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Introduction


In April of 2022, we published Ghosts of Malta. I did not, at the time, foresee what that one little anthology would give rise to.

Nine hundred forty-six days later, we published our 42nd anthology.

Thirty-one months to publish 42 anthologies and seven collections of 50-word postcard super-shorts—Including, but not limited to, putting out 24 of those anthologies during 2024.

Whoo.

As I type this, our first children’s book is sitting at #1 in three different categories on Amazon, with another children’s book in the pipeline, and we’re having the initial read on the first novel we’ll be publishing in 2025. The first of several.

In the spirit of being thankful, I’d like to offer my sincerest thanks to the authors who took a chance on an unknown little press and entrusted their writings to us. Bless you, and we couldn’t have done it without you. I’d also like to thank those dear friends who supported us, had faith in us, and believed this crazy little press would make good on our claims.

I’d be somewhat amiss if I didn’t also thank those who rolled their eyes at us, who snickered behind our backs in convention bars, and who offered prognostications about the future of Raconteur Press in convention hallways. Yes, I heard you. And I’d be lying if I didn’t say that proving you wrong kept me going in some places. Thank you.

We have been busy learning lessons in the last 30 months, and looking back at our first offerings with a little more experience, I can see that I missed some marks with the Malta series. And that is on me, Gentle Readers, but I do claim inexperience. This is, after all, the first time I’ve even been a publisher.

What you are currently holding is the re-issue of the Malta series. Re-issues with covers that more correctly follow genre expectations, and with a gentle editing pass to catch some of the stuff I missed the first time.

Enjoy this look into the island of my birth, and this look into the start of an irreverent, rollicking little publishing house.

Thank you!

Ian McMurtrie, Publisher

Raconteur Press

Tiny Town, Texas

December 2024
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Pilgrims
By Tom Rogneby



Thunder rumbled in the distance, punctuating the winds as they roared through the grove of olive trees outside Publius’ window. The Roman’s attention was on the altar tucked into the corner of his bedchamber. A golden bowl, its gleaming surface studded with blue stones, threw stark shadows that danced with the flame from the room’s lone lamp.

“Asclepius, hear my prayer. For my father’s health, I offer the life of a white dove.”

Two fingers dipped into the cup. As he removed them, thick, crimson liquid clung to their tips. Publius, son of Publius, held them over the bronze figure squatting at the center of the altar. As the blood dripped down the polished statue, it filled in crevices and accentuated the eyes and broad smile.

“Bring him back to me, healer of the gods. Give me more time with my father, I beseech you.”

Again, he dripped more blood onto the idol. The droplets caught the light as they slowly made their way down its length.

“In your name, I pray.”

Publius dipped his fingers into the cup again, repeating the ceremony three more times before prostrating himself before the altar.
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The boat heaved as it clawed its way up yet another wave. Cold seawater, green when lightning flashed behind it, flowed over the bow. Sailors, mere shadows except when their faces flashed in the storm’s light, labored to keep their craft afloat. Some worked to keep the sails lashed down, while others chanted as they pulled their oars in a valiant attempt to keep their boat from foundering between the towering waves. A line of men passed leather buckets back and forth to bail out the boat’s bottom.

The wind howled through the rigging and around the mast. Only the crack of thunder immediately after every flash of lightning drowned it out. The crew’s shouts and bellowed orders were only understood by those whose experience filled in the words ripped away by the storm.

“Yea, though I walk through the shadow of death, I will fear no evil,” one of the men huddled next to the mast sang in a low, querulous voice.

Luke heard his companion’s prayer, but could only make out a few words of the Psalm. He took one hand away from the rope he clutched and squeezed the other’s shoulder.

“Be not afraid, Paul!” he shouted into the man’s ear. “The Lord is with us!”

“This isn’t Galilee, and I am not Jonah!”

“This is worse than anything I ever saw in Galilee!” A smile split Luke’s drenched beard. “Well, there was that one storm, but the Master calmed those waters for us!” His companion’s look told him that his words brought no reassurance.

Another wave crashed over the gunwale, and the mast above them creaked ominously. Paul shuddered and returned to his prayer.
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Publius watched as the storm broke over the rocks lining the cliffs below his house. His woolen cloak kept the worst of the wind and rain off of him, but he shivered nonetheless. He had looked in on his father before ordering a servant to bring a torch and follow him onto his villa’s wide porch. The god of healing had not yet answered his prayer, but he hoped that watching the god of the sea throw his weight against the coastline would bring him some comfort.

At least it’s a distraction, he thought bitterly.

“Master, we should go back inside,” his servant, Quintas, said. Here, a few hundred yards from the sea, he could be heard above the sound of the storm, if only just. “We shall be drenched, Master!” The torch in his hand guttered in the wind, and the fat raindrops sizzled as they tried to quench its flame.

Publius nodded at the man, then shrugged.

“Very well,” he sighed. “Draw me a bath and get me something dry to wear.”

“Yes, Master!” Quintas nodded as he turned to pull back the heavy curtain covering the door. “May I change while you bathe?”

“Of course,” Publius answered as he took the first few steps into his home. The sound of the wind dropped immediately, becoming only a low moan as it blew across the tiled roof. “But first, my bath and some wine.”
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Paul felt the crash of the boat against the rocks a heartbeat before he heard the sound of timbers cracking. The shouts around him changed as well. Before, they had been the exchange of information between those who knew what needed doing and those who would do it. Now, they were the panicked screams of men who knew their doom was at hand.

One man, who had been sent up into the rigging to lash something down, fell with a scream. He did not stir after hitting the rough-hewn wood of the deck a few feet away from the two passengers.

Paul heard Luke cry out as he was thrown against the mast. Beneath them, the deck rose up, then tilted down and to the left. The men working to bail out the boat boiled up onto deck, their cries competing with the groan of the boat as it settled in the water.

“Look out!” someone shouted.

Luke and Paul had only a moment to glance upward as the mast they clung to pitched over. With a cry, the two men threw themselves to the side. The rigging dropped toward them, then stopped with the mast.

Another wave threw everyone against the side of the boat as the rocks ground their way through the bow. The sounds of wood breaking and men screaming filled the air, then a wave broke over the side of the ship. Paul and Luke had no time to cry out as they were swept off the deck. Paul’s last memory before he fell into darkness was of a rough hand grasping his own.
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Vlegga felt a shiver run up his thin spine. The mouth of the cave was damp from rain and spray, but the wall against his back was dry and the warmth of the fire kept the worst of the wind from chilling him. He glanced at the men around him. Like him, the hoods of their cloaks were drawn up over their heads. Their gazes moved from the fire, to the lightning and darkness outside, then back to the fire.

One of them, a large man with a dark beard that fell halfway down his chest, spat into the coals.

“They should have been here by now,” he grumbled.

“Give my cousin time, Lanza,” Vlegga replied. His deep blue eyes searched the night outside the cave for some sign. “It’s too dangerous to try to land with all this.” He gestured toward the storm outside. A few heads nodded at his words

“It’s dangerous to sit and wait for the Romans to find us.” More heads nodded at that.

“The Romans are doing exactly what we are,” a man across the flames from Vlegga grunted. “Sitting on their asses waiting for the weather to clear.” He too spit into the fire.

Vlegga opened his mouth to agree. A crash, louder than even the thunder, interrupted him. The men around the fire sprang to their feet. Several stepped to the cave’s entrance. Others hung back, their hands firmly grasping the hilts of their daggers.

“Can you see anything?” the eldest of the group shouted over the wind.

One of the men leaned out into the storm and peered into the dark. Vlegga heard him swear as he pulled his sodden torso back into the cave.

“Damned fool tried to get into the cove! Now, he’s hit the rocks!”

Vlegga ran out into the storm. Within a few steps, he was struck by a wall of salt water. The waves were breaking far up the beach, flinging themselves at the safety and comfort of the smugglers’ caves. His eyes, accustomed to the glow of the fire, could only show him what lightning revealed. His sight caught images of jagged rocks, towering waves, and a ship’s mast hanging at an odd angle.

He felt rather than saw several of his compatriots running beside him. As his eyes adjusted, he made out the forms of his cousins as they raced toward the wreck that was slowly sinking below the whitecaps.

He heard shouting to his right. Without thinking, he turned toward the sound. Only the glow of a lightning bolt directly above him saved him from running down a figure struggling out of the surf. The clap of thunder deafened him to the man’s cries.

“Come, come!” Vlegga shouted. He reached for the man, then realized it was two dark shapes silhouetted against the surf. He stepped around to the side of the pair and wrapped his arm around a slumped figure.

Vlegga helped the strangers up to the cave. The storm howled in frustration behind them as they walked into the light of the fire.
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Paul awoke on his side with the taste of salt and bile in his mouth. When he moved his head, he felt sand scratch at the tender skin under his beard. Even that small movement sent spasms of pain through his battered body.

Slowly, his vision cleared. At first, he thought he had gone blind again. All he could see was a gray mass with blurry shadows. After a few moments, though, the shadows sharpened, and he realized that he was staring at a stone wall.

With a groan, Paul sat up and turned away from the limestone. While moving his head had been painful, the pulls against bruised muscles and aching joints was an agony.

He felt a familiar hand against his back, and looked up into the bedraggled face of his companion.

“Still with us, brother?” Luke asked with a smile. His head was wreathed with smoke and haloed with the light from a fire.

“I must be,” Paul said through gritted teeth. “Death wouldn’t hurt this much.”

Luke nodded. “Well, if you hadn’t tried to swallow the sea while you slammed against every rock you could find, you might feel better.” He eased Paul to a sitting position, then moved to squat next to him.

Paul slowly looked at his surroundings. A large fire, piled high with driftwood, lay at the center of the cave. The ceiling looked to be a bit taller than a man could stand. The sandy floor was covered with men. Most sat in small groups, talking quietly. More than a few, though, lay close to the fire, as still as death.

“How many?” he asked. A paroxysm of coughs interrupted him. “How many made it ashore?”

“I counted twenty or so the last time I checked.”

“And the rest?”

“I don’t know. We can only pray for their salvation.”

One of the men sitting nearby heard them talking. He rose and stepped over to sit beside them.

“You are the holy men?” he asked in rough Greek.

Luke bowed his head and gave a weak smile. “We are servants of the Lord.”

“One of the sailors,” he nodded toward one of the knots of men, “said that your god saved them.”

Now it was Paul’s turn to smile. “I was told that we were watched over, that is all.”

“My cousin says that many men have been pulled from the sea.”

Paul looked around. “I see but a few.”

The man’s beard split into a wide grin. “Ah, but we have many places like this, and all of them are full of men from the boat tonight.”

“Thanks be to God,” Luke said. “Were all of them saved?”

“I have heard of no bodies washing up, so perhaps your god is merciful tonight.” The man touched his chest. “I am Vlegga, son of Tarka. It was I that helped you pull your friend from the sea.”

“I am Luke, and this is my friend, Paul.”

All three bowed their heads in greeting.

“There was a Roman on the ship,” Paul said. “He was escorting us to our destination.”

“Ah, yes. Him…” Vlegga said, his eyes narrowing. “We recognized him by his cloak.” He pointed a narrow finger toward the back of the cave. His other hand went to the hilt of his dagger. “He’s back there. He was breathing when we lay him down.”

“Thank you,” Paul said, bobbing his head at the man. “Sempronius is an honorable man.”

Paul and Luke made their way deeper into the cave. They wove between knots of men sitting together and the bodies of others who either slept or had not yet awoken after being pulled from the sea’s grasp. The light of the large fire was muted behind the large rocks, but they could make out a cloaked figure laying against a pile of firewood.

At their approach, the man lifted his head and looked at them through one swollen eye.

“You said not a hair on our heads would be harmed,” the Roman croaked.

“You don’t have any hair on your head, Centurion,” Luke replied. That earned him a snort, followed by a groan as Sempronius lifted his hand and ran it over the stubble rimming his scalp.

“You may have a point.” The soldier struggled to his feet. “Where are we?”

“I have no idea,” Paul said. “Their Greek is worse than mine.”

“That’s saying something,” Sempronius muttered. He tried to straighten his cloak. This only widened several rips in it. Giving up, he closed his eyes and took a deep sigh. “And I expect there’s no wine to warm my old bones?”

“There’s a fire. Perhaps our hosts will make room for you.”

“They bloody well better,” the Centurion grumbled. “Probably a smuggler’s nest, is what this is.” He turned his neck from side to side, causing the vertebrae to pop like wood breaking against a man’s thigh. “They’ll make room for a soldier of Rome, or they’ll learn better of it.”

The trio turned back toward the light. As they did, they almost bumped into a boy who had hung back from their conversation.

“Apologies, masters,” he said with a quavering voice. “My father sent me to get firewood.”

“No worries, my son,” Paul replied with a gentle smile. Luke’s eyebrows rose when he heard the boy speaking in Latin. “Here, let us help you.”

Paul took up an armload of wood, as did his companion. The boy picked up the few sticks that were left. He stayed an arm’s length away from the Roman, who leveled a baleful glare at him.

The four of them walked to the front of the cavern. The boy led, and placed his load upon the depleted stack of firewood next to the ring of men closest to the fire. Luke was next, followed by Paul. Sempronius took up the rear. He said not a word, but several of the men got up from the fire and moved back to make room for him. When he sat down, there was room for two men on either side of him. The soldier did his best to hide his smile at the natives’ distaste for his presence.

“Here,” Paul said, putting down half of his armful of wood, then turning toward the fire. He stepped into the circle and carefully placed the rest onto the blaze. He straightened, then froze when he saw the expressions of the men opposite him.

“What…” he started to say, then felt something moving up his arm. Calmly, he turned his elbow and looked down on the serpent coiling itself around his bicep. The men around the fire, as one, started babbling and pointing at the snake. Paul felt its grip tighten, then winced as its fangs pierced his shoulder.

“Servant of evil!” he hissed.

The cries of the other men, including Luke and Sempronius, rose at this, but Paul only reached with his other hand and grasped the snake’s head. He held it up to the light long enough to examine it, then dropped it into the fire. The other men scooted back as quickly as their legs could find purchase on the sand-strewn floor. Their hands flashed in various signs against evil.

Paul sat down next to the fire. His dark eyes took in the serpent’s writhing. Rather than the fear and pain he expected, he only felt a quiet peace flowing out from the wound.

Perhaps this is what dying is like, he thought. He nodded to Luke, who had rushed to his side and was trying to get him to lie down.

“It is nothing, brother,” Paul whispered. He lay a still, firm hand on Paul’s arm. “Have no worries.”

Vlegga stared in shock at the two strangers. The fear he had seen flash across the taller man’s eyes had been replaced with a calm like the smuggler had never seen. The man who had been bitten merely sat on the cave’s floor and looked about him. Even the Roman, who Vlegga imagined would welcome the suffering and death of anyone not born on the banks of the Tiber, had leaped to his feet and was striding toward the stranger. Vlegga’s cousins jabbered amongst themselves.

“The gods have struck him down!”

“A criminal, a murderer, he must be!’

“Yes, it won’t be long now.”

But, instead of crying out in pain or losing consciousness, the man with the dark eyes just raised his hands to quiet the crowd.

“No, no, my friends,” Paul said soothingly. The men’s shouting stopped immediately when the recognized their own tongue. Voices that had been raised in speculation about the crime that had earned the serpent’s bite silenced themselves as the holy man continued.

“There is no cause for alarm,” he continued. “Just as my God protected me from the sea tonight, so too does He protect me from the venom of this evil creature.” He nodded his head at the fire, where the charred remains of the snake could still be seen through the flames.

“Yes,” Luke said, nodding his head in agreement. “The Lord watches over us all, but especially those who listen to His words and heed His lessons.”

Tunwa pointed toward the two men. “Are you magicians?” he demanded. “Or gods yourselves?” The fire danced in his eye as he spoke.

“No, we are but men,” Paul answered. “Here, I am made of the same flesh as you are.” He offered his hand to the smuggler, who squeezed it before letting go and stepping back. “We are but humble servants of our Lord.”

“But, how….” Vlegga started to ask, then let his words fade as the sound of the sea rose again.

“Listen to our story,” Luke replied. He gave Vlegga a gentle smile. “Then, all will be explained.”

The men drew closer. Some reached out and tentatively touched first Paul, then Luke. Finally, the murmured voices ceased, and the two men of Galilee began to tell their tale.

“Once,” Paul began, “a child was born on a night very much like this one…”
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The roar of the storm had long since subsided, but sleep eluded Publius. A servant lay on a couch to the side of his bed. Soft snores told the Roman all he needed to know about his companion.

The sleep of the unworried, he thought.

Finally, he gave up all hope of rest. Linen whispered as he pulled his tunic over his head. He considered the lamp beside the servant, then left it.

Cold tile met his feet as he made his way down the dark corridor to his father’s chamber. Another servant, this one alert, rose when he entered.

“How is he?” Publius whispered.

“He rests, master, but not peacefully.”

With a sad nod, Publius stepped to the side of his father’s bed. Gently, he laid the back of his fingers against the old man’s forehead. It was warm, and slick with sweat. Without waiting to be asked, the servant mopped it away.

The contact roused Publius the Elder from his sleep, but not back to this world. “Father? Is that you?” he asked as his eyelids fluttered open. Even in the dim light of the room’s lone lamp, Publius the Younger could see the yellow in his father’s eyes. A shudder ran down the old man’s body. A groan escaped his lips.

“So cold,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “And I hurt. I hurt everywhere.”

“I know, father. The doctor will be back in the morning.”

Publius the Younger motioned to the servant. “Give him some more of the wine the doctor left. That will ease his rest.”

The servant opened a small jug from the table and poured some if the thick liquid it contained into a bowl. Publius could see flecks of herbs mixed with the wine in the lamplight. He held his father’s head up as the servant slowly poured wine into his mouth. The old man took a few swallows, then pushed the cup away.

“There, father,” Publius soothed. He started to lay his father’s head against a pillow, then felt the sweat drenching it. With his free hand, he motioned to the servant, who replaced it. By the time the old man’s head lay upon it, his eyes had drooped closed.

“Sleep,” Publius whispered in his father’s ear. His only reply was chattering teeth and slow breathing.
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Paul walked along the sand, watching waves break on the rocks just a few feet from shore. The storm had washed flotsam onto the beach. The rest of the people on the shore were busying themselves in hauling anything of value away from the water.

The man from Tarsus looked up when he heard someone calling his name. Sempronius, his bald head reflecting the light of dawn, walked toward him. The morning breeze from the sea caused his scarlet cloak to whip behind him.

“Good morning, Centurion,” he said once the Roman had come closer.

“What’s good about it?” Sempronius snarled. “Half drowned last night, then half the night spent listening to you jabber at these barbarians.”

“Well, you’re walking on the sand instead of laying at the bottom of the sea,” Paul replied with a wry smile.

That drew a snort from a nose that had been broken more than once. “I’ll give you that, I suppose.”

“Have all of the men from our boat been found?”

“Yes, as far as I can tell.” The Centurion looked around. “These pirates seem to have pulled all of them from the sea, thank the gods.”

“Good, good,” Paul replied. “What’s to become of us?”

“This is Melita, as far as I can tell,” Sempronius said. “There’ll be a governor here somewhere.”

“And he’ll speed us along to Rome?”

The Roman shrugged. “Perhaps. Without my insignia and orders, I’ll have to convince him that we are who we say we are.”

“I don’t think it’ll take much convincing. You look like a soldier, even from far away.”

“It’s in the walk,” Sempronius said with a grin. “Can’t fake that.”

“Have your effects been found?”

“That would be a feat, even for your god. The boat was smashed to bits on those damned rocks, and these pirates have been making off with anything that washes up.” He kicked at a jumble of wood and rope lying at the edge of the surf’s reach.

“Have faith, Centurion. Perhaps the Lord will smile upon you once again.”

The two men walked along the beach in silence. The sound of the waves and sea birds contrasted with their memories of the night’s storm. Behind them, figures emerged from caves and behind bushes to snatch what they could find from the sand.

Eventually, the pair turned back toward the cave where they had spent the night. Sempronius’ mood had darkened with every step, while Paul enjoyed the feeling of the sun on his skin.

“Is it true you were blind?” the Roman asked suddenly. “Your companion told me the story.”

“Yes, but I was healed. Why do you ask?”

“Just with the serpent last night, I thought…”

“That I was going to die?”

“That is what normally happens after being bitten by a viper, yes.”

Paul chuckled. “The Lord healed me for a purpose, Centurion. Rescuing us from the storm and protecting me from the serpent just means that I haven’t completed my tasks yet.”

The men fell back into silence. As they approached the cave mouth, they saw Luke sitting on something near the water’s edge.

“Just wondered if all the stories you’ve told are true.”

“Our Greek friends would ask what truth means,” Paul replied. That drew a snort from the Roman. “But I either saw what happened with my own eyes, or Luke did.”

“You only believe what you can see?”

“I believe what I see, and what my Lord tells me is true.”

“We’ll have to see what your god tells you next,” Sempronius said. He stopped, his face a mask of shock. “Where in the name of all the gods did you find that?”

Luke laughed as he stood. “It was bobbling along in the surf when I came out into the light. I thought you might want it pulled out of the water.”

The object he had been sitting on was a chest, bound in bronze and marked with an eagle and three thunderbolts. Sempronius opened the latch. The chest opened with a groan. The Roman reached into the chest, then pulled out several sodden articles of clothing. He dropped these into the sand, then retrieved several bundles of oiled leather.

“It’s all here.” He ran his hands along the smooth wood. “Not even scratched.”

“The Lord has provided,” Paul said in a quiet voice. Sempronius pretended to not hear him as he closed his chest.
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The sun was at its highest when Publius heard the door to his house open. He had been dozing on his couch while a servant fanned him against the heat of the day. He had found sleep an hour before dawn, but the demands of his position had prevented him from getting more than a few hours of rest. Already this morning, a deputation from the local gentry had come to report on damage from the storm. He had noticed that they included no mention of shipwrecks in their reports. He had dismissed them with a warning that anything found was to be reported.

Hearing footsteps in the corridor, he stood to greet whoever his visitors were. To his surprise, a soldier in full regalia followed his door servant into his chamber. The man came to a halt a few paces away from Publius and saluted.

“Sempronius Decimus, sir. Centurion of the Third Century, 1st Cohort, 3rd Cyrennian Legion!”

Publius returned the salute. “I am Publius Galerius Cornelianus, prefect of Melita and servant of the first citizen, Tiberius Caesar.” He motioned toward the men who had followed the Centurion. “What brings you here? Who are these men?”

“The storm, sir,” Sempronius replied. “My ship ran up against the rocks last night.”

Publius nodded. “You’ll be happy to know that no reports of ships in distress was made by our beloved partners in the local population.”

The Centurion’s only reaction to this information was a sardonic smirk that momentarily passed over his face.

“And your companions?”

“Yes, sir,” Sempronius replied, all business again. “This is Paul of Tarsus and his companion, Luke.”

“What is their business here?”

Paul raised his hand in salute to the governor. “We are on our way to Rome.”

“Oh? Why?” Publius’s eyebrows raised at the rough Latin Paul used.

“I am to stand trial for disturbing the peace,” Paul said. This caused Publius’ eyebrows to rise even further.

“He was arrested in Judea, sir,” Sempronius explained. “Yes sir, for disturbing the peace.”

“Among other things,” Paul added.

“Why wasn’t he punished in Judea?” Publius demanded. “I wouldn’t have passed something so pedestrian on to the courts in Rome.” He considered the three men for a moment. “And the expense! Passage for three men all the way to Rome!”

“Turns out he’s a citizen, sir, so he has to be taken to Rome for judgement.”

That drew a nod from the governor. “Ah, I see. Hoping for a bit of Caesar’s mercy, are you?”

“No, I expect Caesar’s justice.” Paul said calmly.

“Oh, you’ll find that, I’m sure,” Publius said with a small smile. “I’m not sure you’ll enjoy it, but you’ll find it.”

Suddenly, a cry from another part of the house disrupted the peaceful air in the room. Without a word, Publius strode toward the hall, a servant scuttling behind him. Paul looked questioningly to Sempronius, who shrugged. Before the Roman could say anything, the man from Tarsus turned and followed the governor deeper into the house. Luke looked from Sempronius to the empty door, then followed his friend.

Sempronius, now alone in the governor’s chamber, let out an exasperated sigh. His head shaking, he hurried to catch up with his charges.

By the time he reached the source of the cries and moans, the small room was crowded with servants, the other Roman, and the two men from Judea. Sempronius lay his hand on Luke’s shoulder, since he was the closer of the two.

“Come back with me,” he ordered. “Let the governor deal with this.” The centurion caught a glimpse of a figure laying on a couch. The old man writhed in pain, punctuating his movements with moans. Publius stood next to the couch, his hand under the older man’s head. A servant was holding a cup to shaking lips.

“Patience, please, Centurion,” Luke replied. “I believe we may be of assistance.”

Publius looked up when he heard the voices. “Yes, please do not trouble yourself with this.”

“Governor, it is for things like this that we were sent out into the world,” Paul said reassuringly. “May I ask what ails your father?”

“It’s nothing but a fever,” Publius replied, irritation in his voice. “The doctor…”

“The doctor has not given either of you relief, has he?”

Now, the Roman’s eyes blazed at the Judean. “The doctor was trained by the best physicians of Athens, and will be here shortly to attend to my father. How did you know he was my father, anyway?”

“Only a son would be so gentle,” Paul said. “Perhaps I can be of service until he arrives, then?”

Publius opened his mouth to retort, but something in the other man’s eyes gave him pause. The lamp, burning from the table next to the couch, shown in them, but the light was somehow different, deeper. A shiver ran up the Roman’s back, as if something had brushed the nape of his neck.

“So be it,” he said softly. He slowly eased his father’s head back to its place on the pillow and stepped back. “Are you healers?”

“Of a sort,” Luke replied.

The two men stepped toward the couch, then kneeled next to it. Publius the Elder did not heed their presence. Lost in his fever, he cried out “Mother, where are you?”

The two Judeans bowed their heads, their lips moving silently. After a moment, Paul reached out with one hand, laying it on the old man’s chest. The stricken man squirmed under his touch, but his cries abated almost immediately.

Publius’ eyes widened as his father’s breath slowed. Slowly, his pallor faded. Color spread across his exhausted face, then his eyes opened. The yellow that had haunted the governor’s dreams during his infrequent sleep of the past few weeks was gone. These were the clear, brown eyes that had watched him grow from child to youth to a man. A trembling hand rose up to grasp Paul’s forearm. At his touch, the Judean reached down and pulled the old man up.

Once he had sat up on his couch, Publius the Elder looked about. When his gaze fell on his son, he lifted his chin.

In a haughty voice, he said, “You look terrible, my son. Have you not been attending to your health?”

Publius’ composure broke at the sound of his father’s voice. He fell to his knees next to the Judeans and took the old man’s hand. Kissing it, he wept unashamed tears of joy.

“No father,” he croaked, “I have not.”
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Sempronius glowered at his charges. They stood once again in the governor’s chamber. A servant had shown them back while others tended to Publius the Elder. Pitchers of wine and water had appeared as if by magic, and all three had taken several sips from the silver cups the servant had offered.

“So,” the Roman growled, “it was purely by chance that we washed up on these shores?” He took another swallow of wine. “Is that it?”

Luke smiled at that. “The Lord takes us where He will.”

A shout from the direction of the villa’s entrance drew their attention. A man, trailed by several servants bearing chests and bags, hustled past the door.

“The physician, I assume,” Paul said. He swirled the wine in his cup.

“I wouldn’t take that bet if I knew him myself,” Sempronius said sourly. He shook his head again, then muttered, “This was supposed to be an easy assignment.”

Luke’s smile widened. “But, Centurion, it’s been rather pleasant, for the most part.”

Sempronius started to snarl a reply, then gave up. “Just drink your wine.” He hid a smile behind his cup and took a gulp of his own drink.

“How long do you suppose we will be here?” Paul asked. He set his cup down and looked out the window. “The weather is fair enough, at least for now.”

“No bloody way of knowing how long we’ll be on this bloody rock,” Sempronius grumbled. “A week, a month, a bloody year.” He took another pull from his wine. “Who knows?”

A servant entered the room, a worried look on his face. He bowed to Sempronius.

“The Governor,” he said breathlessly, “commands your presence in the courtyard.”

“Now?” Sempronius demanded.

“Ah,” the servant hesitated. “Yes. He was quite adamant that you come immediately.”

The Roman took a moment to check the condition of his uniform, then motioned to Luke and Paul.

“Come along, then,” he growled. “Let’s not make the man wait on you.”

“Of course,” Paul replied.

The servant led them deeper into the house. The sun was blinding as they left the gloom of the main hall, but after a moment they could see Publius seated on a raised chair at the court’s center. His father, bathed, shaved, and wearing a fresh tunic, reclined next to him on a couch. On his other side, a small fountain sparkled and burbled in the sunlight.

Sempronius marched forward a few paces, then came to a stiff halt and saluted. “Governor, hail to you and to your father!” he barked.

Publius rose and returned the salute, then motioned toward the two men standing behind Sempronius.

“Thanks to you, Centurion, for bringing these men to my house today.”

“I did only my duty, sir!”

“I have never met a more faithful servant of Rome, Centurion,” Publius said as he sat down. “Would you tell your charges to step forward?”

Sempronius turned to the two Judeans and motioned them toward the governor. Paul and Luke stepped forward, then bowed their heads.

“I owe you my father’s life,” Publius said. Next to him, his father nodded.

“Truth,” the elder man said. “I was on the threshold to the underworld, and you pulled me back and made me whole. He struggled to swing his legs around. “I cannot repay this debt to you.”

“There is no debt, sir,” Paul said with a warm smile. “We are but servants of the Lord, and we do His work.”

“To which god did you pray?” the old man asked. “I will sacrifice a bull to him.”

“We prayed to our God, who is the only god,” Luke replied gently. “It was He who healed you.”

“Then tell me what to sacrifice to your god, then.”

“He demands only your faith, sir,” Paul explained. “If you wish to learn of Him so that you may give Him your own thanks, we would be happy to teach you.” Next to him, Luke smiled in agreement.

The old man nodded. “Yes, I think that I shall do this. I prayed to all of the other gods, and sacrificed a menagerie to them, but it was your prayers that were heeded.”

“Then, sir,” Luke said, “we can tell you of our Lord.”

“Perhaps when our talk is complete, sir,” Paul added, “you and your household can join us in honoring Him.”

Publius looked to the side. The shimmer of the fountain’s water held his gaze for a long moment, then he pursed his lips and nodded.

“Yes,” he replied quietly,” I think that would be for the best.”

Luke and Paul smiled warmly at Publius the Younger, seeing not the Roman citizen nor even the governor of Melita. Instead, they saw him as he was, a man, loving to his father, and worthy of his duty. As one, they walked toward the fountain.

“Then, sir, let us tell you the story of our Lord, then we shall make use of this water.”
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Squire at Arms
By E. C. Ratliff


Malta, Fifteenth January, anno Domini 1366

“Men shall die for this.”

Lady Catherine D’Hiverne, who preferred the title Sister Catherine in public, was an entirely frightening woman. I should know. She’d done nought but surprise and spook me since the moment we met. She was most frightening, however, when she was visibly angry.

Such as right at the moment she discovered the emblem of Astarte, a rough copper bull, among the possessions of the assassin we had all been tracking the entire night. An air like lightning in front of a truly wild autumn thunderstorm rolled off of her.

My name is Richard Tayler. Diccon Squire, to my mates. Je m’appelle Rechard de Tailleur, if you are asking me in good Norman French. Though, at that particular moment…

“Idiot boy.”

Lady Catherine was not asking. Her eyes blazed green, her voice impossible to ignore.

“What?” I complained. “What did I do this time?”

The lady held up a long white hand. “Two weeks,” she stated flatly. “Two weeks we have been chasing these murderers, and we are not a single step closer. This blasted island is not so large to hide them.” She muttered darkly in French, though it was a dialect unfamiliar to my ears. Not good, clear, Norman French, at least.

“Begging my lady’s pardon, but I still don’t see what that has to do with me.”

Lady Catherine arched a brow over a gimlet green eye. The air crackled again.

“I have other duties to attend to than chasing a mere murderer. If you had any idea how much peril you put yourself in–”

“Which milady still refuses to elaborate upon!” I spat back. The sun was going down, and late January is simply not the time to be out in the weather, anywhere, even the relatively dry, hot Malta. It was going on rain, and my boots were soaked through from all the back-alley gutters we’d both been slogging.

“I told you, it is not yet for me to reveal. Be patient, Richard.”

“Very well, Milady,” I groused, “but the fact remains that this is not my fault.”

We were walking through the dark, looking for a single hint of the identity of the man who had killed a leader of the Crusade at Alexandria. Lord Guillaume, Knight of the Order of Saint John, was peacefully with the angels now, but his killer, so far as we knew, was still on the loose. For that matter, we knew not if it was one man or many in conspiracy. I tended to favor the latter. My theory came easily, as the man who had tried to kill Lord Giacomo and the one who slew Lord Guillaime were obviously not the same man.

Lady Catherine, of course, believed the opposite, and so we had been hunting the streets and now this goat path outside the town for one man, whose build and size we did not know, fruitlessly.

Who, indeed, was to take the blame for this? Myself, évidemment. I swore violently in Italian as my ankle rolled across the loose white stones of this blasted castle-island.

Ugh, Birgu. Normally, I would enjoy such a climate. It was like the best part of Italy; beautiful girls, fine wines, good merchants (who didn’t cheat you), and I had a selection of generous gifts from none other than Giacomo de Pellegrino himself. A fine Toledo dagger, a good horse, and a tilt-yard to train. I was in no mood at that moment, however, to appreciate them.

Birgu is home to a mighty citadel, but it is absolutely atrociously patrolled by its night watch. This makes some sense to me. I believe De Pellegrino is a pirate, but before all he is a merchant, unaccustomed to full watches save on the decks of his fleet. These things he leaves up to his captains and to the soldiery he inherited from the previous rulers of the island.

Well…those who didn’t spit at Lord Giacomo’s feet and take ship back to Spain and Sicily, that is. The Spanish have very clear ideas of station, and a merchant calling himself a Don tends to…irritate them. Thus, the Aragonese contingent left in a polite, but firm manner.

The Sicilians, and their allied Italian states on the other hand, wanted Giacomo de Pellegrino dead. After a good few months of back-alley brawling, a burned village or two, and several attempted murders of his own person, De Pellegrino was finally ruler of his own island. That was why, at the moment, the guard and soldiery were somewhat small.

Thus, Birgu has a watch, but it is sparse, and goes little further than the citadel, leaving the town to its own devices much of the time.

“Lady…Sister Catherine,” I stated flatly, “we could be at this all night and still be no closer. Our quarry is not a boar moving through fresh spring mud on a clear May morning. He is a man, and he is obviously covering his trail.”

“Precisely, squire,” replied Catherine, “which is why we must catch him, before he can find more men to hide among, or allow him to set up another altar like was below the Castrum Maris.”

I sighed deeply. “Of course, my lady.”

In the weeks since the retreat from Alexandria, the Crusader armies had been scattered to the winds, many ending up here in Malta. The nobles spat at the routier for being common, not knights or vassals to any legitimate authority, while the routier blamed the nobles for their indecision and refusal to stay and occupy the city. Blame and doubt were being cast in every direction, and that was before the various political factions entered the fray. Above all, the most acrimony was falling upon the Order of Saint John.

We of the Order were blamed for the disastrous outcome of the sack. We were accused, at best, of cowardice in the face of the Muslim armies. Far worse had been levelled at us in the ensuing weeks by the partisans of the French courts.

I understood almost none of it, especially these French barons. We Hospitallers had led the assault on the beach, in the mightiest charge of Christian chivalry since the days of blessed Godfrey. I saw Sir William Gold himself at the right of the line, and other legends of the wars in France.

The red tunic should have been our pride and now we were being spit upon in the streets by ignorant peasants catering to rumor. Perhaps that was the reason, I thought to myself as I walked. The French lords and Cypriote barons could not tolerate so many Englishmen made heroes in one day of fighting, let alone allow our Venetians credit.

The Venetian fleet had kept the sea-lanes clear for the invasion. The English knights of the Order led the charge. Add to that the French bishops. Bah. Avignon’s cardinals despised the Order, for preferring Rome as the true seat of the Church, and caring little for Avignon’s support of the French claims in the great war in the west. For we had our beloved Prince Edward, who had taken the very flower of French chivalry at Poitiers, and set the sacred Oriflamme to retreat.

I said as much to milady Catherine as we entered the town proper. She made a noncommittal noise, shaking her hand in the air, “so-so“.

“It is more likely, young Richard,” she said, “that you are being discouraged from finding a trail. I had nothing to do with the Crusade in these peasants’ minds, but every time I come close to finding our man, the locals become hostile.”

A small animal scurried past our feet, startling Sister Catherine. Spooked myself, I had my dagger at hand. I will not apologize for it, it was hardly the first time. I need not have worried. Glowing eyes and bared fangs greeted our eyes as I stifled a laugh.

“Locals such as that one, milady?”

My escort tried to glare at me, but ended up chuckling in response, especially at the chittering antics of the creature that had so unnerved us. A tiny, fierce-eyed weasel hopped an outraged war-dance around us, chirruping and squealing at our intrusion. His fur was a puffball of dusty brown with a belly of white, whiskers aquiver and fangs bared in a challenge.

“Well,” Lady Catherine deadpanned, “None of my worst cases ever used such harsh language.”

“Reminds me of an arms master I know,” I snorted.

Scratching dismissively at the dirt, the little weasel flounced off, leaving the foolish humans to our devices.
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“Ah, the folk of this island call little fellows like that the ballottra,” our innkeeper said. “They’re usually quite shy. Useful creatures, though, keep down the mice better than a good cat.”

Lady Catherine was upstairs, in a room by herself. Great ladies were allowed these things, none questioned it. She had paid in good silver, which made for even fewer questions.

It also paid for more information, which was why I was enjoying a very good capon baked with lemon and peppers…and a very bad beer. Mondieu, it was bad. Worse than the stuff Turks tried to hide from their religious men.

“Peter,” I croaked, “do you use this swill to strip the paint from your sign now and again?”

The innkeeper, a balding, deep-chested old sailor, grinned toothily. His Genovese-style pearl earring twinkled as he shook his head. “Certe che no, amico Ricardo,“ he said soothingly. “I would never try to make quick coin from a poor squire who didn’t know any better.” He winked.

“I would simply advise him to buy my far more exquisite wine, eh?”

I glared at the man. “Fine, you Italian pirate, and keep the change. The best red, and make it sweet.” I didn’t even question that the wine would be better. I was trapped, and he knew it.

“Idiot boy, I give you capons of the best and you choose red like a Frenchman. White! White, y’swine.” He had honest-to-God glass cups to serve it in that would have cost a French baron a good ransom. I raised his health, and kept drinking. Whooo, powerful stuff. But it was good.

“I am a squire of the Or- of the Ordder ‘f Saint John,” I slurred. “Lit’le respect, you old boat-bungler.” Damnation, the drink had gone all to my head quick as a wink.

Peter laughed. “An old tar like me learns to respect men, not rank, lad. Such as that will be comin’ through yon door in a moment.” He flicked his head suggestively and set to tapping a barrel.

I looked to the door. It was early nightfall, but dark. Rain spattered the window. Walking through the door in a very plain cloak was a tall man. His tunic and cote were rich cloth of blue and gold, with brass buttons and a very good hat. A bycocket, plumed in pheasant, in red wool. Fairly well-off, then, but not flash. Not a merchant, or at least not at the trading level. He was no Genovese, that much was certain. The muffled sneer on Peter’s face gave that away. No, this was a Venetian if my guess was accurate.

A memory kept scratching at the wall of my head. Blue and gold had certain connections in Venice, but I wasn’t quite sobered up enough to catch the thought. If only he had his coat of arms visible…bah, if it was important I’d remember.

The man’s hair was an impressive hammered gold colour, let long. Noble-pale, with wide, almost feminine eyes in a face that had the sharp lines of a fox. Long eyelashes, too, the kind that a certain type of French lass sighs over. There was a sharp beard and moustaches that had become the fashion in the Italian states, of the same gold as the hair.

A lancer’s build, strong shoulders built for armour, and a “swordsman’s ring” -callus at the break of thumb and forefinger- on the left hand. That was slightly curious. A high noble would be wearing his gloves in such an inn as ours, and wouldn’t allow any evidence of such an oddity as that left hand. Those were a mercenary’s hands. More importantly, those were a knight’s spurs.

“Routier,“ I muttered. “A Venezzo serving in the companies?”

Peter grunted noncommittally, but tapped two fingers on the bar. If I was asking dangerous questions but needed confirmation, that was his usual signal. Mine was the only seat at the publican’s bar. There was an opportunity here.

“Be welcome.” I raised my glass and stood. “Please, milord,” I said, “Take my seat, out of the rain.”

A terrifyingly intelligent gaze weighed me out in response. The man’s brown eyes were not dismissive. This was no French baron looking past a simple peasant-born squire. Rather than sneer at my presumption, he smiled softly, nodding.

“Certainement, squire,” he replied, a rich baritone. “It has been a long journey, and I’m in no mood to be a drowned cat.”

That was startling. His French was absolutely perfect, unaccented, with nothing to give away his origins. It showed on my face, causing the man to laugh.

“Why, squire,” he mocked in just as cultured Italian, “you look as if I struck you ‘twixt the eyes with a hunting-bolt.” He took my seat easily and with good grace, placing a good gold piece on the bar.

“Peter,” he nodded to the proprietor. The old salt filled a deep glass from the barrel he’d tapped earlier, purple wine with a heady, sleep-sweet smell. Rich wine. Laid down long, too, by the look of it. Rich wine for a lord’s table, or even a king. I am not given toward drink in excess, understand: squires must know these things at a look to serve at table. Do not forget, I was in the retinue of both the Order and an archbishop, a papal legate at that. One had to know.

“I wish to hire a room for the evening, Peter,” the young lord stated. “A bath and a meal on the morning, if I may.”

“You may indeed, milord Mateo.” Peter smiled back. “I enjoy repeat custom, even if they are filthy Venetians.” The young lord’s eyes flashed at this, but he let the insult pass.

“Ah, but, friend Peter,” he said, “We are in Malta. Even a stinking Turk-loving Genovese is free of old hatreds here, surely?”

Both men stared at each other in a deadly silence for a long moment. A catlike smirk was on the Venetian’s face. I felt myself moving to my dagger-hilt. The young lord caught the motion…and winked at Peter.

In seconds both men were laughing fit to wake the dead.

“Oh, lad, your face,” Peter roared, seeing me. “You’ll forgive me my little joke. Lord Mateo has known me since he was younger’n you.”

“Aye, Peter,” said the young lord, “Tell me, squire. Did he pull the same trick with bad beer and good meat that he’s been doing since I was ten?”

“By our Lady, boy,” Peter laughed, “I’m not that old. I sailed with your father first when you were fifteen, never ten!”

“And who was it caught romancing my cousin Anne that same fifteen years earlier? Some other Genovese rascal, I suppose.”

I sat back on a stool, annoyed. I was about to let loose a nicely cutting remark in French when I heard rushed footsteps at the stairs.

