlooms. Your grandmother, Teresa, loaned several objects to the Maltese National Museum of Natural History for the Maltese heritage wing she helped fund.”

I stop pulling on one pant leg, balancing on the opposite foot. I look up at Gurung from my hunched-over position.

“Montana West District in January, or a Maltese beach with a museum?” I ask. I let my sarcasm be on full display.

“I thought as much,” Gurung says. “I booked the tram flight early Monday morning while you slept. With layovers for charging of the tram’s nacelles, we’ll be there in three days.”

“I’m glad to see we still think alike,” I say.

“Right now, I’m hoping you’re thinking about a shower,” Gurung says.

I roll my eyes and let go of the pant leg. Then, with a hobble and a shuffle, I move to the cabin’s small bathroom.

“How many of these did you take?” Gurung asks.

I turn back and focus on the small white bottle in his hand.

“How many are there left?” I ask.

Gurung shakes the bottle, and no sound emits from the movement.

“Five,” I say. “That’s all that was left.”

I step into the bathroom and close the door.
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The villa that Gurung procured for our stay has a number of small, tight spaces. A guy my size would generally find that annoying. For me, it helps: the night terrors come, but between Dr. Alverez’s prescription and the master closet, I make it through the night. After I rise and shower, I spend the morning reviewing the file again on Gurung’s FEED system. Why my father wants me to review this contract is beyond me.

“I’m at a loss,” I mumble through the cup of coffee. “Why does Dad want me here? He can grant or deny the extension for the items on loan to the museum.”

“Lama says it’s a direction per Teresa’s original agreement with the former Emir of Malta. Apparently they were friends of a sort,” Gurung says. He looks at me through his wrist’s open FEED display, then closes the display with a frown. “A Family member must attest to the care and general quality of the exhibit.”

“I suppose we’ll see it around lunch, then,” I say. “You know, get a look at it before the museum gets wind that we’re here and can spruce it up.”

I set my cup down and twist around to face the early morning view. This area around the small town of Rabat is wonderful. There are rows of olive trees surrounding small fields of wheat and vegetables. This villa has an idyllic setting. An hour later, Gurung and I are trundling along in one of the island’s public transports to Mdina. I’m wearing a respectable suit, and Gurung looks like a tiger wrapped in business attire. One can’t, in any way, take the Ghurka, the warrior, the member of the Forty, out of a Segundo. I’m sure he has at least two firearms concealed about his person, let alone his kukri.

“I survived twelve years of drops with the teams,” I say under my breath.

Gurung’s eyes shifts to meet mine; his head stays still, and he turns his dark eyes back to look over the public Mag-lev transport.

“Ray,” Gurung says.

It’s a shit thing to say. I admire and hate Gurung at this moment. Ray had come to my aid that last time, that fatal time. I’m alive because of Ray’s intervention.

It was a damn training mission, a simple overnight preparation for a drop. We didn’t even have our SkipJacks with us. I’ve thought about it millions of times since that night.

The orders never made sense. We always received orders from the Force Recon team’s commander, General Jermaine Diomedes. Yet, that month we were cut loose and detached to aid the Scandi-Commonwealth. Their orders put us on the Faroe Islands for inclement weather training.

“There is but the one way out of the FR teams,” I whisper, conceding Gurung the point.

Our Mag-lev trundles for about thirty-five minutes as others get on and off. I watch as our stop approaches, and the Mag-lev’s systems send a notice to our FEED units. Gurung’s unit beeps, and mine sends a dull electric shock into my arm. The physical damage from the attack has mostly healed. With therapy and a few surgeries, I will regain the use of my arm, but the FEED unit needs replacing. The damage to it and the root system that powers it is extensive.

The walk to the Museum of Natural History is a short five-minute trek. The golden stone of the palace where the museum resides stands out from the starker light-gray buildings around it. Gurung thumbs the admission fee for a combo pass from his FEED system, and we enter.

It’s a lovely museum and well cared for by its staff. The hallways and displays showcase the native flora and fauna in and around the Maltese archipelago.

We attend a tour that includes the nearby dungeons. Afterward, we make our way through the exhibits on the Mediterranean Sea. The late morning stroll gives me a good feeling about the importance of the museum.

Sure, there are tourists, but that isn’t the crowd my grandmother wanted to appreciate the exhibits. There are locals here, school-age kids led by teachers, and even graduate students working in small groups who have a particular joy about the history of this place.

When the town’s bells toll noon, Gurung and I step into the Maltese Heritage Wing of the museum.

“Calling this a wing,” I whisper to Gurung, “is a bit of an overstatement.”

“They had limitations to work around,” Gurung says.

“I’m sure Granny could have built a new section of the Palace,” I say.

Gurung and I separate, and when he goes right at the room’s entrance, I move left. The chamber is well-lit. Lining the walls are photos and larger replicas of the artifacts on loan from the Family. There are descriptions of the items on display in four languages: Maltese, Italian, Spanish, and Esperanto.

The last makes me chuckle. Esperanto is a universal language that might have a few thousand speakers. My Italian and Spanish are rusty, but I muddle through them.

My Maltese is fluent enough for today’s task. I am told that I get the gift of languages from my mother. My years in boarding schools across the old continent brought me in contact with many dialects and peoples. What I find most interesting is the discrepancy between the four languages. Three languages tell the same story, one of research and discovery that details the scientific data of the artifacts on loan from the Family’s collection. My family, and my capital “F” family corporation.

The blurbs on the three similar placards are uninteresting drivel and are obnoxiously museum-like. I find my mind wandering after the initial few sentences. The Maltese placards, though–now that’s where the mystery comes in.

The four Maltese descriptions tell tales of Malta, its people, and the meaning of the objects in the central display. Gurung passes me by, and I watch as he reads the Spanish version. His stare is half-reading, half skipping the droll data set before us.

A set of fast-paced clicks comes from down the hallway. A moment later, I read the last placard for the second time. I turn and move to the room’s center dais. Four small figurines sit in a circular display with their points in the cardinal directions.

“I know this comes at the worst time, Marcheta,” a sultry voice says with a bit of peeve worked into it. “I received the FEED message only an hour ago from Customs. The Family sent some underling here to review the collection. I also wish they’d come earlier.”

There’s a pause at the wing’s entry. “Yes, why are they reviewing it before the renovations?” The conversation continues for a moment on our end of the FEED message. “I’m checking on the display now. It’s not like it’s a huge draw for the tourists.”

The steps stop off to my right and behind me; her Maltese diction is clipped and short, so she is probably not a native speaker, then. At the very least, she has had years of education outside Malta.

“Yes, Marcheta,” the voice says with a sigh. “I know the funding for the Saints is significant.” There is only a slight pause. “Look, there are a pair of tourists in here. I must tell them to leave so I can spruce up the display.”

The FEED message ends, and I catch Gurung’s glance, but we keep transiting around the display. He inspects the outer display wall while I look at the figurines before me. A small sign on the display reads, “‘Qaddisin ta’ Malta,’ Donazzjoni Mill-Familja Trust.”

In Italian, I hear, “Excuse me, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” The lady’s voice is too sweet and doesn’t have enough official pomp. “This exhibit is scheduled for a detailed cleaning.”

When neither Gurung nor I respond, she repeats it in Spanish. I catch a second glance from Gurung, but he follows my lead and plays dumb.

“Hello?” the lady says, her Oxford English accent thick and precise. “I’m asking you to leave now. I need to close the exhibit for cleaning.”

I lift my head from inspecting the short twenty-centimeter-tall figurines to look at her. She’s not what I expect. Sure, there was a sultry undertone, but I could not have guessed she would be this exotic.

I stand fully upright and meet her equally astonished gaze. There’s one other thing besides fighting that I’m good at, and I let enough of that charm ease into a small smile.

A patch of red hits her cheeks, and she shakes her head, hiding the blush behind the soft curls of her auburn hair. Her makeup is skillfully applied, but not up to the levels of my younger sister, Trish. She is striking, nonetheless. She steps to the left; a curl to the hips forces that click-clack from her heels.

“Selene Vassallo,” she says. “Director of the Museum of Natural History.”

Her right hand extends to me, and I proffer my left, as there’s no way I can move my right hand in time to shake hers. It’s a move that breaks her confidence and sends her back to reassessing me in a second longer glance. She offers her left hand, and while shaking her hand, I notice it is free of accoutrements.

“You’re him?” Selene asks.

I let loose the balance of my charm and watch as her knees wobble a bit.

“Samuel Jankowitz,” I say, “underling third class.” Without any heat, as I don’t want to put salt on the wound, I add, “I’m the fourth seat at the Family table.”
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Selene Vassallo’s eyes go wide, and her lips firm before settling into a natural smile. There’s a touch of her own charm in that smile. If I hadn’t riled her so with my name, she might have gotten the better of the exchange.

“Vassallo?” I ask. “As in Gan Anton Vassallo? The poet?”

I watch her dark eyes sparkle, and a new vibrance is now in her smile. It seems that Ms. Vassallo is a master of her kind of charms. She wets her lips with just that right amount of tease and seduction.

“Sadly, no,” Selene says. “It’s a common name here in Malta.” She turns to the figurines. “Though I did attend a reading of Il-Gifen Tork.” Her dark eyes flick back to the center display. “I sometimes wonder what would have happened in his epic if the sailors hadn’t kept their bargain.” Then, with a tight smile, she turns back to me. “Do you know of his poem?”

“Not by name, Miss Vassallo,” I say. “I must confess, I only know of him from my one history class at Bergman Boarding school in Pfyn.”

Her smile at the lips doesn’t fade, but I see the edges of it fall from her eyes.

“Ms.,” she says, her hand extended. “At this moment, I am, as you in the Compact might say, free of attachment.”

I retake her hand and place a proper kiss on the knuckles.

“So,” I say after releasing her hand. “The exhibit.”

“It’s a complete set of masterpieces,” Vassallo says. “We are happy to have the four Saints of Malta reunified.”

“Saints?” I ask carefully.

Her hand points down at the most detailed of the four figurines. Its shape is a cast blend of gold and silver, commonly known as electrum, of a man with flowing hair and a frock over a stylized Maltese Cross.

“The Saint of Order,” she says, her left hand taking my right elbow and guiding me a few steps to see it better. “He is the elder of the Rohan family, and he wrote the first laws of Malta.” Her head turns to me, and her hair follows with a flick. Her smile, a play on my earlier one, causes my knees to wobble a bit. “The first laws that stuck, anyway.”

A moment later, we are before a second figurine, this one of a cut glass showing a man in lorica and helm standing with a scutum and pilum at the ready. The glass is slightly green with white veins running through it. There are few details save for the eyes. They’re the only accurate portrayal that denotes this effigy is of an actual person.

“This is the Saint of Strength,” Selene Vassallo says with a soft squeeze on my elbow. “We believe it to be Tiberius Sempronius Longus, from the second Punic war. He set us free from the influence of Carthage.”

The third figurine is of fired clay and a man at the prow of a ship. Remnants of colored glaze and pigmented paints reside in the corners and edges of the small object. There are no fine details as there had been on the Saint of Strength’s eyes, only a few indistinct lines for planks, a prow of the ship, and a stylized man clinging to it with his other hand shading his eyes.

“This is the Saint of Memory,” Ms. Vassallo explains. “We don’t know his name, but he is the first permanent settler here. As the legend goes, his ship was made of rare woods, and that wood spoke to him. From it, he learned of Malta’s native Bidnija olive groves.”

She pauses our rotation around the circular display, and her eyes meet mine. Her exotic eyes hold joy and genuine excitement to share these artifacts with me. A smile quirks up on the corner of her lips, and she pulls me closer. The slight tug draws me shoulder to shoulder with her. Her perfume is nearly as intoxicating as her smile. Her pointed hand directs me to a tiny, twisted bit of wood.

“Belen, the Saint of Sight,” Selene says with a smile. “We know her name because it was inscribed in the stone of the alcove where this originally sat. The Hal Saflieni Hypogeum was built around this effigy.”

“It looks like a tree root,” I say cautiously.

Selene’s head turns to mine with a blazing smile. Her eyes flit from mine to places about my face. That smile deepens as she considers something.

She leans close in, and when her lips pass by my cheek, she whispers right near my ear, “It is. Come, I’ll show you.”

Her warm breath, perfume, and smile easily short-circuit my brain. I might have met my match for charm here in Malta.

A second slow tug draws me around the other end of the Saint of Sight display. The bent root starts to take shape. Lines of smooth twists and nobs form when perceived from this angle. My eyes shift, half-focused, and I see it now. It’s a matter of perspective in which direction one views the figurine. There, a woman in a simple robe smokes a pipe, resting on a branch of an olive tree.

“Belen,” Ms. Vassallo says. “Legend has it that she cultivated the Bidnija olive trees here on Malta and Gozo. Without her foresight, Malta would never be habitable.”

The grip on my elbow lessens, and the space between us widens. A different spike of fear hits me, one I haven’t felt for over a year.

“Dinner?” I ask.

I do not know why I asked, as dinner wasn’t on my mental horizon prior to asking. However, now that the question is out there, I am thankful I might not leave this woman’s company.

Her head moves slowly from the effigy of this Belen to me. A little red pokes at the edges of her blouse near the collarbone. The tops of her ears go vermilion, and with a wave of her hand, that fabulous auburn hair covers it all. Her eyes find mine.

“I suppose,” Selene says slowly, “we could discuss the future of the exhibit?”

“We could,” I muse, equally as playful. “I was hoping for a wider range of discussion than work.”

Selene lets out a slow wink and spins away from me, her arm trailing behind as she starts to walk away. It’s a beckoning call for me to follow. That roll of the hip produces that clack of the heels on the tile.

“The tapas bazaar will set up within the hour,” Ms. Vassallo says. “I’ll clear my schedule and meet you out front in thirty minutes.”
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I heard the gentle knock, but my mind doesn’t want to pull itself out of the safety of this space. Another knock, this time on the closet door, forces me to wake.

“The constabulary,” Gurung says, his tone a half warning and half concern. I hear him recede from the suite and out to the main foyer, “Mr. Jankowitz will attend shortly.”

I pull on my pants as best I can and slide into a sleeveless undershirt. I walk out of the master suite and into the smell of fresh coffee. I head for the buffet and the coffee service waiting on it.

Once seated at the table, I take a sip and look at the man across from me. His eyes are fixed on my right arm, and he inspects it from my collar to where it disappears under the table. A moment later, he pulls his gaze back to my face.

“I’m Inspector Grech,” he says.

Grech is old, and I am guessing even older than the lines on his face suggest. It’s hard to determine a person’s age anymore, with all the rejuvenation treatments. If I had to pin a number on it, I would guess somewhere in the late seventies to early nineties.

“You were at the Museum of Natural History yesterday,” Grech says. “You spent quite a bit of time with its director, a Ms. Vassallo. Why?”

“I’m reviewing an exhibit on loan from our Family trust,” I say. I catch his eyes flicking back to my right arm. I understand the glances; as ghastly as the arm is, it demands inspection. “It’s part of the agreement that my grandmother put together,” I explain. “A member of the Family must review the display.”

Grech’s eyes sparkle and finally leave my mutilated arm. “Family?” he repeats, slowly. “Jankowitz. You mean the ‘Family?’”

I nod, but Gurung answers. “Mr. Jankowitz is the fourth seat at the Family table.”

Grech’s eyes move from me to my Segundo with a new level of interest. When they slide back to me, his lips purse.

“Show me your hands,” Grech demands.

I set the coffee cup down and proffer my left hand. I turn it this way and that. Grech leans forward to look closely at my forearm, and he returns to his seat and glances at my right arm.

I nod, lift my right arm with my left hand, and place it on the table. I do not have the strength to hold it outright. Even rolling it from side to side takes a considerable amount of time, time that Grech uses to inspect the arm thoroughly. He doesn’t complain or question. When he finishes, he returns to his seat.

“Tell me about last night,” the inspector demands.

“I met with Ms. Vassallo outside the Museum around 3:00 p.m.,” I say. “She guided me to the Tapas bazaar as it was setting up. We spent the evening dining and discussing…” I pause. “I’ll say that we have a lot in common.”

Grech narrows his eyes. “Such as?”

“Boarding school, for one,” I reply. “I pegged Ms. Vassallo as a non-native speaker. There was a certain pronunciation to her Maltese, one similar to mine. Usually, that means you learned it as a second language. However, I was mistaken, in her case. Her parents were diplomats, and she attended boarding school in Old Brittan.”

“This display that is on loan—” Grech says. “Why the Museum of Natural History, and not the Museum of Archeology in Valletta?”

“A stipulation by my grandmother,” I say. “My grandmother made no notes as to why in the contract, but Ms. Vassallo stated that without her funding, the Museum of Natural History would not have opened, let alone remain open.”

“You did not leave the bazaar until late that night,” the inspector says, a direct challenge to my statement of only having small talk with Selene.

“There was a dance floor,” I say. “We danced for a good while. Ms. Vassallo is an accomplished dancer.”

The memory of the darkening sky as the buildings hid the sunset…the shadows that lengthened like claws and fangs angled to strike again at my throat. I remember the keen sense of dread, the fear of the coming attack. A rideshare’s squealing braking system sounded like the very yowl that preceded the attack from over a year ago that nearly killed me.

All that horror and all that pain were swept aside by a palm on my cheek and a soft pair of lips. Selene didn’t care about my nonfunctional arm or the horrors in my eyes. We danced in the darkness, with lights and shadows stabbing ineffectually at my psyche.

A gentle cough from Gurung brings my mind back to the present.

“These items, what were they?” he asks. “Bones, shells, fossils?”

“They are the four Saints of Malta,” I say, and Grech’s face goes still.

I watch as the color drains from his face. Grech looks from me to Gurung and one of his fellow constables for confirmation. If I learn anything from this interaction, it is this: whatever the Saints are to the Family, that pales in comparison to how the people of Malta view them.

Grech’s FEED system beeps once, twice, and a third time before he manages to pull enough concentration away to deal with it. Finally, he taps it with his thumb and listens to something, his head nods, and he closes out the FEED message.

“Were you planning on renewing the contract?” Grech asks after a long contemplative moment.

“Ms. Vassallo sufficiently persuaded me to allow the exhibit to continue,” I say.

“Even though the exhibit was scheduled for the years-long renovation?” Grech asks.

“Yes,” I say. “As I understood, the effigies would go to several laboratories here in Malta for non-destructive testing, cleaning, and return to the new exhibit.”

“Do you know the names of these laboratories?” Grech asks.

“I do not,” I say. I level a stare at the inspector. I’ve been more than forthcoming; so far, I have no idea what this inquiry concerns.

“What’s happened, Inspector?” I ask just as a second uniformed constable enters the entry door.

“Inspector Grech?” the young woman asks. Her eyes focus on the back of the inspector’s head, and she makes directly for him.

He holds my gaze as she whispers something in his ear.

“Excuse me,” Grech says. “I will be back shortly.” His head turns to the first constable. “Collect their passports for now.”
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Gurung helps me get dressed after I wash up. This suit has small buttons; my left hand can’t manage them alone. The inspector is gone for more than five hours. It’s nearly late afternoon when we hear the whine of a tram’s engines spool up to land. Minutes later, the inspector enters without knocking. Gurung goes on full alert, but the inspector waves him off. Then, with his other hand, he offers our passports back to Gurung.

“I’m sad to say, Mr. Jankowitz, that the Saints of Malta are missing,” Grech says with a dark frown.

Something else is biting at this man’s heels. There is fear, concern, and confusion on his face.

“Have you eaten, Inspector?” I ask.

“No,” he responds, waving my question off.

I look to Gurung, who nods and enters the villa’s little kitchen.

“Sit, please,” I say.

There is a tone one finds in the Compact Military. It can’t be taught, as it must be experienced if one is to understand it at all. It’s a vibrance to one’s words which snaps men and women out of contemplation into action. There is no greater practitioner of this gift than General Jermaine Diomedes.

In that short two-word command, I use the totality of that skill I experienced from the Lion of the Compact. Grech’s eyes flicker to me, but he acquiesces to the command.

“Tell me about the incident,” I say.

His eyes harden even as his lips purse.

“There was no deal with laboratories,” Grech says.

The inspector looks at the coffee service on the buffet, and I move to it in response to his gesture.

“The renovation was true enough,” he says as his hand reaches for the proffered cup of coffee. ” I’m sorry to say the rest was a lie. We found documents that Ms. Vassallo had made in her flat. She was planning to sell the Saints to a collector here in Malta. We have her banking records and her recordings of the deal, but alas, she didn’t make a note of who her contact was or who would purchase the Saints.”

He sips for a long moment, and the memory of a simple turn of phrase comes back to me: “I wonder what would have happened if the sailors had not kept their bargain.”

“Ms. Vassallo?” I ask. I fear the worst has happened to Selene.

“Found early this morning near the museum’s main lobby,” Grech says. “At least we think it’s her. Whoever it is put up a fight and died horribly.”

I look to Gurung as he enters from the kitchen with a half-dozen sandwiches on a tray and sets it on the table.

“Whoever attacked her has wounds,” Grech says. “Our Criminal Inspection Division found multiple blood types under our inspection lights.” He looks at Gurung and myself. “Other than your–” he clears his throat, “scarred arm, neither of you have any wounds that I could see and certainly none that are fresh.”

The inspector takes the proffered plate and selects a pair of sandwiches.

“I’d like to see the crime scene,” I say.

Grech stills for a moment and shakes his head in the negative.

“Inspector,” I say softly. “I spent twelve years in the service of General Jermaine Diomedes. Gurung is my Segundo.” I hook my thumb to Gurung. “He has two decades of service to the Nepalese Concordant before becoming a member of the Forty. We know more about dealing death than any ten people living in Malta.”

Grech’s eyes go wide, and his Adam’s apple bobs as he tries to swallow with a suddenly-dry throat. Men like Gurung and myself are rare in this modern, civilized world.

“My Family, private and Corporate, has lost several artifacts,” I say. “A woman I trusted supposedly stole them and was betrayed. If I can help, I will.”

I give Grech a few minutes to decide, and he uses that time to speak quietly via a FEED message in the foyer. When he returns, he thumbs forward a file to Gurung and me. Unfortunately, my FEED system is useless, so I peer over Gurung’s shoulder.

There is a lot of blood. Blood has a magical way of spreading, contaminating everything it touches. The trail ends near the main entrance to the Museum and Selene’s sliced corpse. From there, the trail weaves through halls, corridors, and displays.

Display items became makeshift weapons and tools for defense. They laid broken, discarded as the fight raged through the galleries. Grech is right: whoever did this took many blows in return.

I spy what is likely the weapon that killed Selene: an old series of fossilized megalodon teeth. Their edges and serrations had still been sharp yesterday; now that they’re missing from the display, it’s almost a given those caused Selene’s ragged wounds. There are spots of blood smears along the way where it looks like two people struggled over a bag, a small pack, or something along that size.

The final clue is a bit of broken glass in a hallway near the Maltese Heritage wing.

“You’re looking for someone with puncture wounds and blunt force trauma,” Gurung says.

“Oh?” Grech asks.

Grech is a wily one, and I’m not convinced that he hasn’t already come to the same conclusion, but I give it a go, anyway.

“The first hallway, just after the missing megalodon tooth—” I say, pointing to Gurung’s open FEED display. “The display had a big bird skull, long thin beak, and knobby skull.”

Gurung progresses back a few photos. “You can see a thin splatter of blood going up on the left side of the wall, whereas the thicker splatter is on the right. Selene grabbed the beak after the glass broke. Right here is when she realizes it was fight or die, and Ms. Vassallo chose to fight back in earnest.”

Over the next hour, we work through a series of possible fight scenarios with Grech, and none of us feel well when we are done. Selene died hard, painfully, and alone.

She was alive long after her attacker fled. Her right arm was nearly severed at the elbow in a strange twist of fate. Selene’s FEED system was inoperable. She had pulled herself into the women’s bathroom, packing her wounds with tissue paper and trying to get the strength to pull the fire alarm.

There are multiple bloody handprints that stretch up the wall below the fire alarm. The enchanting Selene Vassallo died there, slumped over, those lovely, exotic eyes open forever.

“Why?” I say after a long, quiet respite.

“I think,” Grech says. He pauses for a long moment. “I know, but can’t prove.” His eyes meet mine. “It revolved around her parents.” He opens his FEED system and looks through some data. “They were early adopters of gene modification.” He closes his FEED unit. “Both her mother and father require full-time care. The initial cash influx we traced forwarded from Selene’s account to their new care facility.”

“Genetic dementia?” Gurung asks.

“That’s inaccurate, I’m told,” Grech says with a sour frown. “It’s a result of their gene modification.” He sighs, steepling his hands. “The modified genes overwrite clusters of memory with blank space that our minds are incapable of using again.” His eyes go soft. “My uncle…” He clears his throat. “He went that way.”

I sit quietly, remembering Selene’s perfume, the hand on my cheek, and the soft kiss before darkness set that night. I would have given her the four artifacts as payment for the gift she blessed me with.

“I have a question for you both,” Grech says. “Who?” His eyes pass from me to Gurung. “I suspect you both have a name but are unwilling to say it.”

“Marcheta,” I say. “The museum’s front desk receptionist.” I look to Gurung, who nods in agreement. “They were discussing something on a FEED call about my arrival being at the worst time.”

“I see,” Grech says as he lays his palms down on the table. “Is that the only reason?”

“No,” Gurung says. “This was a violent fight by two equally skilled opponents. If it had been a man facing her, she wouldn’t have put up quite the same fight. A man could have dealt with Ms. Vassallo earlier.” Gurung holds up his hand to forestall Grech’s interruption. “It isn’t a matter of man versus woman; it’s a matter of mass and training. Guys get into fist fights as kids; we all do, even if we aren’t good at it. We can usually land a solid punch.”

Grech nods slowly; his left hand works his FEED system again and flips another file set to Gurung.

“We found Marcheta in the early afternoon,” he says. “Dead in her bathtub of an apparent suicide. She slit her wrists, both of them.” Grech’s eyes search the two of us. “Marcheta was beaten all to hell. Some of the wounds happened hours before her death, and some injuries, we are less certain of the timing.”

It’s only a few images, but we spy the punctures from the beak and the knots on her head and neck from the bird’s skull—a clump of hair missing and other lacerations and contusions from their fight.

“Was she in on it?” I ask.

Grech shrugs. “We didn’t find a direct financial motive in her accounts, but we found two more credit fobs with the same registry as Selene used. Nor did we find the missing saints.”

The inspector leans back and takes a final pull on his coffee cup. “If I had to guess, she’s the contact who convinced Selene to steal the Saints. She was the likely go-between with the money, a credit fob, most likely. Later that night, Ms. Vassallo backed out of the theft, and they fought. Whoever set this deal up scooped Marcheta up, took her to her home, and finished her off, taking the Saints of Malta with them.”
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The terrors of my nightmares come for me. I stand there armed in my dreams, my night terrors, with a gift of a dance, a palm on my cheek, and a kiss. I fight off my demons with the weapons given to me by Selene Vassallo. It is a terrifying night, and I sleep only a little, but the darkness does not take me body and soul for the first time in more than a year.

Grech clears Gurung and me with two additional days of formal inquiry. They have no leads as to the whereabouts of the Saints. However, Grech does slip me his files on Marcheta and her apartment. Like Selene, she was a returned ex-pat, and the museum was her first employment upon returning to Malta. Her last residence was in Brazil. That is also the origin point for the credit fobs, if one believes in coincidences.

For Malta, the case is closed. In their mind, it is a murder-suicide with missing stolen goods. Grech apologizes for his superiors’ short-sighted nature, but I understand. If someone had the credits to pull this theft off, they would have the influence to close the investigation.

I spend an afternoon setting up a trust for the care of Selene Vassallo’s parents, a repayment of her one precious gift to me. I deliver the bad news to them about their daughter’s death. Neither of them are coherent, nor long for this world. Their memories are gone, and dementia is starting to eat at their brain’s physiological programming.

The staff at the center tell me they have maybe ten months to live, and that Selene visited on the weekends. Perhaps Selene chose to back out of the deal because they have only a short time left. I’ll never know.

It’s dark when we step into the tram back to the Compact. Gurung proffers one of my prescribed potent sedatives that normally allow me to sleep. I smile and shake my head.

“Father was right,” I say. “This troubleshooting job of his has done me some good.”

Gurung nods and turns back to the tram’s flight control panel.

“Would you program to take the northern route back?” I ask.

Gurung stops and turns back to me, a question in his eyes.

“I’ve got a demon I need to face on Faroe,” I say. “And a friend I need to say goodbye to.”

With only a nod, Gurung returns to the controls.

“When you get time,” I add, “set up an appointment with Dr. Alverez and Franc. It’s time I get these tendons in my right arm fixed and my FEED system replaced. It’s a pain in the ass working over your shoulder.”

Gurung’s nod and one-fingered salute is all the response I need. I pull a newly purchased standalone FEED unit and research our mining dispute in Brazil. I’m not dead and I might not be the man I was, but I’m alive. For the gift Ray gave me, I’ll live, and I will repay that kindness.
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Knight Errant
By E.C. Ratliff


Malta, Tenth February, anno Domini 1366

“He’s dodging down the alley. You go left, I’ll take the straightaway.”

A hand clapped me on the back, pushing me in the direction noted. My new armor wasn’t stifling, but it wasn’t warm, either, especially in the light breezes this early in the morning.

Sir Mateo Contarini, a fellow armsman of our retinue, was a blur of gold and blue ahead of me. “Forza piu veloce, amico!” Mateo cried.

The Italian mercenary was fast, long-legged and sure of foot. I nodded, running left at the same time. Malta’s side streets and back alleys are all, or nearly all, as tight as a Frenchwoman’s kirtle. There would be no space for a sword.

A truncheon, on the other hand, is an eminently useful tool in such circumstances. I did not want the man I was chasing dead, any road, and I should note you can carry a good stout stick almost anywhere.

A good wallop on this villain’s head might finally solve my master’s murder. He was ahead of me, his cloak flashing grey in the twilight. It might have been black, blue, or even red, for all I knew. The darkness was deep in this warehouse and crafter’s district, with no lights from windows, if they even had any. I’m a London lad, though. Certes, I can find my way in the dark of a street, even if there be no moon to guide me.

My name is Richard Tayler, esquire d’armes of the Order of Saint John of Jerusalem. Man-at-arms and a true squire, now. Silver spurs and all. I was on the business of Milady tonight, though; ringing my heels at a man I was trying to catch flat-footed would not do. The skitter and clatter of my boots across the stones was more than enough to raise his attention.

The cloaked figure led me on, making a lightning right turn at the end of the alley. I could see the barest glint and I heeled back as a knife, or perhaps a dart, whirled at me like an angry hornet. I shifted just in time to catch the blow on my breastplate, but that’s not to say it did me no harm. My ribs being still an angry collection of bruises since my last martial escapade, I yelped like a whipped cur, falling backward.

It gave my quarry enough time to leap away. The cloak, though, I had caught in my fist, and I hauled for all I was worth as I fell. Which I did, without Mother Earth’s forgiveness. I heard a ripping sound and steps receding. I levered myself up painfully and ran to meet Sir Mateo, the little bit of fabric streaming like a banner.

“I have him, Ricardo!” Contarini shouted as we converged. Finally, after weeks of search, we would have this dog collared and penned! Contarini turned his sprint into a flying tackle.

Unfortunately, my lord Contarini missed. He leapt beautifully, but instead of catching the miscreant about the middle, the man bowed fast as a snake and milord slammed his shoulder painfully into the wall behind. A well-placed kick chucked Mateo under the ribs, sending him down, and the weasel-quick baghal jumped over, almost dancing off his back. He was off, into the night.

A vicious stream of Italian curses poured out of Contarini’s mouth as our man got away, once again. We both fell to the ground, dazed as drunkards. I looked around at… well, anywhere other than at a belted knight who’d just tried to attack a wall.

“Had him, eh?” I wheezed, trying to gulp down air that did not see fit to go down past my throat. “Well hunted, my lord. I’m sure every fox in Italy rests well at your horn.”

“I notice the squire is impertinent, again,” Contarini replied, not quite groaning at the motion of his shoulder. He tried to get up and swore violently again. “Donna miseria, that pig threw out my shoulder. Help me up?”

We clasped arms and I tried not to scream as my ribs lit afire again.
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We retreated in some disgrace to our current quarters in Birgu’s citadel. Words were exchanged between Sir Mateo and I which need not be repeated, but it should be known I did not start a fight, thank you. I learned my lesson the last time.

Nonetheless, it was not with any sense of bonhomie that Contarini and I delivered our report to our mutual commander and current liege.

Sister Catherine, also the Lady Catherine D’Hiverne, was a lady in orders of a small religious house called the Order of Saint Solomon. A small religious house with a very large secret. The Order of Solomon was an order of religious mystics–akin to many other orthodox fraters and sorors among our Greek brethren–but they were far, far stranger than any of the psalm-chanting singers I’d met among their folk.

The Solomonites, alone among Christendom…were permitted use of grimarie. The learned secrets of Solomon the King. The star-knowledge of the Magi, the Three Kings of Our Lord’s Nativity, and, perhaps with a little melancholy, the lost Library of old Alexandria, long razed, as their home, itself in Alexandria, was now sacked. Guilt and black shame had haunted the Crusade ever since.

Sister Catherine herself, however, was something even stranger. She often spoke carelessly of castles and villages in France in her youth that I had never heard of… or did not exist any more. Her age was indeterminable; sometimes she seemed no more than a girl, other times she seemed aged, and she was given to strange moods. Adding to that impression were hair of a deep, darkly shining black that showed no silver or sign of age, and her beautiful, luminous eyes.

Witchfire eyes, I could not help but think. Her fey gaze was usually disconcerting, when it was not hypnotic; unfortunately, when one was speaking to her and, ah, colouring certain facts, it was both. The lady was a proud woman of imperious bearing and equally impressive height (enough that I mistook her for a man upon our first meeting), well used to commanding all she met.

One did not lie to Milady.

“What you are saying, gentilshommes,” Lady Catherine said, with the oddly flavoured dialect of French she often slipped into, “is that, once again, avec tous tes efforts, we have failed to apprehend the murderer of a lord of the Crusade on an island controlled by the Order.”

Her voice did not raise, but the chill in her voice was more than enough to emphasise her point. Contarini and I shared a look, and I gestured for him to continue. Contarini coughed like a schoolboy brought to task. His gold hair and brown eyes betrayed the youth he tried to hide, being not much my senior, perhaps five or six years.

“Donna, we established that our man was a sailor early on.” Sir Mateo’s flawless Norman French gave no hint at his status as a veteran born and raised to the constant wars in Italy. “Much like his compatriot that first night, he hid among the monks standing vigil over the injured Lord Guillaume.”

“By ‘we,’ meaning me,” I muttered, grousing more than a little. I was sore, and tired, and my ribs felt like a linen rag left too close to a bonfire. Nonetheless, I quailed a bit at my mistress’s glare. Her eyes pinned me to the ground like a pavilion stake.

“By ‘we,’” she drawled in the most frighteningly calm manner, that strange burr in her voice again, “Milord Contarini meant thyself and thy knightly master, Sir Henry. Make no pretence of having done all the work, my squire.” Her voice softened, and she smiled brilliantly. “I had to put you back together, you’ll recall.”

“Yes, milady.” I gulped and hung my head, dejected. A month, nearly a month since my Lord Guillaume was slain. Sir Henry De Winne was like a caged lion pacing about our quarters in the fortress, conducting his own queries in the town and docks, and he was the one who had found our man nearly a week before. He would be furious.

“What I was saying, amico,” Sir Mateo chuckled, “is that he is hiding among the many little islands and coves of Malta’s control. He cannot have gone anywhere else. Indeed, we found his trail in the docks.’’

