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Alexandria, Egypt

December 25, 1935

The Night Market was in full bloom. Lanterns hung on ropes across the narrow alleys of the Souk el-Attarine, and he stood, uncertain, in the shadows. Behind him a winding street led to the archaeological dig, now locked behind a board fence. The Metropolitan Museum of Art had an excavation in progress, and he was well acquainted with that institution. He paused. The dig, or into the bazaar?

Even with his heavy cloak drawn up over his head, he was a striking man. Broad-shouldered and strongly built, he looked even taller than his six foot three inches, but he did not move clumsily at all, as so many big men did. He moved like a hunter, or a man who is used to being prey in a far more dangerous game. His skin was dark, his face clean shaven, his hair cut close against his scalp. Perhaps he was in his mid-forties, but there was no heaviness or complacence to his face. At least not anymore. That belonged behind, in another world.

The dig or the bazaar? Music floated down the streets of the souk, emerging from restaurants left and right where crowds broke their fast, dining with friends and family at nearly midnight, keeping Ramadan or if they were Copts, keeping the feast of Christmas. Enticing odors wafted out too, chicken roasted with dates, couscous with pumpkin and honey… His stomach growled, but he could not be distracted, and sitting down to dinner in a conspicuous public place was a good way to ensure this meal would be his last.

They had followed him as far as Cairo. He knew that. Two men lay dead in an alley there, and he had bandaged the long cut along his ribs, hoping that in Alexandria there would be sulfa. He hoped there were no more pursuers. Of course there were. Of course there would be. But at least he’d bought breathing room at the price of two corpses left in an alley, two mysteries for the government and the British military.

He was running out of time. Thousands of years, and now there was no time. He carried a secret that could not wait, and there was only one man who could help him. At this time of day that man was most likely to be in the souk. He winced as the cut along his ribs pulled. A doctor, yes, but not until his mission was accomplished. For this he had killed and for this he had seen his friend die. For this he had left the battle behind, sneaking like a criminal through Egypt at his king’s command, a coward’s act were it not that he preserved something even more precious than their own blood.

“You carry the future,” the emperor had said, “when you carry the past. Our ancient treasures define us as a people, and they must survive if we are to triumph in the end. I trust that you will succeed, Ras Iskinder.”

He would, or die trying.

Yes, to go into the souk would be dangerous, but there he would find Dr. Jerry Ballard.

 


Alexandria, Egypt

December 27, 1935

“Alexandria,” Dr. Jerry Ballard said. He stood at the balustrade looking west over the harbor from its easternmost point, the perfect half circle of the corniche golden against the blue-green water of the Mediterranean. The Silsilah Peninsula jutted out, and from this point he could see the entire expanse of the Eastern Harbor, its docks busy with fishing boats that might have plied these waters for thousands of years. Most of the steamships used the Western Harbor these days because of the silting. Across on the barrier island a stubby Ottoman fort marked where the great Lighthouse had once stood, its beams visible far out to sea. The sea breeze tugged at his linen suit, cooling even through the tight weave, and Jerry lifted his face into the wind. “Alexandria,” he said. “City of dreams.”

“City of bad traffic, you mean.” His colleague—and lover—Dr. Willi Radke said at his side. Not ten feet behind them an autobus was honking furiously as the traffic along the corniche snarled.

“It’s always been that way,” Jerry said. “I expect they had traffic jams here in the first century BC.”

“Camel jams?” Willi raised an eyebrow beneath his impeccable Panama hat.

“Possibly,” Jerry said, a twist of his mouth the only sign of his amusement. “Though when the city was founded there weren’t any camels. It’s a common mistake to believe that the camel is indigenous to Egypt. In fact, when a Bactrian camel was given to Ptolemy Soter as a gift, it was regarded as a great oddity, and when it died…”

Willi held up his hands, laughing. “Peace! Peace! I am on your ground fairly, and I shall accept all correction as to camels or camel-less-ness!”

“Well, since you’re not a Classicist…” Though Dr. Wilhelm Radke was a noted archaeologist, his area of expertise was East Asia rather than the Mediterranean world. He would not have been on this dig at all, and certainly not in a coveted position, if not for the merest happenstance. Dr. Justin, who had been contracted by the Metropolitan Museum of Art to oversee the photography and to handle the still crucial job of draftsman, had fallen in Mesopotamia and broken his leg, putting him out of the field for months of this season. Since Dr. Radke had been on the same steamer for Europe as Dr. Ballard—Radke returning to Berlin after delivering a series of guest lectures at Yale, and Ballard on his way to assume his job of excavation director on this dig—the search for a qualified substitute for Justin had been made considerably easier. Some might wonder why Radke would take a job so far out of his field, but perhaps he had no desire to return to a German winter when he might spend it pleasantly in warm Alexandria. And of course a job is a job. The Great Depression had not loosened its hold.

But this was a remarkable job. After three years of angling and preparation, the Met was digging in Alexandria in search of the lost tomb of Alexander the Great, and Jerry was the dig’s excavation director. It was the culmination of a lifetime of dreams.

Jerry looked out across the harbor again. It was so easy, with a little archaeological imagination, to see it as it had been. The fishing boats didn’t need to change much, nor the shape of the corniche. The stubby fort transformed itself in his mind into the towering shape of the Lighthouse, one of the Wonders of the World. He did not even need to close his eyes to see it—the Silsilah Peninsula longer and crowded with the palaces of the Royal Quarter, colonnades and terraces rising in gleaming white marble, laden with flowering plants and statues.

“Just there,” Jerry said, pointing to a place among the docks of the fishing boats, “is where they found the Lochias Kouros, in eight feet of water, if you can believe that! I did some work on that statue a few years ago.” He smiled at Willi, at the miracle of such a find. “He was completely intact except for his feet and dated to the upper third century BC, an extraordinary example of Hellenistic syncretism.” He pointed to the harbor as he spoke. “The coastline has changed since the Classical period. This harbor is both wider and shallower than it was then, and Silsilah was once a larger peninsula that extended much farther, even with the tip of the barrier island. Most of what would have been the Royal Quarter and the surrounding buildings is now underwater. Which is probably why the statue was there. Perhaps it originally stood in an interior courtyard of the palace of the Ptolemies. Or it might have been one of the statues along the exterior terraces.”

Willi frowned. “It can’t be underwater, can it?” Even here he did not name the Soma, the lost tomb. The Met’s dig was to find the Pylon of Isis rather than the tomb of Alexander, and they both knew that the Met’s permit would never have been approved if they had breathed a word about the Soma. That permit would have been reserved for others—for the British Museum or for the Egyptian Museum in Cairo itself.

Jerry shook his head. “Its location is a matter of contention among scholars, but nobody places it along the harbor. Most likely it was back from the Royal Quarter, still within the line of the Roman walls, but inland from the palaces.” And that was what the medallion showed, the apparently ordinary Ptolemaic medallion Jerry had found three years earlier whose reverse captured a photorealistic image of Alexandria from the harbor and showed the domed roof of the Soma amid other buildings whose locations were known.

Willi nodded, turning his head to look southward as if mentally matching the scene before him to the scene on the medallion.

Jerry had already done that a thousand times. There in the harbor was the fort that marked the location of the lighthouse. There, just behind where Pompey’s Pillar was a modern tourist attraction, had been the majesty and grace of the Serapeum, one of the great temples of the ancient world destroyed by a Christian mob in the fourth century. Jerry felt the loss of the Serapeum like an ache in his bones, like a phantom pain in his lost leg, though of course it was that the archaeologist in him regretted its treasures. And there, somewhere in that tangle of buildings where they were preparing to dig, was the location of the Pylon of Isis. With those three points it would be possible to triangulate and find the location of the Soma.

“There,” he said, pointing to the posh neighborhood full of British colonial houses and European consulates nestled amid walled gardens replete with orange trees. “In that area.” The Soma most likely lay beneath the modern neighborhood south of the Silsilah Peninisula. “There were gardens behind the palaces,” he said. “The tombs of the Ptolemies were in those gardens with their votive temples, beyond the first city wall. Just outside it were the oldest tombs, like the Alabaster Tomb which was found in 1907. It’s a glorious example of syncretism dating to the reign of the first Ptolemy, with many elements of Macedonian funerary architecture done in Egyptian materials. Most likely it belonged to a prominent official of Ptolemy Soter who had come to Egypt with him.”

“And what does that tell us?” Willi asked.

Jerry dropped his voice. “From the Roman sources who visited, it seems clear that in their era the Soma was near the other royal tombs. It may originally have been in a more central location, and indeed there was a Street of the Soma in another part of town west of here, but the body of Alexander was moved in the second century to a grander building that was part of the palace complex.” Jerry looked toward the distant trees. “It was the most beautiful building of the ancient world, lovelier even than the Serapeum. You approached it through lush gardens from the palace side, and from the other it was near the wall and the street. You came through a gate with your offerings and up a walk lined with sphinxes…”

Willi’s eyebrows rose. “Is that documented?”

“Deduced,” Jerry said, flushing. “With some archeological imagination.” He shrugged. “And of course we know…”

The medallion. It was completely consistent with the medallion. Finding the Pylon of Isis would allow them to triangulate three known sites and find the fourth—the Soma itself.

“Finding the Pylon of Isis is the key,” Willi said.

The diggers were all Copts rather than Muslims. Unfortunately for the Met, this year Ramadan fell in November and December, at the beginning of prime digging season. Since it was impractical to hire Muslims to work all day in the sun during Ramadan, Peavey, the Met’s full time liaison in Alexandria, had suggested Jerry hire Copts instead. Since they were Christian, the only days they would expect off would be Christmas Eve and Christmas day, when Jerry closed the dig anyway. However, this was the 26th, and it was back to work.

Thus the only Muslim Egyptian on the dig at present was a graduate student, Mohammad Hussein, who had done his undergraduate work at Oxford. He was a native of Alexandria, the son of a prominent doctor, and went home each evening to his parents’ very comfortable house. He airily proclaimed that his work was not so hard, and doing without food and water all day was a small thing and one he was accustomed to. At twenty-two he seemed very young to Jerry, a neatly trimmed mustache hovering on his upper lip as though uncertain that it belonged there.

The dig itself was not very prepossessing, especially for Egypt. Grand digs employing hundreds of workers were the rule rather than the exception, and the Met currently had a dozen digs in progress at various places around the country, most of them at far more famous sites than a Ptolemaic pylon. Indeed, many archaeologists turned up their noses at Ptolemaic sites as hardly worthy of interest, late-come parvenus who were much less interesting than the 18th Dynasty sites everyone wanted to find. Everyone wanted the next King Tut, an unrobbed royal tomb full of priceless ancient grave goods that would make a man’s reputation. The Pylon of Isis was hardly that. Though no doubt Peavey had been informed by his superiors that Ballard’s dig was more promising than it first appeared, he had said nothing. This was a very minor site, nothing compared to the Met’s dig at Deir el-Bahari.

There were barely twenty men employed as diggers and sievemen, which made it practical to hire only Copts. Rather than being out in barren desert or wild cliffs, it was in the courtyard of an apartment building in downtown Alexandria. The Met had rented the space from the owners, putting up a board fence to keep the neighborhood children from falling into the trenches or parenthetically walking off with anything valuable. When Jerry had arrived that had been all there was to see—a fence around an oil stained dirt parking lot where someone usually parked a truck. A ramshackle shed served as a garage and previously a stable, littered with old oil cans and cigarette packs. A makeshift soccer goal was the lot’s only other improvement, and Jerry promised himself as they dismantled goal and shed that he would get a nice new aluminum one to replace it when they were finished. A crowd of boys watched curiously over the top of the fence, one with a forlorn soccer ball in his arms.

Now the dig was a series of trenches laid out in a neat grid, the deepest ones about seven feet deep. So far all they’d found was a lot of junk. Oil cans had given way to broken bottles and a lost sixpence which had given way in turn to a rusted cast iron pot and tin plates, a horn button that might have dated to the late eighteenth century. Below that they were finding a whole lot of nothing. The Arab city of al-Iskindariyah had been a good deal smaller than both the ancient and modern cities and mostly centered on the Western Harbor. This area had been depopulated then and used as a stone quarry for other buildings.

Jerry sat on a stool under a makeshift awning. A long table was set up with boxes for their finds. So far the horn button held solitary court. The boys had given up watching days ago as no gold or treasures had emerged.

Even Willi looked bored. He had camera and sketchbooks at the ready, but so far nothing remotely worthy of his attention had appeared. “Are you sure this is the correct location?” he asked quietly.

For the fiftieth time Jerry got out the photograph of the Ptolemaic medallion he’d photographed for the Met, the one William Pelley’s goons had tried to steal before it was bought by Iskinder and supposedly taken to Ethiopia. He laid it out on the table next to the modern map of Alexandria and a sketch map of the ancient city based on the account of Strabo. “As sure as I ever was,” he said.

Willi shook his head ruefully. “The Strabo map is supposition, and the photograph is simply not that clear, Jerry. The Pylon of Isis…”

“…is right there,” Jerry said, pointing to it in the photograph.

“But exactly where depends on how big it is,” Willi said. “It could be here, or four blocks back if it’s larger. Or two blocks closer if it’s smaller. This lot…”

“Is one of a number of possibilities, I know.” Jerry dropped his voice. “But it was the only lot in the immediate area that the Met could easily rent. It’s one thing to tear down a shed. But most property owners in the area weren’t about to let us buy their buildings, and for that matter the Met wasn’t willing to spend the kind of money that it would take to buy an apartment building and remove it.”

“That would be very suspicious, yes,” Willi agreed. “Not worth it for the Pylon of Isis.” He took a deep breath. “And so we dig here and hope to get lucky, yes?”

“At worst we’ll find other things which will allow us to get an idea of how these two maps relate to one another.” Jerry gestured to the modern map and the sketched one. “As you say, the Strabo map is based on supposition, on trying to turn his descriptions of the city in 20 BC into a map. Any improvements we can make are useful.”

“As you say,” Willi said. He gave Jerry a quicksilver smile. “Archaeology is a tedious process sometimes, but each step is worthwhile. And if we do not find the Pylon of Isis, perhaps we will get lucky in other ways.”

Jerry felt the blood rush to his face. No one else could have heard Willi’s words except perhaps the nearest diggers, and surely none of them understood American slang. “Maybe so,” he said, turning his attention to putting away the maps and photographs. “We may be successful.”

It was late afternoon, the sun already obscured behind the five story apartment building, when a digger let out a cry. Jerry’s head had risen a split second earlier at the scrape of steel on stone, a shovel against something other than dirt.

“I have found something!” the digger shouted, and Jerry hoisted himself to his feet with effort. Willi was ahead of him, all the other diggers crowding in, milling about in the only excitement in the last three days.

“Let Dr. Ballard through,” Willi said. “Come now. Clear a path.”

It was the trench nearest the building, six feet deep, and leaning over the edge cautiously Jerry could see nothing except dirt in the bottom.

“Here, now,” he said in Arabic. “Everyone give the man room. Let him clear.” If everybody jumped into the trench nobody would be able to do anything. He leaned on his cane at the edge, eager as anyone to see. Would it be a building block? Or better yet the solid sandstone that might be the Pylon of Isis itself?

The digger began clearing with shovel before young Mohammad Hussein jumped down beside him with a trowel and brush, heedless of his good black suit. Behind him the others crowded up. “What is it? What is it?”

“Stone,” Mohammad called up, entirely unnecessarily as they already knew that. Beneath his deft hands a surface was emerging, square paving stones each about the size of Jerry’s hand set in mortar.

“It’s the Roman street,” Jerry said.

Willi looked at him sharply.

“The shape of the cobbles,” Jerry said. He gestured with his cane. “Square cobbles without rounded corners. Those are Roman, not Ptolemaic.”

Mohammad glanced up from the bottom of the trench. “Shall we clear to the edges?”

“Yes,” Jerry said. “Let’s see if we can find the curb. That will orient us on the axis of the street. It will tell us if this is a north/south street or an east/west one.”

“And if the curb isn’t within the boundaries of the trench?” Willi asked. “This is the end trench closest to the building.”

“Then we clear the trench just north of it down to the same depth,” Jerry said. “If that’s Roman pavement too, we’ve got a north/south street. If it’s not, then this is an east/west street paralleling the Canopic Way but a few blocks north of it.” He lifted his head, the setting sun touching his face beneath the brim of his hat. “Which is what I think it is.”

He couldn’t say why. It simply felt right, right in his bones. This was an east/west street north of the Canopic Way and south of the Brucheum, the first city walls that enclosed only the Royal Quarter in Roman times. But where did that put the Pylon of Isis? Orienting to the old grid of city streets was all very well, but that didn’t find the landmark they sought. Was the Pylon of Isis north or south of this street? Was this the street that ran in front of it or behind it?

The sun winked, dipping behind the roof of a neighboring building. Scents of food cooking rose in the evening air, women preparing the meals that would break the fast after nightfall. It was almost time to stop work for the day.

Mohammad stood up. “We won’t get this clear before sunset,” he said. “Shall I pay the finder and tell the men to cease?”

“Yes,” Jerry said. “And tomorrow we’ll get the next trench to the same depth.”

Willi jumped down into the trench with a roll of oiled cloth to spread over the exposed stones on the bottom though the chances of rain looked nil. This was not like the dig in Hawaii where they’d dealt with torrential rains.

“Tomorrow we’ll see where we are.”


Palermo, Italy

December 27, 1935

It had been months since Lewis had been in Henry Kershaw’s new Dart, and then the fighter had been unnamed, a raw duralumin fuselage shaped around the nose-mounted cannon and the latest generation of Henry’s Wizard engines, the cockpit full of rough edges and awkward angles. This latest prototype was better finished, and better painted, red nose and tail and wingtips against bright white, designed to be visible against the brilliant Mediterranean skies, but it felt the same in his hands, raw power trembling on the edge of balance. He’d only had a couple of hours to talk to Henry the night before about the changes—more power from the new inverted-v Warlock, re-ballasting to move the center of gravity forward, retractable landing gear and a few small changes to the ailerons—but he’d read through the latest test results, and was confident he understood what he was feeling.

Static crackled in his headphones, and Boccadifalco Tower spoke in his ear. “Dart, this is Boccadifalco. You are cleared for maneuvers. Please inform when you are ready for acrobatics.”

“Tower, this is Dart.” Lewis did his best to speak slowly and distinctly: English was not the tower’s first language, though so far they were all managing to make themselves understood. “Roger that. I am cleared for maneuvers.”

He tipped the Dart into a shallow bank, west toward the mountains rather than toward the city and the harbor. The flying boats were making their pre-show runs in that direction, and he had no desire to get in anyone’s way. That was where he was supposed to be—Gilchrist Aviation had been hired to show off Floyd Odlum’s Catalina flying boat in its civilian configuration—but when Henry’s pilot had come down with a bad case of food poisoning, Henry had come asking for help, and Alma had figured the Cat outclassed everything else in its category by enough that they could afford to help Odlum’s sometime rival. Lewis still felt guiltily grateful: he’d be the first to admit that the Catalina was a clever piece of engineering, but it was big and slow and handled like a pig in mud. The Dart was fast and skittish and had a tendency to nose up if you weren’t paying attention, but once those wrinkles were ironed out, it was going to be one hell of a fighter.

“Tower, this is Dart,” he said again. He didn’t really have to let them know everything he was going to do, but he figured it was probably safer that way. “I’m coming around for a south-to-north pass along the main runway.”

“Roger, Dart. South-to-north along the main runway,” the tower repeated, and Lewis dipped the wings again, reversing onto the new course. He pushed the yoke forward as well, shedding altitude, the ground taking shape with gratifying speed beneath him.

He kept the angle steady at about twenty degrees, the controls flexing under his hands as he hit the disturbed air over the city. The airfield loomed ahead, the long main runway stretching straight and empty as he leveled out at five hundred feet. There were houses below him, white walls and red tile roofs and the rich greens of trees and grass, but for an instant his mind supplied the mud of the Western front, a few blasted stumps stretching shattered limbs to the sky while the barrels of the big guns thrust up out of their camouflage. There were other planes on the taxiway, waiting their turn to practice or for maintenance; there was the tower itself, a few hundred feet to his left, rounded end jutting out like a lighthouse or the bow of a ship, and the hangers beyond. His thumb moved on the yoke, pressing a firing button that wasn’t there, and in his mind’s eye he could see the tracers sleeting ahead of him down the field, destroying the planes and giving the tower something to think about… This was what Patton had been talking about in Hawaii, planes in the lead and the infantry following behind to mop up in the confusion.

He took a breath, deliberately putting that aside, and pulled the Dart up into a slightly steeper climb. That was not what he was here for, though he suspected at least half the other pilots saw exactly the same things. This was a civilian airshow sponsored by the Italian Ministry of Aviation, attended by representatives of countries who were solidly at peace if not actually allies, and he thumbed the radio button instead.

“Tower, this is Dart. Coming around for a north-south pass.”

“Dart, Tower. Roger that.”

Lewis checked his altitude and pulled the Dart up into a steep turn. Just short of the stall, he kicked the rudder bar and tugged the yoke over, tipping the Dart into an Immelmann turn. It was sloppier than he would have risked in combat, but from the feeling of the plane under him, he could do it properly next time. He leveled out at four hundred feet this time, and made another pass down the runway.

“Tower, this is Dart. Commencing acrobatics.”

The tower acknowledged, and he brought the Dart up and around in a split-S, lining up for a barrel-roll as he passed along the runway. On the next pass, he tried a loop, scowling as he felt the Dart come a little too close to stalling. The second pass corrected that, and then the Tower’s voice sounded in his earphones.

“Dart, this is Tower. Your practice time is over. You are cleared to land.”

I’m not finished. Lewis swallowed the words—it was what every pilot said or thought at this stage of a show—and instead tipped the Dart into a neat wingover. “Tower, this is Dart. Roger, I am coming in to land.”

Henry and his lead mechanic were waiting as he taxied up to the hanger and killed the engine. One of the Italian mechanics set the chocks as Lewis hurried through the shut-down list, then slid back the canopy and levered himself out of the cockpit.

“Well?” That was Henry, hands on hips and his fedora pushed to the back of his head. He’d shaved his neat beard since the last time Lewis had seen him, revealing a surprisingly pugnacious chin.

“How did it look?” Lewis asked in turn.

“Good.” Henry nodded. “Very nice. You think you can fly Charlie’s performance, or do you want to do something else?”

Lewis released the chin strap of his helmet, rubbing the spot where the throat mike had pinched. “I’ll go with what he had, I think. She feels good, Henry.”

“Glad to hear it.”

Engines coughed to life outside the next hangar, and Lewis turned to see the flight of German light bombers lining up to taxi onto the runway. They were biplanes, old-fashioned compared to the Dart and the two Italian fighters, but tough and sturdy-looking, and from the way they handled as they took off, they’d still put up a decent fight. The Dart could take them, Lewis thought. Maybe not all of them at once, but one on one, or even two on one, he could take the Henschels.

“You ought to go back to the hotel,” Henry said. “Get a little extra sleep.”

Lewis swallowed his instinctive refusal—why would any pilot leave the field?—and offered an excuse instead. “It’s too far.” The hotel where the airshow participants were staying was almost at the harbor. “I’d just get there and have to turn around. Besides, I’d like to get a look at the competition.”

“At least stretch out in the office,” Henry said. “They’ve given us one, with a cot and everything—there’s even a girl to make coffee.”

“That I don’t need,” Lewis said. He didn’t much like the Italian coffee, strong and black and bitter as sin, had to cut it almost half and half with milk the way he’d learned to do in France. “I promise I’ll take it easy.”

“All right,” Henry said, still sounding doubtful. “I’ll be back as soon as I know what your position is going to be.”

“Thanks.” Lewis watched him go, turned to see the mechanic boosting himself up into the cockpit. He knew the man well enough to trust him, and gave him a nod and a smile.

Carson nodded back, tugging his cap down further over his receding hairline. “Anything special I should know about, Mr. Segura?”

Lewis shook his head. “She was running really nice. Don’t change anything that isn’t broken.”

Carson grinned at the familiar request. “Will do—or won’t, in this case. The office is right over there if you want it.”

Everyone seemed determined that he should take a nap. Lewis sighed but nodded, and made his way across the hangar to the office that had been set aside for them. A carefully hand-lettered sign identified it as belonging at least temporarily to “Henry Kershaw, Republic Aviation (USA).” There were no lights on behind the pebbled glass, and when Lewis turned the knob, he found it unlocked.

There was no sign of the promised girl, but there was a cot set up behind a screen, and after a moment’s hesitation, he decided it was probably smart to take advantage of the opportunity. He stripped off his heavy jacket and the scarf and sweater he wore under it, then stretched out on the thin mattress, putting his arm over his eyes.

He felt a little guilty not being on the Catalina with his wife. After all, Alma and the rest of Gilchrist Aviation had been hired to show the flying boat, and as Gilchrist’s third pilot, he was usually the flight engineer. It was a good job and a good plane—no one in their right mind would complain about a free trip to Italy, either, which was why Mitch and Stasi had brought the kids along—but it was vital that the plane show well, so that they could get more jobs like it— He killed that thought. It had been obvious as soon as they got to Palermo that there wasn’t another plane in that class that could match the Catalina, especially with all the snazzy passenger hardware installed in the cabin. The only real competition was the Dornier Do 16, known as the Wal, and it didn’t really count. Not that it was a bad plane, but it was more than ten years old, and from the look of it handled like the whale it was named for. The Catalina was faster and bigger with more than three times the range. No, Tiny Foster could take over as flight engineer. Lewis had been training him for that, and the kid was ready. They didn’t need a radio operator for a show like this, could handle communications from the cockpit, though last night Mitch’s older son Jimmy had been angling for the job. He could probably do it, too, Lewis thought. He had his own crystal set at home, and he understood about frequencies and tuning. The only question was whether it would look bad, or if it would point up what a good plane the Cat really was.

And that wasn’t his business right now. His job was to show Henry’s Dart. He sat up and searched the pockets of his jacket until he came up with the flight plan Charlie Curry had laid out, unfolded it to study the neatly penciled lines. Two low, high-speed passes, the second with barrel rolls, Immelmanns into each: that was easy. Loops, a split-s—yes, he’d tried pretty much everything on the list, was sure he and the Dart could handle it, and if he didn’t have the fluency Curry had, he was still the better pilot. He let the list fall to his chest and closed his eyes.

The sound of a brass band woke him, loud even over the familiar rumble of engines. He sat up just as the door opened, and Carson gave him a quick smile.

“They’re starting the speeches. Doesn’t look like any of the flyers are bothering with them, though.”

“That’s a relief.” Lewis swung himself off the cot, and began reclaiming his flying clothes. “Do you know when I’m going?”

“Not for sure,” Carson answered. “The flying boats and seaplanes are first, but after that—I haven’t heard.”

“Right. How’s the Dart?”

“Topped up and ready to go. Everything looked good, I didn’t change a thing.”

“Thanks.”

It was warm enough that he didn’t need to fasten his flying jacket when he stepped out onto the tarmac: the Italian winter was just about as warm as California, and the Sicilian palm trees were enough like the ones in San Diego to make him wonder now and then just where he was. Certainly the airfield was as good, and already as familiar, as many he’d used in the States. He squinted up at the thin clouds now drifting in. The latest weather, chalked in English on the blackboard by the main office, put them at twelve thousand feet and likely to clear by evening, the tail end of a weak front moving off toward the Greek Isles. Nice and clear tomorrow for the main show, and today there would still be plenty of room for everyone to maneuver, even those flashy new German fighter-bombers that the Versailles Treaty said they weren’t supposed to have…

He buried that thought as unsuitable for a polite American pilot at an international airshow, particularly when he wasn’t even representing his country. He was flying for private manufacturers who wanted to sell their planes to anyone who’d buy them, and it was his job to make the planes look good and not tick anybody off by mentioning politics. At least most of the other pilots seemed to be in the same boat: he’d exchanged stilted greetings with some of them, fumbling for a common language, and he thought he’d seen the same concern in their eyes.

“Lewis!” Henry waved at him from the hangar door, then hurried across the parking area to join him. “Shouldn’t you be resting?”

Lewis refrained from asking how he thought anyone could sleep through the noise of the oompah band by the grandstand. “I had a good nap. I’m fine, Henry.”

Henry took a breath, as though he was going to remind him exactly why it was important that he did a good job, but then stopped, shaking his head. “I know. You know what you’re doing.” He held out a slip of paper. “You’re up next-to-last, after the Yak. It’s just the German monoplane after you.”

Lewis took the list, scanning the only slightly faded carbon. The German biplanes were first—gossip said the Henkel He-51 was good for its type, but the double-winged fighters were sadly outdated—and then two of the three Italian planes. After them came the Curtiss prototype that was Henry’s real rival, then another Italian plane—the Ba.65, another prototype, then the Russian, and then the Dart. It was a good position, let him see what the other pilots were throwing and tailor his own presentation to match them. He didn’t know anything about the Bf 108 “sport plane” that was supposed to follow him. Presumably it was another German attempt to get around the Versailles rules—it would be interesting to see what they’d managed to come up with.

“There’s a flyover by that German long-distance woman after your category,” Henry said. “What’s her name, Beinhorn? And then the fighter-bombers.”

“I’m very interested in them,” Lewis admitted. There’d been rumors about the German entry there, too, a brand-new Junkers prototype barely off the factory floor. It was to be flown by one of the surviving great aces, Ernst Udet, and that alone was going to be worth seeing.

“So am I.” Henry broke off, tilting his head to the side as a new engine noise cut through the crackle of speeches.

Lewis shaded his eyes to look, but there was no missing the cluster of shapes against the clouds. A good dozen of them, flying in tight "V" formation—those must be the Italian flying boats, he thought, just as the loud speaker spoke again. He recognized the title and name, Maresciallo dell’Aria Italo Balbo, and the roar of the crowd confirmed it.

“Balbo?” he said anyway, and Henry nodded.

“In a balbo.” The big, tight formations and the control to fly them was largely Balbo’s invention, he deserved the credit. “They’ll do a flyover, then they’ll drive him back to the field for the rest of the ceremony.”

Lewis watched as the big planes dropped lower, still perfectly in formation, the ungainly double-hulled S 55s handled as neatly as though they were fighters. They leveled off barely two hundred feet above the runway, roaring past still in their perfect "V. The crowd was chanting “Balbo, Balbo,” the words becoming clear only as the planes pulled away again, and then the chant dissolved into cheers and clapping.

The loudspeaker said something else, and Henry gave a sideways grin. “They’ve just pronounced us officially open. Let’s hope the rest goes as neatly.”

Lewis nodded, watching the sky. A few minutes later, he saw a dot moving in from the southeast, and the loudspeaker crackled again.

“The Dornier Do 16 Wal,” Henry translated. “Civilian airliner, or supposed to be. They’ve been building them in Italy, Signore Davio was telling me. This is one of the first ones built in Germany since the current government… adjusted things.”

Since Hitler effectively repudiated the Versailles Treaty back in the spring and started rebuilding the German military, Lewis thought. He guessed that wasn’t exactly what the announcer had said, but refused to let it bother him. Instead, he shaded his eyes, watching as the bulky plane lined itself up on the runway, dropping down to a few hundred feet to give the crowd a good look at its lines. Like the Catalina, it had a single wing mounted high above the fuselage, but its two engines were in a single nacelle, pusher and propeller running in tandem. The hull was blockier, the heavy lines making it look bigger than it was. It swept past, engines roaring, and pulled up in a respectably steep climb while the announcer continued his monologue. It came around again, the turns neat and careful, made a second, slightly lower pass.

“This is the plane Amundsen used back in ’25, right?” he said, to Henry. That had been a fancy piece of flying, getting airborne off the Arctic ice when the plane was loaded with nearly double the weight it had been supposed to carry: you had to respect a workhorse like that.

“Same basic design, though this one’s bigger,” Henry answered. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure no one was listening. “It’s supposed to do the transatlantic mail run, but it has to refuel at sea, and that’s not been going well. Floyd’s going to eat their lunch.”

Lewis nodded, looking south again for the Catalina. Yes, there it was, a dark speck that rapidly grew to the familiar shape, high wing towering over the fuselage with its deep forward hull and sharply stepped tail. She was twin-engined, too, but instead of the Wal’s weird push-pull combination, she had two relatively conventional engines mounted on top of the wing, the fuselage balanced below and beneath them. They’d gone with Gilchrist’s most gaudy paint job for the show, the red hull with red and white checkerboard that Alma had used for racing back in the ’20s, and he was pleased to see how well she showed up against the pale sky.

The announcer was talking, had been talking for a while, he realized, and the Catalina made a last lazy bank, showing her red wings, then went into a shallow dive, leveling out low and tight at the end of the runway. That was Alma flying, he was sure of it—that was exactly her sort of risk, so carefully calculated that it was hardly a risk at all—and then the Cat was past, drawing cheers and applause, to make a much tighter turn north over the runway to line up for the return. The second pass was higher but a little slower, giving everyone a good view of the sleek hull, and then she was pulling up and away again, circling back toward the harbor.

“That’s a nice plane,” Henry said, and shook himself. “Right. You’d better—”

Lewis nodded. “Showtime.”

Carson had the Dart fueled and ready, drawn out onto the tarmac. Lewis made his walk-around, then watched from beneath the Dart’s wing while the first of the fighter group took their turns. The He-51 was pretty much what he’d expected: if he’d had that in France, he’d have made himself king of the hill, but against the Italians that followed it, you could see it was outclassed. The Curtiss Hawk was up next, and he felt himself tense, looking from the windsock drooping at the end of the runway, to the southern approach where all the runs started. This was his rival, this was the man he had to beat. His breath hitched as the Hawk dropped down out of the white sky, screaming along the length of the runway to pull up sharply as soon as he crossed the runway’s end. That was a top-notch airplane, maybe every bit as good as the Dart; he’d have to be a better pilot if he was going to put Henry on top.

By the second pass, he was sure he could do it. The Hawk’s pilot was good, but he was flying conservatively—maybe he wasn’t sure of the Hawk, or maybe it was less controllable than it had looked on the first few stunts, but he wasn’t pushing the machine to anything near its limits. He wasn’t even going for flash: his stunts were pretty enough, but nothing that would catch the crowd’s attention. Lewis ran down his mental list, comparing his program to the one the Hawk was flying. They weren’t all that different, and he wasn’t yet comfortable enough in the Dart to add elements on the fly, but he would be crisper and tighter and have just that bit of flare that the Hawk’s pilot lacked.

God willing. He put that thought away, and climbed into the cockpit as the Hawk made its last low-level pass, one single barrel roll. He’d do that, too, only lower and faster, he thought, and at least two revolutions. A lot of reward for not much risk.

Lewis ran through the checklists, shutting out the noise of the crowd and the Russian plane, now starting its run, and was almost surprised when a voice spoke in his headset.

“Dart, this is Boccadifalco Tower. You are next up, after Yakovlev AIR-8.”

“Tower, this is Dart. Understood. I will be next up.”

Lewis craned his neck to see out the canopy, saw the AIR-8 sweep by the stands on its third pass. It was billed as a military trainer, and Alma said that the Russian delegation had been talking up its virtues—something about some non-stop distance records?—but from the ground it looked pretty ordinary. Unless the engine was something special, it was going to be pretty thoroughly out-classed.

And from the performance, he doubted the engine was all that good. Oh, he could believe it had set some endurance records, the way the little plane settled back into its groove after each pass spoke of easy stability, but none of the acrobatics were anything fancy. The Dart would look even better following it.

The AIR-8 came in for its landing, and Lewis signaled Carson to start the engine. The big inverted-"V" roared to life, and he felt the controls tremble under his hands as the Dart came alive.

“Dart, this is the Tower. You may enter the taxiway.”

“Tower, this is Dart,” Lewis answered. “Entering the taxiway.”

Carson pulled the chocks, and Lewis let the engine pull the Dart forward, testing the control surfaces as he made his way down the taxiway. Everything felt good, all the instruments were reading correctly, and he braked at the end of the taxiway, waiting for the tower’s word.

“Dart, this is the Tower. You are cleared for takeoff.”

“Roger, clear for takeoff.” Lewis swallowed the sudden fierce happiness and turned the Dart onto Boocadifalco’s ample runway.

The Dart lifted easily, landing gear folding up and locking with a solid thunk, and he pulled up into a steep climb as he crossed the end of the runway. A wingover, and back to the deck, leveling off at a couple hundred feet to scream past the grandstand. He pulled up into another climb, steeper still, almost to stalling, and flicked the Dart over into a perfect Immelman to line him up for the second pass. He had good height, and he leveled out, picking a one of the distant hills as his reference point for the barrel rolls. He pulled back the control yoke, touched the ailerons, hands and feet moving in perfect synchrony as the horizon seemed to rotate around that distant peak. Once, twice—that was far enough, and he straightened, pulling the Dart up again to gain altitude for the loops.

He put the Dart through its paces, each move neat and crisp—possibly he could have pushed it a little more on the loops, he thought, frowning, but the air was changing, the afternoon breeze now lifting the windsock, and there was no need to take unnecessary risk.

“Dart, this is the Tower. Your time is up, please come in to land.”

Lewis grimaced. He hadn’t kept track of the time the way he ought, and he still had a trick left—but there would be time for that tomorrow. Even without that last pass, he’d showed as well as anyone. He put the Dart into one last perfect split-S, lining up on the runway, and began the landing checklist.

“Tower, this is Dart. Coming in to land.”

Carson took charge of the Dart as soon as Lewis had landed, leading him into the hangar and setting the chocks while Lewis cut the engine and went through the last checklists. Satisfied, he levered himself out of the cockpit, sliding down the fuselage and ducking under the wing to join Carson, who already had the engine fairings open. It was still strange to have the engine behind him, and it was hard not to worry about what might happen in a crash—but then, if any of these fighters went down, the engine placement was unlikely to make a lot of difference.

Carson lifted his head from the engine, his hands already filthy. “Anything I should know about, Mr. Segura?”

Lewis shook his head. “She handled like a dream. Don’t change a thing.” Carson grinned, and Lewis looked over his shoulder. “Did I see they were going to let the audience tour the hangars after the show?”

“Yeah.” Carson turned back to the engine. “We’re going to put up ropes—I hear everybody is—and Mr. Kershaw’s hired a couple of guys to help me watch.”

“Good.” Not that he was really worried, but nobody liked the idea of strangers climbing all over the planes. Lewis lifted a hand in farewell, knowing that Carson’s attention was already on the engine, and wandered back out onto the tarmac.

The German sport plane was doing its final passes, the pilot rolling the sleek monoplane into an elegant series of turns. There was no mistaking it for anything but a fighter, Lewis thought, no matter what the Germans called it or what the Versailles Treaty said. It was a fighter as good as anything he’d seen in America, and he felt a chill at the base of his spine in spite of the mild weather. They were all fighters here, pilots and aircraft; he’d felt the others sizing him up just the way he’d been watching them, assessing their skills. If war came—as always, the thought brought both worry and secret, shameful excitement. If it came to a war, the countries were frighteningly well matched.

He shook the thought away and looked around for Henry to distract himself. The owner was nowhere in sight, however, and Lewis suppressed a sigh, tilting his head back to watch the sport plane sideslip toward the end of the runway. For a second, he thought the pilot had overdone it, but he caught it at the last possible moment, set it down neatly on the center line. He let out breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, and at the same moment a slim young man in a German uniform said something heartfelt in German. Probably something like “cutting it a little close,” Lewis thought, and gave him a wry smile.

The boy returned the smile—God, he had to be twenty-one if he had earned the lieutenant’s single flash, but he looked about twelve, with that fine-boned face and big dark eyes—and said something more.

Lewis shook his head in apology. “Sorry, I don’t speak German. Do you speak English?”

“A very little,” the boy said, pinching two fingers together. “Parlez-vous français?”

“Not so much,” Lewis answered.

After a few more tries, they settled on Spanish, stumbling over the boy’s vocabulary and Lewis’s Mexican accent, but it and hand gestures were enough to make themselves mostly understood. The lieutenant was part of the group flying the Heinkel biplane fighters, and, while he defended it loyally, he was clearly interested in both the Dart and the Hawk. In the background, the loudspeaker squawked, releasing a torrent of Italian, and another low-winged monoplane dropped out of the southern sky to line up for its pass along the runway.

“Elly Beinhorn,” the lieutenant said. “That’s her Africa special.”

The German aviatrix had circumnavigated the continent back in 1933. Lewis shaded his eyes, studying the plane as it passed overhead. It didn’t look much different from the other German planes in the show, and the articles praising her achievement had been regrettably short on technical details. Alma had been more than a bit annoyed. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw another pilot move up to see better. He recognized the Russian uniform first, and only then realized that the pilot was a woman, her dishwater blonde hair caught back in a fraying bun.

The lieutenant saw where he was looking and made an expressive face. “Rote hexen,” he said. “Um, brujas rojas?”

Red witches, Lewis translated. It was something you’d call an all-female Soviet squadron, but he didn’t think the lieutenant’s Spanish was up to telling whether it was an official nickname or something the Germans had adopted. “They any good?”

“They—not bad,” the lieutenant answered. “Their planes, not so good.”

That was pretty much what Lewis had been thinking about the Russian entry, and he nodded.

The announcer spoke again, and the lieutenant stiffened. Lewis cocked his head, and this time picked words out of the flowing Italian: Ernst Udet and Junkers. This was the plane everyone had been waiting for, at least in the hangar, the new German dive-bomber that was supposed to be absolutely in a class of its own. And Udet… Udet was one of the old aces, the men Lewis had fought over France in the last war, one of the greats. Lewis still remembered the motto painted on the tail of his plane: Du doch nicht, definitely not you. He’d come up against Udet exactly once, and, while he was still here to talk about it, it definitely hadn’t been him to bring the German down.

The dive-bomber trundled onto the runway, lining up for takeoff, and Lewis craned his neck to see. All of a sudden, the hangar apron was crowded, as though every pilot who could get away had come out to see the performance.

“Brand-new,” the lieutenant said, raising his voice to be heard over the engine noise and the crowd. “Sturtzkampfflugzeug. Stuka.”

Lewis nodded, watching as the plane lifted gently into the air. It looked like a two-seater—well, you’d want that in a bomber—and the wings were unusual, an inverted gull-wing shape Lewis hadn’t seen before. It looked as though the landing gear was fixed, or at least Udet hadn’t retracted it as he made his first pass along the grandstand, and that was odd, too. He took a few steps forward, jockeying for a spot where he could see the full length of the runway, and saw Udet make a climbing turn to set himself up for his main run. The announcer was saying something, but Lewis ignored him, watching the Stuka turn back toward the runway. It came on and on, fast and straight, past the halfway point, and for a moment Lewis thought Udet had overshot, that he would have to go around again.

Then the Stuka rolled 180 degrees, and tipped instantly into a steep dive. Lewis caught his breath, afraid for a second that something had gone wrong. The angle was much too steep, sixty degrees at least, and from the sound of the motor, all at full power—he’d never seen a plane under power at that angle. But then the angle eased, the Stuka pulling up and away, and Udet climbed away from the runway, still under perfect control.

“Holy—”

The little lieutenant was grinning from ear to ear. “Very nice, ja?”

“Impressive,” Lewis agreed, and repeated the word in Spanish.

Udet did two more passes, each steeper than before, the last one so close to vertical that Lewis swore aloud, then brought the Stuka to a perfect landing. It was one hell of a plane, Lewis thought, watching it trundle toward its hangar. One hell of a plane, and pity the poor bastards on the ground. If they’d had that in the last war…… He thought again of Patton, sitting in the rented kitchen in Honolulu, sketching crude shapes that he claimed would change the world. This was what he’d been talking about, the weapon that changed the balance, tipping it away from the trenches of the last war and toward—something else. Lewis’s fingers twitched. He wanted to fly one, wanted to fly against it, wanted—He wasn’t sure what he wanted, exactly, and wasn’t sure he wanted to name it.

The announcer was talking again, and another plane pulled out onto the runway. It was another two-seater—another dive-bomber, Lewis realized, and winced in sympathy. He wouldn’t like to have to follow Udet.

“Loire-Nieuport,” the lieutenant said, and shook his head. “I hope—they have had trouble, I hear.”

“Udet’s a hard act to follow,” Lewis agreed. Especially if the French plane wasn’t as good as the Stuka.

He shaded his eyes as the French plane lifted off. Already he could see that it didn’t handle as well as the Stuka, wobbling badly as the pilot retracted the landing gear and pulled up to start his pass. He did a fancy Immelman at the end of the runway and then dropped his landing gears to begin his mock bombing run. For a moment, it all seemed perfect, coming in steep and fast, almost as good as the Stuka.

And then it wobbled again, one of the wheels ripping loose, and the plane tumbled sideways, falling out of the air. It hit the empty ground just past the runway’s end and cartwheeled, disappearing into a ball of flame and black smoke.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.” Lewis crossed himself automatically, and out of the corner of his eye saw the lieutenant doing the same. The Russian woman was white-faced, both hands to her mouth, but then she shook herself, and turned toward them, calling in Russian and pointing toward the wreck. The crowd was screaming, and sirens sounded from the end of the field as the first firetruck pulled out from between the hangars.

“Go,” the Russian shouted again, “help them, we must help—”

“Too late.” Lewis shook his head. “Nobody survives that kind of crash—Miss, they’re dead.”

The lieutenant said something in German, and she stopped just as suddenly, looking from them back to the smoke, already starting to fade as the firetrucks got to work. She shook her head, a lock of pale hair falling from her bun, and crossed herself in turn. She probably wasn’t supposed to do that, Lewis thought, with sympathy, but he certainly understood the impulse. He shivered in spite of the warm air. This was the risk they took, every time, and sometimes you screwed up and sometimes the plane broke and sometimes you pulled it out and sometimes you didn’t. But he wished Alma was there.


Alexandria, Egypt

December 27, 1935

Perhaps it was because it was Ramadan, or perhaps because they’d at last found something worth mentioning, but a festive atmosphere prevailed as he and Willi sought their dinner. Full dark had fallen, the sunset prayers finished, and the streets were full of laughter as family parties went from house to house to share the evening meal with friends and relatives. Jerry and Willi went to Trianon.

The owners of the coffeehouse were Greek and didn’t keep Ramadan, but nevertheless the outdoor tables along the street were full, strings of lights strung along the edge of the awning to illuminate the diners. Much safer than swinging oil lamps, Jerry thought, a momentary image of clay lamps on chains hanging beneath cloth awnings. There was always the danger that a lamp might catch the awning on fire, or that a careless waiter might jostle hot oil onto a diner…

He caught himself, blinking. There were no oil lamps. Everything was electric. Of course.

Willi had paused in the door talking to the headwaiter, and now turned back to Jerry. “Do you mind if we sit inside rather than wait for an outside table? The fans will keep us cool enough.”

“That’s fine,” Jerry said. He followed Willi in, wooden leg loud on the black and white parquet floors. Ceiling fans suspended from the pressed tin ceiling turned lazily over a mainly European clientele, though there were a sizable number of Alexandrian Greeks. Some of them had a great deal in common with him and Willi. Though of course homosexuality was as illegal here as in the rest of the world, there were always gathering places if you knew the right words. Trianon was one of those places, though it was also a perfectly respectable coffeeshop.

The headwaiter arranged Willi and Jerry at a small table in the banquette between filled tables on both sides, which limited conversation somewhat but couldn’t be helped considering how busy the restaurant was. Willi flipped open his menu and looked at Jerry over the top of his glasses. “We should order something nice to celebrate.”

“We’ll celebrate when we find the Pylon of Isis,” Jerry said.

Willi’s eyes twinkled. “You’re so sure we’ll find it then?”

“Yes,” Jerry said. “We’re very close.”

“Optimist.”

“Maybe so.” Jerry glanced down at the menu. He couldn’t explain his certainty, and absolutely not to Willi. Despite all they shared, esoteric interests were off the table. Willi thought such things were crazy at best. The last thing Jerry could say was the gut-level truth: I know the Pylon of Isis is within a hundred meters of where we are digging because I remember it there. The only question truly remaining was whether this was the street that ran in front of it or behind it. But Willi would not believe that, and saying it would only start a fight. “Well,” Jerry said. “Maybe we’ll be lucky.”

It was nearly midnight when they left Trianon to walk back to their rooms. The streets were quieting some in the residential neighborhoods, though merry parties still gathered in the squares and around restaurants. Many people enjoyed the night hours of Ramadan as much as they fasted during the day. Still, as they turned into the narrow street where they lodged, the shadows were deep and there was no sound of celebration. The windows were dark. Everyone was sleeping, or else some of these upper floors were offices and no one was there at night. There was no one else in sight.

Jerry’s stump was beginning to ache. It would be good to take off his leg, to stretch out and sleep in the cool quiet.

There was a sound behind and Jerry stopped, leaning on his cane. Willi took two more steps before he saw that Jerry was not with him and halted as well, looking back.

The sound came again, an almost silent footfall in the shadows behind. And then it stopped. In the darkness of a doorway down the street there was a slightly darker form, a man watching out of the night.

“What’s wrong?” Willi asked quietly.

“We’re being followed,” Jerry said.

Willi gave him a quick, worried look. This was not a particularly dangerous neighborhood, but there were always thieves. Any city had thugs who looked for someone who appeared prosperous. The best way to stay out of trouble would be to run. Unfortunately that was out of the question for Jerry, and a one-legged man was a vulnerable target for a thief.

“There are two of us,” Willi said quietly.

Which was true. Perhaps the man following them would hesitate to accost a double target. Unless he was armed. Which Jerry was too. He’d shot a robber in cold blood before, in Los Angeles six years ago. When you can’t run and you can’t hold your own hand to hand, the only thing to do is shoot first. Jerry eased his hand into the interior pocket of his jacket where he carried a .22 caliber pistol.

The man down the street moved. He was a big man, his face obscured by a keffiyeh. He wore a plain gallibaya like a working man, and even in the darkened street it was clear that it was stained and tattered. A desperate man, Jerry thought. He raised the barrel of the gun.

Willi reached for his arm, appalled. “You cannot shoot a man who has not threatened us!” he whispered urgently.

Exasperated, Jerry lifted the gun into the faint light. “What do you want?” he called out clearly in Arabic.

The man held his hands out from his sides. “To speak with you, Dr. Ballard,” he said in English, a very familiar voice incongruous in these circumstances. It couldn’t be…

“Iskinder?” Jerry said incredulously.

The man took another step forward, out of the shadow of the doorway. “I have been trying for a full day to catch you not in a public place. Now put the gun away, Jerry. I have trouble enough without you riddling me with bullets.”

It was clearly Iskinder’s voice, though why in the world, a prince of Ethiopia and a very wealthy man, was doing sneaking around Alexandria dressed as an Egyptian peasant, was an excellent question.

“You know this man?” Willi said.

Jerry lowered the gun as Iskinder approached. “Absolutely. He’s my oldest friend.”

He looked thinner and there was a hesitation to his step, but it was unmistakably Iskinder’s smile. “Jerry.”

Iskinder reached out to embrace him, and Jerry returned it awkwardly with cane and gun, feeling the sudden flinch as Jerry’s arm passed along his side. “Are you hurt?”

“Stabbed,” Iskinder said. “And admittedly it’s rather painful, so please don’t thump me.” He stepped back. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to get you on your own? I thought I’d have to risk it tonight even though you had one man with you because otherwise I’d never manage.”

“Stabbed?” Jerry put the gun in his pocket. “Stabbed how? Oh, and this is my associate, Dr. Radke. Willi, this is Iskinder.” He gave Iskinder a look which he hoped conveyed that Willi was all right, and possibly more than just his associate. Iskinder could add that up. He’d covered for Jerry in college decades ago, and more than once since then.

“Pleased to meet you,” Willi said bemusedly, apparently confused by the news that Jerry’s oldest friend was an Egyptian peasant.

“We need to get off the street,” Iskinder said, glancing about. “You are staying near here?”

“Yes, but…” Willi began.

“What is this about?” Jerry asked. “Iskinder, what kind of trouble are you in?”

“I’ll tell you when we’re off the street,” Iskinder replied.

Their rooms were only another block away, a third floor flat with two bedrooms and a tiny sitting room. Iskinder pulled the shades down before Jerry turned on the electric lights. Willi bolted the door as soon as Jerry was inside.

“Is someone following you?” Jerry asked.

“I don’t know,” Iskinder said. Here, in the light, the changes in him were startling. Not only was he positively thin, but his face was creased with care, his black hair graying at the temples.

“What’s happened?” Jerry said.

Iskinder raised one eyebrow. “Surely you’ve heard that the Italians have invaded Ethiopia?”

“A border incident according to the papers,” Jerry replied, feeling a furious flush rise to his face.

“No, my friend,” Iskinder said gravely. “It’s a war. This is not a matter like Walwal last year, a skirmish over a border town. This is an invasion, a three pronged attack deep into our territory. When I left, they had just occupied Maqale.”

“That hasn’t been in the papers,” Jerry said a bit defensively. How could he not know what was happening when his oldest friend was in the midst of it?

“Probably not,” Iskinder said. “Because who cares what happens in Ethiopia?” He turned, pacing away from the window. “Why should the Times of London or the Hearst newspapers cover Mussolini invading us? We’re black Africans and the Italians…” He broke off, a bitter twist at the edge of his mouth. “Hearst may have attended Harvard as we did, Jerry. But last year he was in Nuremberg shaking hands with Hitler. Do you think he’s going to print the truth about what’s happening in Ethiopia?”

Willi drew in a sharp breath, and Jerry and Iskinder both turned. “Don’t look at me that way,” Willi said. “Just because I’m German doesn’t mean I like Hitler! I think he’s a nut. These crazy saber-rattlers—don’t they know where this goes?”

“It goes to my homeland,” Iskinder said gravely. “We’ve had thousands of casualties already. Not that any western paper has bothered to report it, I expect. We must rely on ourselves.”

Jerry frowned. “Then—if you don’t mind me asking—why are you here, Iskinder?”

Iskinder smiled. “You mean, have I fled the country? Hardly, Jerry. I have a job to do, and I mean to do it.”

“What kind of job?”

“Our emperor, Haile Selassie, imagined something like this would happen after the Walwal incident last year. He is a prudent man, so he placed some orders just in case with Fusil Darne.”

“The French arms manufacturer?” Jerry said.

“The same. A thousand M1922 light machine guns paid in cash last spring,” Iskinder said. “To be shipped from Marseille to Alexandria for pickup.” He sat down heavily in the room’s one armchair. “I’ve come to pick them up. With their ammunition, of course. Fifty thousand rounds on belt fed cartridges.”

“Jesus,” Jerry said.

“I doubt very much Jesus has anything to do with it,” Iskinder said. “He was fairly clear on the concept of not killing your fellow men. However, I am not about to let my country be overrun and my people killed. So I am here at the Emperor’s request, and I will see this mission through.”

Willi took a deep breath. “I see,” he said. Jerry glanced at him, and Willi squared his shoulders. “And of course you cannot trust me.”

“Italy has invaded Ethiopia, not Germany,” Iskinder said. “I do not see you have any moral obligation to aid Mussolini.”

“True,” Willi said. He shot Jerry a look that was almost challenging. “Then I’ll heat up some soup for our guest while you tend to his injury. You had best let Jerry have a look at it. He practically has an aid station in that shaving kit of his.”

“Come in my bedroom,” Jerry said. “And I’ll have a look. You should be safe enough here.” He watched Iskinder get to his feet stiffly, almost as carefully as Jerry always did, and waited while Iskinder went into the bedroom first. Willi had his back to him searching out canned soup from the cupboard. “Willi,” he began.

Willi didn’t look around. “Which soup? Does he keep Halal?”

“He’s Christian,” Jerry said. “So whatever there is.” Anything else he needed to say would have to wait, and so he followed Iskinder into the bedroom, closing the door behind him.

“You trust him,” Iskinder said.

“With this.”

Iskinder nodded. It was, after all, only his life at stake. Jerry felt a surge of pride. Iskinder put his life in his hands just as he had during the war, wordlessly, as though it were nothing. It was a lot to live up to. But now…

Iskinder sat down on the edge of the bed gingerly, his careful movements betraying the pain his face didn’t show. Jerry rummaged in his shaving kit for scissors and iodine. “Take the gallibaya off,” he said. “Let’s see how this looks.”

“Not as bad as it feels, I promise,” Iskinder said. Beneath the tattered robe he wore shirt and pants. He unbuttoned the shirt awkwardly.

He’d lost a great deal of weight, Jerry thought, his collar bones standing out starkly. A pad of bandages was wrapped around his chest, covering ribs and passing just beneath his arm. Two bulges stood out in the wrappings, one on his right side below his arm and the other at his sternum.

“God, Iskinder,” Jerry breathed. If he’d been stabbed just at the sternum it was a wonder he was alive.

“That’s not the wound.” Iskinder shook his head, slipping his hand down among the bandages gingerly. “But rather the cause of it. There’s more than one reason I came to Alexandria, and the guns are only part of it.” Wincing, he sought beneath the folds, then drew forth the object which had lain bound against his breast like an amulet from the wrappings of a mummy. He held it out to Jerry wordlessly, and Jerry caught his breath.

The gold shone in the dim lamplight. It was a medallion fully five inches long and nearly four inches wide, the pectoral ornament from a necklace, the archaeologist in him thought even while he reached out a hand to take it carefully. Warm from Iskinder’s body, it almost glowed, alive in his hands. Isis stretched her wings in the center, the vulture wings spread in benediction over all, Mut the mother granting protection and blessing. Four cabochon Indian rubies gleamed, set in the ruddy gold characteristic of the early Hellenistic period, almost rose gold. Exquisite. Amazing. Jerry lacked words. He turned it over reverentially, tracing the hieroglyphics on the reverse. Yes, a pectoral. He could see how it had hung, the inscription against the wearer’s skin.

“Blessed is Isis, Mother of the World,” he read, his fingers tracing each warm shape. “Blessed is Berenice the mother of the young god in this the first year of his reign.” And there was the cartouche. Jerry read it aloud, speaking the Horus Name and the Nebty Name and the Golden Horus Name, all the names of a pharaoh. “The Strong Youth Whose Might is Great, Who His Father Has Raised to the Throne.” He’d seen that cartouche many times before. “Ptolemy II Philadelphus.”

Jerry took a deep breath. A pectoral ornament, inscribed this way… “A gift from the young pharaoh to his mother,” he said. He looked at Iskinder keenly. “What’s its provenance?” This had never been in a tomb, never been underground. It was alive.

Iskinder smiled thinly. “It has been part of our coronation regalia since the fifteenth century. Before that…” He spread his hands. “There is a document from that era that catalogs it, purporting to be a copy of a much older scroll that was degenerating. Whether that is so or not, I cannot say. Perhaps so. Perhaps it was invented in the fifteenth century to make a fantastic story for the piece. But the document is indeed fifteenth century. The Emperor has had it authenticated by scholars from Oxford. This is the relevant text.” He searched through the pocket of his shirt and handed a piece of paper to Jerry.

The translation was modern and neatly typewritten. “I place the necklace of Queen Berenice into the keeping of Drusilla of Mauritania as part of her bride portion, once belonging to her grandmother the great Cleopatra, that she may carry the protection of Isis in her new place and that Isis may grant blessings upon her marriage. I, Demetria the Adoratrice of Isis, give this to her keeping with her mother’s blessing.”

Iskinder shrugged. “Purportedly, the Emperor descends from Cleopatra via her granddaughter Drusilla of Mauritania, who married one of the Herods in the first century. I say purportedly, as that depends on the accuracy of documents that are not nearly that old, and which may have been concocted to shore up the legitimacy of kings several centuries ago. But to the best of our knowledge…”

“Anyone who concocted a forgery in the fifteenth century couldn’t have read the cartouche,” Jerry said sharply. “Hieroglyphics weren’t deciphered until 1822. They wouldn’t have known it was the necklace of Queen Berenice. It could be anyone’s. Any Ptolemaic queen.”

“True,” Iskinder said.

Jerry rested his hand on the gold. Taken from Alexandria as part of Augustus’ loot, sent to Numidia with Cleopatra Selene’s dowry, given to her daughter as a wedding gift from the Temple of Isis that Selene established in Mauritania… And then a long trail down the centuries, treasured by women and men alike, given hand to hand from Jerusalem to Palmyra, and at last to Aksum in northern Ethiopia, gold like blood flowing through many veins to rest at last against Iskinder’s heart.

“But it isn’t,” he said. “It’s the real thing.” His voice was sure and strong.

“It’s the second oldest piece in our coronation regalia,” Iskinder said. “The Emperor gave it to me for safekeeping. It must not fall into the hands of the Italians.”

No second Rome. The pectoral did not want it. No second Rome, no second captivity, taken away from those of its blood to ornament a conqueror’s triumph. Blood and gold, blood of the Ptolemies, steaming on a temple floor where Roman swords had shed it while a young priestess knelt in horror, the pectoral safe against her chest….

Jerry blinked. Iskinder reached out and took it, cradling it in his hand. Iskinder’s blood, a prince of Ethiopia who now brought it back to Alexandria.

Alive. Protective. Wakened by Iskinder’s blood shed upon it, the assassin’s knife turning against a ruby and sparing his heart…

“You’re right,” Jerry said simply. “It mustn’t. What do you need me to do?”


Palermo, Italy

December 27, 1935

Lewis leaned against the window of the suite’s main room, staring down onto the plaza and its massive fountain. Cars crept past, honking at each other and at the pedestrians darting between them, the old-fashioned gas streetlights giving everything a yellow tinge. They would be heading to the air show’s opening reception soon—there would be some sort of tribute to the French flyers, of course, and a rumor had spread through the hangar before he left that the Air Marshal was planning to donate some of the show proceeds to the flyers’ families, but the reception and the dance that followed would go on as planned. He didn’t feel particularly guilty about that—every flyer lived with that chance, and they’d all learned during the war to put the deaths into their own little box and move on—but he couldn’t help his sorrow. This was no way to start the show.