There was Lady -Sister, I kicked myself silently- Catherine, looking startled and hands raised in a curious gesture…wearing nothing but her shift! Milady Catherine was fresh from the bath, raven hair oiled, -showing expanses of pale skin in a few rather interesting places- and her shift was…clinging in a way entirely inappropriate for an order religious. She caught us looking and her expression shifted like lightning from startled to outrage.

My two companions for the evening were likewise disconcerted, but the young lord…Mateo, his name was? He was poleaxed. Milady Catherine’s imperious stare did not faze him one bit. The man was drinking the sight of her, and his eyes sparked. Sister Catherine composed herself.

“Gentlemen,” she spat the word icily, “I heard such commotion from the main room that I feared there was fire or bloodshed being done. I am now assured there was not, and more than that am quite discomposed. An explanation, s’vous plait?”

Her gaze turned emerald flames at Lord Mateo. “Particularly from you, sirrah. I know you not, and find your familiar gaze entirely insolent.”

Lord Mateo smiled that same fox grin again, and bowed in the most elegant court manner, as if the sister were a queen. He swept his bycocket from his head and half knelt, the very picture of a knight. I felt my eyes roll.

“Squire,” he barked. “Fetch a robe for this lady, presto.”

Why, that self-absorbed puppy! How dare he, I was not his squire! I was in service to the Order and my lord Henry, not some up-jumped Venezzo. I opened my mouth to object, but then caught Lady Catherine’s eye. Something inside me wilted a bit at the command in those eyes. I didn’t even mutter, just cleared the stairs two at a time.

Dressed more appropriately, Sister Catherine’s calm reasserted itself. She was still livid with anger, I could tell, but not insensate with it. Her tone, however, was sharp as a sword.

“Now, you can see fit to keep your lusting eyes inside your head,” she said. “Who, sirrah, are you? And why have you seen fit to disturb my rest this eve? I have much business to attend.”

Lord Mateo nodded graciously, as if he were the one at any inconvenience. Prat, I thought to myself. Presumptuous prat, at that.

“Allow me to present my friend, madamina…Sister Catherine, I mean.” Peter interjected, apologetic. “His station requires that much-” The young lord made a quelling motion.

“He will say nothing more than that I am styled Sir Mateo Contarini, lady. I am late of the campaigns against the Turks in Greece, serving in my own name for the Emperor in Constantinople. I weep that I caused you any inconvenience.”

Sister Catherine’s eyes widened at that, and mine did, too. This was not just any Venetian bravo. What was a Contarini doing in Malta?
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Blue and gold. The colours of the Contarini family of Venice. The most powerful family in the city of Venice, indeed in the whole of their Republic. The only man more powerful was the Doge…and even he walked quietly where the famiglia trod. No wonder Mateo thought he could get away with seducing a nun.

Sister Catherine was still furious with the man, but her anger was tempered with caution.

“Pray tell, Lord Mateo,” she asked, “what brings a lord of the Venetian Republic to Malta?”

The nobleman’s smile was as easy as ever. “I came seeking my fortune, as all young men must,” he said. “But lady, had I known of your beauty, surely I would have come for you alone.”

“Pretty blandishment, sirrah. It grows late, and I am weary.” Catherine’s green eyes sparked dangerously. She did not intend to be toyed with.

Inclining his head more politely, Lord Mateo let his smile fall away.

“I did not lie, dear lady. I come seeking my fortune, such as I can find it. As I am now on business for my uncle, I came looking for good men to expand our merchant crews and serve the Fleet. There are men loyal to me who say that Malta is a new opportunity awaiting the right man’s hand to guide it…and having seen at least one of its current riches, Lady Catherine, I have little reason to doubt.”

“Sister Catherine, if you please, milord Contarini. I am no easily flustered peasant girl, and your flattery is boyish and tiresome.”

I stifled a cough at that. That’s well done, I crowed silently. Cut him off at the knees, Lady!

“It makes no difference to me that you hire new men to adventure,” she said dismissively, “What I am more interested in is your business in my inn. Peter had assured me a lack of disturbance.”

“Ah, well,” Lord Mateo Contarini had the grace to looked abashed. “Peter is a very old friend whose company I had missed, and having nothing else pressing my time, I had decided to drop in upon him largely unannounced. He is a friend of the family.” Contarini stressed the word family rather pointedly.

“Still doesn’t explain why you’re here,” I muttered, just a little too loud.

“I was speaking to the lady, squire,” Contarini snapped. “You speak above yourself.”

“Above myself?!” I roared. “By the Grace of God, sirrah, I am your equal, if anything! I marched in the Crusade at Alexandria. Before that, as the personal retinue to an archbishop. I am esquire to the Order of Saint John of Jerusalem, and Sister Catherine, a nun whose honour you insult like the lowest villain, is in my charge, you bastard routier!”

I blinked. The words had come pouring out of me. Lady Catherine closed her eyes, muttering a prayer. For patience, presumably. Lord Contarini, on the other hand…

Have you ever seen a man truly insulted? I ask this, because I cannot explain what happened next to anyone except a man of arms. He slapped me.

Well and truly slapped me, backhand. The kind of blow one only ever gives a total inferior. His ring, an amethyst, cut me under the eye. I did not go down, saving my pride, at least… but I was drooling blood. My head rang like a bell.

“You’d best…best have an answer for that, sir knight.” I spat blood. “I’ll be satisfied.” I took the glove from my belt. Dabbing the blood off my lip, I threw it on the floor. Right at Mateo Contarini’s feet.

The brown eyes of the Venetian were coals, dark and hot. “A gentleman does not hold peasants to account for their folly. But for you, boy… A l’outrance, to teach you a lesson.”

Well, no going back now, I thought. “Meet me in the yard of the Citadel,” I said, with a courage I suddenly barely felt. At least with witnesses, the man couldn’t outright murder me.

A glimmer of respect touched the Venetian’s eyes. “Very well. Tomorrow, noon. My second will see to the arrangements, and will call on you at the tenth bell.”

“It is well, Lord Mateo.”

I bowed. Courtesy costs nothing, Giacomo De Pellegrino had said. Little late, but better than never, I had remembered. Lord Mateo left, sweeping out of the room like a falcon on wings of blue and gold. His spurs rang in the dark.

I did not sleep well that night.
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“You did WHAT?!”

Sir Henry De Winne, Knight of Saint John and my direct superior, was furious. A blistering wave of restrained profanities, bordering upon the blasphemous, poured in a blue streak straight at my ears. He stood bare inches from my face, using his imposing height to its maximum advantage, and bellowed, “Do you have any idea what sort of line you have crossed, boy?”

“Yes, my lord, I do, I-” I babbled. Sir Henry raised a hand like a knife at my face. “You will not speak.” I continued a string of excuses, “In France, sir, you-”

“You will not speak, squire.” Sir Henry’s voice was deadly. “It is a known fact that donats of the Order of Saint John must divest themselves of all private quarrels and wars when they enter Our Lord’s service. You knew this, Richard. You dishonour me!”

“Sir, no dishonour was intended, sir!” I interjected. “Lady Catherine was insulted. She is in our charge, is she not?”

“That is true, squire, but once again you speak against direct orders. Upon your hands, boy.”

I made a mistake then. I whined.

Out loud.

Sir Henry kicked my legs out from beneath me, and I went facedown into tilt-yard earth. Malta’s soil, rather more like grit than turf, rose up to meet me. I managed to get my hands in a position to catch myself, but still came down hard. My lord De Winne had me by the back of the neck in a second.

“You shall push yourself from this ground until I am tired, Richard Tayler,“ he rasped. “Or til Judgement come and the Trumpet of Our Lord blows at Jerusalem, whichever cometh first. Sithee well and perhaps ye will remember to speak as instructed.”

“Your mistake is not in defending the lady’s honor, lad.” Sir Henry continued. “That was knightly. It is expected, especially in the case of someone whose protection you have sworn.”

He draped a mail shirt over my back. “Keep pushing, boy. I am not tired.”

“Here are your mistakes: Primely. You involved yourself in an unnecessary quarrel. Second. In insulting this Contarini, you invoked our Crusade, which was the purview of Lord Guillaume and our lord the archbishop, whose souls are now at rest, and the whole of our Order as a prop. Third. It cannot, legally, go unanswered without shaming both yourself and the Order. Now, get up.” He raised me to my feet. I was swaying, sweating hard. He dusted me off.

“Here are your instructions,” Sir Henry continued. “You will go first to bathe yourself, and I mean cleansed head to toe, as if you were sitting vigil. You are not a knight yet, but you know what is expected. You will make a confession, in full, signed and notarized before Fra William in the chapel, and kneel in penitence for…four hours. With a prayer for each of the Gospel Saints. You will be armoured, and it will be clean.”

He handed me a dull set of arms and a stiff brigantine. “Begin scrubbing that rust, you’ll need these.” Clank. “These, too.” Greaves, my sabatons, and splinted legs.

“After which, you will offer an apology to Sister Catherine, both in accordance with her status as a religious, and her social rank. Ergo, two apologies. After this, you may sleep. Again, you will be armoured. You will rise for prayers at Prime, and continue them till Terce. I will serve as your second, to be called upon at the tenth hour of the morning.” Sir Henry gave my shoulder-plates a bone-jarring whack into place.

“Now, squire, you are dismissed.”
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It had taken most of the early night to explain the situation to Fra William, and to ensure the written notary was copied and delivered, so it was about midnight when I finally came to Lady Catherine’s room. She was in a gown this time, at least. Her hair was still free, falling in waves at her back. Catherine was shaking her head, exasperated, waving me in. I knelt, following my orders. “Lady, I have presumed,” I said, keeping my head down. “It was churlish to be angered by an insult so petty. I beg your pardon. I also spoke above my station.”

“You are correct in both summations,” Lady Catherine said formally, seated at her fireplace as if enthroned. “If, were this my older life, I would choose to force you to my service as payment for that debt, I think not even Juan De Heredia himself would gainsay me.” Something cold, cruel, and ancient filled her voice. “Once, none would have dared.”

She shook her head, quietly recovering herself. “I am that woman no longer, Squire Richard. The dread Baroness D’Hiverne is buried under a ruined castle in a forgotten wood, and it were better she stayed there.” She smiled, sadly. “Sister Catherine, cursed with sorrows, I will remain, and your apologies accepted.” Her voice took on a gently chiding tone.

“Look at me, Richard.” I brought my head up. “I saw your looks at the inn, and Sir Henry’s the night we met. Do not think I did not enjoy them, at some level. I, too, am a penitent.”

“I am quite beautiful,” she said. “I say this without pride. Look upon me.”

A wildness filled her eyes as she stood. With every step forward she grew greater, more commanding. Her smile took on a dark strangeness…like the face of the goddess in the temple. Her eyes were emerald fires, her gown nearly transparent in a firelight that seemed to cast more shadow than normal. She was perfect. Every curve, every line. She touched my face with the lightest finger, touching the bloodied line on my face, raising it to her lips. Carnelian lips parted and invited, a motion of the hips that suggested, a raise of the chest that offered everything a man could desire from a beautiful woman. Guinevere herself could not have been so beautiful. For the first time I saw the lady as an object of desire…and I was deeply, deeply afraid.

“Lady,” I breathed. “What are you?” Goddess, devil. Witch!

Tears like diamonds rolled down Lady Catherine’s face. The mesmerism of her voice disappeared. “Look upon me and despair, my brave, foolish boy.”

“It is one of the things that makes me who I am. Connected, to a certain degree, with my business on this island. I have said before, dear, dear boy, that I am an enchantress. Gifted with powers and knowledge by learning. But that is not all I am,” she licked her lips, nervously, I thought.

“What you desired, oh, I could give it to you, and Sir Henry, and Lord Contarini…and damn us all by taking it.” She laughed, darkly. “Even more, with you a virgin.”

A hot, angry retort filled my throat, and she laughed merrily at my outrage. “Oh, do not pretend, Richard.” She had switched to that strange dialect of French again, harsh and sibilant to my ears. “I could taste it on thy blood. There is a sweetness that only…” She shook herself, again. “I have devoured boys such as you, or held them in thrall, since Eleanor was young.”

“Eleanor?” I said, confused. “Which Eleanor?”

Lady Catherine’s eyes flicked to a tapestry on the wall, depicting the Old Norman houses and their arms.

Then it hit me, like a thunderbolt.

“Eleanor D’Aquitaine?!”

“Shh, shh, not so very loud,” she said, embracing me. Her hands were cool, soft. “Breathe.” I did. Her hair was a deep scent, roses and lilac, and her body pressed so close, and herself so very tall. I was very, very embarrassed. She was laughing again.

“So much iron in that armour of yours,” she said quietly, wrinkling her nose. “‘Tis good it doesn’t affect me like some of my sisters and older cousins.”

“Lady Catherine, you still haven’t explained anything.”

“To a point, Richard, I do not intend to,” she replied.

“What I am and what I once was are both things I have given up to God. But know this…” Her eyes became fey and dangerous again. “Once, I would have swallowed the Contarini lordling and still hungered for a thousand more like him, and he would have begged me to do it. Body, soul, and mind.”

“You, or your master Henry, would have satisfied me much longer. The viper sunning herself on the warm stones of this isle, after a meal of innocent kittens.” That strange sibilance, almost a moan, entered her voice again, eyes focused on some middle distance and hot with terrible want. “Oh, the things I could have shown you both.”

Her eyes quieted. She took my hand, and kissed it softly. “What little charms I have left I will never inflict on men again. Now go, with my blessing and forgiveness, mes brave. Lest we both forget ourselves.”

“Very well, my lady,” I said, knowing in the depths of my soul that she was now Milady, and I was not quite sure how to come to terms with it. I turned for the door.

“Wait.”

The deep note of command that had enthralled me before struck like a bell, and I stopped dead.

“Do not turn.”

I saw her shadow upon the wall, and heard the soft slither of her robe and gown sliding to the floor. In the shadow of her body, I saw…well, no, she was a nun, I was freshly shrived, this was not for me to see. I closed my eyes.

“Oh, petit chevalier sans tache et sans reproche,” she said silkily. She pressed something into my hand, kissing my cheek. “Wear my favour tomorrow, with the Lord’s blessing.”

A belt of black silk was tied at my hand, bound with a lock of even deeper black hair.
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No, I did not sleep well that night.

True to my oath, though, I rose before dawn to make Prime in the chapel. I knelt before the nave, saying my paternoster. If you have never done it, try kneeling for longer than four paternosters and an Ave in full armour, after you had slept in it the night before. I have found it quite focuses the mind on ignoring pain. At the end of every hour, I was raised from my knees by my master, who took me to the tilt-yard with an arming sword and buckler.

“Saint Christopher above, for the love o’ fools and children,” said Sir Henry. “If you go flat on your back like a flipped turtle, you’ll never get up again. If you land, Richard: for God’s sake move! Now, up on y’ feet, and this time, watch your left.”

I tried to keep myself in the shadow of my shield, but Sir Henry was simply too fast, cutting at my legs, knocking me down, and using every inch of his extra reach. I went for his legs in a completely frustrated lunge, and more by accident scored one blow at his hip, knocking him off balance just enough to recover my own.

Sir Henry laughed. “Good! I wasn’t keeping my feet, you could have simply tackled me. This is a duel of arms, you can do that. Go rest now, you’ve done enough till time comes.”

He removed his helm, looking at me, and suddenly his gaze grew thunderous.

“Richard Tayler, remove your left upper cannon now.”

I stopped, cringing. What now? This was a full set of arms, I’d have to unseat the shoulders and unbuckle everything, and I had no esquirage, I’d have to do it myself. A pox on you, Henry de Winne!

Unfortunately for me, I had no need of my own help. Sir Henry strode straight up to me and ripped my entire upper arm straight from its ties. It was splinted, tied with rawhide, so I was less irritated than I might be were it good steel and fine brass being abused. Knights. Never work for a living. My master grabbed me by the shoulder and pointed directly at my left arm.

“What,” he asked dangerously, “Is that?”

Oh. That.

I grinned. “A favour, my lord.”

My master’s eyes were harder than flint. “A favour. You, a man at arms, are wearing a lady’s favour, both of us knowing there is only one lady whose favour you could be wearing today, a lady who is herself in religious orders, on a day when you are upholding the honour of the Order of Saint John, as a donat dedicated to God, under oath of chastity. You idiot boy.”

“B-but–”

My master held up a hand. “You are new to this game, but politics sets aside mercy. It will be noticed. No matter your innocence,” his eyes softened. “Ah, son of my heart. You followed too close to my shadow and learned my bad habits. She is beautiful.”

“H–How did you–-?”

“I have worn favours in my time, too, Diccon. Hers will keep you strong and brave. But for God’s sake, remember your oath. Ere we are released, we are still milites Christi. Even after.”

He felt the silk of the band at my arm, and retied it more tightly, almost painfully. He resettled my armour, (even better than before were I honest), and led me back to the yard.

“If anyone asks,” Sir Henry said. “I was merely fixing a bad brace. They’ll not question it. You have a horse to see to. Get to it.”
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After what had felt like an eternity and no time at all, Lord Mateo Contarini’s seconds arrived, at ten bells on the last ring. Sir Henry conferred with his opposite, a Maltan styled Ser Alexos, and another Italian, a bruin of a man named Sir Marco. His gaze on me was not so much hostile as it was purely murderous, though the Maltan simply laughed and looked bored.

The conference was quick. All parties bowed, and withdrew to await my answer.

“Well, sir?” I fidgeted with a buckle. Loose or tight wouldn’t matter if the blasted cannon came loose. There, set.

“The usual terms: retract your insults, you are commanded to admit you are Contarini’s inferior both in rank and body, and forfeit your station as a squire-at-arms.” Sir Henry’s expression was bland.

These all made perfect sense, from Lord Contarini’s view. He was the outraged party. I was the aggressor. He was, all things being even, technically correct.

That did not stop me from being angry.

“My lord De Winne,” I growled. “You may tell my lord Contarini that he is a varlet, and commands me nothing. That I admit to no inferiority to a seducer of nuns; that his flesh is weak and that he is a left-handed rogue given to pagan brutality. That even the lowliest page in Christendom is his master in courtesy, that my horse is his master in intelligence. As to my station in arms, I offer him small regard. My answer? Sir, defiance is my answer!”

My voice rose to a shout on the last words, attracting a few stares. Sir Henry’s lips twitched up, ever so slightly.

“That is your final decision, Squire Richard?”

I swallowed. Breathe.

“It is my final decision, milord.”
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Another two hours of waiting. Another hour of being lectured on the fine points of footwork, shield work, and the sword. At least this time, not with my arse in the dirt. It was merely a long lecture delivered between cups of water. It was still winter, but noonday sun in Le Mediterre has a hotter gaze than even the Italian states. I was in full armour, you must understand, and had been for a working day. In other words, I was sweating like a pig.

“I think fear has more to do with it, boy,” said Sir Henry when I confessed. Shaking his head at my denial, he promptly dumped a bucket of water over my head.

“Do not think that I call you a coward, Diccon,” my master explained over my sputters. “In this case, as in any battle where a man picks an unwise choice of ground, your fear is good. It will not cripple you. “He offered me a towel, stiff cotton from Alexandria. “You are thinking. That’s good. The importance lies in what you are thinking about. What-if and worry will not avail you.”

I smiled, sadly. “What-if and worry are all I have, sir.”

“Not so, son,” replied Sir Henry. “This is the time to plan.”

“I thought you always said a fight was the worst time to be inside your head.”

“Ahh,” Sir Henry tapped the side of his nose. “It certainly is. Especially when you are not the only one inside it.”

“What?’

“Come, Richard.” My master led me inside to cool off. “It is time to teach you to fight in the mind.”
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News of my duel was not unnoticed. Two men made guests of the lord of Malta were an important bit of news, more so an Italian with ties to the Venetian Families. If we had expected no observers, we were to be disappointed.

I had, perhaps, expected onlookers. I had made many friends among the guarda of the citadel, especially the two men I had met the night of Lord Guilliame’s murder. Umberto and Gianni would be welcome additions, and had, with no prompting from me, set to guarding my back from the likes of Sir Marco.

“Don’t like his eyes one bit, lad,” Umberto declared. “Venetians are sneaky gits. Watch his hands for a knife, I will.”

What I did not expect, however, was Lady Catherine in attendance.

Not only that, she was not dressed the part of a religious order at all. Her dress was tightly cut, a deep, imperial blue, set with long sleeves. Twin snowflakes trailing pipes of pure silver thread wound from her shoulders down to the floor, and ribbons of silver edged the hems of sleeve and skirts. A belt of fine disks encircled hips already too closely defined for a nun. Her collar was set high and proud, and in her hair…were those diamonds? Bound in a style like that of the ladies of Contantinople, with silver chains and a necklace of silver coins.

She was not Sister Catherine. This was a high lady expecting to hold court.

She smiled brilliantly at me. “Richard,“ she said, her French absolutely perfect. “You look as if you have seen a ghost.”

There was a crowd gathering, small folk and traders, as well as many routiers washed up since the sack. This was becoming a small tourney, not a private duel.

“Whatever you are, Milady, you are no ghost,” I said, chilled and ecstatic at once. “What are you doing here?” Lady Catherine smiled a very secret smile. She seemed eager, somehow. I have seen cats watching birds with the same expression.

“She comes as a partial witness,” a voice said behind me, “as do I, though I must, scusati, be impartial.”

Lord Giacomo De Pellegrino, the man Malta’s folk were beginning to call “Il Signore”, walked up to meet me. He had been watching the comings and goings of every fighting-man on the island, but especially those of myself and my master. I panicked for a moment.

“I have broken no stated peace,” I blurted. “Understand, Lord Giacomo, I did not intend–”

“Peace to yourself, scudeiro,“ Lord Giacomo soothed. “No laws were broken. Furthermore, I am no prince to forbid quarrels.” His eyes flashed dangerously. “Il Duce de Contarini will now understand that if he sends his bastards out into the world, they may taste both its pleasure…and its consequences. Be damned to all interlopers. I will be master of this isle or none.”

“Well said,” purred Lady Catherine. “Henri l’Empereur would have approved. Ah, how I loved that man. He was a delight.”

I could only assume she spoke of Young Henry, the son of the great Plantagenet king. Impossible, I thought. She is mad, or I am.

Lady Catherine turned a gaze hotter than fresh steel upon me. I felt such a deep, abounding need I could only pray for calm. “Henri was perfect in joust. In melee, tourney, or duel,” she said, oh so very softly. She spoke only to me. Lord Giacomo was ignored. Then again, at that moment, I truly do not think I cared. “Today, you will be my champion, and even that most perfect of knights will not be your equal. Ride well, for me alone.”

Sir Henry’s voice came clear as a bell.

Remember your oath.

“Lady,” I said. “I fear…I cannot.”

“Cannot?” Lady Catherine’s laugh was enchantment itself. Again, she spoke in that strange dialect of French. She touched my face, holding my chin. “Who art thou, squire, to declare ye shall not ride for my honour? Art thou craven?”

“One who knows Sister Catherine is not like the woman I see before me.”

Lady Catherine shivered, sending a thrill up my spine at the sight. She smiled again, and this was full of an infinite sadness.

“Oh, my Richard. How little you know who I truly am. A woman of God I must be…but a woman still. You will ride for me today, for I have given you my favour.”

“But, Lady, what of our vows? Both of us, to God?”

“It was His honour insulted by Lord Contarini’s unwelcome advances. You must remember your oath and defend the innocent from slander. In this, you perform your duty to God. Moreover, I am still a lady of rank, and will prove it upon the body of this preening fop. He wins nothing.” She spat the words savagely.

“This,” Lady Catherine gestured at herself, “is my weapon. With it, I will support you.”

She whispered in my ear. “Now. Go forth and win, my champion.”
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Noon. The sun was hot, but not hellish, shining from the pure limestone of the citadel. The stones reflected so much glaring light I began to become thankful for the crowd and seats that had been set up. At least there was shade below Lord Giacomo’s raised seat.

The tilt-yard was more of a parade ground of loose earth, set with a single rail barricade, for practice with the lance and melee. It looked a tad flimsy, to me, but I supposed wood was harder to come by than stone on a rock like Malta. Once again, I saw one of the little weasels, the ballotras, observing all of us humans curiously. He sped up the rail, bared his fangs at me, chittered, and ran all in an instant to the other end of the field. The little animal’s flight startled Lord Contarini’s horse, a beautiful black courser that surely had to have Arab or Spanish blood in it. My own horse, whom the grooms had affectionately named Hector, looked a tad shabby in contrast.

The knight restored calm to his mount, but the bobbing, capering weasel reared and nipped one of Contarini’s pages on the hand, drawing blood. A comical chase ensued as vengeful servant boys stumbled to catch the canny little predator. I shook my head with a laugh. The occupants of the island might not like me, but I had at least one ally.

The next sight was Contarini himself. I am a reckless, feckless fool, I thought, horrified.

Mateo Contarini was in a full harness. A full harness of white steel, cap-a-pie, with a surcoat of blue barred in cloth of gold. His helm was of the older style, a round top sugarloaf all of new steel, tucked under his squire’s arm. He fetched it with hands clothed in spike-knuckled gauntlets, not mittened. Hourglass cuffs to spin away a sword-blow, with fingers of solid metal on back and front of the hand. I had only ever seen a similar style upon the hands of the Prince.

Prince Edward. England Himself.

He had a skirt of scales, steel legs, greaves, and a mail shirt beneath a breastplate. No shoulders, no upper cannons. Thank God for small favours. Not that the mail looked weak either.

Contarini saw me examining him. He smiled. Not mockingly; there was no arrogance in his eyes. This was the smile of a man who knew he was prepared.

“Squire,” he called across the field, tucking his helm beneath an arm. “I urge you, this contest need not be a humiliation. Admit the fault, and let us part as friends. You are not the first hot head to go quick with wine.”

“My lord Contarini,” I called back, “It would seem you are out of order. Your seconds should have offered such terms! Had you wished us to part in friendship, insisting I give up my status as a man at arms was not the way to do it.”

Contarini’s lips pursed, and his eyes became dark. “You will most probably die today, boy. All for a nun?”

“Not a nun, my lord,” called a musical voice from behind me. “At least, not merely.”

I had the pleasure of seeing Lord Contarini thrown off-balance. Lady Catherine was seated upon the same raised dais as Lord Giacomo, to his left. Some trick of the light had hidden her from view for a moment, but now she was revealed in her glory. Lord Mateo, who had only ever seen her in accidental disarray, now seemed more than a little intimidated.

“In the interests of the peace and truce of our Lord God, messire Contarini,” Lady Catherine said, raising her voice. Deliberately omitting his title before observers. “Rescind your lascivious insult, surely unintended, to my person this evening previous, and indeed I and my squire will part in friendship. Are you willing to state that you were wrong to strike a mere squire for defending my honour? That you yourself indulged in brutish, loathly wrath and pride, and confess such as a sin?”

“Madam, I am not,” Contarini answered through gritted teeth. “This boy thinks himself my equal? Let him then prove it!”

“Then let your oaths be sworn before the master of this island and ha’ done, sirrah!” declared Lady Catherine in triumph. “Lord Giacomo, I extend my courtesy as witness. This man has offended my honour and refuses to recant his insult against my person. As I am a lady of station, I must have a champion fight in my stead. In this wise I name my squire, a man at arms of the most august Order of Saint John, styled Richard Tayler.”

Lord Giacomo nodded. “So be it. Squire? Do you accept this charge?”

Milady’s eyes fell upon me, and I felt the unbearable stress of her regard. The strength of her favour, should I win. But if I lost…

It is not what will make you a knight.

I felt strength in my spine and in my arm, a shock like living fire in my heart.

“I accept, my lord.”

“Then God defend the right!”
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There was sweat in my eyes, stinging under my helm. I was mounted on my new horse, lance in hand, and I knew my seat was terrible. Lord Contarini, on the other hand, looked the part of Saint George. His lance was poised, his seat was good, and his horse was calm.

It’s harder when you’re not the only one inside it. Breathe. Don’t let him inside the fortress. Make a breach in his.

Breathe.

“Allez!”

In a joust a l’outrance, the object is not scoring of points nor style. It is purely brute combat, a duo bellum -a private war- with an adjudication, either ecclesiastical or local. There are no rebated lances, no trick plays in the melee. The points are not blunted, in other words. You are given a solid lance of war, and a true edged sword. The slaying or capitulation of the opponent is the goal, until or unless the judge calls the halt.

This thought hung in my mind as I brought my lance into my shoulder. There would be no trot, no canter to ready. I felt Hector breathe in as he prepared to spring.

“Saint-Jean!’ I roared the call of the Order with all the fear and anger I could muster, and leapt us forward. There was Contarini, lance as big as the world, his point a silver meteor falling to my face in a straight line. One stride. Two. Half a length onward. There was a roar in the crowd, blood roaring in my ears.

We hit, as Contarini’s lance punched my coat of plate with a crack that broke something inside. I screamed in pain, but it turned into a shout of triumph as I felt my lance hit in the same moment. His shield. I had to have hit his shield!

The shock was hitting the ground.

I had not even felt myself falling, but the impact surely did wake me up. Whatever was cracked was making it very, very hard to breathe. My helm was too tight, too tight, could not get air…Get up, try to move.

I heard a groan not far from me. It was Contarini! I felt a surge of triumph. I had unhorsed him! A squire had unhorsed a belted knight in the first pass! He was furiously scrabbling at the straps of his helm. “Respite!” He rasped. “Respite.”

“My lord Contarini calls for respite!” I shouted.

Thank God, I thought. He could take a breath for me, since I couldn’t. I could not see why, but I assumed the plates of my brigandine were at least bent. Felt like a horse had kicked me. Lord Giacomo ordered the halt, ensuring both parties agreed to one turn of a quarter glass. Ten minutes, give or take. Squires and pages ran out to drag us both to our sides of the tiltyard.

Sir Henry had his arms under my shoulders in a moment, hiking me to a stool.

“Breathe out, lad,” he said. “I’ll have to have this jack o’ plates off. And…breathe out!” Undoing my side buckle, he had the brigantine off. It fell to the earth with a muffled clack.

Sir Henry whistled low.

“What is it, sir?”

“That, Diccon my boy,” he gestured at my plates. “Give ‘er a look.”

I picked up the coat from the ground, hearing a rattle as something fell off, only to notice significant amounts of daylight playing between three of the scales on the right side of my chest, just at my middle rib. They were not broken, they were gone.

I fought off a wave of mild nausea. A lance o’ warre had been one coat of mail and a chest plate away from sending me to Saint Peter. I stripped to the waist, taking off my quilted arming cote, gingerly touching my side. Sir Henry hissed at what he saw. The flesh was already bruising, going a deep, angry red flowing to purple. I was hurt, badly.

“If you’re lucky, the bruise is all it is.” My knight looked me in the eye. “Get that coat back on, Richard, you can’t risk the swelling. I’ll try and bind it as best I may.”

Sir Henry called to the stands. “Medico! I need leather straps and a bandage!”

Fairly soon, I was back in my arming jacket, with a layer of bandages underneath and leather belts bracing my chest over the jacket itself. At least I can move my arms. My chest was one breath of lancing fire after another. Shrugging into my mail was agony.

“You can move, Richard, that means whatever else, you’ve not broken or punctured anything,” Sir Henry reassured me. “Get your surcoat over you. Mail alone will have to do, that jack is done.”

Sir Henry squired for me, handling my arming sword, resetting my legs and greaves, as well as my arms. My shield he strapped tightly to my arm, buckling it at the wrist. “With your ribs in the shape they are,” he said, “Your hands will tend to spring open. Concentrate on moving your arm, not gripping your shield. You’ll have enough trouble with yon lordling’s sword work.”

“Aye, Sir Henry.”

I nodded to Lord Giacomo, saluting. He raised a hand to Lord Contarini, who nodded the blank face of his helm. I slapped my vizor down for the last time.

“Allez!”
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Our guard positions matched, each of us holding our swords behind and to our right, like a tail. Contarini’s sword smashed into my helm at once. He wasn’t going to let me feel cocksure, that much was certain. I may have unhorsed him in the joust, but now we were in each other’s circle and he was the knight. I had to parry more often than I ever had before. Left-handed men all cheat! I thought madly.

The cuts kept coming, and I knew I couldn’t let him go for a thrust. His sword was an ice-keen beauty, a deep V of steel broad at the hilt. He cut at my head again and I brought my shield up, only to realize it as a feint. He snapped out a sideways kick at my leg, sweeping a spur across my greaves with a skittering sound.

“Watch your FEET!” Sir Henry roared. I jumped aside, making space.

Contarini laughed, the sound echoing weirdly inside his helmet. His footwork was good, stepping carefully around me, leaning in to every opening, closing off his open sides. His shield was impeccably shadowed, blocking wherever a normal man would be weak, again because of that damned southpaw.

He’d switched from a jousting helm to a German style, what they called a klappvisor, shaped like a mournful bird’s face. The eye slits were wider than most, allowing me to see his eyes. I had humiliated him, and he was intending to make me pay for it.

Time for aggression.

With a shout, I bulled forward with my shield, forcing him to bring up or wrestle me for an advantage. I’m no small pageboy, either. I’ve been in a fighting-train since I could swing a sword, and my Da was a big man, too. Bigjon Tayler’s son needed no help in a brawl, by God!

“The shield is not merely for defending, Diccon.“ I heard Sir Henry’s voice in my head as I pressed the slim Venetian man back. “You’ve a good set of shoulders and you’re damned Saxon tall. You’ll be hell in the press if you can keep those feet.”

I used my shield as a lever, bearing down, bringing my sword in a stab at Contarini’s neck. I kicked with my right foot, and he was down! I was going down, too but I was nearly on top of him, and now we wrestled over each other’s shield, swords discarded. I reached for the dagger at my belt, pressing every bit of weight I had, as he scrabbled to flip me over his nearly prone body. He punched at my ribs, his gauntleted hand going for my side, and I swerved. Absolute agony ripped through me as he scraped the bruise on my ribs. Contarini hooked a leg, and we were reversed.

Now he was pressing me downward, moving my own dagger for my throat, the fang of white Toledo iron glinting like the judgement-lightning of God Himself. I was too weak, I couldn’t breathe…

Get inside his castle.

“BASTARD!” I roared with all the strength I had left. I headbutted him, steel clanging on steel. He fell back, dazed just enough for me to rip my dagger back. I slashed at his eyes, making him flinch.

“I’ll recant all else but I’ll not take back a truth, you Venetian pig!”

There, THAT ought to do it.

Contarini screamed, snatching his sword from the dirt, aiming straight through my mail shirt, coming down…as I slammed my dagger into the join of his shoulder, stopping his advance cold! I heaved him off me, ripping at the hole in his mail like the skin of a deer, digging my blade deeper as he shrieked.

“Bastard born,” I howled so all could hear. I rose off of him, keeping my dagger in line. “That, sirrah, is why you took offence upon me that night in the inn. Not for any slight on your character, a slight on your birth! Confess!”

Contarini lifted his vizor, blood streaming from mouth and nose, sweating. “Y-yes. I confess it. You insulted my birth. I am the son… Damn you, boy, I shall not say this in front of legal witnesses. Get closer.”

“My lord, have I assurance of no trick?”

“Do not insult my character, boy!”

“Very well, milord,” I said, a little abashed.

I moved closer, hiding our faces from view with upraised shields.

“Well, at the very least you have some discretion, squire,” Lord Contarini said wryly. “A good trick.”

“Ahem, well, thank you…” I wasn’t quite sure what to do, after all I’d never stopped a duel before. “Your confession, milord?”

Contarini sighed, frowning, his gold hair dark with sweat. “You will swear before God, as you love Our Lord and on the Crusade you claimed to be part of, you will never reveal this to any save I reveal it myself?”

I thought about the rash spate of actions that had led to this bizarre conversation. I shrugged a little, thinking that I was probably dead anyway if I did not. “Very well, milord,” I temporized.

“Swear it.”

“I swear, sire.”

Contarini nodded. “I am the son of Andrea Contarini, first in line among the Families to become the Doge should Don Marco Cornero fall. I say nephew that men may not hunt me, especially the other Families. I came to Malta to escape politics. The Crusade may be over, boy, but war is still brewing in Italy.”

I thought for a moment about why he was so angry.

“But you are still not the natural son of Don Andrea, “I said. Sweat and the smell of iron was growing stronger as the heat of the day increased. I knelt, trying to catch my breath a little.

Mateo Contarini spat gritty blood to the earth. “Not natural, feh. I was born of a woman like any man. I am no less natural than any heir of il famiglia de Contarini would be!” His eyes softened.

“My mother was a lady of station as high as your Lady Catherine. I am a bastard only because they could not be married.”

I thought about this. I was peasant-born, becoming a squire at arms was nearly as high as I could go unless I chose to enter the Order in full. No one would care about my being born a tailor’s son or who my mother might be. I could fight, that was enough. In Malta, it was more than enough, since I was now in service to a lady of the Church.

Contarini was from a completely different world, where bloodlines and lineages mattered, deeply. One false step could mean someone sent out to kill him. So, he’d gone to war in Greece, as far away from the Venetians and their daggers as he could get. Those spurs and belt had been won on a battlefield harder than I’d seen, even in France. There was a wrong that had been done to him, and he had taken revenge…by walking away.

Like I should have done.

“My lord,” I said, very cautiously. I could risk causing an even deeper offence, here, but I had to try. “I spoke in haste. I would ask your pardon for a set of incautious words spoken in anger. Could you, I beg, see fit to forgive me for calling you a bastard?”

Contarini rocked back on his heels, standing up from our mutual kneeling position. A very pleased, honest smile was on his face, completely different from any I’d seen before.

“You know, boy, I was quite prepared to have to kill you today.” I started, reaching for my dagger. Contarini held up a gauntleted hand in peace. “Instead I find myself impressed enough to wish you were one of my retinue. Yes, squire, consider the insult forgotten. Stay on your knees, however.”

Turning to the review stand, he waved to Lord Contarini and more importantly to Lady Catherine.

“Lady Catherine, I must beg absolute and humble forgiveness. Until such time as you wish, I am your slave. You see, this squire has defeated me.”

A curious glint showed in Lady Catherine’s eyes, and she smiled joyously.

“Ah, indeed, Messire Contarini?” she said, her eyes falling upon me. “Then as my champion has defeated you, I shall assume your forfeit. Unless…”

Contarini bowed, cradling his spent arm gingerly. “Madam, I offer the apology without reservation, and with no expectation of acceptance. Merely the excuse of your own beauty.” There, the roguish grin was back.

Lady Catherine laughed. “Well, Lord Giacomo, I think we can call the matter settled, n’est pas?”

Giacomo nodded graciously. “I shall adjudicate it so, milady. So long as there is nothing else…?” He let the question hang.

“One thing more,” Lord Contarini said, sober-faced. “My sword, if you please.”

A page rushed up to hand him the blade. Lord Giacomo started, angrily reaching for Contarini’s arm. “You have declared peace, you cannot-” The sword still rose.

“Now,” Contarini declared.

The sword came down.

Lightly, on either of my shoulders.

“Rise, and Saint Michael and Saint Mark bless and defend you.”

I was stunned. Of all the things I had expected to happen that day, getting the accolade was not one of them!

“Milord Contarini,” I stammered, “I–I’m no, I mean–,”

“Peace, squire,” said Lord Mateo Contarini. “A battlefield honour is only contestable if there are no witnesses. My word as a knight is sufficient, not to mention our two interested parties.”

“Sire,” I said confusedly, “this was not open battle.”

“It was a private war, lad. Will you take my blessing or no?” Contarini’s voice dripped humour and more than a little bit of impatience.

“Yes! Yes, sir!”

“Good. I’ll not make you a knight, for in the end you are in prior service to the Hospital. But, Be It Known: from this day forth you shall be permitted to carry arms in the manner all Christian men should, in defence of His church and the innocent, as personal servant to the lady, hight Catherine, herself a servant of God. Justice is now at your side, of the middle and low. Be without fear, and upright in conduct, lest you shame both your sword and your name. Do you pledge this?”

“I do.”

“Then rise, Richard Tayler, and become a squire at arms in truth.”
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That was all, it seemed. The crowd moved on, letting the parties involved have privacy. It was growing quiet. Lady Catherine came forward to embrace me, with a very unchaste peck on the cheek.

“You are truly mine to command now,” she said mischievously. “I will see that you do not get into trouble, again.” Her green eyes sparkled. “Now come. We have a murder to solve.”

“Finally!”

We both started at a voice behind us. The courtyard was empty, grooms and pages gone. Contarini had retired to Peter’s inn, there to meet us to take service with Lady Catherine as well. There was no one visible.

“Down here, fool.”

Both Catherine and I looked down at our feet. There was nothing except the little ballotra, idly scratching behind his little ear with a paw. His fangs bared at us, irritated and chittering.

Talking. The weasel was talking.

“Rik-tik. Tcha, humans. Even the funny-smelling ones, all of you, idiots. Who’d ya think found that copper bull in the first place, eh? You’ve a mort o’ work ahead of ye, or I’m a chicken.” I looked at Lady Catherine, and looked down again.

“Milady,” I said, “I regret to inform you that I have gone mad.”

Promptly, I fainted dead away.
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I am Richard Tayler, and I write this chronicle in the understanding that what is to follow shall be even less believable than that already related. I sign this Richard, squire de Saint-Jean, under orders to Lady Catherine, Sister of the Order of Solomon. Given to the hand of Fra. Joseph de Venne, knight brother of the Hospitallers of the Order of Saint John of Jerusalem, Rhodes, and Malta (curious marking on manuscript, judged a pawprint by some small animal).
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Once a Goddess
By Z. M. Renick



Daniela ran as fast as she could. She had started running as soon as the air-raid sirens had sounded, but she was afraid it was already too late. She could hear the drone of the approaching planes, growing louder and louder. The sand beneath her feet slowed her down, and it seemed as though more of her energy went into kicking up the grains than into moving her faster. Still, she ran. She could do nothing else. At the moment, she was a mindless animal, and all her instincts told her to flee, even if it was too late to escape.

Ahead of her in the limestone wall, Daniela finally saw a black opening. She ran faster, using her last bit of energy to give herself one final burst of speed. There was no point in saving anything; in another minute, she would either have made it or be dead. The opening in front of her grew closer and closer, but so did the sound of the German airplanes. At last, she reached it. She ran into the cave and didn’t stop running until she reached the back wall, then collapsed into a dirty, sweaty, and very relieved pile.

Not ten seconds after Daniela climbed into the cave, the first bombs went off. One hit the beach near where she had been, and a second hit the cliffs right above her, causing a cascade of stone and dirt to tumble across the entrance to the cave. Daniela simply watched, feeling numb, waiting for the dust to clear. But it didn’t clear. Daniela kept watching as her relief of a few moments ago turned to growing horror. As soon as she recovered her strength, she crept back towards the entrance and felt the pile of dirt that had accumulated there. It was huge, covering almost the entire opening, leaving only a few small gaps where light came through. She pushed at those gaps but didn’t manage to widen them. She tried pushing at the entire pile, but it didn’t budge. A jolt of shock went through her body at the sudden realization. I’m trapped.

Daniela sat down on the cave floor and took a few deep breaths. Come on, don’t panic, there has to be a way out of this. But if there was, she couldn’t see it. Maybe she could dig her way out, but there was a lot of debris blocking the entrance. Maybe someone would come to rescue her once the bombing run ended, but would anyone even think to look here? Daniela quite deliberately hadn’t told anyone exactly where she was going. Even if someone saw the debris pile and remembered that there had once been a cave behind it, would they look for anyone inside?