“What good does that do us?” I moved to a tall chair, nearly falling into it. The inn which we used as our place in the town was comfortably appointed, befitting a lady of rank. What it meant, more practically, was that I did not have to fall to the floor.

“By the end of the next tide he could be halfway to the Golden Horn.”

“Oh, not so far as that,” laughed Mateo Contarini. “You see, I have a ship…”
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The wine-dark water of Le Mediterre is a sight to behold, especially in the early morning. The white stones of Malta laugh at the waves of a calmer sea than any we in England know. Oh, storms will wrack here; Fra William of the langue says that the Blessed Paul was among such unfortunate sailors, but it is not the cold grey thunders of the North. No, storms brew black and hot, lashing with rain that carries the grit of the Muslim deserts.

This morning, the sky was clear, as cloudless as June, and the weather as fine. The wind was high, but not cold, even cutting across from the north. The docks were ahead of us, offering a view of every sort of vessel, from a wee fishing ketch to a lean war galley. Sleek, low at the belly and her deck built like a fortress, she had to belong to the master of Malta, the merchant-lord Giacomo De Pelligreno. None other could have afforded the expense of her, or have allowed such power to wander his waters unchallenged.

Sir Mateo gave a low whistle at the sight. A sort of greed filled his eyes, the look of a man who just saw a fine horse at tourney.

“Now that is a fine hawk on Lord Giacomo’s wrist,” he said, voice filled with deep respect. “She could go anywhere the Pellegrine wanted her in half a day, from her lines. Catch anything, too, by God.” We tramped down the docks, the sight of the galley growing more stark and imposing as we neared. Seabirds and sailors mixed their voices in a chorus, ringing around our ears.

“Signore Mateo,” Lady Catherine opined, “a fine ship she is, but confine your blasphemies at the least to some place beyond my hearing? You’ll recall your glib tongue causing us enough trouble already.”

I grinned behind a hand, attempting a cough. Mateo raised a rakish eyebrow at my impertinence and smiled nonetheless. As fun as buffeting the mercenary’s pride could be, I did not push. I could understand his astonishment.

I had seen the Royal Barge on the Thames once or twice as a wee one, but never a ship so sleek and purely deadly as this. She truly was like a hawk, her double-banked oars swept behind her like wings in a stoop. An iron ram ran from her prow, not below the waterline, but rather from her mid-bow like a lance.

“She’s not meant for sinking ships, is she?” I asked, thinking aloud. Mateo turned to look at me, approval in his face.

“Certemento, squire.” He nodded, pointing to her oar banks. “That beauty mark on the lady’s nose is for wrecking oars and the topdecks. She’d chase her prey down and break her sweeps, rudders, maybe her fighting deck if she bore down crossways.” He crossed his arms, thinking. “It would take a damned brilliant crew to bear down amidships and not let her weight overtake her target.”

“And brilliant crews I have, Don Mateo,” a light voice called from the ship.

The sun haloed the features of our host, Giacomo De Pellegrino, as he descended a gangplank to our dock. Lord Giacomo, Il Signore di Malta, was the now-undisputed master of Malta proper, and the surrounding isles. He’d fought for it, paid for it, and now practically bled gold from trade and a vast network of mutual partnerships. Very beneficial partnerships.

Lord Giacomo, you see, was a pirate. Oh, none would dare say so in his hearing (mostly because he found the accusation amusing), but a pirate he was, especially to any Muslim vessel unfortunate enough to cross Malta’s ship-lanes. Such mighty resistance to the hated foe had gained him the respect of my order, even a commendation from Juan De Heredia, the Grand Master.

That such commendation came from snapping up every fat merchant from here to Constantinople flying a crescent mattered little. He ruled Malta, and with a light and peaceful hand, at that. He needed no ironclad fist when he controlled the sea around this little rock.

Sir Mateo Contarini bowed deeply at the waist, and I followed his lead. Lady Catherine, notably, did not. A straight-back nod was the only acknowledgement of rank between the two…and of the two, something told me De Pellegrino considered her at least his equal.

A tall man gone to middling years, with the marks of much battle and more laughter, Lord Giacomo raised a white brow over one of his grey eyes. His voice was amused.

“I assume,” he said, giving my compatriot knight a level look, “that you would like access to one of those crews, yes?”

I cursed mentally, convinced we were defeated before ever making start. I blanked my expression as much as I could, wondering exactly how much of our plan was guessed at. If Lord Giacomo knew Contarini’s plan…then there was nothing stopping our target from suspecting, as well.

If the same thought had fazed Sir Mateo Contarini, his brown eyes and fox grin gave none of it away. The mercenary made a habit of being cool under immense pressure.

“Oh, Lord Giacomo,” he demurred, “I would not dream of depriving you of a valuable crew, even this early in the season. For soon the lanes will be open, and a deft hand is best in the spring, my captains always said.”

A laugh escaped Giacomo’s lips at that. “You brazen puppy!” he exclaimed. “I see Don Andrea in those eyes, and now I remember why I steer halfway ’round Italy. Yes, you little bandit, you’ll have the crew you want, and welcome.”

The rest of us looked at each other in confusion. Mateo had apparently come to some agreement with Lord Giacomo without our knowledge… which could be as dangerous as anything else we were attempting. I was beginning to respect my fellow armsman, and now I felt I should be wary.

“I thank you, Don Giacomo,” said Sir Mateo in fluid Venezzo. “I take the comparison to my dear uncle as a compliment.”

“Ha! It wasn’t, boy.” The twinkle in the pirate’s glance gave away the lie. Giacomo smiled ruefully. “Still, the old lion and I have crossed enough to respect each other. Your…uncle…and I have a few understandings. You have your own vessel?”

The Venetian mercenary nodded. “Indeed. La Donna Bianca. She’s on the north end of the harbor.”

“Ah, fine little lady. Saw her as you came in a month ago. Bene! Then I shall direct the crewmen in question to your ship, and you can be away with the tide, Sir Mateo.”

“We thank you most heartily, Don Giacomo,” Lady Catherine said, almost to remind the two rascals we were there. “We will owe you our success.”

Lord Giacomo tapped his nose, winking at me. “Oh, I am certain I do not know what the lady means. Nonetheless, I wish her fair winds. Now, off with you! You’ve a ship to catch!”

As he turned to walk away, I could not help but ask one last question.

“What is the name of your galley, my lord?”

The master of Malta looked at me with respect and a deep pride.

“Falcone.” His grey eyes flashed as he smiled. “Falcone D’Oro.”
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I felt the breeze in my hair as we sailed out, the sweeps carrying us out-harbor toward the smaller islets of Gozo and Comino. Malta, at least to her inhabitants, is not merely one island but a chain, with Malta proper the pendant upon its end. There was a taste of salt and fine grit as the winds brushed the island, and if sunshine had a scent, it was the rocks of these islands. La Donna Bianca cut through the spray, her bow striding.

“’Ware those rocks, ragazzi!” a voice called from the foredecks. “Donna Maria, you turn us aside one time and we’re soaked kindling.” Mateo was in his element at sea, in total command of himself and his environment.

I, on the other hand…

Well, I was no lubber, I supposed, but for all that I had my sea-legs, “yo’re a Tayler, nor a sailor,” as my father would say. I was not balanced on deck, even in the gentle swells that we were riding, though I managed. It didn’t help that I was carrying a small bit of luggage about: a wicker carry basket that was quite a bit weightier than it looked. Hoots of laughter at my predicament carried over the decks as I tried to get to Lady Catherine’s cabin. She, of course, had taken the captain’s quarters, as was her right. I shouldered the basket, trying to get better leverage.

“Yah! What’re ya doin’, lad, tryin’ to shake me out me own whiskers?”

The voice came from the basket, muffled but irate. I started, unbalancing myself the more as I tried to shut up the occupant. Of all the times… I simply legged it fast as I could to Milady’s cabin, slamming the door behind me.

Only to see Lady Catherine in a moderate state of undress, her eyes…unamused.

“Richard,” she said frostily in a harsh French, “I am beginning to notice a pattern to our meetings, and if I did not know better, I would it call it intentional.” She shrugged a long blanket over herself, flicking a hand to tell me to avert my eyes. I resolutely looked away.

“Oh, silence your thoughts, foolish boy,” she said in a disgusted voice. Milady rolled her eyes, muttering something dark. “Two centuries…men!”

She snatched the basket from my hands and placed it in her lap as she sat in the chair before the captain’s table.

“There, my dignity is spared pour le moment. Now, if you would please tell me why you have invaded my quarters, my squire? Again?” Lady’s Catherine’s black hair fell in waves over relatively bare shoulders, but there was absolutely no invitation in her face. Her eyes…glowed, like green lamps.

“Ah, well…um,” I coughed. I reached for the basket, which prompted another glare from my mistress, and I withdrew my hand. I had not touched a fireplace stove, but it certainly felt that way.

“We have a stowaway, madame,” I said. This time, I merely gestured at the basket. It seemed safer. “I suggest you undo that tie-latch.”

Raising an eyebrow, Lady Catherine undid the catch, and a blur of brown and white zipped out from the basket, fast as a blink. We both jumped at the sight, Lady Catherine dropping the wicker contraption to the floor, her shift tearing in her haste. A bell-like sound filled the air as light coalesced on her fingers. It illuminated, well…

Lady Catherine had finally arranged a shift about her, but it was almost diaphanous. She was flushed, either from the heat of the ship or being angry at me, most likely both. It was…well…There was…pink! I fell backwards, trying to look anywhere else.

Only to look straight into the beady black eyes of the basket’s former occupant. A fang-tipped grimace snarled at me from beneath long, black whiskers, and a tiny button of a nose twitched on the end of a brown-furred snout. It was a weasel. More specifically, a ballotra, Malta’s heroic slayers of mice and menaces to chickens everywhere.

“Oh, not you again,” I groaned. I had finally convinced myself what had happened at the tilting field had been brought on by a knock on the head. Sir Mateo had hit me enough times, anyway. Talking. The weasel was talking! Saint Dymphna and Mother Mary, I’ve gone mad.

Then something even stranger and far more disconcerting happened.

Milady started to giggle. Like a schoolgirl. The giggle caught in her throat, and she snorted like a horse, falling to her chair in gales of laughter, decency discarded as she held her sides. I had never, and I mean never before heard Lady Catherine laugh. It was a wild, silver thing that…pulled at me. Her low voice made it a deep gale, and the room seemed to expand to a space fit for a giant. It rang in the space, echoing weirdly in a cramped cabin where no echo could ever happen.

Coming back to herself, Lady Catherine coughed, still chuckling. “Oh, oh, Diccon,” she breathed. “I have not seen such fear on a man’s face in…oh, such a very long time. It was delicious.” A savage smile played across her features, fading quickly. Milady shook herself, her natural calm reasserting itself. As if nothing unusual had happened, she merely gazed politely at the weasel, expecting him to continue. To my dismay, it did.

“Stupid bloody human, I try to help you and you forget I exist,” it chittered, nose twitching. “Rik-tik. Well, can’t be helped you’re stupid.”

“Oh, hardly stupid,” Lady Catherine interjected. “Merely ignorant, now.”

The weasel looked at Lady Catherine almost pityingly. “And I thought he was stupid. You came here, you’ll recall. I didn’t ask fer ye.”

Lady Catherine set her jaw. “I came because I had no choice. You know as well as I. You failed to deal with her.”

The weasel squeaked back, irate. Well, more irate. “Tchk! Rikit! I am not Adam’s blood to have that authority. That is their throne, and they threw it away.”

“So you take no responsibility?” Lady Catherine smiled.

“I do not!”

“Tis well,” Milady purred. “Then you will take no issue when I take care of your island for you, Wise Beast.”

“Now see here!”

“ENOUGH!” I roared, barely understanding why I was shouting, but I needed something to make sense. I felt more than a little sick and unbalanced, and it had nothing to do with the sway of the ship. Animals did not speak. My liege lady did not talk to animals that could not talk, therefore they were not talking. To my perverse pleasure, Lady Catherine even looked taken aback.

“Animals do not speak. Therefore, I am not seeing Milady, a woman in orders, arguing like a common merchant with an animal best used for lining a pair of gloves!” I barked. “Animals do not speak.” I turned to Lady Catherine. “There is nothing else in this room. I absolutely refuse to let my eyes and ears be lied to. I reject it as of the Devil.” There. That would do it, same as in the cave under Birgu. Illusions.

Right?

A snicker behind me dispelled all my hopes.

“Oh, young Rechard,” Lady Catherine sighed, smiling with pity. “I am afraid that the Ballotra is all too real. His manners are rather uncouth, I will admit.” She shot a glare behind me. “But he is wise enough to know that.”

I sank my head into my hands, fighting off a scream. Talking weasels. Talking weasels! I wanted my sword and horse back. I would ride anywhere, back to anywhere that made sense! Lady Catherine laid a light hand on my shoulder.

“I drew you and your master into this world, Diccon. You have shown knightly courage this far. Draw on but little while, and all will be well.”

“Very well, milady,” I said weakly. “Forgive my impertinence.”

She nodded, but then her green eyes blazed weirdly. Her voice echoed again, in that space where there were none. “Speak thee truth to the boy, Beast of Melitus.”

“Rik-tik.” The weasel crawled up to my eye level, looking at me with two beads of jet. “You are certain he can handle such knowledge? First he faints, now he doubts his own senses?”

Lady Catherine blew out an exasperated breath. “You have done nothing to assuage that doubt, you absolute nuisance! Do something!”

“Fine!” Like lightning, the weasel jumped onto my shoulder and bit my bloody ear!

I yowled like a cat. Wiping blood away, I tried to swat at the offending animal but missed, and got another bite on the hand for my trouble. Lady Catherine caught my hand before I could crush the little thing, her shift, erm…shifting.

“What in blue blazes–” A voice came from the door, opening to reveal Sir Mateo, who stopped, his eyes not on me. An appreciative grin split his features as he saw the tableau. Lady Catherine was somewhat close to my shoulder, reaching across to grab my hand… making it appear she had been the one to bite me on the ear.

“Dannazione!” he laughed. “I had no idea, Ricardo. Buona caccia, ragazzo!”

I was prevented from flinging the empty basket at his fool head by his fleeing back through the door, howling a Venetian shanty and laughing like a lark.

“Well,” said Lady Catherine, wiping a bit of blood from her cheek and lips, “I suppose you shall have a reputation after today, squire.”
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Lady Catherine’s eyes became very focused on my bloodied ear, and I noticed the clear light from the cave in Birgu coming from everywhere and nowhere. She shuddered, closing her eyes, and suddenly the eerie glow was gone.

As was my wound. My God, even my ribs hurt less. I shivered.

“Are we quite done?” The chittering weasel had not completely disappeared, it seemed.

I snarled at the furry little…whatever it was.

“We most certainly are not, yew mickle plague-ridden rat!” I could hear my own London Town bent harshing my voice, but I did not even care. “What’d you bite me fer?”

“I am The Ballotra, thank you very much, Adam’s get. A Weasel, not a Rat. Have you ever talked with a Rat? Vapid, fashion-chasing junk-eaters. Feh!”

“As to t’other,” it nibbled at a spot on its flank dismissively, “gotcher attention, dinnit?”

I blinked. Illusions can’t make you bleed, fool. Lady Catherine laughed, not sparing my feelings.

“Now that’s out the way, once again, I am The Ballotra. A Wise Beast, such as we’re called. There are many of us; hounds, fish, a Lion, bloody wolves, bears, ye gads, even a Rooster, not that I’ll be telling him that. Or that bastard Fox.”

“And Serpents,” Lady Catherine murmured. “‘Forget not the Serpent,’ wise Beast.”

“Brrr.” The little weasel shivered. “Bad cess to him, and damn his poisonteeth! Best you don’t mention him whilst a-sea, Sister. Poor Paul had enough trouble.”

“Paul…” I breathed, then blurted, “wait. Saint Paul the Apostle? The Evangelist?”

“Bit slow on the uptake, inneh?” The weasel sniffed. Lady Catherine shrugged, tapping her lips thoughtfully.

“Yeeesss,” she said slowly. “I can only lead him. I cannot make him believe, Weasel.”

“Aesop didn’t take this much convincing, you know,” the Weasel shot back. “Yes, Paul, the letter-writer friend of the Second Namer. Only one of you I’ve ever met with any sense. That’s not the point.. ”

The weasel yawned, stretching itself languidly across a table. “I am the Wise Beast of Melitus. Other beasts there are on Malta, many, but none else such as me. Malta is mine and I am its. All the wisdom there is on this isle, and its sisters, is me and I am it. It is my Place.”

“Everyone else,” here it glared at Lady Catherine, “is interfering.”

The weasel leapt to Milady’s jewellery box, snatching something up in its teeth. It spat it to my feet with a grimace.

“Especially that one.”

The something in question was a rough copper bull on a chain of fine gold, the bull shining dully under a bloodstain that still had not as yet washed off. It had a sullen, dark air about it, and had since we had found it, bloodied on the body of a man attempting murder. It was a votive pendant, symbol of the Saturn of Bulls. The Saturn of Bulls was the consort, so Lady Catherine said, of an ancient goddess from before even the Romans, called Astarte.

Her stone image had stood, lonely and dark, in a cave-temple below the citadel of Birgu. It had nearly devoured my soul…until Sister Catherine defied her.

Still, in the night I dreamt of Astarte’s image…and some part of herself. Smiling lips and a lolling tongue daubed with deep red blood. Eyes of starless infinity, a rage and lust deeper than the sea, offering to drown me.

The Ballotra chittered loudly, doing a leaping war-dance onto my head. “No, no, no, use your head, boy!” it squeaked. “I’ve finally got you following along, don’t yew be thinkin’ about her and spoil it all!”

The weasel’s claws dug into my skull, dragging me back to reality. Such as it was.

“Listen, listen, listen!” the Weasel shouted. “Three times, I say! Thrice said, and gone away! Astarte’s cult will drown my Place in blood to take back her ancient haunts. I’ll not have my people and place dominated by that crossroads-squatting harlot! Your man is piloting this ship!”
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This revelation delivered, the Ballotra hid itself in the shadows, eyes glittering. Now it was left to Lady Catherine and me to figure out how best to find the man who had murdered our Lord Guillaime. The sister snapped her fingers.

“The cloak,” she said. “Do you still have the scrap?”

I grasped her meaning immediately. It had been packed in my belt pouch since the alley chase.

“He wouldn’t have had time to repair it,” I thought aloud. Lady Catherine nodded, tugging on a pair of trousers. Seeing my look, the lady scowled. “I’ve no time for dresses and skirts, boy. Get your eyes back in your head and to the topdecks with you! Allons!”

I obeyed.

Rushing to the main deck, I caught a familiar brown blur at my feet. The Ballotra was watching. It regarded me curiously, as if suspicious I was not up to the task. I spat a curse and ran to find Contarini.

Situated comfortably near the helm of his vessel, Contarini leaned on the deckrail, chatting with the men at the tiller. Contarini nodded in my direction as I waved to arrange his attention. He did not walk in my direction. After all, I was the squire, he the belted knight, and this his ship.

I strode purposefully, trying not to allow my nerves to show. The pilot was our man. I was suddenly aware of how many reefs and rocks made up the close passage between the islands, like knives at our belly. My legs became…a little unsteady.

“Ho, lad,” the pilot called cheerfully, “if y’re to be losing yore legs in pondwater like this, you’d best be below ere we make north side o’ Gozo.” He laughed. “You’ll fall plain off the deck.”

“Oh, Cosimo,” laughed Sir Mateo. “Give the lad his due, he’s a north-seas man. He can handle this. Can’t you, young Tayler?” Contarini raised an eyebrow at me. “Now, what did you need, squire?”

“Ahh…Milady would ask that you attend her forward, milord.” I covered myself masterfully, I thought. “And asks,” I said quietly, “that you forgive her state of undress.”

A delighted grin split Contarini’s features. “Cosimo, you have our helm, hold us steady. I must for’ard. ’Ware shoals.”

The older sailor rolled his eyes playfully. “Teach me to suck eggs, will you? Go on, romance the Frenchwoman, Cap’n. I’ll away.”

Contarini turned on a heel. He placed his arm about me, as if we were companions. The bright sun bathed his face as he pitched his voice. His grin never touched his eyes.

“You did not call me to speak to Sister Catherine,” he said calmly. “Calmly, Richard, just smile. We’re telling a joke.”

“We knew our man was among the crew,” I said. “What Lady Catherine and I discovered was that he is our pilot.” I was not quite young and stupid enough to point, but Contarini still held on to prevent me from turning. His brown eyes glittered like agates.

“I see.”

La Donna Bianca was no huge merchant vessel, but she was of goodly size, enough that our passage was well out of the way, giving us a wide view. We simply took a position at a for’ard rail, leaning back, watching the rest of the crew. Her sail was square, in the style that some men said was as old as the Greeks, bellied out as we swung wide of Malta proper.

“That would explain many things,” thought Contarini aloud. “Not the least of which, why are we trying to pass between Gozo and Comino, when we could by simply sail round?”

I blinked. I did reach for my dagger then, the Toledo piece easily to hand, should this all go sideways.

“That’s a fairly narrow passage, Sir Mateo. What if—” We both heeled over as Bianca made a tight turn, nearly throwing us both to the decks. Her bow was cutting the water now, leaving a bright wake of speed…straight toward the shoals!

“I ordered no increase in speed,” Mateo snarled. “Whatever’s happening, this is it!”

“Indeed. I can feel it.” Lady Catherine appeared at our side with no warning at all, simply there as if she always had been. She stepped out, dressed in a mannish loose shirt, trousers, and belt.

For once, I was not the one startled. Contarini made an extraordinary sound, something between a yelp and a moan. His dagger was in his hand faster than I could see. Casually gesturing, Lady Catherine flicked the dagger to the deck. Don’t ask me how.

“Not yet, Mateo,” she murmured. “Order all hands to the rear of the ship, please.”

She rushed ahead of us, and I gawked a bit, then followed at a run. There was the tiller, unattended, yawing about crazily as if someone had taken flight. Perhaps he had.

“All hands to stations!” Contarini roared. “Shoals starboard! ’Ware shoals!”

“’Ware shoals, aye!”

“Who in the bloody halls of the Devil is guiding my ship?” Contarini fumed in blistering Italian, only moderately for show. He hauled the tiller with the expertise of long practice, and I felt the deck heave beneath us as we righted ourselves to port. Our speed decreased with the turn, and a groan in Bianca’s belly told of high strain. With the wind at its current direction, we’d be flat aback…and with a sickening lurch, I fell to the deck. Looking up as I raised myself to my knees, I felt a bolt of realisation as I looked across the water.

“Ah, Don Mateo!” I said. “We’ve another problem!”

“What?”

“Sails to starboard and aft!”

Bearing down on us, against the wind, were three vessels of red sails and a hideous grace. Sleek and shining like horned beetles in the spray, they were bearing down on us with intent, and I knew enough to say not friendly. Their sweeps spread out, dragging their hulls across the water, growing closer stroke by stroke. There were shapes of men, armed men, rolling about the decks of the ships, eagerly hanging from rigging. Arrows were already testing the distance to our deck, splashing angrily into the blue. Shouts and curses from our sailors confirmed what I already knew.

Pirates.

As the three low galleys swept toward us, I saw a familiar shape be hauled out of the water, onto the deck of the leading pirate. Cosimo. The pilot had been leading us into a trap.

“Where did they come from, milord?” I asked, looking around. I didn’t even have a sword, though I supposed my dagger would do better in close action any road. That gave me another idea…I pulled on my gauntlets, making sure of a tight fit.

“These bloody islands are riddled with enough caves and blind corners to hide anything, let alone little magpies like those.” He spat, hauling the tiller again. “Beach them in a cove, use them for real trade when they’re not out hunting. See as how flat-bellied they are? They can dance over shoals and reefs that would break Bianca’s back.”

Lady Catherine appeared again, silent and watchful. I wondered where she had been, for she was soaked to the skin, her shirt gone transparent. She smiled at my embarrassment, drawing a cloak about her for modesty. Something savage and wild was unveiled there, and again I felt a frisson of fear that had nothing to do with battle.

“My lord Contarini,” she said as sweetly as if she were asking him to dance, “attend to these vermin.” Her eyes glowed fiercely, the fey light in them again. Trouble.

“With pleasure,” the Italian snarled, heaving the tiller a final time. Donna Bianca heeled with the tiller, slamming side-on to the leading pirate ship finally drawn near us. Greater weight might have meant lesser speed, but it told, by God! The smashing blow ripped the pirate’s sweeps away, and the sail on her single mast flapped like a bloodied rag as a line shook loose.

Now it was hammer and tongs. Armed men from either ship swept across the joined decks and we tied in a deadly embrace, decks aheave. I ducked a blow from what looked like a Spaniard cursing my mother in his tongue, a curved Moorish blade in his fist. The chopping blow near took my head as it danced off my dagger. I thanked God for an endless second, only to catch a truncheon to the belly. A grinning face leered at me behind dancing spots of red and black.

Cosimo!

Contarini was at my side in three strides, hauling the Spaniard off his own blade and throwing him to hungry water. The former pilot turned to confront his erstwhile captain. Contarini’s contempt was etched in every line of his face.

“I’m glad nobody killed you yet, bastardo,” he spat. “I’ll take your skull for Bianca’s masthead.”

The pirate grinned, blue eyes of an icy hue wide in a tanned face. “Oh, milord,” he said, “I’m sorry to say, I was paid in too much gold for you to take my head. Rest assured, I’ll take fine care of your ladies, though.”

With astonishing speed, he snatched Lady Catherine, sticking his truncheon behind her arms. He yanked her downward painfully, and I heard her shriek as he twisted a hand in her hair.

“Now, gentles all, I have not had a woman in…oh, far too long, and I’d hate to waste one so sweet.” Cosimo placed his dagger at her throat, drawing dark blood. Though Lady Catherine’s eyes were white-hot fury, she did not fight. “But I am afraid I shall forego the pleasures of the sister’s lovely mouth if you do not drop it to the deck now.”

I rose in a fury, but Contarini stopped me. He jerked a chin at the other two ships, now throwing their collection flotsam aboard Bianca. He shook his head silently. Raising his hands, he let his fine sword drop with a clang. Sickened, I dropped my dagger.

“I’ll admit,” Cosimo said. “You lads almost had me in that alley. Handled our ships fairly well, too. Pity to kill you, honestly, but…the Lady wants you dead, and that’s that.”

“Kill us if y’like,” I spat. “But let Sister Catherine go, wolfhead.”

Cosimo laughed. It would have been a warm sound in any other case.

“Unfortunately not, squire,” he honestly sounded amused. “Y’see, I’m to kill you, certainly, but I must bring back the woman if I’m able. All said, a satisfying arrangement.”

“With whom, might I ask?” Contarini said casually. He barely moved his lips, his eyes catching mine. I took a breath.

“You wish to know?” Cosimo’s eyes glittered. His blood was up, he was in control, and he revelled in it. He never loosened his grip, nor allowed us to lower our arms, but his posture was relaxed, lazily feline.

“You’re killing me, anyway,” Contarini replied. The agate eyes of the mercenary were a stark contrast to the pirate’s blue; bland, revealing little. I sighed, my eyes wandering to a random spot on the horizon. All this to lose…wait. I felt my eyes widen.

“My employer is a Cypriote lord, whom you might know, squire.” Cosimo nodded at me. “De Ibelin.”

I swore. Lord Guillaime’s most hated rival. His hatred of the Knights and love for Avignon was common knowledge, practically a byword. It should have been easy.

“Is this Ibelin so vile that he would turn to devils for a chance at Peter’s throne?” Lady Catherine spoke up for the first time. “Balian was never so.”

“The grain-mistress giveth good crop, dear lady.”

“A crop born of blood feeds no man, pirate.” Lady Catherine shuddered, as if cold. “Fool,” she muttered. She looked at me. “I know what he plans, my squire,” she said to me. Fire gathered in her eyes. “Do not allow me to leave this ship alive.”

“Lady,” I started, but Catherine shook her head.

“Do not, squire!” she commanded. “If he tries, I shall fall on his blade. Toss my body to the sea.”

“Oh, delightful,” Cosimo laughed. “The puppy and the damosel, cuddled so close.” The pirate cut her shirt and cloak savagely. “Be a tad harder to run away now, puttana di Christo.”

“Enjoy the view, squire,” the pirate muttered. He nodded to his men. “Gut him, but keep the dagger. I’ll need proof.”

A grin finally broke through. I couldn’t hold the act forever, you know.

“Lady Catherine, now!” I roared.

Catherine laughed then, her eyes aflame in eldritch green, her nakedness clothed in a silver light. A familiar brown blur skittered up Cosimo’s back, clawing and biting savagely at his neck. He let go of Milady for but a moment. I gave the pirate the best lesson in street-boxing I’d ever learned, and let fly with a gauntleted right. It knocked him sideways, dazed and bloody, I thought, satisfied.

Long enough for Catherine to slither around him…and hold him in by the throat, to gaze deeply into his eyes. The pirate froze in terror, a rabbitlike scream bubbling from him.

It was silenced by her kiss. In a moment, both were over the side of the ship, lost beneath the waves.

“Milady!” I screamed in horror, nearly leaping after her. Contarini tackled me sideways.

“No, lad!’’ he yelled. “You’d be smashed ‘twixt the ships. It’s a miracle she wasn’t!”

“Sail ho!” some other jacktar yelled. I wasn’t sure if it was one of ours, or one from the other three ships.

Pandemonium broke out, crews savaging each other with blades to get to their respective ships. Without their head, the snake could no longer strangle us, and so the pirates scattered. The tangle of oars and rigging slowed them all, but soon the red-sailed corsairs broke free of Donna Bianca, one limping away as her sisters flew.

It was still too late for the bastards.

A banner showing a falcon or combatant on a field of green flashed from the masts of a mighty war galley. She came down upon the pirates with the weight of an anvil, her iron beak shattering the hull of the slowest, and there was a roar from the churning sea as she swept us by.

It was Lord Giacomo’s Falcone d’Oro.

The Golden Falcon lived up to her name. Her speed was breathtaking, overtaking the furthest ship in bare minutes, grinding away the pirate’s sweeps. Her sheer height made her the mistress, as sailors and men-at-arms in full kit leapt to the lower deck, flattening the pirate crews and making a bloody wash of her scuppers. Soon enough, the pirate was burning, a sooty stain in the air above.

The sea danced red in the light of a late afternoon.

That job done, Falcone came alongside in a graceful turn. Her sails billowed majestically as ropes and planks crossed aside to our deck. More men-at-arms and knights leapt aboard us, calling for surrenders. “Soyez Disarme! Disarme, mains haute! A ‘rendez Dieu Gloire! A nom l’Ordre d’Sant-Jean!”

My mains were haute, certainement! Nonetheless, I couldn’t stop grinning as a familiar white-haired knight crossed the gangplank. Il Signore di Malta had taken the field, such as it was. I had not seen Lord Giacomo de Pellegrino in full panoply before, but it fit him well. Italian harness of the best, all steel. Boots thumped cross the deck, his helm bobbing. He had no coronet, nor spurs, nor even a shield of arms, but it was unquestionably him. He savagely dispatched a reluctant pirate, hauling a short-hafted axe in a backhand blow effortlessly.

I ran to him, nearly getting tackled by a few of his knights, who I am certain thought I was out to kill their lord. I was hardly in the mood, though, and unfortunately one of Lord Giacomo’s men lost a few teeth trying to take me down.

“Let him up, you lads,” the old man guffawed. “I’m not quite dotard yet, and he shan’t kill me.”

“Thank you, milord,” I panted. “But Lady Catherine, she’s—” I could barely see, the tears choking me. “Please, my lord, he took her over the side!”

The merchant lord’s eyebrows rose and suddenly a deadly chill was in the air. “All hands to the side!” he roared in leather lungs. “Overboard! Watch the water!”

Knights and sailors leapt to the side, some throwing ropes and broken spar. I was there myself, searching water that suddenly seemed darker, forbidding and cold. I looked desperately for a single scrap of evidence that the sister, my Lady, some part of me babbling incoherently said, was still alive.

There was nothing.

Nothing.

I fell to the deck, weeping.

[image: ]


The night fell bleak and chill, a reminder of the winter still holding more northern waters in a grip of iron. I barely noticed, everything about me feeling silent and grey. My duty, my only duty…and I had failed. The woman I served…that I…

Oh, my heart hurt.

Contarini gave me his cabin, leaving me mostly to myself. But, at about the third hour after sunset, when the search was finally given up, he came to me, rousing me from my restless sleep. He had a bottle of wine, and two deep goblets. The pewter shone as dull as my eyes.

He poured silently, drinking first. He drained, and drained again, finally pouring the blood red drink into my cup. It was strong, rich, with the scent of sunlight and dark earth.

“The Lady,” he said simply.

I sipped politely, barely tasting a vin that would have paid a year’s wages for most knights. At least I’ll be drunk.

“There’s someone here to meet you,” Contarini said. Like an elder brother, he lifted me to my feet, dusting me off.

Through the door came my knight.

Sir Henry De Winne, Knight of the Order of Saint John of Jerusalem, late of the court of His Majesty Edward Plantagenet. My knightly master and the commander of our expedition to Malta. His hair was black, gone grey at the temples, connected to a beard of glossy black, shot with silver, as well. His eyes were bright green, glimmering with tears. He embraced me with arms of iron, and I rose, trying for some position of respect.

“Oh, my son. My son. My brave, brave lad.” He held me like his own child, not letting me fall.

“I failed,” I said, barely seeing. “She is gone, milord. D-dead.”

Sir Henry’s eyes lit upon me with infinite pity. He said nothing, merely sitting me down before my legs buckled. He paced to the other side of the room, softly conferring with Contarini, who only murmured in reply, shaking his head. The candle upon the table guttered, flicking shadows on the wall. It cut his face into angles, making him look far older. Ancient, sorrowing and proud.

“De Ibelin will pay for this,” his gravel-hard voice finally spat. “And one day, I’ll have his heart on my sword. I swear it upon the life of my lord.”

“When I have my spurs,” I muttered, “you’ll have to wait in line.”

Sir Henry smiled. “Do not sleep, then.” He rose, handing me a shirt of white linen embroidered with a cross.

“For tonight, ye both sit vigil.”
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Vigil. For oneself or for the dead, one must sit in silence. Contarini was with me to observe me, to hold me accountable. No man may sleep in vigil. No man may forget his sins.

No man may forget his duty.

My eyes and limbs grew heavy, my pulse sluggish. Vision faded, and it became harder and harder to remain awake. With every attempt at my body to betray me, I grew angrier. I would not allow it. I would avenge every murder committed. I would not flag.

I would not fail again!

Breath by breath, I waged war on my own will. The east broke bloody, storm clouds over a rosy dawn. My eyes opened to light.

Before me stood Sir Henry, a naked sword in his hand.

“Come,” he ordered, and we marched to the deck. Sir Mateo Contarini stood at my left, Lord Giacomo at my right. Arrayed in rows to either side were the Knights of the Order, and Lord Giacomo’s household. The three men turned about to stand in a half-circle before me.

“My lords,” Sir Henry said to the air. “There stands before you one seeking knighthood. Are there any here who will vouch for his worth?”

“I have witnessed his courage,” Sir Mateo said. “I will vouch for him.”

I thought back to an inn, where my temper nearly got me killed. I flushed in shame, bowing my head. Sir Henry nodded, and Mateo stepped away.

“I have seen his faithfulness,” Lord Giacomo said, nodding gravely. “To lord, to God, and his duty. I will vouch.”

Sir Henry’s eyes were hard and bright. He asked his next question.