“You’re thinking you should have been able to warn them.”

He turned away from the window to see Stasi Sorley standing in the doorway. Mitch’s wife was dressed to the nines, her jet-black hair neatly waved beneath a pair of silver and rhinestone clips, her face white with powder and her lips a vivid scarlet that matched her nails. The black satin bias-cut evening gown made the most of her skinny figure, but the shoes that peeped from beneath the hem were sturdy dancer’s pumps: she was still planning to enjoy the evening, he thought, and felt his heart lift a little. And she was right, too.

“What’s the use of being a clairvoyant if you don’t see something like that coming?” He did his best to keep his voice light, but the glance from her dark eyes suggested she saw right through him.

Stasi waved her unlit cigarette at him, and he reached automatically for his lighter. Neither he nor Alma smoked much, but when Stasi was around, it was only polite to be prepared. She released a cloud of smoke, her eyes slitting in pleasure, and slipped the long jet holder from her lips. “Darling, be grateful you didn’t know.”

“But—”

“What would you have done?” she asked, her voice gentle. “Gone and told the Tower or the French pilots—what? That they were going to crash? That there was something wrong with the plane? Almost certainly they wouldn’t have believed you, and even if they had, you’d have had to explain how you knew. And that would have been rather awkward, to say the least.”

She was right, of course. He could just imagine what the French pilots would have said—could imagine what he himself would have said, in the same circumstances, and he was a part of the Aedificatori Templii, a lodge member and a trained clairvoyant who believed in such things. He would still have taken his chances and flown.

Stasi nodded as though she’d read his mind. “You see, darling, sometimes things work out for the best. The powers don’t give us pointless knowledge.”

“I suppose,” Lewis said, but his mood felt lighter. He’d stopped at the nearest church, San Giovanni Evangelista, on his way back from the airfield to light a candle and say a prayer for the dead; he’d stop there again tomorrow, and add another candle for thanks.

The door to the suite’s smaller bedroom opened, and Mitchell Sorley came into the living room, a rather sheepish grin on his face. “Sorry. I had to get Douglas settled.”

Stasi raised her voice to carry to the next room. “If Douglas doesn’t settle, there won’t be any pastries tomorrow. Or the next installment of Queen Esther versus the Barbarians.”

Lewis blinked. He was fairly sure he didn’t remember that from his confirmation classes, but with the Old Testament you never really knew.

“I think Elena has them well in hand,” Mitch said. Like Stasi, he was dressed to kill, the beautiful, conservatively cut tuxedo emphasizing the breadth of his shoulders and tactfully blurring the thickening of his ex-athlete’s body. Behind him, Tiny Foster looked even taller and more gangly than usual in his first real evening suit, a fleck of blood on the point of his chin where he’d been extra determined with his razor. Lewis suppressed a smile, remembering when he had been that young, and glanced at his watch. Alma should be ready now, surely.

At that moment, the hall door opened, and Alma slipped inside, her smile apologetic. “Sorry. Is Dora taken care of?”

“Elena’s got them,” Mitch said again.

Lewis nodded, his eyes on Alma. Floyd Odlum had paid them well enough that she’d bought a new long dress for the trip, ordered and fitted on a couple of her trips to Los Angeles. This one was heavy, old-gold satin only a shade or two darker than her blonde hair, cut to flatter her figure, more generous now after Dora’s birth, with the skirt sweeping into a tiny train. It was decidedly unfussy, deceptively plain, and it made her look like a million dollars. She held out her gloved hands, cocking her head just slightly in the subtlest of questions, and he took them with a nod and his most reassuring smile.

“You look like a movie star.”

She grinned, the familiar smile somehow only enhancing the resemblance, and nudged him in the ribs. “You don’t look too bad yourself, Ramon.”

Lewis could feel himself blush. Alma had decided recently that he looked like movie star Ramon Navarro, which—they both had wavy hair that required a lot of brilliantine to keep it under control, but that was about it, as far as Lewis was concerned. He had a new jacket himself, a subdued black number with a fancy white vest, copying the Prince of Wales rather than Hollywood, but he thought he looked all right. Of course, the invitation had specified formal dress, which he suspected was Italian for white tie, but Henry had assured him that tuxedos were acceptable for the flyers.

“Are we ready?” Mitch asked. He had Stasi’s black wrap in hand, ready to drape it over her bare shoulders, and Lewis reached hastily for Alma’s mink. It was really too warm for the Italian winter, but she loved its luxury, and he loved to see her in it. The fifth member of their Lodge, Jerry Ballard, had won it for her during the Great Passenger Derby, and Lewis felt a little twinge at his absence. But Jerry was on the archeological dig he’d been planning for the last three years: he wouldn’t trade that for anything.

“As ready as we’re going to be,” Alma said cheerfully, and turned for Lewis to drape the fur over her shoulders. “It should be quite a party.”

The reception was held in a palace—apparently a real one, though the current owner had renounced his title in favor of a position in Mussolini’s government. It didn’t seem to make any difference in the ex-count’s housekeeping: the cars were directed around the circular drive by uniformed men, their boots and belts polished to a shine that reflected the headlights, and there were actual footmen in white wigs and powder-blue satin coats who rushed to open the doors and direct them into the marble-tiled halls. There were maids in black dresses and little white caps to take the women’s coats, and Alma avoided Stasi’s eye as they paused in the powder room to primp for their entrance, afraid that she would break out in unseemly giggles. She checked her reflection a final time—nothing more she could do—and squared her shoulders.

“Ready?”

“Of course, darling,” Stasi answered, tossing her head, but Alma wasn’t deceived.

The men were waiting in the hall, Tiny Foster pale and sweating, and Alma made sure to give him a reassuring smile as she took Lewis’s arm.

“You look very nice, Tiny.”

The lanky young man tugged at the hem of his jacket. “If you say so, ma’am.”

He looked as if he were about to bolt, and Alma put her other hand through his elbow. “Don’t worry. It’ll be fine.”

“It’s just like a Legion dance,” Mitch offered.

“It had better not be,” Alma said in spite of herself, remembering a very memorable Legion dance just before Mitch and Stasi’s marriage, and Mitch blushed to the roots of his hair.

Stasi laughed. “Don’t worry, darling, I’m not dressed for that.”

Lewis leaned back to catch Tiny’s eye. “Just smile and be polite, and if anybody asks you anything you don’t understand or you don’t want to answer, send them to Al or Mitch. Or me. Enjoy the buffet, and be careful of the liquor. The wine doesn’t taste like it’s got a kick, but it’ll go straight to your head.”

“Yes, sir.” Tiny looked reassured, and Alma squeezed Lewis’s arm in thanks.

“Well,” she said. “Shall we?”

The ballroom was even more like something out of a movie. They were stopped at the doorway by a severe-looking man in an impeccable tailcoat, who collected their invitations while contriving to glance at the names, and then two more footmen threw open the door.

”Mr. and Mrs. Segura, Mr. and Mrs. Sorley, Mr. Foster. Gilchrist Aviation.” The announcement made, the tail-coated man bowed sharply. Alma took a deep breath, and started into the room.

They made their way down the receiving line, Alma relieved to find her Italian adequate. The hosts all knew exactly who she was, everyone carefully briefed that she was the aviatrix and Stasi wasn’t, and she fetched up in front of Air Marshal Balbo with a sense of relief. Governor-General, she reminded herself, he was Governor of Libya now, and for a panicked moment wondered which title she should use.

“Signora Segura.” Balbo was short and stocky, with a moustache and a beard that covered the point of his chin and crept along the edges of his jaw. His dark hair was cut short, but that failed to hide the tight curl that he’d subdued with a dose of pomade. His uniform was impeccable, short white mess jacket with an order star and a row of ribbons beneath his pilot’s wings, and there was a scarlet sash beneath the jacket that ended at his left hip in a rosette and another impressive-looking cross.

“Air Marshal,” Alma answered, extending her hand, and he bowed politely over it.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” His English was only slightly accented. “And Signor Segura. And of course I am extremely interested in this new flying boat of Consolidated’s. I hope that if I am able to get away I can prevail upon you for a personal tour?”

“I’d be delighted,” Alma answered. “I’d be glad to take you on a test flight, too, if you can find the time.”

Balbo put his hand over his heart and bowed again, the gesture only faintly theatrical in this setting. “Dear lady, it would be my greatest desire.”

“Any time,” Alma said, feeling terribly American, and she and Lewis moved away.

“Now what?” he asked, when they had reached a suitable distance. The dance floor opened to their left, a marble floor inlaid with what looked like a giant, multi-colored compass rose. The orchestra was confined to the low mezzanine above it, and the conductor was peering over the edge as if trying to choose his next tune. Beyond the dance floor, a row of arches led to a second room, and through it Alma could see the tables set up for the buffet supper, as well as the first of a crew of waiters carrying trays of what looked like champagne. “Nobody’s dancing yet—”

“Drinks,” Alma said definitely, and Lewis grinned.

They made their way toward the supper room. Alma exchanged greetings with a couple of the Italians who’d been part of the mass fly-over, and Lewis excused himself to fetch their drinks, leaving her to chat with two young men in what looked like brand-new dress uniforms and a slightly older man in civilian dress. They made stilted conversation for a few moments, until Alma made a lucky remark about conditions in the harbor, and they all relaxed into complaint. The two lieutenants excused themselves after a moment, but the civilian remained, introducing himself as Arturo Tiozzo, from Venice. He must have seen her face change, because he cocked his head to one side.

“Do you know Venice, Signora?”

“I was married there,” Alma said, and then, because she and Lewis had been married at City Hall in Denver one Thursday afternoon when there wasn’t any work, “my first husband, that is.”

“Gilchrist?” Tiozzo asked, not quite mangling the name, and she nodded.

“He fought in the Veneto. After he died, Mitch and I kept the company name.”

And that was a remarkably bland description of a hectic, complicated, and profoundly happy part of her life, but it had been over for a long time. Gil had died in 1927; she’d met Lewis two years later, and married him a year after that, and at the moment it was the future they were building that mattered, not the well-loved past. Though it was hard not to feel Gil’s presence here in Italy, where they had served together…

“Just so,” Tiozzo said, but his eyes slid past her. “Ah, Count.”

“Arturo.” The speaker was a slim, elegant man in a flawless tailcoat and white tie, light brown hair parted neatly on the side and a blade-like nose. “A pleasure to see you again. Perhaps you could introduce me to the lady?”

“But of course,” Tiozzo said, with another little bow. ”Mrs. Segura, may I present Count Carl Gustav von Rosen? Alma Segura of Gilchrist Aviation. “

“A pleasure,” Alma said, extending her hand. Something prickled at the back of her neck: despite von Rosen’s casual attitude, she didn’t think this was a chance meeting at all.

“You’re the lady in charge of the Consolidated flying boat,” von Rosen said. “I think someone told me your company did some of the testing over the summer?”

“That’s right.” Not a casual meeting at all, Alma thought, and kept her smile serene. “Floyd eventually intends to offer a civilian version to companies doing the Pacific long-haul routes. We did the preliminary testing in Hawaii.”

“And were your people satisfied?”

“I liked the Cat very much,” Alma answered, and saw the quick blink as he adjusted his expectations. “Mitchell Sorley and I were lead pilots for the test.”

“Quite so. I don’t suppose you know what the maximum cargo load would be? Roughly speaking.”

“The maximum takeoff weight is 35,420 pounds.” Alma suppressed her annoyance. “That should work out to roughly 13,000 pounds, not including fuel weight. But that hasn’t been fully tested yet.”

“That’s still impressive, though,” von Rosen said, and seemed to relax for the first time—as though, Alma thought, she’d passed some test. “Do you know if there are any plans to turn it into an amphibian?”

“I don’t really know,” Alma said cautiously. She thought the Navy had asked Floyd to make that conversion, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to discuss that too deeply with a—what was he, anyway? He couldn’t be a German, they’d gotten rid of their nobility after the war. Unless Hitler had brought them back, though that didn’t seem to be his style. “Carl Gustav” sounded Scandinavian—Swedish, maybe? She couldn’t tell.

“If it’s a possibility, I’d be interested in looking over the plane,” von Rosen said. “With an eye to an eventual purchase, of course.”

“I’d be glad to give you a walk-through,” Alma answered. That was her job, to show the plane to potential buyers, and it didn’t matter where they were from. “We’ll be doing some demonstration flights on Saturday, and there will be places on board for interested parties.”

“Thank you.” Von Rosen bowed slightly. “That is very kind.”

With some relief, Alma saw Lewis approaching with two glasses of champagne, and accepted the one he held out to her. “My husband, Lewis Segura. He’s a Reserve Captain in the Army Air Corps. Lewis, this is Count Carl Gustav von Rosen.”

“A pleasure,” von Rosen said, sounding almost sincere, and they shook hands gingerly. “I think you were flying Republic’s Dart today?”

“Kershaw’s pilot was sick,” Lewis said. “And I had done some of the earlier testing.”

“Did you fly in the war, then?” von Rosen asked.

“I was on the Western Front,” Lewis said. “AEF Air Service. Two-seaters, and then promoted to fighters.”

Before Alma could say anything—she could brag about Lewis’s medals, even if he couldn’t—a voice interrupted.

“There you are, Carl!” The speaker was a lanky, good-looking man about her own age, his fair hair brushed straight back from his high forehead. He was loose-limbed and smiling and, she thought, a bit tight, and the woman on his arm looked just as elevated. She was pretty and curvy with curly brown hair held back in gold clips shaped like little biplanes. Another flyer? Alma wondered. She hadn’t seen her at the show, but then, she’d been kept mostly in the harbor. “Your uncle-in-law sent me to fetch you.”

For just an instant, an expression of annoyance flickered across von Rosen’s face, but he controlled it instantly. “I suppose he must not be kept waiting. If you’ll forgive me, dear lady, Mr. Segura.”

He bowed and turned away. The fair-haired man watched him go, swaying slightly, then turned back to Lewis. “You’re the man who flew the Dart today.”

“And you flew the—Stuka?” Lewis tested the pronunciation, and the fair-haired man grinned.

“That’s me.” He held out his free hand, and Lewis took it. “Ernst Udet.”

“Lewis Segura.” Lewis put his hand gently on Alma’s arm. “My wife Alma.”

“Enchanté, dear lady,” Udet said, clicking his heels. “And this is Francesca Mueller, who’ll make a pilot someday. Mrs. Segura flies the big planes, Flick.”

“Hownicetomeetyou,” the girl said, in a rush. Alma suspected that exhausted her English, and wondered if she spoke Italian.

“And Mr. Segura—let’s just say it was a good thing for us that he came late to single-seaters.”

“Very kind,” Lewis said.

“I like that Dart,” Udet said. “If I ask Mr. Kershaw to let me look it over, will you put in a good word? I’d do the same for the Stuka.”

“I’d like that,” Lewis said. “And of course I’ll do what I can.”

Francesca—Flick?—tugged at his elbow, and Udet looked down at her, laughing. “Flick, liebchen, you’ll have to be more discreet. But, yes, I promised we’d dance. If you’ll excuse us?”

They slipped away through the crowd, and Alma shook her head. “He’s—a character.”

“And one hell of a pilot,” Lewis answered. “Sixty-two kills. And he made it to the Armistice.”

He’s got a right to get drunk, then, Alma thought. She tucked her hand more tightly into the crook of Lewis’s arm and sipped at her warming champagne. Under her fingers, she felt Lewis stiffen, and followed his gaze across the room. Von Rosen had found his uncle-in-law, it seemed, stood talking to a big man in a well-tailored uniform swagged with braid, but the medal at his throat was familiar: the Pour le Mérite, the Blue Max that was Imperial Germany’s highest honor. A Hollywood-pretty blond stood with them, diamond bracelets on both wrists, but Lewis’s eyes were on the German.

“I know that man, too,” he said.

“The one von Rosen’s talking to?”

Lewis nodded. “He took over the Flying Circus after von Richthofen was killed. He was in command at the Armistice—twenty-two kills. I met him once, one of those meandering dogfights that goes on and on, circling and circling and never getting the advantage. I got close enough to see his face—” He stopped, shaking his head, and Alma didn’t prompt him. “But that’s him all right. Hermann Göring.”

The dancing was well underway at last. Lewis had partnered Alma in a careful waltz—they were neither one of them particularly practiced dancers—and they’d attempted a foxtrot before retreating to one of the little tables in the dining room. They’d gotten another glass of champagne and a plate of exotic canapés, peering through the arches at the dance floor, where Mitch and Stasi were performing a perfectly sedate and impeccably executed foxtrot of their own.

“Not at all like a Legion dance,” Alma said, with a quick smile.

Lewis grinned. “Not in any way, shape, or form.” The Legion hall back home had been Chip Gunderson’s grandfather’s barn before Chip agreed to rent it to the Legion for a dollar a year, and everyone had chipped in to make the improvements—like a sanded floor and actual indoor plumbing and some hastily knocked-together partitions that did nothing to keep in the heat from the inadequate wood stove. But with forty or more people dancing, the place was warm enough—nothing like this place, though. Nothing at all. He could see Henry across the dance floor, talking to a very pretty young woman and a man in a uniform that Lewis didn’t recognize; Tiny was at a table at the end of the hall, talking with a group of boys in a mix of civilian dress and uniforms—staying out of trouble, it looked like, and Lewis set down his glass to clap as the music ended.

Mitch and Stasi came off the dance floor in a rush, Mitch pulling out Stasi’s chair and leaning close to be heard over the sudden rumble of conversation. “I need a drink. Can I get anyone else anything?”

“Champagne, darling,” Stasi said, and Alma nodded.

“Me, too, thanks.”

Lewis shook his head, and Mitch waded into the crowd gathering beside the bar.

“You look splendid out there,” Alma said.

Stasi touched her hair and seemed to relax as she felt all the pins in place. Lewis reached for his lighter, lit her cigarette, and she took a deep breath of the smoke. “Thank you—and thank you, too. It’s a lovely orchestra, isn’t it?”

“As good as the ones in St. Petersburg?” Lewis couldn’t resist the earnest question, and Stasi gave him a sidelong glance, her mouth prim but her eyes filled with mischief.

“Well, no, darling, but they were very special. And of course they had more incentive than most—”

She broke off as Count von Rosen loomed up out of the crowd, clicking his heels to bow generally to the table. “Ladies. Mr. Segura. I wondered, Mrs. Segura, if I might persuade you to dance? If Mr. Segura permits.”

The orchestra was starting up again, flourishes that would settle into a waltz. Lewis looked at Alma, got the smallest of shrugs in return. “If Alma wants, sure.”

Alma looked up at von Rosen, and her smile had steel in it. “If you’re planning on picking my brains about the Cat, you’d be better coming by for a proper tour.”

Von Rosen tipped his head to one side. “Don’t tell me you don’t have all the figures at your fingertips, Mrs. Segura.”

“Oh, I do,” Alma answered. “I’m just not that good a dancer.”

Von Rosen blinked, and then smiled. It was an unexpectedly charming expression, and took ten years off his austere face. “Then I will definitely come to the harbor as soon as possible, and have a proper tour. And in the meantime, perhaps you would honor me with the dance? I promise to let you concentrate.”

Alma smiled back, and rose to her feet. “Sure. But I can only promise I won’t trip you up on the plane.”

“Understood entirely.” Von Rosen offered her his arm, and led her onto the dance floor.

Stasi gave him a sharp-eyed glance, and blew a wobbly smoke ring. “Who was that, darling?”

“Count Carl Gustav von Rosen,” Lewis answered. “I think he wants to buy a flying boat, though why I’m not sure.”

“Him or his government?” Stasi asked. “And who is his government, I wonder?”

“I don’t know. He’s related to the German Air Marshal, I think.”

“Which doesn’t necessarily make him German, of course.” Stasi blew another, more successful smoke ring, and Lewis saw her eyes fix on something to his right. He glanced casually in that direction, and saw one of the organizers, Fillipini, coming toward their table.

“Signore Segura, Signora Sorley! I hope you are well this evening?”

Lewis nodded, and Stasi gave him a brilliant smile. “This is a lovely party. Absolutely lovely!”

“It is by the courtesy of two of our sponsors,” Fillipini said conscientiously. “It is the sales departments of Bavarian Motor Works and of Fokker who have paid for the champagne.”

“Very nice of them,” Lewis said.

“Yes, indeed,” Stasi echoed. “Such a very nice party.”

“I am so glad you are enjoying it,” Fillipini said. “But—I wonder, Signora, if I might impose upon you just for a moment? There is one of your countrymen who perhaps is in need of assistance, but I cannot find anyone who speaks Russian—

Lewis turned to follow Fillipini’s discreetly pointed chin, and saw one of the young Soviet fliers slumped low in his chair in the darkest corner of the room. “Drunk.”

“Quite possibly,” Fillipini said, “and, again, Signora, I do apologize of asking, but perhaps a lady’s voice, in his native tongue?”

“Native tongue?” Stasi repeated.

“I believe your charming husband said you were Russian?” Fillipini smiled nervously.

“Did he?” Stasi matched him tooth for tooth, a sure sign she was rattled. “I’m sure he meant Austrian! I’m Austrian, darling.”

Fillipini looked confused. As well he might, Lewis thought, and cleared his throat. “If the man’s drunk—you should probably find some of his own team.”

“Ah.” Fillipini looked from one to the other as though he was certain his English had failed him.

“Austrian,” Stasi said firmly. “Not Russian.”

“Ah,” Fillipini said again. “Well. Then you will not speak Russian to him.”

“Is that their team leader?” Lewis asked. “By the orchestra?”

“Perhaps?” Fillipini straightened. “That would certainly be the best. Excuse me.”

He bustled off, and Stasi let out a long breath.

“Problem?” Lewis looked around for either Mitch or a waiter, but neither was in signaling distance, though Mitch was getting closer to the bar.

“And how. I don’t speak a word of Russian, darling. I’d never get by with it for a second with any actual Russians.”

“So what have you been doing?”

“I just speak Czech and nobody knows the difference.”

“Do you speak Austrian?” Lewis asked.

“German, darling. Austrians speak German—well, not to hear the Germans tell it, but I speak German like a duck.”

“Ducks speak German?”

“It’s a saying.” Stasi looked as though she really wanted that glass of champagne. “I’ve got to tell Mitch he can’t say I’m Russian—”

The music stopped, and they both clapped, Lewis glancing sideways to see Mitch finally returning with the three glasses of champagne.

“Darling,” Stasi began, but Lewis saw Alma and von Rosen coming back to the table, and shook his head.

“Trouble?” Mitch asked.

“Later,” Stasi said, and downed half her glass.

Von Rosen handed Alma to her seat, and lifted a finger to summon a waiter with a tray of drinks. Lewis accepted one, feeling that he’d earned it, and Stasi swallowed the rest of her drink. “Mitch, darling, let’s dance.”

Mitch blinked, but rose obediently to his feet and let her lead him toward the dance floor. Alma gave Lewis a sharp look, and he gave her what he hoped was a reassuring smile. She relaxed and he turned his attention to von Rosen, hoping that this conversation wouldn’t lead into deep waters.

That’s it, Mitch thought. I am officially the gawking American. The ballroom glittered with light, the enormous chandeliers dripping with crystal, and more torchieres flared from every wall and pillar, also wired for electricity and hung with glass. The women in their sleek satin and diamonds were just as glittering, and the number of men in full dress uniforms was a little alarming. It was just that most aviation research was funded by the military, he told himself, but he couldn’t help being aware of the number of medals worn by men who were otherwise in civilian formal wear.

The French ace Vuillemin, now a senior commander of the French Air Force, caught his eye, the scarlet sash of the Grand Cross of the Legion of Honor bright across his perfectly tailored coat. While they were in Hawaii, the Lodge had managed to stop a plot to use the Legion of Honor to find and influence its members, past and present, and Mitch looked away before anyone noticed him staring. If the conspirators had managed to control Vuillemin—and who knew how many others in positions of power all over Europe—it didn’t bear thinking about. The Lodge had blocked that path from ever being used, and that was something he could be proud of.

He glanced sideways at Stasi, walking decorously at his side, back straight and head held regally high, her gloved hand resting lightly on his arm. “So what gives?”

Her red lips quirked slightly, as though she suppressed a smile. “I’m Austrian, darling. Not Russian. Please try to remember that while we’re here.”

“Absolutely,” Mitch said. Keeping Stasi’s stories straight was always fun, though he thought this one was a little closer to the truth than usual. “Any particular reason I should remember that?”

“Because there’s a Soviet air team here, and I don’t actually speak Russian.”

“Ah.”

“Exactly.” She paused. ”How many people have you told I’m Russian, anyway?”

Mitch considered. “Not too many.”

“Let’s hope they don’t remember.”

Her voice was tight, and he glanced down at her again. ”Of course, it would be incredibly rude to ask a Russian countess to translate for a Soviet soldier. There’s no knowing what bad memories or old feelings there might be between them. A wronged lady who’s resourceful enough—or wronged enough—she might even attempt to take her revenge on one of them. No, probably safer just not to ask.”

Stasi smiled in spite of herself. “There’s that. But I’d rather not make a memorable scene.”

The orchestra began the prelude to a Viennese waltz, and he smiled down at her instead. “Shall we?”

She nodded, turning gracefully into his arms, and he steered them onto the floor, falling into step between two well-dressed couples. Stasi was light in his arms, responsive to each suggestion, and they circled the room, each formal figure perfectly performed. It was like a movie, he thought, some elaborate Hollywood adventure where the hero wanders into a troubled European kingdom, and ends up dancing with an elegant jewel thief. That was a little too close to reality, and he pivoted neatly. The aviator hero ends up with the very dangerous princess who wants the throne for herself. Yes, that had possibilities, a memory he’d save for when they were back home, but at the moment… He smiled down at Stasi.

“I think I’m out of my league.”

“Nonsense, darling.” They spun together, the most old-fashioned form of the dance they knew, no place here for the sparks and twirls they danced at home. “You’re an American ace. Of course you belong.”

But he didn’t, Mitch thought, as another set of turns gave him a good view of the crowd. He had seven kills, and each one still made him vaguely queasy; he’d gotten them because he was good, because flying was his one great talent, the thing for which he was born, not because he had the killer instinct. The other aces here all had that, and he could see it in the young pilots’ eyes, the same sharp hunger he saw sometimes in Lewis. Lewis should have been an ace twice over, if they’d counted the kills he’d made from two-seaters at the beginning of the war; he had two more in the eight months or so he’d been flying fighters, and had loved every minute of it…

He put that thought away, familiar doubt, and smiled apologetically at Stasi. She was humming something under her breath, and he bent his head to catch it.

“… The Blue Danube Waltz, by Strauss, that louse, is sharing a house, with Mickey Mouse…”

He burst out laughing, the sour mood utterly exploded. ”Where in the world did you get that?”

“Douglas.” Stasi beamed. “I think it’s in some cartoon or other.”

“Of course,” Mitch said, and swung her into a sweeping turn that was almost as good as flying.

It was well after midnight by the time they returned to the hotel. Dora was contentedly asleep with Merilee in the children’s bedroom, and it seemed easier to leave her there. Lewis tipped the young maid who had acted as babysitter while she assured them in excellent English that the children had been no trouble at all, and finally closed the main door of his and Alma’s room with a sigh of relief. Alma shed her fur on the nearest chair, and crossed to the window, pulling back the curtain to look down on the palm trees and the gaslit courtyard. The gold dress showed pale against the dark, and Lewis didn’t switch on the overhead, instead flicking on one of the small lights on the console behind the sofa. They had been given a semi-suite, with a sitting area in the big bedroom and a tiny second bedroom for Dora; it was nice to have the room entirely to themselves for an evening.

He came up behind Alma, and she let the curtain fall into place, leaning against him as he put his arms around her waist. They were nearly of a height, and he rested his cheek against her hair, breathing in the scent of her perfume and other people’s cigarettes.

“Well, I think I’ve got one buyer for Floyd,” she said.

“The count?”

She nodded.

“What does he want a flying boat for? I mean, I can’t see a lot of demand in Europe, and he didn’t look like the sort of guy who was planning to start his own air service.”

“He’s pretty slick, isn’t he?” Alma wrapped her hands over his, pulling him closer. “’He was cagey about what he wanted to do with a Cat if he could get one.”

“Mm.” Lewis closed his eyes, but all he could sense was her warmth and the sleek satin under his fingers. There was no tingle of warning, none of the floating symbols he was learning to recognize as the call of his talent. He hadn’t much liked the count, but there had been no reason for it—well, if he was honest, he hadn’t liked the count because the count had given him an all-too-familiar look of disdain. Your wife wears the pants, it said. You’re not a man. It was a little better than the story the reporters had come up with during the Great Passenger Race—jealous Latin lover, going to catch on eventually and then she’ll get what’s coming to her—but he resented it as much for Alma’s sake as for his own. But he didn’t have anything to prove, not in this company. He was as good as the best of them, and everyone could see it.

“Not that I think Floyd’s going to care,” Alma said. “He needs to sell a bunch of them if he doesn’t get that government contract.”

“Yeah.”

“What did you think of him?”

Lewis blinked. “The count?”

“No, Floyd! Of course I mean the count.”

Lewis shrugged, still keeping his arms around her. “I don’t really have an opinion. I don’t know anything about him. Why?”

“No funny feelings?”

“No.”

Alma sighed, leaning harder against him, and he shifted to take her weight. “He’s up to something. I’m sure of that.”

“Probably. Most of these guys are—they’ve got something they want from the show.” Lewis kissed the smooth skin of her neck. “And he doesn’t know what to do with a woman who runs her own company.”

Alma breathed a laugh. “Ok, you got me. That was annoying. But he got better.”

“He’d better.” Lewis kissed her neck again, following the tendon down to the pale and faintly freckled skin of her shoulder.

“Don’t stop.”

“Don’t worry.” Lewis brought his hands up, cupping her breasts, and she made a small pleased sound, then turned so that she could kiss him properly, gloved hands winding around his neck, then dropping to loosen his tie.

“Bed?”

“Bed.”

Alma smiled and turned so that he could work the zipper of her gown. Lewis tugged it down, and she let it fall to puddle at her feet, leaving her in stockings and garter belt, and brassiere, with the gloves and high heels looking sexier than any pin-up girl. Lewis drew a breath, shrugging hastily out of jacket and vest, and Alma rolled one glove and then the other down below her elbow. She tugged them off finger by finger, the thin leather clinging, and Lewis shrugged out of his suspenders. Alma took a step backward, still smiling, settled on the edge of the bed and reached down to unbuckle her right shoe. It was suddenly too much, more than he could bear to wait another minute, and he stepped quickly over her dress, hands on her shoulders to press her back against the covers.

“Oh, yes,” she said, spreading her knees, and reached for his buttons. She drew him down to her, smothering any sound he might have made in kisses.


Alexandria, Egypt

December 28, 1935

Jerry woke in the hour before dawn. For a moment he wasn’t sure where he was, and then it returned to him. He was sleeping beside Willi in his bed because he’d given Iskinder his room. And with that thought alarm crowded in—had something happened? Had Iskinder called out? Had the door to the apartment opened?

Jerry propped himself up on one elbow, reaching for his glasses. The flat was quiet. Beside him Willi slumbered on. Whatever sound had waked him had been so quiet or so benevolent seeming that it had not disturbed him. Music. It had been faint music, like a radio out in the street. The bedroom window was cracked, but it opened over the alleyway. Jerry sat up cautiously, reaching for his artificial leg and strapping it on in the dark with the ease of long practice. Willi didn’t stir.

He pulled his pajama leg down over stump and leg and got up carefully, listening at the door to the living room before he opened it. Silence. He opened the door. Everything was quiet, no light leaking beneath the drawn shades at the window. The door was firmly locked. Jerry tried the door to his own bedroom and it opened easily. Iskinder was sleeping in his bed, his soft breathing audible as his chest rose and fell. Jerry closed the door carefully.

What had waked him? What music? He went to the living room window and opened the shade and then the sash, letting the quiet of the Alexandrian night sweep over him. There was a faint breeze, and it seemed to him that it brought the scent of roses, though there were none he knew of that grew near.

Music in the street, as of a procession…

That was Plutarch. On the night before the last battle, Antony dreamed of a procession, the god departing Alexandria with flute and tambour.

A chill ran down his spine. Was this what he dreamed then? Some fantasy gleaned from old histories of the city, old portents of doom awakened by the pectoral ornament? And yet this was not that. This was not doom. It did not frighten. Perhaps it was not doom, but calling.

Jerry stood in the window looking out at the night. Above the rooftops Orion hung with his belt of light, the stars of winter shining brightly. Sirius the dog star gleamed, Sothis whose rising had heralded the turning of the year to ancient Egyptians. Almost he heard the faintest thread of music wafting with the scent of roses on the breeze, as though they were not dead gods in old books, spirits long departed, but living. In this moment, all was real.

Jerry folded his hands at his breast in prayer. Agathos Daimon, he said silently, Spirit of the City, do I blaspheme to seek the Soma?

Not you, his heart replied. Never you.

Willi went out to the bakery and returned with croissants as flaky and buttery as any in Paris. By the time he got back Jerry had made coffee and Iskinder was awake, sitting at the little table in Jerry’s dressing gown. Without his usual impeccable suits the changes in him were even more evident, and Jerry frowned into his coffee. “We have to figure out what to do with you,” he said to Iskinder.

Iskinder smiled. “As though I were a misdirected parcel? No, my friend, my work is clear. I must contact the warehouse owner that my emperor arranged to take delivery of the guns no matter how dangerous that may be. And it will be dangerous. I was attacked in Cairo and my companion was killed.” He took a drink of his coffee. “I came to you because of my other charge, and I will leave that item with you. I’d like for you to take it out of the country and keep it safe for me.”

Willi and Jerry spoke at the same time. “Other charge?” Willi asked.

“That’s impossible,” Jerry said.

Iskinder put his head to the side. “Why?”

“I’m an archaeologist with the Metropolitan Museum of Art. My bags will be checked and I will be too when I depart—checked carefully—because of the history of artifact smuggling. Egypt has cracked down on archaeologists and foreign museums treating Egypt as their personal treasure hunting playground. It’s happened too often and too egregiously. Millions of dollars of treasures have been carried out of Egypt illegally, not to mention thousands of critical artifacts. There is no way in the world I am getting on a ship with that pectoral in my luggage! And if I’m caught trying to smuggle it out, do you think anyone will believe the wild story that an Ethiopian prince gave it to me out of the goodness of his heart rather than that I found it in Alexandria? It’s a Ptolemaic pectoral! If I’m caught trying to take it out of the country at the very least it will be the end of my career.”

“A Ptolemaic pectoral?” Willi asked.

“It belongs to the Ethiopian government,” Jerry said. “Iskinder is trying to keep it out of Italian hands.” He shook his head. “No, it’s going to have to stay in Alexandria. In a bank vault, would be my choice. It can stay there until this is over.”

“A bank vault is no safety if Egypt falls to the Italians,” Iskinder said.

“Egypt is a British protectorate.”

Iskinder met Jerry’s eyes steadily. “Do you truly think that is going to mean anything?”

“That’s unthinkable,” Jerry said.

“Is it?”

“That means another Great War. I can’t imagine…” But he could. He could imagine. It was an alarmist fever dream, an impossible, horrible worst case scenario that defied logic. Yes, there would be skirmishes, border incidents between great powers and small, but not another war like the War to End All Wars. Certainly not anytime soon. The peace that followed the Napoleonic Wars had lasted nearly a century. Surely the peace following the Great War could do better than fifteen years!

Iskinder was watching him, an expression both abstracted and compassionate on his face. “Jerry, the war has already started. You just don’t know it yet.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Willi said. “Yes, Hitler is a saber-rattler. But his government isn’t going to last more than another year or so. They’re crazy! You do not even know what bizarre theories they put forth in archaeology! All of the world’s great civilizations were founded by a bunch of Aryan supermen from Tibet who had supernatural powers. It’s insane. Any minute this house of cards they are building will collapse and we will be back where we were. And yes, that is not pretty. We have the Depression and unemployment and inflation and all the rest. But the world will not change. Things like that do not happen. Massive empires like the British Empire take centuries to build and centuries to end. The idea that the Italians will waltz into North Africa, or for that matter that Germans will, is absurd. The British Empire is a fact of life. Hundreds of years—yes, perhaps you will sell me that in five hundred years being a British protectorate will mean nothing. But it is the largest and most powerful empire the world has ever known.”

“So was Persia,” Jerry said. A chill touched his back like a cold hand. “And it collapsed in ten years.” Here, in Alexandria, he could not ignore that truth. “And the cities that had been Persian protectorates for centuries were cast adrift to make their way in the new world that followed.”

“In thirty years there will be no colonial empires,” Iskinder said. “Do you not see what is happening in India?”

“Protests, yes. Some agitation. But India has been rebelling over and over since the 1750s. What makes you think they will succeed now?” Willi said.

“Because there will be no troops to spare to quell it,” Iskinder said. “These empires European powers have built in Africa will crumble. And that is why Ethiopia is important in the grand scheme of things. We are the last independent black African nation. We are the last sovereign people. If we endure, we are a model for all those to come, a stable center. And if we fall, the way forward will be much more difficult, not just for us but for all the peoples of Africa.” He looked at Jerry. “This is the first struggle in a very great battle and I do not think I will see the end of it. But I have sworn that this ornament will not go to Rome as spoils of war. I need you to keep it safe for me.”

“I will keep it safe,” Jerry said slowly. “I have no idea how yet. But I promise I will do it.”

There seemed no choice but to leave Iskinder in the flat while he and Willi went to work, as little as Jerry liked that. Iskinder couldn’t come with them, and given that they’d found the Roman street the day before, Jerry had to be there and the dig had to go on. If he did anything else it would be terribly suspicious.

“You must go,” Iskinder said, “or you will call attention by your absence. I do not think anyone following me saw us last night, and they have no reason to think that I know you. I will be safe enough here today.”

“With my pistol,” Jerry said.

Iskinder grinned, something of his usual humor in his face. “I won’t say no to that!”

“Be careful,” Jerry said.

“Believe me, I mean to be,” Iskinder replied. “I intend to spend the day lying low. I will not go out or even look out the window.” He took the pistol from Jerry.

“You could probably use the rest,” Jerry said.

“What, just because I have been hunted from Aswan to Alexandria? Child’s play, old man!” Iskinder laughed, and Jerry thought that he was considerably heartened by friendship, even if so far Jerry had done nothing to actually improve his situation.

“We’ll bring in dinner,” Willi said.

“I shall be as quiet as the proverbial mouse,” Iskinder promised.

The morning was clear and cool, not quite sixty degrees, under a blue sky seamed with a few high clouds, a good day for flying. Jerry tipped his hat back, looking up. And there he was thinking like an aviator rather than an archaeologist. He’d spent more time than he ever imagined around flyers since he’d taken up with Gil nearly twenty years ago now, and though Gil was long dead those friendships remained. He hoped Alma and Mitch were having a good time at the airshow in Italy. Alma had sounded so pleased and excited in her last letter, bubbling her love of the Catalina flying boat she was going to show for Consolidated. Jerry hoped everything went off perfectly. Nobody deserved happiness and success more than Al.

Young Mohammad Hussein was just unlocking the fence when they arrived. “Good morning, doctors,” he said cheerfully. “Trench four this morning?”

Jerry nodded. “Trench four all the way down to the level of the Roman street we found yesterday. Let’s see if we have more street or if we’re on one side or the other of it.”

Hussein put the keys back in his pocket and swung the gate open. “It’s going to take a while. Trench four is less than a meter deep right now.”

“Then it does,” Jerry said. “And it might be worthwhile to take trench three down too, just to the south of trench four. If we’re into the block itself, that should put us a good ten meters from the street, and so into the interior of whatever building faced it.”

Willi shook his head. “How very convenient that these people laid everything out in nice neat blocks to fit your grid!”

“They did, actually,” Jerry said. “We even know who did it. An architect named Dinocrates of Rhodes laid Alexandria out between 331 and 325 BC, and he used a regular grid with streets intersecting at right angles, with large avenues comparable to Haussmann’s Paris boulevards to carry main traffic through the city. The first Ptolemy, Ptolemy Soter, built to Dinocrates’ plan. There was some variation in later years, some irregularity introduced by parks and by the Bruscheum wall, but basically Ptolemaic and Roman Alexandria was built as a series of square blocks. So if we can orient ourselves to Dinocrates’ plan, we can make very educated guesses about where things are.”

“Sadly that does not work with everything,” Hussein said. “Or there are many treasures we would already have found.”

Willi looked at Jerry, one eyebrow quirking, but said nothing.

“If this street is the one that ran either in front of or behind the Pylon of Isis, we can get an idea from trench three,” Jerry said to Hussein.

He nodded. “If it’s a building, then we’re on the wrong side of the Roman street. We’re in the building facing the pylon.”

“Exactly,” Jerry said. “So that’s the workmen’s priority today.”

Jerry spent the entire morning pacing. There were, after all, no artifacts to examine from the deepening trenches except for a broken clay pipe belonging to the Mameluk period. Eight hundred years old, it might have warranted a second glance if it had been found anywhere besides Egypt. In Egypt that was practically yesterday. It went into a neatly labeled box to contribute to the stratigraphy of the site, but that was all.

The noon break was wearing away when Willi came up. “I have been thinking,” he said, “that if you do not need me right away I might go to the European grocer while they are open. Of course if that is inappropriate…” He spoke in full hearing of the workmen and Hussein, like a man who is profoundly bored with his work and wishes to find an excuse to slack for an hour or two, but his meaning was clear. He would check on Iskinder and take him some lunch.

“I suppose,” Jerry said, trying to sound like a boss who knows a man means to slack but can think of no good reason to refuse the request. “But come straight back afterwards.”

“Of course,” Willi said, and tipped his hat. “I’ll be back soon.”

It did make him feel better to know that Willi was checking on Iskinder, Jerry thought, sitting down in the shade again as the workmen got up from their lunches and started back to trenches three and four. He propped his leg up on a box. It had done him no good to pace. Patience was a virtue in this work…

“Dr. Ballard!” Hussein called, taking his hat off and waving it from the far side of trench three. “You will want to come here!”

Jerry got up as fast as was practical. He heard the scrape of the shovels on stone. “Is it the Roman street?” If so, that meant it was a north/south street rather than an east/west one, and that meant there were four possible directions they should be digging in…

“I do not think so,” Hussein said, bending over the trench. “It is too high.”

At least two feet higher than the Roman street, and more like three, Jerry thought, stumping to the edge of the trench. And the sound of metal on stone was different. “Switch to trowels,” he said, wishing he could climb down and do it himself.

Hussein seemed to have read his thought, as he did so eagerly, smoothing away the dirt from the surface with his hands. There were no squared corners, no space between cobbles, just a rough, broken surface of granite, the slightly pinkish granite from Aswan that the Ptolemies had brought at great expense down the Nile for monuments and foundations.

“Something large,” Jerry said aloud. “A broken door frame or a lintel or…”

“…or a broken pylon,” Hussein said, looking up with a grin.

“Clear to the edges,” Jerry said, unable to keep the excitement out of his voice. “Let’s see if there’s a polished face with an inscription.”

It was late afternoon before they found an edge. By that time the general shape of the block had become apparent, a wedge of broken stone roughly three meters across, cracked along a natural fracture. Hussein had helped Jerry down into the trench, something he hated to ask for, but he hated far more to stand on the sidelines unable to touch his find. Hussein, for his part, had not commented on Jerry’s infirmity. He was a very polite young man, unlike the graduate students Jerry had supervised in Hawaii the previous summer who had been overbearing to the local workmen and dismissive of him.

He surveyed the broken surface, then wiped his forehead on a pristine handkerchief produced from his coat pocket. “What do you think broke the granite this way, Professor Ballard?”

“Earthquake, I should think,” Jerry said. He ran his hand over the rough stone, black and silver veins running through pink rock, a truly beautiful stone and difficult to cut because of its hardness. “There were several that damaged Alexandria in the late Roman period.”

“And of course the big one five hundred years ago that did such destruction.” Hussein nodded. “Very little survived that one.”

Including the lighthouse, which at that point had stood nearly two thousand years. Ptolemy’s architects had built to last.

“I expect this was one of the earlier ones,” Jerry said, brushing across to the emerging edge, a workman carefully clearing down the face with a trowel while he crouched in the narrow space between the granite and the edge of the trench. “And that the top part of the pylon was carted away for fill—either for the Arab walls or later buildings. I think what we have is the bottom meter or perhaps two of the original pylon.”

“Let us hope so!” Hussein said fervently. A very cosmopolitan boy, Jerry thought, to say that rather than inshallah.

He felt over the edge, the contrast between the rough stone and the smooth face crystal clear. And there were carvings, just as he’d expected. He could feel the shape of a worl, a sharp downstroke—he should resist the impulse to try to read them upside down and by feel. He should wait until the face was cleared, until there was space to get down in front of it. For it to be properly photographed… Where was Willi?

Jerry looked around distractedly. Willi was just returning, coming in through the open gate, haste in his step as he saw the cluster around trench three. Jerry straightened up in the trench and couldn’t resist announcing theatrically, “We have a pylon.”

There was no chance for Willi to tell him about Iskinder. There were simply too many people around, including by late afternoon, Bob Peavey, the Metropolitan’s usual man in Alexandria. He arrived just as the space had been enlarged enough for Willi to get in with a camera.

“Inscriptions, huh?” he said, taking a draw on a Turkish cigarette and surveying the site.

“Definitely,” Jerry said. “Demotic from the feel. Perhaps, like the Rosetta Stone, there was a section above with hieroglyphics and a lower one with the inscription in Demotic. I’ll send Dr. Radke off to your darkroom as soon as he’s done, if that’s ok with you.”

“Fine,” Peavey said. He didn’t take his eyes off the diggers. “This is a nice find, Ballard.”

“Thank you.” Jerry allowed satisfaction to creep into his voice.

“Very promising,” Peavey said. “Adds to our knowledge of the geography of the city.” At that his eyes met Jerry’s meaningfully. “We’ll have to talk about where you’ll dig next. Once you’re done here, of course.”

“Of course,” Jerry said. He couldn’t stop the rising tide of pride and happiness that curled up his back. A worthwhile find, and then… The next step on the trail—the Soma. If they could get permission to dig wherever it was. Close. Not so many blocks away, aligned to the same street grid…

“If it is the Pylon of Isis,” Peavey said. “Lots of pylons in Alexandria.”

“If it is,” Jerry agreed.

Peavey chewed on the stem of his pipe. “Tomorrow is Saturday.” he said thoughtfully. “And Monday is a holiday. So Tuesday we’ll see where we are.”

“That sounds good,” Jerry said.


Palermo, Italy

December 29, 1935

The next morning dawned clear and cool, sky and sea both vivid blue as Alma let Mitch hand her into a taxi for the trip to the harbor. Tiny Foster folded himself sheepishly into the front seat, and Alma gave him a quick, assessing glance. He looked in good shape, tired, but not hungover, and she gave Mitch a satisfied smile.

“I’ve already had a couple of people express interest in the Cat, and Air Marshal Balbo said he wanted a ride, so let’s be ready. What else have we got scheduled?”

Mitch reached into the pocket of his leather jacket. They were all in their usual flying gear, even Alma in slacks and a neat blouse under her own well-worn jacket. It was a bit of a come-down from the night before, and she couldn’t repress a sigh.

“Today is supposed to be the big open house,” Mitch reported, unfolding several sheets of paper. “Tomorrow is our part of the show, eleven to three, and then things shift back to Boccadifalco. Also, I ran into Henry last night, and he’s sponsoring a cocktail party tonight and would love for us to attend. He said he’d send our invitations to the hotel.”

Alma nodded. There were easily a dozen events like Henry’s party—the official schedule alone listed a formal dinner hosted by several of the sponsoring companies, a jazz night at a local club, another cocktail party where local dignitaries could meet the famous flyers, and finally the closing ball on New Year’s Eve, which was supposed to finish with fireworks, and every manufacturer had a party or two of their own as well. There was no way Gilchrist could attend all of them, but she felt that they did owe Henry that much. And Henry’s guests would want to talk to Lewis about the Dart.

“It’s at our hotel,” Mitch said, misinterpreting her silence, and she nodded again.

“That makes it convenient. I agree, we ought to go. Just as long as he gets us the invitations!”

“His secretary’s pretty efficient.”

“And really nice,” Tiny said. Alma looked at him, and he blushed to the roots of his hair. “That’s Miss Patterson you’re talking about, right? She’s a real nice girl.”

Alma carefully didn’t meet Mitch’s eyes. She had no idea what Henry’s domestic arrangements currently were, but his secretaries in the past had tended to combine flexible morals with impeccable organizational skills.

“Reckon so,” Mitch said.

“We danced,” Tiny said. “Her and me. She’s a good dancer.”

Oh, dear. Alma cleared her throat. “Well, we’re not dancing today.”

The taxi let them out at the gate that led to the seaplane hangars. A crowd had already gathered, and it took a moment for them to reach the guards and be let through.

“Nice to see we’re popular,” Mitch said, glancing over his shoulder as they made their way down the broad dock.

“Yes.” Not that most of the people waiting for the gates to open were in any position to buy an airplane, Alma thought. Most of them couldn’t afford to ride in one even at an event like this. And even the ones that did buy a ticket for a fifteen minute ride around the harbor weren’t like to become flyers, at least not most of them. But some of them would. Some of them would be like her, the first time Gil took her up in the little two-seat open cockpit Jenny, thunderstruck at the possibilities. They’d find ways to learn, they always did, and she figured she owed her gawky younger self a few chances to see what it would be like.

The Catalina was docked by the hangar entrance, all the hatches buttoned up tight under the watchful eye of a junior harbormaster. He came bustling across to report a quiet night, and Alma exchanged news, letting him practice his English, while Mitch and Tiny got the main hatch open and the gangplank installed.

“Excuse me, Signora.” That was Signor Pozzi, the senior harbormaster, and his junior faded gracefully away. “If I might have a word?”

“Of course.” Alma maintained her place smile.

“I have just had a call from the Air Minister’s office. He wonders if you would be able to give him a test flight today.”

“I thought we were supposed to do all of those tomorrow,” Alma said, startled. She shook herself. “I mean, I have no objection, I just don’t want to cause anyone inconvenience.”

“Oh, no inconvenience at all, Signora,” Pozzi said, without conviction. “But the Air Minister’s schedule is… complex.”

“Of course.” Alma glanced past him at the bright water, but it was only moderately choppy, nothing the Cat couldn’t handle. “Did the Air Minister request a particular time?”

“He wondered if the afternoon would suit. At three-thirty?”

Just as the show closed. Of course. Though at least it gave them all day to show the plane and schedule passengers for the next day’s official display flights. Alma nodded. “How’s the weather supposed to be?”

“The wind is forecast to drop, which means the lanes will be calmer then.” Pozzi shrugged. “So they say.”

“As long as it’s not any worse than this, we’re fine,” Alma said. “Please tell the Air Minister we’ll be glad to have him aboard.”

“Very good, Signora.” He scribbled quickly. “I will confirm this, if you’ll excuse me, and then it will be settled. And they will open the gates in twenty minutes.”

“Thanks,” Alma said, and turned her attention to the Cat.

Mitch and Tiny had it well in order, the hatches open and the window curtains pulled back to let in as much light as possible. Tiny had started the auxiliary generator already, the engine chugging steadily, and as she stepped through the main hatch he was just securing the curtain that separated the entrance to the passenger section from the flight engineer’s station. This wasn’t at all like the Catalina they’d flown in Hawaii. That one had been all bare metal and rivet lines, a stripped down prototype that showed its military origins. This one was neatly finished, a lightweight inner skin laid between the ribs of the fuselage, everything painted in pale shades of blue to go with the blue-gray carpet and curtains.

“Should I start some coffee?” Tiny asked. The compact galley shared space with the flight engineer and the bunks for crew relief: not an ideal situation, Alma thought again, for the dozenth time, but that was something to bring up with Floyd later. This was mostly for show.

“Yeah, go ahead.” They couldn’t offer coffee to everyone, of course, but they could provide it for VIP guests, and the scent was a pleasant contrast to the smell of machine oil and salt water. She took a breath and began her own inspection, stepping through the stern hatch that led to the passenger compartment.

Floyd had designed this version of the Cat to carry fourteen passengers plus a six-man crew, and the stern had been divided into two compartments, the first with bench seats against the rear bulkhead that could convert to bunks, and two sets of four swivel chairs around a pair of fold-down tables. The tables were set for coffee, with starched tablecloths and real china cups and saucers painted with Consolidated’s logo. Everything was in place, and she checked the rear compartment—matching double-decker bunks like on a Pullman car, one set to each side, curtains pulled back and blankets tucked neatly under the mattresses—before heading forward again. It was important to give potential passengers an idea of the luxury that was possible, but the real sales would be made by what lay forward, in the crew compartments.

The coffee was starting to perk in the galley, and Tiny had climbed into the base of the Cabane strut that supported the wing, headset on one ear and off the other as he talked to Mitch in the cockpit, but he leaned down as she went by.

“Everything all right, Mrs. Segura?”

“It looks great. You did a good job.” She ducked through the forward hatch into the navigator’s compartment, checking to be sure that the chart table was clear and the radio equipment displayed to full advantage, then stepped up into the cockpit. “How’re we doing?”

“Fine.” Mitch gave her a sideways glance. “Tower says we’re giving the Air Marshal a ride later this afternoon?”

“That’s right.” Alma swung herself into the pilot’s seat, and reached for the headphones so that she could bring Tiny into the conversation. “Signor Pozzi said the he asked if we could take him today instead of tomorrow. Something about his schedule. Any reason we can’t?”

“We’ll need to gas up,” Tiny said.

Alma glanced at her own fuel indicators, each tank reading less than a quarter full. “So we will. Can you take care of that, Tiny?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’m good,” Mitch said, and Alma checked her watch.

“Right. They’re opening the gates in five minutes.”

The rest of the day passed quickly, a steady stream of visitors passing through the hangar and onto the Catalina. Pozzi had assigned each plane a watchman to help control the traffic, and Alma waited just inside the hatch to greet the newcomers and keep count herself. Most of the visitors were ordinary civilians, come to gawk at the planes, but there were delegations from other teams, checking out the competition, and a trio of sober businessmen who asked careful questions about fuel and gross weights and examined the cabin fittings to see what they were made of. Duralumin, Alma repeated, duralumin and woven wicker, and was glad to usher the last of them off the ship. A bustling family took their place, a mustached man who held firmly to a boy of seven or eight who only needed a mustache of his own to be a perfect miniature of his father, followed by a plump wife and a pair of tired-looking daughters. Alma greeted them in Italian, receiving a curt nod from the man and a wide-eyed stare from the boy.

“Papa!” He tugged against his father’s hand. “Papa, that’s a lady!”

The man looked both annoyed and embarrassed, and Alma gave him her best smile. “I’m the owner and the pilot, so if you have any questions, I’d be glad to answer.”

“Of course, thank you,” the father said, and turned his son toward the passenger compartment. His wife followed, but one of the girls hung back a little, looking doubtfully up at Alma.

“Really?”

“Really,” Alma said, and then the girl was tugged away, her mother scolding her for being rude. Alma sighed—sometimes she got tired of having to explain herself—them straightened her shoulders and turned to greet the next group with a smile.

By three-thirty, she was thoroughly tired of answering the same questions, especially from people who assumed she was the interpreter, and she wasn’t entirely sorry to see larger group bustling down the length of the hangar toward them. She ushered the last group of visitors ashore, then stuck her head through the forward hatch.

“Mitch! The Air Marshal’s on his way.”

“Right.” A moment later, Mitch joined her by the main hatch. Tiny peered down at them from the flight engineer’s seat.

“That coffee’s just about new, ma’am,” he offered.

“Thanks, Tiny.” Alma looked at Mitch. “How’s it looking up there?”

“What I can see of the harbor looks fine,” Mitch answered. “Looks like the wind might have died down a little. You want me and Tiny to do the pre-flight?”

“Do the first part. I’m going to invite Signor Balbo to the cockpit if he wants.”

“He’ll want,” Mitch said, and she nodded.

“Yeah, I figured.” Balbo’s party was getting closer, almost to the base of the gangway, and she drew herself up again, dredging up a smile that she didn’t feel. Yes, there was Balbo himself, not as resplendently dressed as he’d been at the ball, but very neat in his belted uniform, impeccably tailored, with a double row of ribbons above his pocket and an odd cap, pointed fore and aft, on his curling hair. There were other uniformed men with him, another Italian and a big man in a pale gray uniform that Alma recognized abruptly as the German Air Marshal, Hermann Göring. The blonde who had been with Göring at the ball was on his arm again, very handsome in a dark blue day suit, and Count von Rosen brought up the rear. She felt her eyebrows rise, and heard Mitch whistle under his breath.

“It’s a mixed bag, all right,” Alma agreed, and braced herself to welcome them aboard. “Air Marshal,” Alma said, extending her hand.

“Dear lady.” Balbo bent politely over it, then gestured broadly to the people with him. “May I present Herr Göring and his lady? Herr Göring is the Reich’s Minister of Aviation.”

“Delighted, Minister. Ma’am.” Alma didn’t dare look at Mitch or at Tiny, who was staring open-mouthed.

“My aide, Captain Sante, and Count von Rosen.”

“The Count and I met last night,” Alma said.

“My first wife’s nephew,” Göring said with a smile. “And an excellent flyer in his own right.”

Alma matched the smile, and introduced Mitch and Tiny, aware that all the men were examining the plane and each other with leashed intensity. “As you can see, the Catalina is set up in its civilian configuration—there’s been a great deal of interest in it for the Pacific routes. Could I offer you some coffee?”

“Very kind, dear lady,” Balbo said.

Alma nodded to Tiny, who fetched a tray and cups from the passenger compartment and made a respectable job of serving the coffee while Alma began her practiced spiel. Predictably, Mrs. Göring exclaimed at the luxury of the passenger fittings, and at her husband’s urging, settled herself one of the well-padded chairs, stretching out small feet in blue kid pumps and expensive silk stockings. Göring sat down next to her, nodding, and smiled up at Alma.

“This really isn’t bad. I could imagine crossing the Pacific this way.”

“Better than what we had in ’33,” Balbo said.

“There are bunks in the rear compartment,” Alma said, “and of course the cabin could be configured to allow for more sleeping space. The design is very flexible.”

“Which is what you were looking for, right, Carl?” Göring glanced at his nephew, still smiling, and pushed himself to his feet. He moved well despite his bulk, his hunter’s eyes missing nothing as he pulled back the curtain to examine the sleeping compartments.

“If I were going to buy such a plane, I would certainly need it to be versatile,” von Rosen said. “One would need to carry both cargo and passengers, and to be able to vary the loads according to need.”

“Though I’m not at all sure how this would work on a transatlantic route,” Göring went on. “One would still need to refuel, I believe, Mrs. Segura?”

“Oh, yes. In fact, there are several possible routes, given our range.” This was a question she could answer in her sleep, and she let herself go on, listing facts and figures, while she watched von Rosen examine the interior fittings and Göring watched him. “For an American destination, I think the Air Marshal’s route through Reykjavik would be my choice.”

“More practical for North America, certainly,” Göring answered. “Though there’s certainly a market for flights to South America.”

“For some people,” von Rosen said. “In any case, I have been thinking I might look toward the Far East. There is money to be made there.”

Was she imagining it, Alma thought, or did Göring relax just a fraction? “If you’d like to come forward, I’d be glad to show you the working end of the plane.”

“If you don’t mind, Mrs. Segura, I’ll just stay here.” Frau Göring smiled up at her politely. “This is lovely coffee, and to be blunt, my feet are aching.”

“You don’t have to come with us, darling,” Göring said. “Sante would be glad to escort you ashore.”

“But then I would have to move.” She shook her head. “No, I’ll just stay here. I can provide a passenger’s perspective on the whole thing.”

“Of course.” Göring smiled. “Whatever you’d like.”

“I’ll send Tiny back with some more coffee, then,” Alma said. “And if you gentlemen would follow me…”

She led the others forward while Tiny fetched more coffee, let Balbo and Göring climb up to look over the flight engineer’s station, then brought them on into the next compartment. “Navigation and radio,” she said, waving at the chart table and the bank of radio equipment tucked in between the ribs of the fuselage. This looked more like the Cat they’d flown in Hawaii, all business, though Floyd’s people had covered the raw metal with a coat of pale blue paint, and there were sturdy mats carpeting the deck. Göring and Balbo examined the radio with interest, and von Rosen said, “How many men in the crew, Mrs. Segura?”

“We can fly with as few as three,” Alma answered, “which is what we’ll be doing today. The recommended minimum crew is five, but we tested routinely with four. Of course, we weren’t doing any serious navigation at that point.”

Von Rosen nodded thoughtfully. “Pilot, co-pilot, flight engineer, radio operator—navigator?”

“Right.”

“And on a long flight, you’d want someone to spell the pilots and the engineer,” Balbo said.

Alma nodded. “Mitch and I were figuring we’d want a crew of ten for a transpacific flight. Three pilots, two engineers, three people to handle radio and navigation, and then two stewards to take care of the passengers. Although we don’t have them installed, there’s room in the flight engineer’s compartment to put another pair of bunks.”

“You’d certainly want staff for the passengers,” Göring agreed. He was looking at von Rosen, who shrugged like a sullen schoolboy.

“One must always take the passengers into account, of course.”

And what was that about? Alma wondered. She pointed them to the cramped cockpit, standing back so that they could take turns stepping through, and let Mitch answer questions for a while.

“Excuse me, Mrs Segura.” Tiny put his head through the hatch. “The harbormaster says they’re ready any time.”