Daniela sighed. There she was, Daniela Bonavia, twelve years old. According to her mother, Daniela was the most stubborn girl in the land—and on the Island of Malta, that was saying quite a lot. Daniela knew her own flaws quite well. The stubbornness was only the beginning of it. She was also arrogant, overconfident, self-willed, and contrary. She did what she wanted, and if someone told her not to, that only increased the odds she would do it. She had come down to the beach alone this afternoon, more or less, because her mother had forbidden it. And this was the result. It looks like I’m paying for my stubbornness after all. I’m sorry, Mother. If I ever get out of this, I promise that I’ll never disobey you again.

Above Daniela, the Nazis were still attacking. She could still hear the planes as well as the sound of bombs going off in the distance. Then, without warning, another bomb exploded what felt like right above her. She clutched her knees and shrieked as the entire system of caves started to shake. Just as the world started to still, there was a great whooshing sound as though something heavy had just been dropped. Limestone dust came flying towards her, choking off her breath and blocking her sight. She instinctively closed her eyes and put the fabric of her blouse over her nose and mouth. Not that it matters. The cave is collapsing! I’m going to die!

The cave didn’t collapse. After a moment or two, the dust cleared, and Daniela opened her eyes. Further back in the cave, she saw a light that she was sure hadn’t been there before. Could one bomb have opened what another sealed off? Could I have gotten that lucky?

Daniela started towards the light, then hesitated. Being trapped in the cave was terrifying, but she knew the last thing she wanted right now was to be out in the open with the attack was still going on. It was difficult, nevertheless she sat down and forced herself to stay seated. She listened to the faint sound of the planes moving overhead and the louder ones of bombs crashing and exploding. Still, she waited. Eventually, the bombs seemed to get farther apart. Each time she heard one, she started counting, starting over when she heard the next one. At last she managed to count all the way to five hundred without hearing another bomb. She didn’t hear any planes either. It seemed as though maybe the attack was over.

Slowly Daniela stood up. She wanted to run towards the light. Instead she forced herself to stop once more. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a ball of string that she always kept there for just this purpose. This was not the first time that she’d explored the limestone caves that crisscrossed their way through the heart of Malta. She kept the string with her in case the urge to go adventuring ever hit, even if she had never before done so with such urgency. Daniela found a stalagmite to tie the string to before setting off. She hoped that her path was leading her to the outside. If the light was coming from an entrance she couldn’t reach for some reason, it was best to make sure that she could find her way back.

Daniela made her way through the stone passage. As she got closer to the light, it got brighter and easier to see. Her nervousness increased. She kept waiting to feel the cool breeze off the ocean that would tell her she was getting closer to the outside, yet the air remained as stale and still. This isn’t the way out, she thought with increasing certainty. Still, she kept going. Whether it was the way out or not, there was light here, and that probably meant other people. If she could find them, maybe they could show her the way out.

Daniela emerged from the passage into a large cavern. In front of her were three rows of square columns that certainly hadn’t appeared there naturally. The columns were glowing with a strange orangish yellow light, the light that had attracted her from her own hiding place. Curiously, Daniela put down her ball of string so that it wouldn’t get tangled and made her way through the forest of columns until she saw a great stone archway on the other side. She made her way through.

This room glowed as well, in the turquoise blue of the sun shining through the sea. There were low stone benches along the wall where Daniela had come in. On the far wall, there was a great carved chair that looked like a throne. Most striking of all, however, was the altar in the middle of the room, where a great statue of a woman towered over everything. She was carved from some dark blue stone that Daniela couldn’t identify and was tall and thin. She wore a flowing robe that went down past her feet and between her breasts was what looked like a sapphire. Her expression was distant and proud. Daniela approached the statue to study it more closely. It looked very much like one she had seen when her parents had taken her on a holiday to Spain. The one in Spain was Phoenician, or so they claimed. This one must be also. Have I found an old Phoenician temple?

The thought sent chills up Daniela’s spine. Every schoolchild knew that Malta had once been inhabited by the Phoenicians, and underground temples were hardly unheard of. It was less than forty years ago that a group of well-diggers had found the now famous Hypogeum. A lost Phoenician temple wouldn’t be unprecedented, but Daniela didn’t like the idea that she had found it. She remembered the words of her mother: “Malta is full of old things, my dear, it’s best to let them be. Don’t go searching for things that go bump in the night, and they won’t come after you.”

I should leave this place, she thought. Before she could put words into action, the eyes of the statue started to glow. The great shoulders moved, and from beneath the stone robes, a leg stretched out. Daniela stood there, frozen in horror. The statue stepped off the altar, at first slowly and hesitantly as if she were unused to moving, then more rapidly as her limbs seemed to regain strength. She turned towards Daniela. There was a terrified squeak that Daniela wasn’t even sure came from her own throat.

“I am the Goddess Arsay. Who are you, little girl, to profane my sacred temple?”

The voice was just high enough to be considered female, and the loud, echoing sound broke Daniela’s paralysis. She ran. Out of the arch, through the glowing columns to the nearest black tunnel she could find. She ran into the comforting darkness, away from that horrible light and the monster that it contained. She ran until she felt water oozing into her shoes and soaking her socks. Only then did she stop to think.

There was no water near the entrance I came in. Which meant that in her panic, Daniela had run down the wrong corridor. That thought brought even more panic. Daniela forced it down and tried to stay rational. She put her hand against the wall and started to walk back the way she’d come. She went around one turn, and then another, and just as she was starting to think that she was never going to find her way out, she went around the third turn and saw the orange glow. She moved towards it and stopped just before she entered the cavern with the temple. She wondered which was the greater terror, the dark tunnels behind her or the great moving statue that claimed to be a goddess. The tunnels, she decided. If I get lost in the dark, I may never find my way out. If I just skirt the edges of the temple and grab my string, I can go searching for a way out without ever going near that sanctuary or its inhabitant again.

Daniela took a deep breath as she prepared to enter the cavern. On the other side, she could see her ball of string where she’s dropped it upon finding the temple, and beyond that, the cave from which she’d come. It couldn’t be more than fifty feet away from her. All Daniela had to do was run, grab it, and she would be clear of the mysterious temple.

Without letting herself think about it any further, Daniela ran. She passed the first of the pillars, then the second. She ran across the entrance to the sanctuary, keeping her eyes on the archway as she did so, half expecting the monstrous figure to come out at any moment. And then she was past it. Daniela let out a sigh of relief—right before she ran headlong into a solid piece of stone. She staggered backwards and fell on her butt. She looked up to see what she’d run into. There, standing directly in front of her, was the creature that claimed to be a goddess. Where did she come from? She wasn’t there a minute ago? Daniela thought, then chided herself for her stupidity. If stone could magically come to life, then there was nothing preventing it from appearing out of nowhere.

All that was secondary to the problem of the goddess looming over her. “You!” said the goddess.

“I’m sorry,” Daniela cried, scrambling backwards like a crab. “I didn’t mean to disturb you. I tried to leave, but I don’t know how.”

“You don’t know how? Are you trapped down here?”

“Yes,” Daniela admitted.

The statue blinked a couple of times. The stone expression wasn’t anything Daniela could read. After a moment she asked, “What is your name, girl?”

“Dani—” Daniela cut herself off suddenly. It seemed like a bad idea to give this creature her name.

“Dani…?”

“Just Dani.” No one had called Daniela by that nickname since she was seven years old and had threatened to drop her younger brother in the sea if he ever used it again. She hated the name Dani. But every fairy tale she had ever read warned her that you never gave your real name in circumstances like this.

The statue’s lips turned upwards. “You’re smarter than you look, little girl. There might be something worthwhile in you after all.”

Daniela got to her feet, brushed the dirt off her clothes, and did her best to look worthwhile. “And you are…Arsay?” she asked, trying to remember the name that the goddess had given when she’d stepped off the altar. Honestly, trying to remember anything about that moment other than her own stark terror was difficult.

The statue nodded its enormous head. “I am Arsay, goddess of the lands beneath the lands and of the waters that flow there. You, Dani, have stumbled into my domain.”

“I’d gladly stumble out of it again, if I could,” Daniela said.

“You should have thought of that before you awakened me with your shaking of my stones and disruption of my sea.”

“That…wasn’t me.” Belatedly, Daniela wondered if she should have tried to pretend that it was. It might be useful for this so-called goddess to think that she had the power to shake the caves. Still, she had started on the truth and might as well continue that way. “That was others not of this island. Those who would reduce us to their slaves.”

“Oh, was it now…” Arsay looked upwards, and Daniela got the impression that she was seeing through the stone. “Yes, I feel it now. They have power. Not the sort of power that I have, but power nonetheless.”

Daniela didn’t like the way that Arsay said that. It sounded almost as though she liked the idea of the Nazis and their power, liked the idea of them reducing Malta to rubble. She said, “Thank you for your time, Your…” How was she supposed to address a goddess anyway? “Your Holiness”? “Your Worshipfulness”? She decided to sidestep the issue. “I’m sorry that I accidentally disturbed you. I’ll be going now.”

“Wait.” Arsay stepped in front of her, and Daniela could do nothing save obey. The statue entirely blocked the path between the columns. Arsay reached upwards towards the roof of the cavern, and her arms seemed to stretch as she did so, going through the roof and continuing to stretch until she came back down with a large, flat stone that glowed the same blue as her sanctuary.

“Here, my dear child. If you wish to escape the caves, you can use this. Go back the way your string leads you. At the first branch, turn right rather than left. Follow the tunnel ten paces, then turn to the right again, put the stone against the nearest wall, and cry, ‘Mem!’ That will open a path to freedom for you.” Arsay held out the stone. “Here. Hold it by the edges, and don’t allow the stone to rest on your palm. Don’t turn it over. If you do, the magic might not work.”

Daniela found herself oddly reluctant to take the stone. With Arsay in front of her holding it out, she couldn’t think of a good way not to. She accepted the stone and said a quick, “Thank you.”

The statue moved out of her way, and Daniela scurried out of there as fast as she could while holding on to her dignity—though this time, at least, she remembered to pick up her ball of string. She went back into the tunnels, which were much less frightening while they were still lit with the orange glow from the temple. She could still see, at least a little bit, as she made her way down the passage and reached the intersection Arsay had described. The passage on the right had a sharp downward slope. There was a faint smell of salt coming from it, suggesting that this one might lead to the beach. She started down the incline, counted ten steps, and turned to her left, towards the wall. Before she put the stone up there, she hesitated. I wonder what’s on the bottom of this stone. I wonder why she doesn’t want me to touch it or look at it.

Don’t do it, her better sense warned her. You’ve read the fairy tales, and you know that there is always a penalty for those who disobey these kinds of instructions. Just do what she told you to do, and get yourself out of here.

But Daniela had never just done what anyone told her to do, and if she wouldn’t have unquestioningly obeyed her mother or father or grandfather like that, she didn’t see why she should do so for this strange woman. She stared at the stone and its eerie blue light for what seemed to her like ages. All I have to do is put it against the wall… Something in her rebelled against doing that. It’s too easy. The idea that all she had to do to escape her current predicament was to obey unquestioningly the stone figure that claimed to be a goddess was tempting. Daniela was convinced it was also wrong. She flipped over the stone.

There was a symbol on the back. Daniela studied it closely. It consisted of a zigzag at the top attached to another line that curved beneath it. It looks like half a fish tail, maybe? Or perhaps a wave? Either way, the impression Daniela got was that of water. With a sudden chill, Daniela remembered Arsay’s words: I am the goddess of the lands beneath the lands and the waters that flow there. Daniela remembered that the path she had just followed sloped downward. Far enough downward that she could be under water? Far enough that behind that wall Arsay claimed the stone would open were the cold waters of the Mediterranean? Daniela decided that she didn’t want to find out. She put the stone in her pocket. She would find her own way out of the caves.

Daniela followed her string back up the passage. She paused for a moment when she got a clear view of the temple, then deliberately turned her back on it. She put her right hand on the cave wall and started walking, looking for any slopes or passageways that might lead her back to the surface. She hadn’t gone far when she heard a great roar from somewhere behind her. It sounded like an earthquake and the rushing in of the ocean all in one. She had a feeling that Arsay had just discovered Daniela’s disobedience.

Retaining only enough sense to keep ahold of her ball of string, Daniela ran. As she got further and further from the temple and its strange orange light, the caves grew dimmer and the shadows grew deeper. A couple of times, Daniela almost tripped over a stalagmite or a bit of loose rock. She kept herself on her feet through sheer force of will. She heard the rumbling behind her and knew Arsay was getting closer.

Suddenly, there was a bright flash of light in front of Daniela. This time, she did fall, taking a couple of stumbling steps backwards in an instinctive attempt to get away from whatever it was before she slipped and struck her tailbone on the rocky floor. All she could do was stare in amazement as the light coalesced into a single, gleaming blue stalagmite, which then started to grow. As it grew larger, it changed shape. The narrow tip suddenly sprouted a sphere, which shaped itself into a head, and then grew eyes, a nose, and a cruelly smiling mouth. Daniela knew what was going to happen. She found herself powerless to do anything but watch as the conical form changed into that of Arsay.

Once she had stretched herself out of the ground, Arsay reached a hand out towards Daniela. “There you are, my little girl.”

Daniela flipped over so she was facing away from the goddess, pushed herself to her feet, and ran the other way. She nearly tripped over the string that she’d been spooling out. She took a moment to start winding it again as she ran along her back trail. She ran until she could see the light of the temple once more, then took a hard left to avoid going back there. Daniela hurried along another passageway until, once more, there was something in front of her. She smelled and heard it this time, rather than seeing it, the odor of salt coming ever closer, and the crashing sound of waves against the rocks. Again, she turned and ran back the way she’d come. The water rushed in behind her, and just as she reached the outside of the temple, the edge of the wave followed her, its white foam just reaching the orange light. For a moment, Daniela held her breath, terrified that the water would catch her. In another moment, it receded, leaving the floor only slightly damp. Daniela let out her breath and tried to come up with a plan.

By now she had realized running was useless. If Arsay could move through the rocks and arise wherever she wanted to be, if she could summon the sea to move through these tunnels to drown Daniela wherever she tried to hide, then there was no way she would be able to escape. She might be able to avoid the goddess for a time, however she would be no more than a mouse in a trap, running frantically this way and that while all the time, the cat watched her hungrily. Daniela had no desire to die after such a pointless chase. What’s my other choice? Do I just sit here and wait for her to catch me?

Even as she had the thought, the answer came to Daniela. Yes, I wait for her. Just not here. Daniela yet again took up her ball of string and started to wind it. She retraced her steps through the cave, making her way up and down the slopes, back through all the passages she’d explored. At last, she came to the stalagmite where she’d originally tied her rope, the place where she’d first come into the caves trying to escape the bombing run. It might be a dead end, but here, at least, she knew where she was. She untied her string, put it back in her pocket, and sat down to wait.

She didn’t have to wait long. It seemed that she had barely taken her hand off of the stalagmite when it started to glow blue and grow. Now that she had seen the effect before, it was not nearly so frightening. It would be an exaggeration to say that Daniela was bored by the sight, though she did feel a certain anticipatory impatience. Come on, you’ve done this trick before. No need to drag it out. Just finish up so that we can get on with this!

When Arsay had fully materialized, she turned her attention to Daniela. Daniela stared back, forcing herself to meet the eyes of the great stone figure without blinking. Arsay spoke first. “There you are at last. I warned you not to look at the bottom of the stone. Disobedient girls are punished, and you have been very defiant.”

Daniela did her best to keep her voice level. “I always have been. You could have asked my mother about that. She’d have told you. I am curious why you tried to drown me.”

“Because you ran from me.”

“Not then. Earlier. When you tried to trick me into opening the wall to let the ocean in.” There was a flicker of dismay on that stone face, and Daniela felt a momentary surge of triumph. Her guess had been right after all. Not only that, she’d manage to out bluff a literal stone statue. That was an achievement worth boasting about, even if it was the last thing she ever did.

The statue seemed to be considering for a moment. “I wanted a sacrifice,” she said at last. “It has been so long since I’ve last had a sacrifice.”

Daniela was torn between horror and fascination. “There were actually human sacrifices to you?”

Arsay laughed. “Oh, little girl, you have no idea what it was like in the time when men worshipped me. The rites that were done in these caves are things that would make your heart stop from sheer terror.”

“Well, why try to trick me with your little stone? Why not just open the cave and dump water on me yourself?”

“Because it wouldn’t be a sacrifice if I simply murdered you. In order to be a sacrifice, you had to be the one who gave your life to me.”

“So, it doesn’t count if you just drown me, but it does if you trick me into opening a wall, thinking I was making a way to escape?”

“It was a way to escape. Death, after all, is the ultimate escape from the prison of this world.”

Daniela shook her head. There was no point in arguing with the ‘logic’ of a creature such as this. “Who are you?” she asked.

“I told you, I am Arsay, goddess of the lands beneath the lands⁠—”

“Yes, yes, and the waters that flow here, and the wind that blows here, and yadda, yadda, yadda. But you know the power of true names. You showed that when I refused to give you mine. If you were really the goddess Arsay, you would never have told me that name.”

Again, some emotion flickered across the stone face. “You are cleverer than you seem, Dani. In some ways, it’s a pity that you were the one who stumbled into my realm. The world will be poorer when you die.”

“Who are you then?” Daniela asked again.

“My name doesn’t matter. Arsay will do well enough. I am a creature of the Otherworld, one of stone and sea, one whom this island has suited well. I came here when the world was young, traveling along the currents as it suited my fancy. Always I returned here, to my home. And then those who called themselves the Phoenicians came, bringing with them the worship of a goddess who was so much like me that it was like a mirror of my soul.”

“You pretended to be her,” Daniela guessed. “You took the worship meant for her, made a mockery of their beliefs.”

Arsay’s eyes suddenly flashed bright red. “There was no mockery. Yes, I took their worship, yet I gave them something in return. They built me temples and I took up residence in them. I made their goddess something real, something they could touch. And they made me…” Arsay’s voice broke off. When she spoke again, she was quiet. “Then they left. That was many thousands of years ago. And I’ve been waiting here ever since.”

“Why not leave, the way you said you did before?”

“I am the goddess Arsay, and I dwell in my temple.”

Daniela thought she understood. This “being of the Otherworld,” whether she was a spirit or a fairy or an ogre or something else, had played at being the Phoenician goddess. It had become more than a game. By accepting their worship, she’d accepted their rules as well. By moving into the temple they’d built for her, she’d bound herself to it, forced to remain even after the temple builders themselves were all turned to dust. And she’s been there for thousands of years, poor thing. Of all the emotions she could feel, Daniela had never thought she would feel sorry for the monster.

Though not so sorry for her that Daniela was willing to become her next sacrifice. Daniela made her next move. She maneuvered herself closer to the wall. “You just sat here for millennia while your worshippers disappeared? You’re a poor excuse for a goddess.”

There was a dangerous rumbling sound. “I was an excellent goddess. The best they ever had.”

“That wasn’t difficult. You were the only one who actually existed. When their worshippers called out for Ishtar or Ba’al to save them, those guys had the excuse of being fictional. You were real, still you didn’t do anything for them either.”

The rumbling grew louder. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. You understand nothing of these matters. I gave them everything they asked for.”

Daniela uttered a silent prayer to her own God that she could find the right words to get what she wanted.

She continued. “Did you do it like you did to me? Twisting their words in the most evil way possible, making them kill themselves with their own prayers?”

From somewhere in the darkness behind Arsay, a rock came flying towards Daniela. She dodged it and continued. “Every word out of your mouth has been a lie. You have no concept of honor. You’re nothing but a crumbling stone, being eroded by forces mightier than you, and—-aaahhh!”

Daniela screamed as a stalactite suddenly grew from the ceiling. She stepped back just as the spiky rock merged with the floor right where she had been standing. The wall behind her started to glow the same blue as Arsay, and Daniela pressed herself against it as closely as she could. The wall started to change shape, and Daniela thought she saw the tips of spikes starting to grow from it. Before those spikes could get any bigger than her fingers, though, she pushed on the stone behind her. It felt as though she were sinking into the wall. She pushed harder and harder. At first, there was resistance. Then it gave, and she was surrounded by the blue light. The turquoise blue of Arsay’s magic suddenly changed to the cerulean of the sky. Daniela tumbled backwards onto the beach. She looked back at the limestone cliffs, half expecting a great stone woman to come through the stone after her. It didn’t, and after a few minutes, Daniela sighed with relief. It appeared that Arsay was confined to the caves after all. Daniela had succeeded in baiting her into using her magic to weaken the one wall that Daniela knew what was behind, and she had escaped.

Slowly, Daniela started towards home, remembering the promise she had made in the cave: If I get out of this, I’ll never disobey again. When she put her hands into her pockets to protect them from the sea breeze, she found herself touching Arsay’s stone. Daniela took the stone out into the sunlight and studied it. I should probably just throw it into the sea. She didn’t. She looked at it for a long time, then put it back in her pocket. It might come in handy someday.

The stone, however, reminded her of something else: being disobedient saved my life. Mindless obedience was no great virtue. Perhaps she would work on being a little less deliberately contrary. She didn’t need to disobey just for the sake of disobeying, especially when it came to someone like her mother rather than a crazed stone-age spirit who had once been called a goddess.
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Cleithrophobia
By Tuvela Thomas



Iwas cooling my heels behind the cash register, counting down to closing. I wiggled my toes in my hiking boots. The last of the school groups had left a little while ago. The kids had been fun. They asked good questions about the stalactites and stalagmites. Also, they didn’t flip out when I turned off the lights during the tour. Jerry was vacuuming up the sunflower seeds one of the kids had spilled.

Growing bored, I started sorting the keychains. We sell a lot of keychains to the school groups and they always put them back in the wrong spots when they’re browsing. Or, like this group, they put the alphabet ones back so they spell naughty words. It makes me laugh, but I know the moms will complain, so I fix it.

I was just settling in to get the plushies back under control when the bells on the front door jingled cheerily. It looked like a group of college kids: four guys and a girl trailing along. They headed straight for the counter and I went to meet them.

“Hi, welcome to Leander Cave.”

One of the boys in an orange ball cap said, “Oh, hi. Are we too late for a tour?”

“Nope,” I said cheerily. Inwardly I groaned, but I kept that smile pasted on. “We do one last tour at four o’clock. It’s thirty to forty-five minutes.”

The spokesman sighed in relief, “That’s perfect. There’s the five of us, how much is it?”

“It’s ten dollars apiece, unless you’re students. Then, it’s seven-fifty per person.”

“Oh yeah,” said Orange Hat. “We are. We’re taking classes at the University of Texas.”

“I thought so,” I said while they pulled out wads of cash and student IDs. I waved away the IDs. “Don’t worry about it,” I told them. “We’ve got about ten minutes before we start down. If you need to go to the bathroom, this is a good time. Otherwise, I’ll meet you by the black double doors in ten. Feel free to look around the gift shop.”

I went back to the office and found Jerry, “Hey, I’m taking a group down for the four o’clock.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to take them down? This is your fourth tour today.”

“It’s fine. I’m getting back into shape.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the shape you have now,” he told me. I just shook my head. Jerry was old enough to be my father. I knew he didn’t mean anything creepy by it.

“You know what I mean. I was recuperating for a while.”

“I know. You’re kind to an aging man with bad knees. You never did tell me how you got so banged up, Maggie.”

“Spelunking gone wrong. I picked the wrong partner,” I said with a shrug. No point in relating all the details. It would just worry Jerry to know how close I came to buying the farm. Jerry’s eyes narrowed and he nodded.

He followed me out into the shop and took up his station by the register. I watched the group wander around while I made sure I had everything. I’d gotten a little OCD about my caving in the last few weeks. Even though this cave wasn’t very big and on well-established paths with rails, I was still paranoid. I’d worked here off and on for ten years. I’d joked I could find my way out of Leander Cave blindfolded. But that wasn’t funny to me anymore.

My group came and lined up at four on the dot. I put on my pack and unlocked the doors. I launched into my spiel as we headed down the metal stairs. I’d been giving the same talk for so long, my brain was free to think about other things. My mouth talking without my brain being engaged usually got me into trouble. Here it was a bonus. It let me size up the group while we tread on down. They were in decent shape and kept up. There was some chatter and joking.

I stopped at the first platform and turn to wait and make sure we’re all together. They bunched up around me looking expectant. It’s a small enough group, I can tailor the tour to them a bit, make it more interesting for them.

“Are you doing this for a class,” I asked.

“Yeah, it’s for an Outdoor Recreation class. We have to try something new.”

“So, none of you have ever been in a cave before,” I asked.

The girl answered, “I have, but I’m not in the class.” She leaned in close to one of the guys who was wearing a white windbreaker.

He spoke up and said, “I have too, just don’t tell my professor.”

I laughed, “Your secret is safe with me.” I went back to my script talking about stalactites and stalagmites, etc. There were some good formations in our little cave and I had fun asking people what they thought things looked like. It was like kids looking for shapes in the clouds.

We finally came to the turn-around point. This is where I turned off the lights so people can experience total darkness. I always had a flashlight in hand for this, just in case the lights didn’t come back up right away. We’d had hiccups in the power before, when it got stormy.

Right before I turned out the lights I saw the girl sidle up to her man and wrap her arms around him. I felt a pang of envy. My boyfriend was thousands of miles away, but was coming to visit soon. I left the lights out for about twenty seconds. The lights came back on.

“Do you have any questions, before we start back up?” I asked.

“So, do you, like, do this for a living?” the girl asked.

“I’m a cave scientist or a speleologist. I have done tours here for ages and help out when they’re short-handed. I’m working here while I save up money to move.”

“You’ve been to a lot of caves?”

“As many as I can,” I smiled.

“So, if we, like, wanted to do this as a hobby, how would we get started?”

“There are groups; you can look around and find some people locally. You want to always make sure someone outside knows where you are and when you’re getting back.” I added reluctantly, “You should also pick your caving group with care. Your life could depend on them.”

“What’s the most scared you’ve ever been in a cave?” Orange Hat asked.

I eyed them up. It was just five college kids, “Well. When the kids ask me that, I tell them it’s when I run out of snacks.” The group chuckled.

“That would scare me,” said the windbreaker guy. More chuckling.

“Okay, I’ll level with you. A few months ago, I was working with a colleague to explore a new cave in Malta in the Mediterranean. We’d worked together before. I’d even TAed for him in college. So, I thought I could trust him.”

I reached over and hit the lights again without telling them first.

“Now imagine you’re all alone in a cave. Your gear is gone, no food, no water. Your partner stole it all and deserted you. The only light you have is this.” I pulled the Zippo which Elias had given me out of my pocket and lit it. The group began to look around into the shadows to see just how far the light went.

“Now, you could find your way out of this cave with only the lighter, as long as you stayed on the paths. But, the cave we were in had no paths. And then my colleague came back to finish the job.”

The girl’s eyes went wide, “What did you do?”

“I burned him with this. I put it right under his chin. That’s 2,300 degrees Fahrenheit. But even that didn’t stop him entirely. If it hadn’t been for my boyfriend showing up at the right moment, I don’t know what would have happened.”

There was a chorus of curses and a low whistle from my audience. I flicked the lights back on, unsure that I should have shared that much. It was true. Mostly. It was the version we’d been telling the police, anyway. I followed the much quieter group back up. I’d left out that we had actually found an artifact of magical power. When I refused to help Dr. Erikkson steal it from the cave, he’d turned on me. Elias Cardona had come to my rescue and replaced his magical heirloom in its niche in the underground temple.

We got back up to the double doors and said cheerily, “Thanks for enjoying today’s tour of Leander Cave; I do hope you’ll join us again soon.”

I locked up the doors and noticed Jerry talking to someone at the register. I sighed. Hopefully, he didn’t want a tour, because I was done for the day. I walked over preparing to be regretful, yet firm. And then I recognized the profile, the olive complexion and I sprinted over, “Elias!” He braced himself as I launched my five-foot frame at him. He caught me up and spun me around.

“I think you’re happy to see me.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you’d changed your flights, I would have picked you up.”

He smiled as he stroked my blonde hair. “It was a last-minute change and I wanted to surprise you.” He bent and kissed me soundly and I felt my stomach fill with butterflies.

“Ahem,” Jerry said, “why don’t you go home, Mags. I’ll close up here.”

I blushed furiously. I’d forgotten he was standing right there. “Thanks, Jerry!”

Elias passed his hand over my side where I’d hurt my ribs, “How does it feel?”

“It doesn’t hurt anymore. You can hold me as tight as you want,” I told him.

He smiled at the invitation and gave me a wink. “Anytime.”

I pulled Elias along to the locker room and gathered my things. A note in my own handwriting stared back at me.

“Buy ice,” it said.

“Oh, damn. I promised I’d be home in time to have dinner with my parents tonight. Dad’s grilling.”

“Good, I can meet them, then,” my darling said.

“Not good. Daddy specializes in scaring my boyfriends away. And I was going to try and smooth things over with them tonight. They’re not exactly happy with you for asking me to move to Malta.”

“He’s not scaring me away,” Elias grinned.

I smiled back, “I guess there’s only one way to find out.” We walked out to my truck.

My parents had a ranch on a few acres with a little ripple of hills across it. Mom had painted their one-story house a cheery yellow with red shutters. I turned off the truck and looked over at Elias in the passenger seat. I undid my seatbelt and slid over to the middle. I traced down the side of his face with my finger and breathed deeply of his scent. “I’m so glad you’re here,” I told him. He unbuckled and we kissed for a long minute.

I pulled back and took a deep breath and wished I weren’t living with my parents while I was trying to save up. Elias gave my shoulder a little squeeze, “Let’s go in.”

I let myself in, “Mom! Dad! We’re here!”

My mom came out of the kitchen. Her blonde-going-gray hair cropped short and wore a blue blouse. “Hi, honey! Oh! Who is this?”

“Mom, this is Elias Cardona. Elias, this is my mom Barbara.”

She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. She wasn’t very pleased with my decision to move to Malta to be with him. “Welcome, Elias. We weren’t expecting you until next week.”

“Mrs. Deer, it’s nice to meet you,” he presented her with some flowers he’d bought at the supermarket while I was getting ice.

“That’s lovely! Thank you, Elias,” she said with a bit more warmth. “Your father’s grilling out back, honey.”

“Okay, Mom.”

I took a deep breath and led Elias out through the back door. Charcoal smoke and searing meat scents filled the air. Country music blared over the radio. My father had his back to the door, mindlessly bobbing to the beat of the song.

“Daddy,” I called loudly. “I have someone for you to meet.”

He half-turned and saw Elias standing with me. He nodded and turned the radio off. “Daddy, this is Eli-”

“I know who it is, Maggie. Go inside and help your mother.”

“But, Dad,” I protested.

“Go.”

Elias gave me a hug and nodded his head toward the back door, indicating I should go back inside. I squeezed his hand and retreated back to the kitchen. I watched through the window as I made salad. I could see tension in my father’s posture. He’d already decided he hated my Maltese man. I saw Elias walk over to my father and offer to shake hands. Dad refused and started talking animatedly.

“Mom, can you help? I want them to get along.”

“Your father has to do his job, sweetie. You know that. We want to know that you’ll be taken care of. I mean, you’re not even officially engaged and you’re moving halfway across the world to be with him.”

It pained me to hear her say the words. I’d told them as much as I could bear about what had happened in that dark hole. Elias and his family had fussed over me in the days following my misadventure. “Oh, mama, you don’t know the half of it.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, taking my hands in her own. I looked out again to see my father still grilling my boyfriend and the steaks.

“Come with me,” I said. I pulled her behind me and made a beeline towards my father.

“Dad, Mom, I have something to tell you. You need to treat Elias as family. You need to thank him for my still being here, because I nearly wasn’t. I owe him every day of my future life.”

My father turned sharply and really looked at Elias for the first time. “What’s this?” Then he turned on me, “Did you go and get stupid, again?”

Elias answered in my stead, “No, sir. She was careful as could be. Maggie gives herself too little credit. She’s alive, because she fought long enough for me to finish the job.”

“That Erikkson fellow died in the cave. Your cave.”

“Yes. I went looking because they were late coming back. I found them fighting in a tunnel.”

“I wouldn’t have lasted much longer,” I said. “I was nearly spent.”

“With broken ribs and a concussion,” Elias added.

My mom cried, “Oh, I don’t know if I want to hear this.”

“But Elias found us. He jumped on Chris and killed him.” I shivered, reliving that moment in my mind. Elias held me close. “Don’t you see, he’s already proven himself? He is family, whether you want him to be or not.”

My mother sniffed and excused herself, “I have to check on the cake.”

My father turned back to the grill. “Show him my collection, love. He can pick out something to try after dinner.”

“Sure,” I said and headed back inside to my parents’ room. The gun safe, well, one of the gun safes, was in the closet. I opened the lock and swung open the door of the safe. “Have you done any shooting,” I asked hopefully.

Elias squatted down with a look of deep interest. “Yes. Many times. Which is your favorite?”

“Oh, that’s in my room. I suppose I’ll have to leave it here when I move, won’t I?”

Elias looked at me and winked. Hoo boy. I checked the hallway to make sure my parents were out of earshot, “You can’t magick it there, can you?”

He smiled and turned his attention back to the safe, “Maybe”.

“Gah! You’re such a tease,” I gave him a playful shove. “What do you want to shoot, then? Because Dad is serious about that part.”

“The AR.”

“Okie dokie.”

“Show me yours,” he said.

“You just want to see my room.”

“No. I want to watch you walk to your room.”

I laughed at that, “Make sure to give me a head start, then.” I put a little extra sway into my walk to my room at the front of the house. I pulled my gun off the top shelf of the closet, dropped the magazine, and cleared it before handing it over to Elias. He looked it over appreciatively.

“P320. Which model is it?”

“Subcompact. The magazine can hold twelve rounds.” He handed it back to me and I put it away. My room was stacked with moving boxes from my apartment. The lease had ended just before I’d left for Malta, so I’d moved my things back home. I’d never had time to really unpack. The room was still the color I’d picked when I was ten. It was lavender with a border of kitty cats in pink with blue bow ties. I blushed at the thought. I’d always meant to repaint, but teenage me decided it was easier to cover it up with band posters. My desk was covered with geology texts.

Elias zeroed in on the photos on my bulletin board, ballet recitals, camping trips, sleepovers, prom. He pointed at an empty spot where there was a pin with a small piece of a photo still speared onto the corkboard. “What was here?”

“Oh,” I said. “That was a graduation photo. I still have the official ones on the mantle in the den. My… advisor was in that photo.”

Elias put his arm around me and steered me back out to the patio. Mom was bringing out plates to the patio table. My dad pointed out the cooler, “Help yourself to anything in there. Got cokes and Shiner.”

“Thanks,” he said and pulled out a couple of beers and popped the tops on the bottle opener dad had installed on the side of the house. He set one in front of me and I drank deeply.

We ate steak, salad, and baked potatoes on the back porch. Mom had brought out a big pitcher of sweet tea that dripped water down the sides. Then Mom served her pecan rum cake with rum sauce. I could scarcely move after all that. We took the dishes inside and took turns washing, drying, and putting away. My parents were really trying to make Elias feel at home.

Shooting was Dad’s idea of putting one last jolt of fear into Elias. I’ve been shooting since I was a kid and I’m not bad. He got me started before I could ever form the idea that guns weren’t for girls. And while he couldn’t convince me to take Tae Kwon Do, he did make sure I knew how to handle his collection.

Dad insisted I go first. He liked to shout out the colors of targets we have on the range while I plinked away. “Green, blue, pink, yellow!” I was rusty, no doubt about it. But I still did okay after I got my eye in. I loved to hear the metal targets ring when I hit them. After I’d finished off my last magazine, Elias took the empty gun and gave me a peck on the cheek, “We’ll figure out how to make sure you have one at home, even if I have to smuggle it in. Mr. Deer, whenever you’re ready.”

Dad overheard that and grinned. He extended a hand, “Elias, you can call me Roger. And welcome to the family.”

“Thanks, Roger,” Elias said, firmly shaking my father’s hand.

I watched them try out a few different firearms and my father’s opinion seemed to be rising with each passing moment. When they were talking about Elias joining in on a poker night with “the boys” I figured it was safe to head back to the house. The male bonding would happen quicker without my estrogen fouling things up.

“I’m heading inside. Don’t keep Elias up too late Daddy. He’s had a long trip.”

Mom was watching a home remodeling show when I came back smelling of gunpowder and grass. She paused her program and smiled at me, “I have a good feeling about that young man.”

“Me too,” I said with a smile.

“Your father and I have a free stay at that casino up by the state line. I was thinking…you and Elias haven’t had much time alone. Maybe your father and I could go up and stay. We’ll leave you the house. What do you think?”

“Mom, that would be great. Do you think you can talk Daddy into it?”

“You just leave that to me,” she said with shining eyes.

“You’re the best.” I gave her a hug.

The boys came in not much later. And Elias was practically drooping. He sat by me on the couch and was sound asleep within minutes. My father chuckled, “He’s a good shot and a good man. You done good, Maggie. I’ll go clean up.” Dad whistled as he took the guns out to the garage.

I tried to wake my boyfriend to move to a more comfortable spot, but he was soundly sleeping. Mom shrugged, “I’ll get a blanket and some pillows.”

Not long after, I took a shower and went to bed myself. It had been a long day with the tours at the cave and introducing Elias to my parents. I guess I should’ve expected the nightmares after all those things packed into one day. I didn’t really remember the dream when I woke up. It was one of those where you wake up all of a sudden and you’re terrified, but you don’t really know why. I tried to cry quietly, but I guess Elias had been awake anyway. He crawled into the bed next to me and whispered in my ear that everything was safe and good. I sheltered in his warmth and comforting words.

The spot he’d lain in was still warm when I woke the next morning. I could smell bacon and coffee in the kitchen. Friendly voices echoed down the hallways and I was giddy with delight. Things were well. I threw on a housecoat over my PJs and wandered into the kitchen. “Morning.”

“Hey, short stuff,” my dad said ruffling my hair.

I grumped at him and made way for the coffee maker.

“I just told Elias that we’re going to the casino for a few days. I want you two to water my plants while we’re away,” my mom said.

“Sure thing, mom,” I said mid-yawn.

“Did you sleep okay, honey,” she asked.

“Not great, but I can catch up later,” I reassured her.

My father eyed Elias and said “Yeah, sure you will.”
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Elias and I spent a leisurely morning playing board games after my parents left. This devolved into a light-hearted argument over the rules. Naturally, I whacked him with a throw pillow. He’d snagged another pillow off the couch to respond in kind when there was an insistent knock at the door. Still giggling, I answered the door to find a courier. I didn’t know that was a thing anymore. He held out a creamy envelope addressed in a flowing cursive. “Elias, it’s for you.”

Elias signed for the envelope with a confused look on his face. It had his name, but my parents address. We thanked the courier and Elias sat on the couch and studied the handwriting on the envelope. He sniffed it and held it out to me. It smelled of roses. “Who knows you’re here?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Only family.”

He broke the wax seal on the back of the envelope. The parchment within was covered in the same elegant hand as the address on the outside. I stopped on the first line and refused to go further “Mage of Malta…”

Elias nearly dropped the thing in shock. Reading on, we discovered It was an invitation to a tea room in Waco that very same afternoon. Elias’s eyes narrowed. “I take it this doesn’t happen to you all the time,” I said.

“It’s never happened,” he answered. “We have to go. I don’t know who this Davis woman is, but we need to go and see what she wants.”

“Well, Waco isn’t far. Maybe an hour and a half depending on traffic. We can make it in time, if we leave soon.”

“That’s not far to you,” he said, bewildered.

“Not in Texas, it’s not,” I answered.

Elias said, “Then we go. Bring your Sig.”

We hopped in my truck and grabbed some lunch at a drive-thru on the way. Elias sat quietly watching the world go by, “It’s so green here and there’s so much space.”

“Yeah. You should see it in early spring when the bluebonnets are popping. Entire fields turn blue.”

“I would like to see that someday,” he said, putting a hand on my knee. “I’m not sure you should come in with me. This woman, she may not be a woman at all.”

I glanced over at him, “What? Like a ghost or something,”.

“Maybe. Or a magical creature.”

“Okay, so how does one interact with possibly magical creatures?”

“Very politely.”

“I think I can do that, good sir.”

Elias looked at me sideways, “Are you laughing at me?”

“No. Not exactly. I have to laugh or I’ll get scared,” I told him. He gave my knee a squeeze.

Hewitt Antiques and Tea Shoppe had once been an industrial warehouse. But times changed, the character of the city shifted and it was now a huge antique store with booths for various sellers. There was a tea room in the back for people wanting to have a more refined experience than that offered by a coffee shop. I asked the seating hostess about a reservation with Mrs. Davis. I slung my concealed carry purse on my shoulder and followed the hostess back to what turned out to be a private sitting room. A middle-aged lady in a floor-length skirt and silk blouse stood to greet us, “Please, do sit down.” And then she turned to the hostess who was just leaving. “Miss, please see we aren’t disturbed. We have private matters to discuss.”

The sitting room was done up in chintz and velvets, beads and tassels. I wondered if this was all an elaborate fortune-telling scam. The table was set with plates of small sandwiches, cakes, and cookies. Mrs. Davis smiled warmly, “I’m Alexandra Davis. I know you, sir, are Mr. Cardona of Malta and your young lady here is Miss Deer.”

Elias stiffened, but smiled back. “I’m afraid you have the advantage of us, Mrs. Davis.”

“Yes, I can well imagine what you must think of me. I will begin by reassuring you that I am fully human. I have no skill in working magic. I would much rather have nothing to do with it. In short, you have nothing to fear from me.”

“Then, how do you know who we are, ma’am,” I asked quietly.

“Ah. That could be a long story. But it is tied to why I asked you here today. First, may I pour you some coffee or tea?

My eyes flicked back and forth between them and I answered for both of us, “Tea, please. With sugar.”

The lady went about pouring us cups, “You really should try some of the food. I promise you it’s not poisoned or enchanted. They do a very good job here. I must apologize for not inviting you to my own home.” Her tone turned a bit sour as she added, “My parlor is in need of repairs and renovations.” She continued in a cheerier voice, “Those tiny pecan tarts are especially good.”

I took a few of the tarts and crunched on one while Elias took a sandwich.

Having done her job as hostess, Mrs. Davis settled herself in her seat, “Now, you asked about the source of my knowledge. Some men paid me a visit yesterday evening. No. That won’t do for a start.

“I was a stupid girl, Mr. Cardona. Many, many years ago, when I was newly engaged, I went to see a woman who lived on the edge of town. She was rumored to tell fortunes and sell spells. I went to see her because I wanted to remain beautiful as long as possible. I worried that my new husband’s eyes would stray. She told me that I could have a lasting youth, if I served as a sort of broker for deals between people like myself and ‘other powers.’ Stupid, foolish, and vain girl that I was, I agreed.”

Elias cursed under his breath.

“Indeed,” she replied.

“So that brings us to yesterday and a visit by some unsavory men who wouldn’t take no for an answer. They asked about an artifact on the island of Malta, a box holding an item of great power.”

Elias leaned forward, his gaze dangerously intent. “And what did you tell them?”

“That the artifact remains in its resting place, in the caverns beneath Birkirkara, under the Cardona family home.”

