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This tale is dedicated to the unknown and the unnamed thousands of
history.
You were lost, but not forgotten.
May your stories be told.



“Death would not be called bad, O people, if one knew truly how
to die.”
- Guru Nanak
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I
From the Black Land

Saturday, August 5», 1922
Al Sabel Al Shamali, Egyptian Protectorate

Light poured in through the darkness.

A rope soon followed, dropping from the hole in

the ceiling, and the two men made their descent.

The first scrambled quickly down the line while
the other remained at the opening with his rifle
trained. Once he had reached the sandy floor below,
he struck a lantern, drew his pistol, and gave his
partner the signal. The second man then slung his
own weapon, and climbed down to join him. When
he reached the bottom, he took the lantern from his

partner, its glow giving new life to their forms in the

dark chamber.



From head to waist, the first man was dressed as a
Bedouin in a shemagh and a loose white shirt. A scarlet
sash around his middle secured his sidearms; a
Highland broadsword fitted with an ornate basket
hilt, and a holster for his Webley. If that were not
unusual enough, his skin was colored fair and his hair
an auburn-gold, and he wore a simple handlebar
mustache where a Bedouin would grow his beard to
full length. These differences continued below his
waist, where he wore a pair of dusty brown trousers
and sturdy leather boots, each stained white with salt
marks. At six feet tall and broad in the chest, this
mustachioed motley of a man was Mad Jack
MacGregor, a true son of the Scottish Highlands;
known by some as a rogue, others as a bastard, many

as a ghost, and only one as a friend.

The latter stood behind him; Sanwar Singh
Dhamija, Sikh warrior and son of Punjab. He was two
inches taller than his fellow, and just as strongly built,

if not more so. Unlike Jack however, he was dressed



in uniform blue; dastar, tunic, and trousers all spotless
indigo, save the black bandoliers across his chest that
held his pistol, pack, sheathed kirpan dagger, and his
long, curved tulwar. Where Jack wore a simple
handlebar, Sanwar’s mustache curled upwards, freshly
waxed, and his beard hung thickly all the way to his
chest. This made his face look even longer, more
placid than it was already. With solemn tourmaline
eyes, he bore himself with a quiet countenance to
match. He was known by few, though once it had

been more.

As Sanwar cast the lantern’s glow about the room,
weird shadows fell across their faces, and its eerie
light caught a wild glint in Jack’s amber eyes. There
was naught around them but great shelves of books,
which stretched nearly to the ceiling high above, and

empty, silent darkness.

Their surroundings gathered, the path seemed
obvious, so together they proceeded straight ahead,
across the sand heaped floors. Jack led with his pistol,



and Sanwar followed just behind carrying the light.
Even as they moved, the boundaries of the room were
yet invisible to them, obscured ahead and behind by
the dark, and by the towering rows of shelves on
either side. Papyrus scrolls and leather-bound books
were stacked there in countless hundreds, their pages
inscribed with draconic texts of ancient Greek or

Hieroglyphs, or other tongues so long forgotten.

Jack continued past them, his interest singularly
forward. Some minutes later, a wall appeared in front
of them, and as they neared it, something crunched

beneath Jack’s step.

Blackened bone protruded from the sand, a
withered hand outstretched. Jack knelt beside it, and
carefully wiped away the sand around it to reveal the

grim visage buried underneath.

Flesh still clung to the body, tightly stretched over
the man’s shriveled skeleton like aged leather. His
mouth was shrunken and twisted in a cruel half-smile.

A bronze helmet rested atop the corpse’s head. It was



Ptolemaic by the looks of it, its patina not yet green,
but instead a reddish hue.

Jack exchanged a look with Sanwar, but continued
on, leaving the body behind them. This one had
clearly lingered here too long, and they would not do

the same.

At the wall, Sanwar passed the lantern to Jack, and
drew out a rock hammer and a stout metal pin from
his pack. His gentle tappings upon the dusty stone
yielded solid clinks for a good while, until at last, one
strike gave a dull, hollow sound that left a lingering
echo in the silent hall. Sanwar then replaced his tools
with a brush, and swept away the dust around the
area, while Jack kept watch behind him.

The cool, dry darkness down here was making his
hair stand on end. His palms and brow still sweat
however, a thoroughly unpleasant combination.
Regardless, he kept the grip on his revolver firm, and

his eyes fixed upon the darkness.



Moments later, Sanwar’s brushing had revealed a
shining golden plate on the stonework at just below
his eye level. A device of twin serpents wrapped
around a winged scepter was engraved in the center
of this round metal piece, which sparkled like

sunlight even in the gloom.

At his request, Jack passed a vial of Aqua Regia
from their bags to Sanwar, who applied it generously.
Within minutes, the liquid had dissolved the gold
completely, and beyond it was a hollow catch with a
lever inside. With some trepidation, Sanwar reached
in, and pulled. The stone wall scraped back a moment
later, revealing a hidden passage just behind, and a

stairway descending deeper into the earth.

The air grew colder as they traveled downwards.
The dry, sandy smell from the chamber above soon
became replaced with a fetid stench like rotten eggs.
Despite the smell, the men persisted until the stairs
opened into a second chamber, smaller than the first,

with this doorway as its only exit.



Here, theirs was not the only light. A faint green
glow emanated from across the room, and as they
drew nearer, treading lightly past bodies of ancient
warriors fallen on the sand swept floor, they came to

learn its source.

The Emerald Tablet rested on a slab of stone, held
out at chest height by an onyx statue.

It was bigger than either had expected; twelve
inches wide by eighteen in length, and just over two
inches thick. Its weird glyphs rose off its smooth,
glassy surface, and could be traced along with a finger,
if one dared to touch it. The pair kept their hands at
a distance however, and examined their surroundings

further before making any sudden motions.

In unison, they turned their heads upwards to the
statue. Staring down at them was an ibis-headed god
with human form; a familiar sight, for he was a god of

many names.



To the Egyptians, he was Thoth; To the Romans,
Mercury; the Arabs, Idris; but no matter the age or
culture, his dominion remained the same: Alchemy

and Magic.

True practicers of these crafts called him, Hermes
Trismegistus; “Hermes the Thrice Great” in Greek,
and believed him to be their secret art’s progenitor.
Yet, if this icon kept any secrets now, his glossy eyes
betrayed not one, and only stared back lifelessly at

these two mortals.

Jack urged Sanwar to stand behind the statue as he
collected a discarded spear off the ground. Joining his
companion, Jack then used the butt end of it to
lightly prod the Tablet forward.

Colorless acid spewed forth from the statue’s

beak, reaching as far back as the doorway.

Sanwar raised an eyebrow as Jack grinned and
tossed away the spear’s remaining half. He spent the

next few minutes stroking his mustache, scanning the



statue up and down with that mad look in his eyes

again.

At last, he arrived at a different answer. Finding
himself a shield amongst the bodies, Jack rigged a
spare length of rope to its inner straps. With ginger
care, he then placed its convex bronze shape over the
Tablet, and rejoined Sanwar’s side behind the statue.

His partner only sighed, and covered his eyes.

Line in hand, Jack gave the rope a tug. The shield
jerked towards him from the slab, and took the
Tablet with it. Without the Tablet’s weight atop it,
the slab lifted several inches, and the acid spewed
forth again. It splattered harmlessly against the
shield, but burned the rope apart. It made no
difference, though. The whole thing had enough
momentum to carry the Tablet right off the slab and
straight towards Jack. It landed softly in the sand
right at his feet alongside the undamaged shield.

Sanwar sighed, dusted off the heavy Tablet, and
placed it inside his pack, while Jack simply gave him



a shrug. He would have followed the gesture with a
joke, had he not noticed an eerie crimson glow rising
from within the statue. In seconds, Hermes’ dull onyx

sheen had transformed fully into a threatening red.

A sudden cry sent Jack wheeling back around,
pistol at the ready. A gnarled hand had reached out
of the sand, and clutched Sanwar by the ankle.
Instinctively, Sanwar had his tu/war out in a flash, and
in another, the hand was slashed away. He brought
down a second cut as the rest of the corpse tried to

shamble to its feet, laying it to rest once again.
However, there were more.

Shapes writhed and twisted out of the sand, two,
three at a time. Gaunt fingers grasped ancient
weapons from the floor. Raspy air escaped from
rotted lungs, but drew no breath. Flecks of scarlet
glimmered in empty sockets beneath their helms.
Bronze armor shimmered, as the growing horde of

long dead warriors stood and advanced.



Jack holstered his pistol. The room was too small
he realized, and a stray shot was bound to ricochet.
Instead, he took Sanwar’s flank with his own sword
drawn. Keeping the statue at their back, they hewed
at anything that lumbered into measure, aiming

carefully for gaps in the armor.

The creatures’ stiff movements were easy to
anticipate and their aged bones easier to cut, yet the
swarm of them came tirelessly on. Half a dozen
bodies lay between the men when they abandoned
their attempt to fight, and scrambled back. There
was little room to retreat, but ducking behind the
statue bought them a sliver of time, barely enough to
catch their breath.

Jack fell against the statue’s back, chest heaving.
His heart pounded and his breath was labored, but
the sound of moaning rasps and creaking bones soon
drowned them out. He looked to his right to see
Sanwar drawing out his pistol. His friend shut his

eyes, and murmured a quiet prayer.



Jack drew his pistol too. Fuck the ricochet, he
would go down fighting.

Then, he saw salvation.

Jack dropped his gun, and snatched away the
fallen shield at his feet. With both hands, he tossed
it like a discus, not at his enemies, but at the nearest
wall. The shield bounced off it, back towards
Hermes, where it sparked against his empty tray. It
was not a beautiful throw, but the desired effect had
been perfectly achieved.

The slab fell, then rose, as the weight of the shield
struck, and for a third time, acid came gushing forth

from the statue’s beak.

The ancient warriors crumbled on their feet as
they continued their stolid advance, unfeeling to the
steaming acid on their skin. Fragile flesh was turned
to ash in a matter of steps, leaving only empty bronze

upon the sand when it was over.



Once the air had cleared, Jack stepped out from
behind Hermes’ buttocks, and retrieved his fallen
pistol. With a lazy twirl, it landed back inside its
holster.

“I swear that you will be the death of me one day,
Jack MacGregor,” Sanwar bemoaned, once he saw

that it was safe to poke his head out.

Jack threw his friend an insufferable grin. “You
know, you’re acting awfully cross to the man who’s

saved your life.”
“As are you.”
“You never fail to mention it,” Jack muttered.

“Well, you never fail to warrant it,” Sanwar

countered.

Their banter could have gone all day had the
moaning rasps not come again. More hands were

bursting free from the sand to replace the others.

“Aw fuck,” Jack groaned.



The two went bounding up the stairs and out the
room, the clang of armor sounding louder behind
them with every step. Stealing a glance behind, Jack
saw tiny red gleams filling the darkness, then a flash
of tortured, rotted faces snarling after them, as the

lantern swayed wild with Sanwar’s running stride.

At the landing, he dropped the light, and rushed
for the door. Jack dove through its closing frame,
rolled, then jumped back to his partner’s side.
Together, with their backs against the door, he and
Jack used all their weight to close it shut.

The stonework groaned slowly forward. The
rasping moans and metal clatters grew louder from
within. Footsteps sounded like artillery shells as the
mass of bodies thundered up the stairs, while the
door was only halfway shut despite their strain. The
men pushed harder, slipping and sliding on the fickle

sand.

Red light glowed brighter through the door way.

Leathery fingers reached out and clawed at Sanwar’s



wrist. The weight of the onslaught now pressed back
against them, as the creatures shoved into one
another to break free. In a show of final desperation,
the two men let forth a scream of effort. Together,
they heaved with all their might.

Jack’s feet slid out from under him and Sanwar
toppled forward, but the door slammed shut, and the

rasping moans fell silent.

“Well, that could have been worse,” said Jack,

spitting out sand.

Sanwar tossed away a severed hand from his

shoulder. “Please. Do not utter that phrase again.”
“Why?”

Slapping sand away from his beard, Sanwar took
back the lantern. “Because without failure, matters

inevitably worsen in every instance that you do.”

Jack was about to retort when Sanwar was proven

right...again. A cluster of dark shapes wandered out
from behind the bookshelves.