“Thanks.” Alma took a breath, and plastered her best smile on her face. “Gentlemen. The harbormaster is ready for our flight. You’re welcome to make yourselves comfortable in the back, of course, but I thought you might like to take the navigator’s position.

“That’s very kind of you, dear lady,” Balbo said. “I most certainly will.”

“And I.” Göring gave a polite half-bow.

Von Rosen looked pointedly at the available seats, one at the radio position, the other at the navigation table. “I will join Frau Göring, I think.”

“Nonsense.” Göring pointed to the jump seat folded against the bulkhead beside the hatch. “Sit there, Carl.”

“If you wish,” von Rosen said. He pulled down the seat and latched it in place, then seated himself, arms crossed. “As long as it doesn’t inconvenience Mrs. Segura.”

“Not at all,” Alma said. Göring was a careful man to have spotted that, she thought. But then, you’d expect that from a fighter ace with the Pour la Mérite. She got them settled, found headsets and showed them the intercom channels, then stepped quickly back to the passenger compartment. Frau Göring assured her that she was perfectly comfortable, and accepted a refill of her coffee, and then at last Alma was able to slide into the cockpit next to Mitch.

“I’ve got the harbormaster on channel three,” he said. “And I’ve started the checklist.”

“Thanks.” She had left the cockpit door open, knowing that they would have visitors as soon as they were in the air. “I’ve got everyone on the intercom.”

And that, she hoped, would be warning enough for her crew. Mitch gave her a crooked grin, and reached for the radio.

“Harbormaster, this is Gilchrist. We’re just finishing our checklist now.”

“Roger that, Gilchrist,” the harbormaster answered, with what Alma felt was admirable patience. “Inform us when you are ready to taxi.”

“Will do,” Alma answered, and bent her attention to the checklist. When it was complete, and the two big engines were running, she called the harbormaster and received permission to taxi out of the hangar.

As promised, the wind had dropped over the course of the day, and the harbor no longer showed the heavy chop that would have made takeoff and landing unpleasant. Even so, she hoped none of the passengers were subject to seasickness as the Cat jounced over the waves, steering with engines and rudder to line up at last in the buoyed takeoff lane. The harbormaster cleared them, and she advanced the throttles, her eyes flicking from her instruments to the water ahead. It stretched open and inviting in the watery sunlight, and she couldn’t suppress a grin as she felt the tail lift and hauled back on the control yoke. The Catalina lifted, the stepped hull breaking cleanly from the water, and the harbor fell away beneath them.

“Gilchrist, this is harbormaster. You are cleared on heading 035. There is still traffic inland over Boccadifalco, but if you stay out to sea, you will be clear.”

“Roger that,” Alma answered. “We will be leveling off at five thousand feet.”

“Roger, Gilchrist, five thousand feet, heading zero-three-five.”

Alma kept the big plane steady as they climbed, running north along the coast away from the harbor. At five thousand feet, she leveled out, then began a sweeping turn back to the east. They were entirely over water now, a few wisps of cloud five hundred feet above them, and a more solid layer a thousand feet above that, filtering the sunlight to a silvery haze. The Cat was running perfectly, engines throttle back to their most economical cruising speed, the enormous wing grabbing every bit of lift.

“Belissima!” Balbo shouted from the cockpit door, and Alma glanced back, wondering how long he’d been there. “A most lovely machine—and, of course, a lovely pilot, too.”

“Thank you.”

“May I ask where you plan to take us, Mrs. Segura?” And that was Göring, his voice pleasant in her headphones.

“I thought we’d turn east along the coast, down to, say—um, the second cape.”

“Cefalu,” Mitch supplied.

“Yes, Cefalu, and then come back along the coast. We’ll be in the air about half an hour.”

“Perfect, Mrs. Segura,” Göring said, and she could almost see him settling back in his seat beside the radio.

“Ideal,” Balbo shouted, leaning forward to study the controls.

Alma reported her flight plan to the harbormaster, and turned east again, keeping the edge of the island just in sight off her right wing. They passed over one of the ferries from the mainland, its wake a silver arrow against the deep blue—even the Mediterranean was darker in the winter, a rich and perilous color. As she came abreast of Cefalu, the coast seemed to come out to meet them; she saw the flash of the lighthouse and banked gently toward it, straightening once they’d made the full one hundred eighty degree turn and were facing back toward Palermo. Now the coast was on their left wing, and she followed its curve south again, passing over the smaller cape south of the city and back over open water.

Mitch contacted the Palermo harbormaster, and Alma focused on her landing, waiting for the harbormaster to give them a clear lane and then setting the Cat down as gently as if it were a much smaller plane.

“Beautiful,” Balbo said again—he hadn’t budged from his place in the cockpit door. “I assure you, Mrs. Segura, Consolidated couldn’t find anyone better to demonstrate their airplane.”

“Thank you.” Alma concentrated on bringing the Catalina alongside the hangar, where a tender was waiting to tow it back to its dock. Then there were the farewells—Balbo effusive, Göring and his wife politely enthusiastic, von Rosen still hanging back silently. If I didn’t know better, Alma thought, I’d say he was sulking. Finally they were gone, and Mitch dogged the hatch behind them. Alma leaned against the bulkhead.

“Well, that’s over. Is there any coffee left, Tiny?”

“Maybe a little?” He checked the pot. “I could make more.”

“Just give me what there is,” Alma said.

“I think it went well,” Mitch said. “Balbo seemed interested—I reckon Floyd wouldn’t turn down an Italian Air Force contract.”

“I wouldn’t think so.” Alma held out her hand for the coffee, noting that it already had milk and sugar added. “Thanks, Tiny.”

“Did that von Rosen guy talk to you?” Tiny asked.

Alma frowned, the coffee forgotten. “No.”

“He hardly talked at all,” Mitch said.

“He came back and asked a bunch of questions about fuel consumption and payload and stuff,” Tiny said. “I told him what I could, but a lot of it, well, I said he’d need to talk to you.” He looked from one to the other. “That was ok, wasn’t it?”

“Fine,” Alma said, and tried to ignore the niggling worry at the pit of her stomach.

“What’s he up to?” Mitch asked.

“He’s a pilot, and he’s a count,” Alma said, “which ought to mean he’s got some money. The Air Minister was needling him about buying one for—some business of his own? But I don’t know why Göring would care.”

“Mr. Göring’s his uncle by marriage,” Tiny said. “That’s what he said.”

“Maybe he doesn’t approve of the current Mrs. Göring,” Mitch said.

“Maybe so.” Alma drained the last of her coffee. “So let’s assume it’s a family thing. Not our business.”

“For now,” Mitch said, and Alma slanted a glance at him.

“For now.”


Alexandria, Egypt

December 29, 1935

Jerry woke before dawn and dressed without a light. It seemed entirely natural that he had two good legs and that he put on a robe of fine white linen like the robe he wore in ritual. He did not shave—his well-trimmed beard required nothing this morning. He went down the stairs while the sky grayed the stars still bright above Alexandria.

The part of him that was Dr. Jerry Ballard realized that he was dreaming, but it seemed an unimportant fact. The damaged body that lay sleeping in his apartment bed might be the dream and this—this was real. This man was his own age, vigorous, quick-minded and quick-handed, and he walked through the grid of streets without hesitation.

Down the block on the ground floor of one of the insulae a cookshop was opening for the morning, the proprietor opening the shutters while his boy washed off the white stones of the terrace around the little tables with a bucket of water and a mop. Jerry raised a hand to him in greeting, a wave which was returned. At the first corner past he turned into a larger street, the dawn breeze picking up as it blew down the length of the wide street that led directly to the harbor. Lights showed in windows here and there. Far away, beyond the end of the street, was a brighter gleam, the vast mirrors of the lighthouse turning, casting their shifting beam over land and sea.

He put his back to the harbor and walked on. The gates of the Serapeum ahead were well guarded, eight men on the post, the gates closed. They had never used to need to do this. The temple used to be able to stand open night and day…

Day, and bright sun. Day, and the gates giving at last before the mob, the screams and the sound of splintering wood, a cobblestone that came out of nowhere hitting him full in the side of the head, ears ringing and sight going blind…

Jerry snapped awake, his whole body twisting, phantom pains spiraling down a leg that was no longer there. His breath was harsh in the cool night air. Jerry sat up, clutching sweated sheets and looking about the room. Everything was just as he had left it. The window was cracked, a little cool air coming in. Everything was quiet. The clock said that it was still short of six am.

Jerry took a deep breath. Dreams. They had been only dreams, imaginings pieced together out of the events of the day, imagining that he walked the city he excavated. It was archaeological imagination. He could even put names to the events. That had been the destruction of the Serapeum, perhaps the greatest temple of its age, destroyed and looted by a Christian mob in 391 AD. It had been so thoroughly ruined that only a few tumbled stones remained for the modern archaeologist. He knew this—knew it through years of study. It was just that sleep gave shape to his reading. Dreams reared temples from ruins.

And yet it felt real. His heart pounded still from a mortal blow, and he put his hand to his head. Of course there was no blood. Nothing had happened. He stilled his hands against the cool cotton sheets. Certainly he wasn’t going back to sleep. He might as well get up.

The coffee was perking on the tiny stove and Jerry was getting out a mug when Iskinder came out of the other room, scrubbing his stubbled chin with one hand. He checked when he saw Jerry. “You’re up early.”

“So are you,” Jerry said. “Coffee?”

“Please.” Iskinder got a second mug. “I’ve never entirely managed to get in the habit of tea. But then…” his eyes twinkled at the lead for an old joke.

“…coffee is your cultural heritage,” Jerry finished. He poured for them both. It had been a long-running excuse for requiring black coffee at all hours of the day when they’d been in college.

They settled companionably at the little table. Iskinder looked at him a little too keenly. “Is your leg bothering you?”

“No.” Jerry shook his head. “Dreams.”

“Bad ones?”

“Good, and then bad.” Jerry stirred a scant teaspoon of sugar into his cup. “I dreamed about Alexandria. Natural, I suppose.” He didn’t look up. “I dreamed about being a priest of the Serapeum.”

“I imagine you were,” Iskinder said evenly. “I’ve seen you garbed that way.”

Jerry met his eyes. “It seems silly when I say it out loud. Like some of the less rational people in our world who claim to talk to Jesus or the Ascended Masters or time travelers from the future or all-knowing spirits of Indians.”

“And yet,” Iskinder quoted, “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”

“The Bard has a word for every occasion,” Jerry said. He took a long drink of the hot coffee. “You saw it?”

“I think so.” Iskinder shrugged. “In New York three years ago. But you’ve always loved Alexandria, haven’t you?”

“Oh yes. The first time I was here, the 12-13 season…” Jerry closed his eyes and then opened them again. “I suppose I fell in love with the city. Or with what it was. Or what it represents to me.”

“And what is that?”

“The White City.”

Iskinder quirked an eyebrow. “Jonathan Edwards’ City on the Hill? We certainly heard quite a lot about that at Harvard.”

“No,” Jerry said. “The City on the Hill is a Puritan dream, the city of the righteous where everyone follows the same creed and everyone is Saved by a Calvinist god. The White City is almost its antithesis, the crossroads of the world. The city of a million voices, with prayers rising in a hundred languages with song or with incense or with chanting. The city of a thousand creeds, of freedom and democracy and the constant jostling of ideas. A society based on liberty and humanity.”

“Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,” Iskinder said. “The Statue of Liberty.”

“Sometimes I see the shade of the White City in New York,” Jerry said. “What we could be. What I want us to be. I want us to be that torch to the world. I want New York to be that beacon. But we’re not. Not quite. Not when every street corner has tramps begging for a dime, men who should be working to support their families but there’s no work. Not when there’s segregation and gangs out looking for a tramp to roll and people driving by in limousines. But I see the shadow of it. The promise of what we might be.”

Iskinder nodded slowly. “And this was the first White City.”

“Yes. This was the first time someone deliberately built that. And it failed, and it never was everything it might have been, but it was the greatest city for an age. It came the closest in a thousand years.” Jerry felt tears start in his eyes entirely unexpectedly. “And for that I revere it.”

Iskinder took a deep breath, then pulled the wrapped bundle of the pectoral out of his pocket. “And that’s why this comes to you. As a symbol of everything you treasure.”

“As that,” Jerry said. “And for you.”

Iskinder smiled. “Ah Jerry. A true friend is priceless.” He clasped his hand across the table. “Now I had best get dressed and busy. I need to meet this man we had dealings with, Michel Claudet. The Emperor’s proxy arranged for him to receive the shipment of arms and keep them in his warehouse until someone arrived for them. Then he’s supposed to have a plane to transport them and me back to Ethiopia.”

“Surely you’re not going out on the street now,” Jerry said. “Today is Eid.”

“And that’s why I must go today,” Iskinder said. “The streets will be very busy with everyone running to family parties and gathering for one thing and another. If there is a time that I can be inconspicuous in a crowd, it will be today. And M. Claudet is French. He does not keep Eid.”

“Just be careful,” Jerry said.

Jerry spread the big map of Alexandria out on the desk while Bill Peavey closed the door, instructing his secretary not to interrupt for anything short of a catastrophe. Willi lit a cigarette while Jerry unfolded the Strabo map and, of course, brought out an 8 by 10 blow up of the photo of the medallion.

“Ok,” Peavey said, coming around the desk, barely leashed excitement in his voice. “What have we got here?”

“The Pylon of Isis,” Willi said. “Just as we had hoped.” He sat down in one of the visitor chairs, leaving Jerry and Peavey to bend over the map.

“The Pylon of Isis is here,” Jerry said, pointing to the city map. “We’ve found the street that ran immediately north of it, and its north face. You can see how that works on the grid of city streets here.” He gestured to the other map, the one drawn from the descriptions of Strabo, the Roman traveler.

Peavey nodded. “So it looks like the suppositions were correct.”

“So far,” Jerry said. He could feel the sweat popping out beneath his undershirt, but Peavey had closed the windows. He was out on a ledge here, making the biggest pitch of his career. “Taking into account the medallion, and the location of these three points,” he said, gesturing to the map, “the fourth building should be more or less here.”

“The Soma.” Peavey chewed on the stem of his pipe, his eyes never leaving the map, the penciled lines that triangulated the position, first on the Strabo map, and then lightly drawn over the city streets.

“Yes,” Jerry said.

Peavey took a deep breath. “It’s still a big area. Several blocks. West of the Mosque Nabi Daniel and south of the Silsileh Peninsula… That’s a nice neighborhood. It’s going to be difficult to get anyone to let us dig. And we don’t know exactly where.”

“We know as much as we can without getting underground,” Jerry said. “We’ve got the location down to a few hundred yards. It doesn’t get any better than this.”

Peavey nodded. “True enough. And we don’t necessarily have to tear houses down to put in some test trenches. Gardens, basements…everybody’s got a basement that’s built on top of something. Dig down in somebody’s basement and you’re in Roman ruins or cisterns or something. We might be able to pay some of these folks to let us put a test trench in their basement. I’ll start making some discreet inquiries.” He looked up at Jerry and Willi. “Discreet. Which means you two don’t say a word to anybody.”

“We would not,” Willi said. “We know that there are other interests.”

“Every museum in the world would like to get wind of this,” Peavey said. “But the Met’s got dibs, and I intend to keep it that way.”

“We’ll continue on with the Pylon of Isis then,” Jerry said. “Do a textbook job. And then when you have the other dig lined up…”

“…if I have it lined up,” Peavey said. “I’ve got to get the people who own these houses to agree, and just waving money isn’t going to do it. This is a nice neighborhood. A lot of people aren’t going to want the bother. So just sit tight and let me see what I can do.” He looked at the map again, then up at Jerry. “Show me your top three locations and I’ll start with those.”

A bead of sweat made its way down the small of Jerry’s back. He bent over the map. This might be the defining moment. This might be the single most important decision of his career. Three or four blocks. Thirty or forty possible dig sites. A single building, albeit a large one, a single target… He had examined the map a thousand times, but it could only tell him so much. The medallion could only tell him so much, and if he were off by twenty or thirty feet they would find nothing. Even twenty or thirty feet would be too great an error—the street, the garden, the trees that had once stood behind the Soma… No one could know. There was nothing that could give anyone that information.

“There,” Jerry said, pointing at what on the modern city map looked like a large house with a walled garden. “Or there.” Next door, another house. “Or on the other side.” A narrow street, a park beyond, a tidy patch of greenspace in the modern city. There was nothing special about it, nothing exact. But standing at that corner, where the Salah Moustafa curved slightly southward he thought he could see the line of the old Bruscheum wall which had once enclosed the Royal Quarter. There was something that looked right, something familiar. “It’s as good a choice as any other.”

“Ok,” Peavey said. “We’ll give it a try. Remember, mum’s the word.” He looked at Willi meaningfully.

“I am on the Met’s payroll,” Willi said. “Not the Neues Museum’s.” He smiled. “All is fair in love, war and archaeology!”

“That’s the spirit,” Peavey said.

“Then we’ll cross our fingers and wait for you to let us know where we’re digging next,” Jerry said. He took a deep breath. It was out of his hands once again. If the people who owned those houses allowed it, in a few days he would know if everything he had worked for would pay off.

Club Top Hat was on a houseboat in Lake Mareotis, one of several lined up on the shore beyond the rows of warehouses and the seaplane terminal. Iskinder raised an eyebrow. No one had thought to mention that when he arranged the rendezvous, saying merely that the club was well-known and safe for all sorts of transactions. In the twilight, strands of electric lights outlined each of the boats, draped across the deckhouses and the rails, brighter than the stars, and as he’d hoped the streets were crowded. One more man in faded peasant clothing would not attract attention.

On the other hand, he would have to shed the outer layers of his disguise before he could get anywhere near a fashionable club like the Top Hat. A long metal pier stretched out to the boat moored a hundred feet out in the dark, brackish water of the lake, and two men lounged in deck chairs at the shoreward end—taking tickets, he assumed, or at least enforcing a “members only” policy. From what he could see, the Top Hat’s clientele looked distinctly masculine and certainly did not include anyone wearing a gallibaya. Iskinder took a deep breath. In all likelihood the Top Hat featured a strip show, decidedly illegal in Alexandria, which accounted for the house boat. If vice cops showed up, the boat could simply push back from the dock and cease to be in Alexandria! Once out in Lake Mareotis they were both literally and figuratively beyond the reach of the law. He would have to take off his disguise if he wanted to go in.

He took a step sideways, bringing himself into the shadow of a closed shop, saw no one paying attention, and took two more steps into the shelter of a dark alley. He stripped off his gallibaya, bundling the pale fabric to dispose of it in the shadows, only to freeze as he realized there was another man watching. On second glance, it was less alarming: an old man, raggedly bearded, crouched in the doubtful shelter of an empty packing case. One of the city’s beggars, Iskinder guessed, and put a finger to his mouth. The man stared back at him, but made no sound. Iskinder held out the gallibaya, saying softly, “It’s yours if you forget where you found it.”

The old man blinked and then made a rusty noise that might have been laughter. “I forget most things these days.”

“Good enough,” Iskinder said, and tossed the garment into his lap. He heard the man laugh again, and turned back toward the alley’s mouth, adjusting the jacket of the suit he had borrowed from Jerry. It was not a good fit, but it would have to do. He straightened his spine, remembering what it was to be Ras Iskinder, and strode through the crowd to the men at the foot of the pier, reaching into his pocket for the card Claudet’s man had given him. “Gentlemen.”

“Evening, sir,” the older of the guards said. At least Jerry’s suit had bought that much respectability. “I’m afraid this is a private club.”

“I have an invitation,” Iskinder answered, and handed the card across.

The guard took it, examining the printing and the scrawled signature with the care of a man who did not read well, then nodded and handed it back. “Of course, sir. Welcome aboard.”

Iskinder started down the pier, his steps loud on the metal decking. He was painfully visible, vulnerable, and for a moment his skin crawled with the certainty that he was being watched. There would never be a better chance to shoot him down, to end this adventure before it had really begun, and a part of him wanted to break into a run. But that would be even more conspicuous, bring on the attention he needed to avoid. Still, he was sweating by the time he reached the end of the pier, where a tuxedoed youth swung open the deckhouse door to greet him.

“Welcome aboard, sir. How may we serve you?”

“I’m meeting someone,” Iskinder said, and felt himself relax as the boy closed the door behind them. “Mr. Claudet.”

“Yes, sir.” The youth beckoned to a waiter, who tucked his tray under his arm and came over bowing. “He’s in the card room. Paul will take you.”

“Thank you,” Iskinder said, glad that Jerry had insisted on giving him coins for just this eventuality, and followed the waiter through the main room, past the bar and the empty bandstand, and into the card room toward the stern. It was more crowded there, with half a dozen tables in the center under the hanging electric lights, and a dozen more smaller tables arranged around the edge. The central tables were for the actual card players, Iskinder realized—and they were already nearly full, while another group waited by the smaller bar for a chance to join the games—with the smaller, shadowed tables reserved for other business.

“Mr. Claudet,” the waiter said, nodding toward a stocky, graying man who sat alone at one of the corner tables.

“Thank you,” Iskinder said, slipping the man a coin, and moved toward the table. “M. Claudet?”

The graying man looked up, frowning. “And who’s asking?”

“My name is Iskinder. I believe you’re expecting me.”

Claudet pushed a chair away from the table, and waved for the nearest waiter. Iskinder seated himself, declined wine in favor of whiskey, and waited while they were served.

“You’ll forgive me,” he said, as the waiter walked away, “but you have a cargo for me, and the matter is somewhat… pressing.”

“Yes.” Claudet looked down at his glass. “But before we go any further, I would wish to see some proof that you are the authorized party in this.”

Iskinder reached into the breast pocket of Jerry’s suit, pulled out the much-folded sheaf of documents he had carried with him from Addis Ababa, and slid them across the table. “That is our copy of the invoice from Fusil Darne, and from our Minister to you authorizing you to receive the goods. And a letter authorizing me to arrange their further shipment.”

Claudet examined each one closely, squinting in the dim light beyond the card players’ charmed circle. “And how am I to know that you are in fact Ras Iskinder?”

A cold finger touched the base of Iskinder’s spine, and it took an effort to keep his voice steady. “I ask you who else I am likely to be. Why are you stalling, M. Claudet? What has happened to our cargo?”

Claudet flinched. “The cargo is fine. It’s in my warehouse, God help me, and likely to stay there. How long have you been on the road, Ras Iskinder?”

“Long enough.” Iskinder had no desire to betray how he’d gotten himself to Alexandria. “And if our cargo is fine, I fail to understand why it’s likely to stay with you.”

“Because I will not fly it south,” Claudet said. “And I don’t know anyone else who’d be willing to take the risk. The Italians have made it very clear that they frown on aid to Ethiopia.”

“Yet this is Egypt,” Iskinder said, in spite of himself.

“Not to hear the Italians tell it,” Claudet said sourly. “I don’t know when you left, but in the last month, the Italians have taken every decent airfield near the front. They have bases in Eritrea that cover all the south-bound routes, and they’ve made it clear that they’re not letting any cargos into the country. They’ve said that they’ll shoot down anyone who tries, and I believe them. And before you say anything, I’ve only been paid to receive the shipment and hold it.”

“I’m prepared to pay extra for the hazard,” Iskinder said, but Claudet didn’t sound like a man jockeying for a bigger fee. He wasn’t surprised when Claudet shook his head.

“No, Ras Iskinder, there’s not enough money in the world to take on this one.”

“I would pay you the value of your airplane.” Iskinder felt the sweat start again under his jacket. If he couldn’t get the guns south, his entire mission had been a failure.

“You cannot pay me what my life is worth,” Claudet said, “or my son’s. And money is no good to me dead.”

“We had a bargain.”

“I am sorry.” Claudet shook his head firmly. “I will hold your cargo while you find someone else—if you can find someone else, which I doubt—but I will not make this delivery.”


Palermo, Italy

December 30, 1935

The last day of the air show dawned still and cold, with a thin high screen of clouds stretching across the sky. The sun was rising red beneath its edge as Lewis caught a taxi to the field at Boccadifalco, and he eyed it warily. Red sky at morning… Well, they’d had remarkably good weather for the entire show, their luck was bound to run out sometime. He felt a prickle of unease as he paid off the driver, muttering grazie in what he suspected was an execrable accent, and stood for a moment testing the air, leaving time for any new thought to appear. For no reason at all, the Five of Wands rose in his mind, five gaudily-dressed young men brandishing huge sticks, just on the verge of striking each other. Disagreement, competition, strife: the moment just before the actual fight breaks out.

He snorted, the moment passing. That could apply to everything from the immediate competition of the air show to the general political situation in Europe—not exactly helpful, or at least not specific. He slipped his hand into his pants pocket, running his thumb over the carnelian seal he had found at Lake Nemi, after he had returned the demon to its bonds. A long oval, chipped on one edge, with a running hound incised in the center along the long axis: Diana’s token, outward sign of her inward mark. As always, touching it was calming, and he glanced from the eastern sky to the windsocks hanging limp from their poles beside the tower and along the runway. Today’s weather would be good enough, and probably most of tomorrow’s, and after that, it wouldn’t matter.

Henry was waiting at the hangar, along with a pair of Italian Air Force officers and Ernst Udet, rumpled and grinning, his eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep. Lewis had expected the Italians—Henry had set up the early meeting so that they could climb over the Dart in relative privacy, and have plenty of time to ask questions without anyone else interrupting. But Udet had not been part of the package, and Lewis couldn’t help shooting Henry a quick and questioning glance. Henry gave a tiny shrug, his shoulders barely moving, and smiled at the young woman who came bustling over with a thermos of coffee.

“Thank you, Lena. Now, gentlemen, if you’d like to follow me…”

There was no chance to ask questions. They crossed the hangar to the section where the Dart was parked, surrounded by a velvet rope like something in a movie house. The Italians circled it as Henry pointed out the main features, and Carson opened the engine cowlings to show the spotless workings of the inverted-gee engine. Lewis slid into place at Henry’s side. “How’s Charlie feeling?”

“Still can’t get far from the toilet. He’s getting better, though.” Henry gave him a sidelong glance. “Trying to get out of this?”

Lewis shook his head. “I’m enjoying flying her. What’s Udet doing here?”

“Checking out the plane.” Henry shrugged. “Not that I think he’s going to want to buy one, but he’s going to look.”

One of the Italians turned back to face them, calling a question about fuel weight and cannons, and Lewis relaxed into what was becoming a familiar routine. It wasn’t his business who wanted to buy the Dart, or any of the other sleek, dangerous fighters that were being shown here. Though he thought, watching Henry talk to the group, that the other man wasn’t immune to the same doubts Lewis was feeling.

The meeting with the Italians took almost two hours, waking around and around the plane as captain and major quizzed Henry about the specs and Lewis about the handling, then turned on Carson to go over the engines again. By the time they were done, another group appeared. They were Spaniards, representatives of the still-new Republican government, and Henry swore under his breath.

“Not that they can afford even one of these, from what I’ve heard.”

“You never know.”

“I know,” Henry said, darkly, but gave a toothy smile as they approached. “Gentlemen!”

The rest of the morning passed in a blur as one group of potential customers succeeded another. There were more civilians than Lewis would have expected, though he guessed that most of them were aviation experts or, like Udet, members of the government not on active duty. He was half hoping some of them would be Swedes, on the theory that he might be able to get in a question about von Rosen, but the closest thing was a group of Norwegians. As the last group of Poles moved away, he took a step backward, hoping he could grab a quick break. His mouth was bitter from too many cups of Italian coffee, and he definitely needed to pee. He took another step, moving carefully out of Henry’s line of sight, and managed to break away.

He found the men’s room with relief, and emerged to look around cautiously, wondering if he dared grab a sandwich. It felt as though it had been a year since his hurried breakfast. Before he could make up his mind, someone grabbed his elbow. He turned quickly to find Udet grinning at him.

“Segura! I’m glad I found you. How’d you like to play hooky for a little?” Udet had changed from his suit into flying gear, battered moleskin pants and a heavy jacket, and Lewis lifted his head.

“What did you have in mind?”

“Want a ride?” Udet’s grin was blinding. “I’m taking the Stuka up for another demo. Want to ride along?”

“Oh, yes.” Henry was forgotten—Henry would forgive him for taking the chance. “I’ll just need to change.”

In the back of Henry’s borrowed office, Lewis scrambled out of his own good suit and into flying clothes, then rejoined Udet as he made his way across the hangar. “No one’s going to object to you taking me up?”

“It’s my plane,” Udet said.

Lewis couldn’t help looking skeptical, and Udet shook his head.

“No, really, this is my project. My choice, my recommendation. My decision how to show it. And anyway I doubt our leader will mind our allies seeing what we can do.”

Are we allies now? Lewis thought. He wasn’t sure. “What about the Air Marshal?”

“Göring understands,” Udet answered. “Are you coming, or not?”

“I’m coming,” Lewis said, and ducked under the rope that separated the Stuka from the admiring crowds. Udet climbed up onto the wing, and Lewis followed, impressed by the long line of the cockpit canopy. The plane was a two-seater, the engine forward of the pilot’s seat, pilot and gunner back-to-back, with a machine gun mounted in the back canopy. Visibility looked to be excellent from both seats.

“Take the back seat,” Udet said, and Lewis climbed carefully in. He found the safety belts and fastened them, then put on the headset that was hanging ready. A moment’s search found the jack, and he plugged in to hear Udet talking cheerfully in German, presumably to his mechanic. Lewis looked around, picking out the few familiar features. He had begun as a rear-seat gunner in the last war, but this machine was so far beyond the Salmson 2 he and Robbie had flown that he could hardly recognize the fittings. The machine gun looked to be about an 8-mm, which would certainly be useful, and for once there looked to be room to store a few extra belts or magazines.

“Segura.” Udet’s voice crackled in his headphones. “Are you squared away?”

Lewis checked his belts reflexively. “I’m in.”

“Close the canopy, then, if you would, and I’ll start her up.”

Lewis tugged his half of the canopy closed. He definitely liked having the chance to get out on his own if anything went wrong, though he doubted anything would. Udet was here to show off the machine, not to get anybody killed.

The engine coughed to life, puffs of smoke drifting past the cockpit, and then the rhythm steadied as Udet adjusted the fuel mixture.

“Ready?”

“Ready.”

The Stuka moved slowly forward, turning toward the hangar doors under the pressure of engine and rudder. Lewis’s headphones were full of the conversation between Udet and the tower as they rolled out into the milky sunlight. Scattered clouds at five thousand feet, solid cloud at twelve, the tower said, winds negligible: an excellent day for flying.

“My plan is to do a couple of dives,” Udet said, as much to Lewis as to the tower, “and then come in. Half an hour, no more.”

“Very good, Junkers 87,” the tower answered. “You are cleared for takeoff.”

They were very nearly at the end of the runway, and Udet turned the Stuka onto it, swinging around so that they would be taking off toward the tower and the watching crowds. Lewis felt the power build, heard the engine’s pitch change, and the Stuka bolted down the runway. It was fast, faster than he’d realized, and in that moment the tail came up and Udet pulled back on the yoke, lifting the Stuka neatly into the air. Lewis swallowed an exclamation of pure delight, and Udet’s voice sounded in his ear.

“Ok. We’ll climb out to the south, then do a couple of dives.”

“Sounds good.” Lewis’s mouth was dry, the adrenaline pumping through his system as though they were in combat already. The ground dropped steadily away from them, the airport and the city shrinking to toys and then to mere shadows and folds in the rising ground. They passed through a wisp of cloud that surrounded them like fog for an instant and then vanished: five thousand feet, Lewis thought. Not a spectacular rate of climb, but then, Udet wasn’t pushing her. Overhead, the clouds came closer, a pale ceiling that shone like the inside of a seashell. That meant it wasn’t very thick, but Lewis hoped Udet didn’t plan to dive through it. Beneath them, the city was fading out into the darker green of woods and then the steeply unfolded hills toward the island’s center.

The pitch shallowed, still climbing but not as steeply, and Udet spoke again. “She’s nice, huh? Easy to fly.”

“She seems it.”

Udet leveled off not far under the cloud deck. Lewis braced himself for turbulence, but none came, the Stuka droning steadily south. The mountains rose beneath their wings, and after a bit, Udet made a shallow turn back toward the airport.

“We’ll have to do it over the runway. It’s all for the show.”

“Of course.” Lewis rested his hands on the machine gun’s stock, fingers slipping automatically into position. As he’d expected, he had an excellent view of the sky around them, and he swung the barrel through its arc, testing the coverage. If this were real… Not a machine it would be easy to sneak up on, that was for sure. “What kind of forward weapons to you have, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Not settled,” Udet answered. “Machine guns in the wings is the current plan, or maybe cannon. And of course this is not the only dive bomber under development. Heinkel has a prototype, too.”

Jesus. “Are you expecting to use them?”

“No, no, no. No one wants another war. These are—they are testing a theory, yes? We build them because we can.” Udet paused. “And, of course, we’re still catching up after Versailles.”

And that was true enough, though you could certainly argue that Germany had gotten exactly what it deserved. He said, “I think I’d prefer machine guns myself.”

“Me, too. Better for ground attack, too.”

They were coming back up on the airport, the beacon on top of the tower bright even in daylight, and Udet cleared his throat. “I should warn you, the dive can be a little rough—physically, I mean. But there’s an automatic mechanism to pull us out, so even if you black out, we’ll be all right.”

“What if you black out?” Lewis asked, and Udet laughed.

“Or if I black out. Don’t worry. Ok, Tower, this is Junkers 87. We’re ready to begin our run.”

“Junkers 87, you are clear to go.”

“Thank you, Tower.” There was a pause before Udet spoke again. “Ok. Here we go. I am setting the pull-out altitude. Compressor is at automatic, dive lever engaged.”

Lewis felt the airspeed drop, and the Stuka rolled through 180 degrees, seeming to hang upside-down for a heart-stopping second before it pitched downward. The engine was still close to full power; he was pressed into his seat staring up at the clouds that fell away from him as though he’d been dropped out of the sky. His hands were like lead resting against his thighs; he opened his mouth to breathe and felt as though there was a stone on his chest. The color leached from the cockpit, his vision fuzzing at the edges, and still the Stuka dove, not vertical, it had only been vertical for that moment, but still impossibly steep. He struggled to turn his head, to see how close they were to the ground, but an invisible hand pinned him to his seat.

The Stuka shuddered, the engine pitch changing as the angle eased, and the pressure lifted from his chest. The nose came up, and they lifted away from Boccadefalco’s runway, heading back south toward the mountains.

“You all right back there?” Udet asked.

“I’m fine.” Lewis shifted in his seat, reassuring himself that he could move. “Remarkable.”

“Want to go again?”

“Oh, yes. Absolutely.”

He was ready for it this time, or as ready as he could be, braced for the roll and the dive, and this time though his vision blurred and the colors vanished, he was able to imagine what it would look like from the front seat. This was the unexpected weapon, not against other planes, but against men on the ground—Patton, he thought again, Patton’s plan to go over the fortifications, not around them. And with a machine like this—it would be close to unstoppable.

Udet made a decorous landing and taxied back to the hangar, letting his mechanic chock the wheels and settle the plane as he ran through the shut-down list. Lewis pushed back the canopy and undid his harness, but waited until Udet was done before climbing out. He could still feel the dive in his belly, the muscles tight and sore from the pressure of gravity, and Udet gave him a sympathetic grin.

“Yeah, I know, it hurts a little. But it’s worth it.”

“It’s a hell of a plane,” Lewis said. He held out his hand. “Thank you. That was—I’ve never experienced anything like it.”

They clasped hands on the tarmac, Udet still grinning, the hunter’s light fading from his eyes. “I thought you’d see it. God, I wish I was younger—”

He stopped abruptly, shrugging, and Lewis swallowed his own first words. You think there’s going to be a war. That was not a question he could ask, not of a serving officer in another country’s army, who might well know something of his government’s plans. “It’s gorgeous,” he said instead, and meant it.

He made his way back toward the part of the hangar where the Dart was parked, amazed to see when he checked his watch that he’d been gone less than an hour. It felt like days—like decades, like a lifetime, what had been just words in Hawaii made absolute and concrete. If he had one of those planes… He could see it perfectly, screaming down on targets that would barely have time to fight back—and how would he take it out, if he had the Dart, fighter against bomber? The tail gunner was a problem—the Stuka was most vulnerable in the dive and the pull-out, but the tail gunner covered an intimidating arc of sky. He thought he could have kept firing through the haze, maybe not as accurately, but well enough to keep fighters at a distance—

“Lewis! Where the hell have you been?” Henry stopped. “Are you all right?”

“Fine.” Lewis shook himself back to the moment. “Sorry, Henry. Udet offered me a ride in the Stuka, and I went.”

“Oh.” Henry gave a sudden, rueful smile. “Well, yes, who wouldn’t? What’s it like?”

“Good and scary, and I mean that every way you can take it. If Germany wants to go to war—that’s going to be a real problem.”

“We’ve got good planes,” Henry said. “The Dart’s damn good.”

“We’re going to need better,” Lewis said.


Alexandria, Egypt

December 30, 1935

It was well after dark before Iskinder returned. Jerry had given up pacing as too painful and taken up chain smoking instead before there was the soft knock on the door of the flat and Willi went to open it.

“I was getting concerned,” Jerry said as Iskinder came in, an understatement if there ever was one.

Iskinder lowered himself tiredly into one of the chairs at the table, glancing at Jerry’s full ashtray. “M. Claudet says he can’t do it,” he said. “The weapons are here and in a warehouse by the lake, but Claudet says he can’t arrange for their transport to Ethiopia. He won’t fly into a war zone. He says he won’t risk his plane.”

Jerry blew a long stream of smoke, then stamped out his cigarette in the burgeoning ashtray, suddenly tired of the taste of tobacco. “I thought you had a deal.”

“So did I.” Iskinder looked grave. “So did the Emperor. But Claudet says circumstances have changed. The Italian Air Force has air supremacy, and they’ve interdicted flights in and out of Ethiopia. They’ve also taken the main airfields, such as they are. Claudet says he’d have nowhere to land if he did fly the weapons in, and if he were caught smuggling, who knows what would happen?”

“But how can it be smuggling to take weapons to the Ethiopian government? Ones they bought and paid for?”

“That doesn’t matter anymore,” Iskinder said tiredly. “Jerry, don’t you get it? It doesn’t matter that the Emperor is the legitimate ruler. Nobody knows what’s going on in Ethiopia, and nobody cares. The Italians have the power, and might makes right.”

Willi went into the kitchen, abruptly making coffee.

Jerry took a deep breath. He could see exactly what Iskinder meant, but that didn’t mean he had to accept it, had to accept that there was simply nothing he could do. And in fact there was. There was a solution, one so startlingly simple that it was amazing Iskinder hadn’t thought of it, but then Iskinder hadn’t been in Hawaii last summer. “What about a sea plane?” he said.

Iskinder blinked. “A sea plane? One of those little two seaters? Jerry, I don’t see…”

“Not a two seater. A full size cargo plane.” Jerry got up, his weight on his cane. “A brand new flying boat with the capacity to carry everything you’ve got and more. And as to where to land it—even I know the Blue Nile rises at Lake Tana. Who needs an airfield? Any large enough lake or river will do. It could even land on the Nile.”

“The Nile cuts through gorges in Ethiopia,” Iskinder said, “But I take your point. Lake Tana is certainly broad and smooth. And there are other lakes.” He looked up at Jerry, something like hope rekindling in his face. “But where am I going to get a sea plane?”

“Alma and Mitch are showing one this week in Palermo,” Jerry said triumphantly. “They’ve got Consolidated’s new Catalina at an international air show.”

“In Italy,” Iskinder said. “Which is a thousand miles away. Across open water.”

“The Catalina can do that. It has that kind of range.” Jerry paced around the table, leaned briefly on Iskinder’s shoulder. “They were testing it in Hawaii last summer for use in the South Pacific. It’s supposed to be able to fly from Australia to India with only one fueling stop. The Catalina can do Palermo to Alexandria easily.” Jerry mentally crossed his fingers. Surely that was true.

Iskinder’s eyebrows rose, and Jerry saw eagerness tempered by caution. “But the plane doesn’t belong to Alma and Mitch.”

“They can borrow it, surely. An additional trial or something,” Jerry dismissed that problem as trivial. “Alma and Mitch will come if we ask them to. And they can get you and the weapons to Ethiopia.”

Iskinder’s brows reached maximum height. “Smuggling machine guns into a war zone when the Italians have air supremacy?”

“This is Alma,” Jerry said. “I’ll cable them tonight. It’s not too late for the telegraph office to be open. They’ll have it first thing in the morning.” Willi was gaping, but Willi didn’t know them half as well as he did.

“If anyone can outfly the Italian Air Force, it’s Mitch,” Iskinder said.

Jerry picked up the phone to call for a cab to the telegraph office. “You haven’t seen Lewis,” he said.


Palermo, Italy

December 31, 1935

It was cold and blustery at breakfast, and Mitch eyed the rain-streaked windows with a mix of annoyance and relief. At least it had waited until the last day of the show to sock everyone in. They’d had more good days than he’d expected, and he thought they’d done of good job showing off the Catalina. There was nothing important scheduled for today except another open house and a memorial for French flyers who’d been killed on the opening day. And then tonight there was the big closing ball that was going to double as a New Year’s Eve party. He had to admit he was looking forward to that. He sipped at his coffee, enjoying the bitter heat, and Stasi smiled at him across the table. The children were dining in the room, under the careful eye of young Elena, who had certainly earned the lavish tip Mitch was planning to give her. It was nice to have a few minutes to themselves.

“So, darling,” Stasi said, “no flying today?”

“I wouldn’t think so.” Mitch glanced at the window again, assessing the lowering clouds and the steady downpour. “Looks like it’s settled in for the duration.”

“I don’t suppose I could persuade you to come round the museums with me. There’s the most divine little palazzo just full of lovely things.”

“I’m not sure that would be a good idea.” Mitch felt the corners of his mouth quivering. He could just imagine the sort of thing that had caught her eye.

“Oh, but, darling, I’d have you there to keep me honest.” She fluttered heavily mascaraed lashes in his direction.

“I don’t reckon I’m that good,” Mitch said, and won the flicker of a smile before she put her hand to her bosom.

“Darling, I’m shocked!”

“Good morning, Mrs. Sorley,” Foster said from the doorway. “Mr. Sorley.”

Mitch bit back a sigh and Stasi relaxed, reaching for her coffee. “Good morning, Tiny. I’d say we’re not flying today.”

“No, sir. Mrs. Segura was getting the forecast, but it sure don’t look good.”

The meteorologists at the Boccadifalco Tower had been sending over the forecast twice a day for the duration of the show, a courtesy Mitch had to admit was extremely convenient.

“I wouldn’t think you’d need a professional forecaster to tell you that,” Stasi said, and Foster gave her an earnest look.

“No, ma’am, but it might clear later.”

Not likely, Mitch thought. Not before evening. He looked toward the door, and saw Alma and Lewis coming toward them, Alma frowning at what looked like a telegram. “Everything all right?”

She looked up quickly, blonde bob falling nearly into place, and managed a smile. “It’s from Jerry,” she said, and held out the slip of paper. “He’s all right, but—”

Mitch took it, scanned the blurred print while Lewis seated her and the waitress brought coffee and menus. BEST MAN HERE STOP NEEDS TO BORROW PLANE STOP CAN YOU HELP QUESTION MARK

“What the hell?”

Lewis held out his hand, and Mitch passed it across. Stasi leaned sideways to read over his shoulder.

“Iskinder,” Alma said. “That’s who he has to mean.” She stopped. “Tiny, I’m sorry, this is company business. I need you to go fetch the forecast from the desk—I got distracted when they handed me this—and take about half an hour doing it.”

Foster blinked, but pushed his chair back obediently. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Iskinder,” Mitch repeated. Of course, the man who provided the wedding ring was generally the best man, and Iskinder had been the one who’d come up with a ring in Venice seventeen years ago. “Why in hell would Iskinder want to ‘borrow’ a plane?”

“Our plane,” Alma corrected. “A sea plane. Though where he’s taking it—”

“Not to mention why he wants it in the first place,” Mitch said.

“Jerry’s in Alexandria, right?” Lewis said. “This was sent from there.”

Alma nodded. “So presumably Iskinder’s there with him. Though why Jerry didn’t say what they wanted …”

“Presumably because he couldn’t, darling,” Stasi said. “Not in a telegram that anyone could read.”

Mitch rubbed his chin. “They were skirmishing with the Italians back in October, I think. Something to do with that?”

“It’s war,” Lewis said. His voice wasn’t loud, but the word seemed to echo in the quiet room. “That—I’m sure of it. It’s something to do with war, present and approaching.”

Stasi gave him an approving look. “What do you see, darling?”

“I’ve been seeing the Five of Wands for days,” he answered, “but this is more. Bigger. The real thing, not a skirmish.”

“And Iskinder’s in the middle of it,” Alma said. “I think we should go.”

She’d last seen Iskinder just about three years ago, the winter Jerry had been in New York working for the Met. It had been Iskinder who’d helped them get Jerry’s medallion, helped them hold off Pelley’s men in the city and get them safely away to Colorado. It had been seventeen years since Mitch had seen him, and what he remembered was the thin, good-looking youth, one more Harvard boy among the rest of the Harvard volunteers—except, as Iskinder himself had pointed out, a bit duskier. He had been part of the lodge Gil pulled together out of nothing, had been one of Mitch’s sponsors when he proclaimed his apprenticeship; he and Mitch together had arranged Gil and Alma’s wedding so that she could stay in Venice and take care of Gil after he’d been gassed so badly.

Lewis looked from him to Alma, not yet saying anything. Stasi lifted her perfect eyebrows. “And how exactly are you going to explain this? I don’t think you can just go jaunting off to Egypt without someone taking notice, and then what are you going to say?”

“We’ve got another eight days before we have to catch the Alceste home,” Mitch said. “It’s, what, a straight day’s flight to Alexandria? That gives us a week to find out what’s going on, and do whatever it is Iskinder needs.”

“He wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t vital,” Alma said.

That was true. Mitch nodded again.

“All right, but what are you going to tell people?” Stasi asked. “They’re going to ask questions.”

“We’ll tell them it’s an unscheduled test flight, for a private client,” Alma said. “It’s not that unlikely.”

“It’s pretty thin,” Mitch said.

“Have you got anything better?” Alma glared, and Mitch shook his head.

“Nope. But it’s still thin.”

“I hate to ask this,” Alma said, to Stasi, “but can you stay here with the kids? We can’t take them with us, not with something fishy going on.”

“You’ll owe me, darling.” Stasi reached for her cigarettes, and Lewis offered her a light.

“We will.”

“We’ll be short-handed,” Mitch said. “You, me, Lewis, Tiny. It would be better with another pilot.”

“We don’t have one,” Alma said. “We’ll have to go with what we’ve got. Fuel—we can cover the flight to Alexandria and back. I hate to ask it, but Iskinder’s going to have to pay for anything else he wants us to do.”

“We don’t know what he needs,” Lewis said. “It may not be something we can do once we get there. I don’t have any feelings about that. But I agree, we have to find out. And a telegram isn’t going to help us.”

“All right. We’ll plan to fly out of here—” Alma groaned. “First thing tomorrow, probably, which means we should plan to leave the party early. I’ll talk to Henry, he should be able to help us out—and he’ll be able to help you, too, Stasi, if you need anything while we’re gone.”

“Darling, Mr. Kershaw and I are just on speaking terms these days.” Stasi tipped her head back to release a plume of smoke. “I don’t know that I want to test our friendship.”

“He was part of that Lodge,” Mitch said. “He owes Iskinder, too.”

“If you say so, darling.”

“And there’s the weather to worry about,” Alma said. “As long as we have a few decent days.”

“I think the weather will be all right,” Lewis said. “It’s just the rest of it. And, no, I don’t have anything solid to go on, it’s just—War is coming, and this is part of it.”

A chill ran down Mitch’s spine. “The Ethiopians have been fighting the Italians since the 1890s. This is just more of the same.”

“Maybe so,” Lewis said, but he didn’t sound convinced.

“This is about Iskinder,” Alma said. “We fly to Alexandria, find out what he wants, and do it if we can.”

Alma made her way out of the little chapel of Our Lady of Loreto, set close beside the airfield. It had been hot and crowded inside, not just standing room only but packed shoulder to shoulder so that she’d had to clutch her purse against her chest throughout the entire memorial. The French flyers had been well remembered; Vuillemin himself had pronounced the official tribute, and Marshal Balbo had offered Italy’s sympathies as well as a cash donation to the flyers’ families. That, at least, was something useful, but she couldn’t help feeling a bit depressed. This was the risk they took every working day, but it was harder not to think of it, especially now that they had Dora. Lewis would stay for the Mass, but there was no comfort there for her. Instead, she lifted her face to the cloudy sky, breathing in the cold smell of tar and gasoline and damp salt air. The rain had very nearly stopped, just the occasional pinpoint against her skin. She’d chosen this life long ago, before she’d even met Gil, and to give it up now would be another kind of death. She took a deep breath, and crossed the street, heading for the main terminal.

She found Henry in the main hangar, standing with his hands in his pockets beside the velvet ropes that encircled the Dart. He doffed his Homburg at her approach, then blinked as though he’d only just realized who she was, and Alma suppressed a smile. She’d worn her good tweed suit to the memorial, gold-flecked green wool, sober and business-like, and she wasn’t surprised Henry hadn’t recognized her out of pants and a flying jacket, or the Hollywood glamor of her ball gown.

“Good morning, Henry.”

“Alma.” He kissed her cheek in a very continental style, looking past her as though he expected to see Lewis or Mitch. “I thought that was a very nice service.”

“It was.” And Henry had left as soon as was decent, she knew. He liked that sort of memorial even less than the average airman, had been to too many during the war, and after. “I need to talk to you.”

“Of course.” Henry took a step back, drawing her away from the passing crowd. It wasn’t a particularly conspicuous movement, but they were out of earshot of the average passer-by.

“We need to fly to Egypt,” Alma said. “Mitch, me, and Lewis. And Tiny, since we need another engineer.”

“Egypt?”

Alma nodded. “I need your help—”

“What the hell’s in Egypt? You’re not taking those kids, are you?”

“No,” Alma said. “We’re not taking the children. Stasi is staying here with them, and that’s one thing I’d like you to do, help look after her.”

“That dame doesn’t need any help from me.” Henry sounded both admiring and a little annoyed, and Alma couldn’t help grinning.

“Just in case. As for why Egypt—” She lowered her voice. “Jerry’s there, on a dig. He cabled to say that Iskinder needs help.”

Henry’s face changed. “What kind of help? I heard there was more trouble with the Italians.”

“I don’t know. Jerry couldn’t say, not in a cable, and I gather it’s urgent enough he couldn’t wait for a letter. And I don’t want to ask too many questions because of the Italian claims. But of course we have to go.”

“Of course.” And that was the Henry she remembered from the war, quick and decisive and absolutely committed both to his country and to the Lodge. “How can I help?”

“Back up Stasi,” Alma said. “She seems pretty well at home in Italy, but we’ll all feel better if we know she can call on you.”

Henry nodded.

“Then—help cover for us. We’ll be leaving first thing in the morning tomorrow, and I’m going to try to keep it as quiet as possible, but obviously people are going to notice a missing seaplane. We’re going to tell people that we have a potential buyer who wanted a private test flight outside the parameters of the show—someone who didn’t want people talking about him buying a plane like this.”

Henry nodded more thoughtfully. “Ok, sure, I can do that. I don’t know who, exactly, but you had an expression of serious interest that you had to follow up on. Where exactly are you heading?”

Alma glanced over her shoulder in spite of herself, and knew it just made her look furtive. Well, with any luck, anyone who noticed would just think she was arranging an assignation. For some reason people seemed to assume she did things like that. “Alexandria. That’s where Jerry’s working.”

“How about fuel? Are you good for it?”

Alma squeezed his shoulder. Was that von Rosen in the crowd beside them, his eyes on the Dart? No, she was mistaken. The man in the blue suit was a stranger. “Thank you. We’re all right for now.”

“Wire if you need help,” Henry said. “I can spare you a load of fuel if I have to. Have you gotten a forecast?”

“Not yet. I was going to wait till this afternoon, get as complete a reading as possible.”

“The last I saw, there was some rough weather coming in a day or so. No idea if it will stretch that far south, but you might want to leave tonight, get ahead of it.” Henry paused, considering. “Say, that’s not a bad idea in general. If you try to leave New Year’s Day, too many people will be able to see that it’s just you guys. If you took off tonight, you’d get into Alexandria in the morning—daylight landing, no problem, and nobody would ask questions.”

“We have to go to the closing party,” Alma said. “If we don’t—that’d draw too much attention.”

“Right.”

“We could leave early…” That wasn’t actually a bad idea, she thought. Go to the dance, let themselves be seen, if need be distract people with hints of another buyer, another set of test flights—yes, that could work. And no one would need to know that they didn’t have a buyer on board, which was better than saying they were meeting a potential buyer in Egypt. That would only raise questions: who in Africa could afford to consider one of Floyd’s expensive seaplanes, and why would they want one now? Better not to start people thinking in that direction, not when they needed the Italians to stay on their side. “Yeah. You’re right, that makes sense.”

“I thought so.” Henry managed to look only momentarily smug. “Al, if this is about the Italian invasion—tell Iskinder from me he needs to get the hell out of there.”

“What have you heard?”

“Nothing more than you have, I’m sure. But Ethiopia—they don’t have much of any army, they can’t afford one. I don’t see how the hell they can hold off anybody, never mind a modern army like Italy’s.”

“I know. But if it was your country—”

Henry nodded. “And this is Iskinder. Just tell him—tell him if he needs a place, needs a job, he can always come to me.”

And that was generous, probably unnecessary, and the only thing Henry could do to help. Alma touched his shoulder again. “Thank you, Henry. For everything.”

“I just don’t want to have to explain to Floyd that you’ve destroyed his fancy seaplane. Promise me you won’t get it torn up.”

“I won’t even scratch our pretty paint job,” Alma promised, and moved away.

The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur as Alma did her best to finish her arrangements without attracting undue attention and without shirking her duty to Odlum and the Catalina. As always, there were half a dozen latecomers with questions, one of whom might even be a serious buyer, and she spent nearly an hour with him trying not to look over her shoulder for the harbormaster. She needed to get the Cat fueled up before they left, they weren’t going to find a fuel truck on duty when they came down here at midnight—the buyer was giving her an odd look, and she quickly collected herself, forcing herself to concentrate.

“So sorry, signor, could you say that again…”

Maybe she should send Mitch, she thought, as she showed the man off the Catalina with properly effusive farewells. He could sign a company check, and Pozzi’s English was perfectly good—but no, it made the buyers happier to see Mitch there, confirmation that she knew what she was doing. She glanced surreptitiously at her watch. The day’s show was almost over, anyway. She needed to go now if she was going to get it done.

She walked to the end of the gangway, looking down the length of the dock, and almost groaned aloud. Of all people, there was Count von Rosen walking toward the Cat, a neatly rolled umbrella tucked under his arm.

“Mitch!”

He came down the gangway to join her, frowning as he saw her expression. “What’s—oh.”

“You talk to him, will you? I’ve got to get the fuel taken care of for tonight.”

“Sure thing,” Mitch answered, and she hurried away.

Pozzi wasn’t in his office, but the junior harbormaster was willing to fuel the Catalina after the gates were closed for the day.

“An unexpected client,” Alma said, and shrugged as though it happened all the time.

“A pity it happens today, with the ball and the holiday,” the harbormaster agreed, with merely ordinary sympathy, and she bit her lip to keep from offering too many explanations. She signed the check and handed it over, and the harbormaster wrote out her receipt and slid it across the counter. “And we will have that all taken care of, Signora, don’t worry.”

“Thank you,” she said, and let herself back out of the office. To her relief, the crowds were thinning, and Mitch was still standing at the foot of the gangway, looking almost sleepy. Von Rosen must have gone, she thought, making her way along the dock, and Mitch straightened at her approach.

“All set?”

“It’s all taken care of,” Alma answered. “I got the forecast, too, and Henry was right about leaving tonight. Tomorrow evening’s going to be a lot like this morning, but we’ve got a nice window to get us south of the front.”

Mitch nodded. “Good.”

“Did von Rosen say anything?”

“Just hello. He didn’t really stop.”

“That’s good,” Alma said.

“You really don’t trust that guy.”

Alma paused, considering. “I don’t,” she said at last. “It’s not just that he doesn’t like dealing with a woman, and he got better about that, anyway. I just—I don’t know, Mitch, I don’t like him.”

“What does Lewis say?”

Anyone else, Alma thought, anyone else who said that would make her want to slap them silly, but she knew perfectly well what Mitch meant. She had absolutely no precognitive gifts—was about as sensitive as a brick. Lewis and Stasi were the ones with the Sight, and they were the ones to handle the question. “Nothing,” she admitted. “He said after the opening party he didn’t feel anything odd about him, and—he’s been busy with Henry and the Dart, and it didn’t seem that important. I don’t suppose Stasi’s said anything?”

Mitch shook his head. “Not a word. Well, at least we’ll be out of here tonight.”

Alma winced, even though she doubted his voice could have been heard more than a yard away. “Let’s not make any announcements.”

“Sorry.” Mitch gave her a crooked grin. “At least we’ll get to enjoy some of the party.”

Alma snorted. “Sure.”


Palermo, Italy

December 31, 1935

The closing ball was held at another palazzo, this one within sight of the airfield itself. It was older than the first, Alma thought, the stone of the outside walls plain and darkened with weather; inside, the floors were flagstone, not mosaic, and the fireplaces at each end of the ballroom were big enough to roast an ox. There were tapestries on the long walls, two stories tall and covered with strange elongated knights and ladies and very old-fashioned animals; between them, the plaster was painted a soft peach that seemed to glow in the light from the chandeliers. There were real candles on the mantels, filling enormous silver candelabra, and above them in the shadows hung smoke-darkened shields and swords and spears.

“This is different,” she said, in Lewis’s ear, after they’d made their way down the receiving line and emerged into the ballroom proper.

He nodded. “Like something out of the Middle Ages.”

An orchestra was playing somewhere above them, and Alma shaded her eyes with a gloved hand, looking up into the lights until she found a balcony to one side. The orchestra was up there—hadn’t she read something about that once, in a novel, musicians relegated to their own gallery? The music drifted down, a gentle waltz, and she shook herself. “Do you want to dance?”

“Sure.” Lewis took her arm, and they eased themselves onto the dance floor, finding the spot where they could make the circuit at their own pace and not worry about the better dancers around them. Mitch and Stasi swept past, perfect and elegant as they turned around an invisible axis. Stasi was in black, as usual, though this dress was cut so low in the back that Mitch’s hand rested on bare skin. It was more daring that Alma herself could manage, and besides, she liked the security of lingerie—and the intense focus on Lewis’s face when it came time to take it off for bed. It was a pity this evening wouldn’t end that way. But it was for Iskinder, and for Jerry, neither of whom would call for help unless it was vital. She only hoped it was something they could fix.

The waltz ended, and the dancers applauded politely. Alma let Lewis lead her away from the dance floor, and accepted a glass of champagne from a passing waiter. She’d have to be careful, she thought, but she didn’t want to attract attention by not drinking. “Where’s the buffet, I wonder?”

“Through there.” Lewis tipped his head toward one of the arches.

“Might as well eat.” Stasi had been to the shops that afternoon, picking up the makings of a picnic basket, bread and dried sausage and cheese, but it wasn’t a lot for a long flight, particularly when they were already tired. “I wonder if Stasi got us any coffee?”

“Did you go through everything you brought?” Lewis asked. He steered her to one of the small tables, incongruously draped in spotless white tablecloths. They ought to be brighter, Alma thought, red or green or gold, like the tapestries and the painted walls.

“Not quite all of it. But we could use more.”

“I’ll bring you a plate,” Lewis said. “The tables are filling up fast.”

He was right. Alma seated herself at the table, smiling as another waiter hurried to bring a fresh glass, and let him take the first away half empty. Mitch and Stasi were nowhere in sight—still dancing, she assumed, and couldn’t blame them. Let them have all the time they could, just in case… She shook herself hard. There was no reason to think they were flying into danger; it would be awkward to have to explain if they were caught, but that was all.

“Al.” Henry dropped into the chair opposite her without waiting for an invitation. “You got everything settled?”

She nodded. “Tiny’s at the plane now, getting some extra sleep. We’re fueled up, and the harbor tower closes at sunset. We shouldn’t have any trouble getting out.”

“I got the latest forecast before I came over.” Henry slid the slip of thin paper across the table.

“Thanks.” Alma scanned the typing—no change from before, a brief window of calm in Palermo before more rain, clear weather to the south and east below the trailing front—and folded it into a packet that she could slip into the top of her glove. “You were right, going now makes more sense.”

“And I’d rather do a daylight landing in a strange harbor,” Henry said. “Anything else you need me to do?”

“I don’t think so.” Alma shook her head. “Just tell anyone who asks that we’re on a job. Frankly, I’m hoping no one will bother to ask.”

“It’s never that simple,” Henry said.

The buffet was crowded, as though everyone at the party had decided now was the time to grab supper. Lewis hovered on the edge of the crowd, trying to figure out the best point of approach—not the Soviet tactic, he thought, watching one of the young pilots elbow his way past a man in impeccable formal dress, but there had to be a way to get to the food. He shook his head at a waiter offering more champagne, and moved away, wondering if the approach was any easier from the other side. Or maybe at one of the secondary tables. No one would care if they ate pastries before they had more solid food.

“What a mob,” Stasi said, coming up beside him to slip a hand onto his elbow. “I don’t suppose you’ve gotten anything to eat, darling.”

Lewis shook his head. “I thought maybe I’d try for some of the desserts. Al’s holding down a table for us.”