“Is he then a squire, apprenticed to our profession?”

“Yes.” Lord Giacomo smiled. “He is that.”

“Is he, of courtesy, gentle?’’

“Nay, he was raised in service. This, too, is of worth.”

Sir Henry finally looked at me. “These witnesses stand before thee and vouchsafe this man’s conduct. Shame yourself, and you shame them in turn. Pursue honour, and naught base, that their word is made true. Fra William!”

A stout man I had seen wielding a poleaxe in the fight marched out from the line. In his hand was a naked sword of fine make, held up as a crucifix.

“Kneel,” Sir Henry commanded. I knelt.

In a rolling baritone, Fra William addressed me.

“Receive this sword in the holy name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.” He paused as all assembled chorused, “amen.”

“Use it for thine own defense and that of the Church of God; to the confusion of the enemies of Jesus Christ, and of the Christian faith, and take heed that no human frailty moves thee to strike any man with it unjustly.”

“Receive the sword, squire.” Sir Henry laid it across my palms, blade edges keen. He took up the thread.

“Let the brilliancy of this sword represent to thee the brightness of faith; let its point signify hope, and its hilt, charity. Use it for the Catholic faith, for justice, and for the consolation of widows and orphans, for this is the true faith and justification of a Christian knight.”

“Sheathe the blade with honour, and draw it not without reason. For it is the last argument of kings, the first word of a fool.”

A sword belt was placed in my hands. “As we are told in Scripture, gird up your loins with a belt of truth, and let nothing unwholesome pass from your lips. For the tongue is a roaring fire.”

Sir Mateo stifled a snort, and I couldn’t help but smile myself.

Sir Henry snapped his fingers, both to call back my attention, and bring forth the final piece. “These signify the attention you must pay to your duty.” Golden rondels spun in the sunlight.

“As the stallion feels them when he departs his path, so, too, shall your oaths remind you.”

“Eight points there are to the Cross of the Crusade. Eight oaths you must hold true. The eight points are the signs of the eight beatitudes which a knight must ever preserve: joy, as of the Spirit. A life without malice. Tears for every sin. Humility before those who do you injury. Love of justice. Love mercy, above all, living in sincerity and purity of heart, with readiness to suffer persecution. For upon this Cross our Saviour died.”

Sir Henry held two spurs in his hands. He laid them across the outstretched sword in mine.

“Take your spurs, squire.”

His naked sword in hand, Sir Henry struck me upon each shoulder, the fine steel humming at my ear.

“Let that be the final blow you ever receive unanswered. Rise a knight.”

I rose, and a roar came from the deck.

“Gentlemen, I give you Sir Richard Tayler, Knight of the Hospital!”
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It was quiet after that. The day went on, warm rain falling. We hauled into port on Gozo, the Flacone d’Oro leading the convoy of captured vessels.

I still had not tied my spurs. A skittering noise came from my bunk, and a familiar pair of black eyes peeked out at me. I laughed.

“Well, it’s the Wise Beast of Malta. Satisfied we’ve killed all Astarte’s cultists?”

The Ballotra nodded gravely. “I am. My island is yet unpolluted by her ilk and will be for some long centuries, I think.” It scratched an ear with a paw. “But that was my hope.” It bared white little fangs. It was not a smile.

“Ain’t you supposed to be a-bucklin yon blade about yore middle?” it asked mildly. “You lot have no fangs t’speak of, after all. Never did unnerstand that bit.”

I frowned. “In the old days, the days me Da talked about,” I said, “the only person as could buckle your sword-belt for the first time was your mother. Or your bride.”

“And you’n be havin’ neither, I s’pose.”

“Aye, Weasel,” I sighed, “wise again.”

The Weasel sniffed, velvet nose a-twitch. “Weeel,” it said, “neither mother nor bride can I give ye. I’m no fish for wishing on. But c’mon.”

“What?’’

“I said come on, ya thickheaded log-brain!” The Weasel danced on its paws irately, tail fluffed in anger. It hopped from the bed to the floor, and rushed out to the deck. Lightning was rippling across the sky, and the rain was growing fiercer. I was tired, and cold, and growing bloody irritable.

“Will you stop this, you nuisance, it’s practically snowing!” I griped.

“Look to the sea, Son of Adam.”

“What–”

Lightning was reaching from the sky to the sea in blue-white streaks, like pillars of fire. Green light glowed at the base of the clouds with the promise of hail, and the grit of a nasty storm made every blink pure pain. I rubbed my eyes. There was no moon out yet; it was the middle of the afternoon, yet still there was a silver sheen on the water, some light. Or lightning. The wind was coming up in a strange gale, and the bells in the harbour began to ring. Long, mourning tones that rang on the white stones of the shoreline.

Waves began to crash across the deck, soaking me to the skin, but I was frozen in place.

Tall as a mountain, there stood a woman. Her features were wild, cold, sensuous… and familiar. The shape disappeared as a titanic wave of water nearly swamped the ship, knocking me flat.

“Remember the Serpent, Wise Beast!” the Ballotra cackled, shaking water from his fur. “Oh, she was a canny one. ‘Remember the Serpent,’ but ho-ho, feel free to forget his daughter!”

I coughed up water, fairly certain I’d tried to drink half Le Mediterre. “D-daughter, whose–what daughter?” I felt a mixture of emotions. Deep, deep fear…but also…hope?

“The Daughter of the Serpent,” said a familiar, calm voice at my ear. I turned, and fell over in shock. Ten feet tall, if she was an inch. Coal black hair that shaded almost blue, against skin as pale as snow. Her lips were red, and full, and her smile had fangs. She was clothed as Eve in Eden, beautiful as the sea, ripe and full as summer.

She shook with laughter, her body rippling, skin shining in the light of the witch-fires. Green eyes that I knew every day looked upon me with a warmth of affection.

“I told you not so long ago that I would reveal more, non?”

“Lady Catherine, if it is you–” and deep, deep in my heart I prayed I was not dreaming. “Please, I thought you dead! Why? What are you?”

“Many powers and princes there are in this world, Diccon Tayler,” said the Ballotra, “and some make sport with Man.” The weasel chittered, clambering up to my shoulder.

A rueful expression crossed Milady’s face at that. “Mmm,” she agreed, “and he is Prince over all the sons of pride.” She began, step by step, to lessen in size, till she was back to her normal, if imposing, height. She was close, terribly close, to me, and her presence had not diminished. “His armour is as tenfold shields that makes a shining track in the deeps. None may draw him with a hook, for his length encircles the earth, the world-serpent, gnawing his furrows under waves. His eyes are lamps, his breath…death.”

“He is Leviathan, the Serpent. Wisest of Beasts.” Lady Catherine sighed. “And he, of all the beings in the mass of God’s creation…is my father.”

I sat back, stunned. “You’re not of…you’re not human, then?”

Milady laughed. It was beautiful music, and sad. “I was born of a human mother, long ago in France, and so I am a Daughter of Eve…but my father was not. I sometimes fear I do not wish to know the facts of my conception. It is…terrible to contemplate, for my father is the Devourer.”

“In like manner,” her eyes glittered strangely, “I have devoured. Over centuries, in pride and lust, I have had my fill of any of Adam’s race that I desired. For my gaze is my father’s, and so is my kiss. Sum draco, sub mare.” She shook herself, locking something away behind her eyes.

“But I chose a different life. I swore myself to the service of father’s most hated enemy. One day, my father’s head will be crushed by the heel of Our Lady’s foot striding upon the earth. The seas will be parted as in the days of Moses, and he will crawl upon his belly into a lake of fire.”

“So, Catherine, Lady D’Hiverne and Sister of Solomon I will remain, no more to feed my appetites.”

She stopped, considering me for a moment, then clapped her hands delightedly.

“Oh!” she exclaimed. “They have made you a knight! Avaunt, mes enfant! Tout a bon spectacle!”

She embraced me then, warm flesh too soft for words. I flushed. She smiled, quite devilishly. “Your sword, sirrah. Keep it sheathed with honour.”

“I am not your mother, so I am only able to perform one other duty. I shall have to speak to the Mother Superior about it, but… oh, I have no secrets with you now, Diccon. Raise your arms, spread your legs. Shoulder width apart, boy,” she ordered.

I complied, confused. “Uh, Milady, what–”

“Shh.” The lady went down upon her knees, reaching around my waist. Her head rested, well, damn you, think.

…To buckle securely my sword at my hip. Reaching further down my legs, she held my foot softly…and I heard, for the first time, my spurs upon the deck.

Lady Catherine rose, a glowing smile upon her face. “There you are, Sir Richard. Will you be my champion again?”

I stammered, and flushed, and made the greatest ass of myself. I nodded. Witchfire eyes enchanted me.

“Then kiss me, you young fool. You just proposed.”
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Herein ends the chronicle related to Fra Joseph de Venne, with one note by the recorder. A marriage, come upon the end of Lent, between young Sir Richard de Tailleur, of London, and his affianced, the Lady Catherine De Hiverne of Travercy, formerly a lay sister of an Eastern order. Given to the hand and keeping of the Order of the Hospitallers of Saint John of Jerusalem, Rhodes, and this, the island Malta.
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The Old Man Of Malta
By Heather Strickler



The tropical sun beat down, gleaming off the pale stone of the ancient buildings and shimmering up in blazing reflections from the deep blue of the sea. The ship slowly eased down the broad strait, past the comforting familiarity of St. Elmo’s fortress, past St. John’s Cathedral. 

He strained his ears for the chanting of the Hours, as it was about time for the None, the mid-afternoon prayers, but even his ears could not hear them. Pity. Even in the Ordinary Time of the liturgical year, the Hours were lovely, especially as they were likely to be doing them in the Latin here. Malta changed slowly.

Memories washed about him, even as the ship brought its inexorable approach to the port. New buildings that had not been there when he had left scattered amongst the old. His hands tightened on the railing…not too hard, he wouldn’t want to bend it. One of the crew murmured something in Italian and shifted away to a different part of the railing. 

He looked down at his hands; they looked old. Well, they ought to. He’d put enough effort into making them appear so. Brown eyes and white hair, tanned skin over olive complexion. He had done his best to always appear as native to this region or its surroundings. The home of his heart: Malta. His Malta.

He was home. Finally, home. After two world wars. After setting things to rights with his granddaughters, as much as was in his power. After the Gates of Magic. He was finally home, and he had no intention of leaving again. Certainly, never for so long.

He had seen the worlds to which his fellows had slipped as magic faded and humans did not. He’d seen their shock as they returned. He’d heard the multiverse theories the humans had come up with: that each choice led to another universe, infinite versions of themselves to escape the weight that every soul had borne since the beginning. Fools. 

Some places resonated across all the worlds, and his home was one. It was different in each world he had peered into, but in all of them, Malta had existed, and in this one it was his own home. His own blessed home. St. Paul’s would still hold Mass. It would be good to go again, and to see who the new bishop was. After almost a century, it was quite certain to be someone new.

At last, the small passenger vessel pulled alongside great cargo ships, and luxury liners. He smiled. Home at last. He already had all the possessions he brought in the bag on his back. His simple shirt and jeans would not be out of place here. Not any longer. Besides, he had always been an odd one. Since people first walked on his islands, they had counted him strange.

He tipped his hat to the crewman manning the gangway and shook his hand. Let him wonder at the coins that slid into them, as well. Not Italian Lira, nor the ridiculous Euro, but ancient coins. If he were wise and clever, he could sell them without raising too many questions, for the weight in gold, at least. The crew had been good to him, good to an old man coming home.

Smiling to himself, he stepped down the gangplank with a tune in his heart, moving easily with the spring of the gangway, though there was less spring in the board than when he had first started sailing and they had been made of wood. He spared everyone his whistling, and simply soaked in the sights of Malta.

A young man with a sign held in front of him and a bewildered expression on his face stood near the pier. The sign simply said “Alessadar.” It would be good to be Alessadar again, rather than the approximation of “Old Alexander” he used in the rest of the world.

He veered towards the youngster, who was probably around sixteen or seventeen. He was better at reading human ages than many. He should be, as he’d had enough practice, though with modern medicine, they were looking younger, longer. The young man was tall for his age, and lean. Alessadar bowed slightly. “I am Alessadar.”

“This way, sir.” The boy turned, and Alessadar shrugged and followed. This was Malta. He wasn’t expecting a trap, but there were a few still alive who remembered him. So who had sent the boy?
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Once more the sea stretched before him, glowing with the deeper hues of sunset. The sun was not yet so low as to catch it on fire, but the light had dimmed, and shadows lengthened. The lighthouse still stood on the point, only about a century old in this incarnation. The great cliff stretched beneath him in the same softly golden stone.

Power thrummed, and the power of Malta itself sang in his veins. Of course, it would have been the Keeper who set the boy to watch for him. The Keepers of the lighthouse had been his allies for time out of mind, and they were Keepers of far, far more than the watch of the coast.

He breathed deep the salt air and the breeze that blew on him from his right. His own island was out there. Of course, he couldn’t see it. He’d spent millennia ensuring that his island was on no charts and illusions cloaked it from view, with some additions so that ships went around it rather than running into it constantly.

For now, he simply enjoyed the thin strip of sand, soft beneath his toes, and the pulse of the island in his blood: the Pulse of magic that he had not felt this strongly in the last three millennia…the great node beneath the island had awakened. Yes, he would have to speak with whoever ruled these islands now.

He had left these islands to their own devices for far too long. He would see if any still remembered their old man enough to listen. His fault, if they did not.

“Are you Alessadar?” A deep, worn voice came from behind him, in the direction of the lighthouse.

He didn’t turn, kept his eyes locked on the sea. “Yes? What can this Old Man do for you?”

“That is what my grandfather called you. The Old Man, Alessadar.” There was a note of awe in the old voice, and as someone came to his shoulder, Alessadar did look.

Dark eyes, almost black, met his own. The short cropped black hair, shorter than was fashionable here, was salted through with white.

“I had wondered if anyone remembered me. I have been away a long, long time.” Alessadar turned his eyes back to the sea. “Too long.”

“If I may be so bold as to agree?” They were speaking the local tongue…the modern accents felt strange. He had no doubt he sounded to them like their grandparents, at best.

Alessadar looked down at his hands and once more felt the weight of his years more sharply. “What troubles have come?”

“You have heard of the Gates of Magic?” The Keeper spoke carefully.

“I have. I lived when they were closed. I know who opened them and why.” Alessadar at last turned from the sea to face the man fully. “To save the world from dying of thirst…a thirst of the spirit.”

The Keeper nodded. He was broader than most men of the island, and taller. He looked much like his grandfather had, though the fashions had changed. “Out with it, man,” Alessadar said. “I am old enough; nothing you say will shock me.”

“The children have been showing signs of magic, and then vanishing. There have been strange things in the streets…” He hesitated, then simply spoke as plainly as his grandfather would have. “And we have been visited by a foreigner who demands we bend our knee to him, or he will use his magics against us.”

“And your response to him?” Alessadar had to suppress a growl in his throat. He would have to send word to the Elves if someone was hunting mages, if it wasn’t the foreigner himself.

“For now, we have told him he may go mate with Scylla with a follow-up of Charybdis, but he does seem to have power. Real power. He has been asking after an ‘Old Alexander,’ but none who have been introduced to him have been who he seeks.” The Keeper peered into his face, perhaps hoping to read answers there.

Alessadar closed his eyes and thought. It had to be one of the Council. No one else knew his lair was here. There could be no other “Old Alexander” for these circumstances, not when that name had been unshakably his amongst immortals for millennia.

He doubted any of the Council was after his horde. What could they want with seventy thousand years of stories and tales? But what to do about it? He was known in the island. It was suspected by many, or had been, that he was other than human, but to have them know and know for certain.

Would they want him to stay? He would not if Malta did not want him. But the Keeper was waiting for answers, and speculation profited nothing. “I suspect it is I he was seeking. That is a name I have long used outside these waters. Did he say what he wanted from ‘Old Alexander’?”

The man shook his head. “No, not deeply, only that he wished to meet the man as quickly as possible and to suggest that it would go poorly with us if we withheld him.”

Alessadar gave a sharp, bitter bark of laughter. “He has not studied this island, has he? I think you would eat almost any foe alive. It might take you a while, but magic or no magic, I would lay all my wealth on Malta.”

The Keeper blushed and stood a little straighter, but Alessadar turned from him to pace the narrow stretch of beach near the pier. What could he do? “Is the man still here?”

“No. He said he would return and awaited our final answer. Tomorrow will be the end of his deadline. And if we do not give him Old Alexander and yield to his rule, he has said he will take what we will not give by force, if necessary.” The Keeper shifted from foot to foot and finally simply tucked his hands behind his back, almost to keep them out of the way and have something to do with them than for any intrinsic reason.

“Then…” Alessadar hesitated, then nodded, more to himself than anyone else, even as he breathed the bitterly familiar taste of the sea air. Who would have thought it would come to this pass yet again? “Send word through whomever he is contacting. Tell him Old Alexander will meet him by St. Elmo’s tomorrow morning.”

The Keeper bowed and turned away, but Alessadar called after him. “Whether you follow his faith or not, if you could ask the bishop, whoever he is now, to pray for me, you will have done me all the service I could hope.”

Surprised, the man bowed again before returning to the tasks. Tomorrow he would see. Tomorrow he would see if he had truly come home, or if he no longer had a home to come to.
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St. Elmo’s stood solemn and gray in the early light of dawn. A touch of chill brought from the sea tried to freeze Alessadar’s bones. But Alessadar did not freeze so easily, and millennia had taught him patience.

He stood as far out on the point as he could manage. The sea wall stretched below him, but there was no point in standing there. While it was St. Elmo’s, it wasn’t the fortress proper. At the fortress he said he would be, at the fortress he was. Besides, it gave him a little room to drop if he wanted to take a cliff launch.

Maker of souls, let it not be so. Let it be peacefully answered. Let his presence be enough. Somehow, though, he knew it would not be. In the Council chamber, he was powerful. Out here? He was simply the eldest of the dragons. Wily, yes, but out here…there were too many variables to think no one could ever get the better of him here!

The town had only begun their morning cookfires, smelling pungently of imported coal and cooking oil. It had been long since Malta had had enough trees to keep all her people fed. At least it was not so cold here as it was in many of the places his recent wanderings had taken him. 

The morning fog clung unnaturally tightly to the sea. He frowned. This was not the time of year for thick, clogging fog, and clogging it was. A stench clung to the back of his throat and coated his mouth until he could taste nothing but foul carrion, and smell nothing but death. 

The museum folk had not yet even come. It would be at least another hour before they came to the Fort. He stood alone. What would the fog hold? He knew the Tuatha had cloaked themselves in the fog to hide from the Children of Mile before they were driven underhill, but this seemed beyond even them.

The King of the Tuatha had his own sources of power. Why would he want Malta? The Node would be of little use to them. With the gates open, they suffered no lack of magic. Few of the temple ruins retained their ties to the Node-energy so they could not easily be used in rituals, and he had removed the artifacts from the Hypogeum himself before the first world war and made sure it was known. Surely they weren’t after his horde?

No. This was not the Tuatha. They would have opened their doors on land, not come over the sea. Not even the Storm Queen would have done things this way. The King might even have remembered his proper name. Alessadar–Old Man, in a language not even Malta remembered any longer.

He lifted his head to sniff the air. It crackled with power about him, familiar power. But what could even a dragon want with Malta? Dragons had no need of power. He and his were power embodied. What could they want? With the gates open, it wasn’t like there was a limited space for nests. 

He tested the magics gain, but no, they were distinctly draconic. And familiar, but not blood-kin. Which meant the Council, who should know better. 

Alessadar ground his teeth together in frustration, then forced himself to relax, almost a second too early. Out of the fog broke two enormous ships like ghosts of legends, mighty frigates of the sea, and skimming low over the water, a figure of black. Vast batlike wings seemed to absorb the light, leaving only shadow where the creature passed.

No. Was the Council ready for true and open war? It didn’t matter, for there was Skaldirk, winging his way towards the point and ready to do bloody battle. The only question became how he would meet it.

There were few enough on duty and the coast watchers were already calling out the details they could see to the handful of people awake to listen. Too few. None would arrive in time. The question remained: what would he, and he alone, fight with? For all he was a dragon, he was no magician.

Which meant there really was no choice.

He cast a longing glance over his shoulder as that dark shadow winged closer, and closer. He had just come home. He had seen the world over that those who did not fit the known model of human were viewed with suspicion. Not that he blamed them. Diverging too far had been a swift death for most of their ancestors’ history.

He simply nodded to himself and then stepped back up against a wall. For one moment, he paused, then he launched himself forward, sprinting as hard as his current form would allow.

Faster his feet pounded as the edge of the cliff came, and without hesitating a moment, he launched himself as high into the sky as he could, changing as he went.

Lights flickered on and cries went up from all the town that could see. The other dragon was skimming the water. He went higher, up above, green and gold scales glittering in the feeble light of the sun’s rays as he soared higher.

Then he folded his broad wings and dove, his body outstretched, claws reaching before him, and more. His wings snapped open, and he skimmed mast-top height, breathing fire upon the boats that followed the dragon. He knew that dragon. They would not be friends and he was not cunning enough to manufacture a screen of friends to hide behind.

The shouts of the sailors turned to dismay as their sails ignited, though he kept his flame just above their heads. Wheeling, he bellowed his challenge, and the enormous black form of Skaldirk wound its way higher. Glistening like a snake from his recent near-bath, he rose twice as fast as old Alessadar.

The Skaldirk rocketed up, a malignant shadow that reached out to entangle all who went beside him, or beyond him. What had he done? The other dragon’s madness reached out for him, and Alessadar fought it, fought it as the foe who came up from below.

Gold and green mingled with slick black, and Alessadar called his own magic to purify. He was no unicorn to simply strike the tainted power from the air, but Malta was his home.

The dark form of Skaldirk slammed into him, and ebony talons raked emerald scales. Alessadar bellowed in pain, but buffeted Skaldirk with his wings. The two titans pummeled each other above the sea, shedding shadow and light and dragon scales. 

Alessadar strengthened himself with his own magic. Skaldirk was younger, so more spry than he, but he had learned tricks the fool had never known. He reached deep into his magic and through it to the magic of Malta itself, to that fallow Node that had been left to its own devices for centuries. 

With a crow of triumph, Skaldirk’s magic and the malignant shadow bound to him, body and soul, followed, driving forward, seeking not to touch, but to capture.

Alessadar reeled, and almost fell out of the sky, but no! He could not surrender the Node to them. Was that what this had been all about? What would they do with it?

Skaldirk’s body lashed him, wing and tail. Claws raked at him, and he fell back, but then he reached deep and summoned all the strength he had. His own, and the will of seventy thousand years.

He had been wounded before. Spreading forelimbs wide, he let Skaldirk lunge for his throat, and then clamped all his claws about the other dragon and twined their necks and tails together. Then… then he folded his wings, canceling the magic that reduced his weight.

Together, they plummeted to the cold, hard ocean below. In the moment of stillness as they fell, he twined his magic around Skaldirk’s and drove back, back to where his heartstone, the source of a dragon’s soul and power, should have been, and found…nothing. Only a malignant laughing force.

With a keen of grief that Alessadar hardly felt himself utter, they both plunged under the sea, and he turned all his magic on Skaldirk, dragging him deeper. If there was no heartstone, he was already dead in all but the most mechanical sense. So Alessadar held tight, as slowly the twitching form of his foe grew still, and the light of dawn above receded into the misty twilight.

His own lungs burning, he fought the gray haze at the edge of his vision, striving upwards, even as the other dragon drifted, derelict, to the bottom. Would that be his fate? He scrambled upwards. No. There was too much yet to do. Too much…

The gray closed in about him, until there was nothing but the gray and that single bit of bright light somewhere above him. If only…he could…just…keep…

Stillness. Silence.

Something cold and hard closed about him even as his mind clouded past recognition. His head lolled and his strength fled. There was no more striving, yet still he traveled upwards… Perhaps on the final rising to the sky? He found the strength to wonder what welcome would be had for a dragon’s soul.

His head broke the surface, and he gave a cough and a splutter, finding his form bound up in a strange contraption he’d seen on fishing boats. The crane and whatever the device was deposited him on the deck of the boat, where he proceeded to cough up the rest of the water in his lungs. Even dragons didn’t breathe water!

“We’ve got him!” someone shouted in Maltese. “He’s alive…or least wise breathing!”

“I’m alive,” he managed to croak out, though the deepness of his voice seemed to startle the sailors, or perhaps the weakness of it. “Thanks to you?”

“We couldn’t leave you. You’re our Old Man.” The Keeper knelt by his big head and rested a hand on his eyeridge. “Welcome home.”

Home. And he closed both eyes and slept.
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The Peace of Il-Maqluba
By A. Kristina Casasent



We entered the town of Valletta’s labyrinthine tunnel system beneath the island of Malta. The giddy group of tourists took pictures of everything while the two of us trailed behind them: the cracks on five-hundred-year-old walls, the bend of the floor, the weeds that popped up next to doorways, as if a plant wilting and failing to grow at the edge of darkness was symbolic and each sprout needed to be caught by flash bulbs and digital cameras.

I blinked and ducked my head as yet another photo-happy tourist snapped pictures. I really hated the multi-flash cameras. Sparks of light danced around the slightly shiny stone of the damp tunnels and produced a flickering mess within my already wonky vision. I could basically see in the dark, but my eyes didn’t handle fast changes in light well. I felt a headache starting to pound and could just barely make out where to put my feet. I staggered slightly, like a drunk.

Wigi, my pet bat, gave a squeak and shoved his head further under the black veil of my hair. He understood the pain of flash photography, too.

My shoulder brushed a wall and my friend, Ninu, steadied me and eased us further away from the group.

“Are you okay, Anjeze?” he whispered.

“I’m fine,” I muttered as I tried to look around when another flash of light made me shudder and shut my eyes. It was another moment before Wigi resettled his wings and gave a chirp.

“Riiight,” my friend hissed as he held my arm and prevented me from trying to follow the tour.

“Ninu, we can’t leave the group.” I tried to yank my arm free, but he held fast and I carefully didn’t use my extra strength in public.

“And you will need to be carried out if we stay with them much longer. Plus, how are you going to write up an analysis for the class assignment if you haven’t seen anything?”

I made a face at him. “How will we write up an analysis if we don’t hear anything the tour guide says? You know Mrs. Vella always just asks us to repeat snippets of the tour.”

Ninu snickered. “Anjeze, we live here. It isn’t like you don’t know the history or they don’t hand out pamphlets for the tour. It’s just bad luck we got this assignment in the middle of tourist season and that idiot hasn’t prevented flash photos like the guides are supposed to do.”

I sighed and my shoulders dropped. I really wanted to listen to the tour and see everything, but as impressive as it seemed to be able to see in the dark, there was also a burden. Awesome night-vision came with terrible light-blindness. I blinked a few times as the tourists turned the corner, taking their strobing flares with them, leaving us in a dimly-lit underground tunnel.

“So, what’s your plan?” I asked, knowing Ninu always has a plan, and most of them turned out to be useful. He was even the reason I had Wigi, a greater mouse-eared bat. Wigi’s ears were so cute. And while his forty-one-centimeter wingspan was awkward inside, his reddish-brown body was pretty compact, and he weighed almost nothing.

Ninu didn’t say anything and took a few steps down the path the others had taken. I gave a disappointed kick, causing my blue dress to flare around me, and asked, “Are we just going to hang behind them, then?”

For some reason, lagging seemed boring: safe for my eyes, sure, and maybe if I just listened closely, I could make out the tour guide’s snippets, but boring.

“Nah.” He flashed me a quick grin, showing the dimples on his dark cheeks.

I had to look up, as he was a good foot taller, and waited. One of the good things about Ninu was most of his plans worked better than expected.

“We are going to explore the tunnels. You know they never show the good stuff during tourist season.” He tugged me towards a tunnel offshoot.

I couldn’t help but laugh. It was an ongoing theme that we tended to protect our own history, sharing it out in little droplets of facts. The snippets and catchphrases of over seven thousand years of history were a lot for a small island, a lot for any city, but our best and most important history was what was underneath and in the beyond, and those…those we shared like hungry pelicans shared with their siblings: not at all.

Alright, maybe here and there a ghost story escaped, a small saying caught the ears and interest of a traveling journalist, but in general, the true stories of Malta, the big island, and Gozo, the next biggest island, were something that even our history professor would think twice about before sitting down at a computer and describing.

The dim light was starting to soothe me, and I flashed Ninu a bright smile. I wondered if I could egg him into actually performing the one and only search I had wanted since my coming-of-age last month. After which, I was told about the greatest lost mystery in Malta’s true histories.

“I want to look for the lost door to Il-Maqluba.” I kept my smile in place while Ninu froze. Wigi took off the second the words left my mouth.

A moment later, Ninu started moving again. We dipped around into a slightly more shadowed corridor. I felt Ninu’s hand tighten for a moment when we passed into an even darker area. He tugged his hand away, but kept walking into the darkness, his shoulders stiffening.

Ninu and I were both mostly-human. We had inherited just enough magic to be more aware of the ebbing tides of curses and spells, just enough for our abilities to be more of an annoyance than a gift. To me, finding the lost door to Il-Maqluba would be a dream come true, a place where magic still lived whole and unbroken by the shackles of Man’s doubt.

Wigi buzzed around the tunnel and gave an agitated, shrill shriek that I thought might bring the tour guide back down on us. I looked back toward the tour in concern.

Ninu shook his head at me, gave me a lopsided smile, and tapped his ear.

I could barely hear the tourists, and realized they would not be able to perceive us with normal human hearing, especially with how the tourists seemed like prisoners wired into high volume headsets that quickly cut their hearing in half or worse.

Ninu shrugged carefully and gave me a hug. He wasn’t in favor of looking for Il-Maqluba. The town had too many evil associations. But he also didn’t want to quash my dream.

I smiled even more as the light grew dimmer and my night vision kicked into full gear. I was able to easily read the sign that said, “Do Not Enter, Restricted Area” in at least five languages and that blocked half the side tunnel entrance.

The sound from the tourists was gone, replaced by the crunching of our footsteps on the battered tunnel’s hard, pale-grey limestone floor, and the flap of Wigi’s wings from above. When we reached a main section, we stopped. I could tell that Ninu could no longer see clearly in the dim light. His magic, after all, was very different from mine, and some might say more powerful, or more burdensome, at least.

“Stop for a moment.” I dropped my backpack and raised my hand for Wigi. The well-trained bat descended like a hawk to a falconer’s glove. I put him on my shoulder.

“What are you doing?” Ninu turned to peer dimly at me and crossed his arms.

“I am doing nothing.” I waited for a beat. “You, however, are going to summon the Blue Lady’s power. Then you will lead us to the lost door to Il-Maqluba, because you will be able to follow the connections if you call on the Falcon’s Spirit, which will also help you see in the dark. I know it will lead us right to Il-Maqluba. I don’t have the connection with the Blue Lady that you do. You are always better at finding things.”

Ninu blinked at me.

I waited, half-expecting him to back out. After all, calling the Blue Lady was risky, safer than the Black Knight, but way more dangerous than the Giants. Half the time when you called and bargained with them, you ended up losing something, and usually it was more important than your shirt.

Unlike Ninu, I did not have the connection which allowed him to talk so easily to the spirits. The Giants liked him and tended to help him find anything he wanted for little more than a dab of honey on a tree leaf.

If I tried the same thing, usually the Giants would turn up their translucent noses at me, if they even replied. And it took a major ritual for me to get their attention. The only time I got one to reply, it demanded so much blood that I ended up in the hospital and grounded when my parents found out. I still have the scar, which is odd because I heal unnaturally fast and cleanly.

Ninu, on the other hand, couldn’t see in the dark, nor hear, nor heal like me. His strength was normal, while mine exceeded that of any adult I knew. But he had a strong connection, which was considered much more impressive than my more physical powers to the descendants of the Temple People. Basically, he could summon a Giant by accident.

When Ninu made no move to open my backpack, I kicked it lightly towards him.

He raised an eyebrow, but knelt, fumbling at the zipper.

I cuddled Wigi and stroked him a little as I watched Ninu fiddle with my backpack in what must have been pitch-black darkness to him. “Why don’t you ask for a little light?”

Ninu leaned closer to the bag. I could see where he was sweating through his shirt. “I’m fine.”

“Riiight,” I drawled.

He didn’t respond for a moment, but Wigi let out a series of squeaks, filling the silence. I let my familiar go and shut my eyes. Wigi quickly flapped his wings and landed on Ninu, startling a short scream from him.

I could see red, from the flash of light that burst out as Giants responded to Ninu’s distress.

“Anjeze. Are you alright?” he gasped. I could hear him struggling to his feet.

I opened my eyes to find it was dark again.

“I’m completely fine. But Ninu, you need light to see. Either summon a Giant or get a glow stick out.”

He blinked at me and felt his way back to the bag and rummaged through it for a moment. He found my set of glow sticks. I carried them because most people need light, but I disliked flashlights and lanterns are hard to carry. Batteries corrode and fail. Ninu cracked the capsules inside the stick and gave it a shake. A soft greenish glow came from the stick.

Part of me thought it was strange that Ninu had stopped using his connection for little things in the last year. Before, we used to get into lots of mischief. Now, he was more judicious about using his power. But the Giants still responded at a drop of his hat–or in this case, a startled scream. In fact, they had gotten faster and faster about responding. I half-expected him to live on Comino, with the other two people that constantly had Giants in attendance, during tourist season, to prevent accidentally introducing foreigners to the Giants.

The glow stick was bright enough for Ninu to see, and his hand stopped shaking. He went through my bag with more confidence, after a side glance at me.

“What did you think I needed?” Ninu asked when his hand brushed the handwoven Maltese summoning rug. The texture was a dead giveaway; nothing else felt like a summoning rug to someone with the connection. And nothing else was made from extinct Malta Elephant tail hair that could only be preserved using magic.

To me, it just looked and felt like a roughly made rug. It was lovely, though, with a bold pattern of few colors. The small circular mat was just big enough for one person to sit on cross-legged. It was supposed to enhance the connection. I was not sure that Ninu really needed it. Actually, I was pretty sure he didn’t, but I had thought it would be a fun gift for his birthday. Something to hang on the wall, but this was better. He could test-drive it and we would find Il-Maqluba, peace, and magic. Obviously, I didn’t believe the evil tales of Il-Maqluba; I liked the older, secret stories.

“I always wanted to try a summoning and ask for guidance to get you a familiar, Ninu. I know it hurt you that Wigi decided on me, after you did all the work to call a familiar.”

Ninu fish-mouthed for a moment. “No, that isn’t–”

I put my hand on Ninu’s shoulder, cutting him off. I could feel his breath speeding up. He didn’t like the dark, even if he tried to pretend it didn’t bother him. It was also probably the reason Wigi chose me. I sighed and felt Wigi climb up a little closer to stick his head against my cheek.

“And,” I continued, “you haven’t tried anything since you came of age. It’s almost like you’re scared of your connection. I figured a summoning rug would help you get over whatever nonsense the Elders fed you. The Giants and other spirits love you. And I know this plan is better.”

Wigi took flight.

His hand traced the radial design on the tail hair rug, still in the bag. He gingerly pulled out the rug and placed it carefully on the tunnel floor. Part of my wallet wept at the sight, but magic rugs were made to be used. Still, there was something odd about seeing something handmade three days ago, from hair ten centuries old, being placed in the dirt of a three-thousand-year-old tunnel.

I looked up to where Wigi was inspecting the ceiling. “Now, don’t you get any ideas. I am not sure the warranty covers guano.”

“What? But…how long have you been planning this?” Ninu asked haltingly.