“Fair enough,” Jack could admit.

Creaking bones turned to face them. Red eyes
beamed impassively at their newfound prey, ready to

kill. Weapons exited scabbards, poised to strike.

Sanwar only sighed, snapped his pistol into hand,
and fired.

A skeleton fell away with a shattered head, tearing
an opening in their undead ranks. The others erupted
in violence as the men bolted through it, and gave

chase after them.

Sword in his right hand, pistol in his left, Jack
guarded Sanwar’s rear as he lit their passage down the
towering aisles of shelves. A javelin hurtled past,
smashing into a pile of scrolls and sending loose
parchment fluttering. Jack returned the shot, lead
tearing through bronze armor, and felling the

attacker.



A sword cut followed after. Jack parried it,
blocked another, then spun about, and continued

after Sanwar.

They raced towards the distant halo of light
beneath the entryway, their footfalls pounding on the
sand. Every step was a struggle on such treacherous
ground, yet the two men could not slow themselves,

for the shambling horde was tireless behind them.

Their legs had turned to rubber when they
stumbled into the blinding circlet of light. The rope

was there, dangling from the gap in the ceiling.
Jack pushed Sanwar towards it. “Go!”

The swarm was nearing, each twisted face coming

into horrid visibility, closing in from every side.
Sanwar leveled his pistol. “No, I will hold them!”
“You've got the Tablet!”

Sanwar nodded, realizing, and hurled the lantern.
Kerosene immolated a pair of foes that drew too

close. Then hand over hand, he climbed at a leopard’s



speed towards the opening. Jack fired his last few
shots into the nearest enemies, sheathed his weapons,

and followed after.

He was barely up the line, when a sword came
swinging for his neck. Twisting back, he tried to
dodge away. Instead of flesh, the blade sliced hemp,
sending Jack falling straight back to earth. He
dropped the chord of rope to catch himself with both
hands, then sprung instantly back onto his feet.

His was sword drawn in time to counter an
oncoming strike. Jack reposted it, and danced away
from another clumsy blow. There were a dozen of
these horrid things around him suddenly, and even
more glowing lights were coming from the darkness.
In desperation, he fell back against the nearest

bookshelf, as his enemies encircled him.

A pair of the nearest lunged forward to strike. Jack
could not parry both attacks at once, but he had no
need. As soon as they advanced, they fell away, heads

crumbling in a smoking ruin.



Shots rang out from above. Sanwar had resumed
his position at the entryway with rifle in hand. In
practiced rhythms, he fired off a round, and pumped
back the bolt to chamber another. His aim was deadly
true, and anything that got too close to Jack soon
dropped in scatter of metal and bone before it could

strike.

Knowing his partner’s ammunition would not last
long, Jack jammed his sword back into its scabbard
and clambered up the bookshelf, where the creatures

were too awkward to follow.

In seconds, he was at its top. The rope hung only
a leap away. He stepped back to the shelf’s far edge,
ready to jump the distance. Yet he nearly fell instead,
as the whole shelf teetered. Jack could only press
himself flat against its top to keep his balance.
Glancing down, he watched as skeletal shapes
swarmed below him to shove their bodies against the
shelf. Their sheer mass rocked the sturdy bookshelf
slowly back and forth.



Timing its motion, Jack scrambled back onto his
feet when the shelf reached its apex again. Then,
when it tipped forward, he made his jump, using its

momentum to propel himself even farther.
For a long moment, he was airborne.

Then, somehow, some way, his fingers found their
hold around the rope and grasped it hard. He jerked
with the sudden halt of motion and lost his grip in

one hand, but still he held on.

As he dangled there above the swarming mass,
javelins flung towards him. One sailed past his cheek,
sending forth a rush of air. Yet, Jack was rising. The

next few that came, arced beneath his feet.

In his confusion, he looked up to find his savior in
Sanwar, who was dragging him towards the light. As
he rose, the light blinded Jack, and the coldness of
the chamber fled. The day’s heat stung his face. He
smelled the salty air again, and heard the seagulls
crying. Then, strong hands caught his wrists, and



yanked him forward. Jack came spilling back into the
summer swelter. He landed hard in the sand and

tumbled over, flat on his back.

When at last his eyes had adjusted to the
brightness, Jack rose to see Sanwar dropping a heavy
slab of stone back over the entryway. His friend sank
down from the effort and for a moment, the two men
sat there among the sand dunes under a blazing

Egyptian sun to catch their breath.

The respite did not last long. A grin stretching
across his face, Jack rushed forward and near toppled

Sanwar with the biggest hug he had ever given.

“Mera bbra! We've got it, you bloody bastard!
We've got it!”

“So we do. So we do,” Sanwar managed between
panting laughs. Despite the heat, they held the

embrace for a good long while.
“You've got it, right?”

“Yes, I have got it,” Sanwar chuckled.



Jack released Sanwar to let him draw the Tablet
from his pack. Instantly, they recoiled from the

emerald brilliance shining off its glossy surface.

“Aye, you've got it alright,” Jack laughed. He tried
to lift the Tablet in triumph, but lost his balance from

its unexpected weight, and fell over in the sand.

From their post at a nearby withered tree, their

camels snorted in amusement.

“Aw, quiet you,” Jack returned playfully. He
turned back to a smirking Sanwar, and patted the
Tablet. “Aye, it’s beautiful. We’d best be getting this
back to Alexandria.”

“Actually, you'd best be giving that to me.”

The expensive scent of Turkish tobacco lazed
downwind just then, and with it came a familiar voice,

just as smoky, just as rich.
Jack scowled.

“Saxon.”



He and Sanwar turned around. A line of rifles had
appeared atop a low ridge just a few yards away. Hard
eyed men stood behind every weapon, aimed and

ready.

Their leader stepped out in front of their ranks,
empty-handed, save for a long, plump cigar twirling
in his fingers. One last drag and he tossed the thing
away, then strode down the dune to meet Jack and

Sanwar face to face.

The shape of the Lord John Henry Saxon loomed

over them, blocking out the sun.

“Hello Jack, old boy.” A pearly smile flashed
through the shade around his face. “Glad to see you’re
still alive. I'd heard the most dreadful news about you.

Thought I’d never see you again.”
“So did 1,” said Jack.

“Devilish as ever, old boy,” Saxon grinned. He
then looked to Sanwar. “And you must be the Indian

I’ve heard so little about.”



“I have heard of you, Lord Saxon,” was all Sanwar

said.

“Who hasn’t?” Saxon replied. “Now as delightful
as this reunion is, gentlemen, my boat is waiting for
me, and it is awfully hot. I think it’s high time you

handed that over to me.”

“The Tablet?” Jack’s incredulity was on full
display. “What would you ever want with it?”

Saxon shrugged. “The same thing as you, Jack. The
Philosopher’s Stone.” He then extended forth a
massive hand, the ruby studded ring on his fourth
finger catching a glint of sunlight as he did. “And I'm
much obliged that you've retrieved the Emerald
Tablet on my behalf. So much easier to make the
Stone when you've got the formula, isn’t it? Give it

here now.”

Jack made no motion. “Go ahead and kill me then,

you bastard.”



“How you wound me, Jack!” Saxon laughed. “I
would never want to kill such a dear friend as you!”
He let Jack seethe on that a moment before adding,

“Besides, the desert will do it for me.”

It was lucky that Saxon stood between them and
his men, otherwise they would have shot Jack just
then.

Jack’s gun was in his hand in a instant, but even
with a pistol in his face, Saxon did not relinquish his
smile. Instead, that smile quickly turned into
laughter, as Jack pulled the trigger of his Webley, and

it gave a disappointing click.
Empty.

“Oh Jack, old boy,” he chided with a clicking
tongue. “Will I have to kill you now, the way you've

behaved?” He stepped aside, and raised a massive

hand to his men.

“Wait!” Sanwar cried. He drew the Tablet from
his pack.



“No,” Jack growled.

Sanwar gave him a sympathetic look, but nothing

more. He surrendered the Tablet.

“That’s the idea,” Saxon grinned. “You ought to
listen to your servant more often, Jack. He’s got more

sense than you.”
“He’s not my servant.”

“All the same,” Saxon shrugged, and snatched
away the Tablet with both hands. He then called a
man over, and passed it off to him before giving
orders to the others. “Shoot their camels. Take their

guns, and whatever other valuables you want.”

The command was relayed back in Arabic. Sanwar
hung his head as one man swiftly ended their camels
with a pistol. The others rushed forward, spilling out
their packs for anything of worth. There was not
much. They threw the empty leather bags onto the
ground, followed by what was left of Jack and

Sanwar’s water.



Their swords however, were brought to Saxon for

his inspection.

“Leave  them,” he said, examining the
broadsword’s make. He tossed the weapons in the
sand at Jack’s feet. “If you’re a real man Jack, you'll
kill yourself by falling on it. I suspect you'd prefer it
that way.” He smiled and nodded to both of them.

“Gentlemen, it’s been a pleasure.”

And with that, Saxon and his men vanished over
the dune.

Jack chased after them. From the dune’s peak, he
could only watch helplessly as they loaded back onto
their nearby boats, and shoved off the white sands
into a calm stretch of turquoise waters to where a

gigantic yacht waited for them just off the coastline.

“I’ll kill you one day, Saxon!” Jack shouted after
them.

“No you won’t, Jack MacGregor!” Saxon called

back, as his men rowed away.



Saxon’s laughter was the very last thing Jack heard
before he sank to his knees and gave a long, agonizing

screaml.

Soon, the boats had reached the yacht. Minutes
after that, the huge white vessel blew its horn and
sailed away, leaving Jack and Sanwar all alone on the
North Egyptian desert.

It was two hundred miles back to Alexandria.



I1
Come Forth the Dead

Monday, August 21%, 1922
Alexandria, Egyptian Protectorate

A slick, sable Dussenberg glided down the dusty
streets, past tall white buildings flanked with rows of
palm trees, horse drawn carriages, quiet outdoor
cafes, and wide-eyed fruit sellers pushing their wares
out of the speeding car’s path.

In the back seat, the Brigadier lit his fourth
cigarette of the day.

Independence couldn’t come soon enough, he
thought, sucking in a bellyful of smoke. Three more
months and he would be on a boat back to London,
and after that, the fastest train to Inverness, or so he
hoped.

God, how a Highland gale would feel compared to
this damnable heat! Nine years he had been



languishing in it, instead of leading men to victory,
where he belonged. Nine years, and the army had sat
him at a desk, and made him fat because of it.

Of course, in the beginning, he had applied for a
field commission, but somehow His Majesty’s Royal
Idiots decided he would be better suited to
“administrative duties” here in Alexandria. So Conall
had fought their war for them in fearsome
skirmishes of ink pens and paperwork while lesser
men stole all the glory in Arabia or France.

So much for the Great War; the greatest struggle
to ever face God’s green earth, and he had missed
the whole damn thing.

Now the Army had the damned nerve to say that
he was “non-essential” to British interests in the
Protectorate. The city garrison was to be reduced,
and he replaced. Supposedly Egyptian autonomy
required less British military counsel (dubious), so
Conall could go home and enjoy the rest he had

earned from all his years of service to the Crown.



Only, all his years of service had earned him nothing
but restlessness instead. By God, he was a man of
action! Three weeks hunting on Skye, and he’d be
wishing his rifle was trained on deadly savages not
docile bucks, he knew.

Some great end this was for the Hero of the
Sudan. How had Donald not managed to die of
boredom already in his retirement?

The car rounded past the Majestic Hotel, then the
plaza with the fountain, finally squeaking to a halt
outside the police station. Conall drew his last puff
on the cigarette, then tossed it out as his driver
opened the door for him.

Chief Inspector Bishoy was waiting on the steps
with several men and a stiff salute.

“Bonjour, mon General,” he said. His French was
painfully accented.

Damn that hook-nosed Copt and his
professionalism, thought Conall. Couldn’t he see

that his superior’s mood was soured? Conall grunted



back the correct response with a hasty salute, and
followed Bishoy and his officers inside.

“T'wo men were found outside the city days ago,”
Bishoy explained, leading Conall to Evidence. “They
came from the desert. A white man. Scottish. And
an Indian. No passport, no identification.”

“You told me over the damn telephone,” the
General bristled. “Now what’s this got to do with
me?”