“I don’t think we’re going to have much luck with that,” Mitch said. He looked different tonight, Lewis thought, sharper—younger, even. You could see the ace in him as he turned to survey the crowd, and for just an instant Stasi’s expression slipped, rueful and worried and well aware that there was nothing she could do. And then she’d recovered herself, linking arms with both men, a starlet’s smile curving her scarlet lips.

“But you can get me some champagne, darling. It would be kind of you.”

Mitch didn’t seem inclined to move away, so Lewis looked around for a waiter. He waved to the nearest one, and handed Stasi the glass. She accepted it with a smile and took a long drink, leaving a lipstick mark on the glass.

“Segura!” Ernst Udet loomed out of the crowd, his hand lifted in greeting. “I hoped I’d have a chance to catch you before everything shut down. And this is—Mr. Sorley?”

“That’s right,” Mitch said. “I don’t believe you’ve met my wife?”

Stasi offered her hand with another brilliant smile, and Udet bowed deeply over it. The pretty girl who had been with him at most of the events was nowhere to be seen; instead, his companion tonight was a dark-haired, heavy-browed man in well-tailored white tie, a cluster of swastika-emblazoned medals on his lapels.

“May I present Reichsminister Hess, Mrs. Sorley?”

Stasi let him take her hand as well, still with that perfect, practiced smile, and Hess clicked his heels and bowed sharply. Lewis kept his own face expressionless. He knew who Hess was: Hitler’s right-hand man, his Minister without Portfolio, and with Göring here, that made two of Germany’s tip-top brass. He shook himself, trying to deny the uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach. He didn’t much like what he’d heard from Jerry about the current German government, but Jerry had his own axe to grind, and so far, at least, German rearmament hadn’t started any trouble. You couldn’t really blame them for wanting to get out from under the terms of the Versailles Treaty.

“The Sorleys and Mr. Segura are all with Gilchrist Aviation,” Udet said. “Showing Consolidated’s flying boat.”

“A pleasure to meet you,” Hess said, extending his own hand, and Mitch shook it warily.

“An honor, sir. Are we to take it that the German government is taking an interest?”

“No, no, no, not at all,” Hess answered. “Otherwise I would have been here for the entire event. I’ve only just been able to slip away—I flew in yesterday evening. But aviation is a personal interest of mine.”

Lewis took the offered hand, and was abruptly overcome with sensation: a pinpoint of cold burning the base of his fingers, the back of his neck crawling. He managed to keep his face from changing, completed the handshake with an inoffensive mumble and took a step back. What the hell? He didn’t dare look at Stasi, focused instead on Hess himself, still smiling cheerfully at Mitch and chatting about flight times and fuel loads. A waiter appeared, and Udet handed out champagne to all of them. Hess accepted his with barely a glance, and Lewis caught a glimpse of a silver band on his left hand. Not a wedding ring, it was too deeply carved to be a wedding ring, leaves and jagged symbols, and surely no wedding ring would carry a skull and crossbones as its symbol, but that—that was what he’d felt. He risked a glance at Stasi, but she seemed oblivious, batting mascaraed eyelashes at Udet. The ring—he had touched it when they shook hands, and it felt like the curse tablet he’d handled six years ago, like every other magically-attuned object he’d had to deal with since, the sharp spark of power leaping from skin to skin. Like and not like: there had been the unmistakable snap of power, but with it was something more, something worse, the shadow of bone-burning cold. The hairs on the back of his neck lifted, and he repressed a shiver.

Somehow he got through the brief conversation without making a fool of himself, answered Hess’s polite questions and Udet’s exuberance, but he couldn’t suppress a sigh of relief when they finally moved away. Stasi was looking at him curiously.

“Are you all right, darling?”

“Fine.” The line at the buffet had diminished, and he forced a smile. “I should get Al some supper, she’s been waiting long enough.”

“I’ll tell her you’re coming,” Stasi said, “and then we can talk.”

There was rarely any fooling Stasi. Lewis nodded, and turned toward the long table. He filled a plate at random, exerting himself only to be sure he didn’t pick up any of the soft, smelly cheese that Alma hated, then found his way back to her table, Mitch trailing behind him with another filled plate.

“Sorry about that,” Lewis said, setting his plate in front of Alma, and she waved the words away,

“Stasi said you were talking to an actual Reichsminister.”

“Yeah.”

“What did you see?” Stasi asked. She pitched her voice low enough that she couldn’t be heard by anyone who wasn’t leaning over the table with them. “Come on, darling, this could be important.”

“I didn’t see anything,” Lewis said. “It’s nothing to do with—our new job. It was just—didn’t you feel it? When you shook hands?”

“Feel what?” Mitch asked, frowning now, and Stasi shook her head.

“I’m wearing gloves, darling, and that’s not Mitch’s talent. What was it?”

“A ring,” Lewis said. “He was wearing a ring. Silver, like a wedding ring or maybe a signet, only with a silver skull and crossbones on it instead of a stone, with carvings all around the band. I touched it, I think, and it—it was full of power. Full of magic. And I didn’t like the feel of it.”

Mitch looked as though he wanted to turn around and stare, but Stasi laid a hand on his arm and he subsided.

“But not directed at us,” Alma said. “Was it directed at anyone?”

Lewis considered the question, trying to push past the unpleasant sensation to focus on its purpose. “I don’t—no, I don’t think so. It just was.”

Alma started to press her fingers to her lips, then remembered her makeup. “Well. We’re not the only Lodge in the world. Not by a long shot. And there are plenty of groups that work with what you and I would consider darker forces.”

Lewis nodded reluctantly. One of the things he’d had to learn since joining Alma’s Lodge was that not everyone agreed on what was and wasn’t acceptable practice. He trusted Alma implicitly, but he’d met other people that he didn’t think had a lot of common sense. And this…This just felt wrong.

“He’s part of the German government,” Mitch said, and sounded genuinely shocked.

“That doesn’t mean the government knows he’s part of a Lodge,” Alma said. “Or would approve of it if it did. I imagine there are people in our government who are Lodge members, Theosophists and the like. If it’s not directed at anyone—if it’s not directed at us—”

Mitch nodded. “I know. What can we do?”

“We tell Jerry when we get to Alexandria,” Alma said. “He’s bound to know someone who’d find it useful knowledge.”

“And we tell Henry,” Mitch said. “And we write Bullfinch and company once we get back to the States.”

Alma nodded. “Agreed.”

“I can take care of that, darling,” Stasi said. “In the meantime—” She gave another brilliant smile, any tension she might have been feeling utterly invisible. “In the meantime, let’s enjoy this lovely party.”

It was getting on toward midnight, and the party was growing more lively, a few jazzy numbers creeping into the orchestra’s repertoire. Mitch applauded the end of a lively foxtrot, but turned his back resolutely on the next number. Stasi tucked her hand into the crook of his arm and he led her through the arch that led to the cloakrooms and to the entrance to the enclosed courtyard garden. The garden itself looked like something out of a Renaissance painting, with a quartet of small trees pruned into lollipop shapes at the center. Wrought-iron lanterns hung at intervals from them and in the arches of the loggia, the candles casting dim circles of light. Shapes moved in pairs between the raised beds, and Mitch took a step sideways, bringing them deeper into the loggia’s shadows.

“We shouldn’t be gone long,” he said quietly, and Stasi turned into his embrace, twining long arms round his neck.

“I wouldn’t count on it, darling.”

Mitch stiffened. “What do you see?”

“Nothing.” It was too dark to see her clearly, but he could feel her smile. “I just think anything serious enough for Jerry to cable you—well, it’s not likely to resolve itself quickly.”

“I’m afraid you’re right.” Mitch rested his cheek against her hair, breathing in the familiar scent of her perfume. “But we’ve only got a week, and that’s all he’s getting.”

“If he needs more—”

“He’ll just have to handle it,” Mitch said.

“I could join you,” she said. “The children could see Egypt—it would be educational—”

“Or I could come back, and Al and Lewis could do whatever Jerry needed,” Mitch interrupted. He closed his eyes for an instant, memorizing her scent, her arms around his neck, the warmth of her body pressed against his. “If it even comes to that. You said yourself you don’t know.”

“True.” Her voice was no different, but he thought he felt her soften a little against him.

“I won’t leave you for any longer than I have to,” Mitch said. It probably went without saying, but he wanted to say it anyway, put it into words so that she had to hear and believe.

“I should hope not, darling! I’ve enough to do with the children.” She leaned up to kiss him, a brush of lips against his own and then a firmer touch, so that his own lips parted beneath hers.

“I don’t really want to go,” he said after a moment, a bit breathless, and felt her smile against his skin.

“Excuse me.”

The voice spoke from the loggia behind them, and Stasi slipped out of his grasp, putting herself to rights with a single swift movement. Mitch turned, not bothering to hide his scowl. “Yeah?”

It was the Count von Rosen, as impeccably dressed as ever, perfect white tie and tails and no sense, apparently, that he might be interrupting something private. Or maybe he knew exactly what he was doing, Mitch thought, meeting the cold eyes.

“I am sorry to interrupt your farewells, but I want a word with you, Mr. Sorley.”

Mitch spread his hands, and used the gesture to put Stasi half a step behind him. “Talk.”

“You and the rest of Gilchrist Aviation are leaving tonight for Alexandria,” von Rosen said. He kept his voice down, but the words were very clear. “You’ll take me with you.”

“I don’t think so,” Mitch said. Stasi laid a hand on his arm, silent warning.

“If you don’t, I will inform everyone here of your plans. And that would, I expect, be rather more than awkward.” Von Rosen’s smile was a chess player’s, putting the king in check.

Damn, damn, damn. Mitch blinked deliberately, doing his best to look slow and sleepy rather than furious. “Go ahead. I don’t reckon it’ll make any difference.” Except it would; they wouldn’t be able to leave tonight, would have to go in the morning, and that would shave another day off the time they had with Jerry, never mind requiring explanations they didn’t really want to make—

“If it wouldn’t make any difference, you wouldn’t be leaving like this,” von Rosen said. “In secret, leaving your wife behind to cover for you. Look, all I want is a ride to Egypt. I don’t care what your business is, and I won’t interfere with it. But you will take me with you.”

The hell. Mitch swallowed the words along with the urge to hit the man. Though if he did—he could probably drop von Rosen, but then what? Tie him up and leave him in a corner, except that he didn’t have anything useful for tying except his and von Rosen’s neckties, and once the man got loose or someone found him, they’d be in even worse trouble than if he’d just told the world what they were doing. “You’ll need to talk to Alma,” he said, and turned away without waiting for von Rosen’s response.

Alma glanced at Lewis’s watch for the third time, wishing Mitch would hurry. They needed to leave before the crowds started collecting for the fireworks, because a group moving against the tide would be too noticeable, and it was after eleven already. By the door, Henry shifted from foot to foot, as though he wanted to pace but didn’t want to draw attention; beside him, Lewis was still as stone, perfectly at rest and perfectly ready. And then she saw them, Mitch and Stasi moving together through the crowd, Mitch glowering. She stiffened. Von Rosen was with them, his thin face unreadable, matching Mitch stride for stride. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Henry stop and straighten, and Lewis shifted his weight to the balls of his feet, and then made himself relax.

“Al,” Mitch began, and von Rosen interrupted.

“Mrs. Segura. I know you are planning to leave for Egypt tonight, and if you want to get away discreetly, you are going to take me with you.”

“Why?” Alma kept her voice cool and distant.

“Because if you don’t, I will create enough of a stir that you won’t be able to get out of Palermo tonight. And by tomorrow everyone will know where you’re going.”

“I don’t know how much of a problem that is,” Mitch said, his voice tight. “I reckon we could manage.”

Stasi fitted a cigarette into her holder, her hands perfectly steady, and Henry lit it for her automatically. “I’m wondering why he wants to go so badly. Surely there are easier ways to get to Egypt than trying to blackmail his fellow pilots.”

Alma thought von Rosen colored at that, and she nodded. “That’s a fair question.”

“I have business in Africa.”

“There are commercial flights,” Henry said. “And steamships. Lots of easier options.”

“If you make a fuss, so will I,” Alma said. “That’s not going to do either one of us any good.”

“What if I offered to pay for fuel?” von Rosen asked.

“Convince me I can afford to take you,” Alma said. “Then we can talk payment.”

Von Rosen hesitated. “I came to the airshow to buy a cargo plane. The person from whom I was supposed to purchase it never showed up. I can’t find him, and I can’t waste any more time on him, and I need to get back to Africa. As soon as possible.”

“Can’t your uncle help you out?” Alma asked, and thought she saw him flinch.

“My late aunt’s husband and I don’t see eye to eye on this matter. He would try to stop me from going.”

That was something in von Rosen’s favor, if it was true. If. Alma said, “You’re Swedish, right? What does he care what one man does in Africa?”

She saw Henry stiffen, as though he’d suddenly put something together, and von Rosen said, reluctantly, “Göring doesn’t want anyone interfering with Germany’s Italian alliance.”

Henry nodded. “Libya, Ethiopia—Mussolini’s got ambitions, all right—”

“Henry,” Alma said, and he stopped abruptly. She looked at von Rosen. “You’re not German. You’re not his responsibility.”

“They treat everything as personal,” von Rosen said. “As though they were princes in the Middle Ages. It would be an insult, and it would cause trouble, and no one wants that to happen. Not even me, because it wouldn’t make enough trouble. The only thing I can do that will make a difference is in Africa. I was there before, flying for the Red Cross, and I have to get back. And it has to be now.”

Alma thought she heard a kind of desperate truth in that. She looked at Stasi, who shrugged her shoulders, and then at Lewis. He was watching von Rosen, his expression distant, measuring, but she saw no signs of disbelief. “I’ll need more than that.”

“I can’t tell you, not here,” von Rosen said. “Not until we’re in the air. If we’re stopped before we get out of here—I can’t risk it.”

They needed to get away, Alma thought. Their own time was running out, and she thought von Rosen was more than capable of carrying out his threat. He was the sort to pull the house down on his own head rather than surrender. “If you come,” she said, “you’ll be a passenger and you’ll do exactly what I say. Mitch will search you before you go on board the Cat, and if you’re armed, you’ll get it back once we get to Alexandria. You’ll stay in the passenger compartment and you won’t interfere with anything on board. Is that clear?”

For a second, she thought he was going to protest, but then he nodded once, sharply. “Clear.”

“Right. Then come on.”

They collected coats and the carryall von Rosen had left at the coat check, then slipped out of a side door Stasi had spotted earlier. They huddled for a moment on the street while Henry hailed a taxi, and then Alma embraced Stasi and Henry and climbed into the cab’s rear seat, wedging von Rosen between her and Lewis. Mitch settled himself in the front, giving the directions in a quiet voice. The cab pulled away with a jerk and a grinding of gears, and she leaned back against the seat, trying to compose herself. This was the last thing they needed, a potential enemy on a flight where they were already short-handed, and she closed her eyes for a moment, trying to think of ways to keep him under control. Handcuff him to one of the passenger seats, of course, except that she didn’t own a set of handcuffs. They could tie him down, but that wasn’t nearly as secure. Lock him in the back of the plane and hope he had more sense than to kill them all? That was beginning to look like her only bet.

The watchman at the harbor entrance waved them through without question, and the cab threaded its way through the maze of buildings under Mitch’s direction. There was a single light on inside the seaplane hangar, and Alma held her breath as the night watchman came out to see who was there. She saw him relax as he recognized Mitch, and she reached into her purse to pay the driver. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see that Lewis had one hand on von Rosen’s arm, an ambiguous gesture that could have been merely friendly.

The hangar itself was cold and empty, the Dornier Wal and the last pair of Italian S 55s snugged against their piers, hatches closed and locked and gangplanks stacked neatly on the docks. Only the Cat still had a gangplank in place, and as they approached, Tiny appeared in the darkened hatch. Alma saw his shoulders relax, but then he saw von Rosen, and took a step forward, bringing the heavy wrench in his right hand into view.

“It’s all right, Tiny,” she said quickly. “Or at least you won’t need that yet. The count’s coming with us.”

“I assure you, you won’t need it at all,” von Rosen said.

Alma ignored him. “Start the preflight checks, please. Count, you’ll come with me.”

Lewis reinforced the order with a shove, and Alma led the way up the gangplank, Lewis and Tiny following behind von Rosen. Tiny switched on the generator, flooding the engineer’s compartment with light, and Alma pointed to the passenger compartment.

“In there, please, Count. Lewis, find something to tie him with.”

“A pleasure.” Lewis began rummaging in the nearest toolbox.

Von Rosen narrowed his eyes. “Now, wait just a minute.”

“I don’t trust you loose on my plane,” Alma said. “And I don’t have anyone to spare to watch you. So, tied-up in the passenger compartment is your only option. Unless you’ve got a good reason I should trust you?”

Von Rosen hesitated, for the first time since she’d met him looking less than perfectly sure of himself. “I told you I absolutely have to get back to Africa—”

“Why?”

He drew a deep breath. “I told you, I’ve been working with the Red Cross in Ethiopia since the Italians invaded in October. I’d made arrangements to buy a larger, newer plane and take delivery here at the air show, but the bastard who sold it to me welshed on the deal. He said it was too much of a risk, and he wasn’t getting on the wrong side of the damned Italians. And then I heard—the Ethiopian Emperor launched an offensive of his own, at Christmas. I need to be there.”

“I hadn’t heard anything about a counterattack,” Lewis said.

“You wouldn’t,” von Rosen snapped. “It’s not exactly being reported in Italy, not when they’re waving the flag for their magnificent victories—tanks against men with bows and spears, some of them.”

“You’re flying for Ethiopia?” Alma repeated.

“No, for the Red Cross.” Von Rosen shook his head. “They’ve got four or five old biplanes, and maybe enough pilots for them. I’ve been evacuating the wounded, which is why I was looking for a larger plane.”

That changed things. And maybe it shouldn’t, Alma thought, maybe she was being sentimental, but she’d been an ambulance driver in the World War, and she knew what a speedy evacuation could mean for a wounded man. And in Ethiopia, for Iskinder’s people—and surely this was connected with whatever Jerry needed from them. “Why?” she said again.

“Because Mussolini has no right,” von Rosen said. “This is a bare-faced land grab, no matter how much he tries to dress it up as a war of civilization against barbarism. But Italy wants an empire, and he thinks Ethiopia is too weak to resist.” He shook his head, looking abruptly exhausted in the harsh light. “They may be right. But we can’t just let them do it.”

“You should have said that first,” Alma said, after a moment. “I drove an ambulance on the Italian front, and the best man at my first wedding was an Ethiopian prince. We’ll take you to Alexandria.”

Von Rosen blinked, and then shook his head, smiling. “And how was I to know that? If I had—but thank you, Mrs. Segura. If there’s anything I can do to help you, I’ll do it. I’m qualified on dual engine transports.”

“We’ll see how it goes,” Alma answered. She glanced at Lewis, who had already put the length of cord back in the tool box: answer enough as to what he thought. “In the meantime, gentlemen, let’s get this show on the road.”

They took turns getting out of their party clothes in the passenger compartment, changing into the flying clothes they’d brought along. Once the preflight checks were finished, she took her place in the pilot’s seat, leaving Tiny to handle the radio and keep an eye on von Rosen just in case. She settled her headset, and glanced at Mitch, ready in the co-pilot’s seat.

“Ready?”

“As I’m going to be.”

Alma cocked her head. “You think I’m making a mistake?”

“About von Rosen? No.” Mitch shrugged. “I’d bet money you’re right, whatever Iskinder’s doing, it has something to do with the invasion. It was just something Stasi said. Jerry wouldn’t have cabled us if it was something simple.”

Alma nodded. “But we knew that when we started.”

“I suppose we did.” Mitch grinned. “Never a dull moment, huh?”

“You’d hate being bored,” Alma said, and reached for the intercom, tying her headset into the plane’s systems. “All right. We’re ready to start the engines.”

The big Coronadoes coughed to life, Lewis babying the fuel mix until they were running steadily, the noise seeming a hundred times louder than normal in the nearly empty hangar. Tiny reported that he’d released the gangway and cut the last mooring line—wasteful but unavoidable, with no dock crew to help—and that the hatch was closed and dogged fast. Alma switched on her searchlight, letting it play over the dark water at the hangar entrance, and eased the throttles forward. The Catalina moved slowly away from the dock, heading for the harbor and the takeoff lane. If anyone called from the watchman’s station, there was no way to hear or see.

The tower was long closed, and the harbor seemed empty, the ferry terminal dark and the lights lowered along the waterfront: New Year’s Eve, she thought, and nearly midnight. They’d been counting on there being little or no traffic, and it looked as though they’d been right.

She found the first buoy and kicked the rudder hard, steering the Cat left until she found the second buoy, then straightened out in the marked lane. In the beam of the searchlight, the water was black and empty, the tops of the waves glinting in the brightness.

“Everyone ready?” she asked, and ticked off the chorus of yeses. “Give me full throttle, Lewis. We’re starting our takeoff.”

The Cat roared smoothly into the night, the chop smoothing out as she picked up speed. Alma glanced at her instruments, reading airspeed and temperatures. The searchlight didn’t quite reach the end of the lane, but it gave her a decent view of the water ahead, the next set of buoys flashing past as the Cat grew lighter under her hands.

“Al!”

She saw it in the same instant, a fishing boat wallowing across the takeoff lane, her searchlight just reaching them. They weren’t going to clear it, not before she was on top of them—of course they’d never expected anyone to be flying at this hour. It was too late to cut power, too late to do anything but hope she’d get it right, and she glanced at the airspeed again, waiting to feel the Cat start to lift. The boat had seen them; she could see the sudden thrash of white at the stern as the pilot went to full speed himself. They were a thousand yards away, and closing fast, but the Cat was almost airborne, almost…

She felt it even before she saw the airspeed needle hit its mark, and hauled back on the yoke. The Cat lifted, slower than usual, heavier, but the engines roared on, and they rose, trailing a veil of water as the hull broke free of the surface. The fishing boat flashed beneath them, its stubby mast maybe ten feet below the Cat’s keel, and she allowed herself one deep breath of relief before she began trimming the controls.

“Nice flying,” Mitch said, and she spared him one quick glance.

“Thanks. Let’s not do that again.”

“Let’s not.”

There was a flash of light out her window, gold, then red and green, falling away beneath her the way she’d imagined flak must have done. The fireworks, she realized in the next instant, she was seeing the fireworks at Boccadifalco, and she let out another sigh of relief.

“Happy New Year, everyone.”

“Happy New Year,” Lewis answered, and the others echoed him, even von Rosen.

Alma settled herself in her seat, the adrenaline easing, and turned her attention to the controls. She checked her heading and banked slowly south and west, settling on the line that should take them south of the building weather and into Alexandria. The Cat was still climbing, rising steadily toward 7000 feet, the lights of Palermo falling away behind them. Ahead was the empty Mediterranean, the African coast invisible to the south. Jerry and Iskinder were waiting for them in Alexandria, along with whatever trouble they had found.


Palermo to Alexandria

January 1, 1936

It was a long flight through the dark, the roar of the engines filling the cockpit. The quarter moon had been low on the western horizon when they left Palermo; it had set an hour ago, sinking into a low haze and then beneath the sea, and the stars blazed cold above the cockpit’s canopy. There was little to say beyond the routine, just the easy movement of the controls under her hands to center her in the moment. After a while, Tiny came forward to take her place at the controls, and she went back to use the lavatory and eat some of the supplies Stasi had packed for them. Finished, she stepped back into to the galley to pour herself some coffee. Lewis smiled down at her from the flight engineer’s seat tucked into the Cabane Strut, and she poured him a cup as well.

“Do you want Tiny to take over for a bit?” she asked, raising her voice to be heard over the engines, and wasn’t surprised when he shook his head.

“Maybe when we get a little closer.”

“Just sing out.”

“I will.”

Alma nodded and made her way back to the cockpit. She took her seat again, and Tiny took Mitch’s place, his touch indefinably different on the controls. She was aware of his sidelong glance, and wasn’t surprised when he cleared his throat.

“Are you sure that count guy is ok, ma’am?”

“If he’s been flying for the Red Cross, he’s all right in my book,” she answered, and, because she owed him more of the truth, she added, “and anyway, all we’re doing is taking him to Alexandria. After that, he’s on his own.”

Tiny nodded. “I was wondering—do you think there might be time to see the Pyramids? I’ve always wanted to see them. And a mummy.”

“The Pyramids are outside Cairo,” Alma said. “I don’t know if we’ll have time to get there. But I expect you’ll get a chance to see a mummy.” Surely Jerry could arrange that—it seemed the least he could do.

“That’d be really swell.”

Mitch reappeared, carrying his own mug of coffee, and he and Tiny changed places again. Alma glanced at her watch, calculating. “You could have taken a little longer—taken a nap if you wanted.”

“I’m fine,” Mitch said, and Alma nodded.

“Ok—and thanks, Tiny. Check with Lewis in about an hour, see if he wants a break.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered, and ducked out of the cockpit.

“How about you?” Mitch asked.

It had been a long day and a long flight already, and Alma could feel it in her back and shoulders. “I’ll be glad to get in and get some sleep, but I’m good for the trip.”

“Ok.”

That was one of the many things she liked about Mitch, the way he always took what she said at face value. No second-guessing, no needless chivalry—and no undue respect, either; if he thought she was screwing up, he’d say something. She couldn’t have asked for a better partner. Except perhaps for Gil, but that had been different—she had been different then, and if he’d lived, she wouldn’t be the woman she was now.

That speculation was pointless. The past was past, not regretted for an instant, but beyond her reach. She was Magister now, as well as half of Gilchrist Aviation, and she was ready to meet those responsibilities. Whatever Jerry and Iskinder had gotten themselves into. Even if it was another war.

It was a little past five in the morning when she saw distant lights off the port wing: the tip of Crete, possibly, or perhaps a passing liner. They were doing well on fuel, the big tanks both showing about a third used; to port the stars were hidden in cloud, the tail of the front passing well north of them, but ahead and to the south the sky was vivid with stars. She adjusted her heading, feeling the first pressure of a faint crosswind, and settled into the flight again. Ahead of them and off the port wing, the sky was beginning to lighten, the stars vanishing into haze and then into a whitening sky. To starboard, the sky was clear, the line of the African coast just visible on the horizon. Alma watched it slowly swell, taking on color as well as shape, pale gold against the sea. She could see the ocean clearly now, a few whitecaps tipping the waves, and she checked her watch again. About two hours to go, she thought, and spoke into the intercom.

“Tiny. See if you can raise Alexandria tower.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Let’s hope Jerry’s got us dock space,” Mitch said.

“I don’t imagine there’s an enormous amount of traffic,” Alma answered, but couldn’t help feeling a nagging worry. Jerry knew what he was doing; he wasn’t a pilot, but he understood what they needed, and he was perfectly capable of reserving a dock for the Cat. It would be fine.

“Ma’am?” Tiny’s voice crackled in her ears. “I raised the Tower, and they said we’re to land on Lake Mareotis, not in the East Harbor. We’re to continue on this heading until we’re an hour out, and call them again.”

“Got that,” Alma said. “Thanks, Tiny.”

“Lake Mareotis?” Mitch fumbled for the maps he had tucked into the pocket beside his seat.

“South of the city, I think.” Alma frowned, trying to remember the map she’d looked at before they left. “Not far. Imperial Airways uses it?”

“Got it.” Mitch folded the map into a manageable shape. “Here. South and east of the East Harbor. It looks plenty big enough, anyway.”

Alma nodded, studying the blotch of blue. Not far at all, a bit more than a mile south and east of the harbor, so that the city lay on a narrow strip of land between sea and lake. A salt lake, presumably, since there seemed to be a canal connecting it to the sea, or at least brackish. And big, easily big enough to take a fleet of flying boats. “Should be hard to miss.”

Mitch grinned, the rising light showing tired pouches beneath his eyes. “That’s probably a good thing.”

They reached Alexandria around half past eight in the morning, the tower at Ras El Tin giving them a heading that took them over the old harbor and brought them toward the lake from the east. They had fuel to spare, and it kept them clear of any other traffic. Alma dropped low to find the buoyed lane, then swung back as instructed to make the landing from the east. It was a relief to have the sun behind her, after the long flight in the morning glare; she blinked away the lingering dazzle, and tipped the Cat into a conservative descent. They skimmed housetops, a few hundred feet up, and then the lake opened before her, the buoys bright against the dark water. There was plenty of room, no traffic to worry about, and she let the Cat down gently, keel skimming the water. She cut power, and felt the hull settle, the weird transition from plane to boat, and Lewis throttled back to taxi speed.

“They said there was a launch?” she began, and in the same moment Mitch pointed to their right.

“There.”

Sure enough, there was a wooden-hulled speedboat flying what looked like an official pennant, a young man in dazzling white waving to them from the stern. Alma waved back, and followed him decorously out of the lane. This part of the lake was more crowded; she saw a tri-motor biplane in Imperial Airways livery snugged to a mooring close to the terminals ashore, and a smaller seaplane taxied past them toward the buoyed lane. She felt the air change as Tiny opened the side hatch, getting ready to tie them to their own mooring point. The speedboat slowed, the man in the stern pointing to a brightly-painted buoy, and then circled the mooring for good measure. Alma waved again, and kicked the rudder, bringing them carefully alongside. There was a clang as the buoy hit the hull, and then Tiny shouted, “Got it! I’m putting the fenders out now.”

“Let’s shut her down, Lewis,” Alma said, too tired to stand on proper procedure, and Mitch grinned.

“So here we are. Welcome to Alexandria.”

Jerry leaned on his cane, squinting into the brilliant morning sun. It was still relatively cool on the dock, and the bright-red Catalina swung at her mooring, balanced on her hull and the floats that folded down from the ends of her wings. Yes, there was the water taxi, pulling alongside the hull, and even at this distance he could recognize Mitch’s familiar figure handing down their meager baggage. There was Lewis, and then two strangers—one was probably the extra crewman, but he couldn’t think who the second man would be. Alma climbed out last, drawing the hatch closed behind her, and the taxi pulled away from the mooring, beginning its long arc back to the terminals and the customs inspection. Jerry allowed himself a long sigh: he hadn’t doubted they’d come, but he also hadn’t realized just how worried he’d been, between the intricacies of the dig and Iskinder’s situation. But they were here, and safe, and together the Aedificatorii Templi would figure out what to do about Iskinder and the Emperor’s guns.

He made his way back along the dock, going slowly both because of his leg and to give the others time to get through Customs. He’d gotten them rooms at a perfectly respectable hotel on the Corniche, one that housed any number of pilots and crew from the various lines that flew the African routes; he’d take them there, and then bring them back to his own flat to discuss what should be done.

The terminal was still cool and relatively dark, sun splashing in through the arches that opened onto the dock. The customs barrier was at the far end of the hall, a set of tables manned by men in neat uniforms, their English and their manners equally faultless. At this hour, there was little traffic: the flying boat to Port Bell had left at dawn, the morning flight to Cairo had left an hour ago, and nothing was due in until later in the afternoon. There was no line, and the inspectors were closing suitcases and waving them through the flimsy barrier by the time Jerry approached. Alma lifted a hand in greeting, but her attention was on a thin-faced man Jerry had never seen before.

“—fulfilled our agreement,” she was saying, “and from here on out—your business is up to you.”

“I don’t suppose I could hire you,” the stranger said, with a wry smile, and Alma shook her head firmly.

“Sorry. We already have a charter.”

Jerry stopped beside her, resting his weight on his cane. “Hello, Al.”

“Hello, Jerry,” she answered, turning a pointed shoulder toward the stranger, who tipped his hat and turned away. Jerry clasped hands with Mitch and then with Lewis, waiting until he was sure the stranger was out of earshot to ask the obvious question.

“Who was that?”

“Count Carl Gustaf von Rosen,” Alma answered, giving every syllable its due. “He’s a Swede.”

“He threatened to rat us out if we didn’t bring him with us,” Lewis said. “But Al shut that down.”

“He’s here,” Jerry said, looking from one to the other, and Alma shrugged.

“He’s been flying for the Red Cross in Ethiopia. He says he came to Palermo to buy a plane, but the seller didn’t show, and he’s trying to get back to Africa.”

“He’s also the German air minister’s nephew,” Mitch said, hoisting his duffle onto one shoulder. “Which—I don’t know, it doesn’t make me trust the man.”

“Our friend may know him,” Jerry said, reluctant even now to speak Iskinder’s name out loud. “Or know of him, anyway.”

“That’s true,” Alma said. “But regardless, I don’t want him getting too close to us right now. Not until we’ve figured out how to do whatever it is you needed.”

Jerry nodded. “I’ve gotten you rooms at the Metropole—it’s very nice—so if you want we can drop your bags there and then carry on.”

The very tall young man—Tiny Foster, Jerry remembered—groaned aloud, and then blushed as the others looked at him.

“It was a long flight,” Alma said. She smiled at Jerry. “Let’s get checked in and then we’ll see.”

The Metropole was an older building but still nice, the facade well-maintained and the interior renovated in the mid-twenties. Jerry had reserved three adjoining rooms overlooking the courtyard, and they left their bags with a pair of bellhops and rode the polished-brass cage elevator to the fourth floor. The bellhops were waiting with their modest luggage, and Mitch reached into his pocket, then stopped abruptly. Of course they hadn’t had time to change any money, Jerry thought, and reached into his own pocket for the tip. The bellhops salaamed and backed away, closing the door behind them, and Mitch gave the nearest bed a longing look.

“We flew straight through from the closing ball,” Alma said. “We’re a little tired.”

Tiny Foster yawned and failed to smother it, blushing again to the roots of his hair.

“I know,” Jerry said. “I’m sorry. But this is urgent. I think it would be better if you talked to Iskinder now and then slept.”

Alma and Lewis exchanged glances, and Alma nodded. “All right. Tiny, you stay here and get some rest. One of us needs to be in decent shape later.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the young man said, meekly enough, and Jerry led them back downstairs to catch a cab.

They piled in together, Jerry in the front seat to direct the cab driver, the others in the back with Alma wedged in the middle. There was no time for sight-seeing, much as Jerry would have liked to show them the city; instead, they took the quickest route, through undistinguished modern buildings, and pulled up at last outside the rented flat. Jerry paid the driver, and ushered them upstairs, pretending not to hear Mitch grumbling about needing to change money.

“We’ll get to that,” Alma said. “For now—”

She stopped abruptly as the door opened, letting them into the crowded sitting room. Iskinder looked up from a game of solitaire—not winning, Jerry saw, and determinedly not cheating, either—and a smile spread across his face.

“Alma, my dear.”

“Iskinder.” They embraced, and then he and Mitch clasped hands. Alma cleared her throat. “And this is my husband, Lewis. This is Iskinder, who—well, I’ve told you about him.”

Lewis nodded, and held out his hand in turn. “A pleasure to meet you, sir.”

“Iskinder, please.” Iskinder took a deep breath, and looked at Jerry. “Willi is at the dig, but he said you should send for him if you needed anything.”

“I think we need to talk first,” Jerry said frankly. “Because I’m damned if I know whether this idea is going to work at all.”

“Just give it to me straight,” Alma said. “What do you want us to do?”

“You’ve heard that the Italians have invaded Ethiopia,” Iskinder said, and she nodded.

“Yes. In fact—but that can wait. Go on.”

“The emperor sent me to buy guns for our army. A thousand machine guns and the ammunition. Transport had been arranged, but the pilot—” Iskinder shrugged, his expression determinedly casual. “He refuses to fly into a war zone. He is quite happy to help move the guns to anyone else I can find to fly them, but he doesn’t want to be a casualty in someone else’s war. And that, I’m afraid, is what I’m asking you to risk.”

“Machine guns and ammo,” Alma repeated. “Do you know the weight?”

“It’s on the papers.” For the first time, Iskinder looked as tired as she did, and Jerry put a hand on his shoulder. “Ten thousand pounds? Twelve thousand? I don’t remember.”

“That’s within our limits,” Alma said. “All right. Where do you want to go?”

“You can’t—Alma, I am serious when I say that there is real fighting. This isn’t just skirmishes, it’s a war. You need to consider this very carefully.”

“I am. I will.” Alma looked at Mitch and then at Lewis, visibly gathering their approval. “And I promise you, we will take every precaution and we’ll expect you to help us do this as safely as we can. But this is a thing we can do.” She grinned. “We will, of course, charge a suitable haulage fee.”

Iskinder gave a shaky laugh. “That, at least, I can promise.”

“Also we’ll need your help arranging fuel,” Alma said. “But this—you called us here, you’re not going to get rid of us that easily.”

“I should have known,” Iskinder said. “Jerry said—thank you, Alma. I begin to think we may salvage something out of this disaster.”

Jerry retreated to the kitchen and started a pot of coffee, half listening to the voices in the other room. Iskinder was telling them the story of his mission, the others listening in attentive silence, and Jerry collected enough cups to go around. He brought them out into the sitting room, and Lewis rose silently to take them, then followed him back to the kitchen. Jerry handed him sugar and the last bottle of milk, grateful for the help, and then hovered in the doorway, half his attention on the stove to keep the coffee from boiling over.

“I think we can do this,” Alma was saying. A yawn caught her off guard, and she rubbed her eyes. “I still need exact weights, but—so far I’m not seeing anything to stop us.”

“The plan was to fly to one of our bases near the capital,” Iskinder said, “but with a flying boat, I think we’d be better landing on Lake Tana. Bahir Dar has a regular airport, with beacons and a tower. Or if we land on the northern side of the lake, we’re in easy reach of convoys from Gondar, and they can carry the guns on to the front.”

“Fuel for getting home?” Mitch asked. ”I assume the airfield will have it, but what about if we go north?.”

“It would have to be brought from Gondar,” Iskinder answered. “I should be able to arrange that.”

“That’s the one crucial thing,” Alma said. “We can get you there, but I want to be sure we can get back out again.”

Iskinder nodded. “I will send a cable.”

Jerry raised an eyebrow, and Iskinder gave a sheepish smile.

“All right, I will write a cable and Jerry will send it for me. Is that better?”

“Safer, certainly,” Jerry said.

“Our diplomatic codes aren’t much different from the commercial ones,” Iskinder said. “But at least we have a code.”

“Is that secure enough?” Lewis asked.

Iskinder shrugged. “I’m afraid it will have to be.”

“As long as nobody knows too much about this mission of yours, it ought to be ok,” Mitch said.

“Ah. As I said, I was hunted in Cairo, but I believe I have given them the slip.” Iskinder shrugged. “That’s the best I can say. I warned you, this is a real war now.”

“It’s worth the risk,” Alma said. “As long as you can get the fuel there.”

The coffee was ready, and Jerry ducked back into the kitchen. Before he could figure out how to manage the heavy pot, Lewis had joined him.

“Let me get that.”

“Thanks.”

Lewis hesitated. “I don’t know a damn thing about Ethiopia,” he said, softly. “I know he’s your friend, but—do they even have aviation fuel on this lake whatever?”

“There are commercial flights into Addis Ababa every week,” Jerry said. “And they’ve got an air force of sorts. Iskinder says the emperor has been spending money on air transport because the roads are so bad.”

Lewis nodded. “Ok. No offense meant. I just don’t know.”

“None taken,” Jerry said, and followed him back into the sitting room.

Lewis poured the coffee and they settled back into their chairs. Alma still looked desperately tired, and as Jerry watched she stifled another yawn.

“Probably the first thing we need to do is sleep,” she said, ruefully. “How crucial is the timing, Iskinder?”

He made a face. “The guns should have been with the army by now. The need is urgent.”

“All right. We’ll try to do this as soon as possible.” Alma took a long swallow of her coffee. “How soon can your man get us the goods?”

“He wants them off his hands,” Iskinder said. “As soon as he possibly can, I imagine. Though today is New Year’s, and he’ll have trouble getting stevedores today.”

“We can’t load today anyway,” Mitch said. “We’re at a mooring, and quite frankly I’m dead on my feet. I don’t want to even try before tomorrow.”

Alma nodded. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t contact him today, right?”

“I expect I can,” Iskinder said. He glanced at Jerry. “I can give you a draft on my bank to cover fuel costs and the dock fees. Though our enemies may be watching the banks.”

“I’ll take care of that,” Jerry said.

“There’s one other thing,” Alma said, and gave a sudden grin. “At least I think there’s only one! It was a hell of thing, Iskinder, we came straight from the closing ball—full evening dress, we changed on the plane. We brought a man with us—don’t worry, he doesn’t know anything about why we’re here except that we had a charter. His name’s von Rosen, Count Carl Gustaf von Rosen. Do you know him?”

Iskinder frowned. “Yes, though not personally? He has a good reputation. He was working with our air force when the Italians attacked, and after that, he was a liaison with the Red Cross.”

“He said he’d been doing ambulance flights,” Mitch said.

“That I don’t know,” Iskinder said. “I’ve been on the road a while.”

“He said he was trying to buy a larger plane at the air show, but the seller didn’t show,” Alma said. “And now he’s trying to get back to Ethiopia. Should we offer him a place?”

”Iskinder rubbed his chin. “As far as I know, he’s good and reliable. Let me check when I wire our people.”

“All right.” Alma yawned again, and Mitch shook his head.

“Yeah, the coffee’s not touching me, either. We’ve got to get some sleep.”

“Yeah,” Alma said. She looked at Jerry. “If we catch a cab back to the hotel, we can get a nap, then meet you for dinner? All of you?”

“Me and Willi, maybe,” Jerry said. “I don’t think Iskinder should show himself.”

“Sadly, no,” Iskinder said. “And I am very tired of this flat—forgive me, Jerry, but I am.”

“You’ll be out of it soon enough,” Jerry said. He reached for his hat and his cane. “I’ll hail a cab for you.”

They had to walk to the next crossroad to find a cab, and Jerry packed them into it, making sure the driver understood the destination. The man also spoke a little English, which he was happy to show off, and Jerry slipped Mitch a wad of the local currency. That was something else he’d have to arrange, to change money once the banks opened tomorrow. Everything had been going so slowly, and now suddenly there was no time left. He remembered that feeling from the war, the abrupt switch from patience to frantic activity, and he couldn’t say he liked it. He shook himself, frowning. Willi should be back from the dig by now; they couldn’t change money, not until tomorrow, but the main telegraph offices would be open. Iskinder could send his coded cables, and make contact with his smuggler—telephone? Another cable? That was Iskinder’s choice, he told himself, and turned back to toward the flat. The street was busy, but not so crowded that he couldn’t spot someone following him. He took the long way home anyway, stopping blamelessly at the European grocer two blocks from the flat for tea and jam, and was reasonably sure no one was watching.


Palermo, Italy

January 1, 1936

Breakfast was room service as usual, and as usual Merilee was up ahead of the sun. She was on her fourth piece of toast (Merilee refused to eat anything but toast in the morning) and Stasi was nursing her third cup of coffee and a headache when the boys charged in. They immediately started squabbling over whether or not panettone was a proper breakfast food or not, which Stasi refrained from wading into other than to say that everyone could eat what they wanted. This at least mollified Douglas for a while, as he always wanted to eat everything.

Eventually, Jimmy looked up from his plate. “Where is everyone? Did they go out to the field early for the show?”

“The show’s over,” Douglas said.

“There might be private buyers,” Jimmy replied. He cocked his head at Stasi. “Mrs. Sorley, where are they?”

Stasi took a deep breath. “They’ve gone on a short trip. They’ll be back in a few days.”

At that Douglas’ eyes grew very round, and Stasi remembered belatedly that this was exactly what their father had said before he took off for good. Hurriedly, she plunged on. “They’ve gone to Africa, darling. An Ethiopian prince asked for their help in combating a terrible menace, so they’ve flown clear across the Mediterranean to Egypt.”

Jimmy put his fork down with a clatter. “Where are they really?” The irritation in his voice only partially covered real fear.

Stasi made herself take a long, slow drink of her coffee. “Where do you think, darling? A buyer wanted to take a look at the plane. They’ve taken him on a test flight.”

Jimmy’s shoulders relaxed. “Oh. Well, that’s good, isn’t it? I mean, won’t Mr. Odlum like it if they sell planes?”

“He certainly will,” Stasi said.

“Who is it?” Jimmy asked, now looking very grown up.

“A Swede. He’s talking about buying a bunch of planes for a Swedish airline. They’re going to be gone several days because he liked the plane so much that they have to show it to the executives.” She was especially proud of getting the word ‘executives’ in there. It made it sound so legitimate and official.

“Oh,” Jimmy said. “But don’t we have to catch the boat home in a few days?”

“They’ll be back before then,” Stasi said, crossing her fingers under the table. They’d better be.

“I liked the Africa story better,” Douglas said disappointedly.


Alexandria, Egypt

January 1, 1936

By the time Jerry returned to the flat, his parcel tucked under his arm for everyone to see, Willi had returned from the dig site and had settled himself in front of the open window with a cup of rapidly cooling tea. Iskinder had taken over the little table, papers spread out in front of him as he scribbled on a sheet of typing paper. They both looked up as the door opened, and Jerry saw Willi relax slightly.

“I’m sorry to have missed your friends,” he said.

“So were they,” Jerry answered, and set the package on the kitchen counter. “I thought we’d have dinner together tonight?”

“That would be lovely.”

Iskinder looked up with a wry smile. “You can’t know how much I envy you that dinner. Not that your cooking has been anything but edible, Jerry, but…”

Out of the corner of his eye, Jerry saw Willi grin, and said, placidly, “I was thinking we’d dine at the Imperial.”

“Unkind.” Iskinder bent his head over his papers. Jerry moved closer, and saw a much folded booklet spread open among the papers, double columns marching along the thin pages.

“Your telegram?”

Iskinder nodded. “I am almost done, I think. Though where I should have them send the reply, I just don’t know.”

“Have it held at the Telegraph Office,” Willi said. “We can send one of the men to collect it first thing in the morning.”

“That’s a good idea.” Jerry seated himself in the armchair, which Willi had tactfully vacated, and stretched out his wooden leg. “I haven’t seen any sign that anyone has tracked you here, Iskinder, but it would be foolish to take chances.”

“It would indeed,” Willi murmured. He shook himself. “Shall I make more coffee?”

“Not for me, thank you,” Iskinder said, and Jerry shook his head.

“Was everything all right at the dig?”

“Yes.” Willi sighed. “It seems someone tried to cut the chain on the gate, but they weren’t able to get through before someone heard them. Hussein and I checked over the site just in case, but everything is fine.”

“That’s good.”

“We may want to consider a second watchman.”

“We’ll look at the budget,” Jerry said. He was watching Iskinder, whose hand never stopped moving, adding a word here, crossing out two more there. It couldn’t be easy to compress everything he needed to say, everything he wanted to get through, into even a long telegram.

As if he’d read the thought, Iskinder looked up. “I’m almost done, if you or Willi would be willing to take it to the Telegraph Office. I’d say wait for a reply, but they’ll need time to find out what’s possible. But they should have an answer by morning.”

Jerry nodded. “And your contact with the guns? How do we get in touch with him?”

“He is on the telephone,” Iskinder said. “And I see you were wise enough to sign up as well. And since this is a nice modern system, I see no reason not to use it.”

Jerry blinked, then remembered the landlord bragging that Alexandria had gone to an automatic exchange the previous year. There were no more operators to listen in on every local call. New York had been the same. “I suppose not.”

“And I will take a nice walk to the Telegraph Office,” Willi said.

“We both will,” Jerry said. Willi tipped his head to one side in question, and Jerry shrugged. “What could be more uninteresting than a pair of middle-aged academics taking a walk together on a holiday?”

“Very well.”

Willi looked as though he wanted to ask about Jerry’s leg, but Jerry pretended not to notice. He was doing well enough, better than he’d done in Hawaii, and a little extra walking was unlikely to cause too much trouble. And if it did—well, they could always take a cab back to the flat.

Iskinder handed over the final draft of the cable. Jerry tucked it into the breast pocket of his jacket, and then he and Willi made their way down the stairs and out into the brilliant sunshine. They took the long way around, along the Corniche among the holiday crowds, the ocean glittering and the breeze cool enough to cut the sun’s heat. They were unremarkable, two more Europeans among dozens, outnumbered by native Egyptians, but hardly alien. There were Africans of all nations, and in every possible costume, from robes and tall headdresses to flawless English suits; there was a family of robed Arabs as well, their women black-veiled from head to toe, each riding sidesaddle on a tiny donkey. For a moment, Jerry’s vision wavered, the stones shifting, walls rising in new shapes to either side, but the crowd remained as cheerfully polyglot. Some of that inheritance, at least, had lasted. He took a tighter grip on his cane and moved on. If anyone was taking an undue interest in them, he couldn’t find them.

The main telegraph office was open, though with a smaller staff than usual. Jerry copied Iskinder’s message onto a form and took his place in the short line, leaning on his cane. The lobby was less busy, too, just a handful of businessmen in suits who couldn’t wait for the next day, plus a tall African in blinding white robes and a rumpled European who looked like the caricature of a journalist. Jerry gave him a sharp look, but the man seemed to be paying no attention, and he made himself look away.

He handed over the form and the fee to an efficient-looking clerk, who glanced at it and slid the bills back across the counter. “It’s double for code, sir.”

“It’s standard commercial code,” Jerry said, and made himself sound martyred.

“It is harder for our operators, and the risk of error is greater. You would be better sending this in clear.”

“Nevertheless,” Jerry said. “I wish to send it as it is. How much extra?”

“Double.”

And that, Jerry thought, was a less than official rate if ever he’d heard one. He waited just long enough to be sure the clerk understood that he knew what was happening, then shrugged, and added to the pile of bills. “Very well. But it’s to be sent as is.”

“All errors are at your own risk,” the clerk said, but took the money. “Where shall the reply be sent? You haven’t filled that out.”

“To be collected later,” Jerry said, and refrained from pointing out that he’d checked that box.

“Very well.” The clerk took money and form, and Jerry turned away.

Willi held the door for him, and they went down the broad marble steps, Jerry holding tight to the rail for fear his leg would slip.

“One down,” Willi said, and Jerry nodded.

“That’s a good thought, sending one of the men to pick it up.”

“I was thinking perhaps Rajid, he’s very protective of the dig.”

They were speaking German, as they usually did between themselves: another red herring, Jerry thought, though it hadn’t begun that way. “I agree.”

They started back toward the harbor, the sun hot on their backs. Jerry was glad of his broad-brimmed Panama and the light linen suit he’d bought in Hawaii three years before. So far, everything seemed to be going well; with a little luck, Alma could get the guns delivered and be safely back in Italy before anyone really noticed they were gone. As if he’d read the thought, Willi gave him a sidelong glance.

“Aren’t you a little worried about your friends going into a war zone? I mean, I know they’re good pilots, but this… And there’s Mrs. Segura to think about.”

“She wouldn’t thank you for that,” Jerry said.

“No. Would it be better if I said there were the children to think about?”

Jerry grimaced. “That’s a low blow.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps it’s simply true.” Willi gave him another look, this one accompanied by a wry smile. “I liked the children, you know. Jimmy settled down quite a bit there at the end.”

“If any of them didn’t go, it would put the others at greater risk,” Jerry said. “And—” Iskinder was a member of their Lodge; they’d sworn to help each other at need, without reservation, and this was certainly a case of grave need. But Willi didn’t want to hear about the Lodge, even in the most innocuous terms. “Iskinder is an old friend.”

Willi’s eyebrows twitched, as though he’d guessed what went unsaid. “A very good friend.”

“He was Gil’s best man when he married Alma,” Jerry said. “He and Mitch. I thought—we all thought—”

He broke off, not wanting to finish the sentence, staring blindly at the glittering sea held in the curve of the harbor. Gil had been dead for almost a decade, and still sometimes the loss caught him like a knife in the ribs. Willi lifted his hand as though to touch his shoulder, but caught himself before he could finish, adjusting his hat awkwardly instead.

“You’ve never told me how they came to marry,” he said, after a moment. “Under the circumstances.”

Meaning that Jerry had been Gil’s lover first, before he’d met Alma. Jerry sighed. “I met Gil during the war,” he said. “He told me from the first that he liked women, too, and I—I really didn’t care. Al was with the Ambulance Corps, that’s how they met, and they fit. As well as Gil and I, and completely differently. And—I liked Al. I like her still.” He shrugged, trying to find the words for what was still both precious and painful, and impossibly complex. “And any of us might be dead tomorrow, so why grudge either of them anything? And then we could see the war ending, and I wanted to go back into the field. I had teachers who would take me on, who’d be glad to have me running the details of their digs, and Gil wanted to get out of the Army and make himself a home. He and Alma could do that, and I could have him in the off-season, or for some of it, and we thought we could make it work.”

They had slowed their pace to match his thoughts, and now he leaned against a stone bollard overlooking the water, its pale surface worn smooth by weather. Medieval, he thought, not Roman, part of the later harbor. “But then I was wounded, and Gil was caught in a gas attack, and we both ended up in the hospital in Venice. I wasn’t as badly hurt, and they sent me back to the States while Gil was still doing badly. We—Alma and I didn’t think he was going to make it, and I couldn’t figure out any way to stay. And then he rallied, just when they were winding up the ambulance corps, and Alma needed to stay. So they married—I still don’t know what Mitch said to the poor chaplain to make it seem like a good idea. Iskinder bought the ring in a pawnshop behind San Zaccaria.”

“That doesn’t seem entirely fair,” Willi said. From his tone, he was suppressing stronger words, and Jerry couldn’t help smiling.

“It didn’t change anything. They both wrote me long letters telling me so, and it didn’t.” What had changed things was his foot, the infected wound that ate at flesh and bone, until all the doctors could do was amputate. He’d been lucky to keep his knee, or so they’d told him.

“Still.”

“It was what I wanted,” Jerry said. “I moved in with them after I lost my leg, and we were happy. There was nothing they could have given me that I didn’t have.” Until Gil died, tuberculosis brought on by the gas, but that was a memory he would not relive today.

Willi shook his head, his expression softening. “You are nothing if not complicated.”

“I did warn you.”

“Fortunately, I like complications.”

And was that a declaration, in the middle of the day on an open street in Alexandria? Of all the times and places… Jerry shook his head. “You’re likely to find them if you hang around me.”

And that was a little too close to other matters, Lodge matters, the magic that Willi feared and disbelieved. Jerry pushed himself upright before he could see Willi’s expression change, and started down the promenade. Willi fell into step beside him.

“And this is why you’ll help Ras Iskinder,” he said after a moment.

“That’s part of it.” Jerry glanced around, but no one was close enough to hear the name. “I told you, he was my roommate in college, too.”

“You know the most interesting people!” Willi’s voice was light, but there was something in his expression that brought Jerry up short. “Don’t look round, but there is a man in a pale gray suit—an Egyptian, I think. I am pretty sure he was at the Telegraph Office.”

“Damn.” A one-legged man could hardly stop to tie his shoelaces, but he could pause to catch his breath. Jerry leaned heavily on his cane, letting his gaze drift back along the curve of the harbor. Yes, there was the man, staring out to sea as though there was something more on the horizon than a fishing boat with its trail of gulls. “We can’t lead him back to the flat.”

“If he’s following us,” Willi said, automatically. He shrugged one shoulder. “Let’s walk on, and see what happens.”

“Right.” Jerry moved off, feeling a trail of sweat crawling down his spine. If the Italians had had an agent at the telegraph office, if they’d managed to overhear the telegram’s destination or if they’d bribed a clerk to be warned when someone wired addresses in Ethiopia… It didn’t really matter how they’d been spotted; what mattered now was to lose the man.

They turned away from the Corniche and into a maze of streets that eventually led past the dig site. At the newly reinforced fence, they paused to look at the lock, and Willi said, “He’s still with us.”

“So I see.” Jerry checked the chain a second time, and nodded to the watchman who emerged from the nearest doorway. “No more trouble?”

“None, Professor. It was boys, and tomorrow most of them will be in school and we will have no more trouble, God willing.”

“God willing,” Willi echoed.

Jerry let them talk, his mind running ahead. They couldn’t go back to the flat, it would be too easy for their follower to see that they had a third man in the little apartment. With his leg, there was no chance he could outdistance the man, and darting in and out of doorways would only reveal that they were onto him without having much chance of losing him.

“Jerry?”

Jerry shook himself and straightened, a new idea blooming. “Yes. Let’s have lunch at Trianon.”

Willi blinked, then tipped his head to one side. “Why not?”

The cafe was open and not too crowded, and Jerry was relieved to see that the headwaiter was Nikodem, who could be relied on for both discretion and advice, as well as assistance to his fellow homosexuals. “An inside table, if you wouldn’t mind,” he said aloud, and the Greek bowed.

“Of course, professors. This way, please.”

Jerry held his breath as they were settled at a quiet table in the back. If the man followed them inside, this plan was spoiled—but, no, through the open door he could see the flash of the gray suit and then a waiter led him to another table on the sidewalk. That was, of course, the sensible thing to do: wait outside, and when his quarry left, follow them again. Nikodem brought menus, opening them with a flourish, and then bent close enough that the nearest tables could not hear.

“Is everything all right, professor?”

“Probably,” Jerry said, and Willi snorted.

“You are an optimist. Niko, it is very possible we might want to leave by the back door, if that would be at all possible.”

“Of course. Trouble?” Nikodem rubbed two fingers against his thumb, a familiar symbol for blackmail.

“Not yet,” Willi said.

“We’d like to avoid any question of that,” Jerry said.

“Allow me to arrange,” Nikodem said. “And in the meantime—perhaps instead of eating here, you would like to take your meal with you?”

Willi gave him a questioning look, and Jerry considered. The man wouldn’t be expecting them to leave until they’d eaten; if they slipped out the back way early, through the garden and the alley beyond, there was every chance the man wouldn’t think to look for them until they were long gone. “Yes. That would be extremely helpful.”

“Allow me,” Nikodem said again. “Coffee first, and a pastry while I arrange matters.”

Another waiter brought the coffee and delicate, cinnamon-flavored sticks that shattered at the lightest touch. They were good enough that Willi dabbed up the last crumbs, licking his fingers, and then Nikodem appeared, bowing politely.

“If you’d come this way, professors?”

He led them down the short hall that passed the kitchen, collecting a wicker basket covered with a plain napkin on the way. At the end of the hall, a door opened onto the little garden, where the private parties were held, and Nikodem unlocked the back gate. “If you could return the basket—”

“Of course,” Willi said.

Jerry reached into his pocket, brought out his wallet and handed over enough cash to pay for the meal twice over.

“It’s too much, professor,” Nikodem began, and Jerry shook his head.

“Not at all. Your help is much appreciated.”

“Thank you, sir.” Nikodem pocketed the money. “And if you will forgive my saying so, professors—perhaps it would be wiser to stay with each other?”

Jerry suppressed a snicker. Of course that was what Nikodem would assume, that they’d been chasing boys in the less salubrious districts, and had gotten themselves into trouble.

“Very good advice,” Willi said, his mouth quivering toward a smile, and they let themselves out into the alley.

They made their way back to the flat as quickly as possible, both men keeping an eye out for any other followers. There was no sign of pursuit, and Jerry allowed himself a sigh of relief as they closed the front door behind them.

“That was a little closer than I’d like,” Willi said.

Jerry nodded. “One more reason to get him out of here as soon as possible.”

The Imperial was quiet, elegant, and expensive, with a determinedly European menu. Mitch glanced sideways at Tiny as they all considered their menus, but Tiny didn’t seem disappointed. Of course, by Colorado Springs’ standard, classic French cuisine was just as exotic as Egyptian cooking. Or Oklahoma standards. Jerry and Willi had arrived together, making a large enough party that it seemed reasonable to request one of the side rooms, set apart from the main dining room, with French doors that opened on to the courtyard. The doors were open to let in the evening breeze, and all in all, Mitch thought, he was beginning to feel more normal. He’d gotten a solid six hours’ sleep, he’d sleep again tonight, and he’d be ready to deal with running guns in the morning. He hoped.

Of course, he was also hoping for a guarantee of fuel for the flight home, but that didn’t seem to be forthcoming, either. Jerry said Iskinder had cabled his government, but who knew how long that would take? They had ten days, and if they weren’t back in Palermo then, they’d miss their sailing—more importantly, the Cat would miss its boat, and that they couldn’t afford. He leaned back to let the waiter put his soup in front of him, and wondered how Stasi was doing with the kids. If she were here, they’d have more options. Someone had to stay with the kids, though, and it was probably better that she was there if anything went wrong.

Jerry cleared his throat, and Mitch looked up, glad of the distraction. “Iskinder spoke to M. Claudet, who imported his goods in the first place. He’s happy to have you take them off his hands, Al, if you’ll just give him a call.” He passed a slip of paper across the table.

Alma took it, her eyebrows rising. “And what am I supposed to tell him?”

“You’re taking over the consignment,” Jerry said. “It’s perfectly legal.”

Legal, but still dangerous, Mitch thought. Iskinder had made that clear.

“And what should I do if we can’t take the entire cargo?” Alma asked.

Jerry shrugged. “Take as much as you can.”

“I suppose you should also get a receipt for the items not carried,” Willi said. “So the purchaser can get a refund.”

Mitch stared at him for an instant, then saw the amusement in his eyes. Alma snickered. “I’ll do what I can.”

“How long a flight are we talking about?” Lewis asked.

“I make it about 2000 miles,” Alma said. “Give or take. About sixteen hours flying time, depending on headwinds.”

“That’s well within range,” Mitch said.

“What about maps?” Lewis looked from him to Alma. “We need to get some before we leave.”

“There aren’t a lot of good ones,” Jerry said. “Especially not of the Horn.”

Willi snorted. “That was the Italians’ problem back in ’95. Not a single decent map.”

“But if we don’t have a map,” Lewis said, “how the heck are we going to find this Lake Tana? Much less wherever it is we’re going.”

“Iskinder says he thinks you should land at Bahir Dar,” Jerry said. “And there are landmarks the rest of the way.”

“We’re not exactly familiar with the territory,” Alma began, and Jerry shook his head.