I saw he had not only found the summoning rug, but also the Honey Calcite dagger, supposedly blessed by Saint Paul, the one I had used in my flubbed attempt at summoning.

I gave Ninu a crooked smile. “The Summoning Rug was going to be your birthday present. It’s mostly a joke. The dagger was…”

I paused. I wasn’t sure how he would handle being told it was the one I almost died using. I continued with a different truth.

“It was blessed by Saint Paul. I know we can use it to find the door to Il-Maqluba.”

“It means that much to you?” He placed the yellow and white dagger in the center of the summoning rug and watched me. The light from his glow stick made it difficult for me to see his eyes.

“Yes. Here…” I struggled to think of the words for how pointless it felt to always have to hide our true selves. “Here we have to hide our abilities. I must pretend to be weaker than I am, and everyone only sees my blessings as a handicap. On Malta, they are a handicap. And you, you might have to become a hermit, and for what?”

“So that the Temple People descendants can be safe.” Ninu’s voice was soft and echoed in the chamber.

All I could hear were the Elders and their constant refrain of “hide your gifts,” to the point that people thought I was physically impaired because I couldn’t handle computer screens, TV shows or movies, and strobe lights. To have magic and yet to only get the downsides made me want to scream in public, not just in private.

I turned away from Ninu and crossed my arms, hugging myself. Wigi sensed my displeasure and let out a squawk and descended on my head to start preening my hair. I sighed and turned back, pulling Wigi off his tangled perch.

“It isn’t just that, but think, Ninu. Think.”

He sighed and crossed his arms, staring down at the rug and dagger.

“You don’t have control because you don’t practice.”

“What? And what about you?”

“I’m not talking about me. But look, you had more control two years ago than you do now. The more you stop trying to use the connection, the more it breaks free.”

“That isn’t how it works.” He ran a hand through his short black hair, looking up at me from where he knelt.

“You think they know.”

“They are the Elders.”

“That means nothing. They told me if I just quit using my powers, then my sight would become normal.”

“And?”

“And my sight became more sensitive. Either we are different, or they have their theories backward.”

“Anjeze, it is supposed to settle down after passing into adulthood.”

“That’s just my point. Both of us are past that. Does it look settled to you?”

Ninu was quiet for a long moment, and I let him think. It wouldn’t be possible for me to find the door to Il-Maqluba myself. I needed him. I could probably bleed out before a Giant, let alone the Blue Lady, would answer my call.

I felt the silence stretch on forever. I petted Wigi, fussing with him to distract myself and let Ninu decide.

Ninu looked up, his dark eyes distant, and his smile was off, but he gave me a nod.

“You are right. The more I ignore my magic, the more it breaks free.”

He looked into my eyes for a long moment. “You know this won’t be like the other summonings, right?”

I nodded.

“You cannot interfere, no matter what happens.”

“Of course.”

His jaw tightened. I think he wanted to say more, but instead he bowed his head for a moment before giving me directions.
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After that, it didn’t take long to set up for the summoning. I flung Wigi back into the air. I asked him to circle us and warn us if anyone headed our way. I was never sure just how much Wigi understood, but he mostly seemed to obey me.

I moved my backpack away, then the glow stick and anything modern. But Ninu still needed light, so I placed more glow sticks around like one would place candles, except back a few paces.

Then Ninu started getting ready. He stripped off his shoes, jeans, shirt, and basically everything made with anything synthetic. Only cotton, wool, bone, rocks, or flesh were allowed on the summoning rug.

I guess his boxers were synthetic.

I turned beet-red and I must have muttered aloud, “I forgot about that. How could I forget about that!”

Ninu laughed and threw his clothes at me. The bundle contained a polo shirt with plastic buttons, jeans with a plastic zipper, and boxers with an elastic waistband.

I was pretty sure I blushed enough to outglow the glow stick, but he did have a nice butt.

Ninu sat cross-legged in the circle and started humming. It was a tune I didn’t recognize, but it filled the tunnel, eerie and piercing. It sent shivers up and down my spine. I could also feel the summoning grow stronger.

The glow sticks dimmed, and my night vision kicked back in. Everything seemed to have an echo of light within it. The walls showed a thousand handprints, lit from within, shining with light like sweat under a blacklight. I could make out Wigi flapping his way around the tunnel. He glowed even brighter than the walls and floors, but he was more red than green.

I looked back to Ninu and gasped. He was a standing pillar of light, a pure white so bright it made my eyes water. The rug was a black vortex beneath him. Around him, flares of random colors danced. Blue ghostly shapes, hands stretched out, racked through him and by him like a cyclone.

A rending sound cut through the tunnel, and the piercing hum stopped. I heard Ninu gasp, followed by the muted clatter as the stone dagger dropped from his hands.

Darkness descended, fast and blinding.

Complete blackness engulfed me. My heart raced, my mind spun, and I almost screamed. I, who loved the night, found the pitch black of shadowed nothing overwhelming. I blinked and tried to get my night vision to work. I felt water stream from my eyes. I could hear the panting of my breath, but all other sound was lost, too. The flapping of Wigi’s wings was gone.

I bit my tongue; warm, salty, metallic copper filled my mouth. I wanted to spit it out, but managed to swallow it.

Then the light flashed back, sound cut in, and I stood in the tunnels again. I could just make out a soft female voice, thin and reedy.

“What will you give me?” she whispered.

Ninu’s voice replied steadily, “my blood and my word.”

“And if I need a life?”

The voice sounded closer now and I tried to look around, and realized I was frozen in place.

Fingers of blue ice touched my cheek and trailed down the side of my face. I felt prickles from sharp nails that traced my lips. I opened my mouth and heard a sigh as the cool claws met my warm blood before the blue glow disappeared.

“Not hers.” Ninu’s voice was stronger and harder. “Only my blood and my word. I speak for no one else.”

The voice warbled, “but what if she is willing to give hers, as well?”

I opened my mouth when Ninu turned to look at me. He was still glowing, faintly. His eyes were voids of darkness in a face of light.

“No.” Ninu’s voice cut through the light and sent me back into blackness.
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I woke with a shout, but my eyes remained blanketed by darkness. Ninu placed a warm hand against my cheek. His fingers traced my lips like the claws had, but warm and soft. Comforting. I opened my mouth to speak, and he poured water in.

I coughed and choked and ended up spitting it all onto him. I blinked a few more times. My vision returned, but it was different: not the standard night vision I was used to or the vision of glowing swirls during the summoning, but something in between. There were cracks of light, and distracting flickers of ghostly movement, and I heard sounds that shouldn’t be there.

Ninu was dressed again, fortunately or unfortunately, but his eyes appeared darker and his face a shade or two paler.

“What do you think you are doing?” I coughed as I sat up.

“Waking you up.”

“By drowning me?”

“No, that wasn’t–nevermind.” He pulled the water bottle away and looked down at his dripping polo shirt before offering me a hand to stand.

I shrugged and took it, still feeling disoriented.

I could make out a string of some sort that seemed to stretch between me and Wigi and another one between me and Ninu. One from each of us stretched downward into the tunnel.

“What is that?” I asked, trying to grab the nearest string, the one connecting me to Wigi. My hand passed through it with a tingle. Wigi let out a squeak and landed hard on my shoulder.

“What are these strings?” I asked.

Ninu flinched when I plucked the one between us. It was thicker on his side than mine and seemed to twist around itself instead of being a straight thin line like the one between me and Wigi.

“Stop that. How are you doing that?” He put his hands out but didn’t try to grab me. He stopped and tilted his head and followed where my hand was plucking at the strange rope. “You can see them?”

“Hmm. Yeah. Why?”

“You–” He paused and took a deep breath. “Tell me what you see.”

“I see strings of light and dark. A clear blue one from me to Wigi, a tangled one with you that is corded with black and half-knots and half-sawed through, and we each have a string going that way.” I pointed deeper into the tunnel and slightly down. “Mine is thin and pale, and yours is thicker and red, but drips light, like blood. I see cracks in the walls that shimmer and the air seems slightly foggy.”

“You shouldn’t be seeing any of that.” He shook his head.

I blinked, trying to bring back my normal night vision. I looked around and noticed all the glow sticks were now voids of darkness. “What happened? How long have I been out? I guess you can see now? The glow sticks are–”

Ninu cut me off with a look and started shoving the black glow sticks into my backpack.

I took a swig from the water bottle he had been pushing at me earlier and flung Wigi back toward the cave ceiling. He flapped away. His squeaks seemed almost intelligible.

“Silly human.”

I rubbed my ears and then started looking for the summoning rug, only to find a burnt circle on the floor with a pattern matching the rug. A tangled string around Ninu seemed to be tied to it.

“Don’t touch that,” Ninu called, coming back towards me, my backpack flung over his shoulder.

“But–”

“The rug is gone. It served its purpose.”

“Well, happy birthday. And the dagger?”

His hand went to his hip, where the dagger reposed in a strangely patterned sheath I did not recognize. From what I could see, it was embossed with falcon wings.

“I would prefer to keep it.”

“Happy birthday–again. Did you summon a familiar to guide us?”

He smiled. “Come on.”

Just then, I heard a flap of wings that didn’t belong to Wigi, and saw the edge of a phantom falcon wing.

Ninu turned us away from the summoning circle, towards the darker edges of the tunnel. Like twin compass needles, the strings from each of us pointed into the wall. We walked towards it. Wigi joined me when I whistled, and he perched on my shoulder.

Ninu turned to me. “There is a door into the tunnels, and then a maze of tunnels for miles. Even with the Blue Lady as a guide, we can lose our way and be stuck within.”

“What do you mean ‘stuck within’?”

“Il-Maqluba is a real place.”

“Yes. I’ve been saying that all along.”

“Just…be careful.” He shrugged and gestured to the dark doorway. It was different from the rest of the tunnel, and I could not see the handprints of hundreds. Instead, thin lines of light showed in a pattern like a feather, just under the rough outcropping of rock.

Ninu had to bend almost in half to fit through the jagged opening that…appeared. I ducked my head to avoid a sudden low spot. After we entered, there was a drop away, and a twisting set of uneven stairs deeper into what should have been darkness.

But wasn’t.

I heard the lapping of water and could smell the sea, yet we were inland. We began to climb down the slick, moss-covered stairs.

Skirting the twisting edge, the ceiling remained high, and Wigi could have flown if he chose. But my bat clung to me and trembled.

Time seemed to stand still, or maybe flow too fast to tell.

We went down forever.

At some point, the pale limestone gave way to blue-gray mudstone that then became a golden limestone. How I could tell colors through the weird fractal lights in the wall escaped me. Ninu couldn’t see it, but believed me when I described it.

Finally, the tunnel down ended at a glowing end cap of crisscrossed, hatched light. The light lit only the wall, but not the tunnel or us.

Ninu laughed and shrugged before placing his hand against the end cap with the strange new light. I placed my hand on the wall next to his. I felt unexpected heat and pulled my hand away, startled.

Wigi let out a squeak and flew at the wall like it wasn’t there. I gave a shout as my bat disappeared. I turned, only to be stopped by Ninu’s hand covering my eyes.

“Keep your eyes shut.” His breath tickled my ear before he lifted me up, and I felt a rush of heat first from his hands on my waist, and then on a line that crossed by body. I heard the howl of wind and felt a trickle of water. But I kept my eyes shut, even as I felt pressed in on all sides.

There was a pop and I heard Wigi’s welcome screech.

“Now, open your eyes,” Ninu whispered as he set me on my feet.

Spots of heat clung where he had lifted me.

I opened my eyes, and the light of the setting sun shocked me. I stared. We stood at the edge of a tall sea cliff. The cliff face below us seemed to have been chiseled by some antediluvian hands. Some of the lines looked like waves of hair. I thought I could make out faces in the stone.

The view was like that from the Dingli Cliffs, but somehow sharper and yet more drawn out. While the height was similar, the stones beneath us were softer. I moved toward the edge to look down at the sea that I could hear and smell. Instead, I saw an etched and engraved wall rising like a bubble around us. Shining through the dark but colorless wall was an orb of light, which I knew was not the Sun.

“How did we go down to end up here? Where are we?” I asked, my voiced filled with wonder. The orb kept the light level just dim enough not to hurt my enhanced vision. I watched as it dipped behind a horizon within the wall, like the setting sun.

“Il-Maqluba. The upside-down city.” Ninu’s voice sounded slightly hollow as he looked at the sun setting behind the stone horizon. “Like you asked.”

He dipped his head and brushed a kiss on my cheek. The soft warmth was replaced when a drop of hot water splashed onto my skin. I turned towards him, only to hear the screech of a falcon.

His warmth was yanked away. I stumbled back a step. Wigi squeaked and dove towards me, as if trying to herd me away, but I was slipping on the smooth carved stones.

My blue skirt flared out as I turned and fell. I saw the carved cliff looked like a giant column, fresh from Ggantija on Gozo. Beyond, a giant falcon with battered ghostly wings swooped, grasping Ninu in its claws. In two wingbeats, they were away, and I saw Ninu’s pale and almost lifeless form, not struggling, just accepting his fate.

His deal.

Our connection–the tangle of light and dark–stretched between us, then I felt it snap like a rubber band. It slashed back at me.

I gasped.

A single droplet fell from the sky, hot and red. It splashed across my face. And then another. And another. I tasted the coppery metal of blood.

I looked into the sky to see blood pouring from Ninu’s silhouette. Wind pushed at me, and the sky dome seemed to shimmer. I slammed into the stone cliff. I clutched at the stone like Wigi would hold to me. A face resolved on the cliff that I clung to. Strange blue-grey eyes looked at me, and I swear it blinked.

I fell.

I saw the connection strings as I fell forever. The strong connection to Wigi. I saw the dim black hole where Ninu’s used to be. The one to Il-Maqluba was indistinct, spreading into the dome.

Il-Maqluba may be evil. I don’t know. But for the first and last time in my life, there in Il-Maqluba, with my love and his life ripped away, falling to my own death, I found the peace and comfort that had always escaped me.
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The Grandmaster’s Treasure
By Seth Taylor



It was out of character for a slave to spit in defiance.

That was what Thorello Corsi told himself every time he saw that red banner drifting in the seaborn breeze. He was no slave, but he still needed to act the part. The slaves around him had been so beaten down by years of captivity and hard labor that they could no more have defied their Ottoman masters than they could have sprouted wings and flown to the moon. They also cared little for the banner flying above Fort Suleyman.

That had been an essential part of the plan. The slaves laboring to expand the fortress of Malta were the dregs of Ottoman society, so low-value that they could be worked to death without anyone caring about the monetary cost incurred. Their overseers cared little about what happened to them as long as the fortress got built as the Sultan commanded. No one noticed when several more slipped in amongst their number, especially when the infiltrators were Spaniards and Italians just like most of the slaves. The overseers were keeping watch for anyone trying to escape the slave camps. Who in their right mind wanted to get in?

Whips cracked overhead as Thorello and the stream of slaves hauled sacks of dirt to the top of the bastion and dumped them. The dirt would then be packed down by other slaves with tampers. The slaves were expected to perform their tasks all day with only a few breaks for rest, food, and water. Their only relief came at dusk when they were driven back to their camps, where they were fed a cheap gruel and allowed to rest until the break of dawn the next day. Once Thorello dumped his own sack, he took a brief moment to stretch his back and look around. It was only here, at the top of what had been called the St. Paul Bastion before the Muhammadans changed its name, that he could get a good view of his objective. He only had a few seconds to note the number of guards and their positions before he had to rejoin the slaves heading back down the bastion for another load of dirt. He did not see everything he wanted in the short time, but he would be visiting that same viewpoint at least five more times that day.

He only had to stomach the sight of the flag of the Ottoman Empire flying over Fort Saint Angelo a few more times.
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“I saw only a pair of guards at the main gate,” said Thorello between bites of gruel. It was thin and nasty stuff, but after a day of hard labor, he would have eaten almost anything. “There was anywhere between four and seven more guards walking the barbican above it. They all looked to be Janissaries.”

“Janissaries.” Brother Ulisse Calabresi sucked the air between the gap in his teeth made by a missing incisor. “I was hoping that they would have Zanj guarding the fort. Them we could have bribed. Janissaries, though…” He took a bite of his own gruel, and some dripped down into his graying beard. He did not bother wiping it away. Not for the first time Thorello was reminded that Ulisse, despite his stature in the Order, was of lowborn birth. He had bridled when he had heard that he would be under the command of the son of a fisherman. The Grandmaster himself had then reminded Thorello that Jesus Christ had been a fisherman and that the young nobleman was to obey the orders of Ulisse as if they had come from Christ himself.

“That’s good,” opined Thorello. “I came here to kill Turks, not make them wealthy.”

“We came here to regain the Order’s lost treasure,” said the third man seated around the small fire. “Not kill Turks. If that’s all you want to do, then you can go and join the Spanish Fleet.” Master Giovanni Orsini was the leader of the expedition and a junior member of one of the oldest noble families in Italy. Thorello had no objection to following his orders.

“You won’t find many Turks here, in any case, young Signore Corsi.” Ulisse gave a chuckle like two wet stones being ground together. “There are the Janissaries. The Caliph’s best slave soldiers. They are Greeks, Serbs, and Bulgarians. Christian stock.”

“They have forsworn Christ in service of the Muhammadans and are Christian no longer.”

“Maybe so…but they are no Turks. Then you have the Zanj, black Africans from the deepest part of the continent. Also soldiers, also slaves, but of lower status. More corruptible. But still not Turks.”

“They serve the Turks.”

“So does everyone south of Sicily, which brings us to the sailors on all those ships you see out there.” The grizzled man nodded out to the Bay of Marsa, which was just visible from the labor camp. The small inlet was practically covered with the wooden decks of bobbing ships. “They are mostly from the Barbary Coast and the slaves at the oars are slaves like the ones around us, just better fed.” Ulisse took a slurp of the disgusting gruel and got still more of it in his beard. “The only Turks out here are a few officers and bureaucrats.”

“I know all that,” replied Thorello hotly. He knew his ears, which were unfortunately prominent, were likely going red under the older man’s needling. Hopefully, no one else could see the unfortunate blush in the dim red light of the fire.

“Then why speak of Turks at all?”

“Brother Ulisse, that is enough.” Master Orsini’s tone was one of gentle admonishment. “I believe you have made your point.” The older man gave a nod and ceased talking, instead taking another slurp of his gruel.

“He should not be able to talk to me like that at all.” Thorello’s voice filled the void that Ulisse had left with his silence. “He is not of noble birth. Who is he to treat me like some errant apprentice?” He spoke with the confidence of one noble to another.

“Who is he?” replied Master Orsini after a few moments of silence. “He is Ulisse Calabresi, Brother of The Order of Knights of the Hospital of Saint John of Jerusalem. He has spent over thirty years fighting against the Turks on land and sea. He has taken Muhammadan vessels from one end of the Mediterranean to another. He has snuck into Constantinople to spy on the Sultan himself. He was one of the last knights to leave this island before the Turks took it twenty-two years ago. He knows this island better than any other living member of the order and is the only man who knows exactly where Grandmaster Vallete hid our treasured relics. For all of that alone, he deserves your respect. He deserves your obedience because the Grandmaster has said so. Understood?” Orsini’s tone started out mild, but by the end had hardened into a steel fit for a blade, though it had not raised in volume much beyond that of a whisper. For his part, Ulisse smiled wryly, shook his head, and turned his attention back to his gruel.

“Understood, master,” muttered Thorello.

“What did I miss?” asked a fourth man jauntily as he joined the trio of knights around the fire. “Did the Master have to slap down young Thorello again? Shame that I missed it.”

“Fabio,” greeted Ulisse with a grunt.

“Brother Romano,” said Master Orsini with just a hint of ice infusing his voice. “You are late.”

Fabio Romano was wearing a rough cloak that was meant to let him blend in with the other slaves of the labor camp. Underneath the cloak was fine silken vestments that made it plain that he was no mere enslaved laborer. His features were fine and boyish, his limbs slender and his voice a high tenor. Thorello knew that the oddly pretty man was a “body servant” to one of the top bureaucrats of the fortress. He did not care to speculate just what that entailed.

“It took longer for Hayri to fall asleep than usual.” Fabio made a flicking motion with his hands. “I came as quickly as I could.”

“What news do you have for us?”

“Only that the Chief Engineer has decided to start dismantling and refurbishing the interior buildings by the end of the week.”

“I thought they were not supposed to start that until the end of the month?” asked Thorello into the shocked silence that had followed Fabio’s announcement.

“They changed their schedules,” Fabio shrugged. “These Turks are damned unpredictable like that. Though if I knew exactly where the treasure was hidden, I could tell when they are likely to reach that part of the fort.” He looked pointedly at Ulisse.

“I’ll not tell a soul until I am in the fort.” The old man shook his head obstinately. “I don’t know who I can trust. I also don’t know what it looks like in there now. Any directions I give are based on what the place looked like twenty years ago. I must be there to find the treasure.”

“Then, if we want Vallete’s treasure, we must act within the next couple of days. I cannot guarantee that they will not find this secret hiding place before then.”

“We are not ready,” said Thorello. “The rest of our brothers will not get smuggled onto the island until next week. It is just the four of us…”

“And yet,” said Master Orsini, cutting off the younger knight, “act we must. Our duty and our mission are clear, even though God has seen fit to test us with extra obstacles. We must recover the Order’s relics and artifacts before the Turks find them. If any of you wish to let your fear override your faith in the Lord, then leave this fire and join the slaves. You are of no use to the Order.” The master knight’s eyes roved across the other men. When they touched Thorello, the young noble puffed out his chest and squared his shoulders. If God was calling him to challenge, then who was he not to answer? Fabio smiled and nodded. Ulisse gave a frown, but also an affirmative nod.

“Good.” Orsini then used a stick to draw out a crude sketch of the fortress. “Then we had better get more information on the fort…”
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Two days.

They had two more days to gather as much intelligence as they could. After that, they would have to strike, whether they were ready or not. As before, it was Thorello’s task to determine the placement of the guards and the timing of the patrols on the outer walls of the fortress, but instead of having a couple of weeks, he only had a couple of days.

One of the major upgrades to Fort Sulyman was simple dirt. An outer layer of packed dirt made the stone walls of the old fort impervious to cannon fire. Tamping that dirt into place was one of the more brutally backbreaking jobs that a slave on Malta could do. When Thorello wordlessly handed his bag to one of the tampers and took his tool, the laborer did not argue. Thorello made sure to join the team of tampers sent to the northwest corner of the fortress near what the Order had called the De Guiral Battery during the Great Siege. The Turks had likely changed the name since then. From there, he could get a different view of the barbican and main gate area.

As his arms rhythmically drove the tamper into the dirt between his feet, he covertly checked the guard positions. When the guards changed, he noted the position of the sun. Guards changed every four hours.

Thorello also studied the paths of the patrols and the guards’ general demeanor. They were good, these Janissaries. He had heard of the elite slave troops of the Ottomans. Of course, he had. They had become the terror of Europe since the Christian nations’ crushing defeat at the Battle of Lepanto. This was the first chance that Thorello had been given to observe them personally. They did not nap or shirk while on duty. The guards were always alert and observant. That peasant Ulisse had been right.

By the end of the day, Thorello’s arms and shoulders ached from driving a tamper into the ground for hours. It was not a crippling ache, though. No worse than a hard day’s training with sword and buckler. Thorello’s limbs were well used to such exercises, as was evident by the thick muscle along his arms and shoulders. That was the type of physique acquired through frequent weapons training and a healthy diet, and he took pains to mask it with simple slave clothes. Despite a life of hard labor, slaves did not have muscles like that. Warriors did. Thorello considered himself one of the finest fighters in the Order. It was the reason the Grandmaster had assigned him to this mission, but a lifetime of training with the gun and the blade also let him know when he was outmatched.

“I do not think we can fight our way in,” Thorello said. Once again, the four plotters were gathered around the fighter. “Besides the two at the gate, there are four more on a roving patrol who could be at the gate in moments. Another dozen or so patrol the walls above. Any fight of longer than a few seconds and they will overwhelm us.”

“I thought you were one of the finest swordsmen in the order.” Ulisse dismissively flicked a small bit of wood into the fire.

“I am,” Thorello replied through gritted teeth. “But this would not be a sword fight. The guards at the gate have halberds which outreach any sword ever made. The ones on the walls have muskets and bows. The patrols have a mixture of polearms and muskets. If we try to fight them with just the weapons we brought, they will kill us.”

Orsini frowned into the fire. “Perhaps. Is there a way to sneak into the fort?”

“While young Signore Corsi was watching the guards, I was checking all the old ways into and out of the fort.” Ulisse stopped to cough and spit into the fire. “Nobody ever suspects a blind beggar to be a spy. Say what you will of the Turks, and I have said all of it a time or two, they are fine engineers. Every blind spot and secret passage that existed when I was stationed here has been blocked or is now guarded. There are a few spots where we might be able to throw a rope over the wall and climb in, but those sentries on the wall will see us eventually. Then it will be a fight and Signore Corsi is right. They will kill us.”

“Fabio,” there was a hint of hesitation as Orsini turned to the final member of the conspiracy, “is there a way that you could smuggle us in?”

The oddly pretty man frowned. “Perhaps. I know of at least one way I can get three more people through the gates without raising too much suspicion. But there are guards on the inside, as well. I fear that this will come to a fight, no matter what we do.”

“Are the interior guards carrying polearms and muskets?” Thorello dearly hoped that they were not.

“No, they mostly have those short swords these Janissaries seem to favor.”

“Yatagan blades.” Ulisse nodded. “The Janissaries are obsessed with them.”

“Short, recurved, single-edged blades, yes?” asked Thorello.

“Those are the ones,” confirmed the older man. “All Janissaries carry them as a sign of their status.”

“Those, I can beat.” The young nobleman’s confident smile gleamed in the firelight.

“Then it appears being smuggled in is our best choice. Perhaps if we had more time or men, we could find an alternate way to sneak into the fort or fight our way inside.” Master Orsini turned to Fabio. “How do you propose to smuggle us inside?”

Fabio gave a grin that was half-apologetic and half-sinister. “You probably will not like this…”
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The next day.

Thorello desperately searched the fort from yet another vantage point, this one from over on its seaward side. There had to be some gap between the sentries. Some weaknesses in the patrol patterns. Some place where they could clamber over the walls. Anything.

Thorello’s tamper beat the dirt between his feet in a furious tempo, drawing glances from the slaves around him. He did not notice as his eyes continued their wild hunt across the battlements.

There had to be some other way, any other way, than what Fabio had proposed.
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It was in the evening. The sun had slipped below the horizon, but the western sky was still purple from its passage rather than dark like the star-studded sky of the east. It was that time of deepest twilight just before true night. That was when the plan was put into action. The only plan, despite a lot of praying and plotting to the contrary.

“I am a brother in the Order of Knights of the Hospital of Saint John of Jerusalem,” muttered Thorello through gritted teeth. “A Hospitaller. Son of a noble house and a feared swordsman. My dignity cannot bear this.”

“It can and will.” Master Orsini’s voice sound just as frustrated as Thorello’s, but there was still iron behind his words. “This is the only way. Remember what we came here for, what our mission is? We must regain our lost artifacts tonight or they will be lost to us forever. Either sold to line the pocket of some workman or adorning the walls of some bureaucrat. That cannot happen.”

“Yes, Master.” Thorello hoped he did not sound as sullen as he felt.

“Honestly, this is not the most degrading thing that I have done in my time of spying for the Order.” Ulisse sounded almost cheerful. “If we all survive the night, remind me to tell you of the time that I had to infiltrate the Sultan’s palace…”

“You are the son of a fishmonger. It is not the same.”

“Mention my father again, whelp, and by the time I am through with you, you will spend the rest of your life serving the Lord as a nun.” The jocularity had fled from the older man’s tone and had been supplanted by deadly earnestness.

“That is enough.” The reproach in Orsini’s voice was plain. “The troupe is coming. We need to move now.”

Throughout the whole exchange, the three knights had been unable to see each other’s faces. They were all wearing the same ridiculous costume which veiled them from head to toe. Thorello understood it to be woman’s clothing from some of the Muhammadan lands south of the Ottoman Empire. Apparently, it was part of an infamous play where various characters would pretend to be the wives of a corrupt merchant while the actual wives were out cavorting. Sinful stuff. The play was meant to be a comedy full of humorous misunderstandings. He remembered hearing of similar plays from England. All the parts were, of course, played by men, so three more men wearing women’s clothing amongst the troupe of actors and musicians would be unnoticed.

The troupe passed the alleyway with a clangor of instruments and chatter of voices. It was a simple matter to step out of the alley and join them. If any of the entertainers noticed the three extra bodies amongst their number, they gave no sign of it. Fabio had said that he would take some of the money meant for bribing guards and disperse it amongst the troupe instead. It turned out that actors were far cheaper to bribe than Janissaries.

Despite the ridiculousness of his surroundings, Thorello tried not to panic as he followed the players down the street and straight toward the gates of the fortress. He was mincing into battle. Mincing, because his disguise was too constraining for him to do much else. He also could not see anything in this ridiculous garment. He was unarmed, for the guards would surely notice a three-foot-long blade even through the sack he was wearing. Unarmed and dressed as a foreign woman. This was not how he expected to fight the Turks. No, not at all. He was sure that he was going to be cut down at the gate, that the gate guards would see through the ludicrous disguise and give him an ignominious death. His breath was held close by the cloth and smelled of the vile gruel he had been eating the last week. The combination of the two was causing the gorge to slowly climb its way up his throat. He tried breathing slowly and deeply through his nose, as he would before a battle, but that did not work with the cool evening air obscured by the cloth face covering.

“Easy, lad.” Ulisse’s voice was pitched so only Thorello could hear it, a soft murmur. “You are so keyed up, you’re shaking. A guard who’s blind and deaf will still see that you are ready for a fight. Take deep breaths. Calm your nerves.”

“How am I supposed to breathe deeply through this sack?” hissed Thorello through gritted teeth.

“Arab women manage to breathe in these in the heat of the desert summer. Expand your chest, slowly. In and out. In through your mouth, out through your nose.”

The old man’s gravelly voice cut through the haze of panic wrapping itself around Thorello’s head. He obeyed those experienced words and after several deep breaths, he felt the shaking in his limbs begin to quell. A few more breaths and he started to feel merely anxious.

“Good,” Ulisse continued. “Now clear your head as you would before a battle. Say a prayer. You must be calm before something like this, just as you would before a fight.”

By the time the troupe reached the gates to the Ottoman fortress, Thorello felt nearly as calm as he would have before a fight to the death.

The guards paid little mind to the troupe beyond the experienced eye they ran over its members as they waved them through the gates. The gates led into a series of rooms and corridors built directly into the thick walls of the fort. The troupe had to follow Janissary guides who led them up and out onto the fort’s battlements. They would perform for the amusement of the Janissary officers and Ottoman officials in a large open area at the top of the fort.

Thorello was passing so close to Janissaries that he could smell the oils that they used to style their beards. His hands twitched and ached for the hilt of a sword so that he could show these infidels the vengeance they so desperately deserved. It was probably a good thing that they had not taken their blades with them.

When the troupe passed by the Magisterial Palace, a voice called out, “Magister Karadeniz requires a private showing.” Fabio strode out into the midst of the troupe and pointed out the three burka-clad figures in the back. “You three, accompany me to the Magister’s chambers.” Thorello, Ulisse, and Orsini bowed compliantly and followed the Magister’s chief body slave into the Magisterial Palace. The rest of the troupe continued following the guides.

“Was that not a bit obvious?” asked Orsini. Fabio had led them all to a secluded room where they shed their disguises and belted on the wheellock pistols, swords, and daggers that had been smuggled in separately.

Fabio shrugged and handed out candles to light their way through the dark interior. “We did not have the time to come up with a subtler ruse. Hayri’s…proclivities…are well-known.”

“And if one of those Janissary guards should see the magister in any place other than his bedchamber?”

“Then we will have to fight our way out.” Thorello drew his sword to examine it for any damage that might have occurred during their time apart. No new knicks, scratches, or warps were visible in the dim light provided by the candles.

“I figured you for an épée,” remarked Ulisse as he watched Thorello with his blade.

“Fast, but too delicate and not versatile.” Thorelli slid the three-foot-long length of his schiavona sword back into its sheath and gave its basket hilt a good rattle to ensure nothing was loose. “Épées are well and good for a duel, but not in a pitched battle against multiple opponents. The schiavona gives me the ability to slash as well as thrust and is nearly as fast. At least in my hands.”

“Practical.” Ulisse gave a respectful nod and patted the pair of cutlasses that he wore on his own belt.

“I know you think me a noble dandy.” Thorello also examined his dagger before sheathing it on his right hip. “But I rode with the condottieri for two years before joining the Order. Those years gave me a fine appreciation for the more utilitarian aspects of swordplay.”

“Enough small talk. We must focus on the task at hand.” Orsini sounded annoyed, but that was probably because he carried an épée on his own hip. “Ulisse, where do we go to find Grandmaster Vallete’s Treasure?”

“One of the storerooms of this very building.”

“Really? I would have thought religious artifacts of such significance would be hidden within Saint Ann’s Chapel.”

“The old grandmaster was smart. He knew that was exactly where the Turks would look first. Who would look in the floor of a storeroom?”

“We, apparently.” Orsini still looked irritated. It seemed the senior Hospitaller thought a storeroom far too low a place to hide such valuables.

“Better we than the Turks. Did you bring the tools, too?” asked Ulisse and rubbed his hands gleefully when Fabio pointed to a bundle of shovels and pickaxes. “We are about to labor as true servants of Christ, my brothers.”

By necessity, Ullise led the way to the treasure’s hiding place. Orsini and Fabio followed him with digging tools. Thorello took up a guard position at the rear. God’s luck was with them, and they encountered no Turks on the way to the treasure.

“Most of the Janissaries are watching the performance,” Fabio explained.

“Let’s hope none of them get bored. This is the room.” Ulisse stopped in front of an unremarkable door on the lowest level of the Magisterial Palace, where there were no lit candles in sconces on the walls and the only light came from those that they carried.

“Are you sure?” asked Orsini.

“As sure as I can be after twenty years, Master.” Ulisse gave a shrug that was worthy of a Frenchman. “We will know if I am right after we dig up the rearmost corner to the right.”

“Very well. You, Thorello, and I shall dig. Fabio, you keep watch in the hallway. Let us know if anyone is coming.”

“I should be able to divert most who come down this way. Just make sure to keep it quiet in there.”

The small storeroom was dark and half-filled with what looked like jugs of olive oil and casks of dried figs. There was just enough room to push all the foodstuffs to one side and leave open a space to work. Ulisse placed his candle on a convenient cask and got down upon his hands and knees and felt across the floor, gingerly running his fingers along the cracks between the flagstones in the floor.

“It’s here.” Ulisse tapped one flagstone. “I remember that it was the one with the chip on the corner.”

“You remember that after all these years?” asked Orsini.

“Grandmaster Vallete bade me to do so,” replied the old man. “So I did.” Thorello worked the tip of one pick under an edge of the stone and with a grunt of effort levered it out of its place in the floor. He had been hoping to see a hole with the treasure at the bottom but underneath the flagstone, there was just more dirt. “Now, my brothers, we dig,” said Ulisse as he passed out shovels.

The space was tight, the dirt was hard, and the work was slow.

“How deep did you bury it?” gasped Thorello after nearly half an hour of digging.

“Deep,” Ulisse paused to wipe the sweat off his brow. “We didn’t want the Turks to find it.”

“I say you have succeeded there.” Orsini sounded tired, as well, even though his own labors had been less than enthusiastic. “However, it is very inconvenient at the moment.”