“The white one mentioned you by your name, sir.
And he had this.” He gestured to a nearby table.

A chill went down Conall’s spine, sapping all the
heat from the August air. He took the sword from
the table.

Lann Dbearg gleamed deathly sharp as he drew its
blade from the scabbard. Since Culloden Moor, it
had never lost its edge, had never known an inch of
rust. White steel still shone before him just like he
had seen when Donald carried it to war. Even as he

held it now in his lesser hands, Conall could feel its



power surging through his arm. The Red Blade had
not yet diminished.

“These men,” Conall asked at last, his eyes still
running up and down the length of the blade. “You
have them here in a cell?”

“Yes, sir. They were transferred here last night.”
Bishoy removed his fez, and wiped his brow with a
sigh. “I’m afraid we haven’t had time to fully
question-”

“Just take me to them!” Conall snapped. Christ,
sweat was running down his back already.

“At once, sir.”

Conall sheathed the weapon, returned it to the
table, then followed the Chief Inspector down to
the gloomy cells beneath the station. In the one
farthest back, the prisoners lay with eyes closed,
breathing weakly in the suffocating heat.

Conall approached the white man.

It was him for certain, sleeping there beside that

massive Indian. He might have been sun-tanned and



dressed like a damn Arab, but those amber eyes and
auburn hair were unmistakable. Once upon a time,
he and Donald had looked the same.

Jack’s eyes blinked open. Once adjusted to
dimness, they met Conall’s and a wave of
recognition washed over him, as did a wide,
incorrigible grin.

His hand touched his forehead in a mock salute.
“Reporting for duty, Uncle.”

Conall glared at Bishoy. “Get them out of there.

Now.”

Ice water filled his glass again as soon as Jack had
drained it. Swallowing, he helped himself to thicker
slice of roast beef, then washed it down once the
serving girl had backed away to rejoin her fellows in
standing silently by the walls. Sanwar meanwhile,
contented himself with buttered rolls and the
meager vegetables at his uncle’s table; mashed peas

and boiled potatoes.



The General ate nothing, despite the banquet
spread out for just the three of them in his dining
hall. Instead, he only lit himself another cigarette
while he continued to stare at his nephew’s wolfish
appetite.

“We thought you were dead,” he said at last. His
voice was weak.

“Sorry to disappoint,” Jack remarked between a
mouthful of beef. He seared off a healthy piece of
meat with a silver knife and fork before he had even
swallowed the first.

“This isn’t funny, Jack.”

“It is a wee bit.”

Conall tapped out a headful of ashes into a
polished tray, next to which lay their swords. Both
were under the tight guard of his uncle’s pudgy
hand. “Four years...four years you've been gone, and
now that’s all you've got to say?”

Jack said nothing now either.



“Do you know how your poor mother is going to
take this when I have to tell her that you'’re still
alive? Jesus, she’ll have a fit! And your father? Your
father...” Conall let the words trail off, and shook his
head.

Ah yes, his father. Jack rolled his eyes.

“Well, that’s their problem,” he replied.

“Their problem!?” Scarlet flushed across his uncle’s
face. The man’s neck strained to escape its sweat-
marked collar. “Jesus wept! I've had enough trouble
in this damned country with the Bedouins and the
bureaucrats without your insolence to top it off! We
had a funeral for you with full honors!” His shouting
gave way to a fit of coughing, which he steadied with
a long drag on his cigarette. “Now I have to explain
to my brother,” Conall wheezed, angling his heavy
frame back in his chair. “That his son is both alive
and a liar.”

This made Jack grin. Conall glowered at him, but

took a moment first to smooth out his uniform, and



dab his brow with a napkin. Collected, he continued
speaking. “Will you please explain to me what this is
all about? Tell me there’s a good reason, Jack. Tell
me why you didn’t come back to us. Tell me what in
Christ’s name were you even doing out there in the
desert!”

Jack took a long drink of water, but otherwise
remained willfully silent while his uncle glared at
him.

“If this is about that stupid mystical rock you’ve
been blithering on about since boyhood, I swear...”
Conall coughed again. “Are you aware of how many
international laws you’d be breaking by going out
and robbing a grave?”

“Maybe you should ask John Henry Saxon.”
“Saxon?”At first, his uncle was confused, but that
swiftly shifted back to his familiar irritability. “Lord
Saxon had permission from the local government for

a state-sanctioned archaeological expedition. Lord



Saxon is an upstanding, law-abiding gentleman. Lord
Saxon is-”

“-a royal prick,” Jack finished for him.

“Enough.” Conall jammed his fuming cigarette
into the ashtray. “I ought to telegraph your father
this instant.”

Jack laughed bitterly. “What am I, a bloody
schoolboy again?”

“You’re damn well acting like one!” The anger was
rising in his uncle once again. His khaki uniform was
stretching tighter across his neck than before.
“Playing at adventure in the desert, looking for
buried treasure? Lying to your own kin? It’s bloody
childish! God! Do you even know the amount of
pain you've subjected on this family!?”

“Aye, they know a lot about pain, don’t they?”
Jack found his own voice rising.

“I had no idea you could be so cruel, so selfish, so

cowardly-”



Conall’s words were interrupted. One of the
serving girls screamed despite herself. Sanwar’s knife
screeched against his plate. Conall flared, blood
rushing to his face.

Sharply, Jack pulled his bent fork out of the table.

“You’re going to let us go now,” he said in a cold,
measured tone.

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“You're going to let us go now,” Jack repeated.
Then in a flash, he was on his feet, the silver knife
pressed against his own throat. “Unless, of course,
you’d like to explain to me dear old mummy and da
how I was secretly alive and well for all these years,
until the very moment you let me die in front of
you.”

“Jack...” Sanwar rose and tried to reach for him,

but Jack brushed him aside with his free hand.

“Uncle.”



The servants stifled gasps, and remained at their
posts. Sanwar backed away, while Conall glowered at
them both. “Stop this madness. It’s folly.”

“Sanwar and I will be leaving now,” Jack
continued, that mad gleam growing in his eyes.
“With our effects, if it pleases you.”

He nodded to their swords.

His uncle made no motion towards them, so Jack
made one instead, drawing a line of blood on his
neck.

“Uncle, if you please...?”

Mustache twitching so hard it might fall off,
Conall rose and shoved the tulwar over to Sanwar.
His grip lingered on Lann Dbearg, however. Tears
looked imminent as the weapon was finally
relinquished. “You don’t deserve to carry that
anymore.”

Jack took away the blade from him. “No Uncle, I
think I’'m the only one who does.” Then, in a fluid

motion, he strapped on his sword, and tossed the



knife back on the table. “Thanks for the meal,” was
the last thing he ever said to his uncle before
walking out with Sanwar.

When his nephew was gone from his house,
Conall sank back into his chair, dismissed the
servants for the day, and sat alone in silence, hot

beads of sweat running down his face.

From Conall’s house, Jack and Sanwar had
retreated back to the main streets, melting into the
crowd. In a sea of faces from a dozen lands across
the Empire, theirs would surely vanish for a while,
hopefully long enough to avoid the men the
Brigadier would inevitably send after them. In the
meantime, Jack led them down a side-street away
from the busy spots filled with British folk, to the
Arab neighborhoods where he knew no one would
come looking, and where he and Sanwar could speak

in English freely.



Twenty years later, and the narrow, shady streets
had not changed a bit. Hookah smoke and the wafts
of sizzling meats sent him back to the month he had
spent sneaking down them on free afternoons, while
his father met with old friends from the war. His
father had wanted Jack to see the city where he was
born before they made the final passage to his work
in Smyrna, and so Jack had seen it, though maybe
not the parts his father would have wanted.

Around a corner, if his memory served, would be
Café Qawa, and indeed it was still there, just as Jack
had left it. Smoke was hazing out its open doors to a
dark interior where Arab men laughed and rolled the
dice at games of backgammon.The sign overhead
still hung loose and faded.

Jack emptied his boot, and retrieved the few
scattered coins he had been hiding; his last. “Should
be enough for coffee,” he said. “Come on.”

Sanwar raised an eyebrow. “You want us to go in
there?”



“Aye, I need to think.”

“Is this establishment truly the best place to do
so?”

Jack scratched his mustache and went inside
anyway, so Sanwar sighed and followed after, holding
his breath.

They found themselves a seat at the back, away
from the Friday crowd, and ordered their coffees
black. An old, local newspaper lingered on a nearby
table, so Jack set about to reading it.

Much was happening in the world; Mandates
from the French and British were taking effect in
the Levant; stirrings of new leaders and movements
on the Continent; negotiations for an armistice had
failed between the Ottomans and Greece,
continuing the war; and there was always trouble
going on in India.

Beyond that, he struggled to read another word.
He wanted so much to clear his head right now, but

he seemed so far away, like his mind was miles in the



distance. It was all made worse by the stinging
smoke and raucous laughter of the room, and the
fresh memories of his screaming uncle flooding
through his thoughts. What had once been a place
of local leisure to him as a boy, was suddenly boiling
his blood.

Of course, Jack had only scanned the headlines
when Sanwar gave a disapproving cough. He lowered
the pages to face an equally disapproving look.

“Are we not to discuss what has just transpired?”
his partner asked.

“What’s there to discuss?” Jack tried to go back to
reading. “We needed to escape jail, then my uncle’s
house, and we needed our swords back. I did what I
had to. I improvised.”

“Why is it that every time you improvise, your life
is always put in jeopardy?”

“Sort of comes with the pursuit of an almighty

object, doesn’t it?”



“Neither of us is a stranger to occupational
hazards, Jack,” Sanwar sighed. “But reckless
endangerment, I cannot abide.”

“Look, it’s the bloody world that’s endangering
us!” This afternoon was proving more than difficult.
Was he going to have to fight Sanwar today as well
as Conall? “For the love of Christ, I'm surprised
we’re not dead already. God knows we would be, if
we’d waited for Conall to bring my father down
here. I took the only way out I could.”

“And what of Saxon? Was drawing your gun on
him the only way out as well?” Sanwar raised one
contentious eyebrow.

Shakily, Jack put the paper down. “You know
what happens if Saxon gets his hands on the Stone.”

“Yet the world is here today, and so are we, Jack.”

“Aye, but for how much longer?” There was heat
rising within him. “How much longer before he
solves the Tablet’s code, and learns how to make a

Philosopher’s Stone for himself?”



“How much longer indeed?” Sanwar mused. “That
is ever the question, regardless. However, need I
remind you that he had command of the scenario?
Had I not surrendered it, we would most certainly
be dead, and Saxon would have taken the Tablet just
as facilely. Our circumstances would be admittedly
worse then, would they not? You know this.”

“So help me,” pleaded Jack. “Help me figure out a
plan to go after him. We haven’t got long-"

“We haven’t money either.”

“That’s never stopped us before. We've got to get
out of Alexandria. Conall’s telegraphed my father by
now, I know. That gives us what? A month? That’s
long enough to find a ship. Or stowaway. Or steal
one...”

“You cannot be serious, Jack.”

“I am serious, damn it! If it’s what I’ve got to do.”

“But it isn’t, neither is hurting yourself.”

Jack squeezed his shaking hand into a fist. His

face was steaming hot. He hated this café, and that



Sanwar still had not raised his voice. Thank God, it
was so loud in here or otherwise they all would hear
him growling. “If risking my damn life for the Stone
is what it takes, then by Christ, I’'m going to have to
risk it-”

“Jack, please-”

“-do what it takes-”

“You don’t-”

“I do-”

“You are not the only one at risk!”

Their words were interrupted by the jangling of
cups.

“Shukran,” they said together, as the waiter laid
their coffees on the table.

“Shall I fetch another chair, effends?” he asked.

“I beg your pardon?” said Sanwar.

“Shall I fetch another chair? For your guest?”

They turned to see where the waiter was
gesturing. Through the smoky room, a man had

appeared. He was dressed in black, high collared



robes despite the heat, and wore dark glasses that
hid his eyes completely. Besides his dress, he was
otherwise nondescript, being of average height and
slender build, with short dark hair and olive skin. He
shook his head as the waiter tried to bring another
chair to the table, and waved it away. The waiter
nodded and retreated from view, as the man crossed
over to their table. “Misters MacGregor and
Dhamija, I presume?”