“The Nile flows out of Lake Tana. All you have to do is follow the biggest river on the continent until it reaches an enormous lake. Once you’re over the lake, Bahir Dar can bring you in by radio, and they’ll have fuel available.”

“Ok,” Lewis said. He sounded doubtful, and Tiny was looking slightly spooked.

“It’s a really big river,” Mitch said. “We’ll be fine.”

“But that means we want to make as much of the flight as possible in daylight,” Alma said. “When will you know if they can make arrangements, Jer?”

“Tomorrow.” Jerry shrugged. “I know, I wish it could be sooner, but it’s the best we can do.”

“We’ll send a man to collect the wire tomorrow morning,” Willi said. “Come visit us at the dig, that’s a very touristish sort of thing to do, and we can give it to you then.”

“Assuming it comes in by then,” Mitch said, in spite of himself.

“So we’ll keep checking,” Jerry answered.

“It doesn’t matter,” Alma said. She shook her head. “We need to do this in one hop, and that means leaving before dawn here if we want to have any chance of getting into Bahir Dar before full dark.”

“I don’t see how we can do it, Al,” Mitch said.

“Then they’ll have to set out flares,” Alma answered. “Damn, I wish I’d had a chance to say that to Iskinder.”

“We could probably send another cable tomorrow,” Willi said, with a glance at Jerry, who nodded.

“We’ll need to let them know when you’re coming anyway.”

Mitch felt the old nervous worry tingle down his spine. “Maybe we ought to surprise them. I don’t want the Italians spoiling the party.”

“It’s a chance we’ll have to take,” Alma said. “There’s another question to consider.”

“Von Rosen,” Lewis said.

Alma nodded. “I wouldn’t mind having another pilot along, and he says he’s qualified. And Iskinder vouched for him.”

“I don’t much like him,” Mitch said, and shrugged. “But I can see that he’s needed. Yeah, let’s see if he still needs a ride.”

“I’ll phone him after dinner,” Alma said.

They walked back to the hotel in the clear dark, the air suddenly cold enough that Mitch was glad of his topcoat. Overhead, the stars were veiled by high, thin clouds, the swelling moon riding above the western rooftops. Pity they couldn’t wait a few more days, Mitch thought. A full moon would make their lives easier. But they didn’t have the time. Tomorrow was the second; if all went well, they’d reach the lake on the third—Bahir Dar or the northern edge, it didn’t really matter—and then offload the cargo on the fourth and fly back to Alexandria the fifth? That would get them back to Palermo on the sixth, four days to spare. Even if they weren’t able to get away on the fifth, that gave them three whole days to play with. He didn’t like to think about what would happen if they missed their passage, especially since they wouldn’t have any sales to show for it. He doubted the Ethiopian government was going to be in the market for flying boats any time soon.

There was no point wasting time thinking. Right now, the numbers worked; they would go on working until something went wrong, and that would be time enough to worry about it. The main thing was to get the guns to Iskinder’s people—to get Iskinder home again. And that was something else he wasn’t going to think too closely about, because if he did, he’d know exactly what Iskinder was going to do.

Jerry and Willi left them at the Metropole’s front door, indulging in the luxury of a cab back to their flat. Mitch collected their keys, then followed Alma and Lewis through the gilded lobby, Tiny at his heels, and they rode the rattling elevator up to their floor, the elevator boy wishing them a soft good night.

“Are you going to call von Rosen tonight?” Mitch asked, as he handed Lewis his key.

Alma nodded. “And then I’ll call Claudet in the morning, once I know more about Iskinder’s plans.”

At Mitch’s side, Tiny tried and failed to suppress a yawn, and blushed to the roots of his hair.

“Go on to bed,” Mitch said. “I’m just going to have a quick word with Al and Lewis.”

“Sure thing.” Tiny pushed the door all the way open.

“And don’t put the chain on,” Mitch said, and watched him blush again.

“No, sir.”

“Don’t be mean,” Alma said, and Mitch followed her into the other room.

It was nearly identical to the one he was sharing with Tiny, a pair of beds with ornate European headboards and bright spreads, the attached bathroom spotless white tile. There was a telephone set on the dressing table, and Alma settled herself at it while Lewis rummaged in his bag and came up with a small bottle. He held it up, and when Mitch nodded, poured them each a finger of whiskey. He could hear Alma in the background, giving the number to the hotel operator and wondered again if they were taking an unnecessary risk.

“What do you think?” he said, to Lewis, who shrugged.

“I think we have to go, though I think that’s just me, just the odds speaking. I’ll read on it tonight if I can stay awake. But you have to think the Ethiopians need all the help they can get.”

“Yeah.” Mitch nodded, trying to convince himself. It was almost a pity the Cat wasn’t in military mode—though maybe they could rig one or two of the machine guns to fire out the side windows? Probably more dangerous than useful: he could imagine how easy it would be to shoot up their own wing.

Behind him, Alma hung up the phone, and came to take her glass from Lewis. “I told von Rosen we were willing to give him a ride, and that I’d have details for him tomorrow.”

“I don’t suppose he’s found a plane?” Mitch asked. “We could send Iskinder’s guns with him.”

“Nobody wants to fly into Ethiopia right now.” Alma’s voice was grim. “Von Rosen says the Ethiopians have made a counterattack, but nobody seems to think they can hold on.”

Then what good does it do to bring in a single plane-load of machine guns? Mitch thought. And the answer was that it wasn’t just about doing good. It certainly wouldn’t hurt, and it meant they kept faith, with Iskinder and with the Lodge in general. “Any idea how they’re going to get the guns to the front once we get them there?”

“That is definitely not our problem,” Alma said. “But it’s another reason to bring von Rosen along.”

“I really wish we had some maps,” Lewis said. “Any map.”

“I got a guidebook from the hotel,” Alma said, and reached for her purse. She drew out a slim red-bound booklet, and opened it to reveal a half-page map. Lewis took it, frowning thoughtfully, and Mitch moved to look over his shoulder. It wasn’t reassuring, just a black-and-white outline with the capital marked with a star and a few other cities indicated with smaller dots. The lake was there, big enough that surely they couldn’t miss it, and the Nile led straight south for most of the way, but then it took a great loop to the south, dropping west of the lake before turning back north to join Lake Tana’s southernmost point. Bahir Dar lay at the same point, a reassuring dot in the blank expanse, but the Blue Nile was hardly a direct landmark. Presumably they could follow it if they had to, but—He squinted at the legend, trying to work out the extra miles. They’d be running low on fuel for sure.

“Didn’t Jerry say we should follow the Nile?” Lewis asked. “That doesn’t look all that direct.”

“It’s not,” Mitch said. “Jerry said there’s a field at Bahir Dar? With radio? We can home in on them.”

“Or they may have beacons—must have, surely.” Alma looked less certain than her words. “It’s another reason to bring von Rosen along. He must be familiar with the terrain.”

“True enough,” Mitch said, and wished he felt more reassured.

He let himself back into his room half an hour later. Tiny had left a light burning in the bathroom, and Mitch changed there, grateful for the privacy. It had looked as though Tiny was sound asleep already, humped under his blankets with his back to the light, but there was no need to take chances. In his pajamas, he flicked out the light and slipped back into the bedroom, settling down under the cool sheets. As he adjusted his pillows, he heard Tiny turn over, and then the boy cleared his throat.

“Mr. Sorley?”

“Mitch.”

There was a little silence: that was a battle Mitch had yet to win.

“This job—everybody keeps saying we’re flying into a war, but I don’t get it. Who’s at war with who?”

“Italy invaded Ethiopia,” Mitch said patiently. “They tried it before, back in the ‘90s, and got beat. They tried it again this October, and they’re still fighting.”

“But… I mean…”

Mitch waited. He could make out the shape of the window now, and the darker shadows of the furniture.

“I guess what I mean is, I know Mr. Iskinder’s your friend, but I don’t see how they can stand up to a real army.”

“They need modern weapons,” Mitch said. “And that’s what we’re bringing them. How’d you like it if somebody invaded us, and all you had was your great-grandaddy’s musket?”

“Not much, I reckon.”

There was another silence, long enough this time that Mitch wondered if the boy had dropped off to sleep.

“Are they—are we going to be going where the fighting is?” Tiny’s voice wavered just a little, the faintest of hesitations covered by the dark.

And that was the joker in the pack, Mitch thought, the thing none of them knew for certain. For a moment he could have been back in Italy, in barracks on the way to the front, except then he’d been the one asking that question, and all the ones that crowded unspoken behind it. Will I be killed, will I be brave when they shoot at me, will I be good enough… Gil had been good at handling those, answering them without seeming to have heard, and he tried to copy Gil’s quiet confidence. “We’re not planning on it. Besides, the Italians aren’t going to shoot at a neutral plane. They’ve got a lot of other countries riled up about trying to take over Ethiopia, they’re not going to upset anybody else if they can help it.”

“I guess not.”

“We’ll be well behind the front lines,” Mitch said. “Nothing to worry about.” Except getting there, but they both knew that. Anyway, that was a normal risk, something Tiny could work out for himself, and find the calculations comforting. He cocked his head, waiting, but heard only the rustle of sheets as Tiny settled himself again. He himself didn’t find them all that comforting: there were too many unknowns, too many variables he could only guess at, and one fixed value that he couldn’t ignore, Stasi and the kids waiting back in Palermo. In Italy, at the front, it hadn’t mattered so much—he hadn’t wanted to die, certainly, but there’d been no one relying on him. He had brothers and sisters to take over at home, and he hadn’t promised anybody anything. But now—now he’d promised Stasi that he didn’t take anything but the most calculated of risks, and he meant to keep that promise.

The second dawned clear and cool, with only a slight breeze to stir the air. Mitch collected the local forecast from the hotel desk, and mentally crossed his fingers that they were at the beginning of a spell of decent weather. They would need the weather with them, along with everything else, if they were going to make this work. They dawdled over breakfast, and then Lewis and Tiny went out to run errands—and, Lewis said under his breath, to take Tiny’s mind off things—while he and Alma lounged in the Metropole’s elegant lobby and waited for Jerry to send word.

To Mitch’s surprise, Jerry himself appeared a little before eleven, limping through the lobby to join them. He handed Alma a folded sheet of paper, saying, “The answer came first thing this morning. I hope it’s everything you need.”

Alma scanned the neat printing—Iskinder’s familiar handwriting, Mitch saw; of course, he’d have to be the one to decode it—and then passed the paper over to Mitch. He took it, skimming the sense, picking out the key items: radio frequencies, a flare path at Bahir Dar, fuel to be waiting courtesy of the Ethiopian government, felt a weight lift from his shoulders. The things that could be arranged were in fact now in place. That was a good start, and a long way toward keeping his promises.

“Looks good,” Alma said. “It says we can call on all government resources at Bahir Dar. Does that really mean we’ll get them?”

“Iskinder thinks they mean it,” Jerry said. “And he’ll be with you anyway.”

“Right, then.”

Mitch held out the piece of paper, and Alma folded it in quarters and then again, finally tucking the packet into her pocket.

“Now we talk to M. Claudet,” she said.

It was a little past noon when they caught a taxi to the harbor, and then took the water taxi out to the Cat. Claudet had seemed eager to be rid of his awkward cargo, Alma said, but there wasn’t any way to make the stevedores work faster. Mitch settled himself beside her in the cockpit, and together they went down the checklists, warming up the engines and adjusting flaps and trim for the short taxi across to the dock where Claudet was supposed to be waiting. Mitch ducked his head a little to get a better view, and thought he could make out fading red letters that spelled out Machaut Freres on the fourth warehouse.

“There,” he said, pointing, and Alma bent her head to look.

“I think so? That’s the wharf, anyway. He said we were to bring her alongside, he’d arrange clearance.”

The intercom crackled. “Al. The tower says we’re cleared to taxi over to dock four. We’re to stay right of the red buoys.”

“Right of the red buoys,” Alma repeated. “Roger that.” She waved a hand out the cockpit window, signaling Tiny to cast off the last mooring line, and a moment later the hatch clanged shut.

“All clear,” Tiny shouted from the navigator’s compartment, his voice almost drowned by the engine noise, and Lewis repeated it in their headsets.

“Going now,” Alma said, and advanced the throttle.

They took the slow and careful route across the lake, the Cat bouncing and swaying even on the calm water, Alma steering carefully around the buoys that marked the traffic lane. She brought them alongside the tip of the wharf, where a pair of Africans waited to take the rope, and a white man in an old but well-cut suit tipped his hat to shade his eyes as he peered up at the cockpit. Mitch concentrated on shutting down the engines, then followed Alma to the open hatch.

“M’sieur Claudet?” Alma called, and the white man swept off his hat.

“Madame Segura. Enchanté.”

Alma stepped up onto the edge of the hatch and made the jump to the dock. Mitch followed, on the theory that he was bigger than any of the other men he could see waiting. Not that he didn’t trust Claudet, but it seemed like a sensible precaution. Alma shook hands with Claudet, smiling politely.

“I’m afraid that’s the end of my French, M. Claudet. But I appreciate your being able to accommodate us on such short notice.”

“Not at all,” Claudet answered. “Believe me, I am relieved to get these goods off my hands. They are, after all, bought and paid for.”

Mitch suppressed the urge to roll his eyes. If Claudet was really that worried about fulfilling his obligations, he’d have flown the guns himself, and none of this would be necessary.

“I believe you said you could take the full load?”

“That depends,” Alma answered. “My plane is currently configured for passengers; I’m going to need some help getting those fittings out, and I’ll need a place to store them while we’re en route.”

“If you’d permit?” Claudet gestured to the hatch, and Alma nodded.

“Be my guest.”

Lewis stepped back, letting the Frenchman aboard, and Mitch could hear voices for a moment as they moved further into the Cat’s hull. A moment later, Claudet was back, nodding as he swung himself back onto the dock.

“Yes, I can store all that for you, that won’t be a problem. How long will I need to hold it?”

“I don’t know exactly,” Alma answered. “No more than a week.”

“Very good.” Claudet nodded vigorously. “I will get my men to help you.”

It took almost half the afternoon to offload the Catalina’s passenger fittings, the bunks and the expensive chairs carried into a corner of the warehouse, the curtains and pillows and monogrammed blankets all packed into crates and stacked with them. Once that was done, the loading went quickly, but the sun was setting by the time the last crate of ammunition was onboard and secured. None of the boxes carried Fusil Darne’s name, Mitch noticed, and he couldn’t hide a sardonic smile. Claudet lifted an eyebrow, and Mitch gave him his most innocent look.

”I thought you said this was all legal.”

“Yes?”

“No labels.”

“That is for my sake,” Claudet said. “It is legal, certainly, but the Italians have agents here, like everyone else. And they are determined that there will not be another embarrassing failure, like in ’95.”

“Problems?” Alma asked, coming up beside them, and Mitch shook his head.

“None that I foresee,” Claudet said. “I will put an extra watchman on the dock tonight—there are always two in the warehouse, but I think it would be wise to watch the plane more closely.”

“Do I need to leave a man aboard?” Alma asked.

Claudet shrugged. “If they get past three of my men, I doubt one more will make enough difference.”

Alma considered. Mitch could almost read her thoughts, the same calculations they would all be making: was it better to protect the cargo, or to get a good night’s sleep, given the long flight ahead. Better to get the sleep, Mitch thought, and wasn’t surprised when she nodded. “True enough. And I assume trouble would raise an alarm.”

“Most certainly,” Claudet said. “And I pay the police to be assiduous in their attentions.”

Mitch couldn’t help lifting an eyebrow and Claudet smiled.

“Except of course when I pay them not to be.”

Alma laughed softly, but Claudet sobered quickly.

“You should know, Madame, that the Italians are taking this invasion very seriously. As I was saying to M. Sorley, here, they have any number of agents in Alexandria. I would not worry so much about trouble on the dock as about those agents radioing ahead to their troops. The Italian air force has been much engaged, or so one hears.” He turned to stare into the sun that glared almost cherry-red between the housetops, bloody light and heavy shadows spreading across the water. “That is why I would not make this flight. The Italians have control of the air. I do not think they’ll let any relief flights get through.”

“We’re landing well behind the front lines,” Alma said.

“Don’t tell me where.” Claudet lifted his hands. “I don’t want to know, even if I can guess. But there’s not much that would be of use to the Ethiopians that isn’t within range of the forward bases.”

Alma looked thoughtfully at him. “You’ve flown this route many time, I believe?”

“I have.”

“If you were taking a flying boat, given the circumstances, how would you go?”

“I would stay to the west of my destination for as long as possible,” Claudet answered. “But you’ll still be within range.”

“We’ll have to chance it,” Alma said, and held out her hand. “Thank you for your help.”

Claudet took it. “I have done very little. But—my son is my co-pilot. The way things are going, he’ll probably end up being shot at for someone, but—not now. Not for this.”

“I understand,” Alma said, and they moved away.

And the trouble was, Mitch thought, he did understand. If it was Jimmy, he’d feel the same. The real reason they were doing it was that Iskinder was a friend, was their Lodge-mate, bound by the same oaths and promises as they. He wouldn’t do it for anything less, but it was certainly enough.

It took a while to catch a cab back to the Metropole, and Mitch found himself watching the traffic warily, looking for cars that seemed to follow theirs. There was one sedan with mismatched headlights, its color unreadable in the dark, that stuck behind them for blocks, but turned off before they reached the Corniche. He sighed in relief, but as they climbed out in front of the hotel and Lewis leaned in to pay the driver, Mitch thought he saw the same mismatched lights among the oncoming traffic. They were gone before he could be sure, and he stood staring for a moment, until Alma touched his arm.

“Everything all right?”

“I’m not—I thought maybe there was a car following us.” He shook his head. “If it was, it’s gone now.”

Alma’s mouth tightened, but then she shrugged. “Well, following us here isn’t so bad. It doesn’t get them any closer to Iskinder. And anyway, we’ll all be out of here tomorrow.”

“True enough.” Mitch followed her into the lobby, where a hundred electric lights glowed in the elaborate sconces and the enormous chandelier. An orchestra was playing in the dining room, and couples in evening dress were standing in the bar. And tomorrow, he thought, we fly south into a war.

 

Alexandria, Egypt

January 3, 1936

It was past midnight, but Jerry was still awake, watching the curtains shiver in the night breeze. The air was cold, and he was glad of Willi sleeping next to him, extra warmth against the winter chill. The waxing moon cast faint shadows: the night was clear, and he hoped the good weather would continue for the next few days. Alma was going to need all the breaks if this was going to work out.

Next to him, Willi shifted, starting awake from a dream, and Jerry moved to accommodate him. They lay for a moment in silence as Willi’s breathing slowed, and then he said, “You wish you were going.”

It wasn’t a question, but Jerry answered anyway. “I wish I was. I wish I could.”

“And if you could, of course you would.”

There was bitterness in Willi’s voice. It made Jerry glance sideways at him. “’.I told you, Iskinder is my oldest friend. I’d do it for that alone.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“What’s wrong?”

Willi shook his head. “A dream. Nothing.”

“I’m worried, too,” Jerry said. “Did you think I wasn’t?”

Willi shook his head again. “No.”

“I want to go with them.” Jerry rolled onto his back, staring at the ceiling where a band of moonlight swept like a clock’s hand across the cracked plaster. His stump rubbed against the sheet, and what felt like a jolt of electricity lanced through his missing ankle, real pain for a phantom foot. He winced, shifting his other foot to press against the tingling bone, but as always there was nothing there, and nothing to do but ride it out. “I know I can’t, I’d only be in the way, but—”

“What would you do? Even if you were whole? You’re not a pilot. Or a gun-runner.”

“This is my Lodge,” Jerry said, and wished he could swallow the words as soon as they were spoken. He felt Willi tense, his muscles tight with the effort not to pull away. They lay in silence for a moment, and another bolt of pain shot through his missing foot. He jerked and swore, and Willi touched his shoulder, silent apology.

“Do you need anything?”

Jerry shook his head. “It’s just my leg.”

“A glass of bourbon?” Willi propped himself up on one elbow.

It might be a distraction, but it wouldn’t really help. “Thanks, but no.”

“They’ll be all right,” Willi said, after a moment. “Alma is very good—as are the others—and the Catalina is a quite remarkable airplane.”

“I know.” Jerry drew up his leg, rubbing the stump against the sheet as though that might help. The pain eased for a heartbeat, then bit again, and he deliberately ground the sorest spot against the linen. Sometimes it helped to fight fire with fire.

“The Italians won’t shoot at them. The plane is well marked, and America is not involved. The last thing the Italians want is an international incident. And besides, from what Ras Iskinder said, they’ll be landing well behind the front lines.”

“If the Italians shoot them down, all they have to do is deny it ever happened,” Jerry said. “Who’d know? A crash over unfamiliar terrain, engine trouble—and they shouldn’t have been there in the first place—”

“Floyd Odlum would not take kindly to losing his plane,” Willi said. “Even if it wasn’t where it was supposed to be. Your friend Kershaw isn’t without influence, and the Swedish government would certainly take an interest. No, the Italians aren’t stupid. This whole invasion is dubious enough without making more enemies.”

“You’re right.” The pain was easing, and Jerry shifted cautiously to a more comfortable position. “I just—I wish there were something I could do.”

“You made the arrangements,” Willi said. “Surely that counts.”

“No, I know. I—This is only the beginning. The next big war is coming, hell, it’s already begun, and I’m a useless cripple—” He bit off the rest of what he might have said, already ashamed of his weakness, and Willi made an indignant sound.

“You are crippled, yes, but you are hardly useless. You always find a way to manage.”

“I don’t know how.”

“You really think there will be another war,” Willi said.

“I’m sure of it.” Jerry felt tears prickling behind his eyes, flung his arm over them angrily.

Willi shook his head. “Mussolini is a thug, yes, but no one is going to war for Ethiopia. Or for Libya. I’m sorry, Jerry, but you know that’s true. As for the rest of Europe—no one is going to be dragged into another war like the last one. We all lost too much.”

“They will,” Jerry said. “I don’t know how, but—it’s coming.”

Willi rolled over, wrapping himself around Jerry’s body, one arm across his chest, one leg pinning Jerry’s thighs. He brushed a kiss beneath Jerry’s ear. “You’re worried about Alma. And—yes, all right, it’s dangerous, but she is very good.”

The embrace felt good, solid warmth and weight against his skin, but it did not drive away the cold certainty: war was coming. But not tonight, he told himself, and did his best to relax under Willi’s hold. “I know,” he said, and closed his eyes against the night.

Mitch was up before dawn, full of the dubious alertness that he remembered from the war. The others were just as early, and they paid their bill and loaded their scanty luggage into the back of the taxi summoned by the hotel porter. Alma let him drive a block toward the Lake Mareotis terminals, then leaned forward.

“Wait. Stop here.”

The cabbie pulled over, glancing back at her with a tolerant look. “We go back for something, lady?”

“No. We need to stop at this address first.” She passed a slip of paper over the seat, and the cabbie took it with a shrug.

“Yes, sure, ok.”

There were more people in the streets in the neighborhood where Jerry lived, though you could hardly call it crowded, the first wave of workers heading out, cooks and bakers and the early shopkeepers, most with a shawl over their heads against the early-morning chill. Overhead, the stars were starting to fade, though the eastern horizon was still hidden behind the houses. The moon had been down for hours: not light enough to fly, Mitch thought, but getting there.

The cabbie pulled to a stop outside Jerry’s flat, and Mitch levered himself out of the back seat. There were lights on behind the third floor windows, and a moment later, the main door opened. Jerry and Iskinder crossed the sidewalk together, and Mitch stepped aside to let Iskinder crowd into the cab next to Alma. Jerry looked up and down the street, then looked at Mitch.

“What do you want me to do if there’s trouble?”

“If we’re not back by the 8th, wire Henry in Palermo,” Mitch said. It was the best he could think of. “He should know where to start.”

Jerry nodded and took a step back. “Good luck.”

“Thanks,” Mitch said, and crammed himself back into the taxi. The others shifted uncomfortably, Alma practically sitting on Iskinder’s lap, and the cabbie gave them an uncertain glance.

“The Lake Mareotis terminals,” Lewis said, before the man could protest, and the cab pulled slowly away from the curb.

“You’re sure von Rosen knows where to meet us?” Mitch said, and Alma scowled at him.

“I was as clear as I could be. And if he’s not there, he’ll just have to find another ride.”

There was nothing to say to that, and Mitch was conscious he was only talking out of nerves. He braced himself against the seat, hoping the door was solidly latched, and hung on until they pulled up outside the cluster of buildings that made up the lakeside terminal. There were lights on in the main building, but most of the warehouses were still dark and shuttered. Mitch hauled himself out of the back of the cab, then steadied Alma as she climbed out.

“I don’t see Claudet,” he began, and she shook her head.

“Third door down.”

He looked again, and realized that one of the shadowed rectangles was a little lighter than the others. Maybe there was a light inside, it was hard to tell, but at least it was someplace to go. He picked up his satchel as the cab pulled away, and then Alma’s, both equally small and light. Iskinder had no baggage at all, not even a bundle, and Mitch felt a cold finger touch his spine. Iskinder was heading home, yes, but home was at war. He had come this far with less than nothing, from what Jerry had said, and the only thing that mattered was the cargo he was bringing with him. Iskinder saw him looking then, and gave a wry smile.

“You can’t know,” he said softly, “I can’t tell you how much difference this will make. And—I have to say it again, Mitch, it’s dangerous.”

“You’ve said that enough,” Alma said. She put a hand on his shoulder. “I believe you, I really do. But this is work put before us.”

Iskinder smiled again, the expression more relaxed. “I suppose it is—”

A movement in the shadows caught Mitch’s eye, and he was already turning as the men emerged from the alley between the first warehouse and the main terminal, putting himself between them and the rest of the group. None of them seemed to be carrying guns, but there were five of them, and at least two were carrying what looked like lengths of pipe. A third carried a knife, and Mitch was willing to bet the other two were equally armed.

“Hey,” Tiny began, and Lewis took a quick step forward, putting himself at Mitch’s side.

“Go on,” Mitch said, to Alma. She took a step back and screamed, sounding as loud as a steam whistle in the pre-dawn quiet. The first of the men faltered, and Mitch took a quick step forward, swinging for his jaw. He connected, and the man dropped like a stone. Mitch shook his bruised hand, swearing, and Alma screamed again. A second man rushed him, pipe swinging. Mitch ducked under it, and drove two short jabs into the man’s stomach. He doubled over, and Mitch knocked him backward with another fist to the jaw. He stumbled and fell back, dropping his pipe, and Mitch scooped it up. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lewis knee a third man in the groin, leaving him kneeling on the pavement clutching himself.

Lights flared in the terminal, doors opening, and Mitch lifted the pipe. “Stay back!”

Alma screamed a third time, and a handful of men sprinted out of the terminal, several of them in uniform. One of the attackers looked over his shoulder, and quickly backed away, shouting something as he went. The one Lewis had kicked managed to hobble a few yards, only to be dragged back by one of the uniformed men. Another man in uniform bent over the unconscious man, and a man in a good suit said, “What has happened here?”

“These men attacked us,” Alma said. She was pitching her voice a little higher than usual, and Mitch gave her a wary glance. “I think they wanted to rob us!”

Men had emerged from the warehouses behind them, too, among them Claudet and a young man who had to be his son. And von Rosen, lagging behind the others, a worried frown on his thin face.

“And what are you doing here so early?” the man in the suit asked.

“We’d arranged with the tower to leave first thing,” Alma said, still high and breathless. “As soon as the horizon was clear, so we wouldn’t be in anyone’s way.”

“That’s right, lieutenant,” one of the other civilians said. Mitch thought he was one of the men who worked the tower. “We have them on the schedule.”

The lieutenant looked down at the one who was still unconscious, and prodded him lightly with one foot. The unconscious man didn’t move, and the other looked up again. “You will need to make a formal report, madam. If you expect us to prosecute.”

“But you’ve stopped them,” Alma answered. “No one was hurt, and I expect they’ve learned their lesson.”

Someone, perhaps Claudet, made a choking noise. The lieutenant gave her an illusionless stare. “So you don’t want to press charges, madam.”

“We don’t have time to make a report,” Mitch said bluntly. “We promised the tower we would be in the air before the regular flights left.”

“That’s so,” another of the tower workers said. “It was all arranged, lieutenant.”

The lieutenant looked at him, and then back at Mitch. “It is your civic duty—”

“We’re under charter, and that puts us under a deadline,” Mitch said. “I’m sorry, lieutenant.”

The lieutenant sighed. “As you wish. I will merely point out that under the circumstances we cannot hold these men, and you may well find on your return that the matter is not settled…”

He let his voice trail off suggestively, and Alma smiled widely.

“Thank you so much for understanding, lieutenant! And now we have to start loading.”

She turned away, and the rest of them trailed behind her, Mitch pausing only to pick up the bags he had dropped. Alma had sounded strangely like someone there, he thought—like Stasi, in fact. And that was almost as disconcerting at the attack itself. He shook his head, and followed her on into the warehouse.

Alma took a deep breath as she came into the lights of Claudet’s warehouse and heard the door close solidly behind her. Claudet was shaking his head, exclaiming in French; Iskinder answered him in the same language, and then they both switched to English.

“You’re not hurt, Madame? Or any of you?”

Alma gave them a quick once-over, but aside from Tiny looking pale and Mitch rubbing the knuckles of his right hand, everything seemed normal. “We’re fine. Have you had any trouble? Is the Cat all right?”

“We have seen no one,” Claudet answered. “And Paul—my son—he watched the plane himself all night.”

“There was nothing and no one,” the younger man said. He looked startlingly like his father, Alma thought, though his English was almost unaccented. “It was very quiet.”

“It would be wise to check it over thoroughly anyway,” von Rosen said. “No disrespect intended to M. Claudet or his son.”

“We’d do that anyway,” Alma said briskly. It was definitely time to take matters in hand. “M. Claudet, were you able to arrange the fuel I requested?”

“Indeed I was.” Claudet straightened slightly. “All tanks are full and you are ready to go. Also I have the forecast for the south.” He produced the flimsy with a flourish, and Alma took it.

“Thank you. All right, gentlemen, let’s get aboard. The tower’s waiting on us.”

They took a little extra time with the checklists and with the walk-around, then sounded and sampled the fuel tank to be sure it was still full and that nothing had been slipped into the tanks while everyone was watching the fight. And that was all they could do, Alma knew. There wasn’t time to break down every system, check every cable; they had to assume that Paul Claudet had done his job, and take their chances. The sky was lightening, the eastern horizon showing sharply now, and she settled herself into the pilot’s position, fitting her headphones to her ears.

“Tiny, let the tower know we’re ready to start engines.”

“Yes’m.” There was a little silence. “Ok, Tower says we can start up. They’ll clear us to taxi once we’re running.”

“Roger.” Alma glanced at her instruments, checking that all the auxiliary systems were up and running. “Lewis. Let’s start her up.”

“Roger.” Lewis’s voice was reassuringly relaxed. “Left and right valves on.”

Alma set the propellers to their highest rpms, and opened the throttle to the first notch. “Propellers and throttle set.”

“Engines ready. You can set the ignition.”

Alma flipped both switches. “Ignition on.”

The starter rumbled, the big plane shivering slightly as engines began to turn. The starboard engine caught and steadied, and then port, and Alma eased the throttles back to their lowest position.

“We’ve got oil pressure,” Lewis reported. “Temperature’s rising nicely.”

“Roger.” Alma watched her gauges, waiting for the oil temperature to hit the minimum, her eyes flicking across the rest of the instruments. Everything was normal, perfect—as it should be, they’d had plenty of time to baby the Cat while they were in Italy. Everything should be in ideal shape for the flight.

“Oil temperature is at 104 and steady,” Lewis said.”

“Roger.” Alma adjusted the throttle again, feeding a bit more power to the engines.

They moved smoothly through the rest of the checklist as the sky grew lighter beyond the cockpit. Along the lakefront, the buildings grew more distinct: plenty of light to take off in, Alma thought, particularly with an entire lake to work with. At last Tiny reported the last gear stowed, and Alma looked at Mitch.

“All right. Call the tower, please, we’re ready to go.”

Mitch reached for the radio, switching himself to the tower’s frequency. “Tower, this is Gilchrist Aviation. We’re ready to taxi.”

The tower’s answer was reassuringly prompt. “Roger, Gilchrist. You are clear to leave your dock.”

Alma slid back the cockpit’s side window and waved to Tiny, perched on the chine rail to release the last mooring rope. She couldn’t see him wave back, but a moment later, the Cat’s motion changed, and then the hatch slammed shut as Tiny pulled himself aboard.

“All clear,” he shouted, and Alma worked throttles and rudder, steering the Cat toward the main taxiway. The sun wasn’t up yet, but it was light enough to see the buoys and the markers, the boats and occasional plane still at their moorings. The lake stretched clear ahead of them: plenty of room, she told herself again, and no fishing boats to get in the way.

“Gilchrist Aviation, this is the tower. You are clear to enter the taxiway.”

There were the buoys, unlit at the moment, but clearly visible, standing tall out of the calm water. Alma lined the Cat up between them, checking the control settings one last time, rudder and elevator and aileron tabs, floats locked solidly in the down position.

“Roger, Tower,” Mitch said. “We’re in the taxiway.”

“We confirm that, Gilchrist. You are now clear for take-off.”

“Roger, Tower, clear for take-off,” Mitch repeated. “Thanks.”

Alma advanced the throttles, feeling the big engines rev up to full speed. The Cat lumbered forward across the water, heavier than she was used to with the full cargo in the back, but not so different from the Terrier after all. She took her time, letting the speed build, and at last felt the lift catch the Cat’s massive wing. She eased back the control yoke and the Cat rose gracefully, shedding water from her sleek hull. She climbed easily, toward the rising sun, the horizon now showing a clear line of light.

“Floats are up and secure,” Lewis reported.

Alma checked her own instruments. “Confirmed. I’m turning to heading one-four-seven. Our bearing to Cairo, right, von Rosen?”

“That’s correct. As the sun comes up, you’ll see the delta under your port wing.”

“Confirmed.” Alma put the Cat into a gentle climbing bank, bringing them onto the new heading. “Very good, gentlemen. We’re on heading one-four-seven, outbound for Cairo.”

She let the Cat climb slowly, not pushing the engines, until they settled into their cruising altitude at 10,000 feet. That was high enough to keep them above any weather—though Claudet’s weather report was promising clear skies most of the way south—but would still give them a decent view of the landmarks below. Or at least it would once the sun came up; at the moment, she could see the horizon plainly, but nothing more than shadow on the ground. At least Jerry was right about one thing: it would be very hard to miss the Nile.

The sun rose as they passed Cairo, the light spilling white-gold over the lush green of the delta and the pale sand beyond. Cairo itself was a tangle of buildings to the east of their line of flight, pale stone new and old, and Alma touched the intercom button.

“Tiny. I think we’re going to be passing over the pyramids—take a look to port and tell me if you see them.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Tiny answered. There was a little silence, the engines droning on, and then Tiny gave a startled yelp. “There they are! Just like you said, off to port. It really is them.”

Alma grinned, and Mitch covered his mic.

“That was nice of you.”

She covered her own mic as well. “It seemed a shame for him to come all the way to Egypt and not see a pyramid or a mummy.”

Past Cairo, they turned more or less due south, following the Nile. It was impossible to miss, as both Jerry and von Rosen had promised, a brilliant line of green against the sand. Alma had flown over the desert before, but this was different—bigger, emptier, nothing but sand, the contrast between the green and settled land and the desert as sharp as if it had been cut by a giant knife. This was the Egypt of her childhood Bible stories, a book she’d carried from posting to posting until it disappeared on the way to Colorado when she was nine. This was Jerry’s Egypt, land of Pharaohs and animal-headed gods, the source of a hundred photographs he’d shown her, empty valleys and ruined temples no more than a few scattered columns, faded paintings on the walls of underground tombs. They seemed more real than this, the sharp line between arable and desert, life and death.

After the third hour, they began to see a few wisps of cloud above them—about 15,000 feet, Alma estimated—and she kept a wary eye on them. The weather report had promised good weather all the way to Ethiopia, but she’d learned long ago not to rely on the forecasts. The clouds spread as they bored on to the south, but there was still plenty of blue sky between the patches, and the clouds themselves were thin, like sheets of pearl between her and the sun. Nothing to worry about yet, she decided, and checked her heading yet again. On her line, and the Nile was still off to starboard, a green line impossible to miss.

The intercom clicked. “Would now be a good time for me to get a feel for the controls?” von Rosen asked.

Alma glanced at Mitch. “Ready for a break?”

He shrugged. “Sure. I’ll make some coffee, if Tiny hasn’t already.”

“Good idea. Ok, von Rosen, come on up.”

He and Mitch traded places with a minimum of confusion, and then von Rosen had belted himself into the co-pilot’s seat. He studied the instruments in silence for a moment, and then looked over at Alma. “Very well. What do I need to know?”

Alma walked him through the basics, trying to remember everything that had surprised her when she first got behind the Cat’s wheel. After an hour or so, she let von Rosen take the controls, and slowly relaxed as he proved steady and competent. Mitch brought coffee, sweet and milky, and she drank most of it while von Rosen tried a few slow turns, getting the feel of the Cat.

“What do you make of the weather?”

“It should be all right. There’s often cloud like this along the route, it doesn’t mean anything.”

“Good.”

“In a bit—a little less than an hour, I make it—we have to make a choice,” von Rosen said. “The Nile veers south and west. It loops back again, like a giant letter S. We can either follow the river, which is longer but sure, or stay on this heading and pick up the Nile again as it comes back north and east.”

Alma reached for the map she had torn from the tourist guide. It wasn’t nearly as good as she was used to working with, but it showed the Nile’s broad bends clearly enough. As von Rosen had said, the river bent southwest, then curved back to the northeast; to cut across the top of the curve would cut hundreds of miles off the trip. And yet. She measured with her fingers, hoping the map’s scale was roughly accurate. “I make it about three hundred miles straight through?”

“About two-fifty,” von Rosen said. “Or you can follow the Nile to Wadi Halfa and then cut southeast. That makes it about two hundred miles.”

“What do you usually do?”

“I make the cut—I’m usually trying to save fuel, I don’t usually have the range of this beast. But also—I’m not in a flying boat.”

Meaning that he could put down in desert and have a remote chance of taking off again, Alma thought. They could probably put the Cat down on sand and not kill everyone on board, but they’d never be able to take off again. On the other hand, the further south they went, the less suitable the Nile was as a landing site. As long as her instruments were accurate, and they had been good all along, it shouldn’t be too hard to make the jump. There wasn’t enough of a crosswind to have to worry about that. “Wadi Halfa and then across.”

Von Rosen glanced at her, one eyebrow lifted. “You’re not going to consult your partner?”

“The Cat’s my baby.” Alma kept her tone completely matter-of-fact. She looked at the map again. “Then follow the river to Khartoum?”

“The Nile splits at Khartoum,” von Rosen said. “We should follow the Blue Nile, the eastern tributary. We can use that as a landmark as far as Wad Madani. After that, the most direct route is overland. There are a few landmarks, some bare hills and towns, but the better course is to home in on the radio station at Bahir Dar.”

Alma glanced at the map again, running the calculations. They’d be passing Wad Madani a little before sunset. That meant three hours and more flying through the dark over completely unfamiliar ground, relying on instruments and the tower at Bahir Dar to bring them in safely to Lake Tana. But it was the only way. At least the Cat had a direction finder, unlike the Terrier or the Frontiersman. She’d hate to try following a signal purely by whether it was getting stronger or not. “We’ll have to do it by radio.”

“There will be some moonlight,” von Rosen said. “Enough to see the hills, I think.”

“We’ll see.” I’d rather rely on the radio, Alma thought. I just hope they have a flare path laid out when we get there. She put that worry firmly aside, and touched the intercom button. “Mitch. Want to spell me for a bit?”

“Sure thing.”

She gave Mitch the new plan, which he accepted with his usual calm, then climbed through the hatch into the navigator’s compartment. Iskinder was sitting at the navigator’s station, and to her pleased surprise, Lewis was sitting at the radio station eating a sandwich, a cup of coffee set into the inset holder. He smiled, and she came to join him, bracing one hand against the nearest interior strut to balance herself against the plane’s movement.

“Tiny’s giving me a break,” he said. “There’s sandwiches in the galley.”

“I’ll get one in a minute.” Alma stretched, arching her back to feel the muscles pull and loosen, then worked her shoulders from side to side. “How’re things running?”

“The engines are good.” Lewis tapped the edge of the wooden table. “Fuel consumption’s a little better than I was figuring. I think we may have a bit of a tail wind helping us.”

“Wouldn’t hurt,” Alma said, and touched wood herself. She fetched a sandwich from the galley, sliced brisket and mustard on coarse bread, and seated herself opposite Lewis to eat. It was strange being on a plane with him and not flying, not being in charge, and she thought from his expression that Lewis felt the same. She checked her watch: just past one. Not quite halfway there. She craned her neck to see out the nearest window, the Nile still a ribbon of green through empty sand. People lived there, somehow, she told herself, but didn’t really believe it.

“Hey, Al.” Mitch’s voice crackled in her headphones. “Von Rosen says we’re coming up on Wadi Halfa. We still cutting across?”

“As long as everything looks good to you.” Alma twisted to see out the other window. Yes, there were buildings visible along the river’s bank, a scattering of low houses much the same color as the sand, and then bigger buildings, pale stone mixed with dirty brick.

“Everything looks good,” Mitch said. “Von Rosen makes our heading one-three-seven for about an hour and a half, and we should pick up the Nile again.”

“Sounds good.”

“Shortcut?” Lewis asked, after a moment.

“Sort of.”

Iskinder lifted his head. “We’re cutting across the loop, then?”

“That’s the plan,” Alma said. “Von Rosen says he’s done it before.”

Lewis nodded. “He’s all right.” He gave a sudden wry smile. “Well, I don’t actually like him, but he’s what he says he is.”

“He’s done well by our people,” Iskinder said.

That was reassuring, Alma thought. “I’m going to try to take a nap while things are calm.”

“Good idea,” Lewis said.

For a moment, Alma considered asking him to join her—she wanted him fresh for the landing, too—but she knew better. Someone had to stay on the radio, just in case, and Iskinder wasn’t trained to handle it; Lewis could rest while he listened. She made her way back to the flight engineer’s compartment, where Tiny had unfolded a pair of what looked like Army-surplus cots. The blanket and pillows bore the Consolidated logo, but Alma couldn’t help wishing that they’d been able to leave the passenger bunks in place. The cots looked penitential by comparison. But she’d slept on worse. She stretched out gingerly, drawing a blanket over her shoulders, and composed herself to sleep.

She’d done enough long flights to know the benefit of every minute of rest, but this time sleep wouldn’t come. The drone of the engines was usually soporific, but this time instead of drifting away on the noise, she jerked awake every time the Cat’s attitude changed. Finally she rolled onto her back, throwing her arm over her eyes. She was worried about finding the Nile again, she admitted. Jerry could remind her how big a river it was until he was blue in the face; the idea of crossing trackless desert with only the compass bearing to guide them made her stomach clench. And the desert was so different even from the deserts of the southwest, miles upon miles of wind-shaped sand, utterly featureless. If the compass wasn’t set right—but it was. She had set it herself before they left Alexandria—she had set it and Mitch had checked it. She looked at her watch and flung back the blanket. They should be coming up on the Nile again any minute. Once she was sure they were on course, she’d be able to sleep.

She made her way through the radio section, and leaned in the cockpit door. “How’re we doing?”

Mitch didn’t look away from the controls. “Steady on one-three-seven.”

“We should see the Nile any minute now,” von Rosen said.

Alma stooped further to see through the broad windshield. There was nothing but sand to the horizon, pale gold and smooth as any beach. When they’d been in Hawaii, Dora had called the beaches there “the big sandbox.” It was hard not to wonder what she’d make of this. Off to starboard, an outcropping of stone rose out of the sand, gray and jagged, too steep to hold the drifting sand, an uninhabitable island in a waterless sea. She caught herself listening to the engines, alert for any change in the steady beat. If anything went wrong, there would be no place to land, no help to come for them, no landmarks to guide them, just the endless, deadly sand.

The horizon had changed. There was a smudge, a darkening, and she held her breath, almost afraid to say anything. It was growing, though, and she leaned further forward, straining to make out details. “Is that—”

“There is it,” von Rosen said, pointing, and the relief in his voice told its own story.

Mitch’s shoulders moved, a sigh of relief. “All right. Where do we go from here?”

“Follow the Nile to Khartoum,” von Rosen said. “And then the Blue Nile to Wad Madani.”

Mitch looked over his shoulder, and Alma nodded. “It’ll be getting dark by then. We’ll pick up Bahir Dar from there. Von Rosen, I want you to take this next leg, give Mitch a break.”

“I’m fine, Al,” Mitch said.

“I want you rested for the landing,” Alma answered. “You can handle that, von Rosen?”

“Yes.” The count nodded.

“Good. Then I’m going to grab a quick nap.” She thought this time she might be able to sleep.


Palermo, Italy

January 3, 1936

Lunch in the dining room of the hotel was taxing with four children, even though Jimmy was well behaved and was doing his best to make Douglas behave too. But Merilee was only three and Dora was two, which made for quite a circus even if the boys were ideal. Thankfully, Henry Kershaw had volunteered to take the boys to the airfield this afternoon to watch the aviation companies breaking down their show and beginning to fly their planes out, so that would at least keep them busy for a few hours. Stasi suspected this was a favor to Alma, not to her, but she would take it.

Lunch, however, was a trial to be overcome first. Fortunately there were very few people in the hotel dining room at lunch, and even fewer if one came as early as possible. Today there was only one other party, a group of five men over on the far side by the windows, out of earshot of any normal conversation. One could not, strictly speaking, expect Dora and Merilee to maintain normal conversational tones, but they weren’t doing too badly today. The men seemed to be concentrating on their lunch rather than shooting nasty glances at Stasi and the children.

It wasn’t until they rose to leave that Stasi recognized one of them—Reichsminister Hess. He wore an impeccable gray suit, and the gentlemen with him were also well dressed, aviation executives perhaps, or some of the sponsors from Fokker or the other companies who had been so much in evidence. They were talking among themselves, and Stasi had only a moment to recognize Hess before he looked up and met her eyes. At that what was there to do? They were the only other people in the dining room, and they had been properly introduced. Cutting him cold was hardly an option. Stasi nodded and smiled politely.

To her surprise, he stopped. “Mrs. Sorley,” he said. “A pleasure once again.” He looked round at the four children, all of whom were staring at him. “These are all your lovely children?”

“Dora is Mr. and Mrs. Segura’s daughter,” Stasi said, giving him her hand, which he bent over courteously. The ring on his finger glittered in the light of the electric chandeliers.

“I believe someone said that you were Austrian?”

“Yes,” Stasi said airily, “My family had an old home near Budapest before the War. But that’s gone now of course. None of our lands are in the family anymore.”

“And you met Mr. Sorley…”

“Right after the war,” Stasi said, reclaiming her hand. Jimmy looked confused, as well he should since the entire conversation was in German. “Mitchell was an American military attaché assigned to the embassy in Budapest.” Which was entirely true, if anyone wanted to check Mitch’s record. “It was just a whirlwind romance!”

“Ah,” Hess said, inclining his head. “An American ace and a beautiful Austrian girl of good family. There is a motion picture in that.”

“One of those frothy ones with Ginger Rogers,” Stasi supplied, though there was no one on God’s green earth who resembled her less than Ginger Rogers.

“Do you never miss your homeland?”

“I think of it fondly, of course,” Stasi said, “but my life is with my husband and my children. I can imagine no greater happiness than I enjoy as wife and mother.” She gave him a brilliant smile. “And as you can see, I quite have my hands full!”

“I do indeed. I compliment you on your family, Mrs. Sorley. I hope you enjoy the remainder of your stay in Palermo.”

“I’m sure we shall,” Stasi said, nodding politely as he and the other gentlemen moved away.

She heard Hess turn to one of them in the doorway, “Now that is the model of Aryan womanhood, my friends.”

Douglas pulled at her sleeve. “What did that man say? He gave me the heebie jeebies.”

“We met him at the party the other night,” Stasi said, her eyes still on their retreating backs. “He said he hoped we enjoyed Palermo. I suppose it’s only to be expected that he’s lunching here since he’s staying at this hotel.”

If that was the ring that Lewis had meant—well, it had to be, didn’t it? There was something wrong, very wrong.

“I think he’s a ghost,” Douglas said.

“How could he be a ghost?” Jimmy demanded. “He’s absolutely corporeal. And everybody sees him.”

“I don’t mean like a real ghost,” Douglas said. For once he looked abashed. “I mean like a spook or something. Like he’s not completely here like the other men. Like a wraith.”

“What are you talking about?” Jimmy said. “He’s one of the aviation bosses.”

“I know what he means, darling,” Stasi said. She glanced at Douglas, who hadn’t touched his dessert at all. “Like he’s sold his soul.”

Elena arrived early in the afternoon, and Stasi turned the children over to her. She gathered coat and hat and gloves and made her escape before anyone could ask questions. Though why should anyone ask questions? And if they did, surely it was entirely reasonable that a woman might find it easier to run certain errands without four children in tow. To that end, she paid a visit to the nearest pharmacy, relieved to find that despite the medieval exterior it carried all the modern conveniences for ladies, and then found a small cafe where she could indulge in a coffee and a pastry—a harried mother grasping at anything that would prolong her freedom—and unfolded the thin magazine she had purchased the day before. If she was going to do what she had promised, write to Bullfinch and the others, she needed to have something more substantial to tell them.

Her Italian was not very useful for reading, but she knew the symbols on the smudged cover well enough to guess that the title meant something like “Great Mysteries Revealed.” A sphinx radiated light in the center of the page, and a confusion of occult symbols formed the border: not by any stretch of the imagination a respectable publication, and she folded the cover back, ignoring the articles in favor of the advertisements in the back. Yes, there it was, the crescent moon and star that for those in the know marked a member of the Leading Star, and the discreet advertisement—private consultations, she thought it said, and something about “impeccable methods.” The name was unfamiliar, Madame Serafina Refin, and probably false anyway, but the address was not, she thought, too far from the airfield. She reached into her purse for her Baedecker, and her fingers brushed the small pin fastened to the lining of her purse. She still didn’t travel without it, though she’d never expected to use it here.

As she’d thought, the address was on the way to the airfield, just behind the church of San Giovanni Evangelista; she finished her coffee without tasting it, left a proper tourist’s tip, and made her way back onto the crowded streets. The building was old and undistinguished, with worn stone steps up between windows that advertised a men’s haberdashery to the right, and a dispirited-looking stationer’s to the left. Inside, the hall was set with modern tile, an amber globe dimming the single light bulb so that it was almost impossible to see the discreet sign pointing to Mme. Refin at the back.

It looked like any small office from the outside, but when Stasi turned the knob, the door opened onto a comfortable, homey parlor. There was a wreath of pine boughs on the inner door, scenting the air, and a tiny stove that held a coffeepot in one corner; the overstuffed chairs were a little worn, but doilies hid the worst of that, and the velvet upholstery glowed in the electric light. She looked quickly around, seeing none of the usual paraphernalia, and the inner door swung open, the movement releasing another wave of balsam.

“Good morning, signora.” Madame Refin was perhaps fifty, and wore black like a widow, her heavy gray-streaked hair tucked under in a neat roll. She wore no makeup, and her only jewelry was a plain gold ring. Stasi saw her eyes move, a quick once-over, even as she gestured to the nearest armchair. “Please, have a seat. How may I help you?”

“I’ve come for some helpful advice,” Stasi said, using the phrase she had learned years ago in Vienna, and saw the woman’s eyes flicker again. Stasi perched on the edge of the chair and opened her purse, turning the flap so that Refin could see the pin.

“Ah.” Madame Refin took a breath. “And what brings a sister here?”

“I’m passing through,” Stasi said quickly. Best to make sure that there was no question of competition. “But I’ve had an unexpected offer, and I—have some doubts. I was hoping you might be able to offer some advice, either generally or in particular.”

“Go on.”

“I was thinking of going to Germany,” Stasi said. “Not that that was my original plan, but—this offer, you see. A friend told me that there are certain parties who are interested in mediumistic talents. And other things.”

“And you want me to tell you if you should go?” Refin’s eyebrows rose. “Surely you can read that for yourself. As you’re one of us.”

“I’m more interested in what sort of a group this might be,” Stasi said. “Whether they can or will pay me what my friend promises, and also what sort of work they’re likely to want done. My friend is being very cagey, and—I like to know what I’m walking into.”

“There are a lot of groups in Germany. “ Refin cocked her head like a plump pigeon. “Tell me, does this group have any, shall we say, governmental connections?”

“It might.”

“I’ve heard both Marshal Göring and Reichsminister Hess are in town.”

“I’ve heard that, too,” Stasi said, and met the other woman’s eyes squarely.

Refin leaned back in her chair. “Well, they’ll pay you. Or so I’ve heard. If it’s the marshal, he likes lots of pomp and incense, and he’s not fussy about either the methods or the results. The minister, though… You’d best be able to deliver the goods, and he’s not going to be fooled by any of the usual methods.”

“I’m pretty good,” Stasi said, and Refin shook her head.

“He and the people he works with, they’re very serious souls. And they don’t take kindly to being crossed.”

“What sort of group is it?”

“Rosicrucians, or something like that. And very, very Germanic. I don’t know their name, they don’t traffic with the likes of me.” Refin leaned forward again. “Listen, young woman, you asked for my advice. Well, this is it. Do not take a job for the minister unless you can actually do what you promise. People have ended up dead—messily dead—for less.”

Stasi felt a chill run down her spine. This was what she had come for, confirmation that Hess was part of the world of the German lodges, something she could take home once the job was over, but this—it was more than she had expected. “Thank you,” she said, and was pleased that her voice was still steady. “I expect I won’t be taking the job after all.”


Alexandria, Egypt to Bahir Dar, Ethiopia

January 3, 1936

Alma woke to Lewis’s hand on her shoulder. The light in the compartment had changed, fading toward twilight, and she sat up quickly. “How’re we doing?”

“We passed Wad Madani about forty minutes ago. Von Rosen has us looking for one last landmark, a town called Al Qadarif, and he says from there we should be able to pick up the station at Bahir Dar.”

Alma rubbed her eyes and stretched, the map unreeling in her mind. That meant they’d turned east again, heading toward the border of Sudan and Italian Eritrea. “Weather?”

“A few more clouds, but pretty much the same. Tail wind’s picking up, which is a help.” Lewis paused. “Coffee?”

“Thanks.” Alma took a few swallows of the scalding liquid, pale and sweet the way she liked it, and stepped through the hatch into the navigator’s compartment. Iskinder was sitting at the radioman’s station, headphone on, and he pushed them back as she approached.

“This seemed to be something I could do, listen for other traffic.”

“It’s a help,” Alma answered. “Anything?”

“Nothing so far.”

And that was definitely good news. The light in the compartment was heavy, golden; she bent to look out the starboard window and saw the sun toward the distant horizon, a dazzling smear of molten light. Below, the ground had changed, no longer barren sand but scrub and the occasional rock that cast enormous shadows across the broken ground. When she looked to port, the eastern sky was dark blue, the waxing moon rising toward the zenith. That would be a help, later, she thought, and went forward into the cockpit.

“How’s it going?”

Von Rosen had the controls, she saw, and Mitch looked over his shoulder. “So far, so good.”

“We’re looking for Al Qadarif,” von Rosen said. “That should be it ahead.”

Alma squinted, and thought she could make out darker shapes amid the dazzle, something standing up from the horizon. They were still heading south of west, but the sunset light was almost blinding. From Al Qadarif, it should be about three hours to Bahir Dar. “All right. Let’s switch over.”

“Sure thing,” Mitch answered, and began to free himself from the belts. Alma took his place, her adjustments automatic, and confirmed the heading and speed as she took the controls. The Cat droned on, smooth and easy at nine thousand feet. As Lewis had mentioned, a line of lower clouds was building in the west, and the patchy ceiling had dropped a bit, was maybe at ten thousand feet—presumably why they’d dropped below it, she thought, checking her instruments again as Mitch and von Rosen changed places.

“And what do you want me to do now, Mrs. Segura?” von Rosen asked.

“Help Tiny with the radio,” Alma answered. “Let me know as soon as you pick up Bahir Dar.”

For a second, she thought he was going to object, but then he nodded. “Very well.”

The intercom crackled. “Ok, Al, I’m up as flight engineer,” Lewis said. “I’ve sent Tiny forward to man the radio.”

“I’m on the radio, Mrs. Segura,” Tiny said, in almost the same moment. “And—hey, I’m picking up something.”

“What sort of something?” Alma frowned.

“I’m not sure. Sounds like another plane? Maybe a couple of them? They’re breaking up.”

The only other planes likely to be in the area were Italian—the commercial flights had all cut back, didn’t want to venture into a war zone any more than Claudet had. “Are they speaking English?”

“I don’t think so?”

There was a snap as another headset was plugged in, and a moment later Von Rosen said, “It sounds like Italian.”

“Can you get a heading?” Alma asked. She scanned the darkening sky to the east. That was where the Italian airfields were, on the Eritrean border, but there was nothing, just the streaks of green from her own dazzled vision.

“East?” Tiny said doubtfully. “The signal’s faint.”

Then, suddenly, there they were, two faint specks.in the distance. She blinked, trying to see details—biplanes, she thought. “Does Italy have biplane fighters?”

“Yeah,” Mitch said, and Lewis answered at the same time.

“They were at the show. Fiat CR.32. Couple of machine guns, top speed’s about two-ten.”

Faster than the Cat even if she risked going flat out—and with the bright red paint job for the show, they weren’t exactly inconspicuous, even with the sun behind them to dazzle the Italian pilots. She pulled back on the wheel, putting the Cat into a climb. If she could get above the cloud layer, put clouds between them and the Italians… “I see two biplanes east of us and ahead—about ten o’clock. I’m going to take us up.”

“Good idea,” Mitch said. He was leaning forward, craning to see the fighters. “Ok, I’ve got them. Looks like they’re running parallel with us.”

Damn. Why couldn’t they be heading for home, at the end of a long patrol, not expecting to see anything? Alma could almost feel the paint job glowing, like a neon sign against the sky. Next time she’d pick something less conspicuous, and the hell with showing off. “Any change, Tiny?”

“No, ma’am. They’re still just talking.”

They entered the cloud, the cockpit dimming as the canopy was covered with fog. Alma checked her instruments, and a moment later the Cat broke through the cloud, coming into sudden twilight. To the east, the sky was darker still, and she thought she caught a brief glimpse of one of the Italian planes as its wings caught the last of the light.

“Not enough cover,” Mitch said.

“No.” She scanned the sky ahead. The ceiling looked thicker to the south, and—yes, one of the more solid clouds rose like a lump of mattress stuffing ahead and to starboard. She banked the Cat, turning and climbing to put that insubstantial protection between them and the Italians. “Anything, Tiny?”

“No change.”

She leveled out, glancing over her shoulder, but she couldn’t find the fighters. She focused on the controls instead, the Cat bouncing as they skimmed the first edges of the cloud. Not through, she thought, not unless things get a lot worse, but just around, use it to hide us from anyone looking west. And surely the Italians’ focus would be on the south and east, not here.

“I can’t see them,” Mitch said. He looked at Alma. “But if they spotted us—they’ll be waiting when we come past.”

“Let’s hope they didn’t,” Alma said. “Von Rosen, Iskinder. I’m trying to keep clouds between us and the fighters, but I want you looking east just in case. Yell the minute you see anything.”

“That I can promise,” von Rosen said, and Iskinder echoed him.

The cloud was bigger than it had looked at first, a low lumpy bank that seemed to reflect the light of the rising moon. Alma skirted it carefully, the Cat bucking in the less stable air, and found a second cloud to hide behind. But then it was gone, the thin layer fraying away as well, and she took a deep breath.

“Tiny. What are you getting?”

“The signal’s fading,” Tiny answered. “Mostly static now.”

“Iskinder? Von Rosen?”

“Nothing,” Iskinder said, after a moment.

“I think we’ve lost them,” von Rosen said.

Alma heaved a sigh of relief. “Good. Keep listening, Tiny. Anything else like that, I want to know right away.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She kept the Cat above the clouds until it was nearly full dark. They passed Al Qadarif off the port wing, a flicker of lights glimpsed through a break in the dissolving clouds, and Alma brought her down through one of the increasingly wide gaps. The ground beneath them was darker now, as though there were more trees, but any details were lost in the rising night. She turned back onto the heading for Bahir Dar, the instruments glowing softly, and tried to relax. Not long before they could pick up Bahir Dar, and then it would be another couple of hours to the landing. She’d worry about that when they got there.

The Cat bored on through the night, the last color fading from the sky while the stars brightened in the breaks in the cloud. The moon was up, still several days short of full; better than nothing, Alma thought, but not really enough for a water landing. Not on a lake she’d never even seen in daylight. Iskinder had promised there would be flares, she reminded herself. That would be enough. She checked her heading again: still good, still flying straight and level even though the ground had disappeared beneath her.

“Tiny. Have you picked up Bahir Dar?”

“No, ma’am, not yet.”

“Let me know as soon as you find the signal.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

And if ever there had been an unnecessary order… Alma shook her head at her own nerves.

“I reckon we’re about fifty miles outside their range,” Mitch said. “Going by what Iskinder said.”

“I know.” Less than half an hour. And it was a good night for flying, the clouds clearing ahead of them, a decent moon and all the stars imaginable. The instruments were reading perfectly, the plane, workhorse that it was, was solid under her hands, everything working just as it ought. She took a deep breath, focusing her attention, and checked her heading again.