“Why would you tell them that?” I cried, accusingly.

Mrs. Davis turned to me and I saw a parade of emotions cross her face. “You forget, I am merely the go-between. I do my best to dissuade people from making any sort of deal. The price is often higher than they realize.

“They also already knew you had some involvement, young lady, but that is not something they learned from me.” She addressed Elias again, “I believe they will go to your island and try to steal what is rightfully yours.”

“I will need to warn my family to leave the house. How dangerous are these men?”

“Are you asking me for my mundane assessment?”

“Yes.”

“A shadow of death follows in their wake. They had no hesitation in recruiting a local petty criminal to pay the price for the information they sought.” She paused and looked at me, “I have no doubt, had they not gotten the information from me, they would have wrung it from your lady.” My stomach dropped and Elias held me close and kissed my head. “I have the impression they knew of your box for a long time, Mr. Cardona. They had been looking for it. Does the name Dr. Christopher Erikkson mean anything to you?” I sucked in a sharp breath. “I believe these men, or their boss, had been funding his research for years. They hoped he would find it and bring it to them.”

Elias shifted his hand on my shoulder, “I need to call home.”

Mrs. Davis took a cell phone out of her skirt pocket and handed it over, “Use mine, please, it’s the least I can do.”

“That’ll be expensive,” I said.

“I have money,” she said with a reluctant smile.

Elias took it from her and dialed. He waited impatiently while it rang. Someone must have picked up because he started speaking rapidly in Maltese.

I looked back across the table at our hostess, “I’m sorry for my outburst earlier. Thank you, Mrs. Davis, for warning us.”

“It’s Alexandra, and you’re welcome. I’m glad to have met you both. You’re welcome in my home at any time.”

“Thanks. If you ever make it to Malta, look us up.”

“Thank you.”

Elias sighed deeply and handed the phone back, “They’re packing up.” He ran his hands through his dark hair mussing it. “I’ll call again later and make sure they got away.” He opened his arms to me and I walked over to be held.

Alexandra rang the bell for service. “Please wrap up the rest for my friends to take home with them,” she asked the waitress.

We drove back to my house. Elias was quiet again. We nibbled on the box of goodies from the Tea Shoppe as I drove. I really wasn’t hungry, but it was something to do as we traveled. The sun was getting low to the horizon when I pulled into the long driveway up to the house. We got inside and turned on the lights.

“I need to pack to go back home,” he told me.

“You mean us, right? We need to pack?”

He walked over and took my hands, “No, my love. This was my mistake, I need to fix it. I shouldn’t have left it down there. I’ve been trying to duck my birthright and I can’t do that anymore. You should stay until it’s safe to come and join me. I’ll leave tomorrow.”

“What? No, Elias. I need to come with you.”

“Maggie, don’t make this harder. Stay here where you’ll be safe.”

“Safe? I thought I was safe with Chris. I thought I was safe here, but it turns out that some goons were planning on “wringing” information out of me. Where would I be safe Elias? Does your magic crystal ball tell you that?!” I could feel I was working up to start crying because I was so angry.

“Maggie, I don’t know what I’m going into. If they beat me there, I’m going to have to fight to get the armor back. You’re staying and that’s final.”

I thrust my chin forward and mocked his tone “That’s final. That’s final? Do you think that’s how this is going to work? Do you think you get to make all our decisions yourself? If that’s so, you’ve got another thing coming. I love you, but you have got things to learn.”

Softly, this time he said my name, “Maggie, I can’t ask you to be in such danger.” He moved closer and put a hand on my shoulder.

“You don’t have to ask. We’re together. We’re both in danger even when only one of us is. I’m coming with you.”

“Dammit,” he said.

“What?”

“Why do you have to be so irresistible?” He took my face in his hands and kissed me lightly, at first. He stepped in closer so our bodies touched and he cupped the back of my head with his left hand and his right flowed down my back. I grabbed his shirt in both my hands and pulled him tight against me. We left a trail of clothing from the living room to my bedroom.
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I woke up a few hours later in his arms. He rubbed my bare shoulder and kissed it. I put my hand on his chest and looked up into his eyes, “I’d love to stay like this, but I need to pee.”

He smiled and maneuvered so I could get out of the bed which was pressed against the wall. I padded down to the hall bathroom. By the time I got back to the room he was sitting up in the bed looking at a book I’d left on the side table. He set it down and made room for me. Elias put an arm around my shoulders and I leaned into him.

“Do you dance? I saw your ballet photos.”

I laughed, “No. I only did it for a couple of years because I liked all things pink and frilly. But I couldn’t dance to save my life. I think the teacher refunded some of my parent’s money on the understanding that they would never bring me back. Do you dance?”

He chuckled, “No. I never had anyone I wanted to dance with.”

“Well, you still don’t, because I would step all over your feet. When did you decide you liked me?”

The corner of his mouth quirked upward, “I liked you the moment I saw you: The bounce in your stride even though you were tired, your smile, your laugh. But you didn’t have eyes for me.”

“No, not then. I’d had a crush on Chris for years and I thought his asking me to partner with him meant that he liked me, too. Ugh. Now, I wonder if he didn’t ask me because he thought I’d be easy to overpower.”

“He was an idiot.” Elias took my hand in his and rubbed his thumb across the back of my hand, “I knew my heart was involved when Mongrel curled up on your lap.”

I laughed, “Mongrel the cat?”

“Yes. He likes you and he doesn’t like anybody. I saw you in your coveralls with that giant cat on your lap and I felt like I couldn’t breathe.”

“Is Mongrel a familiar,” I asked.

Elias took a deep breath, “That implies that he’s tied to me specifically. I think he’s attached himself to the house. He’s a good judge of character.”

“And then you enchanted the lighter and gave it to me. What else can you do?” I asked.

He ran his finger down my throat, “A bit of healing, for one thing. Glamours and illusions, but those take effort and preparation. There’s only so much I can do from my own reserves. The armor, though, when I take that up, I’ll be able to do more. Much more. Speaking of, I need to check in.” He grabbed his boxer briefs and pants off the floor and put them on.

“The wifi is better in the living room,” I told him.

I listened to his voice as he called and talked to his mother. It sounded like she wasn’t very happy about having to leave the house. I dug through my drawers to find some pjs that were cute/sexy. I ended up deciding on a tank with a shelf bra and some PJ shorts that showed a good bit of leg. Elias ended his call and I went out to the living room, “Is everything okay?”

“Yes. They’re staying with some cousins on the south side of the island.”

“I’m starving. Are you starving? We never had dinner.”

“Very much so,” he answered.

I pulled leftover potatoes from the fridge, cut them up, and nuked them covered in butter and shredded cheese. It wasn’t healthy, but sounded good and we’d just burned some calories. Elias got cups out and filled them with water for us. Then, he cozied up to me while we waited on the microwave. I was blushing and breathless by the time the microwave beeped. I split the cheesy goodness between two plates and we dug in.

On the way back to bed, I grabbed my purse and took out the Sig Sauer to put it back away on the closet shelf. On a whim, I changed my mind and set it on the nightstand instead. It was probably something to do with our conversation with Mrs. Davis. Elias picked up the rest of the clothes we’d left scattered down the hall and dropped them on my suitcase to pack tomorrow, or rather, later today. He put his undershirt back on and lost the pants. I shut off the lights and we went back to bed.

[image: ]


I’m not sure why I woke up when I did. It was still mostly dark outside. The house was quiet, but I felt tense. Elias, who was spooning me, gave my arm a squeeze and I knew he was awake, too.

The first crash and thud came from the back of the house. I sat up quickly, looking in that direction. Elias reached behind me to get my gun off the nightstand and racked it. And then, a second crash as the front door was thrown violently open. I jumped out of the bed with him and he motioned towards the window. I was about to open the curtains to peek outside when the glass exploded inward. I shrieked and threw up my arms to shield my face from the flying glass. A small object went bouncing past me towards the closet.

Elias did something and the thing stopped dead and just lay there. I could hear more banging and men’s voices from the living room. They could be in the short hallway to my room at any moment.

Someone outside the window came up to toss another of those things into the room. Elias blocked it with his hand and it bounced back out the window. A loud clap and bright flash of light, like a too-close bolt of lightning, resounded from just outside my window. Elias threw open the window and fired off a couple of shots. “Out the window Maggie!” he shouted. I stepped over the broken glass and as I maneuvered over the sill. “I can make a glamour to cover us and we’ll run straight for the trees. Stay close to me.”

I landed softly on my feet and looked around, a man was laying there on the ground, shot in the head by Elias just seconds ago. He had a shotgun lying close by. No one else was approaching just yet.

Elias dove out the window and something went very wrong. It had started as a fairly neat dive roll, but his body had gone rigid. He was left hanging half out of the window and unable to slow his momentum, his head swung down and struck the side of the house with a thud. I distantly noted the wires stuck in his back through his shirt and heard the pulsing of electricity.

“Elias!” I screamed. His arms hung limply. I saw where he had dropped my handgun had come to rest a few feet away. I scooped it up and lined up on the guy who was holding the other end of the taser in my room. My first shot was a little higher than I’d meant it to be. I realized belatedly that he was wearing a bulletproof vest. My too-high shot caught him in the lower neck. Blood, so much blood.

A shotgun went off to my right and I felt a tearing pain on that side in my back. That next breath was agony. I turned on my heel and snapped off a careless shot, missing wide. The man advancing on me through the grass kept coming. He worked the action on his shotgun. I chided myself. A wasted shot is a wasted shot. I steadied myself, in spite of the pain, surprised that everything still seemed to be working. I was getting my sights set on him, when I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. My muscles locked up and I felt the electric current run through me. I couldn’t keep hold of the Sig and it slipped from my fingers. The ground came up at me and I had a great view of the sky lightening in the east. The zip of the taser was still keeping me locked up as more men swarmed around us.

Terse voices became clearer as the ringing from the flashbang subsided a little.

“He’s breathing.”

“Get him down from there.”

“We’ve got them, get the van moving.”

I saw some electric SUVs in the driveway, drivers waiting. And then I saw a pair of heavy boots.

“I’ve got the cuffs.”

“Taser’s off.”

Strong hands pulled my arms back as the effect of the taser ceased. I tried to rise or roll, but that just got more weight thrown on me, more hands pinned me down. They rolled me onto my stomach.

“Get off me, you bastards!” I yelled.

There was chuckling, “Should I hit her with another bean bag?”

“No. We’ll have her in the van in a minute.”

Bean bag rounds? That must’ve been what they’d hit me with earlier, not an actual shell with buck shot. That would explain why I wasn’t bleeding out.

I struggled and cursed because it felt better than giving in and letting them truss me up like a Christmas goose. It meant that I didn’t have to think about what might happen next. I didn’t have to think about what might be happening to Elias. My hands were pulled up behind my back and secured. Zip ties, I guessed. And then I was kicking as hard as I could.

“Get the hobble on ‘er.”

One man lay across my back, while another worked his way down my legs. He sat his weight across my calves and my ankles were forced to cross. The man laying across my back started whispering horrible things in my ear and I screamed back wildly to drown out his voice. They passed a loop around my ankles and my legs were wrenched up behind me. Somehow that loop around my ankles was tied up to the cuffs. My legs were bent up behind me towards my butt and I couldn’t straighten them at all. I had no more breath for screaming or fighting anyway. I lay there panting for breath.

“Search her.”

And then I was rolled onto my side and the man who’d been laying on my back began pawing his way across my chest and back and thighs. His hands lingered in places that made me turn my head into the turf, so they wouldn’t see my tears forming up.

“That’s enough! Get her in the van with the others.” Several hands hoisted me up by arms and legs and carried me across the lawn towards an idling van. I had a moment to reflect as I was carried like a piece of luggage. I’d heard once that if your attacker is trying to get you in a car, you should fight your damnedest because you’re not going to like what happens to you when you get where you’re going.

The van’s back doors stood open like the gates of hell. The seats had been ripped out and only a thin carpet covered the bare metal. I could see Elias at the front right. He was bound up like I was and I hoped that meant he was still alive, too. A man crouched next to him in a jump seat that had been welded to the side of the interior. The left side of the van was taken up by the two bodies of the men Elias and I had shot. I was passed up into the van and laid on my side, facing the dead men.

The one I had shot laid closest to me, his eyes still open and staring. I cringed away, turning my face downwards and closing my eyes. Two of the men climbed in behind me and the doors were shut. Someone outside pounded on the doors twice and we started rolling.

“What’s the matter, honey? Can’t stand to see your own handiwork?”

That comment grated on my nerves, “He had it coming and so do you.”

The one in the far corner laughed while the one closest to me twisted my wrist until I cried out, screaming wasn’t really possible anymore. The one up front commanded, “Cut that out. Ballard wants her for leverage. The more beat up she is now, the less he can squeeze from them later.”

As we rode along, I tried to count the turns and directions, but I was soon lost. Every bounce jarred my joints, especially my shoulders where the restraints were uncomfortably stretching my arms back. My neck started to ache from the angle at which it was bent to reach the floor. And every chance he got, the guy closest to me rubbed my calves. I knew the presence of the other men was the only thing keeping him from doing much worse. I sobbed quietly and the tears flowed down my face sideways to the floor.

I had no way to measure the passage of time. After a bit, I could feel the van picking up speed and the turns ended. We had to be on the interstate.

I lay there and listened to the sound of Elias’ breathing. It was slow and steady. He was still out cold. I worried about that. Whatever magic he’d been trying to sort out while he dove out the window had failed. He’d said he had some healing powers. I wondered if he could heal himself in his current state. Or maybe he could only heal others? There were so many questions we’d avoided. He had let slip that his box in the cave contained armor. But it was far too small for that. Maybe I’d misheard.

The van shifted right and slowed down. We were exiting the freeway. And then there were more turns, stops and starts. I could hear a rumbling sound, uncomfortably loud. It was a plane taking off. I shuddered. We were at an airport. But, of course. I don’t know why that revelation surprised me. We had to be going back to Malta. These were the men Mrs. Davis had warned us about. But they hadn’t gone directly there, as we’d feared. They wanted us as guides and hostages to ensure the cooperation of Elias’ family. It made sense from a completely cutthroat perspective.

After parking, I heard a garage door close. Then, and only then, did the van doors open and the men at my end hopped out. I rolled back and looked out. I could just see the tail of a plane in the dim hangar space. A man in suit pants and a dress shirt walked up to the back of the van and regarded me for a moment, then the bodies and Elias.

“Get them out,” he said with an accent I couldn’t place.

I was hauled out first and set on my knees in front of the nicely-dressed man. I wobbled for a moment as I adjusted to being upright again. I looked over to watch as they pulled out Elias. The man who’d been sitting next to him in the van pulled out a medical bag and started taking vitals on Elias.

“Is he okay?” I asked. I’d meant to pitch my voice to be heard distantly, but what came out was a croaking whisper. No one bothered to answer.

The medic with sandy blonde hair came over and addressed himself to the man standing next to me, “I’d expect him to come around soon, Ballard. I don’t see any signs of serious damage.”

I looked up at the man called Ballard. There was a subtle pinstripe in his gray slacks. He had dark hair, going gray and a prominent nose. Ballard nodded at his medic, “Did anything unusual happen during the raid? Anything at all?”

“Well,” the medic hesitated.

“Yes?” Ballard prompted.

“One of the flashbangs was a dud. I wouldn’t bother to mention it, usually,” the medic shrugged. “They fought with firearms. That doesn’t seem like the sort of thing a magic person would do, especially when his girl is in trouble.”

Ballard nodded agreement. “Get him on the plane and then come back here.” The other men in the group were ranging around stretching their legs and watching Ballard from a distance.

He looked down at me for the first time and smiled. He had brilliant blue eyes and a Santa Claus rosiness in his cheeks. If I had met him in any other circumstance, I’d have liked him on sight. As it was, I trembled. “I want the box you found in Malta.”

“Box? What are you talking about?” I said, hoping it was convincing.

“Yes, the box. You and Dr. Erikkson found it. The box you killed Erikkson for.”

I shook my head, “Dr. Erikkson went crazy. He was ranting about treasure. Elias killed him because he attacked me.”

Ballard raised an eyebrow. “How did he kill Erikkson?”

I paused, floored by the shift in questions. “With a flashlight.”

Ballard grunted. “I’d read that in the police reports. I’ll admit I was skeptical, but I can see you’re telling the truth. But, I’m afraid you are lying about the box. It holds an ancient relic that I deeply desire to possess. And you’re going to take me to it.”

I started to shake my head to deny it, but he shouted an order, “Bring a water, her voice is nearly gone. And we have things to discuss.” He narrowed his eyes and took on a more paternally lecturing tone. “Now, you have options. You can continue to lie, that is one option. If you do, I promise things will become more unpleasant for the both of you. My men have reason to hold a grudge against you, do they not? You and Mr. Cardona killed two of their colleagues. They would be only too delighted to have the opportunity to exact some revenge on a pretty girl.

“On the other hand, you can tell me the truth and save yourself and Mr. Cardona much grief.” As he concluded, the medic walked up with a water bottle and held it for me so I could drink. I took a few gulps and nodded that I was done. I didn’t see that I had much choice. I would have to admit to at least some of what I knew. It would buy us time. Maybe a chance to escape would come later. But I had to try and keep us alive and whole for now.

“We found the box, Chris and I. As far as I know, it’s still where we found it.”

“Good,” Ballard beamed, “keep going.”

“We found it in the cave and Chris wanted to steal it. I wouldn’t let him. That’s when things went wrong. He drugged me and tried to kill me. The rest you know.”

“Could you find it again,” he asked closely.

I slumped lower, “Yes.”

“Good, I’m glad we understand each other now,” he turned back to the medic. “Dope her. I want to be well out of the country before she wakes again. As long as she’s cooperative, be gentle.” “You should know, the thing is cursed,” I said loudly. “Erikkson got lost in that cave because of it. He had our notes and he still got lost. What does that tell you?”

Ballard smirked, “It means you believe in fairy tales.” He backhanded me across the face. I fell over and hit the concrete on the same side where I’d been shot. I gasped for air like a fish. Ballard walked over to the green and white plane and mounted the stairs. Two of the men flipped me onto my belly again. I felt a quick swab of an alcohol wipe and a stick with a needle.

Being drugged felt like being on the verge of tipping over, even though I was laying still. The binding on my legs was loosened and removed, the cuffs likewise. It would have been a great moment to run, but I was too far gone in another world. My body was hoisted and carried up the aircraft stairs. They plopped my limp-self down in a seat and fastened a belt over my lap. I drifted further away.
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I came out of it slowly. I dreamed I was exploring a cave with some old friends. There was a live stream running through the cavern. We were crossing the stream and I slipped and fell into the icy water. It took me a minute of bouncing around in the fast current to crash up on a rock and stop myself. I was wet through and shivering when another caver bumped into me and I woke up with a start.

The airplane was bouncing in turbulent air. It was shaking and occasionally swooshing in a stomach-dropping lurch. I sat, buckled into a seat, shivering. I was only wearing that cute tank and shorts that were never meant to be anything other than PJs. And I really had to go to the bathroom. A short stocky man sat across from me, “Where’s the bathroom?”

“Can’t you hold it?”

“No.”

He sighed and stood up, keeping one hand on the bulkhead as the plane continued to shimmy. I got up and walked down the aisle, his hand on my arm. He took me to the back of the plane. The others were in various states of boredom and watched me walk by. I was having trouble keeping my balance, I was groggy.

The plane was done up in tans and mahogany with a red carpet. That struck me as ironically funny. I was on a private jet, walking down a red carpet, but a prisoner in pajamas. We walked by a couch where Elias was laid on his side and curled up to fit. The medic sat across from him reading a book. The flight smoothed out when the pilot found more tranquil air.

The bathroom was again in warm brown neutral colors. It wasn’t much bigger than a toilet on a commercial jet, but wide steps above in terms of luxury. I stepped in, but my handler put his foot in the door so I couldn’t shut it for privacy. I glared at him, but urgency won out and I grabbed a towel to cover myself. I washed my hands with warm water. I was still freezing but the warmth helped me to stop shivering.

The handler started to take me back to our seats, but I dropped to my knees next to Elias. “Hey, get up!” the man barked at me.

“He needs a blanket. He’s cold. See, he has goose bumps all over,” I said to the medic. The medic shrugged and pointed to a cabinet next to the couch. I opened it and found warm plush blankets. I took two from the stack. The blankets were larger than I’d first thought. I was able to spread one over Elias and tuck it under his feet, covering him from neck to toes. The other I wrapped around myself and sat on the floor near his head. Determined, I ignored everyone else.

His hair was badly mussed and I stroked his head to settle it in more or less the right place. I slipped my hand under his blanket and found his hand. With my fingers wrapped around his, I felt more centered. How was it possible that he was so much the center of my world? We hadn’t known each other all that long. I laid my head down on the couch next to him and felt a squeeze on my fingers hidden under the blanket. I squeezed back.

A trickle of strength flowed into me. It wasn’t like I thought I could suddenly pick up a car, but I felt refreshed. My aches from earlier in the day lessened, because I was really wretchedly sore from fighting so hard. Knowing Elias was okay, gave me hope. I wasn’t alone. Maybe we would find a way out of this and come out the other side.

“Back to your seat,” my handler ordered with a nudge of his foot.

I gave Elias’s hand a final squeeze and stood. My handler walked me back up to the row we’d occupied earlier and I sat facing the rear of the plane. I wrapped the blanket around myself and tried to go back to sleep.
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“Where’s Maggie?” Elias demanded.

I jumped up from my seat to go to him, “I’m here.” My guard stood and pushed me firmly back into my seat. “I’m okay,” I said tearfully.

The medic and another man were holding Elias back and I could see Ballard talking to Elias. Elias ignored him at first. Then, he shot Ballard a hard look. I thought he was going to take a swing at Ballard. But the longer Ballard talked, the more closed off and sullen Elias looked. I couldn’t hear what was said over the sound of the plane. And then Elias looked at me with pain and sadness in his eyes. He looked like he had just lost his best friend. Tears sprang to my eyes as I watched him turn back to Ballard and speak. He didn’t say much. Ballard then glanced at me, back to Elias, and nodded.

They had reached an agreement and I didn’t know what it was. Elias wouldn’t look me in the eye again after that. He went back to his seat and sat with his head in his hands.

I guessed he’d had a version of the “options talk” I’d had with Ballard in the hangar. Whatever options Elias had been offered made him grieve. Whatever hope I’d had fled on wings. I was desperate to be held in his arms. But would he forgive me? I had given up that I knew where the box was and that I could take these men to it. Had that been the wrong choice? What other choice did we have, really? Those questions went around and around in my head until I wanted to scream out loud.

My ears started to pop. We were descending. The lecher started handing out coveralls to everyone, me included. My guard nodded at it, “Put that on.” They were generic work coveralls that could be worn by a mechanic or any other labor job. It was a size “small”, but meant for a small man, not a small woman. I had to roll up the sleeves and cuff the ankles, so I wouldn’t trip over the hems when they worked their way over my heels. Then, my guard tossed me a pair of work boots. These were too big as well and without socks were sure to give me blisters in no time.

The plane landed lightly on the tarmac and taxied to a hangar. As before, the hangar was shut before anyone left the plane. Another van waited at the bottom of the stairs. This one was emblazoned with various vermin and “Bugeja and Sons”. Extermination equipment lay scattered just outside the van. Empty shelves lined the sides of the interior. The inside smelled of acrid chemicals, blood, and feces. My stomach churned and I dry heaved in a corner near the front. Eight of us crowded into the back, including myself and Elias. Ballard rode up front with the driver.

We drove across the island, away from the airport into the streets of Birkirkara. The van stopped and Ballard came around to the back door. He pointed at me and the man who’d been guarding me on the plane, “The building is clear, no one’s home. You two first. No funny business little lady, or your boyfriend pays the price and vice versa.”

The man grabbed me firmly by the arm and led me up to the door and shoved me inside. The home’s walls were limestone block that ranged in color from white to butter yellow to pale grey. Large couches were arranged around the living area that were dark and dated, but still comfortable. My guard pulled out a radio without ever taking his eyes off me and called the rest of them to come. I heard footsteps coming up to the door and the van pulled away, perhaps to circle or return for their getaway.

Ballard came in and the team assembled around him. “I’ll take Cardona down at the front. The girl at the back with Richards.” He turned to Elias, “The faster we get what we came for, the faster we leave.”

Elias nodded grimly, “We need water. And food.”

Ballard gestured at the medic, “Get water and something portable to eat out of the kitchen.”

The man came back with bottles of water and a couple packs of dried apricots. He shoved one at me and the other at Elias. I gulped down half the water in one go and the group started moving down the stairs to the cellar and through the half door into the cave tunnel entrance. I forced myself to eat a few of the apricots. In truth, I had no appetite. Dread filled my stomach.

Most of the team had flashlights, but no helmets or headlamps. They made use of the pockets in their coveralls for water bottles. A couple of them carried coils of rope. The lecher, Richards, was right at my heels as we went. My skin crawled to be so close to him. He took the occasional opportunity to cop a feel as we walked along. I shoved his hands away which only seemed to amuse him. Elias looked back from the front of the line to check on me. His expression blackened as he saw my plight.

The lecher laughed at that. “Soon, soon,” he promised with a smile. Bile rose in my throat and I fought to keep the dried fruit down. I needed the energy.

It takes time to move a group of people through a cave. There are bottlenecks and these men were fit and bulky with their gear. It only gave the creepy guy more time to press up against me and whisper horrible somethings in my ear. I tuned him out by trying to hyper focus on the cave, the sounds, the textures.

There was more dripping than the last time I was down there. It must have rained recently. Too bad there wasn’t much in the way of formations. What there was, was small and poorly developed. But before long, I was losing it. I was sure we were going to die. They’d get the box, kill Elias, and then, after they had no further use for me, they’d kill me too. I started to hyperventilate. The walls started to spin and my vision was going black around the edges.

“Hey, you’re holding us up. I’m taking her. You catch up,” the medic said to Richards. The lecher smiled and blew me a kiss as he walked off to rejoin the others. To me the medic said, “Take a deep breath.”

“I…c- c- can’t,” I panted. He slapped me across the face and shook me like they do in old movies when a woman is hysterical. I focused on his face and willed myself to take a deeper breath. And then, another. He took the water bottle from my pocket and opened it for me. My hands were shaking as I took it and drained it. The medic then shoved me along in the direction everyone else had gone and we were walking again. The beam of his flashlight played along the ground, so we could see.

We were well behind and I thought we might catch up as the tunnel opened out into a chamber again. The rest of the group had stopped for water and to wait for us. I heard what no miner or caver ever wants to hear, tommyknockers. It’s rock cracking, clattering and splitting and it sounded loudly right over my head. I squealed and threw my arms up over my head and took running steps towards the other side of the twenty-foot chamber. I tripped hard over something and sprawled across the floor of the cave. No sooner did I hit the floor than a solid ton of rock came crashing down from the ceiling right where I’d been, where the medic still was. Everyone in the room was coughing and sputtering. Curses painted the air blue.

I started to push myself up from the floor and found myself face to face with the orange tom cat Mongrel. He reached over a paw and placed it on my lips just like a human putting a finger to lips to signal silence. I nodded at Mongrel and stifled my next cough. Rolling up to a sitting position, I saw Elias race over to the rubble and scream my name. There, sticking out through the pile of rock and dust was my hand. Glamours and illusions. Elias had said he could make people see things that weren’t there.

“Maggie,” he sobbed as he began lifting rocks away, digging.

“Get him,” Ballard ordered. The men grabbed Elias by the arms and coveralls and yanked him away from the pile of limestone. “Take us to the treasure,” he demanded.

“No,” Elias put up a good fight trying to get back to the rubble, but there were so many of them. I plastered a hand over my mouth, so I wouldn’t ruin the out he’d made for me. Tears ran down my face leaving tracks in the dust that now coated everything.

“Take us to the box,” the command came again.

Elias spit in Ballard’s face, “Never”. Ballard nodded at his accomplices. I turned my eyes away. I wasn’t sure whether to cover my mouth, so they wouldn’t hear me cry or to cover my ears. They were going to hurt him until he agreed to continue and take them to their goal. The snapping crackle of a stun gun and his screaming filled my ears. I wasn’t sure what to do. Could I sneak back out and get help? The rubble wasn’t completely blocking the way we’d come in. I cringed as I heard Elias cry out in pain and ripped it my soul. Mongrel put a paw on my leg and sat resolutely. He locked eyes with me and looked at the ground. We were staying put.

Ballard’s voice rang through the chamber. “Enough?”

Elias was being supported by two of the toughs. He sagged between them. “Enough. It’s just a stupid superstition, anyway.”

The ring of men laughed cruelly. One of them said, “I told you he wasn’t magic.”

They moved on and left Mongrel and I alone in the dark. Not this again. Mongrel nudged my hand. I stood up. What now? Mongrel purred down by my feet. I looked down at him and found I could make out his outline. Light had to be coming from somewhere. I looked up and saw spirals faintly glowing a warm red on the ceiling. “Mrrt,” Mongrel said, scampering up to the tunnel the men had gone through.

I trotted to keep up with him. I could hear the men up ahead, voices echoed. They were making so much noise, I didn’t have to worry about being quiet and they would never notice the dim red glow of the ceiling while they had high voltage flashlights. We had to pause a couple of times as we were moving faster than the group.

I’d nearly lost track of where we were in the cave, but I kept following the cat in the glow coming from the ceiling. Then, he disappeared into the squeeze. We were nearly to the temple now. There were two entrances: the main doorway and this crevice at the level of the floor. It was a shortcut that only someone very small could take.

I scraped and bumped my way along as I tried to squeeze through as quickly as possible on my belly. It was darker here, but I could see enough to follow Mongrel. I wriggled through the last tight bit, very grateful for the coveralls. We came out into the temple.

The ceiling was pulsing with the red light like the end of a sunset. Mongrel scampered over to the niche where the bronze chest lay. I followed him over and the hairs on my neck began to stand on end. I could hear the others coming, not far from the doorway, now. Mongrel put a set of claws through the coveralls and into my leg. My breathing quickened as I looked at the box. It wasn’t large, maybe sixteen by six by twelve inches. Elias had told me it would curse anyone not meant to touch it.

Crossing myself, I picked it up and hugged it to my chest. I sprinted back across the chamber to the crevice while chanting, “Oh God, oh God, oh God,” under my breath. I ducked down and wormed my way deep enough that I had concealment in the shadows. Adrenaline surged as I heard the first of the men come out into the chamber speaking.

“Would you look at that?” I had only just missed being seen.

The gang, as a whole, was distracted by the room. It was oval in shape with niches around the perimeter and an altar in the center. A few boulders lay strewn about the temple, where they had fallen from the ceiling. The painted red spirals had been plainly evident even on my first visit. But they hadn’t been glowing then.

The men had dropped Elias by the wall in their greedy excitement. Elias crept over to the crevice where I lay unnoticed. He sat with his back to the crevice and put his head between his knees, still playing his role of grief-stricken man. I picked up the box and maneuvered it over until it was next to him. He put a hand on the box and the whole cave trembled and dust fell from the ceiling.

Elias immediately opened the chest. Inside were pieces of medieval armor for the forearms. He removed the pair of vambraces and slid them onto his arms. As he did so, he softly said, “Maggie, you need to get out of there. They have guns under their coveralls. The ricochets will hug the floor and you’re in the worst possible spot. Go back out the way you came. Help will be here soon.”

“But what about you?” I pleaded.

He gave a little laugh. “Don’t you worry about me, love. I’m about to have a little fun. Go quickly, now.”

I reached for him, he grasped my hand, and then I was working my way back out of the squeeze. As I crawled, conversation in the chamber echoed back to me.

“Where’s the treasure, Cardona?” Ballard growled.

“It’s in the niche,” Elias answered.

“Which one?”

“Here it is!”

“No, here!”

“Which one is it, Ballard?”

“Wait, that wasn’t there a moment ago.”

The light in the cavern flared, brilliantly, casting everything in sharp relief of light and shadow. I could see my route clearly for once. Sensing that things were about to get very interesting, I belly crawled as fast as I could. Over my own swearing, I could hear metallic clanking footsteps.

Harsh curses echoed.

“It’s an illusion. Kill him, now!” Ballard shouted.

I could hear the metallic clicks of guns being drawn instants before a roar of gunfire deafened me. I could just make out at the upper end of my hearing, the pings of bullets bouncing off of a metallic target, just like our range back home. I rolled out of the squeeze into the cave proper and ran into a pair of boots worn by a tall man. He looked down at me and extended an arm to help me up. I’d never seen him before in my life, but I took his hand all the same. He pulled me up as though I weighed nothing and smiled. The woman standing next to him bearing a shotgun was a welcome sight. Elias’s mom, Roberta, shouldered her shotgun and pulled me into a quick one-armed hug, “Did he get it? Does he have the armor?”

“Yes!”

The tall man nodded at me and held out the butt of a gun which I took. He leaned in and said, “We’ll stop any runners, love. Do you know where the door of the temple is?”

I nodded and led the way. I checked the gun as I was walking, not ideal, but I was happy to find it was a very similar model to my own favorite. We came around the last corner and set ourselves up. I kneeled down next to the doorway where I could watch and Roberta could stand and shoot over my head. The tall guy slunk over to the other edge of the doorway and waited there. He didn’t have any weapon on him that I could see and I wondered just what he proposed to do to help.

It was a strange sight before my eyes, a man in full medieval armor wielding a flanged mace and shield. He advanced with deliberation on the bad guys. The bullets from their handguns had no apparent effect on the magical armor. They rebounded like deadly ping pong balls. One man was already down from that alone. The light in the temple dimmed to our eyes, but to the pack of thieves, it must have become full dark.

They shined their flashlights around frantically, “Where is he?!”

“My flashlight! It’s not working.”

“None of them are!”

Elias stepped up on the one nearest him and swung away at the back of the man’s neck with the mace. His head whipped forward and he crumpled to the ground. Then, Elias moved on to another. This time Elias aimed for the man’s upper leg and shattered his femur. The man shrieked before being struck across his temple with the edge of the shield.

Son of warriors and mages that he was, Elias was making quick work of ending the men who had terrorized us. With three dead, there were three left standing including Richards and Ballard. The third panicked and started running blindly. He ran smack into the wall and staggered dazed. Elias brought his mace across the man’s chest in a full swing. Richards and Ballard worked their way toward us at the entrance. They had a better sense of direction than the others.

The tall man across the doorway from Roberta and I laughed, “Leave this to me, lovelies. I’ll keep them in bounds for the mage.” With that he stepped up to the doorway, took a deep breath, and exhaled golden flames.

Richards and Ballard stopped in their tracks. “Did you see–”

“Yeah.”

“Was that real, or–”

“It was hot, you fool.”

And that was all the opportunity Elias needed. He swung at Richards, the man who had groped me repeatedly. Elias’s first swing came up between the man’s legs and made contact. Richards screeched and collapsed into a fetal position. I have to say, I enjoyed seeing that.

Then, Elias turned on Ballard. “What do you want, Cardona? Name your price.” He spoke to the room in general, not sure where Elias was.

Elias grumbled from within his helm, “I want your head on a pike outside my house as a warning. I want you bound and gagged on the floor of a van next to the pile of bodies you’ve helped make. I want your body to sizzle with electricity.”

Ballard nodded and put the muzzle of his gun to his own temple and pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. Elias wagged a finger at Ballard, “You don’t get off that easily.” He closed on Ballard and made fairly short work of it, breaking ribs and an arm before a killing blow to the back of the head.

Whimpering from Richards drew Elias’s attention back that way. Elias watched the man writhe on the ground. The mace landed repeatedly on arms and legs, chest, and finally throat. The lecher gasped and wheezed on the ground as his throat swelled shut.

The armor disappeared a piece at a time, starting with the mace and shield until only the vambraces remained. Elias looked down at them and they disappeared, as well. The lighting in the cave went back to being a dull red from the magic in the paint.

The tall man went in and greeted Elias with a firm handshake. “It’s about time, Tin Man.”

Elias laughed. “Thanks for coming, Lizard Boy.”

The other man grinned, “Lizard? Lizard? Huh. Just for that, I may decide not to help you dispose of the bodies.”

I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding and sagged up against the doorway. I let the gun pull my arms down and laid it on the floor. Roberta put a hand on my shoulder. Elias walked over softly and squatted down in front of me.

“Go upstairs with Mum. Thomas and I need to clean up this mess. I don’t think you want to be here for that.”

Numbly, I followed Roberta back up into the house. She steered me into the kitchen and had me sit at the large table and she put on the electric kettle for tea. Mongrel hopped up on my lap and purred hard. I laid my head down on the table, squishing him, but he stayed put. I felt a rumble from deep below my feet. In a chamber underground, a second rockfall occurred, burying the bodies beneath tons of limestone. It wasn’t a bad way to cover up the bludgeoning deaths.

Many cups of tea and coffee drunk and many questions followed. Photos of our injuries were taken as confirmation of our ordeal. Transatlantic phone calls were made with the police in Texas and my parents. Fortunately, they hadn’t arrived home yet to see the mess of their house and fear the worst.

Late that evening, Elias and I had our first moments alone. I was settled deep into the couch and considered never leaving that spot. He sat down next to me and picked up my hand. I tried to give him a smile but my face hurt. I grimaced instead. Elias put my hand down and reached up to my face. His touch was warm and it pulled the pain away. I leaned into him. He worked his way down from my head to my toes, healing wherever he touched. He was kneeling on the floor as he finished with the blisters on my feet. Tears of relief rolled down my face and he wiped them away with his fingers.

I caught his arm and stroked my fingertips down it. There were lines, like an old faded tattoo outlining the edges of the vambraces he’d put on earlier that day. “The armor is part of me now. I’ll use it when needed to protect Malta and those I love, as my ancestors have done,” he told me. Too tired to put words together, I traced the lines with a finger.

He put his other hand on my thigh and looked up into my eyes, “I expected you to run away by now, love.”

“Run, why? It’s over, isn’t it?”

“Maggie, I don’t know that it’s over. I wish I could promise you it was. Ballard was well-funded. He may have had co-conspirators. I thought it was too much to ask for you to stay after what you’ve been through. I thought you might flee when I caused that first cave-in. I wouldn’t have blamed you.”

“But that wouldn’t have helped you. We’ve had this discussion before. Elias, I’m not going to leave. I’m staying. You’re stuck with me whether you like it or not. But I do need one thing.”

“Anything, my love,” he said hopefully.

I wiggled the fingers on my left hand at him, “I need a ring.”

He laughed and joined me on the couch and kissed me enthusiastically. We were both too tired for anything else. I reveled in the simple comfort of togetherness. I let my mind wander over the questions the police had asked.

“Did that detective seem strange to you?”

Elias raised his eyebrows questioningly.

I continued, “I don’t know how much of the ‘cave-in killing all the bad guys’ story he believed. At the end of the interview, I got the feeling he really didn’t care if we were lying. He said something about how I’d be ‘surprised at the events which happen to protect this nation’”.

My Maltese man smiled conspiratorially, “There are quite a few unlikely tales, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t true.”
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The Knights of Time
By Sarah A. Hoyt



The thing about time, remember darling, when I told you that? The thing about time is that it is not as most people think, a thing that advances, linearly, taking us from cradle and depositing us safely into the grave, to sleep forever.

Eh. So maybe it’s that way for most people and most certainly for most places. Most people live like a swimmer who sets out to sea, facing forward and pressing ever onward while around him the current eddies and swirls, rises and falls, and he alone continues on, facing and seeing nothing, till he comes to the end.

For other people – no other beings — and in certain places… time is different.

Time winds and twists, erodes and surfaces, like an old nautilus shell played with by the sea, carved, recurved and chambered anew, so there are holes and smooth spots, and places that shouldn’t be there. A grain of sand here, a bit of salt there. None of it in places it should be, and none of it, really, part of the place where they are.

And of all the places in the universe where time curls and recurves and flows back against itself, Malta is probably the most prominent. It is certainly the most prominent on the Earth, the umbilicus of the world.

Conquer it, penetrate its heart, wind through its spirals, and you’ll own the Earth, past and present, and most assuredly future.

And if you are a species that can work time, like humans work wool, you can do that, and claim it for your own, and make it as if humans never existed.

You can make the green and blue Earth of the humans your own, and make the humans into nothing: maybe only a suspicion of existence, a vague memory as one has of a dream, an image that fades upon waking.

It almost happened once. Remember my darling?
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It was in Atlantis, and there we walked, hand in hand, in young love. Our elders were worried and talked long into the night.

The Archons had stopped their politicking and hand shaking, there were no elections, no campaigns, no kissing of babies.

Instead there were late night talks, and pulling of grey beards. Did you pay attention to it then? I did not.

My name was Ptah and I was the son of the chief of artificers. At sixteen, I’d started to learn some of the cunning ways of intertwining current to make machines move, but mostly I had an eye for the ladies, and for drinking in the tavern late at night.

Until I saw you and you drove all thought of others or even of carousing from my mind. You Aglai, with your dark kohl rhymed eyes and your laughter like crystals knocking together in the wind. You, with the skirts like rainbow gossamer whipped in the breeze.

We walked through the golden streets of Atlantis, blind to all, only thinking of each other and of our love.

Until… How was it, in a day and a night?

The terrible serpent-people, the longheads came in their ships that pierce time, and landed in the middle of our city, and made it as though it had never existed, corkscrewing time around it. Winding, so our elders and the people we loved, all vanished into the vortex of dreams not worth remembering.

Brave Aries, the only one of the Archons to survive, gathered us shivering on the shores of what was Malta, might have been Malta, might always have been Malta. I remember it through the dream mists as the place where the mountains of Atlantis came to a peak, and where you could sit and watch the fields of lavender stretch out to the horizon till the blue of flower melded with the blue of the sea.

There were you, and me, and others, maybe three hundred companions, young and old, and all inexperienced with fighting, because Atlantis had been prosperous and peaceful.

Most Aries sent into the world, in what boats had been salvaged, and somehow, in the sweeping tide of time ended up on the mountain. “Go, go out into the world, and create a civilization of humans. Be full of life and populate far-off lands with your abilities. Build, dream and make, and someday again maybe the splendors of Atlantis will shine in the land of Man. Forty of us – all volunteers – must stay here and fight.

“Because the strangers fight with time, we fight here and now and for all time. Just us. Forty of us. Here. Forever.”

You volunteered because you were brave and beautiful, and full of the certainty that it was your duty, that you must fight and ransom the earth. I volunteered because I had to. Because you did.

We learned to fight and struggled on the blood-slicked golden tiles of Atlantis. The ships of our friends became distant dots in the horizon, their improvised sails – black and green, blue and flame embroidered, all the fabric stitched from the tunics we’d worn proudly on the streets of our great city – disappeared far into the horizon.

We fought, and bled, and killed many long heads, while the serpents cut at us with their subtle time blades, their piercing time lances.

Did you die that time, or did I? How many times did each of us die? It doesn’t matter.

We fought on the shores of Malta, as the memory of Atlantis disappeared into a nevermore dream-land. We fought the longheads, while around us, the returned descendants of those of our friends who had departed into the timeless sea made lives, and loved and bore children, and fought amongst themselves.

Saracens and Christians. Crusaders and colonizers. Pah. Ephemeral. Discarded husks bobbing on the currents of time, never aware of what was going on beneath.

Sometimes, of course, the longheaded weapons hit them, and strange things happened. For a moment an ephemeral glimpse of truth, or perhaps the dream.