Jack leaned back to catch his breath. This man’s
accent was difficult to place. English he spoke well
enough, though Jack recognized a tinge of Greek or
perhaps Italian intonation underneath now that he
was listening for it.

“That’s a possibility,” Jack allowed after a
moment’s hesitation.

The man gave a thin smile, and pushed back his
glasses. “Come now, Mister MacGregor. Two men

looking as you do are quickly noticed in Alexandria.”



A gleam flashed across his dark lenses. “I assure you
that I mean you no harm.”

Sanwar shifted in his seat. “May I enquire what
business you have with us?”

“My ‘employer’, let us call him, requires your
expertise.”

“Regarding?”

“I am afraid that matter must be discussed in
private.” He spoke the words with cool demeanor.

“Seems a wee bit odd to have us trust a man whose
name we don’t even know,” Jack remarked, throwing
a look askance to Sanwar.

The man bowed his head with one hand over his
heart. “My most humble apologies. Allow me to
introduce myself. You may call me, ‘Nero’.”

Jack scratched his mustache. “You any good with
a fiddle?”

“I am sorry?”

“Forget it.” Jack flipped the newspaper back over
his face. His heart was still racing, but he had to give



the impression of calm. “Whatever you want from
us Mister Nero, we'’re not interested. Got more
pressing matters right now, you see. Sorry.”

“You will be paid most handsomely, I can assure
you,” Nero countered. “And if I am not mistaken,
you may require transportation as well. I have a ship
waiting-"

“We can handle that ourselves, thank you.”

Sanwar hesitated. “Jack, perhaps we should-”

“Sorry, not interested,” Jack said once more with
finality. He took a long slurp of coffee for additional
effect.

Yet, Nero did not move away. Again, he only
smiled. “And what if I were to tell you Mister
MacGregor, that this matter had to do with the
Philosopher’s Stone?”

That slurp became a spew as Jack nearly choked to
death on his coffee.



I11:

Bearing Vows They Gave

Wednesday, August 23+, 1922

The Mediterranean Sea

Sea water kissed his face as he splashed a handful

from the basin.

While Jack lay sleeping, Sanwar had stripped
down to all but his kachera, a pair of white cotton
undergarments, his kirpan blade held in its gatra, and
the kara bracelet upon his wrist. Last of all, Sanwar
had undone his dastar, and let his hair fall to its

natural length, down below the waist.

First, he washed his face, then his hands, his hair
and beard, and last of all, his feet. With kangha in
hand, he combed his hair, his motions slow and

deliberate, careful not to tug or tear. Once he had



finished, he lightly dabbed away any debris from his
clothing with a damp cloth before redressing.

Finally, Sanwar sank into his meditation; into
Simran, his flow, thankful that he, in spite of

everything, was yet alive.

He then began his prayer by folding his hands and
shutting his eyes. Slowly, he bowed his head to the
floor, so that his heart rose above his head. When he
returned to a seated position, he tucked his feet into
his legs, careful not to face them forward. Here, the
recitation began in proper. He uttered the five ban:,

the sacred morning prayers.

This momentary peace was the most important of
his day. In this hour, he could set aside the material,
and sit in counsel with God. Often, his mind would

drift into that quiet place, but today, he struggled.

“Wabeguru.” He spoke the name of God to cleanse
his mind of soiled thoughts, of the five evils; ego, lust,
wrath, greed, and attachment. All had been



committed in his life, but that was the error of this

mortal world, and he tried not to dwell upon them.

Old memories returned however, welling up from
deep inside. They came from when he had crossed

this sea before. Four times he had done so.

The first was nineteen years ago. His father had
deemed it time to get a proper education in England
itself, and so a younger Sanwar had drifted through
the Suez, seeing lands beyond India and the Punjab
for the very first time. Somehow, the Mediterranean
had seemed bigger than the Indian Ocean, though of
course, he had always known better. His tutor had
taught him tales of Odysseus and Alexander, and
back then, he could almost believe that they were
true; that this sea was the dominion of heroes,
mermaids, serpents, wayward souls, and the savage
kingdom of Poseidon. Below him had been a world
that he would never fully see, just as there was above,
and it was filled with life he would never know, for all

the science in the world had not yet discovered it.



Perhaps there was something sad in that, some
sorrow he had never known quite how to say. He still

wondered if ancient sailors had felt the same way.

The second time he had made this voyage was on

the troop ship, surrounded by his friends from home.

The third time was in retreat the following year.
Gallipoli had failed to be the wooden horse for
Churchill, so Sanwar had to sail again, this time to
France. He traveled alone this time, and had gotten

seasick.

The fourth time was just a few weeks ago with
Jack. When they had learned at last that the Emerald
Tablet lay buried in the Hidden Library of
Alexandria, they had left the Continent behind. Four
years they had been searching for it, in the hopes that
it would teach them how to craft the Philosopher’s
Stone, and four years before that he had left Punjab.

Now, how much longer would it be before he

could go home?



He looked down at his hands, at the scars that
marred them down from finger to wrist, and let a

single tear fall.
“Wabeguru.”

Sanwar chanted the truest name of God, of being,

of everything; the true name of Oneness.

This word he sang again and again, until the

darkness of his mind was washed away.

The sudden heave-pitch of a wave made Jack
clutch the gunwales for balance. Swaying, he
straightened himself, only to double over the side and

vomit. Funny, he had never been seasick before.

“Aw fuck,” he groaned after a long breath. The salt
smell of the sea helped to clear the acid taste from his

mouth.

Eventually, Jack composed himself, and stared out
at the water to clear his mind. A pod of dolphins

sprang out from the distance, gayly splashing, moving



as one, without caution or care. Soon enough though,
they could not outpace the ship, and vanished behind

him, leaving Jack alone again.

He sufficed his time with trying to figure out his
bearings. The sun was rounding towards his left
shoulder, so they must be headed north, but where
exactly they were going, he had no idea. No one
would tell him either. Two days aboard this bloody
ship, and Nero was nowhere to be found. The crew as
well remained silent in Jack’s presence. Alone, there

was little else to do but sit and watch the waves go by.
That, and think.

Nothing good ever came from that, however.

His mind kept drifting back to Saxon. How had
the bastard even found them? How did he even know
they were alive? The questions churned inside him
over and over again. All the while, the image of
Saxon’s shadowy face grinning down at him found its

way back to the center of Jack’s mind.



Years he had spent searching for the Tablet.
Alchemy, he had loved since he could remember. Yet
the moment he had finally gotten what he was
looking for, that which could make the Philosopher’s
Stone, the Quintessence, the Elixir of Life, the
Transmuter of lead into gold, Granter of
Immortality, and keeper of powers unspeakable...it

was gone.

Worst of all, he knew there was nothing he could
have done. He only wished he had taken Saxon down
with him. Maybe it would not have changed the fact
that wicked hands would hold the Stone, but at least
there would be one fewer pair upon this earth to

wield its power. If anything, he owed it to his men.
“Beautiful, is it not?”

Jack wheeled about. Sanwar was standing behind
him, staring at the sea as well. The sun was setting
now, Jack realized, and a myriad of tangerines, pinks,

and violets were glinting off the once cerulean waters.



“It’s bonnie,” Jack agreed. He slumped back down

on the gunwales. “You’ve been below awhile.”
“Lost in meditation,” Sanwar put simply.

“Aye, me too.” Jack gave a rueful laugh. “Seems
we’re a bit lost outside it, as well. Got no bloody idea

where we’re going.”

“If we know not where we are going, then I would
venture we could never truly be lost,” Sanwar

remarked.

Damn him and his proverbial way of speaking.
Jack could only crack a wane grin. “I suppose you'’re

right.”
“Besides, something tells me we will soon be told.”
“I suppose you’re right about that too.”
Together, they watched the sea a while.

“I am returning below,” Sanwar said at length.

“Are you coming or will you be awhile?”

“I’ll be a while.”



Without another word, his friend gave a nod and
took his leave. Then, Jack was alone again with
nothing but his thoughts as the sunlight faded, and

the night fell over a wine dark sea.

In the darkness, a familiar tune came into his

head, and softly, he began to sing:

“Fbhir abbata, na horo eile...”

Friday, August 25», 1922
Rbodes, Kingdom of Italy

At dawn on the fourth day of the journey, the
raucous calls of gulls heralded their arrival into port.
The ship’s horn blew a long, hollow blast, drawing all
to deck as they neared the harbor.

From the deck, their destination was made

apparent. Though no towering colossus made of



bronze was there to greet them, the city was
unmistakable beyond the landing of Mandraki
Harbor.

Rhodes shone radiant before them, the rising sun
glinting its brilliance off the white facades and azure
domes of the city’s tranquil skyline. Presiding over all
of it were the familiar walls of the crumbling
Hospitaller castle. Long had this city been the
meeting ground of wars and wanderers. Ancient
Hellenes, Arabs, Crusaders, and Turks alike had
come to this island, largest of the Dodecanese, to
trade the riches of east and west, and pass on with
newer goods and stranger tales to other ports across
the seven seas. The Ottomans had held the city last
when Jack had seen it en route to Smyrna, but they
had lost it almost ten years back. Now Italian flags
hung from nearly every vessel, their tricolors proudly
flapping in the sea breeze. That briny wind fluttered

past to brush Jack’s face as their own ship laid anchor.



Nero appeared to bid Jack and Sanwar follow him
down the gangplank. Waiting beyond the dock was a
horse-drawn carriage, accompanied by a pair of men
dressed in the same black robes as their colleague.
Silently, they invited Jack and Sanwar inside. Neither
gave an argument about it, so the five of them loaded

in, and took off down the waking streets.

As they trundled along the cobbles, fishmongers
and fruit sellers were already at their peddles. Old
women swept the stoops and carried firewood
indoors, singing quiet songs in the lilting dialect of
their islander Greek. Priests in black emerged from
prayer, greeting passersby with kindly waves. Soldiers
lazed against a wall, stopping their patrol for a
morning cigarette, and to fan themselves with their
caps. The carriage passed two orthodox churches, a
synagogue, and a mosque before they reached their

destination.

Passing underneath the shadow of its tattered

gatehouse, the Hospitallers’ castle awakened



something lost inside of Jack. Boyish wonder filled
his heart. Even so diminished, these walls welled
memories from deep within him, drowning out all
confusion of why he and Sanwar might be there. His
thoughts went back to the days he had spent across
the islands, mucking about in every ruin from here to
Anatolia, pretending he was off on some adventure.
He would bring his books and read in the shade of
columns, all to convince his father into thinking he
was at his studies, but soon enough Jack’s imagination
would take him off the page, for who could read of
history when it was all around him to be lived? He had
found the company of those ruins far cozier than
Cairndow. MacGregor Manor lacked their mystery,
and perhaps that was because he knew all of its
secrets already, but he suspected otherwise. The
energy was different about somewhere like this, the
places Morag’s grandmother said were “thin”; places
where the spirits crept in. How could his house be

one of those? How could it have that sort of magic?



If someone ever came upon the ruin of his house in
centuries time, he suspected no one would even

remember that he had ever lived there.

Suddenly, a pang hit Jack throughout his body.
That lost thing just awakened was lost again, maybe
now forever. The startle of it sank in his guts. He
wanted to be sick all over again, but his stomach was
empty, and it felt like something had died inside him,
something that could not be retched back out. His

head swooned. His mind was swimming.

Yet, there was no more time to contemplate the
feeling. The carriage came to a halt inside the castle
ward, and Nero ordered them to exit. The two
guards, bigger men than even Jack and Sanwar, then
led them under the great tower of the inner keep to
their quarters, where they were promptly locked

inside.



That afternoon, Jack and Sanwar were given food,
drink and at long last, a bath. It was their first in over

a month.

The refreshments were not nearly enough to
offset the many questions that they had about their
captivity, but no answers would be provided. Their
clothes laundered and smelling adequately, the pair of
them were brought to a chamber on the highest floor
of the keep. A stout knight with a thick bushy beard
escorted them into a chamber, where they were left
alone once more without a single word of
explanation. The chamber was blessedly cool, at least.
Jack wondered how the hell these knights could
wander about the island without dying of heat

exhaustion in their black uniforms.