Half an hour passed at a crawl, then forty-five minutes, and she bit her tongue. Fifty minutes, and she glanced uneasily at Mitch, who looked away: her call, then. “Tiny. Check your frequency.”

“Yes’m.”

There was a pause, and then von Rosen spoke in her ear. “We are on the correct frequency. And he has been sweeping up and down the band just in case.”

“And nothing.”

“No.” Von Rosen paused. “Give them time.”

His words would be more reassuring if she couldn’t hear the worry in his voice as well. “Right. I’m continuing on our present heading.”

If worst came to worst, she could make a blind landing in the lake’s center. There was less chance of debris in the deep water, and in the morning they could figure out where they were and fly the rest of the way into Bahir Dar. Assuming she didn’t wreck the Cat, lose a float and flip the plane, or knock a hole in the hull. She had a searchlight in the bow, it would at least give her an idea of where the water was.

“Lewis. How are we doing on fuel?” His gauges were more accurate than hers, but mostly she wanted to hear his voice.

He didn’t answer immediately, and she imagined him reaching for his clipboard, checking the numbers. “About two and a half hours left. Not counting the reserve.”

The reserve tank had enough gas to keep them flying for another forty minutes or so: more than enough fuel to get them in. If they could just find the place. She refused to look at her watch, though she couldn’t keep her eyes from straying to the ground beneath. There were no lights, no sign of life, just darkness, as black as crossing the Mojave. Surely there were villages down there, hidden in the forest—no electric lights, not here, but not lifeless. The clouds had thinned to a few ragged wisps, barely enough to dim the stars; the moon was just past the zenith, a misshapen oval, the Cat’s nose almost black in its light.

If they had to land, she’d spend fuel to be sure she’d found the lake’s center. She could take her time, make two or three passes; with the weather as good as it was, the water should be calm enough to give them a good chance. And it would leave enough fuel to take off again come daylight, when it would be easier to find Bahir Dar—

“Got it!” Tiny’s voice was loud enough in her headphones to make her wince. “At least—I think so.”

“Let me hear.” That was von Rosen, and Alma held her breath. “Yes, that’s Bahir Dar.”

“What’s my heading?” Alma asked.

“Hang on,” von Rosen said, and a moment later Tiny answered.

“I make it one-five-eight.”

“One-five-eight,” Alma repeated, and banked the Cat gently to bring them onto the new heading. “How’s that look?”

“Um, ok? Maybe make it one-five-nine?”

Alma made the adjustment, the Cat sliding easily through the night. “We’re on one-five-nine.”

“I think—no, one-five-eight was better.”

Alma swallowed a blistering comment. “What’s my heading, Tiny?”

“Um. One-five-seven?”

He sounded even less sure of himself, and she saw Mitch shift beside her.

“Coming to one-five-seven,” she said. There was no immediate response, and she tamped down her annoyance. “How’s that, Tiny?”

“Good?” The boy’s voice was weak. “The signal’s really bad. I’m having trouble locking it down.”

Try harder. Alma swallowed that as well, and made her voice as calm as she could manage. “Have you got the station?”

“Yes’m.”

“Keep on it, and keep giving me headings. The signal will get stronger as we get closer, and you’ll have an easier time finding the exact line.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Tiny said again. She could hear him take a breath. “Stay on one-five-seven for now.”

“On one-five-seven, confirmed.” Alma checked her altitude and the artificial horizon, and beside her Mitch covered his mic.

“You think that’s good enough?”

Alma copied him. “For now. If it doesn’t get easier as we get closer, I’ll switch to that frequency myself, follow the beam by ear.”

“Ok.”

The Cat bored on through the night, the sound of the engines reassuringly steady. The signal grew stronger as they got closer, and Alma was relieved to hear new confidence in Tiny’s voice as he corrected the headings. Then the moonlight flashed on water straight ahead, a sudden brilliance against the dark.

“Von Rosen. Is this Lake Tana?”

“A moment.”

She didn’t take her eyes off the windscreen, but she saw Mitch look over his shoulder.

“Yes,” von Rosen said, raising his voice to be heard over the sound of the engines. “Unmistakably.”

“Tiny. See if you can raise the tower at Bahir Dar. They should be expecting us.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Alma realized she was holding her breath, and made herself breathe again, steadily, three counts in and four counts out. Worst case, they’d land in the middle of the lake, and find Bahir Dar in the morning…

“I have the tower,” Tiny announced, and didn’t try to hide the relief in his voice. “They say to continue on this heading until you see the city lights. The flare path is ready.”

Alma heaved a sigh of relief, and glanced sideways to see Mitch grinning. “Well, that’s a good start. I’m taking her down to 2000 feet.”

“Good idea,” Mitch said.

She expected von Rosen to return to the navigator’s station, but instead he braced himself in the cockpit’s doorway, stooping awkwardly to see through the windscreen. He wouldn’t do any harm there, she told herself, and concentrated on the instruments. They had reached the edge of the lake, and the water unreeled below them like beaten metal. She let the Cat drop lower, down to a thousand feet, and her breath caught in her throat as an island broke the mirror surface. That hadn’t been on her little map—but if they had had to land blind, surely von Rosen knew it was there, and would have warned her.

“Tell Bahir Dar I’m switching on our lights.”

“Yes, ma’am”

Alma flipped the switch without waiting for Bahir Dar to confirm, and saw the cone of light stab through the dark, dirty compared to the moonlight.

“They say they can see you,” Tiny reported. “They’re going to light the flares as soon as you get closer.”

Alma squinted into the dark. Was that the lakeshore ahead, or another island? They passed another, smaller island, and then she caught the first hint of light on the horizon.

“There,” Mitch said, pointing, and von Rosen leaned forward again.

“Bahir Dar.”

“Tiny. Tell Bahir Dar I’m going to pass over the town and circle back to land going north,” Alma said. That pointed them away from the land in case of trouble. Mitch nodded in agreement. “They can light the flares when we’re overheard.”

“Roger.” There was a pause while Tiny relayed the request, and then his voice sounded in her ears. “Bahir Dar confirms. They’ll wait for you to overfly the city and then light the flares. They confirm we’re landing to the north.”

“Roger. And tell them thank you,” Alma said.

She could see the city now, or at least a scattering of lights on the shore. There were a few lights on the water, too, dimmer and redder, and then they crossed over the shore, her searchlight briefly illuminating a scattering of tin-roofed dock buildings. She caught a glimpse of the town center, stone buildings amid the wood, and banked smoothly, taking her time to bring the Cat back onto the reciprocal heading.

“Flares are lit!” Tiny called, and as the Cat came around, she saw them, too, a double line of floating bonfires, stretching several thousand feet away from the shore.

“We’re coming in,” Alma said, and heard Tiny repeat her words to whoever was guiding them in.

“Tower says you’re clear to land,” Tiny said.

“Thanks.” Alma eased the throttle back, cutting speed, easing the yoke to drop them closer to the water. “Lewis, stand by for landing.”

“Everything’s green here,” Lewis answered. “Trimmed for landing.”

Alma checked her speed again. “Lower the floats.”

She felt the Cat shudder, the engines noises changing as the stabilizing floats moved into the landing configuration.

“Floats are lowered and locked,” Lewis said.

The indicator showed green in the cockpit as well, and Alma took a deep breath. “Tiny, stand by to take a line as soon as we’re landed. Von Rosen, you may want to sit down, this could be a little rough.”

He ignored her, and she put him out of her mind. If he wanted to risk a broken leg, that was his business. She checked airspeed and altitude again, remembering what she’d been told when she first started flying the Cat: keep the nose high and the speed up on a night landing, just in case you misjudge where the water is. The flare path stretched ahead of her, the searchlight pointing straight down the middle, the water flat and empty ahead of her. She eased the nose up another degree as they passed the first pair of flares, then the second, and the third. Every instinct screamed for her to hurry, to get them down, but she made herself take her time, shedding speed and height at a conservative rate. She had time, the water was clear beyond the end of the flare path—

“Now,” she said, and the Cat’s hull touched the water. It bounced and fell back, and then the second time the hull settled into the waves, slowing as they neared the last two flares. They were oil drums filled with something combustible, she saw, and already starting to burn down. She turned the Cat back toward land, and was not surprised to see a motorboat skimming toward them. “Iskinder. Looks like we have a welcoming committee.”

“So it seems.” Iskinder paused. “Thank you, Alma. I can’t say—I don’t have the words.”

“Consider us even,” Alma said, and for an instant her voice broke, thinking of Venice and Gil and a bedside wedding. So many oaths made then, so many promises given. Gil would approve, she thought, and concentrated on bringing the Cat to shore.


Alexandria, Egypt

January 4, 1936

Jerry took the summons to meet with Bill Peavey as a good sign. Surely it meant that he’d gotten permission from one of the people who owned houses in the area Jerry had selected to put a test trench in their yard or basement. Instead he was totally blindsided.

“Shut down? Are you kidding me? At this point in the game?”

Peavey looked at him across his desk, a frown on his long face. “I wish I were, Jerry. I don’t like this any better than you. But it has nothing to do with the sites or anyone’s confidence in you. The Met is shutting down all its digs in Egypt.” He picked up his pipe, knocking the ashes out of the bowl against the edge of his huge bronze ashtray. “Cool heads in New York think the political situation is ‘too unstable.’”

“The Middle East is always unstable,” Jerry said. “If we waited for peace in the Middle East…”

“We’d still be waiting in a hundred years. I know.” Peavey shook his head. “It’s not that. It’s this situation in Ethiopia. It’s got people worried. And nobody wants to piss off the Italians. Not with the number of digs there are in Italy…”

“Damn it.” Jerry sat down in the visitor chair. “This is about not annoying Mussolini?”

“It’s about more than that.” Peavey gestured toward the window with the stem of his pipe. “It’s about the safety of our teams. We’ve got a dig at Philae that’s only a couple of hundred miles from a shooting war.”

“Philae is nowhere near Ethiopia…” Jerry began hotly.

“Hear me out, Jerry,” Peavey said. “Wars grow. You and I both know that. The Met doesn’t want the situation they had in ’14, with teams strung out all over the world and no way to get their people home. And you know that shutting down a big dig in a responsible fashion takes time. They don’t want to wait until it’s too late. Once all hell’s broken loose, it’s too late.” He dropped his voice even though there was no one in the room but them. “What do you think will happen if you get into this thing and you’re right? You’re talking about an enormous dig, one that’s going to take five years to do properly. You’re talking about a site of enormous historical significance, a prize for any museum in the world. Use your head, Jerry. Do you want to make it that kind of target? We don’t have five years.”

Jerry met his eyes, blue and clear. It was so quiet that he could hear the traffic outside, the sound of a truck’s brakes, the call of a street vendor.

“I know,” he said into the silence. “We don’t have five years.” The truth fell like pebbles into a pond, a certainty born of the slant of Alexandrian sunlight across the worn boards of the office floor. “Five years. 1941.”

“We’re out of time,” Peavey said quietly. “Some other year, Jerry.”

“Yeah.” But there was no other year, not for him. In five years he’d be fifty-three. In ten he’d be fifty-eight. He was out of time. “Some other life,” he said, and gave Peavey a half smile. Peavey wouldn’t be here in a decade either. The Soma was slipping away from both of them, a mirage of the unattainable, the lost tomb of Alexander the Great lost once more.

“Alexandria will be here,” Peavey said.

“I know.”

“You’ve got as much time as you need to finish up the site you’re on,” Peavey said. “The Pylon of Isis is a nice find.”

“It is,” Jerry said. Nothing compared to what he’d hoped. Nothing like the Soma, so tantalizingly close and so far.

“Another month or so?”

“Maybe. I should certainly be able to finish the field work in that, including the photography.”

“Good.” Peavey was solemn. “You’ve done good work here.”

“Thanks.” Jerry heard his own voice as if from far away. He was losing the Soma.

“The Met’s not going anywhere either,” Peavey said, getting to his feet.

“I know.” The Met would come back someday. A decade was nothing to them. But for him…

Peavey put out his hand. “I’m looking forward to seeing the translation of the inscriptions.”

“So am I,” Jerry said. “I mean, I’m looking forward to working on them. I should have some rough stuff for you next week.”

“That sounds great.”

Jerry wasn’t sure how he got out of the office and down the elevator, through the lobby and out into the street. He stood there a moment in the sunshine, the life of Alexandria going on around him, the ceaseless pulse of the city under a sun that never changed, not though centuries passed since it shone on the dome of the Soma rising above these same streets, the lighthouse white in the noonday brightness.

He was losing it, losing his Alexandria as surely as Antony hearing a procession depart by night. Jerry stood on the sidewalk with the taste of gall in his mouth while pedestrians went around him, heedless of the tides of fate, of the rumblings of distant war.

Willi took the news as badly as Jerry had expected him to. He stood beneath the tent they’d erected over the stub of the Pylon of Isis, now cleared to the level of the Ptolemaic street it had first faced, gesturing in frustration. “This is ridiculous! We have come so far, and now we are just on the verge! We are almost there. A test trench or two, a small amount of time and money!”

“I know,” Jerry said. He looked down into the pit at the two workmen’s heads, busy clearing the last dirt from around the base of the pylon. They couldn’t understand a word of what he and Willi said: they were arguing in German. “But the Met is closing down all their digs. It’s about politics. They don’t want it to be like it was in 1914.”

“It is not 1914,” Willi snapped. “And we are so close!”

“It’s not up to me!” Jerry shouted. His frustration was getting the better of him, and to have Willi think, of all people, that he would want to give up now… He turned and walked back to their original tent. The table was spread with the map of downtown Alexandria, a circle drawn with a compass showing where he’d hoped to dig. With trembling hands, Jerry lit a cigarette.

Mohammad Hussein, the graduate student, was hovering awkwardly near the map, obviously not wanting to get into the middle of the professors’ quarrel. He touched the circle with one finger. “Is this where we will dig next?”

Jerry threw himself into one of the chairs, inhaling tobacco smoke sharply. “So we had hoped. But the Met is ending the dig.”

“You could not get permissions?”

“It’s not that.” Jerry shook his head. This was hardly fair to Hussein either, who had hoped for a full season’s work, valuable experience for a young man just beginning his career. “They’re afraid of another European war.”

“Oh.” Hussein sat down in the other chair. Over by the pylon, Willi had his back to him, supervising the diggers. “Well, it’s always something. But there’s plenty of time.”

“For you,” Jerry said, and then bit his tongue. It wasn’t Hussein’s fault that he was twenty-three. He could wait two decades if he needed to.

Hussein frowned, then glanced down at the map again thoughtfully. “What would we have been looking for?”

There was no harm in saying it now. There was no dig, and Hussein would be out of work in a few weeks, another young man’s career derailed by the vagaries of war. “The Soma.”

Hussein let out a long breath, then lifted his eyes from the map, dark and keen over his neat pencil mustache. “That’s where the old Greek said it was.”

“What old Greek?” Jerry asked. “Strabo? His writings were much too general for us to…”

“Not that old Greek,” Hussein interrupted. “The man who used to work for the water department. The poet. Mr. Cavafy. He worked for the water department for many years. He knew all of the Ptolemaic cisterns and Roman sewers like the back of his hand. He said it was around here, and that sooner or later someone would find it.”

“What?”

Hussein toyed with his fountain pen. “He was a friend of the English novelist, Mr. Forster. You know—A Room With A View? A Passage to India? He also wrote a book on Alexandria. He and Mr. Cavafy were good friends. Mr. Cavafy is in his book.”

“I do know who E.M. Forster is, yes,” Jerry said. An English novelist, to be sure. Also a notorious queer, though perhaps that was only known in queer circles. Perhaps this Cavafy… But how would Hussein… And light dawned. The dapper suits, the pencil mustache, the complete absence of mentioned lady friends—perhaps Hussein was like them. He might be, the way he was looking at Jerry just a little uncomfortably, as though wondering if he’d dropped too many hairpins or misjudged his audience. “Yes, he’s a fine novelist,” Jerry said reassuringly, hoping that his level gaze communicated all. “I do not know him myself, but everything I have heard of him is to his credit.”

Hussein dropped his eyes. “Mr. Cavafy often said that the Soma was there. He wrote many poems about Alexandria, as it was and as it is now. I do not expect they have been published in English.”

“And this Mr. Cavafy—is he here?” Jerry asked.

“He died three years ago. Cancer of the throat,” Hussein said. “He smoked too much.” He shrugged. “He was a very entertaining old man. Always kind to the young. A wise shoulder for broken hearts.”

“Ah,” Jerry said. It was clear now. Every community had those men, the old bachelors who were the gatekeepers, the ones who showed the young how to hide, how to find their own kind, and who gave them the undemanding affection that young men need. What affair of the heart Hussein had put upon him was doubtless long dead, but his regard for the counselor remained.

“He knew everything there was to know about the city water systems,” Hussein said. “He worked for the city for thirty years. And he read every bit of archaeology there was—more learned than most professors!” Hussein had a faint blush to his face. Had he absorbed an enthusiasm for archaeology when he was a young Adonis? “He said the Soma had to be in this area.”

“I expect it is,” Jerry said. He couldn’t help but feel a quickening of excitement, a quiver like a hound scenting something promising on the breeze. “The city water systems, you say. The Roman sewers are still in use, aren’t they?”

Hussein nodded. “Of course. And some parts are Ptolemaic. I don’t think there’s a complete map anywhere. Alexandria is like that. One city built on top of another all the way back to Ptolemy Soter.”

“But the Ptolemaic cisterns would have had to serve the Soma,” Jerry said. There was something he didn’t quite have.

“Of course. It’s a maze down there. Miles and miles of sewers and cisterns and catacombs. If anyone could ever properly excavate, they would find amazing things. Almost every cellar rests over a Roman building. There are whole streets down there, and catacombs and cities of the dead. The problem isn’t that we can’t find remains. The problem is finding the Soma among hundreds of ruins.” He shrugged philosophically. “And of course digging itself. This isn’t like the Valley of Kings. Everything has houses on top of it.”

“Just like there,” Jerry said, looking at the circle drawn on the map. A nice neighborhood, houses and streets and parks. “I’d hoped we’d get permission to dig from someone.”

“Well,” said Hussein, “there’s my parents’ house.” He pointed to a building just on the very edge of the circle.

“What?”

“That’s my parents’ house,” Hussein said. “My father’s a surgeon. That’s where I live.”

“You live there?”

“Yes.” Hussein looked bemused. “It was my grandparents’ house before that. Our cellar goes down into the Roman bits. There used to be a way to get into the catacombs from there, but my grandfather bricked it up because my grandmother complained that rats were getting in.”

“Your grandmother complained that rats were getting in?” Jerry felt he wasn’t having the most intelligent end of this conversation.

“Yes,” Hussein said patiently. “I don’t know if they were or not. It was before I was born. But the cellar does have a nice Roman arch and you can see where it was bricked up.”

“In your parents’ cellar?”

“Yes.” Hussein gestured at the circle. “It’s not in the middle of your circle, but off on one edge. But if you wanted to take a look you certainly can, Dr. Ballard. I wouldn’t think you’d need the Metropolitan Museum’s permission for that.”

“No, not at all.” Jerry got to his feet, feeling the rush of adrenaline in his veins. “Dr. Radke!”

Willi looked around, apparently surprised by the complete change of tone. “Yes?”

“Come with us. We’re going to go take a look at something.”

Willi came over, picking up his discarded jacket from a chair back. “What?”

“We’re going to have a look at brilliant young Dr. Hussein’s parents’ basement,” Jerry said, clapping Willi on the back. “Get a flashlight. And hurry.”

Willi seemed bemused as Hussein let them in through an elaborate wrought iron gate. “You think the Soma is in Dr. Hussein’s parents’ basement?” he asked in German. “Jerry, what in the world!”

It was only a short cab ride, fifteen minutes at best. “It’s down here,” Hussein said, leading them through the house. “It’s all right, Ahmed,” he said to the startled butler cleaning silver in the big kitchen. “These are my colleagues. We just need a look at the cellar.” He unbolted the door, then turned back to Jerry and Willi. “My father is at work and my mother has gone to Cairo to help my sister with the new baby. No one will mind.” He pulled a hanging string that turned on a bare bulb electric light over the very long stairs. “Watch your step. They’re a little uneven toward the bottom.”

Jerry followed him down carefully, Willi hovering at his elbow. “What are we doing?” Willi asked.

“We’re seeing if we can get into the Roman sewers,” Jerry said. A fever was on him. This was crazy, the longest of long shots, and but it was all he had. He’d never forgive himself if he didn’t at least try it.

“And then what?” Willi demanded.

“Then we’ll see.” There was an urgency in it, as though he were being pulled along by an invisible leash.

“Right over here,” Hussein said, leading them around a very modern hot water heater. “You can see the arch in this wall.”

“Indeed,” Willi said. He turned his flashlight on and let it play over the stones neatly filled with bricks.

Jerry reached up, tracing the shape of the original arch. “Roman barrel vault,” he said. “Unornamented. I’d say this was definitely part of the sewers.”

“My father said he used to get into the sewers to play when he was a boy, before it was bricked up. The kids used to roam around down there, but my grandmother thought it was dangerous. What if someone fell down there in the dark? Nobody would know where they were or ever hear them if they called.”

Jerry ran his fingers over the bricks, the crumbling mortar. It hadn’t been a good job of bricking it up, just a quick and dirty and cheap solution. Damp and time had already damaged it, unlike the Roman stone. In a hundred years the mortar would be useless. He could probably get bricks loose now with a crowbar…

“Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?” Willi asked. Jerry looked sideways at him and saw that he was smiling.

“I expect so,” Jerry said. “Mohammad, do you think your father would mind if we took a few bricks out?”

“I doubt it.” Hussein took his jacket off and draped it neatly over the water heater. “If he fusses, I’ll tell him I’ll pay to brick it back up again. Why not?” He grinned suddenly. “I’ve always been curious too.”

“Then do you have a sledgehammer?” Jerry asked.

“Of course. It’s up in the gardener’s shed. I’ll just run up and get it.”

Hussein was as good as his word, returning a few minutes later with the sledgehammer, a coil of rope, and another flashlight. “Ahmed wants to know why I’m going spelunking in the cellar. I told him it was archaeology.”

Willi threw up his hands. “And that explains all!” he laughed. “Then let us get this wall down! Hand me the hammer!”

It was short work to demolish the aging bricks enough to easily step through, their flashlights to light their way. Jerry flicked his over the arch above. “More of the Roman barrel vault,” he said. “This looks like a regular conduit.” It was about six feet tall—only Dr. Hussein had to bend to go through, the walls and floor still surprisingly regular.

“The Romans built to last,” Willi said.

“Wait until you see the Ptolemaic sections,” Jerry said.

Hussein was shining his light ahead. “My father said the footing was sometimes uncertain—ah! There.” His light played over a hole about a foot wide in the floor, the lip of it on both sides worn by water. “There’s one of the places where it flowed downwards from here. I think we can just step over it carefully.”

“Yes,” Jerry said. He was orienting himself easily. “Just above this, Willi—Dr. Radke—was the Roman street. This must have been one of the sewer lines that ran east/west across the city. There was one every few blocks. The drains would have been just over our heads, and then the runoff would make its way down like this.”

Willi looked at the hole doubtfully as he stepped over. “How deep is it?”

“Who knows,” Hussein said. “But if we keep going this way…”

Before he even finished speaking, the light showed an end to the tunnel, the tunnel broadening into a larger space.

“Good God,” Willi breathed, and Jerry flashed his light around it, a pale beacon against the eternal dark.

The sewer opened into a wide, round room, the floor an echoing distance beneath them, with various other sewers flowing into it through openings in the walls below and across, massive vaults holding up a space ornamented with elaborate columns ornamented with Ionic capitals and lotus blossoms alike, all done in golden sandstone that fairly glowed in the light of their flashlights.

“It’s a Ptolemaic cistern,” Jerry said. He shone the light down. Far below in the darkness there was the whisper of water, and the air wasn’t the least bit stale. There were outlets here to the living city above, and perhaps also to the sea. He put his hand on the wall, the rough touch proving it was real. “Ptolemy Philadelphus built dozens of them for the city water supply.” His voice ran round and round the chamber like whispers. “Philadelphus, Philadelphus, Philadelphus.”

“That’s what Mr. Cavafy said,” Hussein said quietly. “And that they made them beautiful because it was their way.”

“…it was their way,” the echoes answered back.

Willi’s breath caught.

Here, in the dark, it was easy to imagine them close, the men who had built this cistern, the generations who had used it not for the glory of gods but of men. “For the glory of the City,” Jerry said softly, and heard the echoes take it up. “Of the City, of the City, of the City…”

How then could he resist? “Agathos Daimon!” he cried aloud. “Agathos Daimon!”

The walls whispered it back a thousand times, Spirit of the City.

“I think we can get down here,” Hussein said, shining his light. About three feet down the wall there was a catwalk a foot wide, holes in the stone showing where a handrail had once been supported, though whatever wood or metal it had been was long gone. “We could go around to one of the other entrances. I expect that’s what the children did in my father’s day.”

Willi shook his head. “Jerry, I don’t like to say it…”

“I’m fine,” Jerry said. “Just give me a hand getting down.” If he sat on the edge, he could put his foot and his cane down on the ledge.

“You are insane,” Willi said. “You will fall into a Ptolemaic cistern.”

“I won’t,” Jerry said, leaning on Hussein’s arm to get down. “I’ll be very careful.” They inched their way around, Hussein ahead of him and Willi behind, Jerry very aware of how Willi hovered, as though he could possibly catch Jerry if he fell.

Even with care it was not easy, and Jerry felt cold sweat standing on his brow before they reached the first of the other entrances. Hussein climbed nimbly up three feet into the entrance. This was the tricky part—getting up rather than down, without falling backwards. And yet if they went back he’d have to climb up the way he’d gotten down. It was as easy to go forward as back.

They hauled him up by the arms, which was undignified, and Jerry sprawled for a moment on the stones, feeling their shape beneath his cheek. Rounded edges. Ptolemaic rather than Roman.

Willi shone the light at the ceiling, at the walls ahead. “Where are we?” he asked.

Jerry got to his feet heavily, stooping a little. This sewer wasn’t quite as wide. “Ptolemaic sewer,” he said, trying to get his bearings. “I think we’ve come a few points off east. If I were guessing.”

“Which way would the Soma be?” Hussein asked.

Jerry closed his eyes, trying to see the shape of the map he’d studied so often, to match it to the stones beneath his feet and over his head. “North and east,” he said. “Toward the line of the old Bruscheum wall. This…” He trailed his hand along the wall. “This should be beneath the Roman marketplace just north of the Canopic Way, beneath the old Stoa of Eugertes.”

Hussein nodded, but Willi frowned. “Where are you getting this? That wasn’t on the Strabo map.”

And yet it was on the map in his head, the one he knew in his dreams. East along the Canopic Way, past the shopping district that Ptolemy Eugertes had built, going toward the wall that separated the Royal Quarter from the rest of the city, the wall that had been the city’s first curtain wall back when Ptolemy Soter had raised Alexandria from lines drawn in grain, from streets laid out with stakes and string.

“It’s this way,” Jerry said, pointing along the tunnel. “Though we need to turn north if we can. The Soma is north of the Canopic Way and east of the marketplace. Let’s see if we can find a tunnel running north.”

“We probably can,” Hussein said cheerfully, taking the lead.

Agathos Daimon, Jerry said in his mind, Agathos Daimon, lead us true. Behind he heard a whisper, as if a mighty snake stirred in the darkness, coils shifting on stone.


Bahir Dar, Ethiopia

January 4, 1936

Alma woke to strong light and a riot of birdsong, and the fainter sounds of human voices on a distant street. Thin white curtains were blowing in the cool breeze that streamed in through the open window. She sat up, looking around for Lewis, and saw him emerging from the in-suite bathroom, rubbing his hair dry with a towel.

“Sorry, did I wake you?”

She shook her head. This was the Lake Tana Hotel, where Iskinder had brought them after they’d landed, leaving behind the plane and the docks with the promise that everything would be well looked after. She had been tired enough by then to agree, worn out by the flight and the landing and the sheer relief that everything had gone well, and the rest of their arrival was a blur. She reached for her watch, and stared at it for an instant before she realized it had stopped

“It’s half past ten,” Lewis said.

“Thanks.” Alma set her watch and wound it, reality rushing back in. They’d need to unload the machine guns and ammunition, then refuel for the trip back up the Nile. If the weather hadn’t changed, they’d have a headwind, too. “Do you know what we’re supposed to do next?”

“I just woke up myself.” Lewis gave her a quick grin. “Breakfast first?”

Alma’s stomach rumbled at the mere idea. “Yes.”

The bath was old-fashioned, but entirely serviceable. She bathed and dressed as quickly as she could, but it was still nearly eleven by the time they found their way down the central stairs and into the dining room. To Alma’s relief, Iskinder was there before them, his civilian clothes exchanged for a neat military uniform. A colonel, she thought, or the Ethiopian equivalent. Another man was with him, shorter and slighter but just as neatly dressed, and they both rose to their feet at her approach.

“Good morning, Alma,” Iskinder said. “Lewis. This is Colonel Tedesse Zere, who’s come to collect our cargo. Tedesse, these are Alma and Lewis Segura.”

“A pleasure, Colonel.” Alma offered her hand, and Tedesse took it, bowing slightly.

“May I congratulate you on a remarkable piece of flying? It’s not easy to land here in the dark.”

“Thank you.” Alma let herself be handed to a seat, and hoped food would arrive shortly. The dining room was empty except for their table, and she wondered how many European guests were staying at the hotel given the political situation. A white-jacketed waiter appeared with a coffee pot and she nodded for him to fill her cup.

“It’s European service here,” Iskinder said, and accepted a refill, but Tedesse looked pained and shook his head.

There was no menu, and the waiter hovered instead at her elbow. “Eggs and toast, miss? Pancakes? Oatmeal?”

“Eggs,” she said. Lewis chose pancakes, and the waiter backed away. The coffee was very black, and smelled of cinnamon; there was no milk, so she added extra sugar. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Lewis sniff it and give an appreciative smile.

“I suppose we should consider waking Mitch,” Iskinder began, and then his eyes slid past her to the door. “Ah. There he is.”

“Good morning,” Mitch said. Tiny, trailing behind him, managed to mumble something, his eyes wide, and took his place gingerly, as though something might explode. Iskinder made the introductions; the waiter brought more coffee and took their orders, and Tedesse rested his elbows on the table.

“Good. Perhaps we can begin?”

“Absolutely,” Alma said. The cinnamon coffee was growing on her, even without milk, and she took a deep swallow. “How can we help you off-load our cargo? And is it you we talk to about refueling?”

“Yes to the latter,” Tedesse said. “And there is plenty to spare. As to the former—I have a proposition for you all. In our current situation, the weapons are needed most on our northern front, which means we need to get them to Gondar.” He seemed to see Alma’s blank look and smiled. “Gondar is north of the lake’s northern edge, perhaps thirty miles as the crow flies. There are no large settlements on the lake edge there, but not far inland there is a decent road north, and I can arrange for my men to erect a temporary dock on the shore.”

“In other words, you want us to take the Cat on a short hop across the lake and offload our cargo there,” Alma said.

“Just so.” Tedesse steepled his fingers. “It will cut off days of travel around the lake.”

Alma glanced at Iskinder, who nodded. “And we need the guns now more than ever. The emperor has been on the offensive; we have had some small victories, but we need desperately to follow them up.”

Alma considered the question. Lake Tana was perhaps fifty miles from north to south, less than an hour’s flight. Even if they didn’t leave until early afternoon, they’d have plenty of time to fly up in daylight, unload, and fly back to Bahir Dar before dark. At worst, they could spend the night on the Cat—not the most comfortable option, but certainly no hardship. She looked at Lewis and then Mitch, who shrugged.

“Reckon Colonel Tedesse is right about not taking the guns around the lake.”

“I’d say so.” Alma looked back at Tedesse. “All right. We can do that. And then we’ll return to Alexandria tomorrow.”

“With full fuel tanks and the thanks of a grateful nation,” Tedesse said.

“I suppose,” Lewis said, “we ought to offer von Rosen a ride, too.”

Alma sighed, but nodded.

“Send a note to his room,” Mitch suggested. “Tell him to be at the dock by—whenever—or he can find his own way north.”

“The Count von Rosen has been very helpful to us,” Tedesse said, a little stiffly, and Alma resigned herself to the Swede’s presence.

Iskinder took them back to the docks as soon as they’d eaten, to find the Cat riding easily alongside the longest of the piers. A fuel truck was waiting, and Alma was relieved to find that the crew leader spoke a little English. He knew his job, too, even if he kept glancing curiously at Mitch, and they got the tanks full in record time. A taxi drew up at the end of the pier, disgorging von Rosen and a tall man in a good suit who helped him carry a chest down the dock to the plane. There was a large red cross on the lid, and Alma gave it a wary glance.

“What’s that weigh?”

“About fifty pounds.” Von Rosen gave her what was probably intended to be an ingratiating smile. “I am hoping you can take that much more.”

Fifty pounds wasn’t much, even carrying Tedesse and his aide. “Is your friend coming, too?”

The stranger swept off his hat. “I hope so, Mrs. Segura. Dr. Dawit Biniam. I am also with the Red Cross.”

A full fuel load, three more passengers, none of whom weighed more than a hundred fifty pounds soaking wet, plus a fifty-pound box of medical supplies. Even doubling that, they were well within the Cat’s capacity. “As long as Colonel Tedesse agrees, I’ve got no problem.”

“And I am happy to have them,” Tedesse said. “I am grateful, Mrs. Segura.”

“About this pier on the other side,” Alma said.

“I have radioed my men, and they have begun putting it in place. It should be ready by the time we arrive.”

“Then we’re ready when you are.” She looked over her shoulder, at the waterfront that looked like every other waterfront she’d ever seen. Even the metal roofs weren’t that different, and the old Ford truck idling outside the warehouse door was identical to one she’d owned herself. Only the people were different, dark-skinned, the men dressed in unfamiliar tunics of bright cotton over plain pants, the few women in long, loose dresses with heavy embroidery down the fronts or along the hem. It was weirdly disconcerting, and she shook herself back to the moment.

“Then let’s begin, Mrs. Segura,” Tedesse said, and Alma climbed aboard.

She fastened her seat belts as Mitch took his place in the co-pilot’s seat, and together they ran through the preflight checklists. Lewis started the big engines, and Alma cocked her head to listen as they settled into a steady roar. The long flight the previous day didn’t seem to have affected them, though she would like the chance to break them down before they left for Alexandria. Tiny poked his head into the cockpit, reporting the cargo secure, and Alma adjusted the intercom.

“Gentlemen. We’re preparing for takeoff.”

Tiny ducked out again, and a moment later she felt the hatch slam shut.

“Mooring’s released,” Mitch reported.

“All set, ma’am,” Tiny reported, breathless, and Alma advanced the throttle.

The lake was beautiful, as brilliantly blue as the sky above it, the low waves barely tilting the Cat’s floats. When they landed the night before, she hadn’t realized that Bahir Dar lay at the end of a long bay, a peninsula to the west and a headland to the east hemming in the taxiway. She was just as glad she hadn’t known that last night, and saw Mitch shake his head.

“A little tighter than I thought.”

“Me, too,” Alma answered, and couldn’t help wondering what surprises they’d find at the northern end of the lake. At least they would be making this flight entirely in daylight. “Tiny, get us clearance, please.”

It didn’t take long for Bahir Dar to clear them for takeoff, and Alma pointed the Cat north into the light wind. It was going to be a short flight, barely forty minutes more or less due north across the lake’s long axis, and Alma leveled off a five hundred feet. That should give her plenty of opportunity to spot any obstacles—it would burn more fuel, certainly, but the extra safety was worth it. The water unreeled beneath her wings, pure turquoise; they passed a couple of small islands and then threaded the needle between two larger headlands to emerge into the wider part of the lake.

They passed over a couple of fishing boats, and then a pair of small islands, followed by a larger one. The latter seemed to have buildings on it, though they looked old and run down and she couldn’t tell if they were still in use. It was a good thing she hadn’t had to try to land in the dark after all. There were a lot more obstacles than she had known to worry about. But it was done, and they were safe, making this crossing in broad daylight. She certainly wasn’t going to hit any islands. After a bit, she began to see the shadow of the far shore, and adjusted her mic.

“Colonel Tedesse. We’re coming up on the northern shore. Do I need to adjust my heading?”

“You should see the temporary pier,” Tedesse answered. “But if not, turn east and fly along the shore. You’ll find it.”

“Roger,” Alma said, and glanced at Mitch.

He covered his mic. “Well, it’s got the virtue of simplicity.”

“Yeah.” Alma craned her neck as the land came closer, but there was no sign of a pier. Plenty of scrub and trees and cleared spaces that might be fields, but no sign of anything man-made. She banked the Cat, running east along a shore that seemed splotched with patches of bright green that stretched into the water. Whatever they were, they were better avoided, she thought. And then she saw it, a finger of wood stretching out into the lake, men still busy along its length. “Colonel Tedesse.”

“I see it! Wag your wings and circle, and if it’s safe, they’ll send up two red flares.”

If it’s safe? Alma lifted an eyebrows, but said only, “Roger.” She tipped the Cat from side to side, the big plane ponderous in her hands, and circled back toward the lake’s center. As she swung back, she saw two red lights rise and blossom.

“Red flares, ma’am,” Tiny called. “Two of them.”

“I see them,” Alma answered. She banked again, checking the lake’s surface for any sign of rocks or plants or anything other than deep water. There was nothing, and she took a deep breath. “All right, gentlemen. Prepare for landing.”

She brought the Cat in gently, dumping speed as she skimmed the surface of the lake. The keel kissed the water, skipped, then bit, the hull wobbling as the floats touched. They were still a long way from the end of the pier, and she made a note to double-check the engines once they were docked.

“Cowl flaps open,” Lewis announced. “Temperature’s steady for the moment.”

“Let’s bring her in,” Alma said, and worked the rudder to turn the Cat toward the dock.

Lewis lugged the last box out the Cat’s side hatch, tipping it onto the dock where it could be collected by a pair of sweating Ethiopian soldiers, the end of a human chain that was manhandling the rest of the boxes down the dock. He looked over his shoulder to see Tiny stripping off his gloves, the cargo space empty at last, and straightened himself, bracing his arms against the edges of the hatch. At least it wasn’t summer: the sun was warm enough anyway, and the air in the Cat was stale and smelled of sweat. The nearest soldier gave him an inquiring look, and Lewis spread his hands.

“All done.”

He wasn’t sure the man spoke English, but the soldier nodded. “Good. Good, that.”

He said something else to the man next to him, and the chain began to fall apart, soldiers and civilians stretching and easing their backs, conversation rising as they started to move toward the shore. Lewis stepped gingerly onto the rough-hewn planks, and moved forward to check the mooring lines. Everything was secure, and he shaded his eyes, looking down the length of the dock. There had been a truck at the end of the makeshift pier, but it had pulled away, and now the Ethiopians were loading the last crates into a cart drawn by a pair of oxen. He could see Alma and Mitch, talking to Iskinder, Tedesse, and a young man in uniform, and trailed after the departing soldiers to join them. Alma turned with a smile of welcome, and as always Lewis found himself grinning helplessly back.

“So what’s the plan?”

“Maybe a slight change,” Alma admitted. “It turns out we’re not as far behind the front as we’d expected, and we’re only a few miles from the field where the Air Force is doing its training. They’re short on parts and mechanics, and their commander—Colonel Robinson?—asked if we’d be willing to help out.”

Lewis hesitated, thinking of the Cat. “Just how close to the front are we?”

“Not too close,” the young man said. He was a lieutenant by his uniform and Tedesse stirred.

“Lieutenant Asha, this is Lewis Segura. The lieutenant is Colonel Robinson’s chief aide and translator.”

“Translator?” Lewis felt as though the hard labor of moving the boxes had slowed his brain.

“Colonel Robinson’s an American from Mississippi,” Mitch said.

“Well, that’s a help.” Lewis shook himself. “Sorry, Colonel. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. It’s just easier with a common language.”

“And I don’t speak aviation,” Tedesse said, politely. “But Colonel Robinson has done wonders for us.”

“He has made the air force,” Asha said. “But—you know we are under embargo?”

“I try not to think about it,” Alma said, and the young man grinned.

“We’re short on planes as well as pilots, and most of all we’re short on parts. This is a training field, and as such—well, things are always breaking, no matter how careful the students are. And at some point, they must stop being careful. Colonel Robinson sent me to ask if he could buy any parts you were willing to spare.”

Alma and Mitch exchanged quick glances. The Ethiopians clearly didn’t have flying boats, Lewis thought, but things like spare magnetos and belts and washers would transfer easily enough from one machine to another, especially if they had some decent mechanics.

“We have to get back to Alexandria,” Alma said. “I can’t risk that. But—I’m certainly willing to talk things over with your colonel.”

“You would be welcome to come back with us,” Asha said.

Tedesse nodded. “It’s only seven, maybe eight miles—our train is going that way, to pick up a better road once we get away from the lake. I could certainly loan you horses to get you there and back.”

Lewis knew he looked alarmed, and Mitch looked distinctly wary, but Alma was all smiles. “Great. That would be perfect.”

“We should probably leave Tiny with the plane,” Lewis said. “Maybe I should stay, too, go over the engines.”

“If you want,” Alma said.

“I probably ought.” Lewis could see her making the same calculations that were running through his own mind: it would take them the rest of the day to get the arms and ammunition up to the field and unloaded, and pretty much any way you sliced it, they’d be getting back here after dark. He didn’t really want to fly back to Bahir Dar in the dark, not even having done it once; better to sleep here and fly back first thing in the morning. Even going back to Bahir Dar to refuel, they’d be able to take off early enough to make it to within radio range of Alexandria before sunset. And maybe they could persuade Colonel Robinson to top them up, though if Robinson were like any other front line commander, he wasn’t going to want to spare the gas.

“We’re not going to be out of here before dark,” Alma said. “You might as well come.”

“I think Tiny can take care of the plane,” Mitch said. “You don’t want to miss this.”

And he didn’t, Lewis admitted. When would he ever visit Ethiopia—visit Africa—again? “Yeah. All right, I’ll talk to Tiny—you want me to have him take a look at the engines, Al?”

She considered. “Check them out, don’t break them down unless he sees something actually wrong. Unless you think he ought? Everything felt good to me.”

“Everything was running perfectly,” Lewis answered. “I’ll just tell him.”

Alma watched as they led the saddle horses around. One of them was a beauty, a dark chestnut stallion with the high crest that showed his fiery blood—Barb or Arabian. Oh and he knew it too, sidestepping a little, testing the groom’s hand, tossing his head. The other horses were behaving, ordinary working horses who didn’t have time for that nonsense. The beauty was obviously meant for Iskinder, and the groom led him up to where they waited.

Lewis looked almost comically horrified. “You do know I don’t know how to ride,” he said.

Mitch glanced at him sideways. “What?”

“I grew up in San Diego!” Lewis said. “I’m as much a city boy as Jerry. I rode the streetcar to school. I’m not some vaquero.”

“We could ride in the wagon,” Alma said. “There’s plenty of room.” She cast the Barb a yearning look. But he was for Iskinder.

Mitch took the reins of one of the working horses, a neat little mare with a blaze, walking around her head to make her acquaintance. He was a farm boy and no great horseman, but he’d certainly spent the first eighteen years of his life dealing with horses every day. “This lady looks about my speed,” he said. He let her lip at his palm. “Pleased to meet you, ma’am.”

Iskinder paused next to the Barb. He was smiling, a genuine and relaxed smile for the first time since she’d arrived in Alexandria. “Why don’t you take Sultan, Alma? I’ve been out of the saddle quite a while.”

“If you truly don’t mind,” Alma said. Oh, he was a beautiful horse! He was looking at her speculatively, sizing her up as she sized him up.

The groom looked shocked, as did the men standing about.

“Not a bit,” Iskinder said with a courtly nod. “It’s the least hospitality I can show you when you finally visit my homeland. I regret I cannot entertain you as I had hoped.” He handed over the reins. “But you will enjoy Sultan, I think. He seems full of high spirits this morning.”

The groom said something to Iskinder, probably to the tune of was he trying to kill the lady.

“Thank you,” Alma said, and put her hand on his warm neck. He turned his head, looking at her, a kind of speculation in his eye. Oh yes, Alma thought. We have the measure of each other. She put her toe in the stirrup and with one smooth motion mounted up. Sultan stood perfectly still, but she felt his muscles tense. He wanted to go.

Iskinder’s smile turned into a grin. “Why don’t you give him a try then?”

She needed no further encouragement. Alma put her heels to his side and took off across the plain at the lakeshore. His trot was smooth, hooves pounding, and she gave him his head, letting him go all out in a canter as he wanted to. As she wanted to. All the fiddly little things of the last few days, the considering and the planning and the careful husbanding flew away like a hat in the wind. This was it—letting go, the pure, clear joy of movement, hers and Sultan’s. Waterbirds started from the reeds at the lake’s edge, and she turned Sultan in a wide circle.

Lewis and Iskinder and the others were specks beside the wagon, and she pulled back, Sultan going up in a classic pose, her left arm lifting in a wave just as she’d done it so many times.

“Oh you are a good boy,” she said, leaning forward to pet Sultan’s neck as they came down. “Such a good boy.” He nickered in agreement, and together they came back at a slightly more sedate trot.

Iskinder’s smile was ear to ear. “Thank you,” she said.

“It’s my pleasure,” Iskinder replied. “But sadly we must go to Gondar.”

“Of course.” Alma maneuvered Sultan into line behind the wagon next to Mitch on the quiet mare.

Mitch looked at her sideways. “That was quite a performance.”

Alma laughed. “That’s exactly what it was. I used to be in a rodeo show.”

Mitch’s eyebrows rose. “Real life Girl of the Golden West?”

“Exactly. I was in Charley Cassidy’s Wild West Show as Golden Rose, the Colorado Cowgirl.”

“Really?”

“Absolutely.” Alma grinned, enjoying Sultan’s smooth gait as much as Mitch’s delighted expression. “I toured with them from ’11 to ’15. Even went all the way to New York City to perform in Madison Square Garden. I did trick riding and a little roping. Never was much good at calf tying, and it wasn’t a show known for fancy shooting. But bucking broncos? Absolutely.” Alma gave Sultan’s neck a pat. “I did lots of trick riding. I doubt I can do the Roman ride anymore, when you stand up with one foot on each horse, but I could when I was twenty.”

“The things you don’t know about your friends,” Mitch said admiringly. “No wonder you and Stasi get along. Why’d you quit?”

“The show broke up,” Alma said. “Charley Cassidy died and his two wives took each other to court when they found out about each other. Everything was sold to pay for the legal battle.” She shrugged. “So I figured it was about time to find something else to do.”

“Like wrangling an ambulance wagon,” Mitch said.

“Like that.” She shrugged happily. “And see how well that turned out?”

“I do,” Mitch said. “It turned out pretty well.”

Lewis braced himself against the side of the cart as the unsprung wheels jolted over the uneven ground, the ammunition boxes piled high at his back. At least there was a track good enough to take the truck; the carts jostled along behind it, drawn by pairs of dusty brown oxen. Ahead he could see a line of trees, stretching from the east toward the road, and to the west there were low shapes that must be the buildings of the training field. Somehow this wasn’t what he’d expected Africa to look like, a scrubby plain giving way here and there to clumps of low trees or a series of well-tended fields centered on a cluster of houses. He’d expected jungle, like in the Tarzan books he’d read wild-catting in Texas, lush and hot and green and full of exotic animals. Here there were only oxen, not so very different from the cattle at home, and the horses. Only the birds were different, and they were so far away, driven off by the noise and movement, that he could hardly tell for sure. The people were different, too. None of these were the great chiefs of the novels, with jet-black skins and leopard-skin loincloths, brandishing spears and loaded with gold jewelry and lion’s claws. The soldiers just looked like soldiers everywhere, sleeves rolled up and collars open, only the color of their skin marking them as any different from the Reservists he trained with. Even the civilians wore mostly western dress, only the occasional brightly colored tunic to remind him that he was actually in Africa. He glanced sideways at the bullock driver, a skinny, light-skinned young man with a corporal’s stripes on his sleeves and wire-rimmed glasses.

“Where are we, do you know?” He felt stupid as soon as the words left his mouth—of course the man would know, it was his country—but the corporal didn’t seem to take offense.

“South of Gondar, south and a bit east.” The corporal’s accent was British, like Stasi’s when she was pretending to be a countess. “I’m from Addis Ababa myself, I don’t know the area. They tell me that’s St. Michael’s church up there.” He pointed with his chin, not taking his hands from the reins or the long goad. Lewis squinted into the afternoon sun, but could see only the trees. “That’s Camp Coleman on the other side of the track.”

“Camp Coleman?” Lewis gave him a curious look.

The corporal shrugged. “Colonel Robinson named it after a flyer he knew. At least that’s what I heard.”

As they came closer to the line of trees, Lewis could make out more detail. A bright orange windsock dangled from a pole beside a hangar that looked as though it were made of adobe, with sheets of rusty tin for a roof. There was a smaller building beside it, a tripod mast betraying the presence of a radio beacon, and a neat line of tents. There were a couple of two-seater biplanes drawn up on the hard-packed dirt of the runway, not new, but certainly not too far outdated; the nose of a third plane protruded from the hangar. On the other side of the road, a footpath led down a slope toward a collection of round adobe houses with roofs of sticks laid in a cone. One of the houses was much larger than the others, with a wooden outer wall, and next to it was a building half tent and half wood, with enormous red crosses painted on the sides and on the roof

The train slowed to a halt, the oxen grunting and complaining, and Lewis swung down out of the cart as Alma came trotting over on her borrowed horse. It tossed its head and fought the bridle, but she was grinning as she got it under control again. “Iskinder’s going to stop here with us overnight, make sure there’s nothing he needs to take to the emperor right away. If not, he and an escort will catch up with Colonel Tedesse in the morning.”

Lewis nodded. They weren’t going to take off tonight, that much was obvious; better to stay here overnight and fly out in the morning when they had good light. “I wonder what this Colonel Robinson needs?”

Before Alma could answer, Iskinder and Mitch joined them, and a couple of soldiers hurried over to take the horses’ reins. Iskinder swung himself down with a grimace, and Mitch shook his head, freeing himself from the saddle with painful care. “Reckon I’m out of practice.”

Alma laughed, dismounting easily, patting the horse’s flank with what looked like genuine delight as the soldier led it away. “I’ll probably regret it in the morning, but—thank you, Iskinder. That was an unexpected treat.”

“My pleasure.” Iskinder’s smile was genuine, but there was a sadness in his voice, and Alma touched his shoulder in apology.

“I’m sorry, Iskinder, I wasn’t thinking.”

Iskinder shook his head. “I’m being foolish. Did we all not learn to seize every moment the last time?”

Lewis’s attention sharpened, the words pricking at something ghosting in the air around them. But then it was gone, and a tall man in khakis and a leather jacket came striding toward them, Lieutenant Asha at his heels.

“Y’all must be Gilchrist Aviation.” Lieutenant Asha murmured something, and the tall man nodded. “And Ras Iskinder. I’m John Robinson. A pleasure to meet y’all.”

He looked purely Ethiopian, dark skin, sharp-boned face, tight-curled hair showing beneath the peaked uniform cap, the Lion of Judah embroidered on the front of his jacket, but his voice was pure American—pure Mississippi, Lewis thought, remembering what Asha had said back at the landing.

“That’s right,” Alma answered, and held out her hand. “Alma Gilchrist Segura. My partner, Mitchell Sorley, and my husband, Lewis Segura.”

Robinson blinked in turn, and something like a grin flickered across his face before he had himself under control again. As they all shook hands, Lewis thought he could like the man. “Welcome to Camp Coleman. Asha tells me you’re willing to consider selling me some spare parts.”

“If we can,” Alma answered. “We’re flying back to Cairo as soon as possible, and we can’t get caught short on that trip.”

“Absolutely not,” Robinson agreed.

“I also don’t know what we have that would be of use to you,” Alma said. “But I’m certainly willing to talk.”

“Why don’t you come into my office? We can have some coffee and talk about it. And of course you’re welcome to stay the night, we have space in the barracks at the moment.”

Robinson led them to a small building that had been added onto the back of the hangar. It was one long narrow room, with a curtain at the back to hide a bed, a desk in the middle covered with papers, and a collection of mismatched chairs in the area closest to the door. The floor was covered with bright red and blue carpets, and there was a stove to one side for warmth. An older woman was poking at the fire, and Asha said something to her. She nodded and took a basket down from a shelf, then began fussing with something that Lewis couldn’t quite see.

“Have a seat,” Robinson said again, and they settled themselves in a circle around a low table. Out of the corner of his eye, Lewis could see the woman toss several handfuls of what looked like beans into a long-handled skillet, and begin to shake them back and forth over the hottest part of the stovetop. “You probably saw, we have mostly two-seater reconnaissance planes here, fighter-bombers, but we also have some heavier transport aircraft—Fokker trimotors. I’m looking particularly for spare magnetos.”

Lewis looked at Alma, who cocked her head to one side as she considered. They had spares, of course, and it wasn’t like they’d be able to replace them in flight. If they made sure everything was good when they left, they could buy more spares once they reached Alexandria. Alma met his eyes, and he tipped his head forward: he was good with it.

“We have spares,” Alma said. “I haven’t yet checked out my engines, though as far as I can tell, everything was fine. I’m willing to sell you anything we don’t need, but first I have to make sure nothing needs replacing.”

Behind her, the woman was rattling the beans in the skillet, faster and faster, and the air smelled sharply of roasting coffee. Iskinder took a deep breath, his expression relaxing for just an instant.

“Fair enough,” Robinson said. “I can pay you in francs—”

“I’d rather trade for aviation gas,” Alma said. “I don’t need much, but I’d like to top off my tanks before we leave for Alexandria.”

Robinson pursed his lips. “Obviously, we’re always short ourselves, being out here pretty much in the middle of nowhere. And there’s the question of getting it back to your plane. But I could maybe spare you a couple of drums, and a cart to haul it.”

“It’s a deal, then,” Alma said, and held out her hand.

Robinson shook it. “Deal.”

“We can go back to the Cat tonight, check over the engines,” Alma began, and Lewis suppressed a sigh. He wasn’t enthusiastic about making the trek in the waning afternoon, or about all of them trying to sleep in the Cat—though he supposed they’d all fit in the cargo compartment well enough. “Or if you’re willing to trust us, we could send the spares back with the cart that brings the gas.”

Robinson looked over his shoulder. “Let’s have coffee first.”

The woman came forward with a tray that held half a dozen tiny china cups, jammed tightly together so that their edges touched, and what looked like a bowl of processed sugar and a bowl of raw sugar. She set that on the table, and returned with strange-looking pitcher, bulbous at the base, with a long, thin neck and an equally thin spout. She pushed back her sleeve and began to pour the coffee in a long stream, circling the pot over the cups until they were all filled.

“Lovely,” Iskinder said, reaching for the white sugar and adding a pinch to his cup. Asha did the same, his eyes slitting in bliss. Lewis reached for it next, and Robinson leaned forward.

“That’s salt,” he said.

“Salt?” Lewis felt his eyebrows rise.

“It’s an old-fashioned thing,” Iskinder said, and sound almost embarrassed. “I have missed it.”

Lewis met Robinson’s eyes, seeing the same amused disbelief lurking there. He reached for the sugar instead, and added a healthy dose. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome—” Robinson broke off as the door opened, and another young soldier burst into the room.

“Colonel!” He stopped, his English visibly deserting him, and turned to Asha, nearly shouting. The language didn’t matter, Lewis could hear the fear in his voice.

“A radio message from Gondar, sir,” Asha said. His own voice wavered for just an instant. “They’ve spotted a flight of Italian bombers. Heading our way.”

“The Cat,” Lewis said, sharply, and saw the same fear in Alma’s eyes.

Robinson ignored them. “How far out? And how big a flight?”

Asha repeated the question, and this time the radioman answered in English. “Maybe twenty minutes. Four bombers plus escort.”

Robinson’s face tightened. “Get the Potez on the line—Two and Three, hold number One for me. Pilots—put Ezera and Gedeon in Three, Aman can take Two and pick his gunner.”

“Go,” Asha said, to the radioman, and looked at Robinson. “With permission, sir, I’d like one of the Breugeuets.”

Robinson nodded. “Go ahead.”

Four planes, Lewis thought. Four outdated fighters against the cream of the Italian Air Force, four bombers and an unknown number of fighters. The odds were horrendous.

“Colonel,” Mitch said. “Are you short planes or pilots?”

“Pilots.” Robinson looked toward the door. “This is my training camp, most of the boys here can just about keep themselves in the air.”

“Lewis and I are Great War vets,” Mitch said. “I have seven kills. Lewis has three, and I don’t know how many as an observer.”

Robinson gave them a speculative look. “The Italian planes are better than anything I have. You’ll be taking a huge risk.”

“We know,” Mitch said, with a wry smile. “We just came from an air show in Italy…”

“Our only way out of here is the Cat,” Lewis said. “If we can stop them here—”

“The best we can hope for is to divert them,” Robinson said sharply. “Keep them from tearing the place up so badly we can’t use it. Anything else is gravy. Either of you flown the Potez 25?”

“I have,” Mitch said. He looked at Lewis. “Before you came to Colorado.”

“I’ve flown similar planes,” Lewis said. “Colonel, six is better than four.”

“Seven,” von Rosen said sharply, from the open door. “Colonel, give me a plane. You know I’m qualified.”

Robinson nodded. “All right. I’ll take all of you, but get this straight. I’m in charge here. If you don’t like it, you’re better off on the ground.”

“Understood,” Mitch said, and Lewis nodded.

Von Rosen dipped his head as well. “Agreed.”

“Colonel,” Iskinder said. “Are there any antiaircraft guns here?”

“We thought we were too far behind the lines,” Robinson answered. “If you want to unload some of those fancy guns you just brought up, feel free, but we’re heading out.”

Lewis caught Alma’s eye and smiled, no time to do anything more, and saw her nod. That was enough, her blessing and benediction, and he followed the others toward the hangar.

Robinson’s men were already hard at work, the first two machines running and ready to taxi, mechanics struggling with the others. As Lewis watched, a nice-looking Breugeut sputtered to life, Asha at the controls, and turned ponderously toward the hangar’s open door.

“Get Four and Five running,” Robinson called.

One of the mechanics waved his hand in answer, and von Rosen took a quick step forward. “The Breda—if I might?”

Robinson nodded. “I don’t have experienced gunners for you, but you can have the men I’ve got.”

Lewis glanced at the nearest Potez 25, saw the forward-mounted machine guns as well as the Lewis gun mounted on the rim of the observer’s cockpit, and shook his head. “I’d rather go alone.”

“Me, too,” Mitch said.

Von Rosen eyed the Breda. “I’ll take a gunner, thanks.”

Robinson gave the necessary orders, and a few moments later Lewis hauled himself into the Potez 25 marked with a single number five on the tail. He glanced quickly around the cockpit, finding the familiar controls: he’d never flown this particular plane, but he’d flown dozens like it; it wouldn’t take him long to get her measure, to know what he could do. At least there was radio, and he settled the headphones snuggly on his head, pulling the goggles down over them. He checked the forward guns, but left the safety on, then signaled for the nearest mechanic to swing the propeller. The engine sputtered and died. The mechanic hauled the prop around again, and this time the engine caught. Lewis adjusted the throttle, testing rudders and flaps, and saw Mitch in number four doing the same.

Robinson’s voice crackled in his ears. “Potez, take off in order starting with Two. Breda, Breuguet, follow Five in that order. Head west on two-niner-zero and be ready to take formation.”

“Roger,” Lewis said, his voice drowned by the others, and advanced the throttle, taking Potez Five out of the hangar. On the bumpy, red-brown taxiway, he eased into line behind Mitch, waiting as the first two planes lifted off. They were quick, bounding into the air, and he began to hope they might be good enough to hold the Italians back. It was Mitch’s turn now, and Lewis watched intently as Mitch turned the little biplane into the wind. This was one of the new designs, with the small lower wing; it was supposed to be more maneuverable, though Lewis hadn’t really noticed the difference in the planes he’d flown so far. Mitch opened the throttle, Potez Four skittering down the dirt track, tail lifting almost at once. Then he was up and away, banking sharply west into the sun, and Lewis swung into line, opening the throttle. The engine roared, he released the brakes, and Potez Five leaped forward. He checked his instruments, everything in order, and felt the tail come up. He pulled back on the stick, and the little plane rose sweetly into the air. He climbed steeply, a hundred feet, three hundred, and banked onto the ordered heading. He could see the rest of the flight ahead of him, dots strung out in the glassy sky almost obscured by the sun: Robinson already maneuvering to get the advantage. Below, the ground showed broken scrub and fields; the airstrip and the village fell away, and he craned his neck to see north toward Gondar.

“All right, boys,” Robinson said. “We’ve got the sun behind us. Potez Two, Three, Brueguet, form up on me. Potez Four, you take Potez Five and Breda. Let’s go find them.”

Lewis brought Potez Five around in a wide circle and took his place on Mitch’s left wing. He could feel the excitement building, the familiar delight that he hadn’t felt since the War. Mostly he was ashamed of it, even in Italy where he had seen it in the other pilots’ eyes, but this time, he could use it, could let it go. He settled himself more comfortably in the cockpit, feeling Diana’s seal heavy in his pocket, warm against his leg, and scanned the sky ahead. They’d come down on the Italians out of the sun: that was all the advantage they had, but he’d made less work for him before. This time the hound could run.


Alexandria, Egypt

January 4, 1936

“How far do you think we’ve gone?” Willi asked, following behind Jerry with his flashlight.

“It’s hard to tell,” Dr. Hussein said. He was in the lead, clearly trying not to range ahead of Jerry’s pace.