“We are lucky that no one has noticed us down here so far.” The words left Thorello’s mouth, and he immediately wished he could snatch them out of the air and shove them back. It did not do to tempt fate like that. It was impossible to take back what had been said, and the reactions of both Ulisse and Orsini were equally horrified. The trio stopped as if Thorello’s mere utterance would be enough to bring a host of Janissaries down upon their heads. When that did not happen, they all breathed a relieved sigh and set back to work.

That was the moment their luck ran out.

It began with voices outside the door of the storeroom. Someone was loudly questioning Fabio in Turkish, and he was responding in kind.

“Thorello, to the door,” commanded Orsini quietly. “Be ready to arms. Ulisse, you and I shall keep digging.”

Thorello set the shovel down and moved to the door of the storeroom. He kept one hand on the hilt of his sword and put his ear up against the door. He knew some Turkish, but readily admitted that he was far from fluent. He only caught a few of the words from the heated argument outside. It sounded as if a Janissary was demanding to know what had happened to the three actors whom Fabio had summoned earlier. The spy was responding with both umbrage and ignorance but was rapidly running out of excuses. Thorello carefully drew his sword, making sure not to knock it against anything in the confines of the storeroom. He then used his left hand to open the door a mere crack, while praying that the hinges would not creak.

Through the crack in the door, he could see Fabio, who had moved down the corridor from the door. Confronting him was not one, but two Janissaries. They were standing nearly in front of the door. They looked to be the same ones who had led the actor troupe through the fortress, the ones who would have had cause to wonder why three burka-clad figures were not among the entertainers. Both men looked angry and had their hands placed menacingly on the pommels of their Yatagan blades. If they were to take Fabio away and raise the general alarm, the odds of any of them escaping the fortress were nearly nonexistent, and the Order’s sacred artifacts would be lost. He would have to act fast.

Thorello said a quick prayer to Saint Michael to aid him in the battle and then jerked open the door with his left hand. The Janissaries were well-trained, but they had not been expecting an attack from the side. Thorello lunged through the door, blade first, and his first thrust took the nearest slave soldier through the heart. His companion shouted and drew his own blade, but Thorello did not give him the time to either attack or flee. He withdrew his sword from his first victim and let the dying man fall to the floor with a gurgle. The young Hospitaller advanced on his second opponent with a flurry of quick thrusts that had the Janissary backpeddling and desperately parrying with his own smaller blade. The Ottoman fighter might have been an actual challenge with a longer weapon and time to gain his footing. As it was, it took only a few seconds for Thorello to snake his sword around the short Yatagan and slash his adversary across the throat.

“So, you are as good as you think you are?” During the brief fight, Fabio had done nothing more than raise his eyebrows.

“I am,” said Thorello with a lack of modesty he knew was unbecoming a monk, even a warrior one.

“I hope so. It will not be long until these two are missed. Then you will have to be good enough to fight every Janissary in this fort.”

“Even I do not believe myself to be that good.” Thorello backed up to the opened door to the store room. “Have you found the treasure yet? We do not have much more time.”

“By the grace of God, yes,” called Orsini. “We need help getting the chest out of the hole.”

It took the labor of all four men to pull the medium-sized chest out of its hiding place. Once on the floor of the storeroom, they could open it and behold the treasure within. Tales still abounded in Europe of the fabled wealth of the Knights Templar, of the vast riches the extinct order acquired in the Holy Land and then grew through banking and trade. Wealth so vast that the King of France himself coveted it and burnt the Templars to the ground in order to acquire it. The Hospitallers did not have such tales told of them; unlike the Templars, they were still alive. However, they, too, had been in the Holy Lands during the Crusades and had sat upon the main route of the spice trade for a century. While the Templars had gone back to Europe, the Hospitallers had stayed in the eastern Mediterranean, using their bases on Cypress and Rhodes to fight the rising power of the Ottomans. They had taken many Turkish vessels during nearly a half millennium of naval combat. That had led to a respectable fortune in gold and priceless artifacts at the Order’s height and a not-insignificant fraction of that fortune filled the chest in front of them.

Bags of coins, strings of jeweled rings, and finely worked chalices of silver and gold crucifixes first drew the eye. Less flashy but far more important were the reliquaries which held the bones, teeth, and hair of saints. The most important piece, though, was in the very center: a simple box of wood.

“Is that…” Orsini’s unspoken question hung in the air, begging for an answer.

“Yes,” breathed Ulisse reverently. Orsini took the small box from the larger chest and opened it to reveal a small piece of old wood on a velvet cushion. “A splinter from the True Cross. Wood that touched the flesh and blood of the Redeemer.”

All four of the Hospitallers stared at the bit of wood, which was more valuable than all of the contents of the chest combined, for a frozen moment before Orsini snapped the small box closed. “We must empty this chest and divide it up amongst us. We cannot carry this through the whole of the fort. Quickly now.” Luckily, they had thought to bring sacks and bags just for this use and portioning out the treasure was a quick and simple matter.

“This is the fastest way out,” said Fabio, directing them leftwards down the hall.

“Seems to be what I remember, as well.” Ulisse had buckled initially under the weight of the treasure, but seemed steady enough now.

“What about the bodies?” asked Thorello. “Maybe we should try to hide them?”

“Are you going to clean up the blood, too?” Fabio’s eyebrow was raised mockingly. Thorello growled, but did not bother answering.

The foursome had nearly reached the door leading out of the Magisterial Palace when they heard a shout behind them. The dead Janissaries had been found. In wordless agreement, they changed their urgent stride into a run.

“This way!” Ulisse led the group across the open ground north of the palace. Night had fully fallen while they were inside, and the only light came from the stars and torches placed in sconces in the buildings around them. “There is a hidden passage that leads down to the sea-level batteries on the northern side of the fort.” Behind them, they could hear the growing furor as word of the dead guards spread.

“We cannot swim while carrying all this,” gasped Orsini.

“There are often small boats tied along that side of the fort, usually from the warships in the harbor.” Fabio also sounded strained by the weight of the treasure that he was carrying.

Ulisse’s hidden passage proved to be an unobtrusive door built right into the battlements. It was not locked and was unguarded, for which Thorello gave a quick, silent prayer. He would match himself against any Janissary in the fort, but he dared not slow down and face the howling mob which he could hear fanning out across the grounds behind him. The passage was narrow and dark, and there were more than a few bumps and slips as they hurried down. The Hospitallers pushed through the door at the bottom without bothering to slow. It turned out that this end of the passage was guarded.

The Janissary at the bottom turned with a question that even Thorello, with his limited Turkish, could understand. “What the hell is happening up there?” Ullise crashed into the guard and bore him to the ground, then hacked at his face several times with one of his cutlasses. They no longer had any time for subtlety.

The sea-level battery was well-lit with torches and several boats could be seen tied up against the stone jetty. Their escape was at hand. The problem was the dozen Turkish sailors who had come with those boats. They looked up from the dice games they had been using to occupy their time at the sudden violence and then drew an assortment of swords and daggers.

“Guns!” barked Orsini and the Hospitallers grabbed the wheellock pistols which hung from their belts or around their necks. The pistols were still a relatively new invention and fantastically expensive, but were also portable and instant firepower. The handguns boomed, spouting tongues of flame out into the night. Thorello dropped his first pistol and immediately grabbed his second and fired again. Both times he was pretty sure that he had hit the men he was aiming at, but between the dark and the clouds of gun smoke, it was hard to be sure. He left both empty pistols to dangle from his belt and drew his sword.

The gunfire had broken the charge of the sailors. The men had likely not expected gunfire at such close range. Several of the Turks were still doggedly running forward with drawn blades, and Thorello surged forward to meet them.

The treasure strapped to his back was far lighter than the heavy bags of sand he had trained with since boyhood and hardly hindered him at all. The first sailor was swinging his cutlass in a clumsy overhead hack, and it was a simple matter for Thorello to dodge to the side and draw his schiavona across his opponent’s belly. The second man was more skilled and held his knife in a way that said he knew how to use it. It was still a knife, though, and as he charged to get into range, Thorello skewered him before he could close the distance. Brave man, but outmatched.

It was the third of Thorello’s opponents who proved to be the greatest challenge.

That clever seadog had eschewed a traditional weapon and had instead grabbed an oar as a massive, improvised club. It was not as silly as it first appeared. An oar might not have been meant as a weapon, but it had the reach on Thorello’s sword. The sailor also did not swing his weapon in wild arcs that would have left him unbalanced, but jabbed it at the Hospitaller as if he were holding a spear. Thorello tried parrying the oar aside, but its sheer weight made it difficult to move with his blade alone. He was not going to get killed by an oar like that, but his opponent was not trying to kill him, merely slow him down…which was as good as killing him.

Thorello had to act.

He took a painful thwack to his forearm, but managed to get a grip on the oar with his left hand. He then used his considerable strength to jerk the oar towards him and over his left shoulder. The sailor was canny enough to not allow himself to be pulled forward with his weapon, but Thorello was now inside the improvised weapon’s reach. His lunge was awkward, what with him holding an oar over his left shoulder, but it reached far enough, quick enough, to pierce the wrist of his opponent’s forward arm. The man spasmed in pain and released his grip on the oar. That was all Thorello needed to wrest it from his grip. After that, all the sailor could do was die bravely, which he did.

Only then did Thorello look behind to see how his companions had fared. They were all still alive. Orsini was flicking blood away from the tip of his épée, and Ulisse used his pair of cutlasses to finish off another of the sailors. The old man was bleeding, though, from a wound to his right shoulder, and that arm was already drooping to his side, the cutlass falling from fingers no longer able to carry it. Fabio looked to have avoided most of the hand-to-hand fighting, but had managed to drag a chair over to the door to the passage and wedge it into place. Hopefully, it would slow the pursuing Janissaries down. The sailors were all either dead or had fled.

“I think it’s time we go, brothers,” called Thorello. “Before the Turks make martyrs of all of us.” He moved to jump into the nearest boat but was brought short by a shout from Ulisse.

“Not that boat! That boat is crap. Go to the second one over.”

To Thorello, both vessels looked nearly identical, but he also knew that he was no sort of mariner. He jumped into the second boat. The rest of the Hospitallers tumbled in after him. Even with only one good arm, Ulisse expertly cast the boat off from the quay. “Fabio, Thorello: to the oars. Master Orsini, would you please go to the bow and make sure we don’t run into anything in this dark? I’ll take the tiller.” Everyone obeyed the experienced captain without question.

The harbor was dark in the moonless night, with only lights from buildings on the shore and ships at anchor to light their way. That was fortunate. They had only pulled a hundred yards away from the fort when Fabio’s improvised barrier gave way and Janissaries tumbled out onto the sea-level batteries. They shouted and even fired into the night, but they could not see the small boat out on the black water, and only a couple of balls from their arquebuses whistled overhead.

“Those lights there would be from Fort Saint Elmo, or whatever the damn Turks call it now.” The pain in Ulisse’s voice was evident. “We aim for the right of that. To the left, you can see how the stars are hidden by Pointe Sotille, just along the horizon. We just need to hit that gap and we are in the open ocean.”

“Can this tub reach land?” Thorello rowed with smooth even strokes, but had to make sure not to get too far ahead of Fabio.

“With the grace of God? Maybe. I would sooner risk the sea than the Turks right now, though.” In the darkness, Thorello could barely even see the old man from a few feet away, but he could tell that he was thinking. “I should be able to get us to Sicily. It is not all that far. And surely God’s favor must be upon us, or we would never have made it out of that fort. Surely he would not withdraw his protection now and condemn a piece of the True Cross to the deeps. With enough fortitude and prayer, we shall make it. Amen.”

“Amen,” the other knights repeated as they rowed the boat slowly into a pitch-black sea.
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Spring Festival
By Claire Bernay


I

The crowd of visiting merchants, farmers from inland, and villagers made searching for Hezo impossible. Zeka couldn’t see over all the adults, and when she did catch a glimpse of the other children running through the crowd, she didn’t see her friend. They had promised each other the previous day they would spend the entire festival together, but the girls had forgotten to determine a place to meet. Zeka asked her father to carry her, and when he asked why, she said, “I have to find Hezo. I want to spend the festival with her.”

“You know,” Akrin said to his daughter as he lifted her to his shoulders, “Hezo might be with her father today.”

Grownups don’t know anything, Zeka thought as she tried to direct her father by pulling his hair. Hezo hates Apife. Why would she want to spend time with him?

Her father continued after swatting her hands away from his hair. “Zeka, this festival will be different. The priestesses are here to do something important, and it’s important that you know that we love you, and–”

“Oh, just tell her already,” Miweh said. “You beat around the bush this morning and you are doing it again now.”

Zeka stopped her search for Hezo, looked down at her mother, and asked, “Tell me what?”

Her father pulled her down from his shoulders and knelt in front of her, his eyes meeting hers. His thick face pulled down as it often did when Miweh spoke ill about his habits. Zeka stepped closer to her father and tried to listen above the noise of the crowd.

“They might take you away to Gozo. It’d be an important job, but–”

“There you are,” a light voice came from behind Akrin, and a head popped around his side.

“Hezo!” Zeka shrieked. “Let’s go. I heard that the baker has honey bread.”

They grasped each other’s hands and ran away from Akrin and Miweh, giggling at the attempt to catch them. The girls made their way to the baker’s table. After fishing out shells to pay him for the honey bread, Zeka pulled at Hezo’s hand, directing her towards the center of the village and the center of the celebration.

The weather had warmed during the last lunar cycle and with the breath of hot air, life erupted throughout the coastal village. The permanent residents came together to bring in spring by selling baskets, fish, cloth, and wood furnishings. Farmers came with their families to celebrate the end of winter and to trade the last of their winter crops for fish. Merchants from the land south sailed to Malta and brought with them strange fruits and linens dyed in fantastic colors.

Hezo and Zeka stood in front of one of these visiting merchant’s tables. He sold cloth as deep as the sea at night. Zeka ran her fingers along the fabric, enchanted by the deep hue not usually found on Malta.

“Who are they?” Hezo asked, pointing.

Zeka followed her gaze and direction. The spring festival brought many to the village, strangers to Hezo and Zeka, but these ones were different.

They wore the darkest of furs and linens. The bones and feathers around their foreheads sat like crowns of the dead. Each of the eight women had a pattern of reds and blues painted on their faces, hiding the olive complexion that most of the people of Malta had. The tallest of the group held out an arm, revealing blue and red-painted fingers from the dark linen pooled around her limb, on her wrist, a chain of shells strung together by a cord. She and the others stood in front of the baker’s wares. She looked over the goods and took honey bread, then, breaking it into two, she ate half and stomped the other into the dirt. The tall one, who must have been the leader–as the others followed suit, taking bread, eating half and crumbling the rest underfoot–leaned over the table and rubbed the side of Aweightun’s face, like a mother soothes a child. The baker leaned into the mystical painted hand, and when they broke apart, a soft blue line distorted his face. Aweightun smiled at the crowd forming around his table, as if he was pleased with the interaction. Soon the crowd of villagers blocked the girls’ view of Aweightun and the strange people.

Poor Aweightun, Zeka thought, and what a terrible waste. She scarfed down the rest of her honey bread. She did not notice Hezo drop the last bite of hers and crush it under her foot.

“Who are they?” Hezo asked again. “I mean, they can’t be merchants from the south.”

“I dunno, but they are wasteful.”

“Did you see the shell bracelet? How rich are they? They gotta be stupid or something to wear money like that.”

“Hezo!” The girls jumped at the harsh, grating voice of the village master.

Hezo tried to run off, but Master Nicpur grabbed her arm before she made it anywhere. “Don’t say such things about the priestesses!”

“The priestesses? But they live in Gozo,” Zeka said. “They never come here. And they look different from–”

“Quiet, Zeka; your parents are looking for you. Hezo, go look after your father. He needs help with his fish. And if either of you speak ill about the priestesses, I’ll throw you into the ocean myself.”

Hezo struggled against his grasp until he let go. Then, without saying anything, she ran off.

“Be a good child and find your parents. I don’t know why they let you spend time with that brat,” Master Nicpur said.

Disappointed that Hezo ran off, Zeka moped all along the outside of the tables, saying under her breath, “Stupid village master. Stupid Apife,” until she found her parents in front of a dark-skinned merchant from the south. She sold lighter-colored cloth and smiled brightly at Zeka when she walked up. Her parents folded the linen into a tight square and thanked the merchant. Akrin picked up his daughter on his hip and showed her the fabric.

“Ze, we have to explain something to you about the priestesses,” Miweh said, leaning in to kiss Zeka.

Zeka pulled away and tried to escape the gesture of love. “I know, don’t say anything bad about them,” she said. “Master Nicpur said so.”

“Well, yes. It’s not nice to speak ill of people at all,” her mother said, ignoring Akrin’s frown, “but there’s more.”

“What’s more?”

Akrin walked with his child on his hip to the outer part of the village, where it was quieter. Miweh followed, stroking Zeka’s hair as they went.

“What’s more?” Zeka asked again.

The silence, the mystery of it all, weighed heavily on her mind. She knew of Gozo and the priestesses who lived in the temples there. Master Nicpur’s wife said that the women of these temples knew things and could bless anything into being. They could call down the power of the moon and the sun. Zeka thought of the strange women with the bones and feathers and shells as jewelry and wondered what else their presence at the festival could mean. She watched her father sigh.

“The women of Ġgantija are here to choose a girl to take into the covenant.”

“She needs more information than that. You never do anything right,” Miweh said. “The priestesses might choose you. They would take you to Gozo and you would learn how to bless the people and crops of Malta and Gozo and Comino.”

“I don’t wanna go.”

“Zeka,” her father said, “what does Aweightun do?”

“He bakes.”

“Where does he get the grain?”

“He buys it from the farmers.”

“What do I do?”

“You make baskets and nets.”

“And what do I do with my baskets and nets?”

“You sell them to Aweightun and the fishers, like Apife.”

“And the fishers sell their fish and the baker sells his bread and the farmers sell their grain,” Miweh cut in with a huff.

Zeka looked at her mother. She looked red. Zeka placed her head on her father’s chest and hid in his beard.

“You see, Zeka,” he said, “we work together to make Malta a nice place to live. We all have our place in the village and in Malta as a whole.”

“But what place do the priestesses have?” Zeka asked in a hushed voice, afraid of being overheard. She thought, somehow, they could hear her.

“They pull down power from the moon and sun and bless people all over Malta. They are why the farmers are so blessed with good crops and the fishers with good catches.”

As he spoke, his beard rubbed against her face. Light partially shined through his hair into her eyes. The world looked strange; Zeka could see her mother’s red face, but could not see her frustrated eyes. She saw partial houses and sky obstructed by the curly hair of her father’s beard.

“I have to present you to the priestesses tonight,” Miweh said. “All the girls your age are eligible. They might take Ahifew or Pai or someone else. You might not be called to go, but you must do your duty to Malta if you are. It is a great responsibility. Besides, they won’t take you until next spring.”

“I don’t wanna go.”

“We will love you no matter what you are, basket weaver or priestess,” Akrin said, stroking Zeka’s hair.

Zeka couldn’t articulate her thoughts, even to herself, but she was disappointed in his answer. She wanted a different one, not of love, but of validation of her fears. But how can a child express the desire to be heard and not dismissed? Instead, she muttered, “I don’t wanna go” into her father’s beard until the words ceased to have any meaning. They became noise, like the ocean waves. They crashed out of her mouth, withdrew when she breathed in, and crashed out all over again.

Akrin held his daughter and stroked her hair. He stared at the sky, watching clouds sweep past in their slow movement. He wanted to stay in that moment, to hold his daughter, to comfort her. He wanted to stay the world and never let her be taken from him. He wanted to send the priestesses away, send his wife away, and hold Zeka in childhood.

But his back began to hurt. She was beginning to be too big to be carried anymore. Still, Akrin stood and stroked the fine hair of his daughter’s head.

“Can I go find Hezo?” Zeka meekly asked after lifting her head from behind the half-wall of beard.

“Yes,” Akrin said, letting Zeka slide off his body. “You should tell her about the priestesses’ choice tonight; I doubt her father could tell her.”

“Alright.”

Zeka found Hezo behind her house. Hezo’s house sat on the outskirts of the village, on the very edge of the circles of houses that all pointed to the center where the celebrations took place. They found themselves alone and embraced.

“So they might take one of us away from Malta, all the way to Gozo?” Hezo asked after Zeka explained the priestesses’ presence.

“Yes, and it’s just awful. I don’t want to go.”

“Yeah,” Hezo paused, “just awful.”

“Yeah.”

The girls sat without speaking until Hezo tilted her head back and said, looking up at the sky, “but, I mean…it might not be.”

“What do you mean? Of course it will be,” Zeka said, scandalized at her friend’s response. “Leaving, leaving everything behind, my parents, you?”

“They might not choose you.”

“It’d be awful if they did. I don’t want to go.” The words felt raw again, meaningless against somebody who wasn’t listening.

“Well, maybe–”

“Hezo.” Hezo’s father came around the back of the house and said in his strange accent his daughter’s name, calling her to him. He was much different from the other people in Malta, with his dark skin and hair. When standing together, as they were now, Hezo and Apife looked like they belonged together, with Hezo being a few shades lighter than her father. Even their hair was the same, curlier than Zeka’s or anyone else’s on Malta.

He spoke to his daughter in his language. Zeka stared at them. It seemed to her that this was how it always went: Apife spoke to Hezo in a foreign tongue, from the land to the south, and Hezo answered back in the language Zeka knew. Before, when Hezo’s mother was alive, she acted as mediator between Apife and the rest of the village. Only she knew the strange language he spoke. They fished together, walked together, and when she died in childbirth, it was like Apife died, too. No longer was he the bright shining fisherman from the south; he was a stranger in his own home.

Master Nicpur expected Hezo to interpret for her father, but she only knew a few words of his language and often just walked away from helping him, frustrated by his “stupidity,” as she called it.

Zeka thought him sad. According to her own parents, Apife was a merchant who had stayed in Malta after meeting Hezo’s mother during a spring festival. Zeka could imagine and understand traveling to sell goods, but couldn’t understand why he stayed. It wasn’t his home, and the southern merchants only came twice a year. How could anyone just uproot themselves from their home? To be alone and misunderstood seemed an awful price to pay for love.

Hezo stomped her foot, distracting Zeka from her thoughts.

“I don’t care about your fish,” Hezo shouted. “Come on, Zeka, let’s go to the festival.”

Zeka followed her friend and gave a sheepish look to Apife as she passed. He smiled at her, his white teeth a stunning difference next to his skin. Hezo led the pair of them to the unlit bonfire in the middle of the festival, sat down and grumbled about her father. When Zeka suggested they play games with the other children, Hezo put on a half-hearted smile and said that she would just watch.

Zeka joined the other girls in a race, and when she won, she looked over to see if Hezo was watching, but Hezo stared at the priestesses, watching them almost float around the celebrations.

The day heated and then cooled. As night drew near, families found each other and gathered with their friends around the growing bonfire. Master Nicpur called for silence. The crowd hushed and everyone waited for the village master to invite the elders to tell stories. Zeka leaned over to Hezo and whispered, as all the other children did, about what story would be told first.

Hezo hummed in affirmation, but said nothing. Zeka supposed that Hezo was still angry at her father, but before she could ask, Master Nicpur said that the priestesses would speak first.

A quiet murmur rose through the crowd.

The priestesses moved together towards the center of the gathering. The tall one reached out and seemed to soothe the village master with her hand. Most of the red and blue paint had rubbed off, but her arm was still painted in the strange design. Master Nicpur thanked her and spun around, looking for his wife. When she called out to him, he sat with her, leaving the eight women alone in the center of the village.

Seven knelt and bowed before the leader of their group. She spun around, slowly looking over the faces in the crowd. When she faced where Zeka and Hezo sat, the sun had sunk below the houses and neared the ocean behind her, and her face was cast in shadow. Zeka felt her father place his hand on her shoulder, and she looked up at him. He smiled and nodded. When she looked back at the priestess, she had continued her spin around the crowd and was now looking elsewhere.

“Children,” the woman called, “the Ġgantija temples of Gozo open to you and give this village a blessing. We have foreseen great things to come of this place, great leaders, great crops, and great offspring. The fish are plentiful; the surrounding fields remain rich. We come on this spring festival day to ensure that these visions will come to pass. One child is a small price to pay for great health and prosperity.”

Zeka looked at Hezo, who was enthralled by the speech. Zeka wanted to tap her shoulder and pull her away from the trance. Instead, she slipped her hand into Hezo’s and leaned on her shoulder.

The woman continued her speech about greatness and prosperity and how one girl would be required to bless the village. It seemed to Zeka that everyone nodded along. Aweightun, whom she could barely make out in silhouette, vigorously shook his head up and down. The farmers from inland cried out their approval and clapped with the fishermen when the priestess asked for the mothers to present their daughters. Zeka could not see the darting eyes between her mother and father as she stood from her spot, nor could she see the anxiety creep over her friend as Hezo looked at Apife.

“Come, Hezo, I’ll present you,” Zeka’s mother said in a hushed voice. “Stand with us, keep your back straight.” Miweh bunched up the fabric of the back of the girls’ dresses and pushed them through the crowd, not tolerating their first indecisive steps.

Zeka found herself before the tall priestess, still holding Hezo’s hand. Pai and Ahifew and the other girls their age stood in front of their mothers. Zeka’s heart pounded, standing so near the strange creature who threatened to remove her from her home. The crowd’s whispers grew in volume, and it seemed like every noise was amplified. The cracks and pops of twigs in the fire hurt her head. The night dimmed around the edges of her eyes and her tongue felt full in her mouth. Zeka wanted to run, but stood in place because she could not lift her tired limbs.

“I don’t wanna,” she said in her quiet breath.

The flames flickered as if someone had slowed down the world. Zeka felt her breath catch in the back of her throat, and the firelight extinguished.

She woke up cradled in her father’s arms. There was thunderous applause. Akrin and Miweh stood in the rear of the seated crowd. Zeka lifted her head to see Hezo’s hands being held by Apife and the priestess. The villagers, fishermen, and farmers cried out thanks and praises for her sacrifice. Hezo, illuminated by the fire before her, beamed brighter than the moon above. Apife picked her up and held her on his hip, shouting something unheard and misunderstood in the midst of the storm of noise. He smiled as big as his daughter, who for the moment did not seem to mind the affection. A kneeling priestess stood and gave paint to the tall one. She spread the red pigment across Hezo’s forehead.

A hand extended to cup Zeka’s face. It had blue and red paint on it. Standing next to her father was one of the eight priestesses.

“Take your child to bed; the faint might have hurt her,” she said.

Akrin turned from the fire and walked by moonlight to their house. Miweh huffed out breaths next to him, irritated at her daughter’s display of weakness. Zeka tilted her head up and watched the moon sway back and forth with her father’s gait, until it vanished as they entered their house.

In the dark, Akrin laid his daughter down on her bed mat. He knelt to kiss her and whispered, “I am happy you were not chosen. I would miss you.”

He rose and followed Miweh out of the back door.

Zeka could still hear the cheering and boisterous celebration for her friend. The cheering turned to song, and the rhythm soothed Zeka to sleep. She dreamt of Hezo.
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II

Days after the festival, the merchants said their goodbyes to the village, promising to return before winter broke. There was one, gifted with languages, who spoke to Apife. Zeka watched from her doorway: Apife greeting him like an old friend, the merchant speaking in their language, Apife sinking into the sand, clutching his chest, the merchant comforting him.

Hezo watched from inside her house. She understood little of the conversation between the men, but a wave of emotion crashed over her. Her thoughts outpaced her, confused her; why did she feel sad for him? How could she feel anger and love at the same time?

Infuriated by the shame of emotion, Hezo ran out of the house and to the ocean. Once Zeka caught up with her, she brushed away tears and suggested they walk down the beach collecting stones.

The tide swelled closer as the sun began its descent. The girls walked beyond sight of the village. Zeka picked up stones and rocks and placed them in her dress pocket. When it was filled, they began throwing them in the ocean, trying to beat the other in distance.

Hezo watched the rock fly over the waves and disappear under the water. She turned to Zeka, who handed her another one. They ran inland a few paces, turned to face the waves, and rushed back down the beach, throwing their rocks when they reached the edge of the wet sand.

“Mine went farther!” Zeka said. She looked over at Hezo and fished out two more rocks from her pocket. They backed up, repeating their favorite game. Zeka’s went further again. “I won. I won. I–”

“I just think,” Hezo said, “with being a priestess-in-training and all, I shouldn’t have to participate in fishing anymore.”

Zeka handed her another stone and turned to run up the shore again, but stopped when she saw that Hezo stood still, tossing the rock in the air and catching it.

Hezo continued, “I mean, I’m going to be a priestess at Ġgantija, maybe even High Priestess.” She threw her rock in the ocean, disregarding Zeka’s disgruntled look. “I’ll be in charge of blessing all of Malta. I shouldn’t have to fish.”

“But,” Zeka said, tossing her rock in the sand, “you’re not even in training yet. You still have to wait for the next spring festival to go to Gozo.”

“I know. Don’t you think I don’t know that?”

“I’m just saying you aren’t in training yet. We all have our place in the village.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I mean,” Zeka said, copying the phrase from Hezo, “you can’t expect to not work before you start something else. All of us have to work every day. Just because you will have a new status doesn’t mean you still aren’t a fisherman’s daughter.”

“I won’t be a fisherman’s daughter soon.”

“You still are now, though.”

Hezo held out her hand, palm up. Zeka gave her a rock. Hezo rolled it in between her hands, pressing the smooth curves into her skin. After a moment, she tossed this rock into the ocean, too. Instead of reaching for another, she sat down on the sand and drew her knees up to her chest.

Zeka looked at the last brown stone they had gathered that evening. It looked black when it was wet, but it was dry now, brownish and lumpy and hard. Zeka mimicked Hezo and rolled the rock between her hands. The stone tumbled out and landed on the sand next to Hezo. She didn’t look up.

Zeka, after a moment, sat down cross-legged, facing her friend, the ocean on her left and inland on her right. She dug her fingers into the wet sand, making little tunnels and then crushing them with the weight of her other hand. She thought about the priestesses and how they had left the day after the festival, promising to return for the next spring festival to bring blessings and take Hezo away. Zeka thought about the headdresses and paint, shell bracelets and dark clothes. She tried to imagine Hezo wearing bones and feathers with a strange pattern of blue and red paint on her face. It just doesn’t suit her.

Hezo mumbled something. When Zeka prompted her to repeat herself, she said, in a quiet voice, “Do you have any more rocks?”

Zeka picked up the rock that she had dropped and offered it to her. She took it and, finding the sharpest point, pressed it into her palm, but it was more smooth than rough. Hezo threw it a few paces in front of her and watched it sink further into the sand as the smallest waves rushed over it.

“I just don’t like fishing.”

“I know.”

Zeka watched the sun lower into the sea. The clouds seemed to catch fire with reds and yellows. Her mind was lost in the crash of the waves. They kept an inconsistent beat, like the fluttering of her heart when Hezo smiled all day after she had been chosen. Maybe I should find more rocks, she thought as she fiddled with her dress pocket.

“Maybe,” Hezo said, “maybe we should go back.”

Zeka hummed in agreement, but didn’t stand up. She stared at the reflection of the sun in the distant water.

“Ze, you have to stand up first.”

“Why? It’s your idea to go back.”

“Because I don’t actually want to go. I want to stay here, right here in this spot until the next spring festival when the priestesses will take me away. I want to crumble when the tide comes in tonight like…like a sand building. I want to never see stupid Nicpur or his wife or my father ever again. I want to swim to Gozo and tell the ladies I’m ready now. I don’t want to go back to that smelly hut and eat stupid fish.”

Zeka thought for a moment, then said, “I’m sure the priestesses eat fish.” Hezo looked up at Zeka from her knees and stuck her tongue out.

When Zeka looked over, breaking her staring contest with the reflected light, she saw her friend draw her tongue back in. “What? Hezo,” she said, “I’m only saying everyone eats fish here.”

“Well, I won’t. I’m a priestess in training now. Once I get to Ġgantija, I won’t have to do anything I don’t want to do anymore.”

Zeka scrunched up her eyebrows in confusion, but let it drop. The sun touched the water now, and their shadows grew longer in the sand. She extended her hand to her friend. Hezo took it, and they walked back to the village.

When they reached Hezo’s house, closest to the water, they hugged goodbye. Zeka stroked her back and started to let go, but Hezo held her tighter, burying her face deeper into Zeka’s shoulder.

When her friend finally broke the embrace, Zeka wiped away the tears she had left on her neck.
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III

Zeka remembered summer and winter passing with a ferocity, like a fish trying to escape a net, but to Hezo it dragged on until a single priestess returned and took her away.

Zeka watched the two of them board a boat. Apife watched, too. It seemed to Zeka a cruel fate for them both. Unfair, she thought, that we must lose her. Unfair that she was happy to leave us. Wasn’t this life enough? Why did she want something else? What’s so great about Gozo that it’s better than our village? Isn’t it enough to grow old in the same spot you were placed? Can’t she stay here with me and him until we all die?

“Zeka,” Akrin said, “I’ve been calling for you.”

He walked up beside her. Zeka didn’t turn to her father. He followed her gaze to Apife, who stood on the sand, watching his daughter disappear.

“Will,” she hesitated, “will he be okay?”

“He will have to be.”

“Will Hezo come back?”

“They chose my sister,” Akrin said. He knelt in front of his daughter, tearing her eyes away from the loneliest man she had ever seen. “They came and chose Awo. The priestesses came, chose her, left, came back, and took her away.”

“So? Did she come back?”

“Do you remember when you fainted?” Akrin didn’t wait for his daughter to respond. “The priestess who told us to return to our home was my sister, I know it. She said nothing of familial bonds. If Hezo comes back, she will not be the same.”

“But–”

“I don’t know what they do, but they are not the same. She won’t be the same girl you go throw rocks with, or shirk responsibilities with, or terrorize Aweightun with,” Akrin said. He brushed away tears from Zeka’s eyes and then his own. “Come,” he continued, “I’ll show you how to weave a basket.”

“That won’t make me feel better.”

“No, it won’t, but at the end you’ll have a basket, and that is better than being sad with nothing.”

Zeka nodded and walked away from the dock. The ship, just a dot in the distance, felt to her, as if it was in a separate existence, as if it would forever sit on the horizon. Apife still stood there, alone.
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IV

Adulthood would have suited Zeka. She would have liked the routines, the sense of duty to the village and Malta. She would have enjoyed the other youngish boys and youngish girls chasing after her and the eventual marriage the chase would bring. She even would have enjoyed children. All these would have been nice if not for the famine.

She sat weaving a basket, older, but not quite ready to live on her own, listening to the festival preparations. The light broke through the open door, illuminating her work. Her hands were thick with use, tired. Zeka paused to admire the basket. It was nearly complete and was the last in a fancy set. She had worked on sets over the winter and hoped to sell a few to some visiting merchant. They are willing to pay more, and they have the means to do so, she thought, picking up her work. The farmers will need some, but what can they offer to sell? The ones who haven’t left have little to give. Perhaps they were right to leave. They said the ground was unworkable, cursed the God of Malta, and left. This thought brought anxiety. But to where? And to what end? How far will they go to find new land? And will they uproot themselves when they find it to be unusable?

Zeka thought about the farmers and the dilemma of good land. She finished the last round of her basket and stopped moving, paralysed by the thoughts. She couldn’t think any farther than the farmers and their flight, but something in the back of her mind was crashing over and over, like waves beating on the shore. She had heard the hushed whispers between her parents that Aweightun was asking for more storage baskets than usual.

“Zeka, there are strangers here!” Her young brother ran into the house, shouting, breaking the anxiety-driven thoughts.

