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Alexandria, Egypt

December 25, 1935

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

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

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

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

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

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

He would, or die trying.

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

 


Alexandria, Egypt

December 27, 1935

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It’s the Roman street,” Jerry said.

Willi looked at him sharply.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Tomorrow we’ll see where we are.”


Palermo, Italy

December 27, 1935

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Dart, Tower. Roger that.”

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

“Tower, this is Dart. Commencing acrobatics.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Glad to hear it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Right. How’s the Dart?”

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

“Thanks.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Lewis nodded. “Showtime.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Not so much,” Lewis answered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Holy—”

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

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

Udet did two more passes, each steeper than before, the last one so close to vertical that Lewis swore aloud, then brought the Stuka to a perfect landing. It was one
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