“A few blocks, no more,” Jerry said. “It seems further underground. But I can’t imagine we’ve gone more than a few city blocks.”

“Yes, the distances are deceptive,” Hussein began. His words ended with a startled squawk. For an instant he teetered, trying to keep his balance, and then pitched into the darkness, into some hazard unseen.

Jerry reflexively grabbed for him, missed, the tip of his cane skidding on the suddenly uneven surface. His bad knee gave and he fell sideways, raising his left hand to protect his face and glasses, expecting to slam into the floor.

Only it wasn’t there. Instead of floor there was a slope, stone worn smooth as glass by thousands of years of water, and there was no purchase for his seeking hand. He landed on his right shoulder—painful but not damaging, he had time to think—and then slid foot first down the slope.

Willi was cursing in German, the light he carried receding above. Jerry was reminded of nothing so much as a children’s playground slide, the tunnel sloping downward at a steep angle, as he flailed with his arm and cane for something to grab. Of course there was nothing. This was the inside of a water conduit, and any ridges there had once been were long since worn away.

And then it ended. He plowed into something yielding, the darkness absolute.

“Oooof,” Hussein said.

“Mohammad? Are you hurt?”

Jerry had more or less landed on top of him, but beneath them the surface still yielded, though there were sharp bits. A lower level of the sewer, the archaeologist in him thought, where refuse washed down from the streets above was deposited by the movement of the water.

“I think so,” Hussein said. He moved, presumably sitting up, and Jerry tried to right himself.

“Jerry! Jerry! Are you there? Are you all right?” Willi was calling frantically from above, the light of his flashlight playing over the inside of the tunnel bright as a star above.

“I’m fine,” Jerry called back. His shoulder and hip hurt, but everything seemed to move as it should. He felt about. That was Hussein’s leg in flannel trousers, that a sharp piece of broken pottery in the refuse beneath. “Where’s your flashlight?” he asked Hussein.

“Here.” There was movement in the dark, and he felt the cool metal pressed into his hand. “I think the bulb is broken.”

Jerry flipped the switch a few times, but no light resulted. “Yes.”

Willi’s light shone down from above, reflected off the inside of the tunnel. It looked no more than thirty feet long. Willi was still swearing. “I told you to be careful. Now how are you going to get back up?”

“I have a rope,” Hussein replied.

“Yes, but you’re down there. And how do you think Jerry is going to climb a rope?” Willi said.

Jerry stood up, careful of the shifting refuse beneath his feet, not damp or stinking, fortunately. Perhaps water no longer flowed through this section. He looked up the tunnel, slanted so he could just see Willi’s worried face and the flashlight held above his head. As far as he could see, the walls of the tunnel were completely smooth. How anyone would climb up it thirty feet… “We’re going to have to find another way out,” he said.

“How do you know there’s another way out?” Willi asked.

“The water went somewhere,” Jerry said.

“True,” Hussein said. He had gotten up, and from the sound of his footsteps seemed to be cautiously exploring. “If we had a light down here we could see where the outlet is.”

Jerry looked up at the bobbing light. “Willi, you’re going to have to come down here.”

“Then we’ll all be stuck down there if there’s not an outlet,” Willi replied sensibly.

“There must be an outlet,” Jerry said.

“It might be too small for a man.”

Which was unfortunately true. “We can’t see to tell whether there is or not,” Jerry said. He heard Hussein scrabbling. “Mohammad, be careful,” he said. “There might be a vertical drop.”

“No, I think it’s tunnels,” Hussein said. “I can feel an arch about waist high. And there’s movement of air above. I think we’re in a cistern. In the bottom of one.”

“A dry one,” Jerry said, thinking. “And at a higher level than the bottom of the Ptolemaic one.”

“It feels like another Roman arch,” Hussein said. “This might be one of the Roman cisterns. In which case there are tunnels coming in from the Roman streets.”

“You’re going to have to come down,” Jerry called up. “The only way I’m getting out is through one of those arches.”

There was silence, and then Willi swore. “Fine. I’m coming down,” he said.

The light bobbed, then grew stronger. Willi slid down the tunnel with the flashlight in his lap looking like a child on a giant slide, a tiny smile on his face. He put his feet down neatly at the bottom and stood up.

“See?” Jerry said. “Wasn’t that fun?”

“You are insane,” Willi said, but he was still smiling. He shone the light around the chamber. “Now what have we got here?”

There were several arches in the walls, one almost at floor level and four or five higher, all the familiar barrel vault construction of Roman waterworks. Hussein stood by the lowest one, an arch half-choked with refuse that had washed down. He blinked in the sudden brightness of the light, his gray flannel pants streaked with dirt.

“You’re right,” Jerry said to him. “Well done. A Roman cistern indeed. So we are at the level of the Ptolemaic streets or just below. Now let’s figure out where we are. Which way is north? I’ve gotten turned around down here.”

“Um,” Hussein said.

“Here.” Willi reached in his pocket and handed him a compass in a steel case.

Jerry laughed. “You had a compass all along?”

“You were having so much fun before.” Willi shrugged.

Jerry flipped it open, turning to get his bearings. “That’s north,” he said. “We should still be a few blocks west of the Soma. So…”

“Probably this way?” Hussein stood by one of the arches, a tunnel that came in a little more than waist high to his right. “This one should take us west.”

“I think so,” Jerry said.

“We are still looking for the Soma? Rather than a way out?” Willi said.

“Do you think we’re going to get a better chance?” Jerry replied.

Willi threw up his hands, laughing. “No. When will we ever have a chance to get stuck in Alexandria’s sewers again? By all means, let’s take full advantage of the opportunity!”

“The tunnel’s only about four feet high,” Hussein said. “We’re going to have to crawl. Dr. Ballard…”

“I can crawl,” Jerry said. “I’ve got my knee. Just help me get up there.”

“Yes, sir,” Hussein said.

The light flickered over the refuse on the floor, a glint of metal suddenly shining brightly. “Wait a moment,” Jerry said. “What was that?”

Hussein bent over, picking it up and holding it out to Jerry. “Some kind of medallion,” he said. “It must have washed down from above. Do you know what it is?”

Jerry took it from his hand. “I do,” he said. “It’s a Roman contorniate, an amulet people carried for luck. Shine the light here, will you, Willi?” Jerry’s breath caught as the light hit it. There was Alexander’s profile, clear and crisp, the ram’s horns bound on his brow. Around the margin were the Latin letters SOL INVICTUS.

Willi blew out a long breath as Jerry turned it over. “That’s different.” On the back was the familiar Chi-Rho, the monogram of Christ adopted by Constantine.

“It certainly is,” Jerry said. He lifted it closer to the light, examining front and back alike. “St. John Chrysostom spoke against amulets like these, that fused the pagan and Christian traditions of Alexandria in one, creating if you will a fusion deity of Alexander and Jesus.”

“So fourth or fifth century?” Hussein said keenly. “Likely fourth?”

Jerry nodded. “About the same time the Soma was lost.”

“When Emperor and Church alike cracked down,” Willi said. “Perhaps it was sold at the Soma. A souvenir. A cult object.”

“That’s very possible,” Jerry said. “Many cult sites sold amulets for visitors to take home.” He could see it so clearly, the hand which had last held this, the likenesses spread on a tray under the echoing dome…

“It’s a sign we’re close,” Hussein said. His eyes met Jerry’s, alight with fever. “We’re almost there.” His voice choked.

“Yes,” Jerry said.

After all these centuries, the magic still worked.


Camp Coleman, Amhara Region, Ethiopia
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Robinson called out the new heading, not reciprocal but north and east, and Lewis glanced quickly sideways, checking his position off Mitch’s left wing. They’d done this before, during Reserve weeks; it was von Rosen and the Breda who worried him—well, and Robinson’s trainees, and Asha, all of them bobbing awkwardly in Robinson’s wake, spread out more than Lewis liked to see. They wouldn’t be able to provide much cover for each other that way. But that was Robinson’s problem. His job was to stick with Mitch, see if they couldn’t punch through the fighter screen and do enough damage to discourage the bombers.

Four thousand feet, with a thin scrim of cloud at ten thousand and a few fat fluffy clouds below them at about three thousand feet: no cover worth considering, except the declining sun behind them. It would blind the Italians for a few precious seconds, but after that… He touched the controls, gauging the Potez’s response. After that, it would be up to him.

He focused his attention on the sky to the northeast, looking for any sign of shadow or movement against the pale blue. They had passed over the field, and for a moment he dared hope they might engage early enough to keep the bombers at bay. But, no, there they were, four solid dots against the cloud, and a swarm of smaller dots that was the fighter escort. He opened his mouth to call them in, and Asha’s voice sounded in his headphones.

“I see them! Eleven o’clock! At—four thousand?”

Five thousand, Lewis thought. His hands twitched on the stick, but he didn’t pull up.

“Climb to six thousand feet,” Robinson ordered. “And close.”

Lewis pulled back sharply, matching Mitch’s smooth rise, and out of the corner of his eye saw von Rosen following only a hair late. They needed all the height they could get, that and the sun would be their only advantage. He could make out the shapes of the Italian planes now, ten double-winged Fiat CR.32s spread out in a loose fan a few hundred feet above the three-engine bombers. There were four of them, all right, big monoplanes with a fixed undercarriage, flying two by two. He had the height now, they all did, and it was just a matter of how close they could get before the Italians spotted them—close, he hoped, given that they probably weren’t expecting much resistance. They were closing, within firing range and still above the Fiats, and he glanced toward Mitch’s Potez Four, hoping he could signal his choice of target, but there was no chance of catching Mitch’s attention. Still, it was pretty clear which plane he should go for: tail-end Charlie, lagging behind the rest of his flight. If Mitch and von Rosen kept his teammates busy, there wouldn’t be time to get a bead on him, and he’d have a chance to take one out cleanly right at the start—

“Now,” Robinson called.

Lewis tipped the Potez onto its port wing, arrowing over and down, one finger flicking off the safety. He could feel the struts shaking, close to their tolerances already, and filed that information for later, counting the heartbeats. He wasn’t going to shoot until he was at point-blank range, going for all the surprise he could manage. Someone shouted on the radio, and the stutter of machine guns sounded behind him. He saw the tail-end Fiat’s pilot spot him, saw him tip the little fighter down and away, scrambling to get inside his turning radius. Wrong move, he thought, watching the observer fire blindly, tracers flicking away into the distance. He pressed his own trigger, fired a quick burst that stitched the Fiat’s tail. The Fiat spun, pulling up and away, and Lewis brought Potez Five around on its tail, his engine screaming under the strain. He was finding his limits all too fast.

The Fiat’s observer fired again, but Lewis had the range, pressed his finger on the trigger, aiming for the Fiat’s belly as the pilot tried to turn and climb away. He saw the tracers flash across, saw the holes appear along the undercarriage, and the observer jerked in his cockpit.

“On your tail, Five,” Mitch called, and Lewis flung Potez Five to the right, barrel-rolling away from the first Fiat, now showing a satisfying trail of smoke. Tracers flickered past, mostly off the port wing. Lewis pulled up as steeply as he dared—slower than he would have liked, but the Italian was slower still to respond. At the top of the climb he rolled, and found the Fiat still behind and below. He hit the trigger again, once, twice, two short bursts at the engine cowling, and saw smoke appear from the exhausts. The Fiat rolled away, and for an instant he strained to follow, ride his kill into the ground, but this was not that kind of fight. He was here to drive off the Italians, not to kill them, and he rolled Potez Five back toward the melee.

Mitch had another Fiat on the run, dropping low and fleeing toward the north—presumably damaged, though it wasn’t trailing smoke. The student pilots had ganged up on one of the Fiats and the three spun in circles as they tried to get a decent shot. Robinson had engaged another Fiat, and the Breda and von Rosen were exchanging shots with three more Fiats.

“Five! Help Two and Three!” Robinson called, and in the same moment Lewis saw Mitch turn toward von Rosen and Asha, scrambling for height. Two more Fiats homed in on the students, who were on the ragged edge of control as they turned and twisted, trying to escape.

“Roger.” Lewis turned toward them, diving to pick up more speed, and saw Potez Two break away, tail surfaces visibly chewed up by the Fiats’ machine guns, fighting toward the field. Lewis ignored him, bringing Potez Five up to dive out of the sun onto the tail of the fighter chasing Potez Three. He got in a good shot as he passed, saw the Fiat jump and waver, then pulled up again, feeling the strain in his wings. This was the moment he was most vulnerable, if the Fiats could see it, but they seemed so startled by the attack that he was able to climb past them, airspeed dropping toward a stall. He applied full rudder, the Potez seeming for a moment to stand on its wingtip, and then came rushing down again on the nearest Fiat. It yawed wildly, the observer firing blind, and Lewis grinned as he saw the line of tracers march across the unprotected belly. Potez Three had managed a credible roll of his own, and got some decent hits on his erstwhile pursuer; it made a split-S and fled to the north, following its fellows.

Lewis banked into another climbing turn, automatically reaching for height and sun, and realized that the fighters had disengaged. The bombers were past, turning back to the north, and on the ground he could see the dusty clouds thrown up by the bombs. No, he realized, not dust, and not ordinary bombs; he’d seen gas before, on the Western Front, and there was no mistaking that lingering haze. But it was in the wrong place, not by the field but over the village, drifting slowly south and east as it faded, and he jammed the throttle forward. No one used gas, that was forbidden by the League of Nations, and no one in their right mind used it against civilians, against a church and a Red Cross hospital—against Alma. She’d been down there, somewhere, and he shoved that thought from his mind. He was going to destroy those bombers, going to give them what they deserved for breaking all the laws of civilization, everything they’d fought for in the last war—

“—bombed the hospital,” von Rosen shouted. “We have to do something—”

Lewis closed his mind to that, too, shoving his throttle forward. Full power, and the bombers were still pulling away.

“Potez Five, Breda,” Robinson said, his voice sharp in the headphones. “Break off and return to base. You can’t catch them.”

For a heartbeat, Lewis ignored him, figuring power and angles. But Robinson was right, none of their planes had the speed to catch the Italians; on top of that, he had no idea how much fuel he had left. “Roger, Colonel,” he said, and turned reluctantly back toward the airfield.

“We can’t just leave them,” von Rosen protested. “We must go after them.”

“Colonel’s right,” Mitch said. “They’re too fast, and I’m damn near out of fuel. Check your gauges, von Rosen.”

There was a pause, and then a sigh from von Rosen. “Very well.”

The airfield was barely touched, as though it hadn’t been the target at all, just a couple of potholes on the apron in front of the hangar. “Bastards,” Lewis muttered, and took his place in line behind the Breda.

It took all his patience to taxi Potez Five to the hangar entrance, and he abandoned it there, flinging himself out of the cockpit. The air smelled of cordite and garlic and his eyes filled instantly with tears.

“Alma!”

Mitch caught his arm. “Wait.”

Lewis jerked himself free. “Alma!”

There was no one in the hangar, no one in the office. The village…

The clouds of mustard gas had dissipated, blown away by the freshening wind, but columns of smoke rose here and there. White tents flapped in the wind still marked with the red cross. She was an ambulance medic first. Alma would be with the wounded.

Lewis wasn’t sure how he got down the hill, Mitch close behind him. People moving through the clearing smoke, and others not moving…

“Morphine! I need morphine!” He heard her shout, saw the golden flag of her hair, Alma kneeling beside a man who twisted in agony, blood and bile and the bright red of his own lungs streaming from his nose and mouth. A bomb splinter had gone through his chest, a splinter of ribs showing at the edge of the wound. “Morphine!” Alma shouted again, holding him across her body, trying to keep him from aspirating his own blood, though he had nothing left to breathe in with. It was too late. His eyes rolled up, limbs stiffening in one long tremor before he collapsed in a rush.

Beside her on the ground lay her jacket. For a moment Lewis thought she’d just taken it off, and then he saw the pair of small feet sticking out beneath it, paler on the soles of the feet, no bigger than Dora’s.

Alma laid the man back gently, her arms soaked to the elbows with his scarlet blood. She looked up and saw him and got to her feet. Her eyes were bright not with tears but with fury. “Hear me, Sekhmet!” she snarled. “Hear me, Lion Headed Lady, Mother of Ethiopia! I will bring them down. I will bring them down into dust!”

Behind her a woman cast herself on the ground with a scream that should have split open the sky, throwing the jacket aside and snatching up the tiny, bloodied corpse, the little boy’s head lolling back.

Alma’s voice shook. “I will destroy them! Lady of the Desert, hear my oath! I will destroy them.”

“I know,” Lewis said.

She took one long breath. Then her eyes focused on something behind him and he turned to see a young man sitting outside one of the tents, eyes unfocused with shock, blood pouring down his leg from a bullet that had passed through the calf. “Lewis, give me your tie for a tourniquet.” Alma scrambled over the dead man and Lewis followed. “Let me see your leg. Come now.” She went to her knees beside him, searching for the bullet hole with her fingers.

“Show me what to do,” Lewis said.

The war began now.


Alexandria, Egypt
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Jerry wasn’t sure how long they traveled in darkness. Sometimes they crawled through sewer tunnels long dry. Sometimes they walked through galleries of stone, through wonderlands of pillars and columns carved fantastically and beautifully, a garden beneath the city frozen in attitudes of wonder, catacombs and cisterns, tombs and temples. Once they had to climb through precariously balanced slabs where an earthquake had brought down part of the ceiling, Jerry crawling between marble facings carved like the Rosetta stone in hieroglyphics and Greek letters both.

“If we get stuck this will be our tomb too,” Willi muttered behind him, and Jerry could only think it was fitting. What better tomb could a man want?

At last they came to a junction of ways, the ceiling high enough to stand erect, as if they stood at the crossings of some underground street, the cobbles smooth beneath their feet. Hussein flashed the light around the walls. “I have no idea where we are,” he said.

“We know the direction but not the path,” Jerry said. A hundred rooms, a thousand passages, all beneath the earth… Finding a way out, much less finding the Soma, seemed almost impossible.

“Check the compass again,” Willi said.

Jerry felt in his coat pocket for the compass in its case. Instead his hand encountered a handkerchief-wrapped bundle: Iskinder’s pectoral. It was warm, almost hot to the touch. He jerked his fingers away. Then he deliberately reached for it and drew it out.

Hussein turned around, looking at it keenly as Jerry unwrapped the handkerchief. “What’s that?”

“A Ptolemaic pectoral,” Jerry said. “It belongs to the Emperor of Ethiopia. A friend gave it to me for safekeeping.” The last fold fell away. Ruddy gold gleamed, cabochon rubies throwing back the light of the flashlight. Isis bent her protective wings over Pharaoh, Ptolemy Philadelphus enthroned. “The Strong Youth Who His Father Has Raised to the Throne,” Jerry said. “The second Ptolemy, the one who built the original Soma, or at least who presided over its dedication.”

“I thought we didn’t know that,” Hussein said, a faint frown between his brows. “I thought we didn’t know exactly when the Soma was dedicated.”

“At Philadelphus’ coronation,” Jerry said. “That was when they brought Alexander’s body here from Memphis.” He could see the procession in the streets, winding its way between buildings, Alexander’s hearse approaching at last the place prepared for him. He could almost hear the roar of the crowd become respectful silence as the hearse passed…

“The pectoral may commemorate that coronation,” Willi said. “You said that’s what the inscription said. A gift from the young pharaoh to his mother.”

A chill ran down Jerry’s back. “It was the same day,” he said softly. “The same day. The same gold. The same craftsmen. The same hands.” He turned the pectoral over in his own hands thoughtfully. Alma would be able to do this. This was her element. It wasn’t his, but perhaps down here the correspondence was strong enough. And the pectoral was awake, questing, brought once again to its ancient charge by Iskinder’s shed blood. “Blood of the Ptolemies,” he whispered. Iskinder’s blood on the gold, where an assassin’s knife had turned and spared his heart. How long does it take for the genetic markers in blood to change? More than a mere two thousand years…

Jerry looked up. “Do you have any string? Either of you?”

Willi frowned. “What?”

“I have the rope,” Hussein said. “I could cut off a piece of it with my pocket knife and unravel it.”

“Perfect,” Jerry said. “About so long.”

“What are you doing?” Willi said. His voice was neutral, but Jerry winced. He knew how much Willi hated anything that smacked of the occult. It was beyond disbelief to active distrust born of the horrible ways he’d seen it used before.

Jerry met his eyes. “Do you trust me?”

“What are you going to do?” Willi didn’t look away.

“I’m going to dowse for the Soma. I’m going to use the pectoral to home in on the other things that were made by the same hands and dedicated on the same day—Alexander’s grave goods.”

Hussein blew out a long breath. “I’m in,” he said nervously. He looked from one to the other. “This is the Soma!”

Jerry held Willi’s eyes, willing him to agree.

“You give me your word that you will invoke nothing, that you will conjure nothing?”

“Yes,” Jerry said. He didn’t add that if there was conjuring to be done he had already done it, calling upon Agathos Daimon in the cisterns of Alexandria.

“Then do it,” Willi said.

Jerry took the length of fiber that Hussein produced, threading it through the pectoral and suspending it beneath the loop so that it hung freely on the string. It was heavy. He closed his eyes. “Show me,” he whispered.

Like to like. Gold to gold. The work of the hands of craftsmen who had made this, the touch of hands that had hallowed it…

…a woman’s hands, plump and middle aged, decorated with golden rings. She had held this with delight, joy in its beauty and pride in the young man it represented, her son. Her blood, her touch, was not unfamiliar at all, Iskinder’s distant foremother who had first worn this…

“Berenice,” Jerry said quietly. “Berenice.”

It had rested against her chest, rested on a chain against her heart as she cut a lock of her hair with a silvered knife, brown streaked heavily with gray. She had laid it with two others, one brown and one entirely white, laid it on the lid of the sarcophagus, the first mourners of so many. She had thought, placing it there, of the man who lay inside preserved by the embalmer’s art, forever young and beautiful as she remembered him from their mutual youth, not transformed as she was by age and the fruition of dreams.

“Berenice, Egypt’s queen,” Jerry whispered. “She put a lock of her hair in the coffin with that of her husband and her son…”

The pectoral pulled, a leash tightening. Like to like, one thing to another. Iskinder’s blood, Berenice’s hair…

“This way,” he said, without opening his eyes. “Alexander is this way.”
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The worst thing about mustard gas was that it took time to take effect. Mitch stood on the edge of the road, looking down the steep embankment into the village itself. The houses were all in the lower ground, where the gas would collect, though the pallisaded church and the Red Cross tent stood a bit higher. Alma had already pulled a young man up the slope away from the tent, and as he watched, two men carried a woman from one of the huts and laid her on the embankment, then plunged back toward the village. They had tied strips of damp cloth over their faces, but Mitch doubted they’d be much protection.

“Decontamination,” Iskinder said, coming up at Mitch’s side. “Dr. Biniam!”

A white-coated man emerged from the Red Cross tent, his face hidden beneath a clumsy gas mask. He lifted a hand in answer, but turned to the nearest soldiers. They ducked back into the tent, and emerged again carrying the flimsy wood-and-canvas stretchers Mitch remembered from the war.

“Get them up to our barracks,” Robinson said. “The wounded. We’ve got our own well, we can wash the damn stuff off them—”

“Yes,” Iskinder said, and started down the hill. “Dr. Biniam!”

Mitch started to follow, but Robinson caught his shoulder. “Cover your face. The gas won’t be gone yet.”

Mitch nodded, and dragged his handkerchief out of his pocket. He knew that, had learned it all too well back in Italy, but it was easy to forget when there were people injured. Robinson offered a canteen and Mitch soaked the thin cloth, then tied it over his nose and mouth. It wouldn’t protect his eyes, but if they could get in and out quickly enough, he thought they’d be all right.

It was like being in Italy again, caught behind the lines after the bombers came through. A man in a long robe that looked like a priest’s gown was marshaling the unwounded civilians, sending them up the hill to the road, where a couple of Robinson’s pilots were already waiting. Children were crying, and a man’s voice choked with pain rose in curse or prayer. A woman knelt wailing beside the body of a child. Biniam scrambled from one crumpled body to the next, waving the stretcher-bearers on when he found no signs of life, and leaving them to lift the wounded to safety. He said something as they approached, the mask muffling his words, but Iskinder nodded, and turned toward the tent.

“We can use the cots to carry people, too.”

Robinson was getting his own men organized, fresh teams to carry the stretchers, the men who had been helping sent back up the hill to get the gas washed off them. Half an hour, Mitch remembered, you had maybe half an hour before the blisters came and the burns started, and if you’d breathed it in, there was nothing at all you could do. He remembered Gil standing on the runway’s edge, shouting for everyone to get moving, get their masks on, while the oily, stinking cloud rolled over them like a wave.

There was no time for memory, not when it wouldn’t help. He shook himself, and reached for the last of the stretchers that waited by the tent’s door. One of the soldiers took it from him, and he quickly folded the legs of an empty cot and handed that out as well.

“There are more wounded here,” Iskinder said, from the opening in the partition that divided the tent. “Three more.”

Mitch came to join him, wincing at the sight. The Red Cross had done their best, but none of them looked good; two were shot through the body, heavy bandages still showing spots of blood. The third had his entire head wrapped in bandages, with just slits left for nose and mouth, and his left arm was bandaged as well. “Fresh bandages,” Mitch said, and Iskinder nodded.

“Once we get them out of here.” He hesitated for a moment, then pointed to the man nearest the door. “Let’s go.”

Mitch hoisted the foot of the cot—less weight than he would have expected, which was a mercy—and the man in the next bed dragged himself up on one elbow, calling after them in what Mitch assumed was Amharic. Iskinder answered in the same language, his voice soothing, and then they were through the door.

“I told him we would be back as soon as we could,” Iskinder said, grimacing, and Mitch winced in sympathy, feeling his own scars pull. As they wrestled the cot out into the open, he smelled garlic again, droplets of the gas stirred up from the contaminated ground.

“They’ll never be able to move back here,” he said, in spite of himself, and Iskinder shook his head.

“Maybe, if it were all burned, and then rebuilt?” He winced again, and lowered his end of the cot. “Just a moment, here.”

Mitch set his own end down gratefully, and another group of solders trotted over. Their leader, a tall man with sergeant’s stripes, spoke deferentially to Iskinder in Amharic, and Iskinder answered in the same language.

“They say the village is nearly clear,” he added, to Mitch. “They’ll help these men.”

“We should get on, then,” Mitch said, after only a heartbeat’s hesitation. It felt wrong to leave with anything left undone, but Iskinder’s wound was only half-healed, and he himself would never be able to carry a heavy load without risk.

It was eerily quiet in the village. Mitch could hear goats bleating in the distance, and saw a gang of soldiers fanning out to the south to round up what he guessed was the villagers’ strayed livestock. He could see a pen with a broken fence, and winced at the thought of trying to decontaminate a herd of goats. But the alternative was to slaughter the worst hurt rather than let them suffer, and hope some of them survived. Bodies still lay in the dirt, covered now with thin white sheets, and Mitch flinched again at the memory of war. You had to bury them, but the living came first.

Beside the church, a woman knelt in the dirt, the body of a boy no older than Merilee in her arms. Her face was streaked with tears, and already the first gas blisters were rising on her bare arms. A young man in white robes like a priest’s bent over her, urging her to rise, but she shook her head, rocking back and forth over the body. The priest looked up at their approach, saying something urgent in Amharic, and Iskinder went to one knee beside the woman, speaking gently. The priest straightened, meeting Mitch’s gaze with a gesture of despair.

“She will not leave her son.”

Iskinder kept talking, and the woman wailed aloud. The priest spoke as well, low and urgent, and at last the woman allowed him to take the body from her and lay it gently against the church’s wall. Iskinder tried to help the woman to her feet, but she collapsed, legs sprawling—not unconscious, Mitch though, but utterly overcome.

“Come on, ma’am,” he said, and together he and the priest got her to her feet. There were blisters on her face as well, and down her legs where her dress rode up her calf; her eyes were red with more than tears, the lids swollen, and she clutched at Mitch’s sleeve, gasping something he couldn’t understand.

“She says she can’t see,” Iskinder said, his voice tight. “We must get her to Camp Coleman.”

Mitch and the priest clasped hands, and Iskinder got the woman settled between them, exhorting her to hold on. She draped her arms around their necks, moaning softly, and with an effort they got her up the slope to the road.

Alma and the Red Cross staff had set up a decontamination station out back of the barracks, close enough to the well that they’d been able to run a hose from the pump, and soldiers were taking turns working the pump handle while another man stood naked under the stream. Another group was collecting contaminated clothes in a basket, and Alma emerged from the barracks as they approached.

“Bring her in here.”

Mitch and the priest turned toward her, and she and an Ethiopian woman lifted the injured woman carefully from their arms.

“She’s bad off,” Mitch said, and Alma nodded.

“She lost her son. I saw.”

Behind her, Mitch caught a glimpse of another hose and buckets of water, women rinsing each other to get rid of the lingering traces of the gas.

“We’ll take her from here,” Alma said. “Go get cleaned up, both of you.”

Will she be all right? Mitch thought. Will we? There was no point in speaking the words aloud: they both knew what the answers would be. “Right,” he said, and turned toward the line of men at the pump.

The decontamination procedure was almost identical to the one he remembered from Italy, and as he stripped and stepped into the chill stream of water the present blurred and wavered, the past filling his mind so that he could almost see scrub pines behind the airfield and the slope of the mountains rising in the distance. Instead of the unpainted buildings of Camp Coleman, he saw regulation camouflage, and for a moment he could almost feel Gil’s hand on his shoulder, steering him toward the boy who waited with another set of clothes. But the boy was a villager, someone’s spare uniform shirt rolled up at the sleeves and too-large shorts cinched tight with a piece of rope. Mitch took what was handed to him and moved aside to dress, aware that his hands were shaking, and the tears that stung his eyes were not just the aftereffects of the gas.

The shirt and uniform trousers fit well enough that he found himself slapping his pockets for his cigarettes before he remembered. He shook himself hard, trying to push through the sense of unreality, and suddenly Lewis was at his side, holding out a cigarette case.

“Smoke?”

“Yeah.” Mitch took it, cupped his hand for the light and drew the smoke down into his lungs. Tobacco, the taste of home, of the land that had borne him: he closed his eyes, searching for that center, and when he opened them again, the light was normal, the afternoon sun just touching the trees beyond the end of the airstrip. “Thanks.”

“You all right?”

Mitch shrugged. “How’s Alma?”

“Still with the women. There’s one hurt pretty bad.”

“I saw.” Mitch shivered again, and took another long draw on the cigarette. It was like this after combat, he got the shakes and there was no shame in it, or at least that was what Gil had always said. For an instant, he imagined Gil’s wry smile, his easy drawl: I don’t care if you dance a tarantella once you’re down, as long as you don’t do it in the air. Mitch closed his eyes, imagining the weave and dance of the Italian planes. If he’d known what they were carrying, they could have gone for the bombers—except that the fighter screen had been too strong. For a moment, he wished he’d followed up on his attacks, made sure of the kill. Anyone who’d gas civilians—gas a Red Cross station—but surely the Italians had been aiming for the airfield… He couldn’t make himself believe it. Camp Coleman was untouched, the village accurately destroyed. He took a last drag on the cigarette and dropped the stub before it burned his fingers, ground it out in the red dirt as though his life depended on obliterating every spark. “What can we do to help?”

“Damned if I know,” Lewis said. Mitch could feel the banked anger in him, but Lewis had himself well under control. “Stay out of the way, the doctor said—”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw von Rosen emerge from the barracks, his thin mouth closed tight, and Mitch turned toward him, lifting a hand to catch his attention. “Von Rosen!”

The count ignored him, lifted a small black box that Mitch realized abruptly was a motion picture camera. He turned it toward the last few men still waiting to go under the improvised shower, and Mitch felt Lewis stiffen.

“What the hell?” Lewis started toward von Rosen, fists clenching. Mitch grabbed for him and missed, took two quick steps to catch him by the shoulder.

“Hold on—”

Von Rosen turned, lowered the camera. “Good. You’ll take this, yes? The film? They need to know—everyone needs to know what’s happening here.”

Mitch felt Lewis relax slightly, and said, “Yeah. We’ll take it.”

“We’ll tell them, too,” Lewis said, his voice taut. “Your embassy, our embassy, the State Department, every goddamn newspaper in Europe and in America—”

“Not that they’ll listen,” Mitch said.

Von Rosen grunted. “They haven’t so far. Everyone wants to believe that it’s justice, the victory of civilization over barbarism. That’s what Mr. Waugh says, after all! But this—they can’t deny the film. It’s all here, the village, the wounded. They can’t deny this.”

“Reckon they’ll find a way,” Mitch said. He felt hollowed out, untethered, and fumbled in his pocket before he remembered again that he didn’t have any cigarettes.

“Here.” Lewis handed him the packet, and Mitch took it gratefully. He lit one for himself, and only then offered it to von Rosen, who shook his head.

“We have to try. We…”

“We’ll take it,” Mitch said. “Just tell me who it goes to, and I’ll get it there.”

Von Rosen fumbled in his pocket, came up with the stub of a pencil and a grubby slip of thin cardboard. He balanced it on the side of the camera, between the various knobs and the winding key, and scribbled a name and address. “Ernst Wallin. He’s with the Swedish Embassy in Cairo. He’s a friend, and he’ll know what to do with it. It’s proof that the Italians are targeting civilians, deliberately bombing Red Cross hospitals—”

Mitch took the card, checking to be sure he could read the scrawled words. He had no confidence he’d be able to remember anything today, no matter how many times he was told. They weren’t supposed to land in Cairo, of course, but they’d do it, or figure something out. Alma would figure something out. He tucked the card carefully in his pocket, nodding, and Lewis said, “They know. They must know. What good is this going to do?”

“They can’t know,” Mitch said, in spite of himself, and knew as he heard his own voice that it was entirely possible.

“Waugh and his like keep telling everyone that it’s a war against barbarism,” von Rosen said. “That the Italians are civilized people and the Ethiopians are committing atrocities. That the only way to save the country is to conquer it. And no one in Europe wants another war like the last one, so they take any excuse they can get not to have to intervene.”

“So what good is this going to do?” Lewis repeated. “Don’t get me wrong, we’ll take the film to your friend, but I don’t see what it’ll do. Unless you’re trying to recruit mercenaries? Some kind of help?”

He sounded entirely too interested in that last option, Mitch thought. His cigarette was almost gone, and he lit another from the butt before he ground it out.

“If the man on the street knew what was happening, it would be different,” von Rosen said. “Ethiopia is a member of the League of Nations, and if the League can’t, or won’t, defend its members, then everyone is in worse danger of war. Even the blindest man can see that much. And so we have to show them. Get them angry, get them involved. Force the governments—France, Britain, even Germany—make them take notice and rein in the Italians.”

It won’t happen, Mitch thought, but the words took too much effort. No one was going to go to war for an African nation, particularly when the Italians looked like they were already winning. “We’ll take the film,” he said, and von Rosen took a deep breath, visibly steadying himself.

“Then I’ll finish what I was doing. The more evidence the better.”

Mitch nodded again, watching the count stride away. The sun was at the top of the line of trees to the west of the field, their shadows stretching toward the camp. A group of women had built a fire and a couple of soldiers carried what looked like a laundry boiler toward them. A baby was crying inside the barracks, and another joined it; the westerly breeze raised a brief swirl of dust from the runway’s beaten dirt.

“You sure you’re all right?” Lewis asked, and Mitch shook himself.

“I’m ok,” he said. “How about you?”

“Not hurt.” Lewis’s smile was wry. “I don’t think I was down there long enough, and Al and that Red Cross doc got a pretty good decontamination system going right away. But I wish to God I’d gotten at those bombers.”

“Me, too,” Mitch said, and was surprised by the sudden wave of anger. And then it was gone, drained out of him like water from a broken jug, and he was left shaking and empty. He looked away, afraid Lewis might see, and was relieved to spot Alma emerging from the barracks. He lifted his hand to wave her over, and she veered toward them. She had changed her clothes, too, was wearing shorts and a man’s undershirt that hung halfway to her knees.

“How are things?” Lewis asked, but his eyes were only for Alma.

“I’m fine,” she said, though she didn’t look it. “And we’ve got most of the wounded treated. There are some, though… But Dr. Biniam is doing what he can. We’re going to have to stay the night. There’s no one to help us cart the gas, and it’s too late to start now anyway.”

“And you’re needed,” Lewis said.

Alma nodded. “That too.”

And that was Alma for you, Mitch thought. She’d do what she had to do, and do it well. “If we leave first thing in the morning, we can make it back to the Cat in time to take off in daylight. If the weather’s clear, we won’t have any trouble following the Nile, and that’ll mean a dawn landing in Cairo, more or less.” But a night flight, and that was always trouble.

“We’ll decide later,” Alma said, and Mitch nodded, happy to let her make the decisions. He lit another cigarette, his eyes stinging, and settled himself to wait.

It was obvious that no one was going to leave Camp Coleman that day. Colonel Tedesse had brought his men back to the camp at the first sign of the attack, and they were now bivouacked on the far side of the airstrip. The hangar and the part of the airmen’s barracks that wasn’t being used as a makeshift hospital had been given over to the refugees from the village. Someone had found a couple of awkward square tents that looked as though they were left over from the first Italian war back in the 1890s, and set them up behind the hangar, and Iskinder had insisted that Alma and her crew take one of them. Alma had protested—she should stay in the hospital to help Dr. Biniam—but Iskinder had taken her arm.

“It will make everyone more comfortable if we know where all the foreigners are tonight. And in any case, you should get a good night’s sleep, if you’re going to fly out tomorrow.”

That was inarguable, but there was something in Iskinder’s expression that made her hesitate. “Trouble?”

“I don’t know yet.” Iskinder sighed. “Very possibly. I am waiting for word from headquarters—I’ll let you know if it’s anything you need to worry about.”

There was no arguing with that, and Alma retreated to the tent with the others. Luckily, there was plenty of mosquito netting, and they were able to roll back the canvas flaps to let in as much of the cool night air as possible. One of the women brought around a plate stacked high with rounds of spongy bread and a bowl of lentil stew, and Alma divided it scrupulously among the three of them. Half a dozen bonfires were burning, marking the centers of various campsites; in contrast, they had only a battered kerosene lantern, and despite Lewis’s careful tending, it cast only a fitful light. It was getting chilly as the night deepened. Alma shivered, and Lewis fetched a blanket from one of the cots and draped it over her shoulders.

“We’re going to have to go back tomorrow,” Mitch said. He was sounding better than he had before, but he was still sitting a little back from the light, the ember of his cigarette waxing and waning in the dark. “I reckon we can make it on the gas we have.”

“Probably.” Alma wrapped her arms around her knees. The blanket smelled of sweat, and felt as though it was woven from wire—goat hair, maybe—but at least it was warm. She wanted to stay. Dr. Biniam had done a good job training some of the villagers, but she’d had a lot more experience, particularly with gas and bullet wounds. Her presence would be useful. And yet. She had other responsibilities now, to Stasi and the children, to Tiny Foster, to Gilchrist Aviation, to Floyd Odlum and even Henry Kershaw. And of course to Mitch and Lewis: as magister and as the chief pilot, it was her job to bring them home.

She leaned back against the end of the nearest cot, resting her weight carefully until she was sure it wouldn’t shift. Not that it was an easy choice, exactly, but it was an obvious one, a necessary one. And that meant she had to think about the flight back. Mitch was right, they had enough fuel for the trip back, though she would have liked to top up the tanks just to be on the safe side. A night flight had its dangers, but if she just flew northwest, she would find the Nile, and the combination of enormous river and the stark divide between it and the desert should be an obvious enough signpost. The moon was waxing, nearly full; if the weather was reasonably clear, there shouldn’t be a problem.

But of course she didn’t have a current forecast. When they left Bahir Dar—was it only this morning? The forecast then had been for high pressure and few clouds, but she’d been hoping to get an update from Iskinder’s people, and she’d certainly been planning to leave before now. The weather could change in the blink of an eye, and a night flight with heavy cloud, no moon, and no navigational beacons was a recipe for disaster. On the other hand, a late-night landing in Alexandria carried risks of its own, especially if the weather was less than perfect.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Lewis said, and leaned one shoulder companionably against hers.

“Thinking about how to get us home,” she answered, and felt him shift.

“About that…”

Before he could say anything, Mitch looked up sharply. Alma followed the line of his gaze and saw Robinson walking toward them, two women at his heels, carrying a tray of cups and one of the odd bulbous coffee pots.

“Colonel,” she said. It was too chilly to get up, but she freed one hand to wave generally at the floor. “Please, make yourself at home.”

“I thought you all might like some coffee,” Robinson answered. “And I also wanted to say thanks. You all were a big help there today.”

“We should have done more,” Lewis said. “If I’d known what those damn bombers were carrying—” He broke off, shaking his head, and Robinson seated himself easily on the floor. The first woman set down the tray of cups and disappeared; the second began pouring, tracing rhythmic circles over the closely-packed cups.

For an instant, Robinson looked bleak. “Yeah.”

“Bastards.”

Alma could feel the leashed anger in Lewis’s shoulder, and touched his arm. He looked warily at her, but subsided. Mitch said, “Your boys did well, too.”

“For kids with an average of twenty hours’ flight time and no combat experience at all—” Robinson sighed. “No, not bad. And nobody got killed, though we’ve got a lot of work to do to patch up all the bullet holes.” He waved at the coffee cups. “Please, help yourselves.”

Alma chose a cup and a healthy spoonful of the coarse dark sugar, and sipped it carefully, grateful for the warmth. “We’re going to want to be leaving tomorrow.”

“I figured.” Robinson nodded.

“The main thing I need is a weather report,” Alma began, but something was moving in the dark outside the tent, a shadow passing in front of the nearest fire that resolved itself to Iskinder, Colonel Tedesse at his side.

“Colonel,” Iskinder said, and for all that he sounded perfectly calm, Alma could see the tension in the way he held himself. “We have a radio message from brigade headquarters. The Italians have broken through and are heading south. We’re going to need to evacuate Camp Coleman.”

Robinson visibly swallowed a curse. “How long do we have?”

“Seventy-two hours at most,” Tedesse said. “My men and I must be on the road sooner if we’re to get the guns somewhere useful. I’d advise you to do the same.”

Robinson nodded. “We can ferry the planes out of here—we’ll have to do it in stages, but we can manage, especially if von Rosen can collect his trimotor. What about the rest of the people, the folks from the village?”

“That’s why we’re here,” Iskinder said.

“We can’t take everyone,” Alma said. “I assume you’re thinking of ferrying them to Bahir Dar? It would take us a couple of days, and I—we have to be back in Alexandria in three days. We just don’t have the time. We can certainly take the wounded, and the women with children—”

“Most of them can go by boat,” Tedesse said. “It’s been done before. Though you are right that we need your help.”

“There are wounded here that can’t be treated in Bahir Dar,” Iskinder said. “And also one or two people who are related to persons of importance, people who must not fall into Italian hands lest they be used against us. Alma, can you take them to Cairo? To the embassy there?”

Alma sat very still, the numbers dancing in her head. “How many?”

“Ten, twelve? Fifteen at the outside. Plus children.”

“How many children?”

“Seven children, four of them wounded. The rest adults.” Iskinder reached for one of the cups of coffee and drained it.

Fifteen adults, seven children, plus the four-person crew. Some of the wounded would be on stretchers, too, which would take up space even if it didn’t add weight. A full load of fuel, plus a minimum of food and water just in case. Tight, she thought, it would be very tight, and she’d need every inch of the lake for the takeoff, never mind the landing… “Yes. We can do it.”

She saw the relief in Iskinder’s face, and in Tedesse’s, and added hastily, “It’s not going to be comfortable, and we’re really going to need that fuel, Colonel Robinson’.”

“I’ll give you everything I can spare,” Robinson said.

“Thank you,” Iskinder said. “I knew I could rely on you.”

The conversation went on for a while longer, logistics and fuel consumption, weather reports and whether or not Khartoum could be persuaded to keep a beacon lit for them even if they weren’t going to land, how much baggage the refugees had and how much they could fit onto the Catalina. Lewis listened with half an ear, watching the kerosene in the lamp burn lower, the anger that had filled him since they landed burning with as steady a flame. He knew what he ought to do—what he wanted to do—knew, too, that Alma would forgive him, would understand better than most why he had to do it. It was leaving them in a bad place, of course, short the one person who could double as both a pilot and the flight engineer, but Tiny knew what he was doing. They could make it back to Alexandria with just three in the crew. There was no telling how he could get back to Europe—if he survived, which wasn’t exactly a sure thing, not given the equipment Robinson had at his disposal—and he couldn’t help thinking of Dora, looking up at him with Alma’s smile. But surely it would be worth the risk if he could do something to stop the bombings, to save other children. Surely it was what any good man would do, if he had the necessary skills. Surely it was what Diana had called him for. He closed his eyes for a moment, seeking that center, that certainty, but he felt only the anger and grief that had filled him since the afternoon.

At last the coffee cups were all empty, and Iskinder pushed himself to his feet. “My suggestion would be to start for the lake as soon after sunrise as possible. It will take longer for our people to get there, but you can at least check out the plane and get some rest before you start loading.”

Alma nodded. “All right. And if you can see if Khartoum will help—”

“I can’t promise anything,” Iskinder answered, “but I’ll try.”

“I’ll definitely have a weather forecast for you first thing,” Robinson said. “And I’ll send any updates with the refugees.”

“That would be a help,” Alma said.

Lewis rose to his feet, too, aware that both Mitch and Alma were looking at him uneasily. He managed a smile for Alma, and ducked under the tent flap, lengthening his stride to catch up with the other men. “Colonel! Ras Iskinder. Could I have a word with you?”

They both turned, Iskinder with a frown, Robinson with a wary smile. “What can I do for you, Mr. Segura?”

“You said before that you were short of pilots even more than planes,” Lewis said. “I’d like to sign on. You saw I can handle the planes you have, and—I’m good. I think I can be of use.”

Robinson gave a wry smile. “Mr. Segura, don’t get me wrong, from what I saw this afternoon, you’re exactly what I need, but… The emperor was very clear that he wanted his air force to be composed of black men.”

Lewis gave a grunt that wasn’t quite laughter. “Colonel, you know there are plenty of places back home where I’m not exactly a white man. Besides, if things are as bad as they’re starting to sound—”

“You’re not African,” Iskinder said. “And you’d be taking a terrible risk—risking everything—when there’s an increasingly good chance that we won’t be able to stop the Italians.”

“I don’t care,” Lewis said. “I’ll take my chances.”

“Mr. Segura,” Robinson began, and Iskinder touched his shoulder.

“Give me a moment with him, John, if you would.”

Robinson hesitated, then shrugged. “Ok. But you know those are my orders. I’m sorry, Mr. Segura.”

He turned away, heading back toward the hangar. Iskinder watched him go, his expression unreadable, and Lewis couldn’t stand it any longer.

“Look, I don’t want to blow my own horn, but you need me—me and about forty more guys like me, men with combat experience. And it’s not like you don’t have white men flying for you. Von Rosen’s about as white as they come.”

“He flies for the Red Cross,” Iskinder said, almost absently. “And you’re right, we need—we don’t just need forty of you, we need a hundred, and the planes to match, and an army that isn’t made up of farm boys and goat herders—and you could throw in a few armored trucks as well, and artillery, and everything else a modern army has. Our men are brave, none braver, but being willing to charge tanks on horseback doesn’t mean they’re going to win.” He stopped, wincing, and looked around as though he was worried about being overheard. “One or two more men aren’t going to make any difference, and are all too likely to get themselves killed.”

“That’s my business, isn’t it?”

“What would Alma say to that?”

Lewis met Iskinder’s eyes steadily. “You know she would say to do what was right.”

Iskinder sighed, nodding. “Yes. Yes, I know.” He took a breath. “Jerry told me—he said you were bound, oath bound, to the Diana of Aricia, that you were the Rex Nemorensis. And—forgive me, but I do not think this is her fight.”

“How can it not be?” Lewis answered. “What’s happening here is wrong—”

“But not hers,” Iskinder said.

“How do you know? Why wouldn’t she be here as well?” Lewis’s anger was rising again, and it took an effort to keep his voice low.

Iskinder hesitated. “If you can tell me, one Lodge member to another—one initiate to another—that Diana herself tells you this is Her service, then—well, I’ll try to talk to Robinson. But I want your word.”

Lewis paused in turn, looking up into the clear night sky. The moon was nearly full overhead, an imperfect silver disk that drowned all but the brightest stars. It was a fair question, and he slid his hand into his pocket, reaching for the carnelian seal he had found at Nemi, in the grave he dug to bury the bound demon. He ran his thumb over the incised surface: a long, lean hound, stretched out in a hard run. Well, Lady, what do I do? What do you want me to do? There was no answer, just the anger washing away to leave nothing behind, none of the certainty he had felt before. The moon soared empty overhead, serene and silent, and he closed his eyes. This was not a no, but he had felt Diana’s approval, felt her urging him to action, and this was not it. “How do I know I’m not just talking myself out of this?”

“You didn’t have to offer,” Iskinder said. “No one who wasn’t serious would take that chance.”

Lewis took a deep breath, grateful for the darkness, the foreign night that freed his tongue. “This is not Her path. I wish it was.”

“We are both oath bound, you and I,” Iskinder said. “But our paths diverge. You must be ready when She does call.”

Because She will not spend my life lightly, Lewis thought. What She buys with my life will matter. He bowed his head. “Can I—can we take any messages back to Europe, to the States?”

“I would take that as a favor,” Iskinder said. “Thank you. I’ll have letters for you in the morning.”

Lewis nodded, and turned back toward the tent. He still felt empty, the anger fading to a dull sorrow, not even regret for his own choice, but for the lives lost here, and all the deaths to come. Iskinder was right, he was bound, and this was not his path. Mitch was already asleep, curled on one of the cots with his back to the door, but Alma sat up as he ducked under the flap. She had left the lamp turned low, and it was flickering weakly, the kerosene almost exhausted; he blew it out.

“Everything all right?”

He nodded, then realized she might not be able to see him in the dark. “Yes.”

They had pulled two cots close together on their side of the tent, and he sat carefully on his to take off his shoes. “I’m not staying.”

He heard her breathe out sharply. “I’m glad. I was afraid—” She broke off, and when she spoke again, her voice was carefully controlled. “It would have been really hard getting back without you.”

“I know.” Lewis stretched out next to her, dragging the harsh blanket up over his shoulders. It was like sleeping under a saddle blanket, the same coarse, strong-smelling weight, and he shifted to get it adjusted more comfortably. “I was going to. But Iskinder—my oath is to Diana, and this is not the time.”

“I won’t say I’m sorry,” Alma said. She reached across the gap between the cots, her hand burrowing under the blanket until she’d found his, and clasped it tight. Her fingers were very cold.

Lewis wrapped his other hand around hers. “It’ll come sometime.”

“I know.” Alma’s voice was quiet. “But not today.”


Palermo, Italy

January 4, 1936

It was almost eight o’clock before Henry Kershaw brought the boys back to the hotel, and Stasi met them at the door to the suite. “We’re a little late,” Henry said sheepishly.

“And how!” Stasi said, her hands on her hips. “You could have called. The hotel does have a telephone.”

“I’m sorry,” Henry said, perhaps a little more sincerely. “The boys had dinner at the field with us. It was a treat.”

Douglas pulled on her arm. “Mr. Kershaw showed us the Dart and Charlie let us climb all over it. Jim sat in the pilot’s seat and Mr. Kershaw showed him where everything was.”

“The engine was never on,” Henry said quickly. “It was just a cold walkthrough.”

“It better not have been,” Stasi said. “There are enough mad aviators in this family. Jimmy, I absolutely forbid you to fly Mr. Kershaw’s Dart!”

“Now, no chance of that,” Henry said, putting his hands in his pockets. “He’s got to learn on a trainer, not a plane like the Dart.”

“Mr. Sorley said…” Jimmy began.

“There are enough aviators,” Stasi said firmly. “Running off to God knows where, risking their necks at utterly unpredictable intervals…” She heard the tone in her voice, Henry’s suddenly sympathetic expression like he’d never seen her before. She stopped.

“I’m not going to be an aviator,” Douglas said staunchly. “I’m going to be a sailor. Merilee is the one who likes planes.”

“Merilee wants to be an aviatrix?” Henry asked.

“Merilee wants to be a plane,” Douglas said. “When she grows up. When she’s ten instead of three.”

“I don’t think she can be a plane,” Henry said. He looked bemused. “Where is she anyway?”

“Merilee and Dora have been in bed for hours,” Stasi said. “Which is where you should be. Douglas, Jimmy—go wash up and get ready for bed. I’m going to have a word with Mr. Kershaw.”

The boys trotted off to the bathroom, while Henry shifted from one foot to the other like Douglas in a jam. “Thank you so much for keeping them occupied,” Stasi said, “I have to do the dramatics. They’d be so disappointed if I didn’t. Jimmy would conclude I didn’t love him at all.” Stasi crossed to the decanters on the side table. “B&B?”

“Please.” Henry watched her fill a generous glass. “Are you planning to adopt them?”

“Yes.” Stasi handed him his glass, then filled hers. “Well, all three of them if Jimmy will. He’s old enough that it’s up to him. If he wants to stay and keep his own name and hope that his father… Well, that’s up to him. However he feels about it.”

“You’ll keep him anyway?”

“Of course. Mitch is very attached to them.”

“Ah,” Henry said. “Mitch is.”

“Absolutely.” Stasi gave him an insouciant glance over the top of the glass. “Cheers, darling.”

“Cheers.” Henry took a sip, then sat down in one of the chairs. “Actually, there’s something I wanted to talk to you about. I assume you have a way of cabling Mitch?”

“He said he wasn’t sure where he’d be staying and to reach him care of Jerry.” Stasi sat down too, a hint of worry winding its way up her spine. “Why? Is something wrong with the plane?”

“No, no. Nothing like that.” Henry glanced toward the bathroom door, where the boys seemed to be doing a great deal of splashing. “There were a lot of people who wanted a look at the planes today while we were packing up. Unsurprisingly, one of them was the German Air Minister. It seems he’s lost his nephew.”

“He’s probably only misplaced, darling.”

Henry’s expression sharpened. “It’s not a joke. Hess told him that Von Rosen went to Alexandria with our guys.”

“Hess? How in the world would Hess know?”

“Not by any means I’d care to explore too deeply,” Henry said. “He’s well known in certain Theosophical circles. But I certainly wouldn’t work with the Lodges he used to work with.”

“Used to?”

Henry shrugged. “Nobody’s very clear on who he’s working with now, or if he’s given it all up. I wouldn’t bet on that with the ring he’s wearing.”

Stasi took a deep breath. Madame Refin had called them Rosicrucians, but she didn’t know for certain either. It was like trying to put a jigsaw puzzle together when you didn’t have all the pieces because somebody had lost a bunch of them and you’d find them weeks from now under the bed. “Is it a Lodge ring?”

“It could be.” Henry took another drink of his B&B. “If so, I don’t know the group. But it’s definitely charged.”

“So Lewis said.” She frowned.

“I didn’t get a very good look at it,” Henry said. “I couldn’t under the circumstances. But all the same, I wish he had something to think about besides Alma and Mitch and where Von Rosen has gone.”

“So do I,” Stasi said.


Alexandria, Egypt

January 4, 1936

The Roman sewer led up to the Roman street, though at one point the passage was narrow enough that Jerry broke out in a cold sweat, crawling on his knee just above the stump, Willi’s breath loud close behind. They emerged into a wider space, and Jerry caught his breath.

There was a short flight of stairs leading down and above them a shattered dome. Large chunks of stone which had once spanned a space as wide as the Pantheon in Rome lay helter-skelter, some of them supporting the weight of city above so that it didn’t collapse on their heads, while some were jumbled piles around them. The stairs led to a door, wood long since splintered though the stone lintels were intact, a winged Egyptian vulture across the top, while on the columns…

“That’s perfect,” Hussein breathed.

Snakes, a pair of rearing cobras, were carved in glorious Hellenistic relief, crowned with very Egyptian falcons in the register above, while laurel wreaths surmounted the tops of the pediments.

“An ideal example of Hellenistic syncretism,” Jerry said, finding his voice. “Egyptian and Greek symbolism both. And look at the wreaths!” Even at this distance, even in this light, every leaf was distinct. The snakes seemed to waver in the flickering beam of the flashlight. “Agathos Daimon,” Jerry said. “The Spirit of the City. And the echo of the Uraeus, the sacred serpent on Pharaoh’s crown.”

“Why do the steps go down?” Hussein said. “Shouldn’t they go up?”

“This is the Roman street,” Jerry said. “They went up to begin with, but five hundred years later when the Soma was shut, Alexandria had literally risen, city built on city. The entrance was down, not up. You can see the same thing in some buildings in London.”

“Is it…” Willi said tentatively, as though he didn’t quite dare to name it the Soma.

“We have to see,” Jerry said. He leaned heavily on a fallen block, looking at the jumble that choked the stairs and the doorway. And no doubt the space beyond.

“We have to come back with a proper crew,” Hussein said, his eyes alight. “This is the find of the century! Dr. Ballard! This makes King Tut’s tomb look like nothing. This is…”

“Impossible to excavate,” Jerry said. It struck him like cold water to the face. “Mohammad, look at it. It would take two years to dig down to this. Maybe more, depending on what’s right above. And then years more to clear. We don’t have five years.”

“We have all the time in the world,” Hussein said.

Jerry shook his head. “Stop and think. Everything that’s going on in the world. Do you think Egypt could prevent any power that wanted from taking this tomb and its contents? You’ve seen what’s happening with Ethiopia trying to resist Italy. Do you think Egypt would do better?” He reached for Hussein’s sleeve. “Where are your airplanes and tanks and artillery? What kind of army can Egypt put in the field? They’d take this from you, Mohammad. As surely as the Elgin Marbles or Nefertiti’s bust or innumerable other treasures. You would have no control over this tomb or its contents.”

“It would go to Berlin,” Willi said, his voice sounding choked and angry. “For a bunch of lunatics to use to support their ridiculous theories.”

“Alexander’s body,” Jerry said, cold touching him again that had nothing to do with the temperature underground. Alma had asked him three years ago if anyone could use a body that old as a material correspondence. The idea had been boggling then. How could anyone possibly possess something like this, much less be able to use it? What could you do with a body that had been the focus of worship for hundreds of years, a cult object of immeasurable importance in addition to being the body of Alexander the Great? What could their old enemy Pelley do? What could Pelley’s friends in the Ahnenerbe do?

Suddenly, completely, he wished Alma were here. What kind of stakes are we playing for, Jerry wondered? What enormous, overwhelming stakes?

“Alexander’s body,” Willi said. His eyes roved over the doorposts, the tumble of the dome above. “Do you think it could still be there?”

“I don’t know,” Jerry said. He swallowed. “Probably.”

It was so easy to imagine the dome as it had been, to see the picture in his mind’s eye made real—going down those steps into the round chamber beyond, where in the center beneath the dome a crystal coffin lay…

“I’m going down there.”

Willi swore again. “Are you insane? Do you see how unstable that is? Those stones could come down at any moment, and if you start moving things around they will fall on your head!”

It was true. Descending those stairs was incredibly dangerous, even for a man who didn’t have a wooden leg. Descending into a tomb…

Initiation, Jerry thought. That was the classic test, wasn’t it? To descend into a tomb, to face death itself in the most literal manner. And it wasn’t a real initiation if it wasn’t something one really feared—being trapped, failed by one’s body, far underground where there was no help. If a block shifted, if he were crushed, or if he simply couldn’t get out, he would die here like so many Egyptian tomb robbers of old.

Which was why it was a true test. All this went through Jerry’s mind in a moment, watching the carved snakes seem to move in the faint light, an illusion caused by their deep-graven shadows.

Suddenly, in that moment, all the fear was gone. Not just fear of the path or fear of failing, but the fear of everything that lay behind that door, of the past and of the future. Agathos Daimon, he thought, and his thought was a burble of laughter, did you think I would turn back now? Is there any world in which I would not dare the tomb?

To turn back would be untrue to himself, to the deepest essence of all he was, all he ever had been and all he hoped to be. Knowing that, there was no fear. Only joy.

“I think I can get through,” Jerry said. He looked at Willi, his hair soaked with sweat, his eyes concerned, and he knew Willi’s fears were not only for him, but for how this would change him, surely as the occult events at Lop Nur had. He did not fear danger, only evil. “There is nothing evil here,” Jerry said quietly, almost tenderly despite Hussein nearby. “It’s ok.”

Joy. Compassion. Love. Initiation was all these things. And without a single regret, Jerry turned to make his way down the dark stairs, beneath the perilous stones.

Sweating, he crawled over a tilted slab, the flashlight held in his teeth. The weight of the City bore down above him in the darkness, tons of dirt and buildings and streets and people just above going about their own business, unaware that the Soma lay beneath their feet.

Just as it had for fifteen hundred years, since it was lost—deserted—closed—whatever had happened to it in the aftermath of the destruction of the Serapeum. It had been looted by a Christian mob, its library and ancient documents burned, its priests killed with everyone who had taken refuge inside, payback for the Christian martyrs executed by pagan emperors in centuries past. And that was how it went, tit for tat, payback for payback, all in the name of God for century after century. It was still going on, the same story without ending.

But this was different. The contorniate they’d found showed that. It was pagan and Christian both, the old way and the new, a fusion like everything about Alexandria. Zealots could never allow that to endure. Impurity, confusion, imperfection—freedom of thought in all its forms. For that the Soma had been sealed. For that the White City had fallen.