A pair of chairs waited for them in front of an
empty wooden desk when they entered, though
either man was wary to sit just yet. Behind the desk
was also a large display case flanked by two flags, one



black and the other cardinal, but each bearing the

device of a white Maltese cross.

Arranged in a semi-circular fashion within case
itself, were a series of swords. The leftmost was a
medieval cruciform, twelfth century by Jack’s guess,
whose blade gleamed without a hint of rust. Beside it,
was a ringed side-sword of the early Renaissance,
followed by a swept-hilt rapier. Gradually, the other
weapons traveled down the centuries, until they
reached the rightmost; a military saber from before
the War, ornamented with gold filigree in the

pommel and a sharkskin grip.

The display had Jack thoroughly entranced, even
after Sanwar had lost interest and drifted over to
nearby bookcase. He mentioned something about
various Alchemical volumes being on the shelves, but
his voice seemed so far away that Jack hardly heard
him. Instead, he was lost in the antique weaponry,

staring past at his own warped reflection in the glass.



“Are you a collector yourself, Mister MacGregor?”

came a sudden voice, accented and deep.

Both men turned to see that another had entered
into the room. He was short in stature and slimly
built, with salt and pepper hair balding down to the
sides where it met the trimmings of a finely cropped
beard. Like Nero, this man was dressed in the
characteristic black robes, though his own bore the
white Maltese cross upon the breast and collars. As
he shut the door and crossed over to the desk, his
measured countenance caused Jack to fidget for his
own sword, only to realize it had not been returned
to him while his clothes were being washed. Without
it, he might as well have been completely naked

standing in front of this man.

“Er, all I collect is dust and stories, I suppose,”

Jack returned, his answer as fumbling as his hands.

“Then, perhaps I can add another story to your
collection.” The man gestured to the chairs in front

of the desk. “Please, seat yourselves.” Only when Jack



and Sanwar had done so, albeit with a healthy amount
of trepidation, did the man take his own place across

from them.

“Alright, who are you? What are we doing here?
And what’s this got to do with the Philosopher’s
Stone?” Jack asked outright. The questions had been
simmering inside him for the past four days, and it

seemed as good a time as any for some answers.
“Please forgive his hastiness,” Sanwar sighed.

The man raised a quiet hand and, when he spoke
again, the cadence of his Maltese accent became
more apparent. “No, no, Mister MacGregor is
straight to the point. I admire that. Allow me to be
the same. My name is Filippo Cassar, Grand Master
of the Knights Hospitaller. I hope that you
gentlemen will forgive the clandestine measures my

colleagues have taken thus far.”



“A necessary precaution, I am certain,” Sanwar
agreed, bowing his head to him. Jack gave only the
slightest of nods.

“Indeed, for the nature of our meeting involves
the utmost secrecy,” Cassar continued, pulling
something out of a drawer in his desk. “Which, I
believe, brings us to your other questions, Mister
MacGregor. We have new evidence that the
Philosopher’s Stone exists, and I will need both of

you gentlemen to help me find it.”

Jack folded his arms. “Why would you need us in

particular?”

“Come now,” Cassar chided. “Alchemy is your
area of expertise, is it not? That was what I was told,

at least.”

“Told by whom?”

A wraith of a smile flashed beneath Cassar’s dark
beard. “It is my solemn duty to know things, but even

still, it was not difficult to find the pair of you. Your



disappearance was not as successful as you might have
hoped. There has been commotion in your wake ever
since you left the Continent. If you mistrust my
intentions, Mister MacGregor, you are free to leave,
but you will hear no more of what I have to say about
the Stone.”

Jack remained seated in obstinate silence.

“Please continue, if you would be so kind, Master

Cassar,” said Sanwar on both of their behalves.

The Grandmaster obliged. “Well, as you may
know, centuries ago, my Order has held the city of
Smyrna against the onslaught of militant Islam,” he
began. “Brave as we were, it fell to Muslim hands
besides, and it was not safe for my brothers to return
until three years ago, when the Greek Army retook
the city. When we did, something from our old days
was uncovered beneath the walls of Smyrna Castle; a

tomb, bearing the effigy of our brother from the
Third Crusade, Godfrey D’Amiens.”



“Should we know this name?” asked Jack.

“I hope not,” said Cassar. “For Godfrey was a man
of many secrets, secrets which this Order has long
fought to keep hidden.” Cassar placed a dark leather
book between them on the desk. “Godfrey’s story was
recorded in a diary by his fellow knights. This is a
copy. Please inspect it. You may find something

useful.”

In actuality, the book was only a source of more
confusion. Weird symbols lined nearly every page,
none that either Jack or Sanwar had ever seen before.
Only the preface, the account of Sir Godfrey written

in Latin, was comprehensible.

“If I may summarize,” Cassar went on. “Godfrey
arrived in Smyrna in the year of our Lord, fourteen
hundred, claiming that he had discovered a

mysterious red stone somewhere in the Holy Land.”

“The Philosopher’s Stone,” Jack and Sanwar
uttered together.



“The same,” Cassar confirmed. “And according to
Sir Godfrey, he left behind a map to its location
before he died, one that only ‘worthy men’ could find.

I suspect that this meant an expert in the Art of
Alchemy.”

“A master more like,” laughed Jack, turning the

book upside down. “I can’t make heads or arse out of

his Alchemical code.”

“Nor has any member of the Hospitallers in five
hundred years,” said Cassar. “Though perhaps our
ways of describing it were not so...pastoral. In any

case-”’

“Forgive me,” Sanwar interjected. “But if I am not
mistaken, the Third Crusade occurred at the end of
the twelfth century...which would make this fellow
Godfrey upwards of two hundred years old.”

“I'wo hundred thirty-four actually, to be exact,”

Cassar replied.



“Aye, but who’s counting really?” Jack said,
blankly. He looked to Sanwar, who wore his same

puzzled expression.

“God is always counting the passage of His World,
Mister MacGregor,” Cassar put flatly. “Past, present,
and future are but the same moment to our Lord. Sir
Godfrey knew that better than any, I am sure.
According to our records, he lay in bed one evening,
and by the next, only a pile of dust remained. Strange,
but such is the way of the Lord.”

Their puzzlement slowly changed to horror.

“In any case,” Cassar resumed. “The diary was
brought to safety before Smyrna was retaken by the
Muslims two years later. Since then, we have failed to
understand its meaning, but perhaps we now have an

opportunity.”

“You would have us decode this diary for you

then?” asked Sanwar, raising a skeptical eyebrow.



“Decode the diary,” Cassar reiterated. “But also go
to Smyrna, and examine Godfrey’s tomb. He knew
Alchemy as you do, and it is my belief that another
piece of this puzzle is hidden there, to be found only
by those who know where to look. Nero will
accompany you to the city, of course, where my

contacts will be waiting-”

“Wait. Go to Smyrna?” The wooden chair creaked

when Jack tensed in his seat. “Absolutely not.”

“Jack...” Sanwar said, placing a firm hand on his

shoulder.

“Why are you resistant?” The Grandmaster
cocked his head. “I would think that a man like you

would have great interest in this opportunity.”

“'m not going into a bloody war zone,” Jack

growled.

“Smyrna is miles from the fighting. The city is safe
for the time being. I understand that had

negotiations gone a different way-"



“Negotiations failed,” Jack put flatly. “Britain,
France, and Italy? Without them, Greece will lose.
I’m surprised that Kemal Pasha hasn’t taken Smyrna

back already.”

“Which is exactly why you must go there
immediately,” The Grandmaster countered. “If the
city is captured before the location of the map has
been discovered, then all our chances will be lost and

even worse...that knowledge may fall into the hands
of the Turks.”

“Well, have I got news for you,” Jack laughed
bitterly. “Because a man named Saxon’s got the
Emerald Tablet already. You think the Turks are
bad? Let me tell you that if Saxon’s got the bloody
Tablet, then-”

Cassar raised a hand to silence him. His tone was
short. “We are well aware of Lord Saxon’s presence,
and you would be just as well to be aware of yours.”
The Grandmaster composed himself, drawing back

his shoulders and sitting more upright in his chair.



“Saxon has the Tablet, yes; the formula for the
Philosopher’s Stone if legends are to be believed. But
which would you rather have, Mister MacGregor?

The Stone’s formula or the Stone itself?”
“I’d rather see Saxon dead,” Jack scowled.

“That is not an option that I can provide,” Cassar
replied. “Unless of course, you wish to leave. Then by

all means, you may go, and you can forget about my
help.”

“Alright, then I'll forget it,” said Jack, and started
for the door.

“Jack, please.” Sanwar caught him by the arm.

He stopped and sighed, then looked back at his
friend. “You’d go back to Anatolia? Even after

everything you've seen there?”

“I have never been to Smyrna,” Sanwar replied. “It
is a different time and different place, but even if that
were untrue, still I would go. Our quest is greater than

the two of us, is it not?”



Jack said nothing.
“Do you have any better options?”
Again, he had no reply.

“You know that if we have the Stone, we can

defeat Saxon.”
Jack retook his seat. “Fine.”

“Then it is decided,” said Cassar, clasping his

hands together as Sanwar joined him.

“So it is,” Jack grumbled. “A treasure hunt for a

treasure map. Bloody ridiculous.”

Ignoring him, Cassar rose to his feet. “I will make
the arrangements for you to leave tomorrow morning.
Praise God!” They politely repeated back the words,
as he turned to face the case behind him. Then, there
was a moment’s pause, long enough to make Jack and
Sanwar question if they should leave, but they were
stopped when the Grandmaster suddenly spoke again

in solemn tones. “I need not remind you gentlemen



what will happen should you fail...for you know what
the Stone is truly, do you not?”

Neither man spoke. Instead, Jack watched
Cassar’s warped reflection curiously as it turned and

twisted against the glass.

“It is the Power of God,” Cassar said at last. “And
I think you understand the consequences should it

ever be wielded by impure hands?”

“Better than anyone,” Jack replied. “But suppose
we find the map, and Smyrna falls anyway? What’s the
point, then?”

“The city will fall,” Cassar explained, turning back
to face them. “But that is no matter. Our mission is
the map, for with the power of the Stone, we can end
this war and all others forever. Ten years ago, this
castle was given back to us. Smyrna can be taken back

just as easily.”

Jack scratched his mustache. “You're awfully
devoted to defending the Orthodoxy for a Catholic.”



The old knight gave them a thin smile. “Once the
Orthodoxy called upon its Catholic brothers for aid,
and once again, they so require us to save
Christendom. Now Godspeed, gentlemen. I will be

waiting for the map’s return.”

Though the room had until that moment been
blessedly cool, a sudden chill came drifting through
the August air.

Saturday, August 26v, 1922

Early next morning, their silent escorts brought
Jack and Sanwar away from the city of Rhodes to a
distant cliffside overlooking the sea. Mules were
waiting for them beneath its height, and under the
careful guide of local herdsmen, their party was led
through a narrow path that snaked along the living
rock, into a natural split between two bluffs. This gap



soon opened into a natural harbor, invisible from the

land and easily concealed by rock from the sea.

Here, their transport lay anchored against a stone
walkway. Streaked with black and white bands of
camouflage akin to zebra stripes, this vessel was faster
and lighter built than the hulking barge on which they
had entered Rhodes. Machine guns posted at
intervals along its gunwales made it more formidable
too, Jack noted. From the quarter deck, Nero’s
outline surveyed the crewmen as they loaded stacks

of crates on the deck down into the hull.

“Off one ship and onto another...” Jack muttered
as they dismounted their mules, and approached the

gangplank.

“Your sea legs should be well adjusted then,”
Cassar said, appearing suddenly beside them on the
dock. He held the diary in one hand and their swords

in his other.

“Come to see us off then?”



“Indeed,” Cassar replied. “But also to warn you. It
goes without saying that time is of essence on this

crusade, gentlemen.”

“Kind of got that impression already,” Jack said
flatly.

Cassar ignored the comment. “As long as the
Greeks continue to fight, the Turks will remain
occupied. This diversion is our only hope for success
gentlemen, but it will not last forever. Please work
quickly and meanwhile, I will pray for you.” With
that, he handed them the diary, as well as their
weapons. “If God is gracious, then you will not need

these.”
They reslung the blades onto their hips.

“I hope you’re giving us some decent firepower

too,” said Jack.

“Firearms, we may give you if deemed necessary.
However, all other supplies will be provided on

board,” Cassar replied.