And sometimes one of us vanishes. Thrown out of the stream of time by the longhead’s thrusts, and sent gasping, like a fish, to the shore of mortality.

Perhaps that’s what happened to you. I don’t know. I know one day you were not there, you were part of the dream. Aglai, a winged maiden who’d flown away from our perch, and left me alone with the memories of walking hand in hand in Atlantis, of making love in the lavender fields, till the scent and love were all one, and us also.

I remember it was a becalmed time. We’d come to a time when the longheads weren’t quite so active. Perhaps they too get fatigued that we refuse to disappear, to disintegrate, to be just dreams. Perhaps they fight so much that even they, Lords of time, lose too many of their numbers and have to return to the shores of their home to respawn before they can attempt conquest once again.

This lull was after what the rest of the world calls World War II. I remember the fight between humans and humans, fiercer than anything seen since Atlantis, and the planes overhead. Sometimes a plane or a pilot got caught in the time blades whirled by the longheads far above the island.

Some never landed but disappeared into the ethereal ever.

And some – some appeared many years later living completely different lives in other lands, and remembering this life and Malta only as something they dreamed once, long ago.

At the time you were gone, and I was lonely. You’d been gone long enough my memory of you was streaky and thin, honey washed away by the sea water, disappearing in swirls and amber smudges.

Ah, Aglai, I remembered your honey colored hair streaming in the wind, your kohl rhymed eyes. I remembered the taste of your lips and the smell of lavender, but I couldn’t know if I’d dreamed it whole, or if perhaps it was just time winding and covering itself.

And then I went out into the world. As you found out, the locals around here know us. They don’t talk of us, of course. The many times children of those we send out to live in the world as humans do, have forgotten Atlantis, and write many silly books about how it never existed, and even sillier ones about how it was built by aliens, or perhaps how it was just discovered, somewhere in an improbable place. But they’re humans still. They know forbidden when they see it. They know taboo and things that aren’t good to talk of.

If they must speak of us at all, they call us the Lords, or the Knights, or sometimes – rarely – the forgotten ones.

But they facilitate our movements. During one of the lulls, any of us who wants to go out, and stroll through the town – it feels more dream-like to me than the memories of times severed by the longheads – never has to pay for his coffee or his Pastizz. And we can return to our time tunnels by myriad routes.

The one I used to go out that time came out in the kitchen of an old woman. She was making something on the stove, wearing one of the sail-like black garments they wear, which they can’t trace the origin of, but which are of course what the married women of Atlantis wore, my mother and yours, and all your laughing aunts.

Malta is like that, because of being at the vortex of the time attack by the longheaded serpents. Things get swept from the past to the present and back again.

Children disappear with their teacher at the Hypogeum, and their disappearance remains real enough long enough that the papers print about it. Decades later no one can find a trace of any missing children; no local families are missing any children; the whole has disappeared into dream-like never existence.

The woman turned around from her stove when she heard me scrabble from the pantry in which the tunnel ended.

I was wearing current attire, for the time outside. Jeans and a t-shirt. But she knew who I was. And what. I’ve often wondered if we look different to them. If there is something to us, who survived the destruction of time and all the many millennia since that. If anything sets us apart from humans who live now, in time.

Perhaps.

Perhaps there has been… Selection. Like breeding animals selecting for characteristics – the island is full of a variety of cat that didn’t exist when Atlantis fell. Much smaller, and in so many colors, though they remind me of your beloved tame panther-creature Vatayr, and how fond you were of her – and if they have gone noticeably away from us in little ways, ways we can’t tell. I’ve wondered if that’s why the locals can identify us on sight, or if it is only that we have in our eyes the tiredness of millennia facing an enemy that never dies, and of having seen time lost and remade over and over again – great cities, great peoples, great thoughts – all leaving nothing but soap-bubble dreams in its wake.

The woman knew me, and she crossed herself, and mumbled some prayer. I never understood if they think we’re demons or angels, but in either case, of all the things that have no effect on us, prayer is perhaps the least effective, because we are just human.

I nodded to her, and smiled, and slid by and out the door into the brilliant sunshine.

If you asked me what I was looking for I couldn’t tell you. All of us got restless sometimes, and the commander, now Mikiel, told me to go out and see the real world for a while, and listen to the people, and know what we fought for.

So out I went into the sun-washed street, the sidewalk cafes crowded with people. I’d learned the languages of these people as we went. Or rather, they were in my head whenever I came to myself, after falling. When I emerged from the womb of time, I had languages, those spoken in that day.

I heard Maltese, of course, but also Italian and Greek, Spanish and English. So much English. I remember when the language didn’t exist at all, but suddenly it was everywhere. Oh, I knew the history, it just seemed improbable, how a people from a tiny island, in the dark and cold, could endure devastating invasions, and suddenly go out and conquer most of the world.

There were echoes of Atlantis’ own history there. Sometimes I wondered if the time blades of the Serpent people did reach much further than we think. Perhaps they cleave time and history and attach a bit of thought here, a bit of memory there, and the fate of far-lost Atlantis is now part of the history of Great Britain, as it sails forth to colonize the world.

I won’t know, and neither will you, but sometimes I wonder if one more, just one more, of the Archons had survived to join our number, would it be different, would he know? Aries Mikil does what he can, but he has no one as learned to talk to.

On that day, I walked aimlessly, enjoying the air and the sun on my skin, and not thinking, just catching here and there a word, a sound, the turn of a head, the look of a man or a child, that made me think of Atlantis. Of someone lost or perhaps never having been. Of memories that seem like they happened yesterday and yet are buried beneath the sands of non-reality.

And then I was at the cliff, and there was a young woman ahead of me.

I remember thinking it was a pity she was wearing the same clothing as I: jeans and a t-shirt. These times leave almost no room for mystery and romance, for the sweep of a cloak in the forward wind, for the grace of your rainbow gossamer skirts. I sometimes wonder if when we turned our beautiful clothes into sails we lost a part of the beauty of the world, and it never returned.

No. Never mind. It is madness. It is too many years in time. It is nothing.

Anyway, I saw her ahead, her honey-blond hair shining, caught back in a pony tail, and her body slim and pleasing, but encased in clothes that neither flowed nor enhanced. And I had a moment of chagrin. She was staring out at the sea, a book in her hand.

And then she turned around. In that movement, I knew you, and your eyes – your dark eyes, though innocent of kohl – looked into mine. I realized I knew you, but you didn’t know me.

“I’m sorry I startled you,” I said, speaking English with a slight accent no one ever could place. I’d talked to other English speakers, from the British Isles and America, and they guessed me Greek or Arab, Persian or, if tone-deaf, Spanish. “I just came to look at the sea.”

You smiled at me, and your smile I remembered. “You didn’t startle me,” you said. “Well, not really, only I was thinking and had quite forgotten that other people existed, even—” You paused and shook your head, as though you’d caught yourself about to say something that made no sense when you thought about it. It happens a lot to us, those who remain, because the dream and reality mingle, when time gets re-written.

I could have left then. Perhaps I should have left then. You had been sent somewhere by time, erupted from the womb of time in a new life, a new place, a new present. You had a past you remembered, a present, and a future you could plan, and none of it was fighting the longheads in long-forgotten tunnels or bleeding on the dry dusty land that had once been the golden streets of Atlantis.

But how could I? I’d lost you – I thought forever – and then I found you. How could I let you go?

We sat down. You came – or thought you came. These pasts seem to appear fully formed when they do, like the pilots flying to Malta who instead had always been living another life in North Africa – from Tulsa, Oklahoma, in the United States, the colony of Britain they make movies about. I’ve sat through three movies, entranced, but didn’t pay the stories much attention. Just sat in the darkened theater, for once sharing a dream with others.

I told you that. That you came from the place of movies. And that I’d seen three of those.

You laughed, and your laugh was still the same bright tinkling crystal. “Not in Tulsa, Oklahoma they don’t make movies. Well, they might, but not as a thing.”

You told me of your life. Your mom was a painter; your father wrote books about lost civilizations.

“All a great deal of silliness,” she said. “Atlantis and Mu, all that stuff. And how it is all, somehow, tied to astrology, and how…” You shrugged. You handed me the book you’d been reading. “But some of it is entertaining. He came to Malta because of the long skulls in the Hypogeum. He’s going to write about it. It’s all very silly, but it puts food on the table.” You got a faraway look. “He once consulted for a tv program on ancient aliens, and we could afford ice cream for a while. Someone paid him to come to Malta and write about all the strange things.”

We talked a long time. Of Atlantis and Mu, and all the theories. You made as much fun of your father now as you used to make of your father the Archon and his deep philosophizing about time.

I remembered your father then talking, one night, in the deep red shadows of sunset, with the smell of the sea all around. We’d been sitting on your parents’ portico, and there were grapes and walnuts on the table. Or perhaps my memory has been affected by the slicing and reslicing of time, the dream spinning of what was once real. But I remembered your father saying “Perhaps other creatures live in time like we do in space. Perhaps they have no world, and can’t manifest in the world but at a time, slightly. Perhaps those are the people we call gods. What if they should find a path to us, and fight us for our space, so they can take it, and have it for all time.”

I remembered this was before the first tremors, and the first signs of longheads. Or perhaps he felt their existence already in the elsewhen.

You looked at me, suddenly, your dark eyes serious “Creatures who live in time? That’s stranger than any of the books father writes. Perhaps I should tell him about it. He could probably make a great deal of money. Perhaps he should write it as fiction, for a change, admit it is fiction, and perhaps it will make him ice-cream money.”

I realized I’d spoken your long-ago father’s theory aloud. “Perhaps,” I said. “But enough talk. Come with me. I’ll get you ice cream.”

You laughed, then, startled, but happy. And all the time inside of me, I was fighting. Should I let you go, release you from our trap of time and let you live and die in peace like everyone else out there? I should. It was the decent thing to do. You could be free, and I should let you be free.

But oh, the smell the breeze whipped from your hair had a hint of lavender, and your laugh sounded like the tinkling crystals I’d loved so well. And there was this look, from the corner of your dark eyes, that wasn’t like remembering, but it certainly wasn’t forgetting either.

I bought you ice cream – for a definition of buying. I did say the locals gave us everything we consented to ask for, didn’t I? – and we walked again.

We talked… I don’t remember of what.

I found myself talking of the lavender fields, and the multicolored skirt, and the way the sea smelled in Spring. I didn’t say the word “Atlantis” but I talked of it, my heart in my words.

And you sighed deeply and said, “It sounds lovely.”

Cats followed us, and you stopped and petted them. “Always liked cats,” you said. “But father says we can’t have any because we could never afford to take it to the vet and look after it, and it isn’t right.” You paused. “I am going to try to make it into veterinary school, so I can have a specialized clinic and look after cats.”

I had an image of you, lying on a silken blanket in your parent’s terrace, petting your panther, and smiled. “I think you would be good at it.”

At that moment, well-beloved, I was determined to let you go. Let you go out into the world, to grow up and grow old, and never remember we, few warriors of Atlantis, who must fight the longheads forever in their trap of time.

At some point we realized the sun was setting, and I asked you if you wanted dinner, or if your parents would be worried by your disappearance.

You said they’d probably not even realize it, because they weren’t used to paying that much attention to you. “I’ve more or less learned to fend for myself,” you said. “When dad is in a writing and research jag and mom is in a painting mood. They know I won’t do anything stupid.”

You’d told me the same – that they trusted you not to do anything stupid – about your parents in Atlantis, just before leading me to the lavender fields.

I smiled wanly and took you to dinner at a restaurant that had tables out on the cliff, overlooking the ocean. It was about as close to your parents’ terrace in Atlantis as I could find, in this degraded time. And I was determined this should be our last evening together, so I wanted to spend it enjoying your presence in a place much like the one where I’d first loved you. I’d have my dinner salted with tears, while you talked and laughed and thought nothing of it, and then went on to have your veterinary career, and look after cats.

As I thought that, you gave tidbits of your dinner fish to the stray cats that swarmed around your legs.

It was the cats that warned us first. There was a tabby at your ankles, purring, when⁠—

I was about to say I heard it, but it was not a sound. The time-blades make no sound, unless you can imagine that the screams of realities as they collapse and rebuild, cut in twine and reassembled, alive and bleeding, are sounds.

There was a feeling. I don’t think humans are supposed to coexist in peace with time-blades. We sense them. They feel like a cold shiver down our spines, a clenching at our hearts.

The cats sensed it first. The tabby jumped back, hissing, and I turned in the direction it was hissing, just in time to see a longhead, standing there, time blade held in both hands.

I’ve fought them long enough, I believe I’m allowed to say they’re magnificent creatures. We’ve seen them dead, we’ve disposed of their bodies – those skeletons found in the Hypogeum, whose number and characteristics keep changing, as time gets reshuffled. We know they are pale, like…like shaved cats, with greyish skin. But they wear clothes, or perhaps shells, brilliant and bright, made as though by accreting pebbles and jewels and turning them all into a movable adaptable fabric, and wraps around them.

And the blade of time is invisible, unless you catch it from a certain angle, when it’s white as long-discarded bone, bleached on the shores of ages.

I caught a glimpse of this one. His gem-coat was mostly red and fire color glimmers. His eyes were great and dark green, and filled with…fear? Hatred? It’s hard to tell the difference.

His mouth opened to shout. His hands swept out.

The blade cut through a couple at a table. In a moment, like that, they were no longer the same. Where two American men had sat talking, there were now two Italian women, as the Americans faded in glimmers, like the dissipating of a soap bubble.

And the little cat caught the time black in the downstroke, and it hit her hard, killing her, spilling her blood onto the sands.

I never know when you stop existing, and when it cuts you. No one does. Well, except maybe the longheads.

Before the tabby had bled onto the dusty ground, I was moving. I’ve been doing this a long, long time. I’d thrown you behind me, and I’d grabbed the knife from the table.

They might be creatures of time, existing and living in the temporal streams, but⁠—

But they die just like we do.

I dove beneath the blade, and drove the knife upward, under his sternum, to pierce the strange organ they used for a heart.

The longhead convulsed once, and fell, green bubbling blood pouring out, as his jewel coat lost its luster, and he twisted a moment on the dirt.

People in the restaurant were screaming, but you were not. And I wasn’t worried. In moments, it happened. Just like we are buried and decompose in the world, they decompose and are buried in time. He shimmered and there was a sound like what a clock would make if it disintegrated, and then he was gone, gem coat, time blade and all. And people in the restaurant were looking confused, like they do after a time attack.

The little cat was no longer dead, and was now orange, rubbing around your ankles.

You bent down and petted him, but there was a look of puzzled thought around your eyes, a vertical wrinkle above your nose.

“I want to know—” you said. And paused. And then, “I remember, when⁠—”

I kissed your lips, quickly, hoping to distract you. In the back of my mind I was tallying the fact that this longhead had been up here, in the surface, above the hypogeum. That was bad. Under the hypogeum time twists and turns, and we’ve managed to trap most of their invasions there. It’s easier to fight them there, to lure them to dead ends, and make them disappear forever, into their shores of time to decay or respawn, whichever they do.

“I have to go,” I said. “I’ll see you tomorrow, maybe.”

“No,” you said. “No. You—You never told me your name.” You held onto my arm. Your hand was warm and firm and very, very real. Very how I remembered it. I took a deep breath, hoping to remember that touch forever.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “I have to go. There’s…I have a duty.”

And then I was running. Running away from you and the memory of us, running along the winding cobbled streets, for the entrance to the hypogeum. No point going the secret route now. I had to get there as soon as possible and tell Mikil that we had trouble incoming, trouble as bad as that terrible night when Atlantis fell and her lights went out forever, trouble as bad as that night during World War II with planes fighting above and the time blades slicing, slicing.

Did I hear you running behind me? I don’t think I did. But I heard you call, just as I was about to dive into the supposedly closed off tunnels beneath the hypogeum.

“Ptah,” you called. “Ptah, wait.”
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There are things the heart can do, and things the heart can’t do. And one of the things my heart had never learned was to ignore your voice when you called my name. My real name. The name you’d called me, to get my attention when we were both young and innocent on the streets of lost Atlantis.

You caught up with me, out of breath, half laughing, “I don’t know how I know your name, but I do. And I remember. I remember you. I remember fighting by your side. I remember that creature. The one that—I remember. Not everything. It’s all mixed up. Like…like someone took many movies and cut them and spliced them together, and it doesn’t make any sense.” You paused on a deep breath. “Am I going mad?”

I could feel the seconds – vital seconds – trickling by on the back of my head. I had to go and warn Mikil. I had a duty. But I could no more walk away from you than I could walk away from my own heartbeat.

“Oh, Aglai, golden Aglai, my love,” I said. “Go. Go and be who you are. Go and be Daphne from Tulsa Oklahoma, go and be brave and strong, and cure many cats. Leave the dying and the bleeding to us. Forget the defenders and the duty. Why should it be your lot? Go and live, like the ones who left in the ships, and all those who came after them.”

I kissed you again, this time hard and with hunger. The hunger of a man who would never again taste your lips.

And I turned into the dark, following the path I knew for millennia, and yet which changed every day, and yet which I woke up knowing every morning.

Like my own hand, like my own skin, like the rhythmic beat of my own heart. My heart that had broken over leaving you.

I could feel the time disruption coming closer, a sense like when your ears drum with altitude changes, only all over my body.

Mikil knew. What a fool I was to think I could tell him. Mikil had been an archon and like the archons in the day leading to the first assault, could feel the disruption in the air and taste the coming destruction in his mind.

All of them, all my companions were getting dressed for battle. The armor of leather that stops the time blades for just a breath – and sometimes that is all you need – and our hair bound behind our heads, and the helmets made of the shell of something that hasn’t grown anywhere but the shores of lost Atlantis, and which stops the confusion of changing time streams.

And our swords. Our swords, which are their swords we stole from them. When we killed them. And real knives, made with Atlantean steel, the last resort if pulled in close.

I was so used to the movements, to getting ready for battle in the semi dark, that I didn’t realize anything was wrong. Until I was aware you were by my side, and getting dressed and ready in quick, practiced movements.

“No, Aglai,” I said. “Go.”

But you gave me a smile, partly a baring of the teeth, feral and beautiful like a knife glinting in the morning light. “No. I remember. I remember enough. And I swore an oath.”

And then they were upon us.

A day and a night of hard fighting, first in ranks, pushing the longheads back, preventing them from reaching the surface, as the other one had. Then in melee, pulled in close, in sweat and effort.

Our blades mowed them like scythes in a ripe wheat field. They fell and bled their green shimmering blood, and disappeared back to be buried in time.

And we… We lost Kybele and Marija, and tall Pawlu. They were cut and bled away and lay immobile in the dirt.

You covered your mouth with your hand staring at them, and at how we walked around them, dry eyed and matter of fact.

“They will be back,” I said. “Or we will be back to them. It’s complicated and hard to explain. But tomorrow we might all wake up again in the Middle Ages. Or Atlantis. And fight another battle. Past and future don’t matter where time winds.”

You nodded, your eyes wide, but I didn’t think you knew what I meant. To be fair, I didn’t know if I knew what I meant. It was a dream, wrapped in mystery and twisted in strands of ticking clocks, defying the mind and words of men.

“I remember,” you said. “I think I remember.”

You took off the armor, and you bathed in the woman’s pool, and then you joined all of us, eating pastizz and drinking new wine, in the long hall. All the beloved, well-known faces that had died so many times together, and triumphed so many times together.

And then you said, “I have to tell my parents. I have to say goodbye.”

I didn’t say anything, because what was the point of saying it, when you’d find out all too soon?

We walked out, together, holding hands. There was at least that. I could hold your hand. You were not a dream anymore, and my heart was whole.
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Your parents were in a small, picturesque hotel, not very expensive. We were lucky, perhaps, in that we didn’t have to go in. They were at the entrance when we arrived. The proprietary had put some folding chairs out by the door, where the guests could sit to while away the heat of the night, before they could go inside and sleep.

Your mother looked sweet and soft, and dressed in a loose dress, colorful, such as I hadn’t seen since Atlantis.

Your father was tall, and serious, and long bearded, reminding me of your father, the archon of Atlantis. But why shouldn’t he? Our brethren went out in the world and reproduced, carrying the genes of Atlantis and shuffling and reshuffling them.

How many times had I found a familiar face, passing by, carrying a camera and speaking Greek or German? And I swear to you I once met the identical twin of Melquart, lord of the fisheries. He was as self-important as he was back then, but dressed in somber clothes and talked of financial planning.

The couple looked at us, a little vague.

“Mom,” you said. “Dad, I’ve come to tell you that I must stay in Malta.”

They sat a little straighter and looked puzzled, glancing at each other with the look that said “I have no idea either” that passes between long-bonded couples.

“You see,” you said, plunging ahead, full of your urgency and your need to deal fair with these people you had a memory of having raised you in that strange land where stories are concocted and made visible. “I have remembered a past life. I am supposed to be a warrior, defending the Earth from the longheaded aliens, who are trying to conquer it for their kind.”

Your dad sat up a little straighter, but your mom shook her head. “But…” she said. “Who are you?”

“I told you,” Aglai said, impatient. “I am the reincarnation— Or at least, that’s not it, but close enough—of a warrior who⁠—”

You mom swept her hand in front of her face, as though seeking to pull aside a veil. “No. I mean. You called me mom, but we don’t have children. We tried but— Who are you?”

I felt you shake, even though I was not holding your head. I felt you shake like someone rudely awakened, suddenly. “You⁠—”

“We never had children,” the woman who had been your mother said. “We tried but it never happened, and we were so busy with our projects, and money was so unreliable, I figured it was for the best.”

Your father nodded, looking bewildered. Then said, “But what you said, of fighting aliens who fight with blades of time⁠—”

“It’s a book,” I said. “It’s just a book. She read a book.” And I pulled you away.

Later, under the hypogeum, in our bed made of straw and cloth from another time, you nestled close to me and cried, for the memories you had but they no longer did, as though your remembering your true life had erased you from the world outside.

“Perhaps we should have gone Ptah,” you said. “Perhaps we should have gone into the world in those ships with their bright sails. How many millennia would we be dead now, and the fight done for us?”

“But the fight isn’t done,” I said. “And we are needed. We’re all that stands between the longheads and their turning humanity into a memory of a dream.”

“Perhaps,” you said. And you sighed a little. “And perhaps one day we’ll run out of longheads, their shores of time empty of their spawning, and then we can go into the world and live and love, and have children.”

“You could have gone,” I said.

“Not without you,” you said. “It would be leaving my heart behind. I can’t walk away from my own heart.
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The next morning, we woke to an attack, the blades vibrating through our quarters, slicing flesh and time alike.

We dressed in the dark, armed up, and we fought. A whole night and a whole day. A whole night and whole day through, and all of them died one by one, until we found ourselves here, the last two, the last remaining.

In this little tunnel, hidden and protected by layers of time accreted and deposited in the thousands of years of time-fighting.

At first you cried. You thought we’d failed; that all was lost.

You didn’t remember.

I told you this had happened many times, but we always engaged battle again, awakened from death in a time and place where we could stop the longheads once more.

It is just what happens here beneath the Hal Saflieni Hypogeum where time coils like the shell of a nautilus, and is battered and beaten like a pebble rolled by the waves of the sea. Here, in Malta, the umbilicus of the world.

Once we stopped crying, we realized you’d been cut, and were bleeding out, slowly, through a sharp rent on your shoulder.

I’ve held you as your blood trickled out, soaking my tunic as well as yours, and I told you this story, in case you’re confused and don’t remember at all when you wake up in time.

It’s raining now. At least I think that sound is rain, though it might be, yet again, the waves of the sea overwhelming this, our frail earthen barque. Or perhaps doing so for the first time.

In a single day and night of misfortune all your warlike men in a body sank into the earth, and the island of Atlantis in like manner disappeared in the depths of the sea.

It won’t be long now, not long at all and you’ll walk with me in the streets of Atlantis again, and then we’ll fight side by side when the long-headed ones, the serpents, land, trying to take Earth and make it part of their dizzying empire.

Or perhaps we’ll be on the cliff top again, young and free, and have time and life before us, before it comes to that night and that battle, and your red blood flowing into the dust of the Hypogeum, blessing life into time-forgotten stones.

One or the other it’s all the same. For you’re one of us, and we must fight forever or lose forever the green and blue Earth of men to the destroying serpents.

Not so long now, my love, not so long.

And we’ll again bleed and be born and live. And love.

Without end.
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Jumper For Hire
By Erin N.H. Furby



The Children’s House & Educational Farm of The Order of Agenoria of Malta seeks to hire an energetic young person to assist students who have limited access to Walking Glasses in their school commutes. Employee housing available upon negotiation. Applicants must be responsible, attentive, and good with children. They must have a strong work ethic and an excellent sense of direction. The ability to Jump required.

Katlin Gauthier-Larouche read the posting among the many advertisements and open messages on the announcement board between the mailroom and the Storm King Café in the basement of Roanoke Hall. It was the closest thing to an opportunity she had left in her life. She was on her own from now on. She needed to find a way to support herself so she could survive without bringing further shame upon her family, after getting unofficially kicked out of Roanoke Academy for the Sorcerous Arts.

It was ironic that this opportunity required Jumping when that was how she got into so much trouble in the first place. She and her friends had snuck off-campus to see how far they could travel using the Jump cantrip. The spell could teleport her and anyone touching her to any place she knew well enough to imagine accurately. It had not been the first time the Scamps, as her circle of friends called themselves, had snuck off-campus for a little adventure, but the dean drew the line at Jumping while they were truant. The dean had also implied that the school’s Board of Visitors & Governors were concerned about having students from high profile families repeatedly break the school rules, leaving campus and engaging in such dangerous behavior. If she could get this job, it would be sweet recompense from the gods.

Her father had stopped just short of disowning her to salvage the family’s reputation. His words to her two weeks ago weighed on her like an ill omen, replaying over and over in her mind.
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“I cannot afford to buy your way out of this like your friends,” he said in a dark tone.

“I do not expect you to save me from punishment, Father,” she answered quietly, eyes downcast.

He continued as if she had not spoken, “I am not royalty or the owner of some corporation to garner the school’s favoritism on your behalf. Nor is our family so insignificant that I can let you ride the coattails of your betters. It will affect us all if people talk.”

He glared down at her where she sat in the hallway outside the dean’s waiting room and hissed, “And it matters!”

She looked up into his face, “Yes, Father, I know. I do not expect–”

“You will be solely responsible for managing any repercussions,” he interrupted.

The dean’s secretary opened the door, providing her a momentary respite.

“The Baron and Prince have gone in to speak with the dean. You will be next. Please take your seats in the waiting room.”
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All five of the Scamps were graduating from the Upper School without an invitation to return to Roanoke Academy’s College in the fall. Unlike the others, however, her family did not have sufficient wealth or influence to secure her admission to another university in spite of her disciplinary record. While the others were heading home to a summer of lectures and late college applications, she would be packing her things and finding a job so she could make a new life. Preferably, she could make a life that brought as little attention to herself as possible.

This job sounded like it could be exactly what she needed. Was it possible to find something more obscure than working for a religious order school in a tiny island nation? It sounded like they basically needed a babysitter who could Jump kids between their homes and their nearest Glass House. Katlin had already established that she could Jump with passengers, even if Roanoke Academy was punishing her for the way that she did it. She was familiar enough with Agenoria, the Roman goddess of activity and patroness of children, growth, and learning. She was not worried about what kind of religious observances to expect. As long as they did not require her to join their order, it seemed like an ideal job. How hard could it be?

She copied the information from the ad and submitted a letter of interest. While everyone else in her graduating class was either celebrating the completion of their exams or anxiously awaiting their Don Rags, she was learning how to write a resume and cautiously calculating which of her tutors might actually give her a positive recommendation. Once everything had been submitted, all she could do was wait and hope.

On the afternoon of graduation, Dean Moth handed her a letter from the Children’s House & Educational Farm of the Order of Agenoria of Malta. Katlin’s heart stopped beating at the thought of the dean talking to her potential employer. There would be no point in going to an interview if they already knew about her past.

“I had a very pleasant chat with the Mother Superior while she was checking your references,” the dean began. “I gave her my professional opinion that more responsibility was exactly what you needed. Hopefully, this school in Malta will keep you too busy for any more childish antics.

“Good luck, Miss Gauthier-Larouche.”

Dean Moth shook her hand as Katlin clutched the letter and gaped.

The dean had recommended her in spite of everything? She still had a chance?

Katlin stood in the middle of the crowded lawn in front of Roanoke Hall and read her invitation letter from the Order of Agenoria in Malta while other graduates hugged their friends and families. Somewhere amidst the ruckus, each of her friends feigned excitement for the sake of appearances as they bid farewell to the beloved school that was no longer theirs. She should now find her family, whom she had seen in the general audience during the graduation ceremony. She could tell them about her interview and explain that she would not return home with them to Montreal, at least not yet.

The next morning, Katlin rode the ferry away from Roanoke Island for the last time. She could not bring herself to Jump away from the school after everything that had happened. She used Roanoke’s small Glass House and stepped through the Walking Glass to New York City. She took Walking Glasses from New York City to Rome, Italy; from Rome to Palermo, Sicily; and from Palermo to Cominotto, Malta, where she had set all her hope for the future.

“Katlin,” a strong alto voice rang through the small sun-kissed plaza as soon as she emerged through the Walking Glass in Cominotto.

The plaza was busy, but not crowded as the Glass Houses of New York and Rome. These played the same role in the World of the Wise as international airports played in the mundane world. Few people had been traveling to Sicily, much less to Malta, so the activity of the market before her was something of a surprise. The final Walking Glass had not led to a marble hall lined with tall, blue-tinted magical mirrors leading to various cities around the world the way the others did. The Maltese Walking Glass was mounted to the outside of a building within a long portico that made up one side of the small square plaza. Vendors sold their wares from tables and booths as shoppers milled about in the afternoon sun. It looked to Katlin like a cross between a flea market and renaissance faire.

Katlin tried to identify who had called her name.

A tall venerable woman stood in front of a nearby stall facing the Walking Glass. She wore a stylized laborer’s dress with a kerchief covering her silver hair. Katlin recognized the habit of the Order of Agenoria. When their eyes met, the woman walked toward her.

“Katlin, I am the Mother Superior and Director of the Children’s House & Educational Farm of the Order of Agenoria of Malta. Welcome to Cominotto.”

“Thank you, Mother Superior,” Katlin replied nervously.

“Let us begin your interview while I do some errands for the school,” the Mother Superior suggested.

She led Katlin at a meandering pace through the carts and stalls while asking questions about Katlin’s home and family in Montreal and her experiences at Roanoke, all the while she surveyed piles of vegetables and negotiated for supplies and services with various vendors at the market, arranging to send a student for the goods at the end of the day. Eventually, they wandered back to the Walking Glass. A shock of disappointment hit Katlin when she thought she was being dismissed already. Perhaps the recommendation from the dean had not been so optimistic after all.

“Do you mind coming with me to Alexandria?” the Mother Superior asked. “Our chapel is in need of incense that merchants do not bother to bring to our little island.”

Relief and surprise flooded through Katlin’s body. She was far too prone to let her emotions run like a rollercoaster these days. She desperately hoped it did not show too much during the interview.

“That would be fine, Mother Superior. I understand that you must be very busy. I am grateful that you are taking the time to allow me to interview at all.”

“Oh, I cannot afford not to interview candidates for this position. It is much more time consuming for the teachers to escort children to and from school every day in addition to their other duties than it is for me to find someone who can relieve them of that burden,” she replied as they walked back through the Glass Houses of Sicily and Rome.

The Roman Glass House was huge, like that of Paris or London or New York. There was a long hallway for each continent extending from a central rotunda like the spokes of a wheel. Roman priorities revealed themselves in that the various Glasses that led to other Mediterranean cities were closest to the center with the other Walking and Travel Glasses, giant versions of the Walking Glasses large enough to accommodate floating wagons and air barges, ranged out in relative geographical order. They headed into the African wing, passing Travel Glasses that led to Tunis and Algiers on their right and Tripoli on their left before they followed a floating wagon train to Cairo.

The bustling Glass House in Cairo offered a Walking Glass to Alexandrea, for pedestrians, as well as a Travel Glass for cargo so it was much easier to enter the flow of people going the same direction without having to dodge vehicles, cargo, and camels. Katlin gawked at the camels. She had heard stories about how camels were still used across Africa and the Middle East to transport people and goods, but it was striking to actually see it.

The streets of Alexandria, once they left the Glass House, were almost overwhelming. The heat and smells were so foreign to her, having spent most of her life no further south than New York. North Americans gave each other more space, even in large cities like Montreal, where she was from.

The Mother Superior led her through the traffic and street venders to the bazaar, where the crowds and commotion were even more intense. Vendors hawked their wares from every side. There was no direction Katlin could turn without being distracted by someone showing her bright fabrics, chintzy key chains, rolled rugs, fresh fruits, or syrup-drenched sweets. It was a relief to step into a tiny shop with floor-to-ceiling shelves lined with jars and bottles full of spices and unguents.

It was so peaceful and quiet in the shop that Katlin turned back to the entrance to look for the markings of a ward or spell. She noted the standard wards against supernatural visitors, but she did not see any sign of a spell to keep out noise. By the time she was done looking at the wards, the Mother Superior was completing her transaction. Katlin walked to the back of the shop where the Mother Superior stood with the shopkeeper.

“This is all I needed,” the Mother Superior said to Katlin. “I will have you take us back to Cominotto now.”

Ah, this is what all the conversation and errand-running was really about. It was time for Katlin to prove that she could do the job she was applying for.

“Au revoir,” Katlin wished the shopkeeper goodbye and led the Mother Superior out past the shop’s wards.

Based on the map she had studied before her interview; Malta was closer to Alexandria than any other place on this side of the Mediterranean that she had ever been. Still, it was almost 1,000 miles. This would be one of the longest jumps she had ever tried. The Jump from Roanoke to her home was less than half that distance. She was not afraid to try Jumping so far, but she needed to take a passenger with her. If she erred in remembering her destination properly, she and the Mother Superior could be lost.

The memory of Dean Moth’s admonition seized her.
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“It was not only yourself whom you put in danger, Miss Gauthier-Larouche,” The dean had paused and looked at her sternly while her father sat next to her, glowering at her. “By sneaking off-campus to test the limits of your ability, you endangered those dearest to you. You could have killed yourself and your friends. Given your choice of friends: Prince Basheer Al-Hashim; Count Claes Lagergren; Viscountess Roest van Alkemade; and Andrew McClure (the son of a United States Senator), your family and the school would have been accountable for the international scandal. If it was determined that you had been responsible for their deaths along with your own, your family would have been ruined, and the school might have been forced to close.

“As the oldest child in your family and the oldest in your circle of friends, I had expected you to have better judgement than the others. That is part of why people must reach the age of majority before they are taught to Jump. We endeavor to teach students how to be prudent with their use of magic here at Roanoke Academy. It seems as though you refuse to learn that lesson.”
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It had taken drastic measures, but Katlin had finally learned her lesson.

She considered whether it would be safer to make multiple Jumps of shorter distances or one Jump straight to Malta. The distance of the single Jump would require her to use more power to reach her destination. Since she could only Jump to a location she could clearly visualize, shorter Jumps between Alexandria and Malta would mean Jumping to a Glass House, travelling across the Mediterranean Sea by Glass, and then making a second Jump at a safer distance. Could she visualize the Cairo Glass House clearly enough to Jump there? She had to admit that she had been distracted by the interview questions and exotic ambiance of Cairo while they were traveling earlier.

It was just as dangerous to Jump a short distance or a long one if you were not certain of your destination. Katlin could clearly imagine the sun-drenched plaza in Cominotto, Malta, and she knew she had the strength to get them there, even if she would be exhausted upon arrival. Making the single Jump might look like imprudence to her potential employer, but the truth was that she doubted she could accurately Jump to a nearer Glass House.

Katlin swallowed over a dry throat and surreptitiously wiped her sweaty palm on her pant leg as she walked out of the shop.

She knew she could do this.

Once they were outside of the shop’s wards, Katlin invited the Mother Superior to take her hand and they Jumped. The bazaar of Alexandria disappeared into blinding white light. There was a feeling of bodilessness for a fraction of a second and then the white light receded until it was only in the sky above the market plaza in Cominotto.

Katlin took stock of herself in the moment that they arrived safely at their destination. She could stand. She could see. The Mother Superior stood at her right hand. She was not in the mood to climb a tree or cast any more spells right now, but she was not completely spent.

“Well done, Katlin!” the Mother Superior exclaimed.

Before she could speak, Katlin’s stomach growled loudly.

The Mother Superior chuckled mildly. “Let’s get you some tomato juice and a seat to rest for a moment.”

The blinding white light returned as the Mother Superior Jumped the two of them from the plaza to a large farmstead that rolled across the sloping landscape.

“Welcome to the Children’s House & Educational Farm of the Order of Agenoria of Malta. Let us rest ourselves for a moment.”

The Mother Superior waved and a ruddy boy about the same size as Katlin’s ten-year-old brother ran up to greet them. She introduced Katlin to Pompei who grinned and ran into the villa when the Mother Superior asked him to bring them refreshments.

Katlin perused the environs as they sat at a wooden table in congenial silence. She could make out olive, citrus, and almond trees, grape and tomato vines, small fields of wheat, and orderly rows of ground crops. Sheep roamed the steeper hills. She could see the coast with its myriad fishing boats. Almost everyone Katlin saw working on the farm was younger than her. The few adults were all dressed in the same manner as the Mother Superior, in the archaic laborers garb that marked him or her as an acolyte of Agenoria. The children seemed to wear whatever style of sturdy work clothes they wished. She had not realized that “educational farm” meant that the children did most of the work.

“Are you familiar with Montessori pedagogy, Katlin?” the Mother Superior asked, as if she could read Katlin’s mind.

“No, ma’am. I am familiar with Agenoria, but I have never heard of Montessori before,” she admitted.

“Dr. Montessori was an Unwary educator, not part of the World of the Wise, who developed a set of teaching methods adapted to the child’s changing stages of development. Lessons differ in how they are presented based on the age of the child and are designed to keep the child mentally and physically active. This method can be adapted to any culture and is well suited to children who are growing up in a world full of magic. Our children learn to be much more independent than students who sit in orderly rows of desks all day.

“Based on what Dean Moth told me about you, I think you are exactly the kind of person we are looking for,” the Mother Superior finished.

“You do?” Katlin blurted before she could catch herself. “I mean, thank you, Mother Superior. I am grateful for the opportunity.”

“Some of our children are scamps, too. It takes one to know one”
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Rest, Relaxation, and Rampage!
By Jim Totten



I’m a good old southern boy from Texas and as soon as I turned eighteen I joined the army. I went straight to Fort Benning, the finishing school for lost boys, and finished my basic training and advanced infantry training there. It was a good place to get a lot of things done. After basic and AIT, I went across post to jump school to learn how to fall out of an airplane and not die. Some people say the earth sucks, but it’s just basic gravity. Five jumps later, a newly minted private first class in the United States army went to Fort Bragg in North Carolina, the home of the fabled 82nd airborne division.

When I got to Division, my capabilities and skills grew like wildfire. In an airborne infantry rifle platoon, my development flourished as I learned new weapons tactics and techniques. At Fort Bragg you see many different types of units, at one end of Ardennes Street, the 82nd airborne division. At the other end away from division you found the JFK special warfare center where all the Super Friends are created. And then out in the sticks was the Red Roof Inn. You had to be really special to get behind that fence line, legally.

Then the war started. We crossed the border into Ukraine with the best of intentions and the greatest of plans. It started out as a campaign to go out and kick the Russian bear in the ass and turned into a shit-show fast. It seemed like we fought for days on end, resupplied with just enough to keep us going for another day. It was a superpower slugfest and we were some of the pawns that went in first to draw attention while the heavy armored mechanized brigades rolled through Russian resistance like a knife through butter.

We used all the advanced new LAWs, Javelins, and other weapons that we had to quickly decimate Russian Recon forces. The M5 rifles work very well against Russian soldiers that were wearing body armor similar to ours. It was a combination of shoot, move, communicate, and run like hell. We would either get resupplied through air assets such as the old reliable CH47, or robotic trucks would bring our supplies forward and carry back our wounded and dead. Our platoon leader was doing a great job of balancing direct fire, indirect fire, and air strikes to keep us alive until we got geolocated by cell phone that wasn’t turned off and brought forward.

Thermobaric munitions are hell on earth, and the platoon positions got destroyed. About half the platoon survived the initial bombardment. But that was just the opening act for the Russian Battalion Tactical group that was moving on our position. We started out with our antitank weapons, then the rifles and machine guns, and then it got funky. It was hand to hand combat, pistol, knife, and shovel to the death. The battalion tactical group thought we were going to be a pushover, until a four-ship element of the new Bell/Boeing/Sikorsky attack helicopters rolled in with guns and missiles laying waste to the entire BTG. We went over the border with a full platoon and returned to North Carolina with a fire team. I made my decision to get out as soon as my contract was up.

While I was waiting for my contract to expire, I met a wonderful woman named Julie, I can get all mushy and talk about how she completed me, but we were good together. We had a whirlwind romance, and our first son Toby was born a year and a half later. Instead of getting out of the 82nd airborne Division, I went ahead and reenlisted for the stability, the paycheck, and to provide for my new family. A few more years went by when I was promoted from specialist to sergeant and had a fireteam of my own to lead. Julie was amazingly supportive of me, and it almost felt like she shared in my successes as a young leader. Then the war in Iran started.

We jumped in near a coastal area, and the Marines were doing forced entry on the coast to secure a port for the heavy mech brigades to come in. Life was a steady diet of suicidal charges and getting pounded by heavy artillery fire. We didn’t have much contact with the outside world, except for higher headquarters and the occasional radio someone had packed away in their rucksack. We had learned our lessons in Ukraine and we literally made sure everyone put their cell phones and portable devices in a Faraday cage back at Bragg before we even got onto the plane. We were in Iran fighting and dying, and the rest of the world was focused on a new disease. We were effective in this semi desert arid warfare, we’re using our squad tactical vehicles, RPV’s, and supporting robot tanks with 50mm bushmaster cannons to decimate our foes. I think we killed so many Iranians that we ended up having to fight Chinese replacements. These guys were untrained and only knew wave attacks. It was wholesale slaughter.

While we were away fighting the war, a new illness had cropped up. Some say it was a branch of COVID, others say it was genetically mutated in a laboratory. It didn’t matter to us at the time but the effects on our hometown were devastating. When we left to go to Iran, Julie was pregnant with our second child, a daughter. We’d get opportunities to communicate back home via email. Suddenly all contact with Julie stopped. My unit was rotated back to North Carolina for a rest and refit. When I got to the airfield the chaplain came over and gave me the news. I wasn’t the only one to get bad news that day. There was a lot of crying that night when we all found out our families were dead. Everybody tried to help with quarantine, experimental medications, and hoping for the best. After that notification I was on autopilot until I finally got out of the army.