“Jevpuh,” Zeka said, shaking her head, “they are the southern merchants who come to trade with us. You know that.” She placed her finished basket with the others.

“No, they are different, with crowns and feathers. They are red and blue,” he shouted. Zeka’s smile fell. He pulled on her arm until she stood up. “Come see them.”

Zeka bent down and gathered his face in her hands. “They are the Ġgantija priestesses. You are to leave them alone. Do not stare and do not point.”

“But–”

“But nothing,” she said.

Jevpuh huffed like their mother. “I want you to see them, though. Fepoi said that his sister Pai said that they are here to kill somebody.”

“Your little friend heard wrong because Pai knows better. They don’t kill people.”

“But he said–”

“They are here to take somebody away,” Zeka said, “but not to kill them. Or they’re here to bless the land or something.” She let go of her brother’s face. “You may come with me to set up the baskets so that we can sell them, and you can watch everyone get ready for the spring festival, but–” she paused and ran her hands through his dark hair, “and this is important–you cannot bother the women, no matter how strange they are.”

“Fine, but hurry up. Fepoi said Aweightun has honey bread.” Jevpuh stepped outside their house and began jumping to show his impatience.

Honey bread. Zeka smiled at the thought; she knew it was unlikely that Aweightun actually had any. Grain scarcity had enveloped the whole island for a few seasons. Aweightun wouldn’t waste any that he had on such a frivolous thing, would he? As she tried to think of other things, as to avoid thinking of the famine, she remembered that Jevpuh had spoken about strangers, strangers that she knew about.

The priestesses are back. Memories of the tall woman, backlit by fire, painted with red and blue pigment, hovering before her, chanting all around her, flooded the forefront of Zeka’s mind. Her mother nearly beat her for fainting in front of the whole village, the merchants and the farmers, but what was she to have done?

Jevpuh bounced back into the house and complained that she was taking too long. She gathered her baskets and left with him to set up. Zeka listened to her brother babble about what he had seen of the festival preparations. Jevpuh, like their mother, expected certain things; a sense of entitlement and birthright fell upon him, and he acted as if Malta existed for him, not the other way around. He told Zeka about the honey bread he wished to purchase, the games he wanted to win, and the stories he thought should be told. Still, he had his own young goodness; often, he would pull Zeka away from her weaving to play, because to him, a person needs indulgences more than they need a finished product.

Jevpuh held a single basket to show he was helping, and Zeka carried the rest as they followed the path of houses leading to the center of the village. Her brother was too young to remember when all the houses were filled, but she knew that once, their village had more people than it could contain. Now, Jevpuh and his friends played in the empty buildings, home to nothing but mice and dust.

Their father called to them when they entered the ring of tables set up to show off wares. Akrin waved them over and picked up Jevpuh on his hip.

“Jev, my son, this festival will be the best one yet. Aweightun has honey bread and–”

“Aweightun has honey bread?” Zeka asked. “But last week you said that he was short on–”

“Nevermind that.”

“But–”

Jevpuh leaned over to his sister and put his finger to her lips. “He will always have honey bread for festivals. Stop being so worried,” he said.

Zeka huffed for a moment, but opened her mouth and pretended to naw on Jevpuh’s hand.

“Come, let’s prepare the table,” Akrin said. He lifted a big cloth and opened it wide in the air. As it fell, Zeka saw them.

The cloth fell slower, and in every excruciating moment that passed, Zeka saw the crowns, the dark clothes, the feathers, the paint. They were exiting Master Nicpur’s house. Sound flattened into a high, faint buzz. They looked solemn, timeless, as if nothing had changed in the seasons that had passed. One, with blue lines streaking down her face, caught Zeka’s eye. She couldn’t breathe, her tongue felt swollen in her mouth, clouds formed around the sides of her vision, hazing the light and distorting the color.

And then, the cloth fell normally. Time resumed and noise returned; light and color brightened.

Zeka choked on her breath. Akrin followed his daughter’s gaze and nodded slowly.

“Ze, she’s not the same,” he said. “Remember yourself.”

“Yes.” Zeka nodded her head and placed her baskets on the table. Then with nothing to do with her hands, she fiddled with the cloth. “But maybe it’s different. She could remember me and talk to me.”

Akrin sighed and pulled shells out of his pocket. “Take Jevpuh to get some honey bread before he collapses with hunger.” He handed the shells to his daughter. “And, Zeka, you are wrong.”

Zeka wanted to argue, to fight not against her father, but against the truth behind his words. She wanted to say that nothing but death stood between her and Hezo, even though she knew, deep within her lungs, she had played up their friendship too much, making it something that it wasn’t, and projecting her feelings onto a childhood neighbor. She wanted to be defiant against the workings of her world, but noise came from the other side of the village center, drawing Akrin and Zeka away from their conversation.

The noise was a rumble. It started when a farmer saw the women leave Master Nicpur’s house. The farmer had shouted and all around, farmers, fishers, and villagers chanted the words: “liars, deceitful charlatans.”

A high voice broke out above the growing rumble. “Villagers, calm yourselves.” The priestess who cried out for silence stood before the collection of unbelievers without shirking, without hesitating, without wavering. She wore her paint like tears running down her face and her crown like it was a burden. Behind her, her counterparts began chanting holy words.

The rumble of noise battled against the chant until it soothed and transformed into an echo of the sublime.

Zeka watched the priestesses walk to the center of the village. They held their ground against the stray cry against them.

The young priestess, with tears of paint, put up a hand. The chanting stopped. “My children, the women of Ġgantija are here to bless this land. We know of the loss of grain and good soil. We hear the heartache of hunger, the cry of the child in the night for food when there is none to be found. Malta is crying out and the Sun and Moon will deliver their bounty to us if we believe. I have seen visions of this land, ripe with grain, overflowing with fish, and blessed with children. The solution to your worries is to stay in Malta. Good times will flow again. This spring festival is a turning point to better days.”

The holy chanting started up again. The words beat on Zeka’s heart; joy swelled within her. The rotting fear of having to depart from her home evaporated from her mind. Zeka smiled like the sun and called out praises for the priestesses.

The festival went on, though tension built and buckled under the presence of the Ġgantija women. A group of believers followed them, blocking them from dissenting voices.

Jevpuh convinced Zeka to watch him in all the races. They shared honey bread and marveled at the foreign goods at the southern merchant’s tables. Zeka indulged his childhood, allowing him to seek out wonder.

Day turned to dusk, and the families gathered near the burning bonfire. Zeka’s brother leaned against his mother, and she, against her father, as they watched the sunlight mix with darkness.

“Take your brother to bed,” Miweh said.

“But–”

“Now,” she said, “you can come back after.”

Zeka gathered her brother up in her arms. He was much smaller than she was at his age. Jevpuh clung to her as she walked. Zeka left the burning fire and walked by moonlight to their house.

“Sleep,” she said as she deposited him on his bed mat. She brushed his hair out of his eyes and covered him with a blanket.

As she left her home, she heard something from the empty building next door. With the occasional exception of Jevpuh and his friends, Apife’s house had remained empty since he had left with the southern merchants.

The rustling came from the house and Zeka called out, expecting one of her brother’s friends to be there. “Go back to the festival. This is no place for you now.”

The rustling stopped, but no small child exited the house. Zeka walked up to the empty door frame. Darkness pooled behind it. In the distance, the ocean could be heard to a listening ear. Not entirely courageous in the dark, Zeka peered into her old friend’s house. She tried again to call out, but as she opened her mouth, a face appeared from behind the darkness, strange and distorted by paint.

“Who are you to tell me where I must go?” the face hissed. “You go back to the festival and say nothing to no one.”

“Hezo?”

“Go before I put a curse on you.”

“Why are you rooting through your father’s old place?” Zeka looked past the priestess’s face and saw she was holding a forgotten bowl, left in a forgotten chest of drawers. “You hated him.”

“He left me, Zeka.”

Hezo broke character, abandoned the priestess exterior, grabbed Zeka’s dress and pulled her into the dark house. They tumbled to the ground, Zeka landing on top of Hezo. The bone crown clattered to the floor.

“Ugh, sorry–” Zeka tried to move off the other girl, but Hezo held her in an embrace.

“Stay still, the other priestesses will be looking for me soon.”

“At least let me off you.” Zeka escaped the hug and rolled to the floor. She could feel the tips of Hezo’s fingers brush against hers.

“My father left me, and now I’m doomed to die here.”

“What do you mean? Of course we will die here. You prophesied that Malta will return to its glory. We will die here at a nice ripe age. That’s not so bad.”

“It’s a lie, Zeka. The ladies don’t know why the crops are failing or why the fish are leaving. There are omens of destruction that we don’t understand. I have seen–” Hezo paused. “I have seen the death of children.”

“But–” Zeka’s heart chased after her thoughts. “–Maybe you’re wrong.”

“Zeka, I wish I could be.”

Hezo reached into her pocket, her shell bracelet clattering against the wooden floor. Zeka let her breath catch in the back of her throat. Her thoughts stormed her mind. Why did they lie? Did they really want all of Malta to die of famine? What does this mean? Where must I go?

“Zeka, we have to leave now; the other priestesses will be looking for me soon.”

Hezo stood up, dragging Zeka with her. They left out the back door. Hezo spirited across the beach and Zeka stumbled beside her until the beach bent the village out of sight.

“Hold on.” Zeka gasped for air. “Hold on.” Everything was rushing up to her, like a riptide. Anger began to boil within her. “You mean we will die if we stay?”

“Before next spring,” Hezo said calmly, as if they were speaking of lighter things.

“And you told everyone–everyone that they should stay?” Zeka shouted now. Hezo didn’t seem to care about the volume. “Are–are you just cruel? To watch us die when you could send us away? And why did you go to your father’s house? So he could take you to the land south? You are leaving again.”

“I–I did go to my father’s house to see if he would take me away, but I wanted to warn you. I was going to tell you tomorrow. I want you to come with me. There is another priestess; she also wants to leave. We were planning it together.”

“And you want me to just leave my home?” Zeka asked much quieter as the realization of her fears of departure came up in the back of her throat.

“Zeka, you will die if you stay here.” Hezo grasped Zeka’s hands, holding them in her own.

“But–” Zeka tried to pull away, but her heart crushed under the weight of Hezo’s fingertips.

The crash of the waves beat around them, but not as quickly as the words that poured out of Hezo’s mouth. “Zeka, I am risking everything to tell you this. There was a time when I would have stayed with you in Malta forever, but that time is not realized in this one. We must leave to find new lands. Please come with me.”

“Why didn’t you tell the truth?” Zeka thought of Aweightun and the farmers and the villagers who believed her. Why should they perish and not I? “Why couldn’t you tell them? What of my family?”

“They can leave if they want to, but please, Zeka, I have thought of only two people since I left: my father and you. I can’t make amends to my father, but I can save you from starvation. Please come with me.”

Hezo wrapped Zeka in a tight embrace. Zeka stared out over the moonlit ocean, the waves catching glimpses of light. She thought of the village. Her home. The finished baskets waiting to be sold. The spring festivals of the past. The hunger and scarcity of food. Jevpuh. Her mother. Her father. Aweightun and honey bread. The southern merchants and the strange language they spoke. Apife and Hezo.

Her name echoed like a heartbeat.
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The Tides of Malta
By Zane Voss



Nikias ran through every curse he knew under his breath, mostly directed at the thrice-damned Carthaginian General Hasdrubal Barca. He tightened his grip on the rough-cut paddle, shoving for all he was worth against the heavy stone footer at the base of the pier, desperate to keep from smashing his raft to pieces in the rough waves.

“Come on, Budar, get that rope tied!” he hissed. “If those guards hear us, we are dead before we even get started!”

“I’m trying, Captain. I can barely reach!” In a near desperate lunge, the young Balearic slinger bodily hugged a wooden pillar, passing a rope around and yanking it backwards, hauling in the rope and making it fast. Cold winter water lapped over Nikias’s knees as the raft slewed in another wave, but the line held fast.

Another member of his little raiding party tied a second line, pulling the improvised raft tight against the pier. A wave rocked them, breaking against the stones and wooden posts of the pier, hopefully drowning out the noise of his shuddering breaths.

Nearly two miles of rowing deep inside Malta’s sheltered harbor had worn him out far more than he expected.

Being captain has made me soft, he thought.

Shaking his head, he turned to his little crew. “Budar, I’ll lift you to look over the pier. Make certain we are safe. The sentries were at the far end of the pier as we approached, but best make sure.”

“Yes, Captain. And I’m sorry, I just couldn’t grab onto the post…”

“Don’t worry about that now. We need to move.”

Nikias formed a basket with his hands, in which Budar, by far the lightest person on the raft, set his foot. With a grunt, he boosted the boy. He felt some weight come off as Budar grabbed the edge of the pier.

“I can just see them, Captain, still down at the base of the Merchant’s Wharf, almost out of view. We’ll be safe to gather the others here beside this warehouse.”

“Good. Get up there before I drop you.” With a push, Budar scrambled over the edge and onto the pier. Built for triremes and larger craft, the Merchant’s Wharf was well above the water level, a fact which Nikias used to his advantage to hide the rafts carrying his raiders.

“Captain.” Budar’s voice drifted down from above. “I’m dropping a rope down.”

A knotted rope tumbled down alongside the pillar. Nikias sighed in relief as Diokles scrambled up the rope. He hadn’t been excited about trying to lift the big man up to the pier, tired as he was already. Two more crewmen followed as Nikias held the rope for them. As he waited for the last to clamber onto the dock, he looked back over the water, towards the harbor’s entrance.

The cause of the choppy waves towered in the skies above, giving a sense of foreboding, even in the half-lit darkness. The setting quarter moon was nearly eclipsed by clouds, only adding a haunting glow to the oncoming winter gale. The wind coming off the storm gusted in spurts. He hoped his beloved quinquereme, the Geraki, was well away to the lee side of the island by now. She was a tough ship, but this storm would test even her stout hull. He turned his head as sea spray whipped across him, sending a shiver down his spine. A murmur from above brought his attention back around just in time to see a long chain of lightning thread through the stormfront, as if Zeus himself was urging them on.

There wasn’t much time left.

With the rope now clear, he made his way up, taking Diokles’s hand and rolling onto the planking, worn smooth by thousands of sandaled feet over the years. Forcing his fatigue to the side, he rose to a crouch, following Diokles into the shadows where two dozen dark figures waited.

“Nice of you to join us, Captain,” Nikias’s second, a Syracusan named Atalo, quipped. A round of snickers sounded before being drowned out by the crash of more waves. Nikias smiled: a distraction always helped get the tension out.

“Well, Atalo, as your fearless leader, I took the most difficult approach for myself, as I was certain my skill and daring could overcome any challenges.” More chuckles from the group.

Good–they are confident, he thought.

“I know you are tired of hearing it, but we are going over the plan once again.” A handful of groans sounded in the gloom. “None of that. Hasdrubal Barca is paying us handsomely for this, and we will get it right, no mistakes. We are here on the Merchant’s Wharf on the east side of Marsa. Our targets, the three beached triremes and the boat repair sheds, are on the opposite side of this peninsula. Those three sentries we saw are standing at the crossroad to the other side. We must kill them, quietly, and make our way across.”

“Captain?”

“Yes, Budar?”

“Why can’t we go around the other side? Down by the end of the peninsula?”

“Good question. Did you see the lighthouse marking out the rocks at the end of the peninsula? The wharf ends just before the lighthouse, and there’s no good way across there. Only the amphorae maker’s shops, and no roof all the way across to the other side. There are minders for the fire at the lighthouse, and there will be a few men in the amphorae shop to tend the kilns overnight.

“Once the sentries are dealt with, we cut across the peninsula. This time of year, there is almost no merchant traffic, so there shouldn’t be many people about at night. The boat sheds are on the shore to the left, and the three triremes should be pulled up on the pebble beach to the right. Atalo, you will take your group to the boat sheds and light several fires. Make sure you set at least half a dozen, to make sure we burn the whole set down before the storm arrives and puts everything out. But we need to have time to escape, so don’t make them too big. My group will do the same for the triremes. We meet back on the pebble beach and make our way to the base of Kortin Hill. We’ll take the path alongside the hill that runs up to the Temple of Juno, then make our way across the island to the cove where the Geraki will be waiting.

“Budar, I know you and your cousins want to show off, and you’ll get your chance shortly. You get to deal with the sentries.”

The shepherd boy from Ebusos, no older than sixteen winters, flashed a bright white smile in the darkness. From here, the raiders couldn’t see the three Romans, but Nikias could picture them clearly in his mind. Bored, annoyed men lounging around a brazier, watching the storm roll in and waiting until they could justifiably flee inside. The winter storm looked to be fearsome, which would aid Nikias and his crew in their escape after they fired the three Roman triremes based in Marsa.

“You can count on us, Captain!”

Budar’s quiet, confident statement instantly brought Hasdrubal Barca and his infuriating persistence to mind, transporting Nikias back three months to their last meeting.
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“I am not here to kill Romans. I am here to make money. You have silver and have need of a discreet merchant. That is why I am here, nothing else.”

“Oh?” Hasdrubal lifted a plain goblet to his lips, taking a sip before returning it to the camp table. Watching, Nikias was struck by the nearly Spartan condition of the campaign tent. The small table was accompanied by a half-dozen seating cushions and little else. To one side sat an open chest, lid braced against a tent pole. Inside, Nikias could see several wax tablets, a stack of papyrus, and a few wildly expensive capsa chests meant to hold large scrolls.

“Yes. My crew and I aren’t involved in your brother’s war.”

Hasdrubal’s eyes creased, a small smile on his lips.

“My brother’s war? That’s what you think this is?” His arm waved around, indicating the bustling camp outside the tent. “My brother is far off in Italy, fighting the Romans there. I am here, preparing to meet Scipio. Others are working elsewhere. This is far more than my brother’s war, Nikias. This is a war for the entire world. If we do not stop the Romans here, they will end up masters of everything, and the yoke will be around your neck, too.”

“I am a simple trader. The Romans have no interest in me.”

“Wrong in both ways, Nikias. The Romans will have interest in you. When they control everything, they will wring out every ounce of silver they can from you and those like you. There won’t be a place you can dock where a Roman tax collector won’t be waiting to take his share, and then Rome’s on top of that. And you are certainly no mere trader, no matter what you tell people these days. You smuggled my messengers in and out of Syracuse right under the Romans’ noses. You brought me word of the Roman fleet about to depart Massilia, you took my messages to my brother and to Carthage. Besides, I know where and how you ‘found’ the Geraki. No. You are no mere trader.”

Nikias stared at the line of officer’s tents just across the lane. Servants and slaves were busy packing belongings and taking down tents.

Growling under his breath, he finally turned his gaze back to the Carthaginian general. Unlike earlier, the man was staring intently at him, brown eyes leavened with scrutiny that was almost painful.

“Am I wrong, Nikias?”

“No, you are not.” The admission came grudgingly, yet when it left his lips, he felt as if a weight was lifted from his shoulders. “I am also no war leader, as you seem to think. I captain one ship. I have no idea what to do with more.”

Hasdrubal shook his head, raising the goblet for another sip. “No, I don’t expect you to be a war leader. That is not what I need. What I need are allies who will fight. Do you not still burn with anger over the destruction of Acragas and its sister cities on Sicily? Your grandfather dead on the walls, most of your family sold into slavery, your father barely escaping to Heraclea Minoa. What the Romans did to your family, they will do to everyone, Nikias. When they are finished, there will be no Greek cities, no Egyptian cities, no Carthaginian cities: only Roman cities. I want to prevent that. Hannibal wants to prevent that. This is what we are fighting. This is why you must fight, as well.”

“But why Malta? I don’t understand.”

“I need the tides of Malta to turn against the Romans.”

“Malta has no tides. You should know that, having spent so much time on the sea.”

Hasdrubal sat the goblet down again, walking over to stand directly in front of Nikias. He held up his left hand and began counting, starting with his thumb.

“Hannibal is proving the Romans can be defeated on their home territory, and will continue to do so, with Melquart’s blessings on him.” Hasdrubal lifted another finger. “We will fight the Romans here in Spain.” Another finger. “My agents in Sicily will stir up anger against the Romans there, hopefully provoking a rebellion.” Yet another. “You attack the Romans in supposedly safe Malta.” The last finger rose. “The Celts of Cisalpine Gaul are in active rebellion and should stay that way, if properly encouraged.” The Carthaginian waggled his raised fingers to emphasize his point. “We must attack the Romans everywhere. Everywhere they look is an enemy, even in places they thought were safe, like Malta. It’s not enough to just defeat them by force of arms. We must raise the whole world against them, a tide of resistance so strong as to fill their hearts with fear, Captain. And when they are looking all around, not knowing where the danger will come from next, then we will strike their heads off.”

With Nikias distracted by the splayed fingers, Hasdrubal’s right fist swung in, barely brushing his cheek as he flinched away.

“Do you see now?”

“I do,” he admitted reluctantly.

“Can I count on you?”

Nikias’s eyes bored into Hasdrubal’s own. Could he trust this man? He certainly made his case powerfully, given the backdrop of an army preparing for war. Taking a deep breath, he nodded sharply.

“Yes, General, you can.”
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Budar unwrapped a leather sling from his forehead, shaking away the salt water and opening the pouch of lead shot strapped tightly to his waist. His three cousins, all remarkably accurate with their chosen weapons, did likewise.

“I think my cousins and I will have the best chance from the roof of this warehouse, Captain. If we try to stay on the wharf, we’ll have to spread out so much to have room they’ll likely see us before we can loose.”

Nikias considered for a moment. It was dangerous, exposing the slingers to view on a roof, but the boy knew his business.

“Go ahead. One of you act as a lookout while the other three strike the Romans. No one should hear you with the noise of the waves, but seeing you is another matter.”

“We’ll be careful, Captain.”

Like Nikias earlier, four crewmen boosted the slingers to the roof. The four kept low, creeping along the tiled roof of the long dockside warehouse. The lack of torches or lanterns proved a boon, as the raiders disappeared into the gloom.

Turning back to his men, he found Atalo once more.

“Weapons?”

The group, mostly men who had been with him for years and had faced down pirates and thugs alike, hefted a motley assortment of short swords, knives, and even a few cudgels. He nodded approval, habit even in the darkness. “Follow me.”

The twenty raiders, mostly Greeks from Sicily or Magna Grecia, followed along in his wake, sticking to the deep shadows. They crept along until Nikias could just see the glow of the brazier and see the occasional flash of light reflected from a bronze breastplate. He caught a word or two here and there over the surf, but not enough to make out what the men were talking about.

What he did hear were three meaty thunks, followed by the sound of three bodies hitting the wood planking.

“Come!” he hissed at his men as he rushed across the wharf, grabbing the arm of one Roman, dead or unconscious, he wasn’t sure. Together, they dragged the men away from the fire and its revealing light.

Blades flashed against defenseless throats, just to make sure, as the bodies were quickly looted of their weapons and valuables. Leaving the cluster of men, Nikias carefully peeked around the edge of the warehouse into the street beyond. Like the others in Marsa, this one was lined with shops and artisan’s quarters, but bathed in lantern light, unlike the vacant wharf.

We must be cautious, he thought. Prying eyes at the wrong time could raise an alarm and ruin us all.

Diokles met him as he returned, holding out a bundle just shy of arm’s length. Nikias took it with a smile. He unwrapped the gift, carefully draping the baldric over his right shoulder with the sheathed gladius at his left hip, opposite of how most legionaries carried their weapons.

The crew of the Geraki waited, ready as they would ever be. He started to lead the way up the street towards their target, when a hiss from above brought him to an abrupt halt.

“Someone is coming!”

Grabbing Diokles, Nikias ducked back into the alley, shoving the rest of his men backwards into the gloom. Shushing their curses with his own, he drew his dagger, as did Diokles.

Nikias’s heart pounded in his chest, fit to burst out. He tried to slow his rapid breathing, growing more and more terrified that he and his men would be discovered, trapped in the warren of warehouses like rats, and hunted to death by the Romans.

When a small figure stepped into sight, he lunged with the blade ready for a killing strike–only to pull back at the last second as a small boy, laden with a tray of food and drink, squawked in alarm at the attack. The boy stumbled back from the dumbfounded Nikias, nearly dropping the tray. He froze, eyes wide and bright white in the darkness at the sight of armed men crammed into the alley.

Recovering from his fugue, Nikias stepped forward, capturing the boy by the arm while Diokles snatched away the tray, should he try to hurl it at the men in an effort to escape.

“What are you doing out this time of night, boy?” Nikias hissed in Greek, loosening his grip on the child’s unhealthily thin upper arm.

The boy, frightened nearly to tears, babbled at him in a language Nikias could barely understand in steadily rising volume. Nikias shook him gently, placing one finger over his mouth and shushing the child. He stumbled to a halt, sobbing quietly.

With a thud, Budar dropped to the wharf, startling the boy into a squeak of terror.

“I think he’s speaking Punic, Captain. The accent is strange, but if he slows down, I think I can understand.”

“Find out what he knows, Budar. He might have something to help us.”

Budar spoke slowly, the boy responding more coherently than before.

“He’s definitely speaking Punic, Captain. He said he was sent to bring food and drink to the sentries. Their friends feel bad for them because they are missing the party.” Budar patted the boy’s shoulder awkwardly before continuing. “I told him we’re not going to hurt him.”

“A party? You’ve got to be kidding. Find out what is going on. This could be very bad.” Even with the steadily building gusts of cold wind, sweat broke out on Nikias’s forehead.

Budar rattled off more Punic.

“He says that it’s some anniversary celebration for a temple dedication in Rome. He doesn’t know more than that.”

It’s the anniversary of the dedication of the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. How could I be so stupid? Nikias asked himself.

Nikias steadied himself and took two careful, slow breaths. It wouldn’t do to appear panicked in front of his men, but now his plan courted the edge of disaster. Instead of the garrison being asleep save a few sentries, everyone was wide awake. If someone saw fires on the three triremes, their crews would rush to put out the fires and to find who was responsible. Each trireme carried a crew of more than two hundred.

Feeling a presence, he turned to see Atalo at his side. The shorter man was now armed with a short sword matching Nikias’s own. The boy shied away at the sight of the weapon, pulling at Nikias’s restraining hand.

“Captain,” Atalo murmured quietly, “we could just slip away. They would only find out we were here when the watch changes at sun rise.”

He hesitated, hands playing with the buckle of his baldric. He took hold of the gladius’s hilt, sliding it free to test the resistance of the sheath. It slid smoothly, and the blade’s guard clicked against the wooden collar of the sheath as he reseated it.

Nikias examined the boy, as best he was able in the low light. He was thin, almost emaciated, and clad in a dingy linen tunic, belted at the waist with a length of frayed rope.

“Slave, you think, Budar?”

“Probably. He speaks Punic, so certainly not Roman.”

“Ask him where his family is.” Another exchange of rapid-fire Punic followed, ending with the boy’s eyes welling in tears Nikias could see even in the washed-out moonlight.

“Dead. He’s not sure why, maybe they were involved in some sort of resistance. But the Romans came one night, executed his father and sold the rest into slavery. He works for the trireme crews now.”

“Tell him we’re here to help. To get back at the Romans. If he helps us, we will take him away, free him from his masters, and make him a member of our crew. Ask him where the Romans are having their feast.”

“The rope and sail shed, he says.”

Behind him, Atalo groaned. It was the worst news they could have received. The long shed where ropes were made or hung out to dry directly faced the pebbled beach where some of the triremes no doubt sat.

“Captain, we have to get out of here. The Romans will catch us and we won’t have a chance.”

“What do you suggest, Atalo? We just walk away? Flee the island with nothing to show for it? For Hasdrubal’s silver?”

“Being on the run from an angry Carthaginian General is better than being dead, Captain!”

“Not for long!” Nikias retorted hotly. “Look at this place, look at this boy. This is what awaits us all, Atalo. Before long, the Romans will be everywhere. In my grandfather’s time, they held central and southern Italy. Now it’s all Italy, Sicily, Sardinia, Corsica, Malta. What’s next? Transalpine Gaul? Africa? May the Gods prevent this nightmare, but what of Greece? They meddle in Greek politics. What’s to stop them from marching into the very halls of Athena? Of sacred Delphi? Who will stop them, Atalo, if we do not even try?”

His words struck Atalo with near physical force, causing him to step back, seemingly uncertain. Muttering echoed out from the alleyway, where the remainder of his raiders still waited.

“What do we do, Captain? How are we to escape from this and from the Carthaginian?”

“The oldest trick there is, Atalo. We pretend like we belong here and walk right in.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.”
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“Blessings of Jove to you, friends!” Nikias boomed, thanking Zeus he’d learned Latin on his travels across the Great Sea.

Nikias, along with thirteen of his men and the slave boy, strolled past a quintet of Romans, rowers, most likely, standing outside the wide-open door to the rope shed. The five seemed to be having a drunken argument about whether, after his impending capture, Hannibal Barca would be marched in a triumph and ritually strangled, or just executed on the spot. Inside, hundreds of other Romans caroused with wild abandon in a swirl of wine, music, and prostitutes.

Paying the celebration no heed, the raiding party meandered past, headed to the three triremes Nikias could now see pulled up on the beach. His men joked and laughed, making merry as best they could with a mixture of Latin and Greek, not so unusual in this part of the world. Unfortunately for Nikias, the party was well-lit with oil lanterns hanging all around the rope shed, both inside and out. It appeared the Romans had been optimistic about the weather, as a few tables sat outside the building, although devoid of patrons at the moment.

Here and there, a pair or a small group of Romans wandered around, but mostly they kept to the rope shed and the protection from the upcoming storm threatening to arrive any minute.

Their Bacchanalia in full swing, they paid no attention to the threat in their midst.

The fourteen clandestine arsonists passed the festival, strolling beyond even the lanterns hanging along the side of the rope shed into the inky darkness of the beach where the three triremes sat unguarded.

Orders already given, the group dissipated, four men quickly climbing rough ladders propped against the railings of each vessel.

Nikias and Budar wandered along, staggering as if drunk on cheap wine, Nikias chattering away in slurred Latin to keep up the charade. The boy simply followed along in their wake, looking like nothing more than a personal slave ensuring his master made it home without suffering mischief.

The two passed the three triremes, coming to the far end of the rope shed, where the building ended against one of Marsa’s stone terraces. Beyond that laid salvation: the gravel path leading upwards from the docks past the city’s cistern to the Temple of Juno.

Just then, things started to go wrong.

Nikias threw his arm around Budar’s shoulders, carrying on about the wonders of a Rome he’d never seen when shouts of alarm sounded behind him.

He dragged Budar around in a drunken twirl to see faint flickers of fire licking from the roof of the boat sheds.

“Fire, fire, fire!” came the calls from the handful of revelers on the open beach. Drunk as they were, even they recognized the danger of a runaway fire in such a densely packed area.

More Romans rushed from inside the improvised festival building, most heading directly for the boat sheds. A handful, less drunk or just smarter than their comrades, grabbed wooden buckets and rushed down the narrow beach for water, only to run directly into Atalo and his nine saboteurs.

Nikias couldn’t hear the words exchanged, but the Romans clearly didn’t like the answers they received as a shoving match ensued, quickly followed by one of Atalo’s men drawing a dead sentry’s sword and attempting to slash his way through the crowd to safety.

Alarm turned to fury in moments, with a crowd forming around Atalo and his party. The saboteurs clumped together, swords out, their swords sporting red tips where someone had gotten too close. It kept them alive a little longer, but the shouts of pain and alarm were drawing more and more attention.

Nikias snarled more curses. Atalo’s idea of a slow fire was likely to damn them all to a greusome death by torture when the Romans overwhelmed them.

The smart move would be to take his remaining men and run, leaving Atalo and nine more crew members to their fates. But Nikias had never been accused of being the smartest Greek on the Sea, and he wouldn’t change that now.

Seeing his dozen men scrambling down from the triremes, he opened his mouth to shout for them to pull Atalo and his men from their predicament.

“Halt! From which ship do you hail?”

Nikias jumped at the barked words from behind. He spun to find two fully armored legionaries striding down the beach.

It was hard to make out features this far from the light of the lanterns, but Nikias could see enough to make out the transverse crest of one man. Terror undermined his resolve as the tall centurion and his companion approached. His hands shook, and he gulped down air in near panic.

“I said, from which ship do you hail?”

With every step the man seemed to grow, his long strides carrying him within feet of Nikias, his crest towering overhead. His bronze breastplate caught flickers of lantern and firelight, and his hobnailed sandals crunched on the rock.

Nikias could clearly see the older man’s face now, mouth set in a deep frown and crow’s feet radiating from the corners of both eyes.

Eyes which flickered from Nikias to Budar and the boy, then to the side where a cluster of men were scampering from the three beached ships.

As those old eyes recaptured Nikias, the young captain knew he was dead.

He had gambled with his life, and those of his crew, and lost. The centurion was in exactly the wrong place at the wrong time, a tragedy of immensely personal significance.

The feeling was strangely freeing.

So much so that as the Roman’s hand moved for his sheathed gladius, Nikias was already drawing his own. The gleaming steel blade hissed as it slid free, gaining momentum as Nikias stepped forwards with the strike, burying the blade in the centurion’s upper arm.

Shock radiated up Nikias arm as the blow struck home. The centurion screamed in pain and fury, eyes filled with a rage so intense Nikias could swear they glowed.

With a twist of his wrist, he wrenched the blade free. Drawing it back, he used the weapon in exactly the way it was designed, as a thrusting weapon. He rammed the tip of the blade into the man’s abdomen barely an inch below his breastplate, angled upwards under the ribs.

A shuddering cough escaped the man, red froth tinging his lips crimson even in the weak light.

Nikias’s chest heaved, desperate for air. His heartbeat hammered in his ears, drowning out the growing conflagration behind him.

He couldn’t help but keep his gaze locked with the centurion as the man slowly slid free from the blade. This wasn’t the first man he’d killed, but the others suddenly seemed more fair, more straightforward. He felt little remorse for killing a pirate trying to take his ship, but that pirate was armed and had chosen his fate. This centurion was doing his duty, standing his post even on the night of a great celebration for Romans everywhere. And for that he died.

The centurion fell to the gravel, bronze helmet clattering across the smooth stones of the beach. In counterpoint, a white flash lit the sky, sending a peal of thunder across the harbor.

Nikias flinched at the flash, then threw himself to the side, barely avoiding a powerful thrust from the centurion’s companion. The man snarled in rage as he recovered, delivering a pair of quick slashes at Nikias, who continued to dance backwards.

“Budar, get back, get the boy away!” The slinger dashed away, his weapon useless at such close range. Of the boy, he could see nothing.

The legionary was a young, powerful man skilled with his weapon, and he pressed Nikias closely. The smuggler captain parried another thrust and slashed at the Roman’s eyes, forcing him back a half-step.

The two darted around each other, with thrusts and parries whistling in the darkness. Nikias sidestepped to evade a slash seeking his guts when he stumbled over a small figure, sprawling on the wet stones.

His wide eyes found the terrified, cowering form of the slave boy, trying to scamper away from the battle of which he was now a part. The boy’s thin, tear-streaked face struck him as what his father must have looked like after fleeing doomed Acragas. He should have been angry the boy was too close to the fight, even though their battle carried the two combatants clear to the water. But he felt little but sadness.

As the Roman’s sandals crunched in the loose stone, Nikias smiled at the boy.

“Go, run. Get out of here. Save yourself.”

The legionary, backlit by the flames now consuming the boat sheds, drew his sword back for a powerful thrust.

A loud clang echoed and the Roman stumbled to one knee, barely a blade’s length from Nikias. The captain wasted no time in throwing himself forwards, burying his gladius to the hilt in the man’s neck.