“Great. I'm hungry.”

“Go with God, gentlemen.” Cassar gave a final

bow.

“Our humble thanks,” said Sanwar, returning the

gesture.

Then the Grandmaster turned away, and rode off
with the herdsmen back down the path.

“Right,” said Jack once they were the only two in
earshot. “I don’t trust that bastard.”

“Nor I,” Sanwar concurred. “But we have scarce
alternatives at present. Although, I would say Jack,
that it is far more beneficial not to alert your enemies

of to your mistrust by being so openly antagonistic.”
“I’'m not bloody antagonistic!”
Sanwar raised an eyebrow.

“Alright, so I am. Let’s just get to the bloody

reading, shall we?”



“Please, for something foretells that quite the
journey lies ahead.”
Together, they boarded the ship and headed to
their cabin below deck, neither noticing the lurking
shadow behind the crates.
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Saturday, August 26v, 1922
The Aegean Sea

When finally they stepped away from their work,
they could not tell the hour, for their quarters were
on the lowest level of the ship, well below the
waterline. They had only been vaguely aware of the
steward leaving meals by the bedside, but neither
Jack nor Sanwar could recall how long it had been

since he had last appeared.

With the light of their kerosene lamp waning,
Sanwar checked the clock for the first time that day.

“Almost midnight,” he announced.

Jack stared at the piles of notes that lay strewn
about their desk. “And not a damn thing.”



It was standard practice for Alchemists to disguise
their writings into some sort of code to conceal the
nature of their discoveries. Usually they had common
language, but this was just ridiculous. Symbols
contradicted one another. Images were described,
then never shown again or even explained. Where a
compound was referenced on one page, it was denied

on the next, and so it went.
Frankly, it was gibberish.

“No wonder no one’s cracked this damned thing
in five hundred years.” He creaked back in his chair,

and rubbed his eyes. “Bloody Christ, this was useless.”

“Not entirely,” countered Sanwar. “I might have

found something of use.”

Jack was suddenly awake. “Bloody brilliant then!
Go on, don’t hold out me now. What is it?”

“If I may?” Taking the diary in hand, Sanwar
skimmed through the pages while glancing at his



notes. “It was just a simple phrase...I had almost
forgotten it truthfully...Ah, yes. Here it is.”

Underneath his finger was a single line in Latin:

Spiritubus Ducent Vos.

> %

“Spirits will guide you’,” Jack translated. “Does
that mean Alchemical Spirit?”

“Perhaps he means Mercury, yes,” posited Sanwar,
referring to the term “The Spirit” by its traditional
name. “Which could mean quicksilver or any number
of other possibilities. In any case, that was the only

piece of information that I could understand.”

“Spirits will guide you’,” whispered Jack again.
“And here we are reading from the diary of a dead

2

man.

“Most authors are dead, Jack,” Sanwar pointed
out. “Especially Alchemists, and I fear that we may
sooner join them, should we persist at this pace.

Come, this seems an ideal juncture to retire. We will



have fresher minds tomorrow to resume this
mystery.”
“You go on ahead. I'll only be a while longer.”

“Tack...”

Yet, he was already refilling the lamp with fuel
from the bottle underneath the chair.

»

“If you insist.” Defeated, Sanwar exchanged
“goodnights” with him, prayed, undressed for bed,

and then collapsed into one of the hammocks.

Long after he had gone to sleep, Jack’s weary eyes

were still running over the page.
Spirits will guide you.
The hell did that mean? He wished he knew. The

only spirit he could use was a stiff glass of
Glenmorangie, but alas, these Hospitaller types
seemed none too keen on having any quality
beverages around. So he tried to concentrate again,
but the words just looked jumbled, blurrier, and more

confusing.



Fuck them, Jack thought, shutting the book. Fuck
them for giving him so much trouble...and fuck
Cassar while he was at it. Come to think of it, fuck
Saxon too. Fuck his father. Fuck her. Fuck the world
for doing this to him. Yes, someone had to save it,
but he wished that it could have at least been his
choice. But no, they left it all in a bloody stupid mess
for him to solve, didn’t they?

The light went out.

Jack cursed his rotten luck a few more times while
fumbling about in the darkness for the lamp. His
hand had found the bottom of it, when another light
turned on behind him. He recoiled from the sudden
brilliance. Even with his eyes shut, he could tell that
someone had entered the room, the way the shadows

were dancing about the white blurs.

“Sir?” came a voice. “Are you ready, sir? The

Captain says it’s time.”



“Yes,” he found himself calling back. The voice
did not seem his own, even though knew it was. “Yes,

I know.”

Opening his eyes, he saw that he was no longer in
his cabin onboard the ship, but in his dugout, staring
at the pale young face of Danny McCrae. He stood in
the doorway, holding back the curtain made of trench

coats, sunlight streaming in behind him.

Muffled rain was beating against the tarpaulins
outside. Distant thunder rumbled...or was it the

guns? Had he missed it already? Were they late?

“Sir?”

“Yes, I know,” he said again. “And Danny, don’t
call me ‘sir’.”

“Yes sir, sorry, sir,” Danny fumbled. “Er. I mean.
Sorry.”

“Let’s go.” Jack thumbed his ring for luck, then
strapped Lann Dhbearg to his waist, and followed
Danny out into the trench. His first step was straight



into a puddle. Even the tarpaulins overhead could not
keep out the downpour. Dark rivulets of mud were
trickling down into murky pools that swirled about
their feet.

The first platoon was waiting for him; thirty men
of the Black Watch leaned against the sandbags,
waiting for his command. Like a ghost, Tormod
MacLeod stepped out from the ranks with a smile

and a mock salute.

“Lovely morning, isn’t it?” he rattled in his
Aberdeen brogue. “Looks like the Army can save a bit

on giving us a shower.”

That was just like Tormy, cracking jokes when he

shouldn’t be.
“How’s the line today, Tormy?” asked Jack.
“It'll hold, Iain...though I hope this bloody rain

doesn’t. Magairlean.”

Jack did not want to smile at his Gaelic cursing,
but he did. Why should he find it funny? Tormy’s



dead after all, he remembered. He watched him die,

didn’t he?

There was no time to think on that. He drew his
sword. A time piece was in his other hand. One more

minute to go...
“At the ready.”

The men unslung their rifles, and turned back the

tarpaulin.
August rain battered Jack’s face.

The first rank clutched the steps, waiting to go

over.
The watch’s hand ticked closer...
Jack wiped the rain from out of his eyes.
...and then it struck.

Somehow, he was running, already over the top,
leading the men forward. He glanced down the line.
Hundreds of shapes on either side of him were

moving too, the whole battalion a tide of shadow



drifting in through the morning mist. Men slogged
forward, mud sucking in their legs almost to the kilt.
Jack plunged one foot after another. The regret was
seeping in now. He had brought this to the Captain
once, but he should have brought to him again. He
should have made the whole battalion see this attack
would fail, but no, he had done his duty and remained
silent after that. Silent, just like this attack was
supposed to be. Not a word was to be said, nor
whistle blown, to keep the surprise as long as
possible. The Germans would never expect it,
Brigade had told the officers. There would be an early
mist to hide their advancements. The rain would not
be hard. They had called the attack this morning
anyway, despite the downpour. Now, the whole
battalion was wading in filth when they should have
been running full speed at the enemy line. Speed was
supposed to be their advantage, Brigade had said,
speed and surprise. How long before they lost the

latter too?



Jack looked back. He saw all his men behind him.
He was at the front of the line, the front of the whole
battalion. He wanted to call back to them, but knew
he had to remain silent, so he waved his sword
instead, hoping they would move faster, then plowed
ahead with all his strength to show them an example.
He had led them into this. He had led them into the
mire that had become of No Man’s Land, and he
alone had to get them out of it. Speed. Only speed
could save them. They had to move faster. He had to

show them.

Strangely, he found himself thinking of his
birthday, just a few months away now. He was turning
twenty-six. Twenty-six. Funny, he had never lived
that long before.

Then, a warm wind blew, and with it, the skies

began to clear.
The mist lifted. The rain stopped.

That was when the Germans opened fired.



Blood wet Jack’s face instead of rain. The men
around him sank into the sludgy ground, black and
crimson gore bubbling through where had fallen.
There were no screams, no cries of battle, nor even
tears of weeping, for every man was out of breath by
the time the carnage had begun. They died without a

whisper, falling in the mud, faceless and forgotten.

Bullets hissed around him, yet Jack still ran for the
line. His bare legs were pounding, drenched in slime
from ankle to groin. He felt so heavy, so slow, so tired

and weak, yet he kept on moving.

The men had to follow. They had to follow or they
all would die. Only forward. No running back. Run

back, and you would die... Die a coward.

So he just kept running, running forward, running
towards the line, his sword not even raised. He ran so
fast, that he never saw the crater right in front of him,

until he was falling into it.

The air was empty for a moment.



Then, he was sinking into endlessness, drowning
in a lightless pit for what felt like an eternity. Then,

suddenly it was over.
Fack.
Had someone called his name?

He emerged from the darkness. He heard the faint
trickling of water, before being blinded by the sun.
When he could open his eyes again, the sea stretched
all around him for miles, save for a distant haze of

land to the east.

He stood on a high hill ringed with ruined Ionic
columns; ancient marble that had once been painted
with a rainbow of color, but had since faded to its

natural white.

In their center was the statue of a winged god,
resplendent even for its age. It towered over Jack,
looking down at him with empty, knowing eyes, and
its hand outstretched. He could not gaze back at it

without being unnerved inside his soul, so he cast



down his eyes to the pedestal on which this statue
stood. There, a winged scepter was relieved, entwined

with a pair of twisting serpents.
Fack.
The voice was nearer. Jack turned to face it.

Through an ancient archway, came a tall, dark
rider atop a Cremello horse. A grassy path led him
straight to Jack, and he stopped just feet away to

dismount his saddle.

In full view, this man wore a black tabard with a
huge white cross in its center and mail underneath. A
helmet topped his lofty head, glinting golden in the

sunshine. A sword hung at his side, and a shield across

his back.

The knight walked straight through Jack to the
foot of the god. He knelt, and moments later the
earth was moving, pulling apart the grass beneath
Jack’s feet. Stone below it had given way to an gaping

chasm leading down.



Jack floated over it, and made to descend, but he
was halted by the knight, who now had turned to face
him. Through the dark slits in his visor, there was a

shimmer of light, as if he was looking at, no into, Jack

himself.
With both hands, the knight removed his helm.

Rotted flesh still clung to bone. Putrid odors
gagged Jack’s throat. The skull beneath the helm was
twisted in a clever grin, so satisfied at its own horrid
visage. Its eyes were empty save for two faint specks
of scarlet that glimmered with an awful laughter in
them.

“So you’re the one I'm looking for?”
Jack screamed.

He fell again, sinking inside the passageway, and
was sentenced back into the darkness, his mouth

filling with the taste of dirt and blood.

Fack.
The knight’s called out again.



His voice was thunder, so thunderous that it
shook the earth.

Fack.

Jack snapped awake. Sweat soaked his brow and
had stained the pages where he had lain his head. A

metallic taste was in his mouth.
Where was he?
“Jack!”

He looked back to where Sanwar was shaking in

the hammock.
“Jack!” He cried out again, more weakly this time.
Jack rushed to him. His friend was gasping for air.

“Steady now,” he whispered, taking Sanwar in his
arms. “Steady. Steady. I've got you. Breathe.
Breathe.”

The words helped slow his own heart as well. He

had hardly noticed it was pounding from the second



he awoke, but it was soothing gradually with each
breath that he and Sanwar took together. Eventually,
his friend’s own breathing joined his careful rhythm.
His chest stopped heaving and his heart resumed a
stable beat, though troubled breaths still came now

and again.

Together, they rested there for a time, waiting for

the last of Sanwar’s tremors to subside.

“I need air,” he said at length.

“Aye,” Jack agreed. “So do 1.”

The night was warm and moonless.

Salted air blessed their faces as they emerged from
below, as they drank in its sapor for the first time
since morning. Sanwar leaned heavily on the port side
gunwales, next to where the ship’s lifeboats swayed,
letting a sea breeze cool him from the outside to

within. After some while, he finally spoke.