I had a lot of lethal skills without an outlet. I tried the civilian life and a civilian job, but it was just one failure after another. One of my friends had gotten into private military contracting and he found me and convinced me this is what I needed to do to find purpose again. On the upside the pay was amazing and tax free. On the downside direct action missions were constant. We ended up fulfilling a contract in Serbia, and I was lucky to get out alive. What was supposed to be a simple snatch and grab turned into a running gunfight from the safe house all the way to the border. We went in with a team of sixteen men and crossed the border with six of us still breathing. From the looks of the way that the operation went down, somebody had a little advance warning of us coming and prepared appropriately. From the moment we stopped the trucks and kicked in the door, these mafia types were waiting for us at every turn and corner, with a lot of guns. We managed to get the target out, a boy about twelve years old. Once we crossed the border, we got the hell out of Europe and back to our home base. By this time, I’ve completed close to ten missions with the PMC and had a pretty good bank account that I wanted to enjoy before I died. I talked to my bosses and told them I needed to take a long sabbatical to get my head straight. He made sure I understood I was still going to have to pass a physical and a physical assessment to get back on the job when I returned.

Going back to Europe through Africa, I found wonderful places that just drew your soul to it and let you experience life in ways you’ve never imagined. The island of Malta was one of those places. I wanted to take thirty days or more and learn all I could. Security being what it was, it was hard to stay strapped all the time. I managed to carry a pistol with me and about three magazines of ammunition. Most days it was hidden in a ceiling tile in the apartment I was renting. After a particularly grueling day of traveling sightseeing and hiking, I decided to finish out at a bar. And that is where I met Daniela.

To say that this woman was beautiful was an absolute understatement. I still love Julie and I’m screwed up in the head over what had happened to her. Being with Daniela caused me to forget my pain for a while. The drinks flowed and the stories were told and eventually ended back up at my apartment with Daniela in tow. I don’t remember much about that first night, but I have an idea it was crazy looking at the condition of the bedroom that morning. My clothes led a trail from the door to the bed and looking around, Daniela was nowhere to be seen. I woke up with one of the worst hangovers I’ve ever had before in my life. I didn’t understand how a little bit of beer and ouzo could make my whole body hurt, but here I am. I went to my old standbys of ibuprofen and water, and even put on a clean pair of socks before I went back outside to do more exploring the next day.

I spent the next weeks touring around the island while regaining my strength. I went through catacombs, old forts, hills and harbors. I could only stand back in awe as the beauty and the history of the island revived my soul at the same time the touring revived my strength. I was learning all about the history of Malta, and how many times it has been fought over. For a country with so much history rooted in warfare it remained a pleasant haven. The people were friendly, I got to spend some time at a beer festival. All these activities were replenishing to a soul that had been devastated by personal loss and constant warfare since I was eighteen years old.

Outside the country of Malta, there were events taking place that were going to drastically alter my future. The Serbian mob was not very forgiving. I didn’t know it at the time, but back in the United States there had been four kill team hits on the survivors of our last mission. I was happy later that I had not found out how these men had died. I know now it was long, painful, terrible way to end your existence on earth. A party of six men that were obviously in excellent physical condition, just arrived at Malta on a Boeing 797 Ryan Air jet from central Europe. The kill team leader had arranged contact with his support on the island, acquired the relevant weapons, and started hunting me down like a jackal.

I was walking around and touring Malta, fat dumb and happy. My experience from the beer festival gave me an opportunity to try something different in every bar that I walked into. I finally made my way to one of the trendier bars near my rental. My Spidey senses started to tingle, and I turned around and saw Daniela. She stood with all of her five-foot seven-inch glory, wore a very appealing and revealing cocktail dress, and walked right up to me. We had a few drinks and talked, and I know I told her a lot more than I should have about my past. Daniela was extremely well versed in the history of Malta and was looking at me with mesmerizing eyes as I relayed my exploits around the island. She even stopped my explanations and added more historical notes to the forts and catacombs that I had visited earlier in the week. It took me about five minutes to realize this was the tour guide I had never had. It was a combination of physical attraction and mental stimulation that wanted to make me spend more time with this woman. I suggested that we retire back to my apartment for a glass of wine and whatever happened next. Daniela agreed to the arrangement, and we settled our bill and left for my island home. Observing that we were focused on each other as we walked out of the bar, the two Serbian hitmen in the back got up to follow us and didn’t even cause us a concern.

We walked through the narrow streets and alleyways close to the apartment. Meanwhile, the six Serbian hitmen came up with a plan on the fly to make sure I would die that night. I was oblivious to all going on around me, except for Daniela. She had captured my attention in a way no woman since Julie had. For once, I felt like I didn’t have a care in the world except looking into this woman’s eyes and seeing what I could do to make them sparkle with happiness. I do believe I was doing a fair job of that when I reached into my pocket to get the keys to the apartment building. That’s when everything went pear shaped.

The first two hitmen stepped out of the shadows brandishing knives. Now, I consider myself a good knife fighter, but as I watched these two approach, I suddenly realized I was outclassed. I got the door open and pulled Daniela in before they were able to cut us to shreds. I dragged her up the stairs as she tryed to pull away from me the entire time. I had my keys out and got into the apartment and went immediately to my stash, my old trusty M17 pistol with three full twenty-one round magazines of 9mm hollow points.

Daniela double bolted the door as we waited for the next thing to happen. The door flew inward with a loud bang of an explosive breach. Daniela took the full force of it, flying across the room. With my ears ringing the first Serbian hitman came through the fatal funnel took three rounds to the chest which slowed him down a bit.

Oh great, these guys are wearing body armor.

The next shot canoed him upstairs in the brain and he went out like a light. The second guy went straight for Daniela’s limp body to finish the job that the explosives started. Since I was suffering from shock, my head ringing, and probably had a mild concussion, seeing the second hitman bolt upright with a stupid smile on his face and then fall flat on his back caused me a bit of concern. I didn’t have long to worry as the third man in the stack made his way into the room.

He had some Chinese knockoff of a Russian assault rifle and literally sprayed the entire room. I was left in wide eyed wonder at how I didn’t get hit with at least one of the slugs flying around. I engaged him lower in the body to sweep his legs out from under him and put him down as hard as I could. The fourth man in the stack tripped over him and looked up just in time to see me shoot him in the face. I caught movement to my left, and saw Daniela stand full upright with a bloody dress and hellfire in her eyes. She reached down and grabbed the third guy I had shot in the legs and placed her hands firmly on the back of his neck. I thought it was kind of funny how he shuddered and then remained still. She was right in front of the door, and I didn’t have a clean shot on the doorway. I moved to my right to get an angle.

The next thing I saw were assault weapons firing. The muzzle flashes illuminated Daniela as she walked straight into them sucking up the shots. Most of the dress had fallen off her at this time, the bullets tearing it from her body. Now I was in shock. I’d seen people get hit with the 5.8-millimeter rounds that these assault rifles were spitting out like fire hoses. The bullets themselves were notched so they would break up as soon as they entered flesh and cause massive internal bleeding. I’ve seen doctors struggle to keep a soldier alive until he could get to a trauma care Center for surgery. If they’d taken more than two rounds to the torso, they rarely made it to the hospital, and usually died in the medic’s arms. Daniela just took the hits like body blows and kept on walking. She lifted both men off the floor by their throats, shook them once or twice, and threw them to the ground like discarded trash. I was on the right side of the room behind a lounge chair with my mouth hung open like a dope wondering what in the heck is this woman made from. Did I just go to the bar and pick up a superhero?

Daniela walked back into the room and with a wiggle of her hips the rest the dress fell to the floor. She casually stepped over the carnage and opened my closet. Inside she found a dress shirt and a pair of PT shorts and quickly dressed. I will admit my dress shirt and PT shorts never looked better on me, but in the state of shock I was in I dropped my pistol and just stood there like a statue. Daniela calmly crossed the room and found my small gym bag, put my pistol and mags inside and held her hand out to me. With a sheepish grin on my face, I reached out and took her hand, she told me everything was going to be alright and to follow her. We needed to leave quickly before the authorities arrived.

With Daniela in the lead, we quickly moved through the back alleys and streets of Valetta to get distance from the apartment. Daniela stopped and asked for my cell phone, which I willingly gave her. We could both hear the sirens of the emergency vehicles responding to the shoot-out we had just left moments before. I leaned against a wall to steady myself as Daniela called numbers from memory and spoke in rapid fire Greek and Italian. I had been able to survive in Malta with my English since it’s like an official second language of the country. Daniela was speaking faster than most translators I’ve ever heard. She calmly took me to a shuttered bar close to the main harbor.

Once inside, Daniela started to explain all the events that I observed during the firefight. Daniela patiently explained to me she was a succubus. An ancient mythical creature that harnessed energy from men during dreams to provide her with the substance to live. With her skills, she was able to make the transition from dreams to reality and quite basically screw the life out of any man she met. When we had first met, Daniela took pity on me because of what she learned about of my wife and children. She told me she only drained enough of my life force to recharge her batteries, but left me alive. As my mind was hastily absorbing all of this new information, she asked for my phone again. Before she made the next phone call, she explained that she contacted a local smuggler to get me out of Malta as soon as possible. She also called an expert forger to remake my documents since the authorities at the harbor or airport would be on the lookout for some dumb American that should have been killed by six Serbian mobsters with fully automatic weapons.

As she talked through her history, she calmly tapped keys on my phone. She told me that she transferred 10,000 euros into my account to pay for a plane ticket back to the United States, plus a little bit extra because she had fun that night. She told me how she killed the three hitmen with her touch, immediately giving them an extreme case of pleasure that ended with a heart attack. I was absolutely baffled. I was grateful that a creature of Daniela’s looks paid attention to me, I was also overwhelmed with her generosity in the offer to get me home alive.

When the sun started to come up over the horizon, Daniela led me from the bar down to the harbor and walked me to a small ship that looked like it was making ready to sail. After seeing Daniela in action, I was very happy that all I got out of the first encounter with her was a full body hangover. As we got to the gunwales of the boat, Daniela gently kissed me on the cheek, helped me onto the boat, and advised me not to return to Malta in my lifetime. The authorities here have long memories and the events the night before were going to leave a lasting impression on the Serbians and the local police. Victor, the captain of the boat, allowed me to watch Daniela walk up the dock and back onto dry land. Truth be known, Victor was looking too. You could tell in the way she walked, Daniela knew we were looking and enjoyed it. Victor then hustled me below decks and gave me some clothes to change into that gave me the look of a local fisherman. He let me know it would take about three to five hours to make landfall in Sicily where I could get a plane ticket and go home. A part of me didn’t want to leave. That part of me wanted to go back and find Daniela and try to thank her somehow for what she’s done for me. The rational part of my mind knew if I did, I would probably end up dead from pleasure like a Serbian hitman. My time in Malta was ranking to be one of my best vacations ever, but losing my Malta privileges kind of hurt my heart. Knowing I wanted to come back but being told not to is the tragic ending to this story. No one was ever going to believe my version of it, but I was filled with an energy to go home and restart my life and live again.
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Relics of Time
A McInnes Investigations Mystery
By David S. Bock



Iread the email again. This was a strange request even for me. Double checking the addresses confirmed it had been sent to McInnes Investigations and was from Heritage Malta, the national agency for museums, conservation, and cultural heritage on the island.

Apparently, long lost antiquities had started showing up on the doorsteps of museums and historic sites. No one knew where they were coming from and no organization or group had taken credit. They wanted me to come out and see if I could unravel this mystery.

If I accepted the case, there would be tickets waiting for me at an airport of my choice, all reasonable expenses would be covered, and my standard fee (in Euros) was guaranteed.

I looked at myself in the hotel room mirror. “Well, Charlotte, looks like we’re going back to Malta.”

It had been a long time since I’d been there. If I remembered correctly, it had been within a decade or so of my father being lost at sea, shortly after the island officially became a British Colony by the Treaty of Paris, in fact.

I sent a reply email with my standard international contract, tentatively accepting the job. Packing only took a few minutes. I’d stop by my apartment briefly to check on things and extend the house sitter’s contract.

By that time, I should have a response from Heritage Malta and hopefully more details.
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The trip to Malta was uneventful, my favorite kind. Thankfully, it was much less exciting than some of my earlier trans-Atlantic voyages. Though the seats were more cramped, even for someone of my relatively small size, and the in-flight meal was plainer than I remembered, at least the flight was considerably faster.

The documents I’d been sent made for fascinating, if rather confusing, reading. The first antiques had shown up about five months ago on the front steps of the National Museum of Natural History in Mdina one morning. They’d been carefully packed in unmarked and dusty small wooden crates.

After that, more artifacts were left at historic sites around the island. Mostly in the northern region but occasionally outside that area as well.

I compared the list of deliveries with dates to the enclosed map with locations marked. There didn’t seem to be any set pattern of time or place.

Many of the items recovered were thought to have been lost during the German bombing raids of World War II. Some hadn’t been seen since even longer before that. All of them were of considerable importance to the island’s cultural history.
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We finally landed at Malta International Airport and taxied to the terminal. After nearly twenty hours on airplanes, I was stiff, sweaty, had a mild headache, and was more than a bit cranky. Knowing this, I waited until most of the other passengers had deplaned before I retrieved my carryon and exited onto the jetway.

Outside of the security barrier, among the other people waiting, a man with a printed sign reading “McInnes” stood patiently. His dark eyes scanned each female passenger’s face as they moved past. I walked over and introduced myself. “I’m Charlotte McInnes.”

He lowered the sign and sketched a slight bow. “Good day, lady. My name is Joseph Mifsud, and I am to take you to Messer Farrugia. Shall we collect your luggage?”
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On the twenty minute or so drive from the airport to the Heritage center, I unabashedly played tourist and stared out the car windows. Very little had changed since my last visit; in many ways Malta seemed timeless, yet there were signs. New cars, new stores, new clothing styles were all in evidence. However, the architecture was unchanged, as was the feel of the island itself.

Though I shouldn’t have been, I was surprised when we pulled up in front of the Heritage Malta building just off Rinella Bay.

“This is the Royal Naval Hospital.”

There was a brief pause from Joseph. “No, lady. Not since 1970 was it a hospital. Our offices have been here since 2010.”

“Oh.” Memories of visiting sick and injured sailors accompanied by Director Liddell floated through my mind. “I didn’t realize it had been that long.”
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After a brief visit to the necessary to tidy myself, I was escorted to a nicely appointed office. Behind the desk a rather British looking man rose to his feet and extended his hand with a warm smile that crinkled his eyes pleasantly.

“Good afternoon and welcome to Malta, Ms. McInnes. We appreciate your coming over on such short notice.” His voice matched his smile for warmth and contained a slight indeterminate Mediterranean accent.

We shook hands; thankfully his grip was firm, but gentle, with none of the power games some men liked to play. He gestured me to a seat.

“It was my pleasure, Director. Your email was quite intriguing.”

“Please, please, you must call me Anthony.” His smile broadened and he made a patting gesture with his hands.

“Thank you, Anthony. Please call me Charlotte.”

“Excellent. May I offer you a refreshment? Coffee or tea perhaps?”

“A cup of tea would be lovely.”

His head cocked slightly to one side. “I had thought you were American, but I hear a hint of the United Kingdom in your voice.”

“My late father served in the British Navy and I grew up over there.”

“Ah, ah, yes. We still have many British subjects on the island after our long history with them. Some of our finest citizens in fact.”

Director Farrugia, Anthony, picked up his phone and spoke into it in a fluid and melodic dialect. I recognized words from three or four languages, including Arabic and Italian.

We engaged in light small talk while his assistant came in and served us our drinks. Tea as requested for me and coffee for himself.

After taking a sip, Anthony precisely placed his cup on its saucer and settled back in his chair. His expression turned serious as he steepled his fingers.

“So, Charlotte, did you have a chance to look at the documents we sent you?”

“I did, and as I said, I’m intrigued. Historically minded good Samaritans are quite unusual in my experience.”

“Yes,” he drew out the word. “What we would like for you to do is locate the source of the artifacts, find out who has them, and where they have been all these years.” A troubled expression crossed his face and he shook his head slightly. “Mysteries are all well and good in books and movies, but we would like these relics back where they belong and under proper supervision.”

Anthony’s smile reappeared. “You will, of course, have our complete support and cooperation.”

“Thank you. I’ll do my best to provide answers and a quick resolution to your mystery.”

The smile slid from his face, “Please be careful in your inquiries, there may be - other interested parties, shall we say? - that do not have our island or our history’s best interest at heart.”

“I shall, thank you again, Anthony.”

With another handshake I was escorted back out through the vaguely familiar halls to the street.

We took a slightly different route and one of the hallways was lined with paintings and portraits of the building’s history. Though older than he looked in my memories, a formal photograph of Director Liddell had pride of place as the former Hospital’s first director.

Memories of my visit here a few years after his appointment followed me the rest of the way to the street.
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Joseph and the car were waiting for me.

“Shall I take you to your hotel, lady?”

“Yes please. Will you be available to run me around while I’m here?”

“I am, lady. Director Farrugia has placed me at your disposal.”

“Excellent and thank you. Well,” I resisted the urge to rub my hands together, “let’s be about it.”

A quick five-minute drive and I was checking in at the lovely bed and breakfast they’d chosen for me. It was just the other side of Kalkara Marina from the Heritage Malta building.

The building was old and felt comfortable. Though the emotional emanations from the Inquisitor’s Palace around the corner were disquieting at first, they soon faded into the background.
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I spent the rest of the day reacquainting myself with the general neighborhood and reviewing the notes I’d taken on the plane trip over.

Based on the reports, items had been left at most of the historical locations on this part of the island, but only a few had been visited more than once. Making a list, I pushed the multiples to the bottom along with any unvisited places that didn’t have on-site staff.

That left me with a relatively short list of places to watch. As the artifacts had always been found first thing in the morning, I’d start staking them out at night. Unfortunately, I couldn’t be in multiple locations at once and I didn’t have my mother’s ability to communicate through cats. So, I would have to do it the hard way.

The first two nights were uneventful except for the occasional proposition I received from men noticing a seemingly young woman out alone after dark. Thankfully they all took no for an answer, though I did have to mentally nudge one or two of them.

After the second night I heard from Anthony’s office that more boxes had been found at one of locations near the top of my list. I was on the right track.

The next night was when things took a turn for the unpleasant. While staking out the Bir Mula Heritage house I was approached by two men. These were not the usual passersby I’d seen on previous nights. In fact, they’d walked by me several times that evening.

This time, they came right up to me. They were both big men though nicely dressed in casual suits without ties.

The larger one stood a few steps back while his companion approached.

“A man would like to see you.” His voice was flat and had a heavy accent.

“And who would that be?”

At my response he glanced at his partner and repeated.

“A man would like to see you,” adding “Please to come with us.”

“Before I decide if I’ll go with you, I’d like to know whom I’ll be seeing.”

Once again, he looked back at the other man and they exchanged a brief conversation. I was able to pick up enough to realize neither of them spoke English and they’d been told exactly what to say.

I kept my face neutrally blank so they wouldn’t suspect I could understand them.

After a few moments of this, he turned back to me once more. “A man would like to see you. Please to come with us.”

He was starting to look slightly desperate and his hands were making little grasping motions. My curiosity was piqued. I wondered if this could be one of the ‘unsavory’ characters Anthony had mentioned.

“Very well. Let’s go meet your boss.”
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After an unnecessarily convoluted car ride, we pulled up in front of a closed business. The two men led me inside and back to the offices.

I was amused to note the similarities between this and my previous meeting, as well as the differences.

Once again, the office was large and nicely appointed. An impeccably dressed man was waiting behind the desk, though this time he was more Russian looking than British. He also rose to his feet with a smile. Though unlike Anthony, this man’s smile didn’t reach his eyes.

While he wasn’t much taller, if any, than my five foot four inches, he must have weighed well over two hundred pounds. In appearance, he reminded me of a vertically compressed Sidney Greenstreet.

“Hello Ms. Charlotte McInnes. It is a pleasure to finally be meeting you.”

His Russian accent was quite heavy, but his enunciation was excellent, making his speech much easier to understand.

“And you are?”

“Ah, I am having the advantage of you. My name is Vadim Sokolov. I am a, how you say, local businessman.” His mouth creased in another smile that never reached his eyes.

“Your associates said you wanted to see me.”

“Yes. Such good boys.” He turned and spoke to them in Russian, “Go wait in the lounge. I’ll send for you when my business is concluded.”

Once again, I attempted to keep my expression blank to hide my ability to understand what was said.

The two men bobbed their heads submissively and left the office, closing the door softly as they left.

“So, Miss Charlotte McInnes, how are you enjoying your visit to our little island?”

I used a small bit of power to try and feel him out. He was very good at concealing his thoughts and emotions. I couldn’t get more than a hint of desire (avarice not sexual) and impatience.

“Quite well, thank you. It hasn’t changed all that much since I was here as a girl.”

Mr. Sokolov leaned back in his chair. “Ah, you have been here before. This I did not know.” A faint sense of displeasure leaked through his mask.

“I hear from my friends you are looking into the sudden appearance of ancient artifacts.” His mouth curved up in the cold smile again. “I have many friends on Malta, they tell me things.”

There was no sense in denying what was fairly public knowledge. “That’s correct. I was hired to find out more about their origins.”

“I too am wishing to learn more of these things. Perhaps we can help each other.”

Now seemed like a good time to play dumb. Due to my sex and youthful appearance, this often caused men to reveal more than they intended.

“I don’t see how. Someone obviously discovered a cache of artifacts stored before the war and doesn’t want to draw attention to themselves or their find. It shouldn’t take me long to track them down.”

He made no attempt at a smile as he leaned towards me. “I am interested in learning more about these mysterious artifacts. You will help me.” The smile made another brief appearance, but I could see the skull behind his mask now. His emotions were clearer and ugly.

His next statement was likely to be either a brag or a threat and would set the tone for the rest of our meeting.

“Several weeks ago, one of my employees saw a man with a truck deliver boxes to the doorstep of a museum in the very early hours of the morning.”

A brag then. That was better. I gave a mental nudge to see if I could get him to reveal more.

“Unfortunately, he was not able to get close enough to see either the license plate or the driver clearly and there are many white Fiat vans on the island.”

He shrugged dismissively.

“Some of my other associates were called and took possession of the boxes. When they were opened a number of antiquities were found within. Quite valuable antiquities.”

He paused. I gave another gentle push to his mind.

“Certain discreet inquiries were made and I learned this was not the first such delivery. Since then, my men have been watching for other mysterious appearances but they have disappointed me.”

The emotions and thoughts accompanying this statement caused a chill to run down my spine and my stomach to clench. This human truly was a monster.

“These artifacts are of interest to me. I think you can help me find the source of them.”

I burned some more energy attempting to guide his thoughts in a more pleasant direction. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep up this effort.

“So, Ms Charlotte McInnes, I would like you to continue doing what you are doing for Director Farrugia, but report your discoveries to me first.”

The cold smile made another appearance. “It would be in your best interests to do so. There are so many ways for a tourist to have an accident on our small island.”

He leaned back in his chair and pressed a button on his desk phone. Speaking in Russian once more, he summoned the two men and when they arrived directed them to deliver me to the bed and breakfast.

“My boys will bring you back to Palazzino Birgu. Please think on my request.”

As threats go, it was fairly subtle. Mr. Sokolov had demonstrated he knew where I was staying and therefore where to find me if he wanted to.
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As soon as I woke up the next morning I made an appointment with Anthony. I wanted to get his opinion about my meeting.

Late morning sunlight slanted through the window as I sat in the same chair in the lovely office with another cup of excellent tea at hand. I recounted the pertinent details of the previous night while Anthony listened intently. He leaned forward with his elbows on the desk, his chin resting on his clasped hands, and his mouth in a tight line.

“Vadim Sokolov, I was afraid of this.” Anthony peered at me from under his brow. “He is not one of our more upstanding citizens. In fact, much of our island’s current reputation for corruption is due to the actions of him and other members of his organization.”

Anthony slumped back in his chair with a depressed sigh. “I take it you will be cancelling our contract and leaving?”

This was not the response I’d been expecting.

“What? Absolutely not. Whatever gave you that impression?”

He sat up and blinked several times like a man woken from a stupor.

“But the threat. Mr. Sokolov is a very dangerous and powerful man. For your safety…”

I held up a hand, stopping him as politely as I could. My jaw muscles flexed a couple of times. “No Anthony. I will still abide by our contract for several reasons.” I ticked them off on my fingers.

“It is a contract and my reputation is essential to maintaining my company. In effect, I made you a promise.”

The corner of my mouth quirked up as I made my second point.

“I’m interested in discovering the origins of these artifacts as well. It’s hard for me to turn away from a mystery. And finally,” my voice took on a harsher tone. “I despise bullies of any sort and will not abide or condone such behavior.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep calming breath. In through my nose and out through my mouth.

When I opened them a moment later, Anthony was looking at me with concern.

“Charlotte, Vadim Sokolov is, as I said, a very dangerous man. He has many fingers in many cakes. Pies? Yes, many fingers in many pies and many hands in many pockets. I will help you however I can, but I have no ability to protect you from him if he decides to cause you harm.”

“I understand Anthony and I shall do my best to get this resolved quickly and safely for all of us.”

We shook hands and I made my way to the street. Once there I found a café that had outdoor tables and took a seat. After ordering a light breakfast I sent a query to my friend Michael in Nashville using a secure messaging app he’d set up for me. I also noticed a few feral cats paying me more than the usual amount of attention. This time it was good to know my mother was keeping an eye on me.

I had no intentions of either handing antiques over to that gangster or dying any time soon.

As the saying goes, contingency plans cost nothing.
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The next several nights were repetitions of the first. No new deliveries were dropped off at other sites either. Then, the breakthrough occurred. About two hours before dawn, as I was about to give up for the night, a white Fiat van pulled up in front of Domvs Romana and the driver started unloading boxes outside the gate.

I approached casually, keeping the van in the corner of my eye and extending my senses for any of Sokolov’s men. If they were around, they were further away than I could detect.

When he returned from placing the last box in a neat pile, the driver found me standing by the open back door of the van.

“Hello,” I said with a friendly smile, expending a little energy to calm his emotional spike. “We should talk. Is there someplace we can go?”

“Excuse me miss? I am just a delivery driver. Why would we need to talk?”

His eyes darted back and forth and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he swallowed nervously.

As lies go, this one was quite weak.

“While I’m sure you are a delivery driver, I’m equally sure there’s nothing ‘just’ about your duties.” I smiled again as I gestured at the pile of boxes.

“What’s your name? Mine’s Charlotte.”

“Ah, I, um, Ibrahim, miss.” His shoulders slumped slightly. He seemed even younger than he appeared. Like a boy caught out after curfew.

“It’s nice to meet you Ibrahim. Shall we take a drive?” I walked over to the passenger door and entered the van.

After a brief pause, I heard the rear doors close, then a dejected looking Ibrahim got in on the driver’s side.

Without raising his eyes from the center of the steering wheel, he asked in a leaden tone. “Where would you like me to go, miss?”

“It’s okay, Ibrahim. I mean you no harm. In fact, I think our goals are similar. I’m working for Heritage Malta to expedite the return of the artifacts.”

Ibrahim’s head turned and he looked at me searchingly with wide dark brown eyes.

“Truly? You are not here to steal them?”

“Truly. My entire job is to recover lost artifacts and return them where they belong.” I smiled again.

His eyes narrowed slightly. “How do I know you are not lying to me?”

I sighed and extended a sense of trustworthiness. “What can I say that would convince you of my honesty?”

Ibrahim blinked and his mouth opened and closed a few times but he didn’t speak.

“This I do not know. But I will take you to someone who does. I will rely on his wisdom.”

As we started moving, I took out my phone and sent more messages on the secure app Michael had configured for me. It was time to set my contingency plans in motion.
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We drove in silence for a while, heading roughly northwest towards the coast. The roads got progressively worse and after a particularly bad pothole I heard Ibrahim apologize to the van.

Eventually we crested a hillside and the Mediterranean opened up before us. The sun had risen not long before and the dancing light on the waves was painfully beautiful. Just under 300 miles in the direction I was looking lay Tunisia, with precious little in between.

When I finally tore my eyes away from the view, I realized Ibrahim had gotten out of the van and was walking down a path towards the sea. Taking a moment to send another encrypted message, I hurried to follow.

As we worked our way down the slope, I saw a small shack butted up against the cliff face. An old man was sitting outside the hut. He appeared to be mending something. When we got close enough for my senses to perceive clearly, I realized he wasn’t just old, he was ancient. The last time I experienced a sensation of that much age from a sentient being was my maternal great grandmother and even she didn’t give the impression of being as old as this man.

Ibrahim came to an embarrassed stop in front of the Old Man.

“Excuse me, sir? I have brought someone to talk to you.”

The Old Man looked up, squinted and stared at me intently. I don’t recall ever being seen as clearly as I was at that moment by anyone other than family. He wasn’t just looking at me–he was looking into me, seeing my true self.

He glanced aside for a moment. “It is fine Ibrahim. I am not cross with you. I do not think this young lady is here to cause us any trouble.”

His voice was strong, but rough, with a distinct accent that seemed simultaneously out of place yet consistent with both his and the shack’s appearance.

His dark, hawk-like eyes turned back to mine. “While you are still a child to me, you are nowhere near as much a child as you appear, and you are not entirely of this world.”

“And you, sir, are considerably older than you appear,” I said with a respectful bow.

The Old Man chuckled. “Ah, my dear, you have no idea how right you are.”

His head tilted slightly to one side as he considered me again. “Though you may have a better understanding than nearly anyone else I have met in this life.”

“Tell me, young lady,” it was odd to be called that other than by family and especially by someone to whom I really was young, “where are you from, who are your people?”

“I was born in Scotland. My father was a British Naval officer and my mother was from another realm. He has long passed and she returned to her people.”

“And you? Why did you not go with your mother?”

“We…had a falling out after my father’s death and went our separate ways. I stayed in this realm and built a life for myself as best I could.”

I had neither expected nor intended to reveal so much of my personal life history to this man I’d just met.

“And you sir, how did you come to be here?”

“Me? I have always been here. I welcomed some of the earliest Phoenician traders when they arrived long, long ago.”

A small smile quirked up a corner of his mouth as if from a memory.

“By the way, sir, what is your name?”

The Old Man’s eyes seemed to cloud and a sensation of deep sadness emanated from him. “I cannot remember. No one has called me anything other than ‘Old Man’ for more years than I can count. Once I had a name and a family. Now all I have is my purpose. To preserve the history and culture of Malta against any who would seek our subjugation or destruction.”

Ibrahim placed one hand gently on the Old Man’s shoulder.

“Sir?” he asked, concern clear in his voice.

He glanced warmly at his apprentice and patted the hand on his shoulder. “If all goes as planned, Ibrahim will take over my role and I will finally be allowed to rest.”
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A clatter of rocks from up the hill drew our attention. Three figures, two large and bulky, the third shorter and rounder were making their way awkwardly down the path. I’d been starting to wonder if I had been too clever by half and really had lost the tails. Thankfully, Sokolov’s men were sufficiently capable.

Turning to Ibrahim and the Old Man I cautioned them quietly, “Please trust me and follow my lead. These are very dangerous men, but I have a plan to handle them so they won’t bother us anymore.”

The Old Man looked at me intently for a moment, then nodded.

The three men stopped at the end of the path, just beyond the area where we were sitting.

“Well, well, Ms Charlotte McInnes, what a nice surprise to find you here.” Sokolov’s mouth smiled. He seemed amused by his own wit. “Who are your two friends? Will you not invite us to sit?”

I slowly stood up while keeping my hands open and away from my body. “Hello Mr. Sokolov, I was wondering when you’d be arriving.”

“You were expecting me?” He seemed genuinely surprised.

“You made it quite clear at our meeting that you were keeping an eye on me. Honestly, I expected you earlier. But I suppose it took some time for your ‘employees’ to get word to you regarding our location. Regardless, you’re here now and we can proceed.”

Sokolov pursed his lips in an irritated expression for a moment then nodded slightly and smiled again.

“So nice to be working with such intelligent person. Please to introduce me to your friends.”

“The old man just lives here tending his goats. Ibrahim is his grandson. He’s the one who found the wreck and has been delivering the artifacts.”

The Old Man nodded seriously, while Ibrahim looked unwell. His Adam’s apple kept bobbing up and down and he repeatedly licked his lips nervously.

“Wreck? What is this wreck?” Sokolov demanded.

“Apparently there’s a wreck offshore. Sunk during World War Two carrying a load of artifacts. It’s unclear where it was going, but it was forgotten about for decades.”

Sokolov’s eyes narrowed. “Very interesting. Let us all go take a look at this wreck of yours.” He turned to his men. “Vasily, Evgeny, we are going down to the beach, watch them carefully.”

“Ibrahim, you’ll need to assist your grandfather down the path to the beach.” I made intent eye contact and directed calmness at him.

The Old Man took hold of Ibrahim’s elbow. “Yes, my boy, give me a hand.”

[image: ]


As we walked slowly down the slope, I was glad to see the motor launch I’d requested was drawn up on the shingle. Hopefully the equipment I’d asked for was onboard as well.

When he saw the craft, the Old Man glanced sharply at me. I made a small shushing gesture with one hand. He nodded, leaned heavily on Ibrahim’s arm, and kept walking without saying a word.

Once we got to the boat, Sokolov looked at me expectantly and made an encouraging motion with his hands.

I pointed roughly south west, “About thirty miles in that direction. The wreck is at the lower end of scuba depth. Around 90 feet down, maybe a little deeper. I can give you the coordinates.”

He smiled his cold smile, “Oh no, Ms Charlotte McInnes. You will be coming with us. We will all take a nice boat ride together this beautiful morning.” All the false humor dropped from his tone. “Everyone, get in the boat.”

The Old Man looked briefly panic stricken, then closed his eyes. His lips moved in what appeared to be a prayer.

“The boat is too small for six people.” I gestured to his companions, “especially when two of them are such large men. Let the old man stay here. Ibrahim and I will accompany you. Surely two hostages are sufficient.”

With a slight exertion of energy, I mentally nudged one of the guards. He blinked and leaned down to mutter something in Sokolov’s ear.

I caught enough to know he was supporting my comment regarding the boat’s capacity.

“Very well, very well,” Sokolov snapped. He pointed at the old man. “You will stay here.” His arm swung to a larger block of stone on the shoreline. “Sit there. If you move from this place, it will be worse for you when we return.”

The Old Man gave me a look of profound gratitude as Ibrahim assisted him to the rock and helped him to get as comfortable as possible.
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Sokolov boarded the boat and gestured me to join him. His two men and Ibrahim pushed the boat into the water then scrambled over the side. While it wasn’t as tight a fit as I’d implied, the presence of an additional body would have made movement awkward.

We bobbed just off the shingle. I gestured at one of the bodyguards, “Excuse me, I need to see the compass.”

Sokolov snapped a few sharp commands. The one I’d spoken to moved to the stern while the other one sat at the wheel and started the motor. I stood next to the pilot and, while peering at the compass, gestured a direction.

Ibrahim sat like a statue, his eyes wide, barely seeming to breathe.

I patted him on the shoulder and tried to extend calming energy towards him. The fact I wasn’t as relaxed as my outward appearance would suggest made that more of a challenge than usual.

After we’d been on the move for about half-an-hour I checked the compass again. “Head a little more South please.” At his blank look I gestured, “Turn a bit to the left.”

We both looked back at Sokolov. “She said to turn left, Evgeny. Pay attention.”

This time when I gestured he adjusted course as I directed.

As we moved further from shore, I gave additional directions. Hand signals seemed to suffice and Sokolov wasn’t required to repeat any of my instructions. This went on for another two hours or so.

“We will be at this wreck soon, yes?”

Sokolov sounded like he was getting impatient. He also looked slightly uncomfortable. I couldn’t tell if it was caused by the motion of the boat or being out on the water and away from his familiar surroundings.

“Not too much longer. We’re getting close. I’ll need to check the coordinates on my phone. May I?”

He gestured approval. I took the phone out of my pocket and pulled up the mapping software. After a few moments to triangulate, it zoomed in on our location.

“Please head in that direction.” I gestured again and the pilot obediently complied.

“We’re only a few miles away now. Nearly dead ahead.”

When everyone looked in the direction I pointed, I quickly switched to the messaging app and sent a one-word signal then moved back to the map.

By this point we were around thirty miles from the Maltese shore. According to the cartography data, we were above a sea mount and the water should be shallow enough to anchor safely.

“Stop, we’re here.” Sokolov immediately echoed this in Russian and the engine stopped.

Without the constant low burbling of the motor, the only sounds were the gentle slapping of water against the hull and the distant cries of seabirds. It was incredibly peaceful and I paused for a moment to enjoy the sensation.

“We need to drop anchor or we’ll start to drift.” Sokolov nodded and relayed this command to Vasily. The anchor slid over the side with a rattle of chain and the large coil of half inch line started to play out.

Once the anchor was secure it was time for the next part of the plan. I crossed my fingers and opened a compartment forward of the cockpit. It looked like it was all there. I started pulling out the SCUBA gear.

“There’s only the one set, but Ibrahim can dive down and bring something up for you.”

“No, you will both stay in the boat with me and Vasily. Evgeny will swim down to the wreck.

With a sharp gesture Sokolov gave his men commands in Russian. Reluctantly, but with fear in his eyes, Evgeny started getting ready for his dive.

Once he was outfitted and had done a thorough equipment check, something I was glad to see, Evgeny went over the side and disappeared into the water. His departure caused the boat to rock more heavily for a few minutes before slowing to its previous gentle roll.
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We sat in silence for a bit, then started gathering at the rail and peering into the depths.

“Vasily, go sit down over there,” Sokolov pointed sharply to the opposite side of the boat, “you’re causing us to tip with all your leaning.”

I casually checked my phone.

“Are you expecting a call, Ms. Charlotte McInnes?”

“No, I was checking the time. It’s a long way down and just as far back up. His tank only holds so much air.”

“Evgeny knows what he is doing. Before working for me he was diver in Navy.”

“That is comforting. Thank you.”

Sokolov sniffed as we returned our gaze to the surface of the water and the depths below.

After more waiting in silence, I recognized the sound of a distant engine approaching. I hoped it was my contingency plan arriving. To delay the moment Sokolov heard it, I started a conversation.

“So, are you a collector yourself or are you intending to sell the recovered artifacts?”

He turned to me with his usual humorless smile, though I detected he was grateful at some level for the distraction.

“That will depend on what comes up from the water. The boxes my employees recovered didn’t contain anything of interest to me personally, but I was able to find buyers for some of the artifacts.”

Ibrahim inhaled sharply, his sense of outrage almost overwhelming. Without looking back, I put a hand on his arm and continued distracting Sokolov.

“What types of artifacts are of particular interest to you? I meet many collectors in my work. Perhaps when this is done I can put you in contact with some of them.”

Both men seemed to relax slightly at this turn of conversation. I was also attempting to express calm to the occupants of the boat.

“Well, my personal collection is somewhat varied, but I am particularly fond of…”

Even though I was expecting it, the blat from the ship’s horn caused me to jump as much as everyone else. Vasily sat up with a shout from where he’d been dozing.

A voice on a loudhailer called out in Italian “Attention small craft. Stand by to be boarded. Do not make any sudden moves or attempt to flee.”

These instructions were repeated in several other languages.

We turned around cautiously to see a relatively large grey military looking vessel sitting about twenty yards off our port side. In addition to a man in a suit holding the loudhailer, there were several uniformed people with rifles. While not precisely aimed at us, they were pointed more in our direction than away.

While we exchanged shocked glances, I slowly raised my hands. Ibrahim quickly followed suit along with Vasily, and reluctantly Sokolov.

We waited in silence while the other vessel lowered a smaller craft which headed our way. The mix of emotions on our boat roiled around me like a miasma, making me slightly nauseous.

The newly arrived craft pulled alongside us and one of the occupants looped a rope over a cleat near the bow of ours. When they took up the slack, it caused us to rock and I almost lost my balance. I grabbed the edge of the spray shield to steady myself.

This sudden movement caused one of the men in uniform to point his rifle directly at me but he swung it away again immediately. I was relieved to see his finger was outside the trigger guard.

The man in the suit stepped to the rail. “Greetings, I am Niccolo Gaetano with Interpol.” He displayed his credentials then put the document case in his jacket pocket. Pulling a list out of another pocket he consulted it for a moment.

“Ibrahim Barbara, Charlotte McInnes, Vasily Alekseev, Evgeny Pasternak, and,” he paused and with a tight smile added, “Vadim Arkadiy Sokolov. You are all under arrest for violation of the UNESCO Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export, and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property as well as the Convention on Stolen or Illegally Exported Cultural Objects.”

Agent Gaetano gave our boat a quick look over. “Where’s Pasternak?”

The four of us exchanged glances. Based on their expressions, I was elected spokesperson. “He’s diving. He should be back up soon.”

“Very well, we’ll wait.”

Calling the following silence awkward would be an understatement. Thankfully it wasn’t long before Evgeny broke surface and started clambering back over the side.

“I’m sorry boss, I couldn’t find any sign of a ship, are you sure we’re in the right…” his voice trailed off as he registered the other vessels and the men with rifles, some of them now pointed at him, “…place?”

“Evgeny Pasternak?” Agent Gaetano asked sharply.

Still dripping water, he nodded dumbly.

“Niccolo Gaetano, Interpol.” He flashed his credentials again. “You and your associates are all under arrest. Remove your dive gear. Slowly.”

Gaetano made eye contact with Sokolov again. “I guess you shouldn’t cheat your associates, huh?” At the look of dawning comprehension and rage on Sokolov’s face, Gaetano looked away chuckling softly.
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We were all brought over to the larger vessel and put in separate rooms. Though my phone and other personal effects had been taken, I was given access to the head and later a cup of reasonably good tea.

After about an hour wait, the compartment door opened and Agent Gaetano entered. He took the seat across from me and smiled. His eyes crinkled and he exuded satisfaction and contentment.

“So, Ms. McInnes, I’d like to thank you for your assistance, confidentially of course. We had been unable to get Sokolov off Malta and into the Italian Exclusive Economic Zone.”

I glanced around the compartment. Making it obvious I was looking for signs of recording devices.

“Oh, don’t worry, your involvement is this affair is being recorded as a Person Under Duress, as is Mr. Barbara.”

“What’s going to happen to us?”

He glanced at his watch. “In a few minutes your boat will be refueled and you and Mr. Barbara will be free to go.”

“Thank you.”

“No, no,” his smile broadened again. “Thank you. Malta may be able to deal with more of their organized crime internally with Sokolov out of the way.”

We stood up and shook hands.

“It has been a pleasure, Ms. McInnes. May I call you Charlotte?”

“Certainly.”

“Good, and I’m Nicco. Please be assured your part in this will be kept confidential. I look forward to working with you again.”

He escorted me on deck, where I rejoined Ibrahim and we were brought over to our boat.
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Once we returned to shore and rejoined the Old Man, the three of us made our way back up to the hut, much more rapidly this time as the Old Man didn’t need to feign infirmity. We sat and chatted amicably for a while. The Old Man pulled out an old bottle of local red wine to share along with goat’s milk cheese and flatbreads.

I finally asked the questions that had been nagging at me, “How did the artifacts come to be in your care? How many do you still have to return?”

“As I said, I have been charged as the protector of Malta’s cultural heritage since time out of mind. Many of the current items were brought to me by a young man from a nearby church during the recent bombings. Sadly, he did not survive the war.” A sharp expression of grief crossed the Old Man’s face then was swept away.

“After the conflict ended, no one came to claim them, so here they sat, waiting, along with some other unclaimed items from previous eras. When I met young Ibrahim, it gave me the opportunity to return them to the proper people. As for how many do I have left? Not that much, maybe three more loads of Ibrahim’s wagon.”