Jerry paused, wedged between two blocks of fallen roof, trying to see the way forward. It was a pipe dream, of course. It was foolish to think that restoring the Soma would somehow restore that lost world. In his heart, that was what Jerry wanted. Oh yes, the credit for the dig would be wonderful! It would be amazing to be heralded as the new Howard Carter, the greatest archaeologist of the age. But that wasn’t what he really desired, what he dreamed in his secret heart. What he dreamed was the City reborn. As if touching Alexander’s casket could transform the world…

Jerry slid forward on his belly, the block suddenly steeply pitched, slipping over and three feet down to land on his forearms gracelessly. How he was going to get back up that slope…well, he’d deal with that later.

The floor was mosaic. Jerry turned the flashlight, looking down. He lay on an elaborate border of laurel branches that circumscribed a wide, circular center, its subject unclear from the tiny bit he could see. He opened his hand against it, feeling for one long moment the floor of the Soma. Then he pulled himself up.

The dome had half collapsed, the half nearer the street, he thought from the tumble of stone behind him. Ahead, what must have been the left hand wall and most of the back were intact, supported by caryatid columns in the shape of winged victories. There was paint on the wall still, a battle scene originally two stories high, mighty war elephants thundering down against the shield wall of a phalanx, while off to the right cavalry gathered for a charge, their movement truncated by a fall of plaster.

It was stupendous, amazing—in itself worth every moment of the journey. He shone the flashlight over it, crimson caparisons still bright in the light’s beam. And there, beneath a tilted column, the light reflected back unbearably bright, glancing off a coffin lidded in glass.

“It can’t be,” Jerry whispered. It couldn’t. The coffin couldn’t be intact, not after all these centuries.

His halting steps were loud across the mosaic floor. One column had fallen at an angle, resting on its caryatid and the marble base of the tomb, the upper section of it protecting the glass lid with victory’s wings spread across it a foot above the fragile surface. Unbroken. Intact.

Jerry’s knee nearly gave out, and he leaned on his cane, trying not to even breathe in the direction of the precariously balanced stone. Carefully, he took a step closer.

Glass is liquid. That is something every archaeologist knows, even every historic preservationist who tends a house where the panes in the leaded glass windows are thicker at the bottom than the top, flowing down the window over the centuries. But windows like that are three or four hundred years old, maybe a little more. Two thousand years had rendered the glass opaque at the base, darkened it on top as it thinned from the perfection Ptolemy Eugertes had wrought. He could not see inside. Whatever lay within, bare bones or a mummy wrapped in muslin, or even the embalmed king in his armor as Strabo had described, it was hidden.

Jerry closed his eyes. Moving the lid without moving the column was impossible, and that would take heavy equipment and a full team of men. It would need to be photographed first, carefully measured, and even then the sudden rush of air into the coffin might destroy what remained. No, the lid must stay closed.

And it was better that way. What could bones show him that his imagination did not supply? He did not need bones to call ghosts. He never had. The past was not shut away in a tomb, but living and breathing around him.

“We are the City,” he whispered. “And we are not dead.”

No echoes stirred, only the weight of silence.

And then a scraping noise. Jerry turned around. From the hole between slabs appeared Willi and Hussein’s heads.

“You didn’t really think we’d let you go alone, did you?” Willi asked, skidding down the tilted stone.

“No,” Jerry said. “I suppose not.” His voice sounded choked.

Hussein bent to examine the mosaic, and then stood up, turning round slowly and carefully. “It’s real,” he said. “Mr. Cavafy was right.”

“It seems so,” Jerry said.

They were all awestruck, speaking softly as though at a funeral, as though a whisper would break the dream.

“This is going to take an enormous team to excavate,” Hussein said. “A decade of work.”

“We can’t find it,” Jerry said. “We can’t tell anyone about this find. Not now.” He looked at Hussein. “Do you understand why?”

Slowly, Hussein nodded, his eyes never leaving the glass coffin beneath its tilted column. “Because it would be destroyed,” he said. “Just like the Serapeum. Just like so many treasures.” His voice hardened, his face for once less young and affable. “We have to protect it.”

“We have to save it for the world to come,” Jerry said. Unexpectedly, tears stung his eyes. “We have to hope there is a world to come where it could be brought to light.”

“In twenty years,” Willi said quietly.

“In a hundred years,” Hussein said.

“I hope so.” He looked once more at the coffin, fixing it in his mind. “I will protect you,” he said, and there in the dark it didn’t sound ridiculous at all. “I will guard this.” He bent his head, feeling the oath’s weight on him like a collar of gold.

Like the pectoral on its string.

Jerry took a deep breath. Then he laid it down gently on the lid of the coffin, just as a sem-priest would have placed an offering at the deceased’s heart. “This has to stay here,” he said. “I can’t take it out of the country and there is nowhere I can be sure it will be safe.”

“Except with Alexander,” Willi said.

“Except with Alexander,” Jerry agreed. The ruddy gold gleamed in the light of the flashlight on its dull string, a puzzle for some future archaeologist.

“Until we return,” Hussein said. “God willing in my lifetime.”

“You’ll know,” Jerry said. “And if not, you’ll pass it on when the time comes, as I will.”

“But to do that we must get out in one piece,” Willi said. “And that will be an adventure. It’s a good thing we followed you. We’re going to have to lift you up that slope ahead of us.”

“A very good thing indeed,” Jerry said.


Palermo, Italy

January 4, 1936

Stasi examined herself in the mirror, considering. She wore a white dress with navy blue polka dots, a narrow skirt with a short slit in the back, stockings and navy blue pumps. It was not at all the kind of thing one could wear to climb around on the outside of a building. Perfect.

Her heart beat faster and she made her movements very deliberate and calm as she put out her cigarette and turned on the radio, pulling the curtains tight across the French doors that led to the balcony. They were securely latched.

Then she went to check on the children. All four of them were asleep in the adjoining room, Merilee and Dora cuddled like kittens. Carefully, she extracted the flashlight from under the covers where Douglas had been reading and switched it off, putting it silently on the nightstand. Her heart raced. It had never been this dangerous before. She’d never had this much to lose. If she were caught…

But she wouldn’t be. And if she were, there were innocent explanations. Surely there were reasons why a married woman might be in another man’s hotel room when her own husband was on a business trip! Explanations that weren’t innocent, but certainly were understandable, particularly to a man with a big ego. And don’t they all have big egos, darling? They’d like to believe that a woman would break into their room to throw herself at them. If she needed to, it was plausible. But she wouldn’t need to. She was better than that.

She could almost hear what Mitch would say, not disapproving but with his head to the side, curious. “Why is it that important? What’s worth the risk?”

He was, of course. Henry Kershaw had said that Hess needed something to think about besides where Goring’s nephew had gone with Gilchrist Aviation. Well, she had sent a cable warning Mitch in as cloudy terms as she could, but beyond that she could do nothing. Whatever trouble they ran into across the Mediterranean, she was completely helpless to prevent or even to help. But she could distract Hess with a problem he couldn’t ignore. And that might be just as important in the long run.

Or maybe all of this was just to prove she could, a pathology based on repressed feelings. Or something. It didn’t matter. She was going to do it. And she was going to get by with it.

Stasi closed the door separating the children’s bedroom from the sitting room carefully. She was simply a conscientious mother checking on the children before she settled down to listen to the radio and read for a while. There was her book on the table, a gin on the rocks beside it so the ice would be just the right amount melted. Stasi patted a last stray hair into place and went into the bathroom. Now she only had to wait. It was twenty-six minutes after ten o’clock.

Ten minutes. Twelve. The pipes began to sing, the water turning on in the bath above. Perfect. Four minutes for the tub to fill. Yes, that was the water turning off. Stasi turned off the bathroom light and went out into the hall, closing the door to the suite behind her. She didn’t sneak or sidle. Why would one do that? Thieves sneak and sidle, not guests of the hotel who have every reason to do perfectly ordinary things. She simply walked down the hall past the gilded elevator cage, opened the door marked stairs and confidently ascended.

Up one floor. She heard the elevator chiming as she reached the top and waited behind the door while passengers got off, speaking to one another in French as they let themselves into another room. Then she opened the door and walked quickly down to the suite above hers. It was, of course, child’s play to find out which room in the hotel belonged to another guest.

She’d practiced ten times on her own door just to make sure she still had the knack. A bobby pin, a few twists, and the door swung open.

It was a rather nicer suite, probably the best in the hotel as befitted a senior government official, with elaborate eighteenth century furniture upholstered in gold and white, a thick carpet underneath muffling the sound of her feet. The room was in darkness except for a console light on a painted desk in the corner. From the private adjoining bath came the sounds of splashing, and a little light leaked under the bathroom door.

The bedroom was in darkness. His evening coat hung over the back of a chair, while the rest of his clothes occupied it. Stasi stopped, considering, and let her eyes become accustomed to the darkness. Not a particularly tidy man. A man who is used to having others do for him. Where would he put… There, on the bedside table where a man who smoked might put his cigarette case—the tiepin with its twisted insignia, an expensive Swiss watch, and the ring.

She picked it up before she could change her mind, scooping it into her pocket as though it were sticky, as though it were cold as ice. Then she quietly went back into the sitting room.

He had not drawn the curtains. She clasped the catch through the fold of the curtains. The nineteenth century latch was sticky, and she pushed down with all her strength before it yielded, a scraping sound loud in the stillness.

Stasi froze.

The sounds in the bath continued unabated.

She swung the balcony doors wide. Night blew in, the curtains swaying in the breeze, the sounds of the busy street coming up.

Hurriedly she crossed the room and listened a moment at the hall door. Silent. This was the single critical moment. The splashing in the bath intensified, as though he were getting out.

And then the moment was past. She was out in the hall, pulling the door shut behind her. It would be best to relock it. No hurry. No panic. The pin did the job, turning the tumblers with only a little effort. Stasi slid the pin back into her finger waves and walked calmly down the middle of the hall to the stairs. She went down one floor, then back to her own room, shutting the door firmly behind her.

The book was on the table, the ice melting slowly into the gin.

She went into the bedroom and slid the ring out of her pocket, trying not to touch it. She dropped it into the little velvet bag with the cameos Mitch had given her and pulled the silk drawstring tight, then dropped it into the box.

Deep breaths. Twelve minutes until eleven. Her watch said that all in all six minutes had elapsed. Six minutes since she left. Only six.

Her heart was pounding so loudly it seemed a miracle it couldn’t be heard all over Palermo.

But no. Of course not. She sat down in the chair and picked up the book, taking a very long sip of the gin. And now to wait. Perhaps nothing would actually happen tonight. Perhaps he would go straight to bed without noticing. She doubted that. It was not the kind of thing that would be forgotten, and in any event she had amply established when and how it disappeared. As soon as he stepped out of the bath he would see the balcony doors open.

It was twenty-three minutes before she heard commotion, twenty-five before there was a knock on her door. Stasi put her book back down on the table and went to the door, pausing behind it as a woman should when alone in a hotel after eleven at night. “Yes?”

“Signora Sorley, it is I, Signore Balderacci, the concierge.”

She opened the door, permitting a faint frown. “Yes, Signore?”

There was an Italian policeman with him, a handsome young man with a pencil mustache. Signore Balderacci looked harried, sweat standing out on his forehead. “Signora Sorley, is all well with you?”

Stasi looked perplexed. “Of course. Should it not be?”

The policeman had less delicacy. “Signora, we regret to disturb you, but there has been a robbery in this hotel. The suite directly above yours has been burgled. I must ask you, have you heard anything unusual this evening?”

“No, not at all!” Stasi put one hand to her breast. “Burgled?”

“I’m afraid we must ask to see your balcony.” The policeman went past her, Signore Balderacci trailing after.

“I’m terribly sorry,” he said.

Stasi gave him a little shrug, as if to sympathize with the unreasonableness of the world.

The policeman glared at the closed curtains. “Have you had the curtains closed, Signora?”

“Yes.” Stasi came to stand beside him. “Since the children went to bed. I’ve been sitting here reading.”

The policeman opened the curtains and made a great production of examining the latch to the balcony doors. “And the doors closed and locked?”

“Of course,” Stasi said. “It’s very noisy. All those bars.”

He opened the doors and stepped outside, glancing around.

“What has happened?” Stasi asked Signore Balderacci.

“The room above… It is terrible! Never before have we had such a thing in this hotel!” He dabbed at his forehead with his handkerchief.

The policeman considered different angles, leaning out over the wrought iron of the railing and looking both up and down. “A nimble man might do it,” he said.

“Do what?” Stasi asked.

“Climb up from the street?” Balderacci said with amazement. “Impossible! It is a busy street. There are restaurants and nightclubs! Someone would see! A man cannot just climb up the side of a building without anyone noticing!”

“Down from the roof,” the policeman said, glancing back at them. “We will check there next.” He turned to Stasi. “Signora, I hate to trouble you, but will you check and make sure your jewels are not missing?”

“Missing?” Stasi put her hand to her breast in alarm. “Surely not! Why I have been in the suite the entire time! So have the children!”

“I regret to say that the gentleman upstairs had also not left the suite,” Balderacci said. “It happened while he was in the bath.”

“Have you been in a separate room from your valuables?” the policeman asked.

“Yes.” Stasi widened her eyes. “When I put the children to bed I was in their room for some time, and I have been in the sitting room since. You don’t think…” Her voice trailed off.

“You must check, Signora,” the policeman said solemnly.

They followed her into the bedroom and watched her take out the elaborate ivory jewel box. “I don’t have much here, thank goodness!” Stasi said. “My watch and some pearls. And some unset cameos my husband just bought me.” She opened the box, holding it out under the light, watch and pearls and the little velvet bag. “Oh thank goodness! It’s all there!”

“You are fortunate, Signora,” the policeman said with a little bow. “I wonder if you heard anything?”

“No, nothing in particular,” Stasi said, wide eyed. “You mean to tell me a man was climbing around just outside my room? A cat burglar? I thought they existed only in the movies!”

“I regret that is not true,” the policeman said.

“How terrifying!”

“We shall catch our thief,” he replied. “Come, Signore Balderacci. The next thing is the roof. Perhaps there is a rope or something he left behind.”

“A rope on the roof! Of my hotel!”

“It’s very Agatha Christie,” Stasi said. “Or is it Dorothy Sayers? I can’t stand Lord Peter Wimsey, can you? Or rather it’s not Peter I mind but Harriet.”

The policeman looked unimpressed with this digression into British detection. “The roof, Balderacci.”

“Yes, yes. I am so sorry we disturbed you, Signora.”

“It’s quite all right. I’m so relieved to know that you are on the case,” Stasi said. “How terribly exciting! To think that a cat burglar was climbing around outside my room! I don’t know what my husband will say!”

“I don’t know what the owner will say,” Balderacci said miserably as he followed the policeman out. “A cat burglar! It will be in the papers.”

“And people will flock to the hotel,” Stasi promised. “It’s a fascinating story.”

“Signore Hess is not amused,” Balderacci said. “To think this should happen! We have never had anything of the kind before!”

“I suppose the jewels were very valuable?”

The policeman turned back. “Signore? The roof?”

“Excuse me, Signora Sorley,” the concierge said with a little bow.

“Of course.” Stasi closed the door behind him and locked it firmly. Then she went to put the ivory jewel box away. She did not open the velvet bag. There was no need to handle it. Valuable, yes, but of course not in any conventional sense. It was only silver, a band like a wedding band with runes around it, a skull between those meaning death and rebirth. Birth and growth and war and sacrifice and death and rebirth, a ring without end, an oath to bind life upon life… No, she would not touch it. She would leave it where it was.

Its loss would certainly give Hess something to think about besides the whereabouts of the Gilchrist Aviation team, and if he was hunting a cat burglar all over Palermo, he would have no time for Göring’s missing nephew.

And perhaps, just perhaps, one day they would need the ring.


Alexandria, Egypt

January 4, 1936

The catacombs beneath the city were vast, and with no guidance except Willi’s compass, the best they could do was attempt to take tunnels that rose. Most, unfortunately, dead-ended. It seemed to Jerry that they had been walking for days, and he wished that they’d had the foresight to bring supplies, or at least a canteen of water. It would be entirely ironic to die of thirst in a cistern.

It was the sound of running water that alerted them. “Listen!” Willi said, holding up a hand.

There was the faint sound of water trickling, just a small sound, but amplified by the acoustics of the tunnels.

“I think it’s this way,” Hussein said. He shone the light over the floor. There was a dark streak at the bottom of one of the sewer tunnels, the tiny burble where it flowed over a lip of stone between one section and another.

“It must be coming from a drain above,” Jerry said. “Any chance of rain today?”

“Not that I heard,” Willi replied.

“Good.” Jerry wasn’t certain how much water would come this way in the event of one of Alexandria’s brief cloud-bursting thunderstorms. Possibly a good deal more than they would want. A little trickle like this was probably coming from a storm drain, from an open hydrant, or perhaps even watering the garden in one of the walled houses.

“If we follow it,” Hussein began.

“Yes,” Jerry said. “A way back to the surface.”

They followed the trickle, climbing an ascending series of Roman sewers until at last they could climb no more. The water ran down a vertical wall from a tunnel above, a stone pipe no more than three feet in diameter.

“Damn,” Jerry said. It was at least eight feet to the top, and it was impossible to see what was above that. And yet the sound of the water was louder. “Willi,” he said, “Switch off the flashlight.”

Willi didn’t ask why. He was too experienced an archaeologist for that. The darkness as he turned the light off was absolute.

Or not. Some faint light came in from above, a bar of darkness less intense to one side of the hole above.

“There’s an outlet!” Hussein said excitedly. “I’m going to climb up there!”

“How?”

“Like a mountain climber,” Hussein said, bracing hands and feet on either side of the tunnel. “I can do it. I’ve done it in a pyramid, for what it’s worth.” He grinned as Willi turned the light back on so that he could see better. “Just give me a boost, if you wouldn’t mind, Dr. Radke.”

“With pleasure,” Willi said.

Jerry watched as Hussein wriggled athletically up, noting that his expensive trousers were almost certainly ruined. Well, a pair of trousers was cheap price for the Soma by any reckoning!

“It’s a storm drain,” Hussein called down. “In the side of a street. Hello there! Hello!” The last was shouted in Arabic, trying to get the attention of some passerby. “Down here! In the drain! God be praised we are stuck! Will you get the cover off, good man? Or will you call a policeman who can?”

Willi sighed. “Well,” he said. “That is that.”

It took quite some time to get someone with the city waterworks out who could remove the cast iron cover over the drain and let down a harness to get Jerry, and quite tactfully Willi, out of the hole. At last Jerry stood blinking on the sidewalk amid the small crowd of the curious who had gathered while Hussein explained their adventure in rapid and voluble Arabic. The light seemed very bright even though it was full night. He stood on the sidewalk in front of a three story bank building with balconies on the second floor across the street from more imposing buildings, a sidestreet that he did not recognize.

“Where are we?” he asked Hussein.

“Across the street from the university,” Hussein said. “That’s the back of the dental school. My father practices at the hospital just around the corner. I’m explaining that we’re archaeologists and we got lost. Archaeologists have just slightly more sense than mad dogs.” He smiled, and Jerry couldn’t help but laugh.

“That sounds excellent,” he said. “You’ve done invaluable work today.”

“Thank you,” Hussein said. There was a cheer as the waterworks man reclosed the drain with warnings to all to stay out of the sewers of Alexandria. He lowered his voice. “For a moment, when we were there…” His voice trailed off and he met Jerry’s eyes solemnly. “For a moment when you made the promise, I saw the headdress settle on you, the striped lappets of a priest. I think you are its guardian now. Its priest. The Heirophant.”

“Yes,” Jerry said. This weight sat on him heavily still, the weight of the dedication on his shoulders, Heirophant of Alexander today as perhaps he had been before. He couldn’t help asking Willi, “What did you see?”

“I saw nothing but you,” Willi said, but his eyes made it a tenderness.

Jerry stood in the warm night air of Alexandria and let the crowd go around him, the pulse of the City, Magus and priest.


Camp Coleman, Amhara Region, Ethiopia

January 5, 1936

Alma woke to the sound of a baby crying, and sat up, ready to console Dora, before she remembered where she was. Mitch was already awake and dressed, talking quietly at the tent’s entrance with a woman who’d brought a bowl of something that steamed gently in the cool morning air. Lewis was stirring, too, and Alma pushed aside the heavy blanket and shook out her shoes carefully before she moved to join Mitch.

“They’re loading up the wagons,” he said. “Colonel Robinson wants to send us and the fuel off with the first group.” He held out the bowl. It was full of what looked like porridge topped with a reddish oil, and smelled of garlic and onions. There were three wooden spoons as well, and Alma took one, tasting gingerly. It was a bit like grits with chilis and butter, and she took a larger mouthful, knowing she’d need a full belly.

“When does he want to leave?”

“As close to sun-up as he can manage,” Mitch said. He gave a lopsided smile. “It’s not like we’ve got all that much to pack.”

Lewis came to join them, running his hands through his hair in a vain attempt to subdue it. The stubble was heavy on his chin, and Alma repressed the urge to rub his cheek. “Any thoughts on how we’re going to make this flight?”

Alma took another bite of the porridge, buying time. She hadn’t made a decision yet—it depended on how full the plane ended up being, and how desperate the wounded were. “This afternoon, if we can, and if Iskinder can get us clearance to land at Khartoum, we might overnight there. Most of the flight would be in daylight that way.” She shrugged. “Or we could leave first thing tomorrow morning, and worry about a night landing in Cairo. They’re set up for that, surely? But mostly I need to hear what Iskinder and Colonel Robinson can do for us.”

“It’s a lot of ifs,” Mitch said, his spoon scraping the bowl, and Lewis looked up.

“I think we should leave today.”

Alma glanced at him, and he shrugged.

“It’s just a feeling, nothing specific, but it’s a strong one.”

“I trust your feelings,” Alma said. “Anyway, from what I saw yesterday, the sooner we get the wounded into a proper hospital, the better.”

They emerged from the tent into the first light of dawn to find that several ox carts had already been loaded, their beds filled with the wounded and supplies, including two big drums of aviation gas. Alma grimaced, seeing them: no matter how much they needed the fuel, it was hard not to think the space should be given up to the wounded.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Segura, but that’s all we can spare,” Colonel Robinson said, coming up behind her, and she tuned, shaking her head.

“That’s not—I mean, I’ll take whatever you have, don’t get me wrong, it’s just…” The feeling had been just as futile in the last war, and she let out her breath in a long sigh. “I wish there were more wagons, I guess. That’s all.”

Robinson’s expression went bleak for an instant. “Colonel Tedesse is still trying to get the guns away to the main body of the army. He’s giving the civilians as much transport as he can afford to.”

“I know,” Alma said. “Truly I do, I was a nurse in the last war.” She shook herself, hard, focusing on the things she did control. “Do you know how many wounded we’re supposed to carry? We can’t take everyone here.”

“I don’t,” Robinson answered. “Ras Iskinder will know.”

“Parts,” Alma said. “I can send back any spares we’re not going to need—”

Robinson shook his head. “I appreciate it, but nothing’s coming back—there isn’t time. I told the mayor and Father Gedeyon that they could use the drums for floats once you’d emptied them.”

“Floats?”

“They’re going to build rafts, try to get down to Bahir Dar that way, Father Gedeyon said. There are a lot of little islands, plus a couple of monasteries out there in the lake,” Robinson said.

All the way down Lake Tana—half an hour or less in the Cat, but a couple of days, maybe more, on slow-moving rafts, with an entire village and everything they could salvage piled onto the floats… Maybe she could run a shuttle service to Bahir Dar, she thought, take women and children. If the wounded weren’t too bad, and the weather stayed good…

“My radioman raised Khartoum,” Robinson said, “and they’re supposed to be leaving their beacon lit for you overnight. At least we think that’s what they said—reception was mixed. We’ll keep trying to raise them and confirm. Same for the weather, though I’ve got you the best forecast we could pick up. Things are supposed to be pretty calm today and tomorrow, and then there’s a front coming through.”

Another reason to go with Lewis’s instincts, Alma thought. She took the slip of paper, the numbers printed in neat pencil. “Thank you.”

“Colonel!” That was Lieutenant Asha, trotting toward them. He stopped with a rough salute. “The first flight is ready, sir.”

“I have to go,” Robinson said. “Tell Mr. Sorley and your husband again that I appreciate their help yesterday.”

Alma nodded. “I will. Good luck, Colonel.” She stuck out her hand and he hesitated only for an instant before taking it carefully.

“To you, too,” he said, and turned away.

Alma knew she should join the others at the wagons, but she couldn’t bear the thought of leaving without saying goodbye to Iskinder. Not that this would be the last time she saw him, she refused to let herself imagine that, but because it was only right, only fair. She turned on her heel, scanning the busy camp, and finally saw him emerging from one of the tents. “Iskinder!”

He turned with a smile and came toward her, holding out a stack of letters. “Alma. Your husband said you would take these for me.”

“Of course.” Alma tucked the half dozen thin envelopes inside her shirt. “Iskinder…” And suddenly she had nothing to say, not even good wishes. She held out her hands instead and he took them, bowing his head as though they were in circle together.

“Pray for us all,” he said, and she nodded.

“You know we will.”

He turned away, and she joined the others at the side of the straggling convoy, telling herself she would not look back.

They walked on into the morning’s rising heat, surrounded by dust and the thud of the oxen’s feet and the murmur of voices. Now and then a child cried, and was quieted; the carts creaked and complained, jostling the wounded who lay ominously silent. She was beginning to get a sense of how many people she would have to carry, and revolved the loading plans in her head as she walked. The worst hurt would need to go toward the tail, where there were mounts that could take the stretchers and keep them relatively comfortable; the children could go forward, in the navigation compartment with their mothers—those that had mothers, she wasn’t yet sure how many of them that would be—and the rest sorted in where they would fit. The stretcher cases would risk making things tail heavy; any baggage would need to be shifted forward to keep the center of gravity where it should be. Fifteen adults, Iskinder had said. That would make it about 2600 pounds—call it 2650 to be on the safe side—plus another 700 pounds for the children, plus fuel, plus food and supplies and at least some baggage. It would be very close to the maximum load, maybe a hair over…

The air smelled of dust and oxen and dung, and her feet hurt already. She remembered Sultan under her, lithe and strong and full of spirit—yesterday, only yesterday, but it seemed a lifetime ago. She remembered that from the war, the way that an attack could draw a line between one day and the next that could never again be crossed. She had seen enough of war for one lifetime.

The track had been following a little stream for some distance, she realized, and as the scrubby trees thinned out, she could see the brilliant blue of the lake ahead, the sun glinting from its placid surface. She could see the Cat, too, still tied up at the end of the long pier, and she allowed herself a sigh of relief. She hadn’t let herself admit how afraid she was until she saw it safe and sound. Not that there had been any reason to worry, the bombers had concentrated their attention on the village, but even so. She quickened her pace, in spite of her sore muscles, and saw Tiny step out of the fuselage, shading his eyes to study the oncoming convoy.

He came down the pier to meet them, waving as they came within earshot. “Mrs. Segura! Mr. Sorley! Are you all right? I saw the planes, but I didn’t want to leave the Cat—”

He stopped then, as though he’d just realized what he was seeing, and Mitch said, “None of us are hurt. But we’ve got some wounded to take to the hospitals in Cairo.”

Tiny’s eyes were wide. “Yes, sir. Who are we taking?”

Mitch looked at Alma.

“Let me find the priest,” she said.

He was hard to miss, a tall man with grizzled gray hair and beard, walking beside the cart that carried the most severely injured. He nodded gravely at her approach, saying something in Amharic that she hoped was a greeting.

“Father—Gedeyon, is it?”

He nodded again.

“Can you tell me who we’ll be taking to Cairo? Which ones and how many?”

“Everyone in this cart,” he said, shaping the words carefully. “And the next. And one more. But it is not yet here.”

Alma stood on tiptoe to look into the cart, wincing as she recognized the three men on the narrow stretchers. They were the ones Dr. Biniam had been treating before the attack; she had helped change their bandages and wash the skin beneath, and she thought they would all survive if they were treated in a good hospital. Though the one with part of his jaw shot away might wish he hadn’t… She put the treacherous thought aside, and moved to the next cart. It also held three stretchers, civilians this time, including the woman who had lost her son. The gas had hit her hard, her eyes swollen shut and her exposed arms covered with yellow blisters. There would be more on her legs and torso, and Alma guessed they had given her a good dose of morphine before they moved her. Mustard burns were if anything more painful than burns from open flame. She doubted she had enough morphine in the Cat’s first aid to keep them all comfortable for the duration of the flight, and she turned, looking for the priest again

“Father Gedeyon?”

He had moved away, directing villagers toward the water and into the brush, and she hesitated, not wanting to interrupt. She couldn’t start loading until the rest of the wounded were here—she would need to balance the plane, and put the worst wounded where they could be most easily reached—and then there was the question of who else was coming with them… She hoped to hell that had been decided before they left the village; the thought of a panicked stampede, overrunning the pier and risking damage to the Cat’s floats, didn’t bear thinking of.

“Mrs. Segura?” That was a thin woman in a faded European dress and a broad-brimmed hat, a little boy in her arms and an older girl hovering warily behind her.

“Yes?”

“My name is Filagot. I’m Tedesse’s wife. He told me I should help you any way I can.”

Alma gave a sigh of pure relief. That solved her language problem and—she hoped—the problem of who would go with them. “Pleased to meet you. I assume you and your children are coming with you?”

She nodded, her mouth twisting in a wry smile. “Yes. Understand, I would go with my husband, but—I’m related to the imperial family.”

Alma nodded, and Filagot shifted the boy on her hip.

“And there are the children to think of.”

“Do you know how many children in all?” Alma glanced back at the Cat, where Tiny and Lewis were manhandling the first of the fuel drums down the pier.

“Ten.”

Well, one more wouldn’t make that much difference. Alma looked back up the road, at the line of villagers still moving slowly toward the shore. “Thanks. Will you collect the people who are going with us? I’m going to take a look at our stowage plan.”

“Of course,” Filagot answered, and Alma turned away.

It was past four in the afternoon by the time they had the wounded safely loaded and could let the rest of the civilians aboard. Filagot produced a vial of morphine to go with the one in the Cat’s first aid kit, and added that two of the other women had also had basic Red Cross training. They were glad to help tend the wounded in flight. Alma accepted gladly, and turned her attention to balancing the plane. There were eleven children all told, ranging in age from a baby in arms to a pair of listless toddlers who legs were swathed in bandages to a girl in her teens with a bandaged arm who still kept a close eye on three younger children, and as Alma arranged them in the engineering compartment and moved their scant baggage into the navigation station, her heart sank. What if it were Dora, or Merilee and Douglas and Jimmy, fleeing their country for an entirely uncertain future? Who would take them in, when no one wanted to admit that their war even existed? She glanced sideways at Filagot, who lifted her chin.

“My uncle is at the embassy. He will care for us.”

Alma nodded. “There aren’t nearly enough seats. When we take off, everyone needs to brace themselves, make sure they don’t go sliding around. Especially the children.”

“I can do that, I think.”

“Once we’re up, everyone needs to stay still as much as possible. The kids can’t go running to the windows to try and see things.”

“I will make sure everyone understands,” Filagot said. “I couldn’t help hearing. Are we—how badly are we overloaded?”

Alma hesitated, but there was no point in lying. “Some. But we’ve got a lot of room for the takeoff, and we’ll burn off fuel as we go. We’ll be all right.”

“And the Italians?” Filagot’s voice was bleak.

“I don’t know.” They’d been in contact with Bahir Dar by radio, and Bahir Dar had contacted Khartoum; the good news was that they’d have a beacon to follow to find the Nile, but it was certainly possible that the Italians had picked up the transmission, and could be waiting for the Cat if they chose. Alma shoved the thought aside. “I don’t think they’ll bother.”

“Let us hope not,” Filagot answered, with a quick smile, and Alma climbed out onto the pier.

Mitch was waiting by the cat’s nose, a cigarette cupped in his hand, and Tiny and Lewis had just handed over the last of the empty fuel drums to one of Father Gedeyon’s people. Alma waved, and they hurried back down the pier.

“What’s the verdict?” Mitch asked, once they were in earshot.

Alma straightened her shoulders. It was her choice, of course: her plane, her call, her idea. “I say we go as soon as we make the final checks. We’ll have almost two hours of light left, and by then with a bit of luck we’ll be able to pick up Khartoum. After that…” She shrugged. “The weather’s supposed to be good all the way to Cairo, just a few high clouds, and with the moon almost full we shouldn’t have any trouble following the Nile. We’ll make Cairo mid-morning, in full daylight.”

Lewis nodded. “We’re heavy.”

“I know. But we’ve got fifty miles of lake to get us airborne.”

Mitch grinned at that, as she’d hoped he would. “Sounds good to me.”

They finished the walk-around in silence, and Alma and Mitch made their way carefully through the piled baggage to take their seats in the cockpit. At her orders, Lewis fired up the engines, adjusting the cowls to let them warm up thoroughly. On the shore, the villagers had built fires and set up tents while some of the men worked on rafts, but as the engines came to life, most of them straightened, shading their eyes to watch the plane. We ought to stay, Alma thought, but there was nothing useful she could do here. Maybe once she got back to the States she could tell people what was going on, get people to pay attention—except who would listen to her? It had been a long time since the Great Passenger Derby, and this was news nobody wanted to hear.

“Oil temperature’s at 104,” Lewis said, his voice crackling in her headset, and she put those worries aside. What she could do now, what only she, only they, could do, was get these people safely to Cairo.

“Confirmed.” The Cat was resting more heavily on the left pontoon, and she adjusted the aileron to compensate.

“Oil pressure is up,” Lewis said. “Everything looks good here.”

Mitch said, “Elevators set. Rudder and ailerons, too.”

Alma tapped the rudder controls, feeling them move smoothly under her feet. “Ok. We’re going.”

She advanced the throttle to pull away from the pier. The Cat was slow to respond, the hull wallowing through the calm water. She’d never flown the Cat when it was this heavy, and she didn’t like the way it sat down into the lake’s surface, more boat-like than she’d ever felt it. “Engine temps?”

“All good,” Lewis answered, and she kicked the rudder to point the Cat toward the middle of the lake. At least the balance felt good, the plane resting evenly on the floats now. Ahead, the lake stretched toward the horizon, the sun setting off the right wing. She had all the room in the world, nearly fifty miles before she reached the far shore: if she couldn’t get the Cat airborne by then, it wasn’t going to happen.

“Automatic rich. Propellers set to 2700.”

“Fuel set to automatic rich, propellers at 2700,” Lewis answered.

“Full throttle.”

Alma felt the engines surge with Lewis’s acknowledgement, and the Cat began to run. Not as fast or as smooth as normal, but moving, the heavy hull plowing through the water. The airspeed was creeping up, forty knots, fifty, fifty-five, but it was taking forever, the Cat charging into the lake’s center. She remembered the islands she had seen on the flight from Bahir Dar—how far out were they?—but the water ahead was empty, smooth as glass. Plenty of time, she told herself, her hands easy on the controls. Seventy knots, seventy-five… In theory, the Cat could lift now, but she could feel its reluctance, the way the water clung to the hull. Eighty knots, and she felt the hull lift just a little, the wings finally catching enough lift. She eased back on the controls, and felt the plane stagger, the nose dropping. She put the controls forward and the Cat slapped back into the water, still moving well enough that there was no reason to abort. She watched the airspeed climb back to eighty and then to eighty-two, and tried again. This time the nose lifted, and the hull finally pulled free of the water.

They were up, but not steady, the Cat just on the edge of a stall less than a hundred feet above the water. Every nerve screamed to pull back, pull up into a steeper climb, but she knew that would only make things worse. The wheel shuddered in her hands, but the airspeed was rising, the wings catching lift at last. She eased the nose up a hair, and gained fifty feet; another five knots of speed and she gained a hundred. There was an island ahead now, two miles out and growing rapidly larger, but they would clear its trees without trouble.

She set the Cat into a shallow climb, and banked gently westward. “Tiny. Give me a reciprocal bearing for Bahir Dar.”

“Yes, ma’am, just one minute.”

She could feel herself settling into the flight, feel the way she would have to manage weight and trim and load: heavy, yes, heavier than she was supposed to be, but the Cat was handling it like a champ. “It’s a good plane,” she said, to no one in particular, and out of the corner of her eye, she saw Mitch grin.

Alma settled the Cat at 9000 feet, on the heading that should bring them northwest toward Khartoum. The sun was on the horizon, a molten, blinding light that filled a third of the canopy. Beneath their wings, the forest was giving way to scrub, and she could already see the first hints of desert toward the north. So far, there had been no sign of any Italian planes, or of anyone at all, just Tiny’s occasional corrections to remind her that they were in fact in contact with anyone outside the cockpit. To the east, the sky was darkening, the brightest stars already visible above the horizon.

“See anything?” she asked, and Mitch shook his head.

“All clear so far. It’s getting close enough to sundown that I don’t think they’ll be sending out fighters. At least, I wouldn’t risk it.”

Alma nodded. She was beginning to think they’d gotten away with it—or, more likely, that the Italians simply didn’t care if they got away. “It’s too late to stop us delivering the guns, and it would look bad if we disappeared. Especially since there are obviously people waiting for us.”

“Got to keep it looking good for the newspapers,” Mitch said.

“Yeah.”

There was nothing more to say. Alma checked her heading again, and the Cat droned westward over the changing landscape. The moon was rising behind the starboard wing, invisible from the cockpit except as a haze of silver light. The sun dipped below the horizon, the light fading to a dull glow and then to nothing, the horizon drowned in the night.

“How’s the bearing, Tiny?”

“Fading,” he answered. “But I can still make it out. We’re still good.”

“Good.” There were clouds ahead, thin shreds at about 15,000 feet, high enough and scattered enough that they wouldn’t make a difference, but beyond them… It was hard to tell, but there might be more solid weather shouldering up from the west. The last forecast from Bahir Dar still promised decent weather the rest of the way to Cairo, but clouds weren’t impossible. She looked up, stretching neck and shoulders, and saw the sky above the canopy ablaze with stars.

Another hour, and she saw Mitch check his watch, brows drawn into a brief frown before he made himself relax. “We ought to spot the beacon soon,” he said.

Alma nodded. “Yeah. Tiny, what’s our bearing?”

“No change, ma’am.”

Alma glanced at the compass again. Still on target, assuming Tiny had read the bearings right, lining them up properly with the signal from Bahir Dar… Still at 9000 feet, still level, though it was all but impossible to tell where the sky ended and the ground began. Khartoum was out there somewhere, its beacon lit, and from Khartoum they could follow the Nile all the way home.

“How far do you make it?” she asked.

“To Khartoum?”

“Uh-huh.”

There was a little silence, and a quick flicker of light from a dimmed flashlight as Mitch consulted his clipboard. “About—inside fifty miles.”

The beacon should be visible at forty, and in this darkness, in clear weather, she’d expect to see it before now. She’d seen beacons in the Midwest at close to a hundred. Surely they hadn’t missed it—they couldn’t have missed it, not with the signal from Bahir Dar to follow.

Something flashed to the left of the Cat’s nose, a distant spark against the blackness. She stiffened, but said nothing, afraid to speak too soon, and waited for the lights to come around again. She found herself counting seconds, eight, nine, ten, and then it came again, brighter because she knew where to look.

“Was that—?” Mitch began, and Alma nodded.

“I’ve got it.” She checked the gyrocompass, adjusted her heading. “Nice job, Tiny. I’ve got the beacon in sight, and we were only ten points off the exact line.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Tiny answered. “Should I try to raise them? I’ve got a frequency.”

“Go ahead.”

The Cat bored on into the night, the flash of the beacon growing ever stronger. She was beginning to get a glimpse of darker shadows, the buildings of the city darker than the surrounding desert, and then, miraculously, the glint of silver, moonlight on water, the Nile itself. It was almost as good as a beacon, a silver streak against the dark, leading them safely north to Cairo.

“Ma’am, I have Khartoum,” Tiny said. “They want to know if we’re going to land tonight.”

“Put them through to me,” Alma said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

A moment later, a faintly British voice sounded in her headphones. “Gilchrist Catalina, this is Khartoum Control.”

“Khartoum, Gilchrist, we read you.”

There was a brief, blank silence, and Alma grinned, imagining the radioman dropping his cigarette in surprise, hearing a woman’s voice.

“Gilchrist, we have you in sight. Do you want to land?”

“Negative, Khartoum, though I appreciate the offer. We are trying to make Cairo as quickly as possible. We have wounded on board.” She hadn’t planned to say that, either, and was unsurprised to provoke another moment of silence.

“Understood, Gilchrist. We have the route forecast for Cairo if you want it.”

“Yes, thank you,” Alma said, and saw Mitch reach for his clipboard.

“Through noon Cairo time, expecting westerly winds at less than five knots, scattered clouds through midnight with ceiling at 15,000 and visibility 5 or better, then increasing clouds, ceiling 10,000 with visibility 4 to 5 through 6 AM. After 6 AM, expect ceiling 10,000 and visibility 3 to 4, with winds shifting to southwesterly at seven knots.”

“Got it,” Mitch said, scribbling, and Alma nodded.

“Roger that, Khartoum. And thanks for the light as well.”

“Glad to oblige, Gilchrist. Good luck and godspeed.”

They were over the beacon now. Alma wagged her wings in thanks, and pointed the Cat’s nose along the silver ribbon that was the Nile.

“Do you want to try to make the cut-off?” Mitch asked. “That’ll get us in sooner.”

Alma considered, watching the ground unreel beneath the Cat’s nose. In the moonlight, the contrast between desert and the narrow bands of vegetation on either side of the river was stark, a path they couldn’t miss. The moon wouldn’t set until six, and by then the sky would be light enough for them to follow the Nile until sunrise. The tanks were still comfortably full, and the Cat was handling better as they burned off some of the fuel. The weather was as good as they could hope for. “We’ll stay with the Nile. Let’s not take any unnecessary risks.”

The Nile stretched ahead of them, a dark ribbon against the desert, and Alma kept the Cat’s nose aligned with its curves. At the point where it turned back south and west, she hesitated—so much faster to cut across the top of the loop—but turned with the river. Better not to take the risk, when they had time and fuel to spare. She and Mitch took turns at the controls, and in the early hours of the morning Tiny took her place so that she could stretch her legs and grab a cup of coffee.

After the serenity of the cockpit, the crowded compartments were a shock. Some of the passengers were sleeping, the children curled together under shared blankets, the adult women braced uneasily in the few chairs or against the hull of the plane. The wounded were calm, the burned woman moving uneasily in her drugged sleep, mouth opening in moans too soft to hear over the engines’ roar, and one of the Red Cross trainees was bathing the face of the man shot in the chest. Filagot sat against the compartment’s rear frame, apparently asleep, but as Alma watched she opened her eyes and then pushed herself to her feet.

“How’s it going?” Alma asked, leaning close to speak over the engine noise.

Filagot shrugged. “Well enough, so far. Lieutenant Jember is running a fever, but I don’t think it’s too bad. Martha… she will be better once we reach Cairo.”

There wasn’t much they could do for the burns until then, Alma knew. “How’s the morphine holding out?”

“We’ll be all right,” Filagot said, and managed a smile. “This is more of a chance than I thought we’d have.”

I only wish it were more. Alma nodded, and turned back to the cockpit.

They were heading almost due north now, the moon setting off the port wing into thickening clouds. The Nile had widened, strengthened, heading for the sea. She wondered what ruins and temples they were passing in the dark, what stories lay untold. Jerry would know, of course, even in by moonlight at 9000 feet, and she missed his presence suddenly.

The moon was down now, the contrast between desert and river fading, and she dropped to 7000 feet to see more clearly, fatigue clawing at her muscles. She had managed a few catnaps, they all had, but they’d been awake for close to twenty-four hours, and it was beginning to take its toll. Mitch had the controls, and she stretched, her muscles popping. Tired, yes, she was terribly tired, but she was good for the landing: she had to be, it was her ship, her baby… She shook herself. That way lay danger; if she was too tired, Mitch was entirely capable of landing the Cat, and it would be safer, smarter, to let him do it. I’ll see once we get closer, she told herself, and let her eyes close for just a moment.

In the predawn light, the Nile made a short jog to the east and then back west again—near Luxor, Mitch said, looking at their only map—and steadied again to run just west of north. They were going to be in radio range of Cairo soon, and she ordered Tiny to warm up the transmitter. He reported only spotty reception, and she settled herself to wait. The sun rose out of the desert, gold and blinding: Jerry would have had an invocation, she thought, proper words of welcome. She had none, but the brilliance warmed her soul.

“Tiny. As soon as you can, raise Cairo and request permission to land. And ask them to contact the Ethiopian embassy. Tell them we have wounded on board.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

They flew on into the rising light, the contrast between the golden desert and the rich green of the land besides the Nile sharper with every mile. The ceiling had dropped, as Khartoum had predicted, but the clouds were broken and still comfortably above them; there were thicker clouds to the west, but she guessed bad weather was still a day or two away.

“Ma’am,” Tiny said. “I have Cairo. We have permission to land on Imperial Airways’ area at Rod el Farag. They’ve notified the embassy, and they’ll put up a flare when they have us in sight.”

“Good job.” Alma checked her heading again, though she thought she could see the first sign of buildings on the horizon. The Nile had turned due north again, and she followed it, dropping lower until she could clearly see the first edges of the city, a road and a dark sedan sending up a plume of dust as it passed an ox-cart. There were boats on the Nile, a steamer trailing smoke and a handful of tiny fishing craft, and deep green fields gave way to buildings as they reached the city’s edge.

Ahead and below, a red light bloomed, falling slowly back toward the river’s surface, and Tiny said, “Cairo has us in sight.”

“Put me through,” Alma said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Cairo Tower, this is Gilchrist Aviation Catalina, requesting clearance to land.”

“Gilchrist, Cairo Tower. We are clearing the landing area now and will advise with one white light when it is available. A launch is standing by for your wounded.”

“Thank you, Tower,” Alma said. “We’re coming in heavy, how long a taxiway do we have?”

There was a heartbeat’s pause, filled with engine noise and static. “Advise you land as close as possible to the bridge, Gilchrist. Stand by for the flare.”

“Roger that, Tower,” Alma answered, and switched to the intercom. “Prepare for landing, everyone.”

They worked through the checklist as the Catalina dropped lower, following the river north toward into the heart of the city. She could see the bridge now, a drawbridge currently closed, traffic moving steadily along its many-arched span. Beyond it, the river looked calm and empty, a broad stretch of water running nearly a mile and half before it divided around another enormous island.

“Look,” Mitch said. “Off to the left.” There was a catch in his voice, and she glanced out the side window. The pyramids shone golden in the morning sun, laid out as beautiful as a picture post card against the desert, enormous even from the air.

Another flare went up, and Cairo Tower spoke again. “Gilchrist, you are cleared to land.”

“Cleared to land, thank you, Tower,” Alma answered. “Beginning final approach.” She switched back to the intercom. “Final approach. Floats down.”

“Floats down,” Lewis repeated, and the Cat shuddered and slowed as the pontoons locked into place. Alma adjusted the trim, steadying the ship as the airspeed slowed. They were dropping down through three hundred feet now, the bridge still ahead of them, and Alma eased back on the yoke. Two hundred feet, one-fifty, one hundred. The bridge flashed beneath them, close enough to see faces turned to look at them, and then the river was rising to meet them. She kept the nose up, speed at the eighty knots she liked for an unfamiliar landing, and then the Cat’s hull cut the surface, water surging along the sides of the hull as the river itself acted as a brake. The Cat slowed, and she let the nose down, settling at last into the water, converted once again into an ungainly boat.

“Good landing, Gilchrist,” the Tower said. “The pilot boat is approaching from your port side, follow him to mooring, please.”

Alma craned her neck. “I see the pilot boat, Tower, thank you. We’ll follow it in.”

The white-painted launch led them alongside an enormous buoy, and Tiny caught the ring on his second try. Once they were secured, Alma shut down the engines and leaned back in her seat, the hours of flight finally catching up with her.

“I think that’s the embassy boat,” Mitch said, peering out his side of the canopy.

Alma knew she should get up, get Filagot and her people off the Cat and into the protection of the Ethiopian embassy, but her shoulders ached and her legs felt as though they were made of lead. In a minute, she told herself, in a minute she would get up, but just for this instant she would close her eyes…

“Al.” Mitch’s hand was on her shoulder. “Why don’t you let me talk to these guys? You take a break, and I’ll yell if I need you.”

It was her job, she thought, but then, Mitch was a partner, too. She nodded, her eyes closing, and was asleep before he left the cockpit.

When she woke again, it was mid-afternoon, the sun and the light entirely changed, and she blinked in confusion before she thought to check her watch. The Cat was riding lighter, and Lewis had his hand on her shoulder.

“How are you doing?”

“Better for the rest,” Alma admitted, and hauled herself out of the seat. “Is—did you get everybody off?”

Lewis nodded. “Miss Filagot’s uncle came to collect everyone—he said there were ambulances waiting, and that everyone would be taken care of. And Mitch got hold of that guy from the Swedish embassy, so von Rosen’s film is on its way. I think he wired Jerry at the same time.”

Alma climbed past him into the radio room and then into the engine compartment, empty now of women and children. The hatch was open, letting in a breath of air. Mitch came forward in the same moment, climbing out of the passenger compartment, and stopped with a smile.

“You’re looking better.”

“I’m feeling better.” Alma stretched again, considering, and stooped to look out the hatch. There was a thin layer of cloud at eight or nine thousand feet, but plenty of sunshine and only a moderate breeze. “What say we try to make Alexandria today?”

“Are you up for it?” Lewis asked.

Mitch spoke in almost the same moment. “If you let me fly.”

Alma nodded. “Yeah.” An hour and a half to Lake Mareotis, a night at a good hotel, and then on to Palermo in the morning… “Yes,” she said again. “Let’s go home.”


Palermo, Italy

January 6, 1936

Stasi was attempting to feed Dora a poached egg (with limited success) when someone knocked on the suite door. “Come in!” she shouted cheerily, or at least as cheerily as possible at the volume necessary to be heard over Douglas and Merilee squabbling at the top of their voices.

“I can’t,” Henry Kershaw called back. “The door’s locked.”

So she had to get up and open the door to the suite, which involved holding Dora more or less upside down. “Sorry. I thought you were the maid.”

“Not lately,” Kershaw said, coming in and closing the door.

Stasi bolted it to prevent runaways. Merilee had learned to turn a doorknob, and she was getting awfully speedy. She turned Dora right side up and deposited her on the floor. “So how are you, darling?” she asked airily, brushing the poached egg out of her hair.

“Did you know there was a robbery in this hotel last night?” Kershaw asked.

“Oh yes, something about a cat burglar,” Stasi said. “They wondered if the man had climbed up the side of the building.”

“Somehow that seems unlikely to me,” Kershaw said, his hands in his pockets. “I’m wondering if it was more of an inside job.”

“Anything is possible, darling,” Stasi said with an insouciant smile. “If Mr. Hess will leave valuable rings lying around…”

“Is that what went missing?” Kershaw looked surprised, the suspicious light in his eyes changing to worry.

“That’s what the concierge said,” Stasi replied. “And that it was the only thing stolen.”

“Well,” Kershaw said.

“It’s a terrible pity. I’m sure he finds it very… distracting.”

Kershaw met her eyes, a note of amusement creeping into his voice. “You mean from questions like where von Rosen went and with whom?”

“Yes, from questions like that. But you know how incorrigible cat burglars can be. Just climbed right up the side of the building like a spider! That’s what the police thought.”

Douglas popped up at her elbow. “A cat burglar? Whose cat got stolen?”

“It was a ring,” Kershaw said, “not a cat.”

“Then why do they call it a cat burglar?”

“A cat burglar is a thief who climbs around on buildings and sneaks in through windows,” Stasi said. “It’s one of the highest forms of burglary, actually. Made famous by Bunny and Raffles, and by many fine gentleman thieves.”

Kershaw snorted.

Douglas looked fascinated. “Who are Bunny and Raffles?”

“Some gentlemen I knew when I lived in England,” Stasi said. “Before the Great War.”

“I thought you lived in Russia,” Douglas said.

“I was born in Russia. I came to England for the Coronation.”

“Whose coronation?”

“Darling, they’re always coronating somebody.” Stasi put her hands on Douglas’ head. “Now stop interrupting. Mr. Kershaw is gulping like a fish trying to get a word in sideways. Yes, Henry?”

“Nothing.” Kershaw was actually smiling. “I’m sure some professional second story man is at fault. Can’t be too careful in foreign hotels, you know.”

There was another knock on the door.

“Yes?”

“Telegram, signora.”

Stasi flung the door open as fast as possible and tore into the envelope, relaxing only when she saw it was from Mitch. She read it through twice, then glanced up at Kershaw, who was waiting politely. “It’s from Mitch. He says they’re in Cairo and they’ll be back here tomorrow.”

“That’s a relief,” Kershaw said.

“He says everything is fine, and he’ll see us late tomorrow night.” Stasi took a deep breath, horrified at the actual catch in her voice. “Well, then. All’s well that ends well.”

“So they say,” Kershaw said.


Alexandria, Egypt

January 6, 1936

It was late by the time they got back to the apartment, late enough that Jerry didn’t bother turning on the light in the living room, but went straight into the bedroom to take off his leg. Willi lagged behind, but as Jerry freed his aching stump, the other man appeared, two ice-filled glasses and a bottle of bourbon in his hands. He set them on the table next to Jerry and switched on the fan, while Jerry poured them each three solid fingers of the liquor. Alma and the others were safely tucked up at the Imperial Hotel, the Catalina moored at Claudet’s warehouse to have as many of the interior fittings restored as was possible over the long afternoon, and all was about as well as could be expected. Except for Iskinder, somewhere southeast of Gondar, fighting a war Ethiopia could not win. The Italians had all the advantages, all the modern weapons of war, and no compunction about using them. He closed his eyes, not wanting to think about gas, about Gil, and Willi said, “Do you want your kit?”

“Yes.” Jerry made himself sit up straight and focus on what he could do, what he should do, here and now. “Thanks.”

Willi brought the battered Dopp kit from the bathroom and settled himself on the other side of the bed as Jerry set to work, resting one shoulder companionably against him. The whir of the fan was the only sound as Jerry methodically tended to the stump of his leg, dabbing zinc ointment on the latest raw spot. It had held up better than he had expected, at least until their adventure in the cisterns. He would be paying for that for months, but couldn’t find it in himself to complain, at least not about that.

He returned everything to the kit and poured himself another drink, glad of the sweet heat to take the edge off the pain. He held the bottle up in silent question, but Willi shook his head.

“Are you going to be all right?”

Jerry sighed, and let his head rest against the cool white-painted plaster above the low headboard. “I don’t have a choice.”

“There are always choices,” Willi said. “We will come back—”

“When?”

“Whenever this blows over. Or if you think it will not, then—declare it. Everyone will move heaven and earth to protect the tomb of Alexander. If everyone knows, it can’t be stolen.”

“You agreed,” Jerry said, too tired to be angry. “You gave your word.”

“I did.” Willi nodded. “And I’ll keep it. But—”

“You know why we can’t let it be found.”

“It’s not fair.”

Jerry blinked, and shifted against the wall so that Willi’s face came into focus. “What? What do you mean, not fair?”

“All the work you’ve done,” Willi said. “Everything you put together, from the medallion to the lay of the streets, to the Pylon of Isis itself—yes, to tracing your way through the cisterns, though I’d love to see how you were going to write that up in any journal! Brilliant work, and all yours, and you ought to be lecturing about how clever you are for the rest of your academic life. And, yes, I see why we must let it go, and I will say nothing. But you deserve better.”

“Oh.” Jerry blinked again, and Willi turned, straddling Jerry’s legs so that they were facing each other on the unsteady mattress.

“This has been the best summer of my life, when I thought there was no point in looking for either adventure or a lover or even professional advancement. I do not care what else there is, what you believe in, or what your friends are up to, or whether the world will end tomorrow. I am proud to have worked with you, and I would have liked to see you get the recognition you deserve.”

He bent down for a kiss, and Jerry cupped his face in both hands, tasting bourbon and cigarettes. “I have what I want,” he said, and took a breath. “Would you consider—if a position opens up at the Met, would you be interested?”

Willi went still. “Would you be there?”

“I sincerely hope so.”

“Leave Germany—leave Berlin,” Willi corrected, with a wry smile. “Though it is not the same as it has been.”

“New York’s not Berlin,” Jerry said. “But there are places. And there will be other digs. I hope. Someday.”

He felt Willi take a deep breath, ribs heaving as though he’d been running. “There are things that I would have to take care of—”

“Of course.”

“But—” He nodded abruptly. “Yes, if there’s a place, yes, I would certainly consider it.”

“Well.” Jerry relaxed, a bubble of relief, of joy, rising in him. “I’ll have to see what I can do.”

“And in the meantime…” Willi grinned. “We still have some weeks.”

“So we do,” Jerry said, and pulled him close again.

 

Colorado Springs, Colorado

Six months later

July 1, 1936

The judge peered over the edge of the bench, looking down because Jimmy was shorter than most of the people who stood there. “You understand the proceedings, son?”

“I do, sir.” Jimmy’s voice was good and loud, carrying even to Alma in the third row of the courtroom. Dora twisted around, trying to squirm off her lap, and Lewis scooped her up. On the other side of Alma, Jerry looked somber.

“You’re not a child,” the judge said. “You’re twelve years old, and you understand what you’re agreeing to. And you understand you don’t have to.”

“I do, sir.” Again his voice was good and solid. Stasi looked pallid under her powder, wearing black as though it were a funeral.

“Your brother and sister are too little to require consent, but you’re a young man,” the judge said. “Not a boy. You understand this can’t be undone. No matter what. This is for life.”

“I understand that,” Jimmy said. He looked very young to Alma, so very thin in his first suit with long pants, his hair barbered within an inch of his life.

“Then by the power vested in me by the State of Colorado, I hereby grant this adoption.” He tapped his gavel lightly on the bench. “From here on out, you’re James Sorley. This proceeding is adjourned.”

Alma sniffed hard as everyone started to get to their feet, crowding in with congratulations. She’d wondered if Jimmy would do it, or just stay in temporary guardianship out of loyalty to his absent father. The judge was right. He didn’t have to. Mitch and Stasi wouldn’t try to make him if he didn’t want to.

Douglas was bouncing around like a deranged India rubber ball as the courtroom cleared, while Merilee hung around Stasi’s neck, occasionally burying her face against her oversized false pearls. There was a smudge of lipstick on Merilee’s face.

Jerry shook Jimmy’s hand solemnly, as though he were passing out a diploma, and suddenly Jimmy didn’t look young at all, just a whisper younger than those boys passing out of high school into the rest of life. How fast did the years fly between twelve and eighteen? What ghosts and wishes sped through the courtroom, shades of this decision flitting forward and backward in time?

Mitch looked like was going to cry, Alma thought, his jaw set against it as Jimmy turned around for a hug. No, he wasn’t a little boy, not even as much as he’d been one a year ago. The shadow of the man he would be was stronger, and now that man would be named James Sorley. Jimmy Patterson was gone. He said something Alma couldn’t hear, and Mitch hugged him tight, Jimmy’s head at Mitch’s chin. When had that happened? When Stasi crowded in behind him with Merilee, he was as tall as she was.

Jerry’s voice cut across the general hubbub. “Let’s all have lunch and celebrate.”

When Stasi was nervous she cooked. There was brunch and about six kinds of cake. Douglas had at least one piece of each. Alma thought that at that rate Douglas would be roughly as big as a barn in no time at all. It seemed that about half the town was there too, friends and well-wishers and the children’s school friends and their families. Dora more or less ran wild and then had a potty accident on the stairs that required fifteen minutes to clean up and one of Merilee’s dresses to borrow. Honestly, this was a stage of life she wouldn’t miss! Alma would be glad when Dora reliably used the bathroom.

When she came back down someone had turned on Mitch’s fancy radio and was fiddling with the dials, flipping between music and shows and news. The crowd had thinned out, mostly just close friends, and Lewis was helping Stasi clear away used plates and glasses from every piece of furniture they’d been perched on.

Jerry was tuning the radio while Mitch talked at him and Jimmy ran in and out with the Harrison boy and a baseball, which better not get thrown anywhere near either Dora or the Torpedo.

“…at the League of Nations in Geneva,” Jerry said. Alma let go of Dora, who promptly dashed outside, and walked over to them.

“Well, what did he expect?” Mitch replied. “For them to go to war?”

Alma didn’t recognize the voice of the man making a speech. “Who’s that?”

“Emperor Haile Selassie,” Jerry said. “He asked the League to intervene in Ethiopia. They said no.”

His accent was British, impeccable. “Representatives of the world, I have come to Geneva to discharge in your midst the most painful of the duties of a head of state…”

“They said no?” Alma said incredulously. “Just no?”

“Just no.” Mitch looked grim.

Jerry shook his head. “Iskinder was right. Nobody cares what happens in Ethiopia. They’re either scared of Mussolini or they think he has the right of it. That he’s the force of civilization. That’s what Evelyn Waugh and the British press have been saying.”

“It’s what the Hearst papers have been saying too,” Mitch said. “And Iskinder…” He stopped. “The Ethiopians aren’t going to stop resisting. It’s a guerilla war now. And you know Iskinder’s in the middle of it.”

Alma took a deep breath, remembering the gas attack, the horrible deaths. It was impossible that it mattered to no one, and yet it seemed like it didn’t. Not in Europe, not in America. “There’s going to be hell to pay,” Alma said.

“What reply shall I have to take back to my people?” On the radio Haile Selassie’s voice dropped a tone. “It is us today. Tomorrow it will be you.”

Alma put her arm around Jerry’s waist, Mitch on her other side, watching Lewis and Stasi laughing as they gathered up glasses. The children ran through the house in the warm summer air and Jimmy stood for a moment in the doorway, the sun not quite touching him.

“God help us all,” she said, a prayer for the ruin of Ethiopia, and for all that hovered in the future, just beyond the door.

To be continued in:
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