“I have not had such a panic in two months’ time.”



“Nightmares again?” Jack asked, leaning on the

gunwales too.

Sanwar nodded and sighed. Thankfully, they were
alone, save for the guardsmen managing a gun port on
the quarter deck above, though he was far from

earshot.

“Aye, me too,” Jack added. In his mind, he was
living through the battle of the Somme again and
again...the mud, the spray, the gore; and queerly, the
rotting face of the knight as well.

“I wish that I could flush them all away,” said

Sanwar.

“It would be nice, wouldn’t it?” Jack turned to lean
his back against the rails. “It would be nice if we could
just be done with the past...but it looks like the past

ain’t done with us. Got no say, now have we?”
“I do not know, Jack.”

“Well, I don’t want to see you like this,” he

answered. “It’s enough for a man to live through what



we have, it’s another to have him live it all over again
for the rest of his life. I wouldn’t want to put you
through that. If it gets worse, I wouldn’t blame you if

you wanted to leave.”

“That is kind, thank you,” said Sanwar. “But we
knew the hazards of our oath, and agreed to it

anyway, did we not?”
“Aye, we did.”

Sanwar straightened and looked Jack dead on, a
brightness in his tourmaline eyes. “So I am with you
to very end, Jack MacGregor, by my choice. Best you

not forget it.”
“I think I'll remember,” Jack said with a laugh.
“Good, mo bbrathair.”

“Mera bbra.”
They touched their foreheads together.



A cool wind blew as they held their embrace, and
the waves brushed against the ship to gently rock
them.

The tranquility was cut short by a rumble beneath
them.

Had they not caught each other, both men would
surely have spilled overboard to a watery grave, for

the ship jerked so suddenly to a halt.
They helped each other back to their feet.
“Bloody hell,” said Jack.

“Why have we stopped?” asked Sanwar, steadying
himself with Jack and the railing.

“Never mind that...Look.” Jack pointed at the
distance. Through the darkness, a massive shadow
came looming towards them. The sheer sight of it
held them both transfixed, the way it grew with every

passing second.

“Jack...” breathed Sanwar. “Where’s the diary?”



Jack paled. “Down below...shit!”

Tearing away their gaze, they bolted back towards
their cabin as the ship’s alarm began to blare, splitting
the night with its dreadful siren call.

Machine gun fire rattled above deck, muffled

every so often by the wail of the alarm.

Nero rose from bed, and grabbed the Mauser
pistol by his pillow.

It was Bakir. He knew it in an instant.

He slid on his mail and his crucifix, and covered
them with his robes. Lastly, he strapped his rapier to

his belt and exited his cabin, into the crowded brig

where the sailors were rushing all about.

Another burst of fire sounded overhead, followed

by screams.

How had he found them so quickly?



Men pushed past in the narrow corridor, rushing
towards the upper deck. Nero spied Captain Galazios
at the armory handing rifles to every man, and made
his way to him. He was Greek, stout of heart and
body, a good Christian man that Nero knew he could
trust enough with the task he needed.

“Engine’s blown to Hell,” the Captain shouted to
him. “Don’t know how. No point in trying to fix it.
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It’s going to be a fight

“Then it shall be to the last man if needed,” Nero
returned, once he was close enough. Galazios nodded
solemnly to that. “I need you to find the Alchemists,
and keep them under guard. Personally.”

“What about my men?”

“I shall lead them. I shall handle these pirates.”

The Captain hesitated a moment, then resolved,
nodded once more. He drew a pistol from his hip, but

before he went running off, Nero gripped him by the



sleeve. “Kill them if it seems they might be captured.

Save a bullet for yourself. You will need it.”

The man said nothing, but the hard look in his
eyes said he understood. Slapping on his hat, he went
off the other way, towards the lower deck.

Nero kissed the cross around his neck, and headed
toward the upper. “With me!” He shouted to any man
around him. They fell in line, and he drew his sword.
Hot blood was coursing through his veins, through all
their veins, he could feel it. Many of them would die
tonight, perhaps every single one. It made no matter,
though. There was no worthier end than to die in the
name of God, sword reddened in His glory. Tonight
would be the night that Nero joined that glory too.
He knew it in his heart. He had prayed, and made his
preparations. He had cleansed his soul so that it could

float easily to Heavens when his body fell.

He was ready.



The men poured out onto the deck just as the
grappling hooks clawed themselves to the gunwales
from out of the fog and darkness. Screaming Turks
came hurtling down seconds later, a kz/i¢ flashing in

the hands of every man as he came landing on the

deck.

“Fire!” Nero cried to his men, forming them

hastily into line.

A ragged volley fired off, felling some, but not
stopping the charge in time. After all, it was almost

impossible to see their targets.

The Turks descended upon them, and the melée
ensued. Sword, knife, and rifle stock clashed together

in a violent crescendo.

From the rear, Nero had mere seconds before it
reached him. He steeled himself for the onslaught,

but then, across the way, something caught his eye.

A tall, dark shape landed weightily onto deck. The

flash of a muzzle flare revealed its unmistakable face.



Weathered and grim, one-eye covered with a patch,

Bakir had emerged, a cruel smile on his lips.
Nero raised his sword.

It was time to send this soul to Hell.

Deus Veult.

“Clear.” Jack peered out into the corridor, only
when he was certain that the last man was up the
stairs and gone from sight. He had heard the shouting
and seen men coming from below with weapons in
their hands, and ducked inside an empty cabin just in
time. If a fight was coming, then he wanted to be as

far away possible when it broke out.

Sanwar followed him into the corridor, and
together, they hurried back down another set of steps
to their quarters. Muffled gunfire echoed along the
steel hull, until they made it to the bottom deck,

where it faded to a murmur.



Eerie silence waited for them below. Eerier still, a
pool of blood was leaking from the doorway of their
cabin. A pair of arms dangled out, keeping the door

ajar.

With gritted teeth, the two men crept forward,
careful to step around the blood, though Jack almost
slipped on a soggy cap as they drew closer.
Thankfully, the shuffling of papers from within

somewhat forgave their footfalls.

Flanking the doorway, he and Sanwar peered
inside. The body was fully visible. The head lay split
underneath a blood-stained dent in the steel door.
Past it, standing over the desk was a man, dressed in
black from head to foot. He was straightening their
notes into a pile, and gathering them into his arms.
Before either Jack or Sanwar could act however, he

turned to face them.

His face was covered, save for a narrow eyeslit.
There, a red glow burned where his eyes should have

been. The papers fell to the floor.



The diary was in his hand.

A gun was in his other.

“Shit!”

Jack had only wits enough to throw himself aside.

The ricochet was deafening. The bullet spit about
the corridor, bouncing off the steel walls. When
finally it stopped, Jack’s head was ringing. He had
barely recovered enough to see the pistol emerge
from the doorway, followed by the looming man who

wielded it.

That red glare met Jack’s eyes as the barrel

pointed at his face.

Well, this was a fucking disappointing way to go,
he thought.

The man pulled back the hammer.

Yet the gun jerked back, and a second bullet
ricocheted. The man fell backwards onto the bloody



ground, Sanwar’s massive arms wrapped around his

neck.

The diary flopped onto the floor. Jack made to
retrieve it, but he slipped on the blood, and fell down
hard instead. He rose in time to witness the man’s
elbow collide with Sanwar’s midriff, forcing his

release.

He stood and tried to aim his gun at Sanwar, but
Jack yanked his wrist aside and threw all his weight
against the man. The gun clattered to the floor as
Jack slammed his hand into the wall.

No cry of pain came from his opponent, though.
Instead, he threw his own weight back, nearly
shaking Jack off of him. Jack held his grip however,
and the two of them locked into a grapple, all the
while struggling just to keep their feet on the bloody

ground.

The man caught Jack’s forearm and almost had a
hold, when his foot slipped. He stumbled, and lost his



grip. Using the sudden opening, Jack threw a hammer
fist straight at his opponent’s face.

Immediately, he recoiled, cursing and shaking his

hand.
God! It was like punching brick!

That misstep had cost him. A second later, Jack
was slammed against the wall, a vice-like grip around
his throat.

With one hand, the man held him off the ground,
crushing the life straight out of him.

Airless, Jack struggled, but his blows came
uselessly down onto his killer’s arms. No, all he could
do was watch as a pair of red-hot eyes seared pupil-
less hatred into him, reveling at his wordless and

pathetic demise.
“Unhand him!”

In a perfect downward chop, Sanwar’s tulwar

severed the attacker’s arm just below the elbow.



It and Jack fell to the floor.
Gasping for air, he saw that no blood had spilt

from the wound, nor had the man given any sort of
cry.
“The...fuck?” Jack wheezed.

The next moment, Sanwar went crashing into
him. The two collapsed in a pile onto the bloody

floor.

Vision coming back to focus, Jack managed to lift

his head out from under Sanwar’s body.

The man, or whatever it was, was using his good
arm to stash the diary inside his shirt pocket before

turning away, and disappearing up the stairs.

Feeling heavy, Jack wanted to pursue, but his body
fought against him. Sanwar though, was already on his

feet and after him.

Halfway down the corridor however, he stopped,
looking back at his fallen partner.



“Go! Go!” Jack urged. “I'm right behind you!”

Sanwar nodded, and continued on alone.

The upper deck had become a deluge, a flood of
screaming men and blood. Blades clashed and fell in
front of Sanwar’s eyes with striking detail. At first, he
had seen none of it, blinded by the brilliance of
spotlights from the moment he had exited. Yet, as he
recovered, he could see that there were far more
sailors’ bodies on the deck than those of their black-

clad counterparts.

He hung back out of the fray, trying to avoid such
carnage, and scanned the chaos for his quarry.
Unfortunately, all of the attackers were dressed in
black, and on a moonless night no less, but Sanwar
was used to singling out the details in a horde of
uniforms. He would find him, he knew it. All he

needed was to breathe.

Breathe.



Stay calm.

Stay focused.
He would find his mark.

Then the one-armed man was there, clearer than
the day, sneaking his way port side. He was reaching
for one of the grappling hooks lashed to the gunwales,
but a sailor had crossed his path and the two began a
struggle.

It was the opening that Sanwar needed.

He hefted Cadarama, his sacred blade, and entered
the melée. It was a press of carnage. Guns were no
longer relevant here, so men fought with what they
had; sword, knife, pistol butt, rifle stock, or even fists
if they had lost their weapons. Many blows came in
to challenge Sanwar, but he simply parried and gave
riposte, not stopping for a moment to see if his blow
had so much as struck a wound. He could not stop
moving; could not cease until the diary was in his

hands. He had to keep moving. Constant motion was



the only way to survive. He would not fail. He could

not fail. His target would not escape.

A kili¢c then came sweeping towards his head, so
Sanwar parried overhand, and let the blow’s
momentum power his own cut for a response.
Cadarama took the attacker in the throat, yet no
sooner had that man fallen, when a second strike
came hurtling his way. He blocked it just in time,
recovered, then stepped back out of measure to

regain himself.

A new enemy had appeared in Sanwar’s path. This
man was near in height to him and spare as a blade.
His skin was lined with scars and age, and his beard
was going gray, yet he when whirled his ki, it
flourished with the grace and speed of a younger man.
One dark eye gleamed as he shifted his guard, and

moved to strike again.

Sanwar raised Cadarama out to meet the blow and
closed in, but suddenly the ki/i¢ twisted over his
blade, and the cut became a thrust. If the feint had



landed, his opponent’s blade would have come
around, and stabbed him through the face. Yet,
Sanwar was quick enough to turn and displace the
thrust, then disengage. He responded with his own
cut, coming for the attacker’s exposed upper left side,

but this man was just as quick.

Steel met and bit together as their curved blades
clashed. For a few seconds more, they traded blows;
deflecting, feinting, coming apart and back together
in empty exchanges with neither man receiving
wounds, until Sanwar caught a glimpse from the
corner of his eye. The one-armed man had thrown the
ageressing sailor overboard, and was moving towards

the grapples unimpeded.

His glimpse was long enough to leave him open.
He turned back in dread as the old man brought his

sword to bear.

The kzli¢ would have killed Sanwar right then, had
its wielder not staggered back so suddenly. With a



grunt of pain, he stepped away as Nero’s rapier slid

out from his side.