Ibrahim, looking more relaxed than since I’d first met him, waggled a hand, “Maybe four loads.”

“I can probably simplify the process. Maybe rent a small storage space where you can bring the remaining items then inform Anthony Farrugia of the location.”

The Old Man and Ibrahim both nodded with similar serious expressions. For all the differences in appearance, they momentarily did look like grandfather and grandson.

“And then what? What will you do when everything is returned?”

The Old Man sighed, “Then, my dear, I will turn things over to Ibrahim and my service will be done. I will finally be allowed to rest.”

Ibrahim’s face took on a more somber cast. “I am in no rush for you to leave, sir.”

“I know, my boy, I know, but I am very tired.” He ruffled the younger man’s hair affectionately.

The Old Man’s expression softened and became almost wistful.

“Out of all the items I have had in my care these many long years,” the Old Man said slowly, “there has only ever been one I was reluctant to return.”

He went to a cabinet near his bed and extricated a wooden box. From this he pulled a bundle wrapped in dusty burlap. Removing the packing material, he placed the object on the table. It was a statue of a raptor at rest, its talons hooked around the edges of an irregular square base. From the effort it took him to lift it, the whole thing must have been made of solid gold.

“I do not remember who brought it to me, but it was long ago even by my reckoning and it was never claimed.” He ran his hand over the head of the bird like he was caressing a cherished pet.

On closer examination I could see there were streaks of black enamel paint in the crevices of the statue. It looked familiar, but I couldn’t place it.

“Since I will be leaving soon, I should probably find someone to entrust it to. Though even now it is still precious to me.”

I realized the bird was supposed to represent a falcon and comprehension snapped into place.

“I thought that was something made up for the movie.” I was simultaneously stunned and amused.

The Old Man blinked in incomprehension. “What movie?”

Ibrahim continued staring at the statue for a moment until he put the pieces together as well. He clapped his hands and laughed delightedly.

The Old Man looked back and forth between us, amused at our reactions, but clearly still confused by their cause.

“What are you children going on about?”

I exchanged glances with Ibrahim then looked back at the Old Man. “That might take some explaining. Do you have any tea?”
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The Knight’s Game
By Daniel G. Zeidler



Abolt of lightning shattered the darkness. It revealed a young woman walking alone down a dirt road that appeared on neither maps nor satellite images of Malta. The darkness returned as quickly as it had receded and brought with it a torrent of November rain. Anyone native to the island or had lived there for any length of time knew that such roads on such nights were not meant to be travelled. The First Chief, whose vision was unimpeded by the darkness, saw the woman flip up the hood of her jacket and, oblivious to the dangers around her, continue on down the road. Being soaked by a rainstorm was not an activity the First Chief cared to indulge in, so he remained untouched by the rain as he frowned thoughtfully and observed the woman for a time.

The First Chief had returned to Malta shortly after his wife and the last of their children had passed away. His grandchildren and great grandchildren were doing well for themselves, particularly the one great granddaughter who’d been born as something other than human. She was being mentored by one of the Elders; a rare honor indeed. He would have enjoyed mentoring her himself, but the time had come for him to retire from the world for a few decades. The currents of magic flowed strongly around Malta and there were places on the island where the boundaries between realms were stretched thin. An immortal air pirate from the early decades of the Great War was merely one curiosity among many and fodder for those who spun tales of ghosts and monsters to frighten children and tourists.

Many of the tales even had a kernel of truth to them, the First Chief reflected as the corpse-like figure of a geist emerged from its lair in the shadow realm. Normally such creatures instinctively stayed far away from land around his villa, but the temptation of the young woman, lost and practically glowing with magic potential, had obviously overcome the geist’s sense of self-preservation. The First Chief often described himself as a monster who had been born to hunt other, lesser monsters. They were all lesser monsters, in his opinion. He easily caught the geist unaware, drained it of the magic that animated it, and dropped its withered husk as it began to crumble into nothingness.

Far up ahead of him on the road and blissfully unaware of what had transpired, the First Chief saw the woman take out her smart phone and consult its glowing screen. He shook his head in mild disapproval. Since the Great War had at last drawn to a close after just over a century of warfare, humanity seemed determined to forget that magic existed. The young woman had enough of the Elders’ magic flowing through her to be a powerful Zauberin, but like the rest of her generation she seemed to prefer technological gadgetry to the reliability of “old fashioned” magic.

Though the woman was an unwelcome guest on his land, she was nevertheless a guest of sorts and the First Chief took it as a personal affront when a second geist appeared and began to lope after her. He slipped into the shadow realm and reappeared a few steps behind the geist. In the brief instant he’d been traveling, the woman, who at least had a sorceress’ reflexes, had spun around and brought up a pistol in a manner that indicated formal training. Formal training or no, a pistol would do little more than annoy a creature like the geist. The First Chief hastened forward just as the woman fired her pistol.

There were three sharp cracks that sounded more like a cap gun than an actual pistol. Three holes, each about two fingers wide, appeared in the geist almost instantly; one in its head and two in its chest. The edges of the holes burned with a blue fire that spread rapidly, expanding the holes until there was nothing left of the geist.

The woman shifted her stance slightly so the barrel of her pistol pointed squarely at the First Chief. The hood of her jacket somehow left her face in shadow, but he could clearly see the blue glow of her eyes staring out at him. If it hadn’t been for the pistol and the logo of the outdoor clothing company emblazoned on the left breast of her jacket, she might have even looked like a proper Zauberin. Alas, o tempora, o mores…

“A magic pistol?“ The First Chief motioned with his chin toward the pistol and shook his head. “Really, Mademoiselle…”

“I’m a modern woman of the twenty-first century; swords and wands aren’t my style,” the woman said in American-accented English. The First Chief thought she had a singer’s voice - light and pleasant, but it only made the lie about being a modern woman stand out all the more. The woman shrugged her shoulders, though her pistol and glowing eyes remained steady. “Plus, it was a gift.”

The First Chief decided not to ask her about the lie. He clasped his hands behind his back and inclined his head in agreement. “It is good to have friends who care, but it is a pity they did not care enough to warn you about revenants.”

“Oh…they did, but immortal isn’t the same as indestructible and even if you are immortal, getting shot still hurts. A lot. I’m not here to fight you though. I had a hunch you were the Ghostly Air Pirate of Attard, but I wanted to be certain.” The woman relaxed her stance and her pistol seemed to evaporate as she lowered her hands. The First Chief arched an eyebrow. A bonded artifact could have only been crafted by one of the Elders and they typically reserved them for their own use. The gift of one was both an honor and a sort of warning to others that the bearer was essentially a knight-errant in the war against the Darkness. Knights-errant were seldom restful individuals to be around, a trait the young woman wasted no time in affirming. “I need to get to Filfla, but the Environment and Resources Authority isn’t inclined to grant me permission to visit. I could use your assistance in getting there.”

“Mademoiselle, Filfla is not only a protected nature preserve, there is also the danger of unexploded ordinance left over from the War–” the First Chief began, but much to his surprise the woman politely cut him off. He didn’t care for being surprised, but to be cut off? It was perhaps a unique experience for him. Clearly it required a correspondingly unique expression of his disapproval, he allowed her to continue speaking while he pondered the matter.

“That’s what the nice gentleman at the Environment and Resources Authority told me as well, but I know you’re both lying to me,” she said and he heard the truth in her words. The First Chief quietly chastised himself. It had been a long time since he’d dealt with a sorceress of any strength. Of course she could hear the lie in a spoken word and of course she would audaciously interrupt him to call him out on it. She took a breath, as if she were gathering her courage to say her next words. “It is important that I speak with the Engineer.”

“If you know of the Engineer’s existence, Mademoiselle, then you also know that there are some powers which should not be disturbed. The Engineer is most certainly one of those powers,” the First Chief shook his head gently as he spoke. He gave the young woman a stern look. “Who sent you on this foolish errand? Certainly not the Path of Blood or the League of Nations. The DCI? The Auroran Volunteer Group, perhaps?”

“No one sent me. This has nothing to do with saving the world or the universe or any of that,” the woman said as she flipped back her hood. Now he could see her face. “My name is Erin Wainwright and I’m just trying to find my sister. You probably knew her by her married name, Jill Rousseau.”

Mademoiselle Wainwright was mistaken; the First Chief knew Madame Rousseau from a time well before her marriage. She had only been a twelve-year old precocious neighbor-girl at the time of their first encounter. It had only been by chance that he spotted her hiding in the garden outside Kapitän Hall’s sitting room, intent on catching the Kapitän in the act of air pirating. From that day on, the First Chief and Madame had been warily respectful of one another, he’d even grown to accept that one had to expect a certain degree of unpredictability when dealing with Madame. The same would apparently hold true when dealing with Mademoiselle.

Madame Rousseau’s sister had disappeared during the Second Battle of the Great Plains during the Axis Offensive of 1925. The servants of the Darkness had taken advantage of the offensive to unleash the Grey Death on the cities closest to the front lines and the revenants tasked with watching over the Rousseau family barely had time to grab the infant Mademoiselle and escape to the shadow realm. In their haste, the revenants had fled too far into the shadows and no one knew where, or when, they and the baby had ended up.

Although where was a question still in play, the First Chief felt that the when part of the mystery had been solved to his satisfaction. It also explained why Mademoiselle felt she had been lying earlier. Strictly speaking, someone born in 1925 could not truthfully claim to be a modern woman of the twenty-first century. The Mademoiselle was not, however strange it may have seemed, lying about being Madame Rousseau’s sister. He heard the truth in her words, and while Mademoiselle was a tall brunette where Madame had been a petite blonde, the two women’s faces were nearly identical, particularly the eyes and the nose. The expression of mild impatience that currently adorned Mademoiselle’s face, the First Chief noted with amusement, was almost uncannily familiar.

The First Chief motioned to a nearby villa that had suddenly become visible across the road. “We should speak of this inside where it is dry and where we will not be bothered by any more geist. If Mademoiselle will please follow me?”
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The First Chief’s villa was a pre-war, two-story structure that was slightly too large to be considered modest, but that nonetheless looked small compared to its attached garage. Erin had a difficult time picking out the details of the villa between the rain and the protective magic that partially obscured it, but she caught glimpses of well-kept gardens to either side of the pathway approaching it. Lightning flashed, briefly revealing the villa’s dark windows and she wondered how, or even if, the First Chief illuminated his home. The First Chief opened his front door, Erin noted that he’d left it unlocked, and gave her a little half bow as he motioned for her to precede him inside.

After passing through a small foyer whose floor, walls, and ceiling were inscribed with protective wards, Erin was surprised to see the interior of the house was warmly lit by modern lighting fixtures. To her left, the first floor of the house was mostly open with a large, inviting living room at the front of the house where broad, arched windows could let in both light and breezes. The living room furniture was of an older fashion, but quite comfortable looking, and arranged in a conversation-friendly arc around a stone fireplace with an oil painting of a 1920s Era airship hanging above the mantle. Adjacent to the living room was a massive oak dining room table with chairs to seat twenty and beyond that was a spacious kitchen equipped with modern stainless-steel appliances, including, to Erin’s surprise, a microwave. Along the wall to her right were an open door leading to a bathroom, a closed door that no doubt led to the garage, a staircase leading to the second floor, and, at the opposite end of the house, a door leading back outside.

“I note that the rain does not seem to have affected Mademoiselle much,” the First Chief said, his tone making it more a question than a statement. He narrowed his eyes and studied her more carefully. Not all of the magic surrounding her was her own. He clasped his hands behind his back. “A bound weapon and bound armor? There are few beings in this world who could provide such gifts, Mademoiselle, and they would not do so without exacting a price. I would know more of who I have allowed into my home.”

“The Instructor, the female one with the orchestra not the male one with the library, gave them to me because she said she felt guilty about not being able to save my parents, guilty that I had been separated from my sister, and regretful she didn’t find me again until after I’d, quote, foolishly allowed myself to be shot, as if I’d had a choice about it,” Erin said then rolled her eyes in what the First Chief thought was yet another mirror of one of Madame Rousseau’s expressions. “At any rate, I also helped her with a, ah, problem and she was grateful.”

The First Chief nodded. “The Instructor often played a similar game with Madame Rousseau.”

“Jill mentioned that in the journal she left me,” Erin agreed. “She also mentioned you.”

“Madame left you a journal?”

Erin shivered and wasn’t sure if it was due to the water dripping down her back or if the First Chief’s unsettling gaze was to blame. “Not just a journal, she also left me a mansion, an office building, an oil company, and a three-comma bank account. Who does all that for someone they’ve never met?”

One corner of the First Chief’s mouth twitched up in a hint of a smile. “Madame was kind - and generous as well.”

“Well, I never had the chance to know her, so I’m going to find her, I’m going to rescue her, and I’m going to bring her home,” Erin said with a faint glow shining from within her eyes and a determined look that was all her own. “In her journal she said that the two of you were on Filfla once and that you left just as the Engineer arrived to destroy some Path of Blood secret base. I have a hunch that he went back to Filfla after Jill disappeared and that he can help me find her.”

“These hunches you speak of? By this you are referring to one of your Talents?” The First Chief asked while tapping one hand thoughtfully against the other behind his back.

Erin shook her head. “Nothing so fancy as a magic talent. They’re just…hunches. Sometimes they don’t even come true. I know that I’m right this time, though. The Engineer can help me find Jill. What I don’t know is if you’ll help me get to Filfla so I can speak with him.”

The gift of Insight could indeed be a fickle Talent, the First Chief thought to himself, but it was also a rare one. The Elders would tend to be forgiving toward, even protective of, someone gifted with Insight. He gave Erin a sharp nod then motioned to the bathroom door. “I will need some time to prepare. In the meantime, Mademoiselle will find towels in the bathroom linen closet should she wish to freshen up.”

A short time later and with reasonably dry hair Erin followed the First Chief to the garage. He held open the door for her and allowed her to pass through it first. Her view was unobstructed when she entered the room. She came to an abrupt halt, stared at the large object in front of her, glanced back at the First Chief, and stared again. It looked like a four-seat helicopter designed by a child with a vague idea of what a helicopter looked like and a fondness for Art Deco styling. “I don’t mean to be rude, but what is that thing?”

“It is a gyrodyne, Mademoiselle, specifically, it is a Tynet Aero Corporation Model 1937,” the First Chief said with a note of pride. “We will be using it to travel to Filfla. If we are sighted it will likely result in a few new tales of so-called ghostly aircraft in the area; one does like to be a good guest and help support the local tourism industry.”

“I was thinking you might have a friend in the Maltese government who’d be willing to grant us an exception or maybe you would just magic us there via a portal or something.” Erin gave the gyrodyne an uncertain look. “So, I take it that this thing flies via some sort of magic?”

The First Chief recoiled in mild indignation. “Certainly not, Mademoiselle. The Tynet Model 1937 is based on sound engineering principles and renowned for the superior craftsmanship that went into building it.”

“Oh…well…it certainly looks very well maintained,” Erin said, hoping she sounded more confident than she felt. She wasn’t lying, the so-called aircraft was spotlessly clean and its deep red fuselage had been buffed to an almost mirror-like shine–she just wasn’t sure it was actually capable of flight. A large roll-up door across from them opened up just as a bolt of lightning arced through the clouds. “Shouldn’t we, maybe, wait until after the storm passes?”

“This is a luxury model, Mademoiselle, equipped with a small buoyancy cylinder and I do have some experience as a pilot. I assure you, while flying in this aircraft, you needn’t deign to concern yourself about storms.” The First Chief opened the left side cockpit door and motioned for Erin to climb inside.

Not wanting to seem reluctant, Erin immediately climbed into the left cockpit seat. Much to her surprise the gyrodyne’s instrument panels had a sleek, modern look to them. She gave the First Chief a questioning look.

He rolled his shoulders in a shrug. “I have made many upgrades to this Model 1937 over the years, Mademoiselle, and I, too, have interesting friends.”

The presence of a high-tech cockpit eased some of Erin’s concerns about the flightworthiness of the gyrodyne to the point that she was willing to concede that it was an actual aircraft. The First Chief gave her a quick safety briefing then went around to the other side of the aircraft to climb into the pilot’s seat on the right side of the cockpit. After running through his preflight checklist, he started the gyrodyne’s propellers and eased the craft through the open door. Rain slapped against the plexiglass canopy and the gyrodyne rocked in a sudden gust of wind as the First Chief reached up to throw a series of toggle switches causing a status screen to snap to life as the buoyancy cylinder powered up. Unlike an airship’s buoyancy cylinder, the gyrodyne’s buoyancy cylinder was not large enough to generate lift or motion, but it did make the air in the immediate vicinity of the gyrodyne smoother. The First Chief reached over to a second panel and powered up the rotor. When he glanced over at Mademoiselle she grinned and gave him a thumbs up. He pulled up on the rotor’s collective and eased the gyrodyne into the air.

The First Chief’s villa was tied to no specific location on Malta which made it inconvenient to find unless one were invited…or happened to be a determined sorceress who was prone to hunches. The villa’s lack of a specific location made departing the villa extremely convenient as one’s intended destination was always close at hand, so long as that destination was also on the island of Malta. Filfla was a rocky islet that lay nearly three miles to the south of Malta. They emerged from the murky darkness surrounding the villa over the coast where the storm-tossed sea crashed into a rocky shore. The First Chief kept them low as they sped over the Mediterranean, but not so low that they had to worry about being caught off guard by a rogue wave.

They approached Filfla at an oblique angle from the west then lined up with the islet’s long axis before making a low, fast pass. The Elder would have sensed them approaching and if he was feeling particularly adamant about not being disturbed it would have become abundantly clear on the pass. Nothing happened, so the First Chief circled around for a second approach as if he were going to land on an aircraft carrier. He reduced his airspeed until the rotor was producing the bulk of the gyrodyne’s lift and just as he crossed the threshold of Filfla’s plateau the rain and wind stopped.

“That’s a good sign, right?” Erin asked the First Chief quietly as he set the gyrodyne down inside the ruins of an 18th century fort the Path of Blood cult had secretly rebuilt in the mid-1930s. Whatever the Engineer had done after her sister and the First Chief left the island, however, had left very little of the rebuilt fort standing. The Engineer was somewhere below the surface of the plateau and while the more substantial ruins on the eastern end of the island seemed a likely place to find a stairwell or elevator shaft leading down, Erin had a feeling the entrance to the Engineer’s abode was much closer to where they had landed. She turned to look at the First Chief. “I mean, if he didn’t want us here then he wouldn’t have cleared up the storm.”

“It is possible, Mademoiselle, that the Elder wishes to chastise us for disturbing him in person.”

“I wasn’t going to mention that because I didn’t want you to start feeling nervous.”

“Mademoiselle is kind,” the First Chief said with a small, seated bow. He used his hand to point at the base of a crumbled tower. “That tower had a staircase leading to the lower levels of the Path of Blood fortress. The ground floor of the tower looks intact so we should be able to access the stairs without difficulty.”

“We?” Erin asked him.

“As Mademoiselle told me earlier this evening, immortal is not the same as indestructible,” the First Chief answered and she arched an eyebrow at him. “These islands are home to many supernatural creatures, Mademoiselle, and some of them are bound to have been drawn here by the presence of an Elder. They would be of no concern to the Engineer, of course, but many of them are quite dangerous.”

“Immortal…I still have a hard time wrapping my mind around that,” Erin said with an uncertain shrug. She gave the First Chief a grim smile. “I would appreciate the backup though.”

The First Chief nodded his head. “But of course, Mademoiselle. We’d best be off. It wouldn’t do to keep the Engineer waiting.” He exited the gyrodyne and walked thoughtfully around to the other side of it. It seemed certain that the Mademoiselle had only discovered her true nature fairly recently, probably starting with what would have been a fatal gunshot wound had she not been a Zauberin. It had been a long time since he’d worked with a novice and he was retired, but Madame Rousseau was a friend. One felt a certain obligation to–the First Chief halted in both mid-step and mid-thought. At some point, he resolved, he would have to inform Mademoiselle that he disliked surprises.

She stood waiting for him on the other side of the gyrodyne, her travel clothes replaced by law enforcement-style tactical clothing and body armor, complete with a helmet. She had no holster for her pistol or ammunition pouches of course, she had no need of those. Mademoiselle recognized his surprise and, in keeping with her mischievous nature, grinned at him.

“All this magic stuff might be new and weird to me, First Chief, but I’m not a complete rookie,” Erin told him. “Before things got crazy, I made it to Detective in the North American National Police Service and I was recruited by Directorate of Criminal Investigations to be an agent.”

“Impressive. In an interesting coincidence, Madame Rousseau was also a detective.”

“I figure it must run in the family,” Erin said then nodded toward the ruins of the tower. “I suppose our path forward lies through that dark, creepy doorway over there?”

“Indeed, it does, Mademoiselle. It might be best if I go first.”

“Makes sense to me - the monsters are more likely to be afraid of you. Lead the way, First Chief.”

Erin closed her eyes for a moment to shift her vision. When she opened them, she saw everything illuminated in crisp shades of grey by the glow of ambient magic. More powerful or concentrated sources of magic stood out when her vision was shifted because they were the only things that appeared in color. Her armor and pistol had a faint green glow while she herself radiated a pearly blue aura. The First Chief, curiously, was somehow less visible. Erin saw him as a blurry figure with a faint blue glow. She knew that was because he wanted her to see him otherwise he would have been little more than a ghostly haze like he had been on the road when she’d first met him.

The entrance to the tower was an empty metal-framed doorway. There was a pair of twisted hinges still attached to the frame, but there was no sign of the door that had once hung from them. Erin followed the First Chief inside and saw that the tower’s second floor remained partially intact, forming a sheltered area of sorts within the ruin. The floor was a concrete slab, partially covered by rubble and windblown dust, but still surprisingly intact and off to the right of the entrance a partial set of stairs, also concrete, went up to what was left of the second floor while a second stairway led down to the base’s lower levels. The First Chief immediately headed for the stairs and walked down them in a relaxed manner that almost made Erin feel silly for having her pistol in her hand. Almost.

The stairway twisted down for three stories and ended at a broad corridor that stretched off to the east and west, paralleling the fortress wall. The entrance to what had been another corridor lay directly across from the base of the stairs and it ran toward the center of the island for about twenty feet before its crumbling edges opened up into what appeared to be an enormous cavern in the island’s core. The First Chief approached the corridor but stopped abruptly at its edge when a line of wards flared suddenly to life. He turned to look at Erin and she had a sinking feeling she knew what he was going to say.

“I am afraid, Mademoiselle, that these wards prevent me from going any further,” the First Chief said while studying the wards in question. Normally wards had to be inscribed into a surface, but the wards before him appeared to be part of the concrete. He understood the more common glyphs that had been used in their construction, but the others were too complex for him to follow. There were subtle details in the way the glyphs were formed and the way they connected to one another to form the wards which indicated that, for whatever reason, the Engineer had been the one who placed them. The First Chief looked up at the Mademoiselle and saw that she already knew what he was about to say. He shrugged apologetically before saying it. “If you wish to continue, I am afraid you will have to do so alone.”

“I won’t be able to find my sister without the Engineer’s help. If he wants to make a game of testing my resolve then so be it,” Erin said as she peered down what was left of the corridor. She took a deep breath and blew it out, then gave the First Chief a lopsided grin. “I’ve fought monsters on my own before. I’ll be fine. I just have to stay focused on the goal, right?”

The First Chief nodded once. “I will wait here for your return. Good luck, Mademoiselle.”

“Thanks. I’ll, ah, try not to keep you waiting long,” Erin said and called her pistol back to her hand. She brought it up to a ready position and advanced down the corridor until she reached the entrance to the cavern and saw it was more a cistern than a cavern. It was roughly thirty yards in diameter and so deep that even with her shifted vision she couldn’t see the bottom. A narrow ramp ran down the walls of the cistern from where she stood to a massive archway carved into the limestone bedrock across from her and about hundred yards below her. Erin looked back over her shoulder to tell the First Chief what she saw and inhaled sharply at the sight of a churning wall of shadows that blocked her return path.

“Oh, that’s just great…just great,” she said quietly to herself then turned to look back down at the archway. A cool breeze that smelled of the sea blew up from the depths of the cistern and caused Erin to shiver slightly. She gave the archway a determined look. “Well, ready or not, here I come.”

The ramp, upon her closer examination of it, was actually a channel about six feet tall and only three feet wide cut into the cistern wall. There were patches of shadowy fog along the channel that her shifted vision could not penetrate, though she did catch glimpses of what may have been dark figures moving within them. The closest of these foggy patches was only a short distance from the entrance to the channel. Erin brought her pistol up to a ready position and stepped onto the path.

As she approached the fog, one of the figures within it seemed to turn toward her. When it vanished and if she hadn’t known better, Erin might have been tempted to think it had been her imagination. Instead she paused and shifted her aim slightly to the left. When a geist materialized a few paces in front of her it was in the dead center of her sight picture. She snapped off two shots and while that geist was dissolving she swung her pistol back toward the fog and fired off two more shots as a second geist came charging out of it. When the second geist dissolved the fog immediately cleared. Erin allowed herself a triumphant grin.

Then her pistol vanished.

She stared in surprised for a moment at her empty hands and tried to call the pistol back to her hand to no avail. It had taken her some time to warm up to the idea of a magic pistol and one of the reasons she had was that it was supposed to have been impossible for someone to steal it from her or prevent her from calling it to her when she needed it. Obviously, no one had thought to mention this to the Engineer. She went to the edge of the channel to see how many more of the foggy patches she would have to make her way through to get to him and was surprised to see they had all vanished. She wondered if she had passed some sort of test or if she had somehow frightened off whatever had been causing them–her magic Talent hinted that it was the latter.

Erin adjusted her helmet and her tactical vest, though she didn’t really need to, and was thankful the Engineer hadn’t taken her armor from her as well. Trying to convince him to help her was already going to be a challenge and she imagined trying to do so in the tennis shoes, jeans, and souvenir t-shirt with the Valletta skyline on it that she wore beneath her armor would have only made things more difficult. She let her gaze drop down toward the bottom of the cistern, it was still out of sight behind the misty darkness. She stepped back from the edge and resumed making her way down to the archway.

A little more than an hour later Erin breathed a sigh of relief when the end of the winding ramp at last came into view. She stepped off the ramp onto a semi-circular ledge in front of the archway and paused to look back up toward the top of the cistern. She frowned when it seemed much, much further away than it should have been, but distance and time often behaved strangely in the abode of an Elder Dii. She turned around and examined the archway.

The archway was about thirty feet across and twenty feet tall and it led to a short passageway that ended some thirty feet from the mouth of the arch. The back wall of the passage bore a smaller archway about ten feet in both width and height that framed a massive wooden door. Erin took a step toward the door then went still when she sensed something was trying to sneak up behind her.

She spun around just as a geist began to scramble up onto the ledge, hissing at her as it rose to its feet. Erin immediately stepped forward with her right foot while thrusting upward with her right arm and hit the geist in the middle of its boney forehead with a palm strike. The geist staggered backwards two steps, which immediately became a problem for it as it had only been one step away from the edge. It wind milled its arms a moment then with an angry snarl it plunged from view. Several seconds later Erin heard the dull thud of it impacting with the bottom of the cistern.

She turned back to the door but went still again when a deep rumbling sound came from the depths of the cistern. It was, she decided, exactly the sort of sound a very large creature might have made when it had been comfortably dozing at the bottom of a magic cistern and someone had woken it up by rudely dropping a geist on its head. Erin took off at a sprint for the door.

The door lacked any sort of knob or latch so she resorted to the simple expedient of just putting both hands on it and pushing it. Her first attempt managed to swing the door inward the merest fraction of an inch. The second, more forceful attempt fared marginally better. The third attempt, however, did little more than generate a soft thump and cause Erin to swear quietly under her breath. She looked back over her shoulder just in time to see the dragon-like head of a massive sea serpent rise above the ledge. Erin spun around so her back was against the door and tried pushing it open with her legs.

The sea serpent blinked its eyes at her and advanced slowly through the archway. It lowered its head close to the floor of the passage and its nostrils flared as it took in Erin’s scent. Erin went still in the hopes the creature would lose interest and go back to the bottom of the cistern. The sea serpent paused then continued its slow advance until it was only a double-arm’s length away from her. It opened its jaws, revealing a mouth full of what Erin thought were unnecessarily numerous knife-like teeth, and began to extend its tongue toward her legs.

Erin had no desire to end up as a snack for a giant sea serpent so she turned to one side then brought her right foot up and slammed her bootheel down on the tip of the sea serpent’s tongue. It made a sound somewhere between a scream and a roar and pulled its head sharply back from her. Erin brought up a hand and shook a scolding finger at it. “Let that be a lesson to you. Go on back to your–oh no!”

Erin dove to one side as the sea serpent, its eyes rolled back with rage into its head, lunged toward her. It missed her by a matter of inches and slammed its head into the stubborn door. The sea serpent growled and quickly pulled its head back. Erin saw the door was open and dove through it. She tucked into a roll as she hit the floor, regained her feet, then threw herself flat against the wall beside the doorway. Breathing heavily, she waited for the serpent to try to also make its way through the door. To her surprise, the door slammed shut seemingly on its own and she heard the metallic clanking of some sort of locking mechanism engaging. Everything went dark as Erin’s vision involuntarily shifted back to normal and she wished she had taken a moment to look around whatever room she was now trapped in.

There was a loud whooshing sound as braziers around the perimeter of the chamber roared to life, giving Erin a start and pushing back the darkness with their flickering light. She turned around and saw the chamber was circular, perhaps one hundred yards in diameter, with a vaulted ceiling that was lost to shadow. The white marble walls of the chamber were a continuous Baroque high-relief of men and women staring toward the center of the chamber. Erin paused and reassessed that. It was a continuous high-relief of men and women staring at her. There were piles of bones scattered, a touch melodramatically in her opinion, across the light grey floor tiles: a collection of long bones here, a stack of rib cages there, and little pyramids of skulls surrounding the base of each of the braziers. A plush red carpet ran like a bloody gash from just inside the door to a dais on the opposite side of the chamber. A narrow cylindrical cage hung suspended from the ceiling off to one side of the dais while at the center of the dais a mummified corpse wearing the tattered remains of fur-trimmed robes sat upon a gilded throne.

Erin’s eyes traveled down the length of the carpet, estimating the amount of time it would take to traverse its entire length, and she let out a short, impatient sigh. She strode down the carpet, trying to keep her pace confident and even despite the feeling that a thousand eyes watched her from the walls. She was certain it was only her imagination, because nearly everything in the abode of an Elder was a sort of illusion. On the other hand, the feeling that something was following close behind her on the carpet that her magic Talent told her was not a figment of her imagination.

After what Erin felt was an interminably long walk, she reached the foot of the dais. A cold draft of air came from behind her and she hoped, even though her Talent told her otherwise, that it had not been caused by something standing so close by that she could feel its breath against the back of her neck. A moment later the corpse on the throne stirred, raising its head and opening withered eyelids to stare at her with two glowing orbs of blue light. The corpse, or rather the Engineer posing as a corpse, pulled its lips back to expose its inhumanly long teeth.

“You are not welcome here,” the Engineer spoke slowly, carefully enunciating each word in a way that Erin thought made them sound more threatening than they had any right being. “Leave! Now! Or suffer the fate of fools.”

Erin did her best to not imagine what the fate of fools might entail as there was no point in providing the Engineer with more inspiration. Instead she said, “I have come to propose a game to you.”

“You would dare!” the Engineer snarled then leaped toward her in a blur of motion causing Erin to flinch backward. He stood in front of her one hand poised to wrap its bony fingers around her throat and his face was so close to her own that she could see that the orbs of light serving as his eyes floated in empty sockets. “I have witnessed the birth and death of civilizations and the passing of eons. I was ancient when the star you call your sun sent forth its first rays of light into your universe. For one who is little more than a mere child by comparison to come uninvited to my abode and attempt to ensnare me in a game of your own devising? There are few offenses as serious among the Dii. I will generously forgive this transgression, but there will be a price to pay if you do not leave…now.”

“The one thing I–” Erin inhaled sharply when she felt whatever was behind her brush against her shoulder blade. She took a breath and began again, “The one thing I am certain of in this place is that you have no intention of killing me.”

“Perhaps, but you cannot really be so naive as to think death is the worst fate I might inflict upon you?” the Engineer asked as he peered into her eyes. Behind him the door to the cage hanging over the dais opened slowly on creaking hinges. “You should leave. Run away from here as fast as you can. I will not make this offer again.”

Erin grinned at him and nodded toward the cage. “That only proves what I suspected. You…are bored. You would hold me captive here just so you could have someone to talk to.”

“I don’t think you understand the gravity of your situation.”

“I–I understand how important what you–what you call games are to your people,” Erin said, stuttering a bit every time she felt whatever was behind her sniff her hair. The Engineer obviously wanted her to turn and look, which meant whatever was back there had to be a terrifying sight, most likely a Dii watchdog. She clenched her fists and tried to ignore it. “You’re making a game of scaring me right now and, while you are very good at it, I don’t think it’s the sort of game that holds your interest over the long term. The game I’m proposing is well worth your time.”

“My patience is at an end, Erin Wainwright–”

“I need your help finding my sister.”

The Engineer went still, even the flames forming his eyes going motionless. After a moment he said, “You have been born with the Talent of Insight. What is your Talent telling you now?”

Erin tipped her head thoughtfully. She sighed. “I should have just said that first thing when I stepped out of the gyrodyne.”

Everything around Erin spun and blurred. When her vision cleared she was wearing a 1930s style day dress and sitting beneath a broad gazebo on a cliff overlooking the sea on a calm, sunny day. There was a small table covered with a white linen tablecloth beside her and on the opposite side of the table from her was the blurry figure of the Engineer who, despite the fact that she couldn’t really focus on him, she knew was wearing a white summer suit with a matching Panama hat. On the opposite side of the gazebo from them was a Dii watchdog playing with, of all things, a tasseled throw pillow.

“I believe, O Audacious One, that you prefer coffee with a bit of cream and sugar,” the Engineer said as he motioned toward a gold automaton that had appeared beside the table. The automaton placed a porcelain cup and saucer next to Erin and poured coffee that was just the right shade into the cup. The automaton curtsied then vanished.

“Umm…” Erin looked down at the cup of coffee then back up at the Engineer. According to Dii custom, one always played along with whatever ‘game’ the host chose to play. “Yes. Thank you. Does this mean that–”

“Your pistol,” the Engineer said as another golden automaton appeared carrying Erin’s pistol on a silver tray. “Someone did their best to fashion you an inertia pistol, but the grip, the balance, the sights, the kinetic feedback… It was all wrong. Close, but all wrong. I have fixed it for you.”

“You fixed…right, you’re the Engineer. Of course, you decided it needed to be fixed,” Erin said then took her pistol from the tray. The second automaton bowed and vanished as well. Erin blinked in surprise at her pistol then looked back over at the Engineer. “You really did fix it. I don’t believe–I mean, thank you. That was very kind.” Erin willed the pistol away and took a breath. “According to my Talent, I need your assistance if I am going to find my sister…will you please help me?”

“Ah, yes, your game. Hmmm…” the Engineer said as he took a sip from the porcelain cup in front of him. He used his cup to motion toward the cup and saucer in front of Erin. “Please, enjoy your coffee while I advise you on how to proceed. This game you propose will be quite a challenge, quite a challenge indeed, but the best games often are.”
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The First Chief watched as a murky darkness suddenly filled the short corridor and blocked his view of the Mademoiselle. He looked down at his chronometer and rotated its bezel to show when five minutes had elapsed. Time flowed differently in an Elder’s abode and for the Mademoiselle hours or even, if things went particularly unwell, days might seem to pass, but experience had shown him that the Elders typically returned their guests to the outside world five minutes after they had left it. If more than five minutes elapsed he would have to assume that Mademoiselle had rather seriously offended the Elder in which case he would rescue her. He had his own ways of entering an Elder’s abode. No, the First Chief decided, the Engineer is an honorable being. He will not keep her for longer than five minutes.

A little more than four minutes later, a hand wearing a torn and dirty white lace glove reached up from the shadows and took hold of the floor. A moment later, Mademoiselle pulled herself up through the shadows and rolled onto the floor beside a ledge that had not been there a moment earlier. As the First Chief rushed over to assist her, he noted she was wearing what would have been a stylish day dress, if it had still been 1937 and the dress hadn’t been as torn and dirty as her gloves. She looked up at him with a dirt-smudged face and grinned as she took his offered hand.

“One moment,” Erin said once she had regained her feet. She turned around to face the darkness and shouted, “Ha! I told you I could make that climb while wearing this stupid dress!” She turned back to the First Chief, suddenly wearing her tactical gear again. Erin looked down at herself, then after a quick glance over her shoulder whispered. “Don’t tell the Engineer, but that was a gorgeous dress. I’ll have to remember that pattern.”

The First Chief blinked. “Mademoiselle may rely on my discretion, of course.”

“So, the Engineer agreed to help me find Jill!” Erin began excitedly then she gave the First Chief a puzzled look. “The first thing I need to do is find a functional armillaridyne, whatever that is.”

“An armillaridyne is a Dii vessel powered by magic. It was on such a vessel that I arrived on your world a very long time ago.”

Erin’s eyes went wide. “Really? That’s, that’s…wow, that’s very unexpected.” She took a breath and pushed the concept of arrived on your world and the questions that accompanied it to one side for the time being. “If one of these armillaridynes is powered by magic then they must be pretty easy to operate, right? I imagine you just give an order to one and it will carry it out?”

“An armillaridyne isn’t a mechanical sentient, Mademoiselle. They are extremely complex vessels and you would require a knowledgeable crew to operate one, or at the very least you would need a good first officer who could train a crew for you,” the First Chief shrugged his shoulders. “As captain of the vessel you would, however, still be able to give orders and have them carried out. This would be functionally similar, I suppose.”

“A good first officer, eh?” Erin tipped her head questioningly. “First Chief? Would you like to help me find my sister?”

The First Chief brought his heels together with a sharp click. “I would be honored, Kapitän.” He looked past Erin at the entrance to the Engineer’s abode and sensed they should be leaving. “We should return to the gyrodyne and depart before we overstay our welcome.”

Erin followed the First Chief back up to the surface and discovered that the storm had passed to reveal a full Moon shining brightly down on the island. “I can’t imagine where we will find an armillaridyne, functional or otherwise. I’m not even getting any hints from my Talent.”

The First Chief arched an eyebrow at her. “Clearly, Kapitän, you have never been to the Moon.”

“The Moon, that’s funny,” Erin chuckled as the First Chief began his preflight inspection. She looked up at the Moon and started to chuckle again, but then she had a feeling. Erin turned her head sharply to the First Chief. “You were joking, right?”
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The Sumdood Chronicles: Siege of Malta
By Kelly Grason


June 14, 1565 Fort St. Elmo, Malta

Andre Pelletier de Paradeisi was exhausted mentally, physically, and spiritually. Always a pragmatic man but a devout one, oft times what his eyes and ears observed of the world around him warred with his faith. After more than forty years of near-continuous warfare, reality was winning.

He feared he was going to die here.

Death did not hold the fear for Andre Pelletier that it did for most, yet no man truly welcomes his demise. But for the past nineteen days, the lack of sleep from constant shelling had sapped his physical reserves, and the missions beyond the walls had threatened to sap his will. Every day there were more men and more cannon arrayed against him. Every night he ventured beyond the walls, and he and his men slit throats.

It was no use. Like the Greek hydra, every throat cut gave rise to two more to take its place. The Ottomans had pushed inland as far as Mount Sciberras, and now he was taking fire from two sides. There was no doubt in his mind that one day soon, they would march down the peninsula, storm what was left of the walls, and Fort St. Elmo would fall.

He just prayed that it would not happen before he fulfilled his purpose.

“More sand in your mortar mix,” he ordered the young galley slave repairing the wall of Bastione della Concezione on the northern wall of Fort St. Elmo. To either side lay the curtain walls of the star-shaped fort, anchored by Bastione di San Giovanna on the northeast corner and Bastione di San Gregorio on the northwest. It was debatable which bastion most needed fortification; after 23 days of bombardment, the northernmost perimeter of the fort was more sieve than wall.

“As you command,” the galley slave, Pietro, murmured dutifully. The boy looked exhausted. Andre felt a pang of paternal concern for the boy. This was not a calling for him. He was not here of his own free will, yet still he worked tirelessly in defense of…what, exactly? Andre Pelletier was no longer sure he knew.

“It is hot,” he told the boy sympathetically. “Take water, and rest.” He dropped to his knees beside the young galley slave, taking the trowel and brush from his hands. The boy hesitated, reluctant to give up his tools. Manual labor was not fitting for a Knight of St. John.

“Go, child. Rest,” he ordered gently, prying the tools from his hand and nodding to a shady spot in the lee of the wall. The boy wearily settled onto his haunches, leaning back against the wall and drinking greedily from a dipper of water as Andre worked. The knight looked at the boy speculatively for a moment. “When was the last time you pissed?”

“I do not know, Sire,” Pietro answered honestly, eyes closed. “Hours?”

“You should drink more often,” the knight chided. “Take water every hour. Make sure the other boys know as well.”

“If we do not repair the wall, the Ottomans will make it through. They almost succeeded four days ago. They do not treat their slaves as well as you.”

“Over the wall, through the wall, it does not matter,” Andre replied, “if you are too weak to fight when it happens.” The boy’s eyes widened at Andre’s use of the word “when,” and he mentally kicked himself.

“You must be strong, Pietro,” he said, forcing a confident smile onto his face. “We will turn them back yet.” He tossed a bag to the boy as he knelt next to the basin he was mixing mortar in. “Smoked mutton and apples in there,” he ordered. “Eat something.”

“It is not yet the mealtime hour, Sire.”

“Eat, damn it! Do as I say.”

Chastened, Pietro dug through the bag, choosing an apple and tearing off a piece of mutton. He nibbled tentatively at first, as if fearful of being punished for eating before the appointed hour. When no such punishment came, he gave into his hunger and ate greedily, his teeth tearing at the dry meat. Andre watched him for a moment, and as the boy became aware of his gaze, he looked up warily. He blushed, wiping the back of one grimy hand across his mouth.

“Pietro eats too much?” he asked.

“Pietro eats too little. Finish the mutton,” he ordered.

“Then what will you eat, Sire?”

“Do you not know?” Andre winked. “God feeds me.”

At that, the Pietro erupted in a fit of boyish giggles. At barely sixteen, Pietro was only a hint of the man he would be, his feet and hands already man-sized, but his voice still cracked occasionally like an adolescent. Andre smiled. He liked hearing the boy laugh, all the more so since the last month had seen little cause for laughter.

“One part lime, three parts sand,” Andre went on conversationally, keeping up a cheery façade as he demonstrated how to mix the mortar. “Mix with water until it is a thick paste. Spread it between the rocks, and as it begins to dry, use your brush to remove the excess.”

“We run low on lime,” Pietro said, his face darkening.

We run low on everything.

“We have plenty, Pietro,” he corrected. “Use the rubble from the granary. Use the larger rocks for the wall repairs, and pound the smaller ones into powder for the mortar. Have the other boys help you.”

“I am in charge of the other boys?” Pietro asked hopefully.