Like his centurion, this Roman tumbled to the unforgiving earth of Malta. With the man’s death, all the noise, light, and distraction of Marsa rushed back to Nikias, whose chest heaved in exertion. He realized he was soaked with sweat from the short battle, mouth parched and hands beginning to shake.

“Captain!” Budar ran up, sling in hand. “Are you alright? I couldn’t help sooner. You were too close together and moving too quickly.”

Nikias waved him off, trying to heave himself from the water lapping at his feet. A small shape took an arm, helping to pull him to his feet. The boy wasn’t much actual help, but his presence steadied the captain, who patted his slight shoulder in appreciation.

“Where is…oh gods, this is bad.”

Nikias stared in horror at the conflagration in which his men were now fully involved. Towards the tip of the peninsula, the boat sheds were fully aflame with a crowd frantically throwing buckets of water on nearby buildings, trying to keep the fire from spreading. There was little more dangerous in a dense city than a fire. Only a stone’s throw from them, he could hear the crackle of flames spreading in one of the triremes, but drowning out that happy noise was the roaring crowd of Roman rowers and crewmen surging against a thin line of his raiders, held in check by a sad assortment of swords, knives, and daggers. The men sent to fire the three triremes had sensibly joined their fellows, likely saving their lives. At least for now.

“What are we to do, Captain?”

Nikias stared, panic rising in him once again. Surely the word was spreading in town; even now, he could hear bells raising the sleeping from their beds. Trapped between the citizens of Marsa on one side and the furious Romans still piling from the brightly lit rope shed on the other, they had little hope of escape.

Nikias’s mind stuttered a moment as he looked at the boat shed. His men were slowly retreating from the brightly lit end of the building.

Brightly lit by hanging lanterns.

“Budar, can you hit the lanterns? The ones on the side of the rope shed?”

The young man blinked, turning to stare at the building. Without another word, he spun, sprinting towards the crowd, shouting at his cousins. In moments, the four men loaded their slings, blurring the lengths of leather above their heads. At a shouted command, they released, stones smashing four hanging lanterns in unison. The devices, clay basins with burning wicks, exploded spectacularly, washing the side of the building in burning oil.

Angry Roman roars turned to screams of terror as a dozen men were doused in flames. Several ran shrieking through the crowd, routing it in an instant. The mob dissolved, terrified of fire, as all men are.

His own men retreated in good order, Atalo’s barked orders keeping them together and ready for any surprises. None came.

The Romans had enough on their hands preventing the fires from spreading any further. Already, the entire far end of the rope shed was engulfed, the crackle of flames echoing across the water as screams reverberated from inside. The boat sheds were nothing more than a towering inferno, and the three triremes each sported noticeable flame.

Wasting no time, Nikias pulled the boy along with him, joining his men as they made their escape.

He paused to ensure every man reached the path to the Temple of Juno and safety, temporary as it may be. As Zeus’s acclaim echoed across the water, he looked back at the raging firestorm that had been the port of Marsa.

“Yes, the tides of Malta have certainly turned against the Romans.” The boy looked up at him curiously, and Nikias smiled. “Don’t worry, you’ll soon understand. They all will. And they will learn to be afraid.”
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Special Delivery
A Republic of Texas Navy Story
By D.A. Brock


Mid-November, 1940 - Near Pantelleria, south of Sicily

Ramsay winced as Devastation shuddered from the latest round of Italian depth charges. Down below, a woman screamed in fear. He said, “Make your depth five-five-zero feet. All ahead full! We’ve got to get below those depth charges!”

As Devastation responded in her usual ponderous fashion, he wondered what was going to get them killed first: their cargo, their passengers, or his own poor judgment.
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Two weeks earlier: Gibraltar harbor

“All stop. Finished with main engines.”

Commander Mark Ramsay breathed a sigh of relief as his submarine, TNS Devastation, settled in next to the tender ship, TNS Holland, in Gibraltar’s outer harbor. She, along with her sister, Havoc, were currently the only boats in the Texas Navy to have actual names and not just hull numbers.

This was due to her immense size compared to the rest of the navy’s subs. At almost 300 feet long and fifty-five feet abeam, she was over twice the size of the newest of the “Improved” S-250 class boats, which was understandable considering that inside her outer hull were two S-250 pressure hulls side by side, with four sets of engines and shafts, and a substantially larger conning tower above and between those hulls just forward of amidships.

Running down the centerline between the pressure hulls was her reason for existing: twenty-five mine tubes, each five feet in diameter and thirty feet high inside, capable of carrying five of the Texas Navy’s standard bottom-moored mines. They had just returned from laying their first load of those mines off the Italian coast near Naples.

As soon as Holland’s crane lowered the gangway into place on the edge of the deck, Ramsay saw the flotilla commander’s aide run down it, stopping only long enough to salute the quarterdeck and get permission to board. A sailor on the deck pointed the new arrival to where Ramsay stood on Devastation’s bridge, twenty feet above the deck. He walked to the side of the conning tower.

“Commander Ramsay? Captain Moreno’s compliments, and you are to meet him in his office immediately.”

“Do I have time to clean up first, Lieutenant?”

“Unfortunately, no, sir. The Captain said this can’t wait.”

“Please tell the Captain I’ll be there presently.” He disappeared below the edge of the bridge without waiting for the Lieutenant’s reply.
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About ten minutes later, Ramsay approached the hatch to Captain Moreno’s in-port office. Strangely, there was a Marine sentry on duty there.

“Corporal, Commander Ramsay to see the Captain.”

“Aye aye, sir.” The corporal opened the hatch and stepped aside. Ramsay walked in and came to attention. He was surprised again on seeing Vice Admiral Karl von Stahlberg, the commander of the whole Texas Naval Expeditionary Force, sitting in the cabin with Captain Moreno.

“Sir, Commander Ramsay reporting as ordered!”

“At ease, Commander,” Moreno replied. “Take a seat. Corporal, close the hatch; we’re not to be disturbed.”

“Aye aye, sir.” The corporal did as ordered, resuming his post outside the hatch.

As he sat in the chair facing the other two officers, Ramsay laid the folder containing his patrol reports on the desk.

Moreno said, “I won’t keep you in suspense, Mark. The Admiral has a special mission that he needs Devastation, and you, for.”

“How can I help, Admiral?”

“Are you familiar with the situation in Malta, Commander?”

“Just in general terms, sir. I know they’ve been under near constant air attack since the Italians jumped into the war back in June, along with being more or less blockaded by the Italian Navy.”

“Correct. The Royal Navy has been trying to keep them supplied by sea, along with occasional reinforcements of fighter planes flown off from their carriers. Unfortunately, as you said, the Italians have been doing a very thorough job of blockading the islands. Most of the British supply convoys have been getting turned back, with only about one ship in three getting through. That’s been enough to keep them afloat, but they’re still short on many critical supplies. That’s where your sub comes in.”

“Devastation’s going to be carrying supplies there, sir? I reckon that would work; we could fit a lot of crates of food and other things in the mine tubes.”

“You’ll be carrying some critical spare parts and supplies, but the most vital need is fuel for the fighters defending the island.”

“Fuel, sir?”

“Yes, one-hundred octane aviation gasoline. Captain Moreno here did the calculations, and your sub can carry about one hundred thousand gallons in the mine tubes.”

Ramsay boggled at that statement. “Admiral, with all due respect, that’s insane! It would turn her into a floating bomb!”

“As opposed to your normal load of mines?” asked Moreno.

“But Captain, we don’t have the necessary equipment to carry volatile stuff like that. Haven’t the Brits gotten any tankers through?”

“Not in the last several weeks. The Italians seem to be having unusually good luck finding and hitting tankers lately. We need something that’s going to be harder for them to find. And you’re it.”

Ramsay took a deep breath, trying to get his emotions under control. “I apologize for that outburst, Admiral.”

“Apology accepted, Commander. You’re right, it is insane, but it’s also necessary. Those air attacks are really hurting the people on Malta. The British need our help. This is coming straight from the top.”

“The top, sir?”

“Yes, as in a personal request from His Majesty to President Velasquez. That fuel has to get through, Commander. Can you do it?”

Ramsay straightened his shoulders and looked the Admiral in the eye. “Aye aye, sir! We’ll get it done!”
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When he returned to Devastation, Ramsay found that the maintenance crews from Holland had already started pulling the mine racks from inside the mine tubes. All of the tubes had their dorsal hatches open, making for somewhat treacherous walking on her deck. He went through the access hatch on the conning tower and down to his tiny cabin in the starboard pressure hull.

There was a knock on the bulkhead at his doorway. Lieutenant Commander Jose O’Malley, the Sailing Master, stepped into the cabin. “Skipper, what’s going on? We haven’t even gotten properly settled in yet and Holland’s already got people yanking our mine racks. Are they sending us out again?”

Ramsay was about to answer when there was another knock. It was Lieutenant Phil Gilley, the boat’s chief engineer. “Skipper, what’s this I hear about Holland cutting holes in our mine tubes for new plumbing? Was this something you requested?”

“Yeah, there’s something going on, but I’m not gonna explain it twice. Jose, summon all the officers and senior enlisted to the wardroom in fifteen minutes. Until then, y’all go away and let me think!”

Fifteen minutes later, he walked into the wardroom, which wasn’t really a room, more like a wide spot in the port pressure hull forward of that hull’s control room, with tables on either side of the companionway. Everyone sat up and stopped their conversations, but they didn’t stand since there wasn’t enough room to do that.

“As you were, y’all. We’ve been given a special assignment: hauling supplies to Malta. The reason they’re removing our mine racks is to replace them with equipment for handling liquid cargo that can’t go through the normal lines for flooding and draining the mine tubes.”

“What kind of ‘liquid cargo,’ skipper?” This was from Senior Chief Petty Officer Tomlin, the Chief of the Boat.

“Gasoline, Chief. Hundred octane avgas, about a hundred thousand gallons of the stuff. Malta’s fighter defenses are running out of fuel, and we’re gonna bring ‘em more, along with as many spare parts and barrels of lubricants as we can cram into the hulls. We’ll be off-loading our torpedos, too, all except for the ones in the tubes, to make more room.”

“Can’t the Brits get a tanker out there?” asked the torpedo officer, Lieutenant J. G. Harry Knowles.

“If they could, they wouldn’t be asking us, would they? Before anyone else asks ‘why us,’ this comes straight from Admiral von Stahlberg. Without fuel, Malta’s fighter planes can’t stop the Italian Air Force. If they can’t defend the islands, they’ll have to surrender. And that will cut the Mediterranean in two, with the enemy completely controlling the center. We can’t allow that.

“We need to get this done as fast as possible. Unfortunately, that means all liberty is cancelled, effective immediately. Jose, send out the recall for anybody who has already gone ashore; get ‘em back aboard as soon as possible. Then you, Phil, and Harry will need to organize the work parties to offload the spare torpedos and help with removing the mine racks. When that’s done, we’ll need to load provisions for thirty days and then the crates and barrels that will be going into the torpedo rooms.”

“Why so much food, skipper?” asked one of the other petty officers.

Chief Tomlin smacked him on the back of the head, which Ramsay pretended not to see. “We’re carryin’ stuff to Malta, dipstick. What makes ya think we’ll be able to re-supply there, huh?”

“Sorry, chief. I didn’t think.”

“Yeah, I noticed that. Now shaddup and let the skipper talk.”

“One more thing. We’ll be making this entire trip submerged. This’ll be the longest run we’ve made on the ventilation mast since the shakedown cruise. Phil, check that thing out thoroughly; we can’t afford to have it crap out on us. We’ve got to keep as much battery power in reserve as possible for emergencies.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Alright, let’s get started. Dismissed.”
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Six long, hard days later, everything was ready except for loading the gasoline. Ramsay carefully maneuvered Devastation alongside a tanker that had just arrived from Texas. He activated the bridge intercom. “Attention all hands: the smoking lamp is out, repeat, the smoking lamp is out. Station the cargo handling parties fore and aft. That is all.”

The men on deck grabbed the hoses that were lowered from the tanker, connecting them to the manifolds that had been installed on the deck forward and aft of the conning tower. They were split because Devastation’s mine tubes were in two groups, ten forward and fifteen aft of the conning tower. With the hoses connected and the vents in the tops of the tubes opened to let air out, they began the careful process of pumping the 300 tons of gasoline into the mine tubes.

The loading finished just as the sun was setting. As Ramsay scanned the deck and then looked out over the harbor, he saw a boat approaching the starboard side from where the main fleet was anchored. He grabbed the megaphone that was stowed under the bridge rail as the boat pulled alongside. “Ahoy the boat! What is your purpose here?”

“Passenger delivery, sir!”

Passengers? Nobody had said anything about that. When the boat was tied up next to a rope ladder running down the sub’s side, he saw Admiral von Stahlberg step onto the boat’s deck and jump over to the ladder. One of the boat’s crew passed a briefcase to the Admiral. Surely he wasn’t the passenger?

“Sir? What’s going on?”

Admiral von Stahlberg called out, “Last minute change, Commander! Can we speak below?”

“Aye aye, sir. Petty Officer Smith, please lead the Admiral to my cabin.”
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“What’s this change all about, sir?” Ramsay asked when they were alone.

“You’re going to have some passengers on this trip, Commander. Half a dozen nurses who volunteered to serve in the hospitals in Malta. I’ve tried to dissuade the senior nurse, a Lady Caroline Watson-Lee, but she insists that she and her group need to go.”

“Do they understand what being on a submarine going into a war zone will be like, sir?”

“That was the main point I tried to get across, but they’re still insisting. I even tried sending a message to the First Sea Lord in London, but apparently this Lady Caroline has a fair amount of pull in the Admiralty. Admiral Pound said he would count it as a personal favor if we could get these nurses there. I don’t like the idea any more than you do, Commander, but there it is.”

“Aye aye, sir. We’ll get it done.”

Von Stahlberg opened the briefcase he was carrying and pulled out a bottle of tequila. “One more thing, Commander. I’d like you to deliver this to the commander of HMS Truant in Malta. It’s sort of an apology for our poaching the convoy he was trying to attack.”

Ramsay looked at the bottle and whistled. “Wow, Cuervo Tradicional Añejo. That’s some mighty good and expensive stuff, sir.”

“My dad’s favorite tequila. He saves that for when he’s talking business with any of the Viejo Familias.”

“I’ll just lock this in the safe right now, sir. The better to avoid temptation.”

“Thank you, Commander. I think we’d better get back up on deck to greet your passengers.”

“Aye aye, sir.”
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Back on the foredeck, Ramsay found that the nurses had already been transferred over from the Admiral’s boat. Even before they were introduced, he had no difficulty figuring out which one was Lady Caroline. Not many men would have gone toe-to-toe with Senior Chief Tomlin, but there she was.

“Ma’am, with all due respect, ’dis here boat ain’t no place for a bunch of ladies. ’Specially for where we’re goin’ ’dis time.”

“Be that as it may, Senior Chief, we are coming aboard. We need to get to Malta, you’re going to Malta, so that settles it. Ah, here is the Admiral. He’ll explain it to you!”

Tomlin turned around, and when he saw Admiral von Stahlberg and the skipper coming on deck, he braced to attention. “Admiral, Skipper, I’ve been tryin’ to explain to these ladies that this ain’t no place for them, but they’re not havin’ it.”

Ramsay stepped forward. “At ease, Chief. I’ll take over here.” He turned to Lady Caroline. “I’m Commander Mark Ramsay, Devastation’s captain. I take it that you are Lady Caroline Watson-Lee?”

“I most certainly am, Commander. I assume that the Admiral has explained why we’re here?”

“Yes, ma’am, he has, and I’m going to make one last attempt to dissuade you and your charges from this course. We’re going to be sailing into the most hotly contested spot in the entire Mediterranean, carrying three hundred tons of aviation gasoline. This is a submarine. She will be noisy, smelly, dirty, and extremely overcrowded. And those are her good points.

“Once we leave harbor, we’re going to dive, and I don’t plan on surfacing again until we reach Malta. Are you and your fellow nurses prepared to spend possibly as much as two weeks locked in a steel can underwater? Probably while being attacked by the Italians? Think carefully about this, ma’am.”

Some of the other nurses had begun looking ill as Ramsay described what the trip would entail, but not Lady Caroline. “Commander, I appreciate your concern, but there are wounded men in Malta, and the hospitals there are short of trained nurses. We’re going–and that’s final.”

Ramsay sighed. “Very well, ma’am.” He looked around and spotted Jose O’Malley coming up to them. “Jose, please detail some sailors to guide these ladies below. You can put three of them in my cabin, and the other three in yours. You’ll have to hot-bunk with Phil and Harry. I’ll sling a hammock in that empty space in the aft end of the conning tower.”

He turned back to Lady Caroline. “Ma’am, this is my second-in-command, Lieutenant Commander Jose O’Malley. He will see to your quartering down below. Please follow the sailors he assigns to guide you. One more thing: once we’re underway, I will not accept any arguments or ill discipline from you or your nurses. I will expect you to always maintain control of your charges, and that you and your ladies will instantly obey any instructions or commands you are given, even if it’s from the lowest-ranking member of my crew. Do I make myself clear?”

Lady Caroline stared at him, fuming. “You do, Commander. Come, ladies, let’s get below and out of these ‘gentlemen’s’ way.”

As they walked away, Ramsay turned back to Admiral von Stahlberg. “Sir, I’m gonna have a real hard time not cracking that bottle down in the safe.”

The Admiral chuckled ruefully. “I understand completely. Good luck, Commander. I’ll see what I can do when you get back.” He turned and saluted the quarterdeck, then climbed down into his boat.
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That night after sunset, but before the moon rose, Devastation ghosted out of Gibraltar harbor, guided by a Royal Navy gunboat. An hour later, after sending a quick “thank you” to their guide, it was time to dive.

“Lookouts below,” Ramsay ordered. Those men went below, leaving himself and O’Malley on the bridge. There was no hurry to submerge this time. He took one last look around.

“Last look at the sky for at least a week, Skipper.”

“Yep, Jose, that it is. Let’s get started. Clear the bridge.”

“Clear the bridge, aye, sir.” O’Malley went down the hatch to the conning tower, then continued to his station in the port hull control room. Ramsay followed, closing the hatch and turning the wheel to lock it in place. One of the sailors in the conning tower confirmed the hatch was sealed.

“Take her down. Make your depth one hundred feet.”
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That simple command set off a furious chain of events. The diving alarm sounded twice, startling the nurses, who were sitting in the wardroom, staying out of the way, as requested. This was followed by the standard diving announcements on the intercom.

“Oh my god! What’s that? Are we sinking?” the youngest nurse shrieked.

“Control yourselves, ladies,” Lady Caroline said sternly. “You heard the announcement. This is perfectly normal. This is why they asked us to stay here.” Since she appeared to be calm, it helped the others to calm down, as well.

However, even her calm was tested as the main vents opened, causing the loud outrush of air from the ballast tanks that would take them underwater. They felt the increase in air pressure as the crew tested the hulls for leaks. The throbbing roar of the main engines ceased as the propulsion was changed to the batteries. The deck tilted down by the bow, startling them all again.

A sailor walked through the wardroom, checking for leaks or other problems. Lady Caroline asked, “Are we submerging, sailor?”

“Yes, ma’am. Skipper’s ordered a dive to one hundred feet so’s we can trim the boat and check for any problems. He doesn’t want to take any chances with all that gasoline in the mine tubes.”

“Will we be surfacing again soon?” asked one of the nurses.

“Oh, not ‘til we get to Malta, ma’am. Prob’ly about a week, at least.” He looked around, obviously wanting to be anywhere else right now.

“I see,” said Lady Caroline. “Thank you, sailor, you may go about your tasks.”

“Yes, ma’am.”
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“Trim complete, skipper. Everything looks good.”

“Very well, Jose. Periscope depth. Stand by to deploy the ventilation mast.”

“Seven-zero feet, aye. Stand by to deploy ventilation mast, aye.”

Devastation slowly glided up, going to the depth at which she could extend her periscopes and the ventilation mast. This device, which at some point in the future would become more commonly known as a “snorkel,” would allow access to air from the surface even as the boat remained submerged. It was plumbed into the main induction system, providing air for breathing and to run the cruising engines.

These were much smaller than the main engines, only about 500 horsepower, that would allow the boat to cruise at up to ten knots without using her batteries. While the “Improved” S-250 class boats had one of these, Devastation had two, one in each of her two main hulls.

“Sir, our depth is seven-zero feet. Standing by on ventilation mast.”

“Very well. Hydrophones, do you hear anything?”

“Just that Brit gunboat, well aft, almost into our propeller dead zone.”

“Very well. Up periscope.” Ramsay made a quick 360-degree sweep of the horizon. All clear. “Up ventilation mast.”

“Up ventilation mast, aye.” A few moments later, “Sir, ventilation mast is deployed and drawing normally. Permission to start the cruising engines?”

“Permission granted. All ahead standard.”

“Start cruising engines, aye. All ahead standard, aye.”

There was a slight shudder as the two engines started, providing just enough power to cruise and keep the batteries topped up. They settled in for the long trip to come.
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The next three days passed quietly, with Devastation following a course that would keep her away from land as much as possible. That was about to end as they approached the channel between Italian Sicily and French-controlled Tunisia.

The previous day, they had heard several large formations of ships passing nearby. The hydrophone operators were about ninety percent sure they were Texas Navy ships, but since Ramsay’s orders were to avoid all surface contacts except in an emergency, he kept the boat deep and quiet until they passed.

That evening, Lady Caroline and one of the other nurses were having dinner in the wardroom with Ramsay and some of the other officers.

“Captain,” said Lady Caroline, “may I ask where we are?”

“We’re currently about midway between Sicily and Tunisia, roughly two hundred nautical miles from Malta. We should be passing Pantelleria about daybreak. It’ll be about another two, two and a half days to reach Malta.”

“Why so slow? Weren’t we going much faster before?” asked the other nurse. She sounded frightened.

“Yes, ma’am, we were. But from here on out, we need to stay as quiet as possible. This is where we’re most likely to run into the Italians.”

This didn’t help the young lady’s state of mind. “Will they be able to find us?”

“Not if we can help it. Just stay calm and quiet. Lady Caroline, I’m quite pleased with how well you and your ladies have comported yourselves thus far. I know it hasn’t been easy. I trust you will be able to continue this over the next few days?”

“Of course, Captain. We are, after all, Englishwomen.”
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Lieutenant Landis, the navigator and currently officer of the deck, pushed aside the makeshift curtain spread across the aft end of the conning tower and gently shook Ramsay’s shoulder. “Skipper, it’ll be daylight in about an hour.”

Ramsay shook his head to clear the sleep from it, then slowly sat up in his hammock. “Very well, thank you, Mister Landis. Our estimated position?”

“About twenty miles north of Pantelleria, sir. I was able to get rough bearings off Polaris and Venus through the search ’scope and combine that with our dead reckoning trace.”

“Good job, Jeff. I’ll be back up to take the conn in a few minutes.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

After hitting the head, Ramsay went to the wardroom to get coffee and a sandwich. One of the cook’s assistants was setting up for breakfast. “Good morning, Skip–”

WHAM! WHAM!

The boat rocked from the unexpected explosions, sending the dishes in the wardroom flying. They heard water flooding in aft. At least two of the nurses were heard screaming in their quarters. “Somebody quiet those women down!” Ramsay shouted before running back to the conning tower.

“Report!”

“We’ve got flooding through the ventilation mast induction and exhaust lines! Trying to get them closed off now! Passing one-two-zero feet and going down!”

“Blow safety tank to compensate! Secure all watertight doors! All compartments report damage, from forward to aft!”

One by one, the reports came in. No further damage except in the cruising engine compartments, but there were reports of injuries among the crew. “Ventilation mast exhaust secured. Still working on closing the intake. Flooding reduced, but not stopped in cruising engine compartments. Cruising engines flooded out.”

“Very well. What’s our current depth?”

“Passing two-two-zero feet! Fifteen degrees down bubble!”

This was starting to be a problem: since the sensor for the depth gauge was located on the keel roughly amidships, it meant that the bow was almost forty feet deeper.

“Ventilation mast intake secured. Flooding appears to be stopped. Lining up pumps to clear cruising engine rooms!”

“Full rise on the bow planes. Try to level her out. Blow negative and forward trim tanks.”

“Full rise on bow planes, aye. Blowing negative and forward trim tanks.”

Slowly, she started to respond. “Sir, she’s starting to slow down! Current depth three-one-zero feet!”

“Very well. Secure blowing. Pump from center trim to forward trim one thousand pounds. Don’t overshoot level.”

After a few more tense moments, they finally got her stabilized.

“Bow angle is now zero, Skipper. Holding at four-six-zero feet!”

“Very well. Hydrophones! Any ships nearby?”

“Faint screw noises bearing one-zero eight. Unable to identify yet.”

“Battery state?”

“About ninety percent charge, sir.”

“Very well. Ease her back up to two hundred feet. All ahead slow. Hydrophones, was that contact close enough to have dropped depth charges on us?”

“No, sir. I estimate their range is about eight thousand yards.”

“And you’re sure there are no other vessels nearby?”

“Positive, Skipper. I reckon it was a plane that dropped those on us.”

“Most likely. If so, they’ve probably told that ship about us. Helm, left standard rudder, new course zero-nine-zero. Let’s get off our old track. Hydrophones, keep a watch on that contact. Let me know if they start closing on us.”

The crew acknowledged their orders, and they began trying to sneak away. The chief engineer called the conning tower. “Conn, port cruising room.”

“Cruising, conn. Go ahead.”

“Skipper, we’ve got the flooding stopped, but the cruising engines are down for the count. Port and starboard both flooded out. Ventilation mast is jammed, unable to retract it. I estimate that those depth charges bent or broke it. What’s left may be hanging outside, making noise. Recommend we continue on batteries and stay as slow as possible.”

“Understood. Continue work on pumping out the boat. Let control know if we need any trim or depth changes.”

“Aye, sir. Port cruising room out.”

“Silence in the conning tower.”

With nobody talking, they could hear a faint clanging sound outside, like something banging against the outer casing of the conning tower.

Damn, Phil was right, Ramsay thought. Aloud, he said, “We’ve got something banging against the hull outside. Helm, reduce speed to three knots.”

“Reduce to three knots aye.”
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Down in the wardroom, and in the petty officer’s mess in the starboard hull, Lady Caroline and three of her nurses were helping the boat’s pharmacist’s mate, Petty Officer Craig Lewis, with the numerous injuries that had been caused by the explosions. Since the crew had not been prepared or braced for the shocks, many had been thrown off their feet or out of their bunks.
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The hydrophone operator called out, “Skipper! That contact has altered course and sped up. They’re closing on us!”

“Understood. Are we still making that clanging noise?”

“Yes, sir, but not as loud. I think slowing down helped.”

“Very well. Estimated speed of the contact?”

“Contact is making turns for twenty knots. She sounds like one of those anti-submarine torpedo boats the Brits told us about.”

“Very well. Sailing Master, do we have any information about how good Italian listening gear is? Can they hear us?”

O’Malley replied, “No idea, Skipper. Unfortunately, the intelligence reports from the Brits weren’t all that informative. I reckon it’s possible they don’t know, either. Seems like we’re fixin’ to find out, the hard way.”

“Looks that way. Rig for depth charges, Jose.”

“Rig for depth charges, aye.”

Ramsay called the chief engineer’s station in the port maneuvering room. “Port maneuvering, Conn. Mister Gilley, would securing the outboard shafts reduce our noise enough to matter?”

“Conn, Port maneuvering. No, sir, I reckon it would be ’bout six of one, half dozen of the other. If we secure two shafts, then the other two would need to turn faster to maintain the currently ordered speed.”

“Very well, thank you, Phil. Conn, out.”

“Skipper, Pharmacist’s Mate Lewis requests permission to enter the conning tower. Says he needs to speak to you about a medical issue.”

“Very well, let him up.”

Lewis came up through the lower hatch. Ramsay could hear a woman’s voice down in the junction between the access tube and the tube connecting the two hulls.

“What’s the matter, Lewis? And why is Lady Caroline down there?”

“Sir, it’s about Senior Chief Tomlin. When those depth charges hit, he lost his footing and bounced his head off the edge of a hatch. Lady Caroline says he has a ‘depressed skull fracture.’ Sir, this kind of injury is way over my head. Can you please talk to her?”

“Very well. Bring her up.”

Lewis went back down, returning a few moments later with Lady Caroline hot on his heels. They stepped to the back of the conning tower.

“Thank you for seeing me, Captain.”

“You’re welcome, ma’am. Thank you for helping with my injured crewmen. How is Chief Tomlin?”

“He’s stable, for now. I trust that you’re quite finished shaking the ship about?”

“Boat, ma’am, and that depends on what the Italians decide to do.”

“Boat, ship–the point is that your crewman is very badly injured, and any more shocks like what we experienced earlier would be detrimental to his continued well-being.”

“Well, I reckon it wouldn’t be all that healthy for the rest of us, either, ma’am. We’re going to do everything we can, but that Italian torpedo boat is a lot faster than we are, and the plane that dropped those charges may also still be up there guiding him. No guarantees.”

“If we’re attacked again, I can’t guarantee that Mister Tomlin will survive, even if the rest of us do.”

“I understand, ma’am. Now if you would please go back below to your patient, we’re about to be very busy up here.”

“Very well, Captain.” Ramsay didn’t understand how she could put such a haughty, oh-so-superior tone into such a short phrase.
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Ramsay winced as Devastation shuddered from the latest round of Italian depth charges. Down below, a woman screamed in fear. He said, “Make your depth five-five-zero feet. All ahead full! We’ve got to get below those depth charges!”

As Devastation responded in her usual ponderous fashion, he wondered what was going to get them killed first: their cargo, their passengers, or his own poor judgment.

The Italians had made three passes so far, each increasing in accuracy and ferocity, the last one causing at least two ruptured pipes. Fortunately, his men had been able to shut off the valves on either side of the breaks. The Italians apparently could hear the ventilation mast flapping in their wake, because they were tracking every course and depth change he had made thus far.

“Five-five-zero feet, aye! All ahead full, aye!”

At the thought of his cargo, he had an idea. He hoped it wouldn’t be the final example of his bad judgment.

“Open the dorsal and ventral hatches on mine tubes eleven and twelve.” These were the ones closest to the middle of the boat.

“Open dorsal and ventral hatches on eleven and twelve, aye!”

“Passing four-zero-zero feet! Twenty degrees down bubble!”

“Very well!”

“All hatches open on mine tubes eleven and twelve! We doin’ what I think we’re doin’, Skipper?”

“Yeah, Jose, that’s exactly what we’re doin’!”

“Aye aye, Skipper! Passing four-eight zero feet, starting to level out.”

“Very well. All ahead slow. Right full rudder, new course one-six-five.”

As they spiraled into the depths, the gasoline that was in the two mine tubes in question flowed out and up, being replaced by heavier seawater.

“Passing five-zero-zero feet! Down bubble now four degrees, leveling out. We’re gonna be heavy once that gasoline is gone, Skipper. Might not be able to hold her at five-fifty.”

“Understood. Close dorsal hatches on eleven and twelve. Once they’re closed, put an air bubble in those tubes. That should start pushing out some of the water.”

“Aye, sir. Boat is level, passing five-five-zero feet! May I remind the Captain that our test depth is six hundred?”

“Understood, Sailing Master.”

“Aye aye, sir. Dorsal hatches on eleven and twelve are closed, admitting air bubble now.”

“Close ventral hatches on eleven and twelve, then begin pumping the water out. Open main ballast vents and blow for five seconds, no more. Then close the vents again. Helm, all stop! Silence in the boat!”

The hulls creaked as they passed test depth. With no power to the screws, Devastation was slowing down.

“You reckon the Eye-talians will buy it, sir?” O’Malley whispered.

“I hope so, Jose. Between the screws stopping, the air bubble we blew, and the eight thousand gallons of gasoline we released, it should be convincing.”

“Skipper, I don’t hear the ventilation mast banging anymore!” The hydrophone operator had a hard time keeping to a whisper.

“Passing six-two zero feet, speed down to two knots.”

“Helm, make turns for two knots. Full rise on the bow planes!”

“Turns for two knots, aye. Full rise on bow planes, aye.”

“Depth six-four-five feet and holding. Having steerage way helps.”

“Very well. Hydrophones, what’s our friend up there doing?”

“Enemy screws have stopped, sir. And I still don’t hear the ventilation mast banging.”

“Very well. We’ll plane slowly back up to five-fifty and hold there for a while.”
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“Skipper, sunset was an hour ago, and we should be near the designated rendezvous point for subs entering Valetta.”

“Very well, Mister Landis, take her to periscope depth. Hydrophones, anyone out there?”

“No contacts at this time, Skipper.”

It had been a long two days, sneaking away from the Italian torpedo boat at just above their test depth, then slowly getting back on their course for Malta. They had surfaced the previous night, finally able to draw fresh air and recharge the nearly depleted batteries.

They found about three feet of the ventilation mast sticking up above the top of the conning tower casing, and numerous dents in the outer hull from the Italian depth charges.

“Depth seven-zero feet, Skipper.”

“Up ‘scope.” Ramsay performed the usual horizon and sky searches, finding all clear.

“Down ’scope. Surface the boat.”

The sea boiled off the coast of Malta as Devastation appeared on the surface. An hour after sending the pre-arranged signal, they were met by a Royal Navy gunboat, which guided them in.

As they sailed past Fort Saint Elmo and into the Grand Harbour, Lady Caroline asked permission to come to the bridge. Ramsay agreed.

“Thank you for allowing me up here, Captain. It’s quite the view from up here, isn’t it?”

“You’re very welcome, ma’am. Yes, I always enjoy the view coming into harbor. Thank you again for trying to save Chief Tomlin. You and all your ladies certainly earned your passage here. And now you must go try to save more men like him, don’t you?”

“Yes, and you will be sailing back to the war once your lovely boat is repaired. Do please be more careful going forward. I shouldn’t like to hear that you have been counted amongst the lost.” She tentatively reached out and touched his hand.

Ramsay thought, Well, this war just got a lot more interesting.
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Backchannel
By Rick Cartwright



The chilly rain beat down as Lieutenant Commander John “Moonshine” Sullivan looked out from Vulture Row, the observation area of the USS Enterprise CVN-80 tower, at the alien battle cruiser. Roughly the same size as the Big E, its gun emplacements hearkened to a twentieth-century battleship rather than a carrier. 

Instead of sixteen-inch shells, the guns belched out scramjet-boosted rounds that acted like miniature cruise missiles. Early in the war, Sullivan had seen one make a ninety-degree turn to take out a juking F-75 that had finished a strafing run. His jaw tightened as he recalled that one had also finished his roommate, who had no time to eject. He hadn’t died in vain because his missiles had opened the way for John to drop his ship killers into the gash in the alien’s armored deck that destroyed the enemy cruiser a few ticks later.

“Shine, you look pensive for a guy who just got promoted and assigned easy duty the same day,” remarked his current wingman, Lieutenant Samantha “Hermione” Parker, moving up beside him. Sullivan sighed.

“I wish I had spent more downtime reading wizarding books and less time taking War College correspondence courses and learning an alien language. Then I would be flying CAP rather than waiting for the laundry to add my stripes and finish pressing my mess dress blues.”

“At least you had them. Mine are back at Norfolk.”

He probably wouldn’t have had a set at all, but his ex’s law firm was big on black-tie dinners, and it was an investment against the day he had to do staff duty. Having to divert to Oceana when his tailhook failed to deploy let him beat the ship in by a day. He had looked forward to surprising Tina. The surprise was mutual. The breakup was quite civilized after the nameless guy left. He checked into a nearby hotel and left the apartment key on her dining room table after gathering his remaining belongings the next day while she was at work. Thank God he hadn’t signed on the lease like Tina had been hinting for, despite him paying most of the rent.