The Hospitaller had come from nowhere, and now
his rapier bobbed and weaved around the other man’s
defenses like a stinging barb. The old man swung out
in retaliation, but the rapier had the superior reach,
and Nero always found a way to turn his parries back

into a thrust.

With both of them locked in swordplay, Sanwar
saw it opportune to run away. He reached the port
side right as the one-armed had found the nearest

grapple and grabbed to test its strength.

His escape however, just like the rope he held, was

then cut short by Cadarama.

Red eyes flashed, and the one-armed man turned

back to look Sanwar face to face.
“Return me that diary,” Sanwar said cooly.

The man responded by snatching the fallen
grappling hook in hand. Spinning it like a flail by its



severed end of rope, he sent it hurling towards

Sanwar’s face.

Instinctively, Sanwar raised his sword to parry.
This proved a fatal error, as the hook caught around
Cadarama’s blade near the hilt and with a yank, pulled
it free from hand. The tu/war clattered on the deck
as the grapple came flying back into the man’s grip.

Backpedaling, Sanwar drew his kirpan. It was
hopelessly short against his opponent’s weapon, but

it was all the weaponry he had left to defend himself.

The hook came flying out again. This time,
Sanwar sidestepped, and pressed himself against the

gunwales to avoid the blow.

He gripped a nearby rope as he did, and genius

struck.

With a slash of his dagger, a grapple of his own
was free, and a second later, Sanwar was spinning it in
both his hands, and sending it flying towards the

other man. The man in black was retrieving his hook



when Sanwar’s struck him the chest. Both he and the
diary spilled over flat onto the deck.

The ship heaved. A strong wave sent the whole
thing leaning port, sending all three of them with it.

Sanwar caught the rails with both hands. It was all
he could do to save himself. The man in black
however, reached for the diary instead, but his aim
was short, and since he had no other hand to catch
himself, went tumbling over the side. Sanwar watched

in horror as the diary followed with him...

...only to be caught by a desperate hand before it
did.

Dangling over the side, legs braced against the
gunwales, Jack had both the diary and Cadarama

fastened in his hands.

The ship pitched back the other way, sending him

and Sanwar tumbling back onto the deck.



“Thought you might need these,” Jack groaned,
holding up the items. Somehow, he still had a grin

upon his face. “Couldn’t leave you dead in the water.”

“Your humor disgusts me,” Sanwar said, pulling
his friend back to his feet. He secured the diary in his
own shirt pocket and the tu/war in its scabbard. “But

I am much beholden nonetheless.”

“Thank me when we get out of here alive,” said
Jack. He readjusted a satchel he had around his
shoulder, then nodded to the lifeboat. “Now are you
alright with stealing us a boat?”

“Most categorically.”
“Great.”

Without another word, they scurried over, using
the lifeboat as cover while the battle raged around
them.

“This vessel should suffice for an escape,” Sanwar

said, once they were out of sight. “Though, I daresay



we do require a distraction, if we are to lower it into

the water...”

“You lower it, and I'll provide the distraction.”
Jack undid the satchel and emptied out a revolver, a
scrap of torn bedsheet, some matches, and the
kerosene bottle from their room onto the deck. “Way

ahead of you.”
“What are you-?”

“Making our friends a little cocktail.” Jack popped
the remaining bullets from the pistol into the bottle,
then stuffed the bed sheet into its neck. “Should be

about a quart of kerosene with couple shots of

gunpowder for a little added spice.”

“This is folly, Jack! This is- Jack, what are you
doing!?”

“Making a dramatic exit!” He sparked the cloth
with a match, and sent the whole concoction flaming

overhead.

“No!” Sanwar wanted to cry, but it was too late.



A ball of flames sent him diving into the boat for
cover. Smoke was choking him a second later, and

stinging his eyes.

When he raised his head, he was moving. Jack
stood over him, guiding the lifeboat over the water.
He struggled to do it alone, fighting with the hand
brake.

“Quick!” he shouted. “Help me lower it down!”

Sanwar was about to aid him, when he heard
orders barked in Turkish above the crackling inferno.
The flames parted suddenly and the tall, one-eyed
man appeared across the deck, a dozen men with

rifles right behind him.
With the drop of his sword, they fired.
Wood splintered through the air. The lifeboat

lurched, and the ropes above him snapped.

Sanwar screamed as he went crashing down, and
Jack came leaping after him. Together, they went
plunging straight into the watery darkness below.



v
With Stone in Hand

He was drowning.

W ater flushed his nostrils, choked at him while he
sank. His kilt, his greatcoat, his sword, and his gun
were dragging him down. Their wetness had made
them even heavier, and Jack was pulled deeper and

deeper towards the bottomlessness beneath him.

Around him, corpses floated. Bodies of men in
steel helmets or kilted Scots were all about him, his
new companions in this underwater graveyard. Some
had been his friends before, some had been his
enemies, but did it matter now? In the end, all of

them were going to the same place.
Straight down.

Maybe it would end this war for him. Yes, an end
to fighting for always and forever. No more fighting
meant that he should not fight back. No, all he could



do was look to the sky as he sank and sank, and the
water filled his lungs.

Above him was the blinding, streaming light of
day.
Below was empty darkness, without an end.

Jack allowed himself to sink. Death was waiting

there for him with warm and open arms...

...only a different pair of arms had grabbed him

instead.

They were pulling him, lifting Jack from high

above, straight into that blinding sun stream.

He burst forth from the water, air choking at his
throat.

Tormy had him in his arms. He was pulling him

out from the pool and up the slopes of the crater
where he had fallen.



“Iain!” He shouted. Rain was streaming down his
face while bombs and bullets whizzed all about the air

above. “I've got you, Iain! I've got you!”

Let me go, Jack wanted to scream at him, but he
did not have the strength. All he could do was cough
out water as Tormy dragged him through the mud.

Why? Why had he brought him back into all of
this?

“Come on Ilain!” Tormy was still shouting. “Come
on!” Then Jack realized that he was dragging him
back towards the line; the British lines.

No, you fool, he tried to say. The enemy’s the
other way. The other way! If they did not press the
attack, then what would have been the point?

Tormy seemed not to notice, though. Instead he
was bent on saving Jack, though Jack for the life of
him could not tell why. Tormy should have left him

there if he wanted to live. He could run faster without

the added weight.



As they neared the top, that weight proved too
much, even for a man as strong as Tormy. He laid
Jack down to catch his breath. Tears were running

down his cheeks.

“Don’t die...Please, Iain...please. I need
you...Please.” He sobbed. It was the first time Jack

had ever seen Sergeant Tormod MacLeod cry in front

of him.

It was also the last.

As Tormy raised his head to try and carry Jack
again, a bullet exploded through his face, and Jack
was blinded, for his best friend’s blood had splattered

in his eyes.

Then, the world went black.

Sanwar gasped, and dragged Jack’s soaking body
onto shore. Once they were out of the tide, he

collapsed beside his friend.



The sand was scorching hot against his cheek, but
he did not care. He squeezed its warmth between his
fingers, and let the sun beat down to dry him. Quiet
waves lapped at his feet as he lay there, followed by
the clunk of shattered wood.

He remembered the diary. Wet and wrinkled, he
drew it from his shirt pocket. The pages were stained,
and the ink had run in places, but otherwise it was

legible still.

If that not been miracle enough, when Sanwar
pressed his head to Jack’s chest, he heard him
breathing.

They were alive.

Sanwar was about to rejoice in the mercies of God,

when he heard a heavy click.
In utter fear, he raised his head.

He was staring down the barrel of another gun.



Sunday, August 27», 1922
Bodrum, Territory Held by the Turkish Nationalist

Movement

Screams echoed through the gloom. To
Lieutenant Colonel Aksham Suyun, it was a welcome
sound as he limped down the hallway, the scrape,
clatter, click of his cane against stone making echoes

of its own.

Muffled machinery whirred somewhere behind
one of the many steel doors as he passed. Hopefully
these sounds meant progress, though he suspected
otherwise. Their attempts had proven fruitless even
before he had left for Ankara, and if the past year was
any indication, they would still prove fruitless now
that he had returned. Every experiment thus far had
failed despite the Empire’s, and now the new

Republic’s, most devoted efforts... and resources.



Yet Suyun would not cease them, come Hell or
high water. To abandon the project now would be to
render useless all that they had spent already. Should
they succeed however, that heavy cost would be
totally forgotten. Such was the way of history, of
humanity. The end was all that anyone ever saw. After
great men and the civilizations that they made were
gone, what would be remembered but the lasting
deeds they left upon the world? And what greater
deed was there than to finally create the very first
Philosopher’s Stone? When that day came, Suyun’s
page in history would begin. For now, he would have

to endure his failures.

Still, this operation had not been wholly without
success. Suyun glanced at the massive guards on
either side of him, their red eyes loyally forward,
unblinking as they led him down the long, dim
corridor. Most men overtopped the Colonel by at
least a head, but these two outright dwarfed him.

They were stronger, hardier, and more efficient than



the average soldier, but most importantly, their
loyalty was never questioned. For Suyun though, their
best quality was that they never spoke. The only
people he wanted speaking were the ones who knew
something he did not already know himself, and many

did not meet that criterion.

Command had been impressed with them enough
to at least continue funding for the remainder of the
war. They were hopeful, mostly out of courtesy to the
Colonel’s closeness to Kemal, that the project would
soon yield them grander results. After all, Kemal
Pasha and the burgeoning State did not just expect
results, but continued growth. The Ministry of

Special Affairs would have to give to them.
To deny them would be disappointing.

Suyun’s cane clapped to a halt outside the
hallway’s final door, as did his silent guardians. The
Colonel paused here a moment, sensing a tremor in
his throat. Reaching into his coat, he produced a

handkerchief in time to receive a horrid fit of



coughing. Once subsided, he folded the bloody cloth,
and put it back inside his pocket. Composing himself,
he nodded to one of his guards, who swung the heavy

door open.

Instantly, the room went silent. The castle’s
officers had ceased their frenzy of directing men
about, checking lists, and last minute adjustments.

Now, they paled and froze.

Major Atalay, the commandant, was the one to

step forward on their behalf. He threw a hasty salute.

“Eh-Welcome back from Ankara, sir,” he
stumbled. “We thought you might have wanted to

refresh yourself before-”
“NO 2
“Ah-eh, in that case, since you are early, sir-”

“I am on time,” Suyun said, and crossed over to the
room’s only table. In truth, he was almost late; five
minutes before the hour he had expected. He laid his

cane down on the table, and groaned as he took his



seat. In twenty-five years, his injury had never been

more stiff and aggravating than it was this morning.

“Of course, sir. I always prefer to do things on
time myself,” the Major agreed. He nodded furiously
to a few aides. “The experiment is ready for your
inspection, and may I say sir, we are close. We are

very close.”
Doubtful.
“Commence, Major,” Suyun said, anyway.

Atalay gave another nod, and took the chair beside
Suyun. Before them was a one-way mirror that peered
into another room. This room was nearly empty, save
for the monstrosity that was the Machine, and a
second table that held a substantial block of lead on
top of it.

A door swung open and two men entered, adorned
from head to foot in the charred attire of leaden x-ray
suits. Suyun leaned back as these two dragged in the

Armenian prisoner. She was a pale, scrawny thing.



Placidly she complied as they dragged her over to the
Machine, and strapped her into the seat. The leather
straps were barely tight enough to fit around her
ankles and wrists, though eventually, they secured her
and crossed to a two-man lever beside the huge
mechanical device. They turned to Suyun, awaiting

the order. He gave the nod, and the lever was pulled.

Her screams could not be heard above the roaring

gears.

The officers watched in both horror and

amazement.

Once the woman’s writhing had ceased, the lever
was pushed back, and her smoking body was removed
from the chair. Suyun hobbled to his feet then, and

approached the door beside the mirror.

“Colonel Suyun,” Major Atalay protested.
“Colonel, the radiation of the room has not been
tested-”



Suyun ignored him, and entered anyway. He
approached the Machine, and flicked open one of its
hollow tubes. Just like he had hoped, a glowing
crimson light shined within; bright, brilliant,
beautiful. He could not help but smile.

Taking the Stone between his fingertips, Suyun
crossed to the table. The mirror was completely
blank, but he could tell that the others were all
watcing him. He knew they wanted to see as much