“You are,” Andre confirmed. “As of this morning, you are my squire. Tell them I said it is so. I will see to it that more water and food be brought to you all, and you will take water every hour. Organize the other boys into shifts, and work around the clock. You will supervise the other boys, and your job will be repairing the fortifications of the northern bastions.”

“And what of the holes in the curtain wall?”

It won’t matter. We cannot repel them if they come.

“The bastions are the first priority. From them, our archers can defend the walls on either side. If they come, we shall make them pay.”

“I will not fail you, Sire,” Pietro nodded proudly.

“I know you will not,” Andre smiled, clapping the slave boy on the shoulder. He turned to go, and in afterthought, turned back. “Pietro?”

“Yes, Sire?

“Light the fire in the kiln only. After dusk, make no open fires; no use giving the Ottomans an aiming point. Have the boys place half the powdered lime next to the kiln, and use the rest for mortar.”

The confusion was evident on the boy’s face. “Next to the kiln?

“Bake the powdered lime in the kiln until red hot for three minutes. When it cools, put the powder into bags, but do not breathe the dust or get it on your hands,” Andre cautioned. “I want twelve large bags per bastion.”

“What are we making, Sire?”

“Quicklime. We’re going to need it.”
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“They love you, Andre. It is plain to see,” said the voice in his head as Andre watched the slaves work from the passerella of Bastione di San Giovanna. He had a skin of wine, and was getting pleasantly drunk. In his judgement, if the forces of Suleiman the Great chose this moment to storm the fort, they deserved to have it. Andre Pelletier needed rest, and now was no more inopportune a time than any other.

“They are slaves. They have no choice.”

“And yet you treat them – “

“As equals?” Andre snorted.

“I was going to say as human beings.”

“Because they are,” Andre shrugged. “I cannot free them, but at least I can treat them as God commands.”

“And yet so many of your brothers do not, who claim to be Godly men. And so, the galley slaves look upon you as their protector. Any one of them would gladly lay down his life for you.”

“And they may yet be called upon to do so,” Andre muttered darkly. “Tomorrow I will teach them weaponry. Pikes, I think. They have not the skill to man the cannon or be archers, and I do not trust them with grenades. They are brave and enthusiastic, but gunpowder is a tool that takes time to master.”

“The other knights will oppose your arming slaves.”

“Then it is their bad luck that I am in command.”

“Your mind is troubled, Andre,” the voice said. “I can feel it.”

“My faith…wavers,” Andre answered glumly. “How long have we been on this quest, Geremiah?”

“Since your retreat from Rhodes, forty-three years ago. Your wounds were festering, and you were dying.”

“And you saved me. Yet in all that time, we have encountered Azazel only thrice. And each time we defeat him, he rises again, spreading his lies, profaning humanity.”

“We defeated his host,” the voice corrected. “The vessel he inhabits is inconsequential. To banish Azazel, we must face him alone, in the wilderness. The ritual we must –”

“‘Host.’ ‘Vessel’.” Andre quoted bitterly. “Those were men he stained. Those were men we killed.”

“I meant no – “

“One of them was my brother in arms!” Andre went on heatedly, his voice rising. “A good man, a Godly man! He had no more say in his fate than…than Pietro, or any of the other slaves down there! And for what? FOR WHAT HAVE THEY ALL DIED, GEREMIAH?”

The being in his head said nothing for a long while, but Andre could sense the anguish in Geremiah. When he finally spoke, his voice was pensive, tinged with remorse.

“I have lived a very long time,” he said haltingly, “had a great many hosts. I have honored and remembered them all, prayed on their behalf to God…but if I am honest with myself, I have often been blind to the suffering of my brother’s hosts. I have ignored their pain, and focused solely on Azazel. That was…wrong of me, Andre. They did not have a choice, and they are as much his victims as the legions Azazel has slain. I am sorry, my friend.”

The statement was accompanied by a vast well of grief and sorrow as only an angel can summon, and at that Andre Pelletier was only partly mollified. He did as he always did and turned his remaining anger outward, toward the enemy he faced.

“Those men out there,” he gestured with his chin toward the campfires of the Ottomans across the harbor and on the slopes of Mount Sciberras to his west, “you are sure Azazel is among them?”

“I have felt his presence growing stronger for the past two months, since our last raid. Last week, I felt his presence strengthen, like a great wave crashing along the beach. He is here on Melité, I am certain.”

Andre grunted sourly. For nearly two generations, the Knights Hospitaller had built up the fortifications on Melité, using it as a base of operations to conduct maritime raids against the Barbary pirates. It was on one such raid that Pietro and his companions had been “liberated” from their Barbary captors and put to work by the knights.

On their last such raid on May 5, their sea captains had sent four Barbary ships to the bottom and captured a great deal of gold and munitions. So many munitions, in fact, that it piqued the curiosity of Andre Pelletier. There were far more powder and shot stores than needed for such a small fleet of warships, and Andre – and by extension, the symbiotic being who lived in his head – wanted to know why. Under rather intense interrogation – more intense than Geremiah was comfortable with, really – a captured crewman told them of a vast invasion force making its way to Melité, some 40,000 men and an armada of nearly 200 warships. Intelligence gleaned from the spy network of the Grand Master of the Order of the Knights Hospitaller, Jean Parisot de la Valette soon confirmed it.

The Ottomans were coming.

“Your thoughts turn dark,” Geremiah noted soberly. “You are preoccupied with war and death, this much is plain.”

“Are we not in a war?” Andre replied, shrugging. “I am a warrior.”

“Yet you relish the fight. Yours is an order of healers, Andre.”

“And the men I fight bring war and death,” Andre replied stubbornly. “Someone must oppose them.”

“A man of pure heart should not be so eager to kill,” Geremiah admonished.

“Did you not believe me of pure heart when you chose me?” Andre pointed out.

“Well…yes.”

“And is your judgement infallible in such things?”

“It has been. I know a good man when I see one.”

“Then understand that even peaceful men have a capacity for violence. A man who has no capacity for violence is not peaceful, he is harmless. There is a difference, my friend. A good man marshals and controls the warrior spirit inside him, uses it to oppose evil when necessary…but he never extinguishes it.”

“You are a most stubborn man, Andre. I have had scores of hosts, and still I struggle to understand the minds of men. What is it you propose to do?”

“Go over the wall tonight and slit some throats,” Andre shrugged, grinning wolfishly. “Perhaps Azazel will be among them.”
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Andre stealthily approached the sentry on Fort St. Elmo’s ravelin, a dark shadow against the slightly less dark shadow of the fortification’s wall. For over a week now a party of Janissaries, Suleiman’s elite troops, had occupied the external fortification, a fact which had rankled Andre Pelletier to no end. The knights had been forced to essentially concede the fort’s western battlements, as anyone who attempted to leave the fort via the western bridge had been subjected to withering harquebus fire from Fort St. Elmo’s captured ravelin. The Grand Master of the Knights Hospitaller, Jean Parisotte de Valette, had been forced to resupply the fort and evacuate the wounded via ferry across Grand Harbor south of the fort.

The capture of the ravelin also allowed Suleiman’s forces to take the supply and evacuation ferries under harquebus fire, eventually forcing the knights to transport much-needed supplies from Fort St. Angelo overland to a new ferry at Point Sottile, out of range of the Ottoman guns.

It was an imperfect solution at best, and Andre feared it would only delay the inevitable. Less than 1600 defenders remained and half of them were wounded to one degree or another. Their food and powder stores diminished every day, and the fort’s western and northern walls were a sieve. One day there would be too many Ottoman guns, and not enough defenders to repel their infantry.

“This is dangerous,” the voice in his ear reminded him as Andre crept closer to the sentry.

“War is dangerous,” Andre thought back as he prepared himself to spring, his legs coiled under him, his dagger led low at his side.

“If you do this, do not cut the throat,” Geremiah advised, a note of resignation in his tone. “Cut throats gurgle and make noise. Clap your hand over his mouth as he passes, stab upward at the base of the skull. Ease his body to the ground and pull him into the bushes.”

“Your counsel is so helpful,” Andre thought sarcastically as the man walked past.

The sentry’s eyes widened as Andre’s blade bit into his spine, neatly severing the spinal cord between the first and second cervical vertebrae. The gasp he attempted died before it ever reached his lips, as the steel of Andre’s dagger sundered the connection between his nervous system and his diaphragm. His mouth worked soundlessly, eyes wide and surprised, and Andre whispered a brief prayer as he slid the man gently to the ground. He waited until the light in the man’s eyes faded, then drew the dagger across his throat, opening it in a welter of blood.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” Geremiah’s voice thundered in his head, aghast. “Is it not enough that you took his life? Why must you mutilate his body? This is…wrong, Andre. For what purpose do you do this?”

“Fear,” Andre answered simply. “When his brothers find him in the morning, an innocuous wound hidden by his hair means nothing. But a second smile below the first…”

“This…this is desecration!”

“Did I remove his head?” Andre pointed out reasonably. “Did I defile him with pigskin? Was it not you yourself that told me the soul leaves the body at death? Did I not pray for his soul as he died? What blasphemy have I committed?”

“But to what end?”

“Fear,” Andre repeated grimly. “This man’s battle is over, and now I use this empty vessel to make war against his brothers, to strike fear into their hearts. On the day they come over our walls, I want them to fear what they will find on the other side.”

Geremiah had no answer as they slipped into a small sally port in the ravelin’s wall, but Andre sensed his friend’s confusion and disapproval. He found himself on a narrow walkway running along the interior wall of the fortification, and instinctually he moved to his right. He had helped build this fortification, had been quartered here once, and he knew that the larger, more comfortable rooms were to his right. The commander of the Janissary garrison here would want one of them for himself.

He found the commander in the corner room, with the windows on the southwest and northwest corners flung open, the better to let the breeze through. That was a tactical mistake.

The rustle of curtains and the breeze in the chamber masked Andre’s approach, and the garrison commander’s eyes flashed open as the tip of Andre’s sword rested in the hollow at the base of his throat.

“As-salamu alaykum,” Andre murmured quietly. “Call out and your severed head will be the first thing to greet whoever comes to your aid.”

“And peace be also with you,” the commander replied automatically. His eyes narrowed. “But we are not at peace, are we infidel? What do you want?”

“Information,” Andre answered with a shrug. “Answer to my satisfaction, and you may yet survive the night.”

“I will answer nothing!” the man spat. “In days, your fort will fall. You and your friends will answer to Allah, and to Suleiman the Magnificent! I will tell you nothing!”

“We will see,” Andre said matter-of-factly as he stuffed a gag into the man’s mouth.

[image: ]


“I do not understand you,” Geremiah said as Andre stood furtively in the shadow of the inner wall, just yards from the sally port through which he entered. His eyes scanned the darkness around him, searching for movement on the passerella above him. “You kill a sentry and desecrate his body, yet you refuse to kill his commander, knowing that leaving him alive endangers your life.”

“I had to kill the sentry to gain entry,” Andre explained. “To get the commander to talk, he had to believe I would spare him. He gave us the information we sought. There was no reason to kill him.”

“You may yet have to, and sooner rather than later. He bears a personal hatred for you now.”

“I’ll wager his fingers will take quite some time to heal,” Andre smiled grimly. “Why do you think I started on his sword hand? His writing with his left hand is legible enough.”

“And if he escapes his bonds?”

“My knots are difficult enough for a man with two good hands,” Andre chuckled. “I hardly think he will escape before sunrise.” Before he could step away from the wall, an alarm bell clanged, and men began shouting orders. There was a flurry of movement on the passerella above him.

“You were saying?” Geremiah asked.

Andre wondered when his friend had developed the capacity for sarcasm.
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“I will grant you that cutting the sentry’s throat may have been an error in judgement,” Andre panted as he ran for the fort’s western wall. Behind him, the sound of running, angry men grew closer. It seemed that when they found their dead comrade propped against the wall, fear was not the emotion it engendered.

“We cannot go left,” Geremiah’s voice echoed in his ear, “the wall is under continuous bombardment. To swim the moat again would be suicide, with pursuit so close behind. The bridge would be a shooting gallery, exposed to archery and harquebus fire until the gate can be opened –”

“And more than 300 yards to the sally port at the base of Bastione di San Giovanna if we skirt the southern wall, under harquebus and archery fire most of the way,” Andre finished sourly. “I cannot run that far, Geremiah.”

Geremiah said nothing. He had prolonged Andre’s fight-or-flight response long past normal, feeding adrenaline and additional oxygen to Andre’s muscles as he labored, staving off anerobic metabolism and lending him extra strength, but there was a limit to how much he could manipulate his friend’s metabolism. He could not last much longer.

“What will we do?” he asked dully, and was surprised at his friend’s response.

“Make our stand at the gate,” Andre laughed, the thrill of combat singing in his veins, “and hope our sentries can tell the fox from the hounds.”
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Andre grinned with a savage leer as he reached the gate in the western curtain wall of St. Elmo. Drawing his sword as he wheeled to his right, he bellowed, “San di Giovanni!” the battle cry of the Knights Hospitaller.

The lead Janissary was almost upon him as he turned, and Andre simply turned his draw stroke into a slash, opening the man in a diagonal cut from his right hip to his left shoulder. He felt the blade slow as it bit into the man’s ribs, and he placed his left hand on the grip of his sword in a power grip and drug the blade through the man’s rib cage with both hands, showering them both in a gout of blood.

He sidestepped to his right as the man’s momentum carried his corpse forward and past him, bringing his blade up into the high guard position known as Finestra. He grinned through the mask of blood and snarled, “Veni ad assaporare la morte, amico mio.”

The second man hesitated for a split second, and Andre leaned forward slightly, stamping his left foot. The man bit on the feint, and raised his kilij – the Ottoman curved scimitar – to block. Andre’s thrust slid in under the block, catching the man at the base of the throat. He felt the tip of his blade bite into the man’s spine, and as his body fell, it drug the tip of Andre’s long sword down as he struggled to wrench it free.

“On your left,” a voice spoke urgently in his mind, and Andre immediately dropped to one knee and attempted to roll to his right. The cut that had been aimed at his head instead traced a bloody furrow along his left deltoid. Without thinking, Andre scissor-kicked the man’s feet from under him, and as he fell wrenched his sword free and struck the man in the face with the pommel. The Janissary grunted in pain, still struggling to bring the point of his scimitar around, so Andre struck him several more vicious backhand blows with his sword’s pommel until the man sagged and went limp. To make sure he stayed that way, Andre left his dagger buried in the man’s left eye socket.

More Janissaries approached, but more cautiously now as they had seen three of their number fall in less than ten seconds. They fanned out as Andre scrambled to his feet, his back against the gate. He bared his teeth in a snarl of defiance as he dropped his blade into Breve, expecting at any moment to be cut down in a hail of arrows or harquebus fire.

“They cannot fire their weapons,” Geremiah answered his unspoken thought. “Their men stand between us and their firing positions.”

At that moment, the air was rent with the thunder of guns. As Andre felt himself falling backward, his last conscious thought was, “Hah, the Ottoman marksmen are better than either of us thought.”
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December 25, 1522 Rhodes

“How is he today?” a voice asked with concern.

“No better, no worse,” another voice answered. “His wounds fester and his fever burns. He only awakens occasionally, and his words carry no meaning when he is awake.”

“Irrigate his wounds with vinegar, Paolo,” the first voice ordered, “and see that the healers change his bandages again and give him coriander tea. I did not knight the boy to see him die before we reach Crete.”

“Si, Signore,” the other voice murmured dutifully. “It will be done.”

Sir Jean Parisotte de Valette had fought with distinction during the siege, and it humiliated him to leave, but Rhodes was not home for him as it was for the young man on the litter. The Grand Master of his order, Philippe Villiers de L’Isle-Adam, had negotiated the right to leave Rhodes with their weapons and valuables and any religious icons they chose. The knights’ march to the port at Poeissia had been made with pomp, with banners flying and drums beating.

But it was still a surrender and a retreat, no matter how they dressed it up, and the shame of it burned de Valette.

At least he could console himself that at least he still had a home, while the young man on the litter had lost his – and his family – to the hated Ottomans. Andre Pelletier de Paradeisi, eldest son of a noble family of Rhodes, had served as Valette’s squire as a favor to the boy’s father. He had fought like a lion during the siege, displaying both courage and unflagging loyalty, even in the final days of the siege when it was apparent to everyone that Rhodes would fall. Valette had knighted the boy on his twenty-first birthday, three weeks before. A week after that, he was grievously wounded when the bastion of Spain fell on December 17. A knight less than a month, the boy had only experienced war and defeat, and now it looked as if he would die.

Valette knelt next to the boy as he looked out over the fleet of ships that lay anchored in the harbor. He laid a gentle hand on his shoulder and whispered, “Can you hear me, Andre?”

The young knight murmured incoherently, sweat beading on his brow as he squirmed fitfully on the litter. Valette could smell the festering of his wounds, but his hand on Andre’s shoulder seemed to calm him, and he lay still, moaning softly.

“If you can hear me, boy, you must not give up,” Valette ordered. “Your fight is not yet over. Pray with me now that our Father will heal you and ease your suffering. Your faith is important, Andre. You must believe.”

As Sir Jean Parisotte de Valette prayed fervently for the young knight, Andre desperately tried to speak out, to tell his master that he was still there, that he was still fighting, but the words refused to come to his lips. His head swam and his thoughts were fractured, but he was acutely aware of his master’s gentle hand on his shoulder, and he drew comfort from that. As Valette prayed, Andre tried to follow along, until he became aware of another presence, another voice whispering in his ear, competing with Valette for his fractured attention.

The power and strength of the voice grew, drowning out his master, and a fierce light grew before Andre’s eyes, blinding him. The last thing he remembered was a whispered name.

[image: ]



June 15, 1565

The light hurt Andre Pelletier’s eyes, and a voice urged, “Take water, Sire.” Andre opened his eyes blearily to find Pietro holding a goblet to his lips. His throat felt as if it had been packed with sand and sawdust, and his eyes were only slightly less gritty. Andre gulped greedily, gagged and coughed, and then gestured for more. Dutifully, Pietro refilled the goblet and handed it to him.

“Thank you, boy,” Andre croaked. “How long have I been out?”

“Six hours,” Pietro answered. “The sun is rising.”

Andre nodded, squinting against the rising sun. He lay on a pallet just inside the western wall of Fort St. Elmo. His left arm had been bandaged, and throbbed dully. An untouched plate of dates and smoked mutton lay next to him.

“What happened?” Andre asked. “Was I shot?”

“The Ottomans did not fire,” Pietro answered. “We did. We killed eleven in the first volley, and the few remaining retreated. The Janissaries left the ravelin this morning, just before sunrise. They went west, towards the Ottoman battlements on the slopes.”

“You fired?” Andre parroted incredulously. “How? Where did you get the guns?” Pietro looked ashamed and refused to meet Andre’s eyes. “Answer me, boy,” Andre ordered in a low growl.

“I saw you leave the fort through the door in the southeast bastion, but not soon enough to follow you,” Pietro answered. “I put Jorge in charge of the other boys repairing the fortifications, and ran to get Sir Laurent. He opened the armory, and we passed out harquebus to the sentries on the western passerella and told them to cover your retreat.”

“You said ‘we’ fired,” Andre repeated. “You had a harquebus as well?”

“I told Sir Laurent that I was your squire, and that your orders were to arm the men on the western wall with harquebus and to be alert for your return,” Pietro said defiantly, raising his chin and glaring at his master. “I told him I was speaking for you, and that I was to be armed as well. He did not question me.”

Andre stared open-mouthed at his squire for several moments, then began to chuckle. “You have balls of solid rock, boy,” he laughed, shaking his head. “It’s a wonder all of you didn’t cut me down along with the Janissaries, as dark as it was down there.”

“We could hardly not recognize you, Sire. The light of the Lord was on you. You practically glowed in the dark.”
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“You take needless risks, Andre,” Geremiah chided. “You relish the fight.”

“I take what risks are necessary. We are at war, and I am a warrior. War cannot be waged without risk.”

“The Knights Hospitaller are at war, but you have a higher purpose. That was The Bargain. You cannot seek out battle with others when Azazel is so close. I do not like this warlike spirit in you. A man of God should not so eagerly seek out battle. It is unseemly.”

“Have you ever lied, Geremiah?” Andre sighed wearily.

“I am an angel,” Geremiah huffed. “I am incapable of bearing false witness.”

“You lie to yourself, whether you believe yourself capable of it or not. You relish the fight as much as I,” Andre argued. “When battle is joined, you lean into it.”

“I do not –”

“You forget that I sense your thoughts and feelings as potently as you sense mine,” Andre snapped. “I know what you feel. I could feel your spirit singing in my veins with every blow I struck. You claim to wish for peace and oppose evil, and I believe you do, but when the fight is upon you, you are every bit as fierce a warrior as I.”

“That is not –”

“It was not my will that had me duck that Ottoman’s scimitar. I never saw him. I felt you exult every time the pommel of my sword struck his face.”

“I…I was protecting you.”

“And I am grateful,” Andre agreed. “Yet it was you who left my dagger in that man’s eye. It was not my decision to do so. That was your will.”

Geremiah gave no reply, yet Andre could feel his companion’s anguish and self-doubt.

“You commanded legions in the War in Heaven, did you not?” Andre continued. “How many of your brothers did you slay?”

“Legions,” Geremiah answered dully. “We laid waste to legions of them.”

“And some of them you had grown to love. Yet you slew them anyway.”

“I was a commander, and they defied the Creator’s will. It was my duty.”

“Yet some part of you took satisfaction in doing your duty so well,” Andre finished. “It is the same for me. We both possess the warrior spirit. I know that it is so, because Pietro said the light of God was upon me as I fought on the bridge. That was you he saw. You were hardly an unwilling passenger; you were a willing participant. In fact, you –”

Andre’s thoughts were interrupted by a shadow falling across his face. “Do I interrupt?” Grand Master Jean Parisotte de Valette smiled gently.

“Gran Maestro,” Andre murmured he scrambled to his feet, blushing furiously as he bowed his head respectfully. “I did not realize you were here.”

“I heard you speaking,” de Valette said, “yet no one else is here.” His eyebrows were raised, making it more of a question than a statement.

“I make it a habit to consult with my most intelligent advisors, Gran Maestro,” Andre grinned. “Lately, we have been so short of men, that seems to be me.”

“It is good to see you, Andre,” de Valette laughed, embracing his old squire. He held him at arm’s length and looked at him speculatively. “Every time I see you, I am struck by how young you look. You seem to have hardly aged since Rhodes, while the years have not been as kind to me. I am only six years older than you, and yet now I look old enough to be your father.”

“I feel old, Gran Maestro,” Andre replied ruefully, holding up his wounded arm for emphasis. “Does that help?”

“It does,” de Valette laughed, and then his expression grew somber. “That is part of why I wish to speak to you. Do you feel up to walking with me?”

“Certainly.”
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“I hear reports of you going on missions beyond the wall nightly, often alone,” de Valette observed. “Is this true?”

“I seek to gather intelligence, Gran Maestro,” Andre replied. “That, and sabotage gun emplacements.”

“You have subordinates for that,” the Grand Master said reprovingly. “I did not place you in command of this fort to have you running assassination missions beyond the walls, and I have agents to gather intelligence.”

“Yes, Gran Maestro,” Andre said meekly. “I regret that I have done such a poor job of it.”

“You have done a superb job,” de Valette corrected, “but commanders do not risk themselves on solo missions. They command. Your men need you here, not on the bridge at night fighting Ottoman infantry, outnumbered twenty to one.”

“There will be no need for a commander soon,” Andre’s mouth ran away with him. “We barely repelled the last assault. We cannot survive another without more arms and reinforcements.”

Jean Parisotte de Valette said nothing.

“Gran Maestro?” Andre stopped walking. “What of more arms and men?” The Grand Master of the Nights Hospitaller reluctantly turned to face him.

“The men we expected from the Viceroy of Sicily have not come,” de Valette admitted. “Moreover, my spies tell me that Admiral Dragut is now on the island. I do not know why the Ottomans split their forces in the initial assault, but you can be sure he will soon correct that mistake. I have made the decision to commit further reinforcements to Fort St. Michael and Fort St. Angelo.”

“We are to abandon Fort St. Elmo to the enemy?” Andre asked incredulously. “My men have defended it for nothing? Their sacrifice means nothing?”

“Not for nothing, Andre,” de Valette said firmly. “This war is about more than one fortification. You and your men have bought us precious time to complete the fortifications on St. Angelo and St. Michael. Without you, all of Malta would have fallen by now. I need you here still.”

“Then I am left here to fight a rear-guard action,” Andre predicted dourly. “We shall die valiantly to slow the invaders march across our home…again.”

“We will continue evacuating your wounded as usual and resupply you with what we can,” de Valette said apologetically, “but I cannot commit more men. You must fight with who you have.”

Andre bit off his reply and clenched his fists until the feeling of betrayal faded. Jean Parisotte de Valette was more than the Grand Master of his order; he was a friend and had been like a father to him.

“Some of the wounded may wish to stay,” Andre sighed practically. “They may be useful.”

“Take only those that volunteer and can reasonably be expected to bear arms,” de Valette agreed, “and keep the galley slaves.”

“I wish to arm them,” Andre requested. “It is not right to keep them here, unable to defend themselves.”

“Granted. Arm them in whatever way you see fit.”

“Two more things,” Andre pressed. “Those that survive, I want them granted their freedom. They have fought valiantly here.”

“That I can do,” de Valette agreed. “You said two things?”

“There is one among them, a boy of sixteen named Pietro. I have made him my squire. If I am to survive this, I would like to keep him in the Order. He is not of noble birth, but he has the makings of a fine knight.”

“God’s mercy,” de Valette chuckled, throwing his arm across Andre’s shoulders as they resumed walking. “You certainly know how to press your luck.”
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“Hold…hold…FIRE!” Andre Pelletier bellowed as the first wave of Janissaries came ashore on the north shore of Sciberras peninsula. Waiting until the last of the Janissaries had disembarked, the defenders on the northern wall of Fort St. Elmo unleashed a hellish storm of lead into the rearmost rank of troops. Seeing their comrades fall behind them, many of the infantrymen hesitated, then surged forward to the fort’s curtain wall.

As they advanced, the harquebusiers on the passerella reloaded and methodically picked off the soldiers on the rear rank and the flanks, what few they could see through the cloud of burnt gunpowder that hung like a fog over the top of the wall. As more attackers fell, the survivors were funneled toward a breach in the center of the northern curtain wall.

Andre had committed ten captured Barbary minions – five pounders – to defense of the northern wall. He didn’t need the range of big guns, he reasoned, and landing boats were relatively flimsy craft. His first three volleys had thinned the landing force significantly, but he still estimated a thousand men made it ashore.

But Andre was worried most about his left flank, and the growing number of gun emplacements on Mount Sciberras. Any serious assault would come overland, and thus he had sited the bulk of his heavy guns to defend the western wall. Those he held in reserve as counterbattery, but the bombardment from Mount Sciberras had lifted during the assault across the harbor.

As the attackers funneled toward the large breach in the curtain wall, Andre raised his sword and made eye contact with the nearest soldier of those he had stationed along the northern passerella. The soldier nodded his understanding and passed the word down the line: get ready.

As the attacking force began to funnel through the breach in the wall, they were met by forty-five galley slaves armed with pikes, Pietro at the front of their ranks. “San Juan!” the boy screamed shrilly in Spanish, mimicking the Hospitallers battle cry. Andre smiled grimly as the galley slaves repulsed the attack.

The Ottoman Janissaries recoiled from the wall of sharp steel, just as Andre had predicted they would, and began to fan out along the curtain wall, seeking easier routes of ingress. Andre lowered his sword, and on cue, sixteen cauldrons of boiling pitch were tipped over the wall onto the soldiers milling below. The attackers screamed hideously as the pitch seared their flesh, and the stench of burning hair and flesh added their own unique notes to the miasma of the battlefield. Mercilessly, archers popped up over the parapets of Bastione di San Giovanna and Bastione di San Gregorio and loosed flaming arrows into the soldiers massed along the wall, setting them alight.

The attacking forces milled in confusion on the beach as their commanders shouted, shoved and jostled them into some semblance of a military formation. Finally, they began to advance on the fort in ones and twos, leapfrogging each other across the rocky beach, using anything available for cover from the withering harquebus fire from the battlements. Andre counted at least six squads massed on the shoreline erecting sows, small armored shelters designed to protect besiegers from fire from above, and another flotilla of boats launching from the opposite side of the harbor.

The attackers were disciplined and patient, moving forward only when the harquebusiers were reloading, ten yards here, another twenty there, expertly using cover and any terrain feature that would provide defilade from fire atop the wall. Soon, they were within fifty yards of the wall, and Andre smiled grimly as they made their way toward a half-dozen smaller breaches in the wall that bore the marks of hasty repairs.

Andre smiled with satisfaction as they approached, leaned over the edge of the passerella, and called out, “Ready down below, they are coming!”

The harquebusiers fired one more volley, and as expected, the sow teams began creeping forward again. Andre nodded, and Pietro turned and screamed to his fellow slaves, “Now!”

The weak sections of the wall were only meant to look repaired. The stones were only loosely piled in the breaches, and the Spanish galley slaves grunted as they worked the levers to roll the stones out of the way.

A half dozen 22-pounder cannon loaded with grape shot and chain shot thundered, cutting through the advancing Janissaries like a scythe through wheat. When the smoke and dust cleared, over fifty maimed bodies leaked their lifeblood onto the rocks.

The remaining Janissaries broke and ran for the boats, and Andre let them run. Of the original attacking force, perhaps a hundred had survived. As they reached the boats and pushed them into the harbor, Andre waved his sword over his head and bellowed defiantly, “San di Giovanni!”

“SAN DI GIOVANNI!” the defenders echoed their commander triumphantly. “Non prenderai mai questo forte!”

Andre did not share his men’s optimism. They were only 1200 of them left.
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June 16, 1565

“The Grand Master’s spies confirmed it,” Andre thought. “Dragut is here, most likely on Mount Sciberras.”

“He is almost certainly the man who hosts Azazel,” Geremiah agreed. “He would seek to inhabit a man of position and power, thereby to greater influence the outcome of the battle.”

Andre was sitting on a barrel near the sally port in the southern wall of Bastione de San Giovanna. Men were loading the wounded onto the ferry as Petro and the galley slaves manhandled supplies ashore. There were depressingly more of the former than there were of the latter.

“We must get him alone, you say,” Andre mused silently, “to perform this ritual.”

“No other living being within 500 cubits,” Geremiah confirmed. “Otherwise he can readily find another host.”

“Fat chance of us doing that here,” Andre thought sourly. “The entire island crawls with 40,000 Ottomans.”

“If we could but capture him,” Geremiah suggested hopefully, “we could bind him. As long as he cannot touch another living being, we could take him away somewhere, and perform the exorcism ritual.”

“Then I have no choice but to leave the fort. We must find him, tonight. The fort cannot repel a determined attack.”

“We repelled them yesterday,” Geremiah argued. “Your strategy was masterful.”

“That was but a probe,” Andre snorted. “When they come, they will come overland, and there will be too many of them to hold back. Look how many fires are now on the slopes of Sciberras. Troops mass there already, far more than they need to man their guns.”

“Sire?” one of the galley slaves asked, bewildered. He looked at Andre, and then shaded his eyes to look at the sun setting over Mount Sciberras.

“You spoke that aloud. You are tired and becoming careless.”

“Just me thinking aloud, boy,” Andre said brusquely. “We do that sometimes when we get old. Would you run to the armory and ask Sir Laurent to come see me?”

“As you command, Sire,” the boy bowed respectfully and scampered off.
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“Andre, this is madness!” Sir Laurent Marchand de Provins whispered fiercely. “To go out there alone is suicide!”

“But go I must,” Andre replied doggedly, “and you must command the fort’s defenses in my absence.”

“But to what end?” Laurent asked plaintively. “You cannot infiltrate the Ottoman lines alone. If you seek parley with their commanders, at least let us send retainers to accompany you!”

“He speaks wisely,” Geremiah spoke silently. “Our chances of making it through their lines and catching Dragut alone are minimal. Perhaps a ruse of some sort…”

“I will not risk another life of the defenders of this fort,” Andre replied firmly, as much to Geremiah as to his brother knight. “If I can seek terms with this man, perhaps we can end the bloodshed.”

“The Grand Master gave orders to defend this fort to the last! You know this!”

“You will command the fort’s defenses until my return,” Andre said with a grim note of finality. “If I am not back by dawn, defend her to the end. See to it that –”

Andre’s instructions were interrupted by a horn note from beyond the western wall. He wheeled around, drawing his sword as he did so, followed by Sir Laurent with a muttered oath. They rushed toward the gate, only to find not the expected tide of Ottoman soldiers, but Pietro trotting toward them, holding a scrap of parchment.

“There is a party of Janissaries at the gate, Sire,” Pietro murmured, bowing his head respectfully at the two knights. “They fly the white flag of truce, and they bade me give you this.” He handed Andre the scrap of parchment. It read:

“Admiral Dragut, Commander of the Ottoman navies, the Drawn Sword of Islam, respectfully seeks peaceful parley with the commander of Fort St. Elmo. I humbly await your reply.”

[image: ]


“You may not go,” Andre firmly told Pietro. “You are to leave on the evacuation ferry to Fort St. Angelo at once.”

“But Sire,” Pietro protested, “I am your squire! My place is at your side!”

“Your place is with the Knights Hospitaller,” Andre corrected. “I have spoken with the Grand Master, Pietro. You are, as of this night, a free man, as are all the other slaves. Those that wish to flee may take the evacuation ferry. Those that stay, have them seek out Sir Laurent for weapons. May they defend this fort proudly.”

“None will choose to leave, Sire,” Pietro predicted. “They are loyal to you, and you made me their commander. I cannot leave.”

“You will take the blessed ferry, Pietro! Damn it, do as I say!” Andre snapped, and Pietro looked crestfallen.

“Yes, Sire,” he muttered dully.

Andre reached out and took the youth’s chin in his hand. Lifting his face to meet his gaze, he said gently, “You are a brave lad, Pietro, and an honorable one.” He shook his head. “No, not a lad anymore at all. You are a man, and you will be a knight one day. Grand Master de Valette has promised me this. For whomever you serve as squire after this night, serve him as well as you have me. Now get on the damned ferry.”

He watched as Pietro, tears marching down his cheeks, boarded the ferry and it slowly pulled away from shore. He lifted a hand in farewell, sighed, and marched to the sally port left of the western gate of Fort St. Elmo. He took a deep, steadying breath, flung it open and announced to the party of Janissaries outside, “I am Sir Andre Pelletier de Paradeisi, Commander of Fort St. Elmo. I humbly accept your master’s request for parley.”

The lead Janissary bowed deeply, a cordon of soldiers formed around him, and they marched toward the slopes of Mount Sciberras. Behind them, unseen to all, a lone figure slipped from the evacuation ferry into the waters of Grand Harbor, and in the shadows of the gathering dusk, silently swam ashore.
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“Their emplacements are formidable,” Geremiah observed as they marched up the slopes of Mount Sciberras. “These guns can easily reach Fort. St. Angelo and Fort. St Michael. Soon, they will have enough guns that Fort St. Elmo will not matter.”

“And the guns of Fort St. Michael and Fort St. Angelo can reach these in turn,” Andre thought back. “Do not underestimate the skill and bravery of my brothers.” He looked around him as men and oxen trundled guns into place into yet another new emplacement. Everywhere was the flurry of activity. The men bore the rude clothing and whip marks of slaves, and three Ottoman soldiers supervised the work. Andre grimaced as one of the soldiers lashed one of the slaves he judged as not moving with enough urgency.

“They have more cannon than cannoneers,” Geremiah observed. “These guns are not yet manned.”

“That will soon change,” Andre replied in his thoughts as he nodded his chin toward a line of torches making their way down to the emplacement. “Their reinforcements arrive.” Ahead of them, a tall and regal man wearing a turban stood on a promontory, supervising the work. As they approached, the cordon of Janissaries parted, and their commander bowed to the tall man.

“The commander of Fort St. Elmo, as requested,” he announced. “Sir Andre Pelletier de Paradeisi.”

“Leave us,” the tall man commanded with a wave of his hand, and the Janissaries scattered. He regarded Andre impassively for several moments, his dark eyes glittering.

“I wondered what form you would take,” Admiral Dragut said finally. “I should not be surprised; another meat sack of high moral standing and dull wits.”

Andre started to retort, but Geremiah’s reply cut him off.

“I do not sully my vessels as do you, brother. I ally only with noble and brave men with the will to do the Creator’s bidding.”

“Meet me alone in the wilderness, brother. Let us finish this, and see who is the better.”

Andre was confused for a moment at the non-sequitur, and he realized that he could not hear Azazel’s projected thoughts, only Geremiah’s reply. It was maddening, hearing only one half of the conversation.

“You may take Melité, brother, but to what end? What greater evil does controlling this island serve?”

Andre knew the answer to that one, and desperately tried to convey it to Geremiah.

“Even if Suleiman brings this entire region under his boot and makes slaves of them all, you will not succeed. Even if you control Malta, the Knights Hospitaller will still oppose you. Other good men will oppose you. You cannot defy the will of the Creator forever.”

“Walk with me, brother,” Dragut said aloud, gesturing at the gun emplacement below. “I cannot stand the look of vacant confusion on your vessel’s face.”

Andre muttered a very foul imprecation, one entirely unbefitting a Knight of a holy order.

“I like this one!” Dragut laughed. “He has spirit! He’d have made a fine vessel for me, were he not a lowly knight with little influence!”

“He is strong enough to resist you, even without my help. I beseech you, brother, leave this place now. Do not cause further needless bloodshed. We can meet alone, in the wilderness. The winner will banish the loser forever.”

“And why would I risk that?” Dragut chortled, “When I can accomplish the same here?” He ran his fingers along one of the massive cannons emplaced there. “22-pounders, with iron cannonballs. Enough range to demolish all three of your forts on this cursed wasteland of scrub and rock. I brought you here to give you the chance to withdraw, brother. Take your vessel and leave this place.”

He gestured at the troops massing on the slopes below him, and nodded toward the gun emplacement, where a lightly built Janissary in a wet uniform directed the loading of the cannon. “The attack begins on my command,” he announced. “You can witness the fall of your precious fort from here, or you can leave now.”

“And what guarantee will I have that my leaving will spare my men?” Andre spat.

“Why, none,” Dragut grinned evilly. “Your men will die regardless. I only invited you here so that my brother can choose the manner of his doom.” At that, he nodded to the Janissary at the end of the line to commence firing.

The slim Janissary nodded, raised his arm, and tossed something towards them. Something glittered in the torch light, and a Maltese cross on a simple chain plunked down at Andre’s feet.

Andre hit the dirt as the side of the mountain was rent with a ripple of thunderous explosions.
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June 23, 1565 Fort St. Elmo

“What happened?” Andre murmured groggily. His throat was raw, and his eyes stung. A dull ache gnawed at his side, and his arms felt leaden.

“Your squire apparently slit the throat of the Janissary commanding the slaves on the new emplacement and took his place. He ordered the cannons loaded, and when the cannoneers arrived, ordered them loaded again. The entire emplacement exploded. Dragut was mortally wounded, and Pietro dragged you back here. The assault on the fort was repelled, but just barely.”

“And Pietro?“ Andre asked in alarm, struggling to sit up.

“Wounded badly, lying nearby,” Geremiah replied gently. “He will not leave your side. I overheard his version of events as he told Sir Laurent.”

“He defied my orders! The little shit was supposed to be on that ferry!” Andre’s head swam and he sagged back onto the pallet.

“Lucky for us both that he did not. He likely saved us all. The courier from Fort. St. Angelo said the fire on this place was so heavy that they could clearly make out the gun emplacements of Mount Sciberras. Their counterbattery was particularly effective.”

“And what of the rest of us?” Andre asked, dreading the answer.

There was a long silence. “There are barely four hundred of us left,” Geremiah answered. “You, Sir Laurent, Sir Juan de Garas, Sir Juan de Miranda, five other knights, a handful of others. Dragut was killed in the explosion, and Azazel fled this place last night. We have won, at least temporarily.”

“Does the army still mass outside our walls?” Andre asked.

“It does. Mustafa Pasha has assumed command of the Ottoman forces on Sciberras. The final attack is imminent. Sir Laurent has ordered you and Pietro loaded aboard the evacuation ferry. We are waiting to be loaded now.”

“Then we have not won, and I am not leaving.” Andre raised one heavy arm and beckoned to one of the former galley slaves. “You there, boy! Help me up and fetch my sword belt!”

“You are dying, Andre,” Geremiah urged. “You need the assistance of a healer. I have stanched the bleeding for now, but if you move about you will bleed anew. There are iron fragments in your spleen that must be removed. You are in no shape to fight a battle.”

Andre ignored the voice of his friend. “Help me up,” he directed the boy, and another rushed over to help. “Help me to Sir Laurent at the western wall.”
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Andre sat tied to a chair facing the largest breach in the western wall, his sword across his knees. To his left sat Juan de Garas, to his right Juan de Miranda. Both men looked ghastly. Juan de Garas was missing his left leg below the knee, the stump a bloody mess that festered in the hot sun, and Juan de Miranda had a sodden bandage around his head and left eye. Sir Laurent strode up and down the line, offering encouragement to the men, pausing to speak to pikemen or harquebusiers now and then.

Juan de Garas nodded solemnly at Andre, and Andre acknowledged with a weak grin. De Garas returned his attention to the wall, and began humming softly. The melody was one familiar to Andre, and soon along the line other men joined in. The humming grew in strength and volume, and de Garas began singing aloud, the power in his voice belying the frailty of his body. Andre joined in, chanting the words of Salve Regina:

Salve, Regina, Mater misericordiæ,

vita, dulcedo, et spes nostra, salve.

Ad te clamamus exsules filii Hevæ,

Ad te suspiramus, gementes et flentes

in hac lacrimarum valle.

Eia, ergo, advocata nostra, illos tuos

misericordes oculos ad nos converte;

Et Jesum, benedictum fructum ventris tui,

nobis post hoc exsilium ostende.

O clemens, O pia, O dulcis Virgo Maria.

As the chant died out along the line, Andre lifted his sword over his head and bellowed, “SAN DE GIOVANNI!” The battle cry rippled through the defenders of Fort St. Elmo as the screamed their defiance at the army on their doorstep.

And then the Janissaries came over the wall.
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Geremiah looked from aloft as the Ottomans floated the crucifixes across Grand Harbor to the south. Andre and the eight remaining knights had been beheaded, their bodies strapped to crucifixes, their heads placed in baskets between their knees, and sent across the harbor to Fort St. Angelo as a warning meant to strike fear into the remaining defenders.

It did not have the desired effect on the Knights of Malta.

Geremiah listened as Gran Maestro Jean Parisot de Valette murmured a fervent prayer for the souls of his lost men that they might find peace in Heaven, and Geremiah added one of his own for Sir Andre Pelletier de Paradeisi, a true servant of God.

He lingered not overlong as he watched the Grand Master of the Knights Hospitaller personally retrieve the body of his former squire, because there was another nearby that needed his attention. Another barely clung to life, a boy of ignoble birth who had lived a hard life of war and slavery. But he had proven to be of brave and true spirit, a man with a giving heart and a strong will. He had the potential to do great things one day.

“Pietro, can you hear me?” Geremiah whispered. “Listen to my voice if you wish to live…”
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