The emergency recall text on his cell meant he reported back to the ship with all his worldly possessions in two seabags and two parachute bags six days ago.

“So tell me about all the things to do ashore in Malta,” Sam continued, breaking into his revere.

“Well, that’s Birzebbuga.” John gestured to the mix of old and new buildings hugging the harbor to one side and the modern Malta Freeport dominating the other. “The talks will be at the Grandmaster’s Palace in the capital, Valletta. We couldn’t moor over there because we would have been in the middle of ferry traffic for the port.”

“That wouldn’t have happened, much less with the President on board.” Leaning over, Sam exclaimed, “Wow, that’s a lighthouse!” She pointed at a white-and-black striped tower perched incongruously on a squat, square, sand-colored building that looked old enough to have been built by the Romans.

John chuckled mirthlessly. “It’s one thing we and the Grays agreed on from the start. My briefing packet said Birzebbuga has some nice restaurants and things to see, like caves and archaeology sites. “

“Why didn’t they just hold the talks there?”

“Above my paygrade. If I had to guess, it was optics. Nothing as impressive as the staterooms in the Grandmaster’s Palace in Birzebbuga. I heard in the meeting this morning that neither side was comfortable hosting the other aboard ship. Beyond that, I have been playing catch-up since Captain Lehman got medevacked out.”

“Hell of a thing. Decorated sub commander. Takes out a Gray cruiser with a SLCM salvo. First day here, he falls down a ladder, breaks two bones and gets a concussion. His bad luck is your good luck.”

A phone chirped. “That’s me,” John said as the pair automatically checked their devices. “My uniform’s ready. Wish me luck.”
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Subcommander Windrider Mira basked in the warm water falling from the sky. Her coverall repelled the water, so she just enjoyed the novel concept of water coming from somewhere other than a shower, glass, or cup. Duty nagged at her. She needed to get ready for the upcoming meeting. Just a minute more, she told herself. Her plaited hair was getting wet, but she didn’t care.

She cared about the hulking ship across from her own. Gray, with a flat top except for a square metal tower festooned with sensor antennas, it appeared unarmed and unthreatening from a distance. The war leaders had first dismissed them in their disdain for all the waterbound ships. Little did they realize they could spew the small craft that ruled the atmosphere. Fast and agile, they could evade the guns of the Terran People’s battlecruisers. Shields were ineffective inside the atmosphere, and the missiles and guns of the fighter craft had taken a heavy toll on the People, especially once the battle had moved to the American region of the planet.

“Ah, Mira. I was told this was your favorite place on the ship.”

“Greetings, Speaker Harmony Jacobs.” Mira bowed as low as she could to the leader of the People. The speed of her bow catapulted her wet braid over her head, hitting the gray deck with a loud plop. The elder chuckled. She was certain that her neck was flush with mortification.

“Rise, child.”

“Speaker, I am so sorry…”

“Hush. I should apologize to you for interrupting your off-duty time. I, too, sought to enjoy this fine day for a moment before we immersed ourselves in affairs of state. When you return to your room, you will learn that the American group has a change. Apparently, Captain Lehman was injured in an accident and has been replaced by a Lieutenant Commander John Sullivan.”

Mira marveled at how her elder could pronounce the alien words with such ease. She still had to sound out the unfamiliar terms. It had been a shock when the enemy transmitted a proposal for a ceasefire by lightwave in the language of the People. A greater shock to find that these Americans held several thousand of the People, including her sister Tara, thought lost when her ship, along with several more, were struck down by the accursed dragonhawks over the last seven monthly cycles. Given the traitorous nature of the people of the blue and green planet, the honorable behavior made no sense to her.

“Mira?” The gentle voice of the Speaker brought her back to the present.

“Apologies, Speaker. I was considering the paradox of behaviors we have encountered with the inhabitants of this planet.”

‘Indeed. On one hand, the first people we meet kill our delegation and try to steal their shuttle. We strike back. Then a different people, these Americans, press us sore in battle and then sue for talks. Not only that, but they have also apparently treated our warriors they hold with respect, if the messages they have allowed to be sent are true.”

Mira had been first shocked and then delighted to receive a message from something called the “Red Cross” that contained a note which claimed to be from Tara. They had sent it to Mira with her comm code on it, although they were printed out on some fiber product called “paper.” One of the American parasite craft had delivered it from the ship across the bay from what the aliens would call the Retribution in their tongue.

“My sister served on the del Tok. The communication I received didn’t say much other than she was well and learning her captor’s tongue, English.”

“As have we all to prepare for the talks. You will find that this Sullivan is reported to have learned our language as well. Perhaps you can practice with each other, since we will pair him with you during the talks.” A chime sounded, and the Speaker grimaced as he looked at his comm unit. “My respite is done. My handlers call. See you at the shuttle.” 

Mira followed her leader into the ship to ready herself for the first meeting.
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John had ridden in his fair share of helicopters, but Marine One was something else. A sergeant in dress blues directed him to the back of the craft, past the President, who was talking intently with the Secretary of State. Two guys in suits that screamed Secret Service were across the aisle from their boss on the leather bench seats. The President and Secretary of State were sitting in plush recliner seats. The plush tan and brown interior were a far cry from the bare metal and webbing straps of military helos.

“You the guy replacing the Viking? Mike Poston, State Department. Undersecretary for Extraterrestrial Affairs,” the spare-looking African American with a touch of gray in his close-cropped hair said by way of greeting as John settled in the comfortable seat and shook the proffered hand. “I understand you speak Cloc’T?” Poston popped the tongue on the T.

“After a fashion. I’ve taken the online course. My conversation teacher said I had a pronounced East Tennessee accent, but that I was understandable.”

“Welly, better than me. You just heard my total store of the language of the People.”

“I saw in the briefing packet that is what they call themselves. I was fairly sure they didn’t call themselves the Grays. But the language is called Cloc’T?”

“That’s right. Why is a good question. How much have you read about your opposite number, Subcommander Mira?”

“It’s Windrider. Mira is her first name. The Gray…People introduce themselves last name first, then first name. There wasn’t a lot there. She’s what sounds like an executive officer on one of those Dagger-class ships that screen their battlewagons. Call it a destroyer. If the calendar conversion is right, she’s about my age, twenty-eight. Intelligence shows that she has a relative, probably a sister, being held as a POW at Camp Clifton.”

“Pretty place. At the top of the Upper Peninsula. If you blink, you miss summer. I was there in November trying to get some information. It was cold and snowy. The People love it. They were lolling around in the exercise yard like we would on a tropical beach. I swear, I think teaching us their language was just so they could tell us nothing significant in English.”  

“Sir…”

“Call me Mike.”

“Mike, I know I am late to the group, but it doesn’t seem like I got a lot of background. I would think we would be further along in the talks.”

“And normally you would be right. The People don’t do negotiations like we do. They see no reason for lower-level people like me to work with their lower-level people to hash out details and build up a working document that the bosses,” he waved his hand forward to the President and the Secretary, “rubber stramp or hash out the one or two stumbling blocks. The only things agreed to are that there is a ceasefire effective till a final agreement is reached or the Retribution, what their ship is called in English, and the Enterprise rejoins their escorts and returns to their respective ports. Or the L5 point for the Retribution.”

“So we are starting from scratch.”

“Worse than that, Commander. We have no idea what the Chinese did to set them off, or why they started shooting at us after decapitating the Chinese leadership. They vaporized the only Chinese who could tell us when the People struck the bunker the Chicom leadership was hunkered down in. Until the civil war that started plays out, no one is speaking for China.”

“Mike, why aren’t any of our allies, NATO, or even the United Nations involved?”

“The short answer is that the People will only talk to us. When we sent the first message, it was worded, ‘From the United States of America on behalf of the people of Earth.’ As far as they are concerned, there’s no point in talking to anyone else. The Brits, Germans, French, New Russia Federation, and the Japanese have observers we will consult with. But we’re on point and asking the questions.”

“I would sure like to know why they opened fire on the Bush. Three of my classmates in flight school bought it. It was a miracle that they got her back to Peral.”

Mike sighed. “They unintentionally did us a favor by destabilizing the Chinese. We are pretty sure that there was some furball at the Long March moonbase. Overheads show a People shuttle landing there. The next pass shows a crater where it was parked and the one after that showed the base replaced by an enormous crater.”

“Followed by a visit by the Retribution and a gigantic crater outside of Beijing where the Chinese leaders’ command bunker used to be,” John replied, wryly.

“Job one is to find out what actually happened, clarify that the US had no part in it and show if they had come to Shepard Base instead, we would have been much nicer. Make friends with Subcommander Windrider and see if she is more talkative than the couple of thousand of her compatriots we have interrogated so far.”

No pressure, John thought. Aloud, he said, “You realize that most of my contact with the People has been in the cockpit of an F-75.”

“Approach her warrior to warrior. What can go wrong?” The diplomat beamed as the helicopter came in for a landing. 

John reflected on Undersecretary Poston’s advice on how to relate to the Subcommander as he took his place in the receiving line. The head of the People’s delegation, Speaker Harmony Jacobs, had insisted on meeting the entire US contingent. As the junior guy, he was at the end of the line. His eyes snapped to the entrance as an Oxford-accented voice boomed out.

“The delegation of the People. Led by Speaker Harmony Jacobs.”

The Speaker shared the same gray skin with every POW captured to date. His hair was white as snow, and his face seemed to have sharper angles. The exobiologists had hypothesized that the People lost fat rather than muscle as they aged, becoming leaner and more defined rather than wrinkled and flabby. Plastic surgeons would starve, John thought irrelevantly.

Then he saw the subcommander following directly after the Speaker. She was tall and rather curvy. She wrapped her red hair in an updo that hinted at very long strands when down. It also exposed her rather small ears. He remembered his briefing packet showed that was a species trait.

The line moved, and he was shaking the hand of the People’s leader, introducing himself per the protocol agreement.

“I am Harmony Jacobs, Speaker for the People.”

“Lieutenant Commander John Sullivan, United States Navy,” John replied, thumping his chest with his fist and stretching his arm out, touching the Speaker’s chest with the fist. The Speaker returned the gesture.

“Now that we have greeted each other in the ways of our two civilizations, let me present my military aide, Subcommander Windrider Mira.”

As they repeated the greetings, John decided she was kind of pretty. Her nose seemed a touch large for her face, but her doe-shaped green eyes caught his attention. Her uniform seemed tailored to highlight curves that would have been appreciated by WW2-era soldiers.

“Lieutenant Commander,” Mira said, sounding out the words carefully, “I look forward to pairing with you to seek peace.” 

“As do I, Subcommander.”

She turned to the next female in line, with silver hair and gaunt features. “Let me present Advocate Takell Tallor…”

Once the last delegate was through the line, John snagged two champagne flutes and sought out Windrider Mira, who was examining a portrait over a fireplace mantle.

“Subcommander, may I present you with a beverage?”

“Is that the bubbly liquid?”

“Yes, we call it champagne.”

“No, thank you. Although there was a beverage in a red and white can that had a pleasant taste.”

“Ah, a Coke,” John flagged down a server, and placed the two flutes on her tray. 

“Tnjn Cokes jekk joghbok.”

The young lady smiled and replied, “F’daqqa,” and turned away.

“What was that?”

“Maltese, I hope. Whenever I go to another country, I try to pick up at least a few words. It’s the polite thing to do.”

“I understand you know our language.”

Before John could reply, a bell rang and the same man who made the announcements boomed out, “Dinner is served in the Grand Council Chamber across the hall.”

John decided to start making friends and intoned, “Ka kee Koo?”

Her eyes went wide. Then narrowed. Then she made a barking noise that his studies had told him was the equivalent of laughter.

“I usually require a couple of meals and at least two plants before I accept that type of invitation.”

John felt his face go hot as he recalled his conversation teacher’s caution: “Remember, Cloc’T is a tonal language. Ka kee Koo, for example, can mean, ‘May I escort you to the table?’ when the kee is pitched low. When pitching kee high, it’s a request for sexual congress.” He had squeaked out the “kee.”

“My apologies, Subcommander.”

“I think the phrase is ‘no worries.’ Ka kee Koo ya.” She took the proffered arm. Rather than merely hooking her arm in his, she reached out and grasped his hand and moved towards the hallway.

He noted that she was careful to pitch “kee” very low.
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Mira thought his flushed face had been adorable, as had been his apologies, as they made their way to the dinner. She had been delighted to find that the alien had been seated next to her at the large table. They took the meal in a grand room with bright wall coverings topped by images of what looked like the progression of a primitive battle that reminded her of old histories of the early Unification Wars.  

“Do you know what those images on the walls represent?”

Taking a sip of water, Sullivan, no John, she corrected herself, cleared his throat and replied.

“I believe it is a representation of the Great Siege of Malta in 1565. They outnumbered the defenders four or five to one and prevailed. Malta has a long and proud history of withstanding invasions by its enemies.”

“Very impressive. Your accent is not one I have heard before.” 

“I am from East Tennessee. It’s a green and mountainous part of the state of Tennessee in the southern United States.”

“I thought you were American.”

“I am, but I am also a Tennessean. Tennessee is one state that makes up the United States.” 

Mira was getting more confused with every word coming out of his mouth. She understood that Tennessee was a part of the United States like the United States was part of the planet, but he talked like it was a political, not a geographic distinction. She needed to be sure to raise this at the debrief after this event. She replied, “Very interesting. I grew up on the…” she paused for a moment, “…in English, it would translate to ‘Cloc’T’s Hope,’ but we are all the People.”

A waiter appeared. “Coffee, sir? Miss?”

“Please. Subcommander, are you familiar with coffee?”

“Please call me Mira. And no. Is it like the bubbly wine? Or more like the Coke?”

“It’s a hot beverage dearly loved by our people, especially the military, and call me John.”

“Then yes, I would like some, John.” The waiter stepped away as silently as he had appeared. Mira thought he would make an excellent Shadow Warrior.

Mira looked at the black steaming liquid that sat before her. She took a cautious sip. The bitter brew scalded her tongue. She would have spat it out, but at the same time the oddest sensation flowed through her body. Odd, but pleasant at the same time.

“It’s a dark roast. You may want to add cream and sugar.”  John pushed a beaker of white liquid, followed by a bowl of equally white crystalline powder toward her. Both tasted acceptable, so she added a spoonful of the sugar crystals and poured some of the cream. The contents of the cup changed color to almost match the skin color of her dining companion. 

“Much more cream and you will have Air Force coffee there.”

“Air Force?” 

“A sister military branch. There are often jokes between branches. The Air Force drinks their coffee with lots of dilution because they can’t handle it black.” 

These aliens are peculiar, she thought as she took another sip, then a deeper one that drained the cup. Much better. No bitterness, cooler and very pleasant. She wondered where she could get some more.

“I thought Cloc’T was the name of your language?”

“It is, but it’s also the name of the homeworld that was.” Part of her wondered why it had become so hard to enunciate.

“But you call yourselves the People. Why not the Cloc’T?”

“Because Cloc’T was no more after the final Unification War. The survivors were the people that were left in orbital settlements. It’s why we don’t just rain rocks down on you for your treachery. That destroyed Cloc’T utterly. Orbital bombardment is forbidden. Even for those like you without honor. You are so confusing. On one hand, you spit on your honor and try to steal from those who approach you in peace. But then you respect those taken in battle. You care for them. You even let them speak to their kin, who thought them lost to the black. Like my sister.” What was wrong with her? Her mouth was running wild and now she was on the verge of tears.

“Subcommander Windrider. We are leaving now.” The Shadow Warrior that had been assigned as her protector gently but firmly pulled her from her seat and held her steady as her head swam.

“Wait, is she all right?” John asked 

“None of your concern, plakak.”

Mira wondered why the trooper had called John a dung worm as he escorted her out.
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“Does anyone care to explain how we didn’t know coffee makes the People drunk off their asses?” the President snarled to the group seated around the conference table. “Anyone? Because we damn near ended the talks before they really got started. I just spent the last hour on the phone with Speaker Harmony, convincing him we did not know and did not intend to drug their delegation. Thank God the staff knew I was a Mormon and did not offer me or him coffee.”   

John was glad that he was at the far end of the table. President Ramirez might have degrees from Stanford and the Sorbonne, but at the end of the day, he was a blunt-speaking Texan and a Marine at his roots. His salty language was causing his Harvard-educated Secretary of State, Robert O’Malley, to wince as he turned towards Undersecretary Poston. “Mike, I believe you have something for us.”

John had recorded his contact report and gotten five hours of rack time before they summoned him to this meeting, which was apparently five more hours than the Undersecretary seated across from John had gotten, based on his rumpled and bleary-eyed appearance. 

“Mr. President, Mr. Secretary–there were some reports of odd behaviors by the first batch of POWs at Camp Clifton when exposed to coffee, but it got lost in the mass of information that came in about the People and it never got addressed. The POWs were very careful to stick to fruit juices and water. They asked for permission to have coffee pots for their barracks once the language barrier was breached. Claimed it helped them sleep.”

The President snorted. “Put the POW leadership in contact with the Speaker’s group. Tell them that we are onto them now, but no harm no foul. Leave the coffee pots.”

“Yes, Mr. President. I also have reviewed the delegation contact reports. Commander Sullivan discovered some interesting information that other delegates confirmed. The People are refugees. Their planet, Cloc’T, was destroyed in a war by kinetic bombardment. It scarred the survivors so badly that the concept of orbital strikes is anathema to the People.”  

“Thank God for that,” the suit next to John muttered. 

“That’s why they haven’t dropped any rocks on us. We also got confirmation that the Chinese murdered the party at the Long March moonbase, presumably to get their technology. But they are blaming us,” Mark concluded. 

“Sullivan,” the President said into the silence. “Your name came up with the Speaker. Subcommander Windrider found you, and I quote, ‘adorable.’”

John snapped into full attention from the attentive facade every successful junior officer learns when their superiors are talking about the big picture way above his paygrade as chuckles erupted around the table. “Sir?”

“Commander, I am convinced that neither side really understands the other.  Speaker Harmony agrees.  We need a back channel to get a better idea about each other’s cultures. The next two days will be nothing but each side formally airing their positions.  From after this meeting till further notice, you and the Subcommander are to play tourist. Wine and dine her. Report daily. Do you have a GTCC?”

“Yes, sir. I attended a conference before my last deployment and was issued a government credit card. I don’t know if it’s active.”

“It is now. No limit. Anything the young lady wants. Anything connected to her that needs payment. Did you get that, Martha?”

“Done, Mr. President,” Martha Culpepper, the President’s Chief of Staff replied. “Lieutenant Commander Sullivan now has the equivalent of an Amex Black.” The silver-haired staffer, who bore a disturbing resemblance to John’s maternal grandmother, looked down the table at John. “Turn in your receipts to me within forty-eight hours. Is your email current?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Send copies to the address I just sent.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Now that that’s settled, Robert, do we need to make any changes in our opening presentation?”
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“My head is about to explode. Kill me now.”

“Can’t do that, Mira. The Speaker would be displeased.”

“I thought we were friends, Melitta. Healers swear an oath to end suffering. End mine. I feel like I drank a bottle of oubo like a glass of water after a long run.”

“From what I can tell about this coffee,” Melitta said, drawing the word out, “that’s about what you did. This caffeine molecule has some fascinating effects on us. Stimulates the pleasure center, reduces inhibitions and judgment, increases libido. Was the alien attractive? I hear the males are large and multicolored.” Her friend smirked. “Were his hands large? I wonder if that works with…”

“Melitta!” Mira cried out and immediately regretted it. Horrified, she wondered exactly what she said in her contact report before she passed out in her bed.

“Here you go. This worked on everyone else. ” Even the soft hiss of the injector sounded like a missile salvo to Mira, but the throbbing immediately subsided. She sighed with relief. 

“Thanks, I feel much better. “

“Good. Remember this. Our bodies metabolize this caffeine very quickly. You and the others got in trouble because you drank it too quickly and it overwhelmed your systems. Small sips over time, and you will be fine. I want to do further research. Can you get me a quantity?”

“Possibly. How much?”

“Oh, a drim or so?”

Mira did a conversion. “That’s like ten human liters.”

“Oh, I know. My department would like to do a lot of research. “

“Right. No promises. I need to get ready for the opening session.” Mira’s comm went off. She looked at the message. “Maybe not.”
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“I don’t like this, Subcommander,” the Shadow Warrior shouted over the engine of the skimmer. Designed for space, noise reduction wasn’t a design parameter. It was sufficient for crossing the water to the approaching land. “These aliens can’t be trusted.” 

“Peace, Trooper Zar. I have my tracker active. It will transmit everything happening around me in real time,” she said, pointing at the broadcast comm hanging around her neck. She tugged at the stylish bodysuit that Melitta had loaned her. The directive to not wear a uniform had caught Mira off-guard. Uniforms and exercise wear was all she had brought to the assignment. She just wished that her friend was a bit taller. The color was nice. The Terrans called it “orange,” if she weren’t mistaken.

John could hear the craft before he could make it out. It looked like one of those dune buggies that was nothing but an engine, seats, and a frame, racing about two meters above the water. What he thought was an orange pennant quickly resolved into a figure in a prison jumpsuit. Mira in a prison jumpsuit. What the…

The craft bobbed against the stone jetty. The sound pushed away the crowd that had gathered. He wondered if the sound was overwhelming his bodycam mic. Mira hopped to the jetty.

“Greetings, Commander.”

“Greetings.” He remembered seeing a woman’s clothing store on his way to the quay. “How would you like to visit a shopkeeper?”

“What is a shopkeeper?”

“Let me show you. “

Thankfully, the Maltans didn’t immediately associate orange jumpsuits with criminals. It surprised him that Mira’s gray complexion didn’t attract a crowd. Odd looks, but no one came up to them. 

The proprietor of the nearby boutique’s only comment was the jumpsuit material was so soft before hustling Mira to a changing room.

“What do you think? I borrowed my orange outfit from a friend, and we are not quite the same size. This is much more comfortable. “

John looked up from examining the jumpsuit that the elderly lady had carried out after taking Mira’s measurements. The modiste had gone back with an armful of clothes for Mira to try on. 

Stunning came to mind. Green suited her. It was a simple sundress, really too thin for the temperatures, but it showcased her curves.

“Does this make me look fat?”

John’s self-preservation protocol took over. “No, it looks good.”

Mira grimaced. “No,” she pouted. “I really liked this. But if it makes me look old and thin…”

“Mira, I really like that outfit. In my culture, women strive to be slim. The phrase you used often leads to arguments.”

“Really? I had wondered if there was a famine here. The alien…humans we passed in the streets looked very underfed. So you truly like this?

“Very much.”

“Then I shall keep it. I will try jeans next.”

Two days stretched into two weeks. The talks were stalled on the central issue. The People demanded an apology and reparations for the Long March attack. The Americans insisted not only that they had nothing to do with it but that the People needed to admit that their aggression against America and its allies was unprovoked. John shook his head at the update. 

The next item made him smile. Something everyone could agree on was that “Adventures with an Alien,” as the live feeds of John and Mira’s body cameras came to be called, was a hit with the crews of the Enterprise and Retribution stuck aboard their respective vessels. Speaker Harmony and the President allowed sharing feeds, which turned out to be a challenge to make happen as the transmission protocols were wildly different.
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Settling into the plush seat across from President Ramirez, his ultimate boss, John took in the room. He’d never had a reason to be in the VIP spaces of the Big E, and he was impressed. Wood paneling, blue carpets, a big wooden desk, along with a seating area in the corner, would make a four-star right at home. Only the gray ceiling with its maze of pipes and conduits marred the executive vibe. Glancing at the bulkhead behind the President revealed a line of paintings of sailing ships punctuated by a motorboat followed by three aircraft carriers. The President must have tracked his eyes, because he swiveled his chair and chuckled.  

“ I noticed that, too. The motor boat threw me, but I was told that it’s the USS Enterprise SP-790, used as a patrol craft in World War One.” Swinging back to face John, he smiled. 

“First: you’re doing a hell of a job with Adventures with an Alien. The People are seeing us as we are and our side is seeing that the People are, for lack of a better word, people. I think Travel Malta wants to acquire the rights to the media for a travelog as well. I’ve noticed that you seem to be getting quite chummy with the Subcommander.”

“Nothing inappropriate, Mr. President,” John flushed.

“Calm down, son. You have been an officer and a gentleman. And have hours of video to prove it. She’s an attractive female, and the Speaker had made a similar observation about Mira.”

“Mr. President, I won’t lie. I find her fascinating–but I believe anyone in my position would.”

“Of course.” The President’s tone implied otherwise, but before John could respond, he continued, “Up to now, you two have focused on historical sites and museums. After the coffee incident, packing your meals has been prudent. However, it’s been decided that you two need to go out for dinner. “

“Sir? My understanding has been to minimize interactions with the public in close quarters. It worked because Mira views Maltese winter weather as delightful. Cold rain is a treat. So, we have a lot of the outdoor places to ourselves. Museum visits are during off-hours. “

“That’s why the bistro we’ve selected has been rented out for the evening and all the patrons will be Maltese military and law enforcement. Everything will be fine.”
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Mira looked around at the room. The restaurant, John called it. The walls were decorated with banners, pictures, and what looked like unit designators. She wondered if this was a military recreation facility. Most of the others in the room had the look of warriors. The large display on one wall looked like a training exercise in progress. She noticed that the bottom of the screen had two of the unit designators with numbers beside each. The running up and down kicking the white and black ball must be a combination of dexterity and endurance exercises. 

“It’s soccer. Although the rest of the world calls it football.”

“Is it part of your military training?”

“Er, no. It’s a game, a sport.”

“Oh! We have something similar. Car’P. The closest English word would be Tracker. Two groups ride pushers in null gravity and chase a small drone to end the game. In the meantime, you score points by trying to throw larger drones into the opposite team’s net. It encourages three-dimensional thinking.”

She let John order, since nothing on the display card he called a menu was familiar to her. The sandwiches she recognized from her shared meals with him, but the “chips” displayed looked nothing like the flat, salty wafers he had let her try from a bag.

As the server left with their orders, John spoke. “Yesterday, I told you about my brothers and sisters and mother. Now it’s your turn.”

“You surely know about my sister. My mother was a fixer, what you would call an engineer. She died in an accident during my first year of training. My father took it hard.”

“So, he’s still alive?”

“That’s complicated.” She glanced back at the screen to gather her thoughts. The display had changed. She was shocked to see another group playing soccer. Except they were all in orange jumpsuits. The view zeroed in on a gray-skinned, black-haired female kicking the ball into the net.

“Tara,” she whispered. Her breath caught.

“What? Are you all right?”

“That’s my sister! Tara!” The background murmer died away at her raised voice. “What’s that writing under her image?” She could make out “For more information,” but the rest was gibberish. She focused on her sibling, soaking in her happiness as she pranced identically to her victory stomp after a Car’P match. Her messages had continued thanks to this Red Cross, but she hadn’t really trusted the words of her captive sister. Till now. 

“You’re crying.”

“Of course I’m crying. To see my sister in a moment of joy despite her captivity? Everything I have seen contradicts your treachery on your moon. But the treachery is there. And then I see my sister well, dressed in a pleasing color, obviously enjoying herself. I am happy for her and confused with you and your people’s inability to take responsibility.” She had to get charge of herself. Emotional outbursts weren’t helpful.

“I’m not going to speak on the stuff above my paygrade. I can tell you that was the link to more information about Camp Clifton that the TV station hosts on its website. “

“What is a website? And this TV you speak of?”
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“There’s over a hundred and ninety-three separate polities on this planet? How do they get anything done?” The Speaker gasped. 

“Actually, more,” Advocate Takell pipped up. “I understand that the Americans have fifty subdivisions called states that mostly rule themselves, sometimes in contradiction to each other and the central government. They vote for their leaders from just anyone who wants the position. Undersecretary Mike calls that ‘a feature, not a bug.’ Whatever that means.”

“That’s bizarre. They don’t have to be qualified?” interjected one of the ship representatives. 

“The only things appear to be age and something called citizenship. They aren’t even required to cut ties with their families and change their names if selected to show their impartiality.” Takell harrumphed, but stole a quick glance at Mira.

“John, Commander Sullivan, described himself as a citizen of Tennessee. One of those subdivisions of the US during our first meeting.”

The hint of amusement in the Speaker’s face puzzled Mira as he replied, “Good point, Subcommander. However, I must consider if this could be a disinformation tactic. I don’t want to. I have grown to respect President Ramirez. His talk about elections makes more sense now. I didn’t believe that he actually sought his role.” 

A fixer Mira didn’t know spoke up. “We have examined this repository they call the Internet. It has built up over a long period of time, at least three or four twelve cycles, longer than many of us have been alive. Much of the data about their history and governance was first deposited long ago. As for their display transmissions, now that we know where to look, we sent probes out as far as their signals were readable. That data corroborates their Internet.”

“This certainly changes things,” the Speaker replied. 
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John was glad to be out of his dress mess. Once the People discovered the Internet, things moved fast. Stripped of the flowery language it came down to, the Chinese were the bad guys, the People made an honest mistake, and would share technology with everyone but the Chinese. Humanity got to move into the Solar system years ahead of projections, aided by most of the People, who were comfortable in their habitats. The US made a gift of Alaskan land that polar bears would head south from, and the People thought was idyllic if a little warm in summer that would serve as a permanent settlement for those who wanted to be planetside, even just to visit. 

After the formal signing, John escorted Mira to an out-of-the-way pub near the Grandmaster’s Palace that one of the Palace staff had recommended. No TVs. They had a stage for live music, thankfully empty. After a fine dinner, John sipped a decent draft while Mira nursed a black coffee. John almost missed the weight of the bodycam. Almost. Now that the peace accord was signed, “Adventures with an Alien” was on reruns.

“What’s next for you, John?” 

“I narrowly escaped a staff assignment to a State Department working group evaluating trade with the People. I wanted to finish my tour on the Enterprise, but the price to stay flying was a shore assignment at Oceana as an instructor and operations officer for a unit based there, so I would be ‘available’ for dog and pony shows.”

“Those are animals, correct?” 

“And a slang term for briefings to higher-ups. What about you?”

“The Speaker is insisting that I take a turn at our new embassy in…DC? The climate is hellish…I think that’s the word…half the year, from what I have read. Fortunately, I was able to get on the team surveying the new settlement site in Alaska. But like you, I have to be available to consult, and they made it clear to me that it would only be a temporary reprieve.”

“Well, DC is only a three or four-hour drive from Norfolk.” John was inordinately pleased by her smile at that news.

The proprietor approached their table.

“Sir, madam–we will close in an hour. We have rooms upstairs in case you don’t wish to return to your ships tonight.” The man had been kind enough to store the bags that contained their respective uniforms. John had been pleased that Mira had chosen what could only be called a little black dress, but in green. He felt underdressed in jeans and a henley.

“Rooms?” 

“Aye, they are very nice, the basics with ensuite baths. And a complimentary breakfast in the morning.” 

“Give us a moment,” John interjected. As the proprietor left, John continued, “Assuming we could get a cab, it would be a good half-hour to the Freeport than waiting on a liberty boat.”

“Which will be overworked as your shipmaster graciously offered the commander of the Retribution the use of your small craft for the People to have…shore leave, you call it?”

“Right–so…” John stopped as Mira raised her hand. She stared at him intently, smiled and said, “Ka kee Koo,” her tone making her intent clear.

“Ya.”
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“Commander, do you need anything else before I go?”

“No Tracy, I am right behind you.” As his yeoman departed, he thought for the umpteenth time how blessed he had been to have PO3 Tracy Young around to smooth the last four months of his new duties. That and the almost daily vid calls from Mira. Commander Windrider Mira now. John had explained a “wetting down” on the news. They had toasted her promotion remotely with Mira drinking far too much coffee and John imbibing an excessive amount of Jack Black.

He thought about Mira as he drove to his quarters, Mexican takeout riding shotgun. Most of their conversations comprised of their days leavened with language lessons and cultural exchanges. The Internet fascinated the People. The conversation about “cam girls” was memorable, especially when Mira wanted to roleplay.

The last month or so of vid chats had been far tamer. Mira explained she was now sharing her quarters with fellow officers who had augmented the original party. He was looking forward to his planned visit in two months. The speed of construction of the settlement amazed him. He had tried to get Mira to visit him, but the “hellish” eighty-degree spring days had caused her to balk. 

He had just powered the car down when his phone pipped an incoming call with Mira’s favorite piece of music. The tune was soothing and reminiscent of flute music.

“I am just walking in the door. Give me a minute.”

“Right. Let me know when you are sitting down.” 

Moments later, he replied, “Okay, I am sitting with dinner and a brew in front of me. Phone: display to the flatscreen.”

His big display lit up at the verbal command, giving a view of the wall to Mira’s sleeping chamber. A shirt he recognized from the Malta boutique flew across the screen. It’s going to be that kind of chat, John chuckled to himself.

Mira walked into the screen. To be more precise, her swollen belly poked in, followed by the rest of her. He was certain that her sports bra looked a lot tighter than he had recalled. She was glowing.

“It seems that we have more in common than we thought. The healers confirmed today that the child is healthy and growing. They are very excited. I am, too, despite being treated like a guinea cow. I didn’t want to tell you till that was certain.”

John grinned. “Guinea pig. This is wonderful. Miraculous, even. Are…you really alright? You’re going to be doing the heavy lifting for another five months.”

“Two months. Our gestation period is six Terran months, and the consensus is that the baby is going to be due in…July. I am so excited to bear young. I wasn’t certain that you would be, too.”

“I have always wanted children. I just never brought it up because I assumed that…”

“I read something recently that stated that when you assume, it–”

“Makes you pregnant?” John interjected. He paled suddenly as the implications hit him. “Mira, who all knows about this?”

“Once Melitta confirmed the pregnancy was viable, then I had to inform my father. It’s traditional that I do so. He contacts your father to open joining negotiations. Marriage, in your terms. I know we talked about it. I understand it’s sudden.”

“Not as sudden as you might think,” John said, glancing over at the black velvet box he received from his mother yesterday, along with her blessing. “You know my father’s passed. Does he need to talk with my mother? You never got a chance to tell me about him that night. I really need to meet him. Our traditions demand that.”

“You have met him. In the absence of a father, our tradition requires approaching a male relative senior to the prospective mate. Since you’re in the military, being the eldest male doesn’t matter. He will reach out to your superior officer.”

“Okay, I can text you Captain Javit’s contact information. Tell him to give me a chance to…”

Mira cut him off. “Father has it. He may have already spoken to him.”

The display was replaced by a phone notification. OFFICE OF THE WHITE HOUSE: VIDEO AND AUDIO.

“Mira, I have to take this. Split screen. Accept. This is Lieutenant Commander John Sullivan speaking on an unsecured line. Who do I have the pleasure of speaking with, sir or ma’am?”

The image of a familiar silver-haired grandmotherly woman filled half his screen. “Please hold for the President.” Then she winked. “Be sure to send me your receipts.” The screen changed to the Oval Office and a beaming President Ramirez. 

“Congratulations! I hear you knocked up Speaker Harmony’s daughter and that we have a wedding to plan. Let me be the first to use your new callsign: Kirk.”

“Daughter? Sir?”

“Apparently, the People require its leaders to renounce family ties when serving. He is serving as her ultimate superior officer, as I am with you. Works out well, as does this union. No better way to cement peace than with a child.”

After the President ended the call with additional congratulatory words and the ribbing expected of a Marine, not the Commander-in-Chief along with orders to plan on packing for a trip to the White House and then Alaska, Mira’s face again dominated the screen.

“Kirk?”

“Long story. At least you’re not green.”
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