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The Engine

* * *
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That morning smelled of thyme and hot stone, as every July morning did in Anogia. The sky was white at the horizon and deep blue overhead, without a single cloud, without any promise of wind. Goat bells clinked somewhere on the hillside, invisible. A rooster crowed from Petrakis’s rooftop — the same rooster that crowed every morning for three years, with the same conviction that the world needed to know the sun had risen.

Father Emmanouil Stavrakakis had come out early into the church courtyard, as he had every day for twenty years — since God had taken his wife and left him in return the solitude and the two-year-old girl sleeping in the house beside the altar. He swept the steps with a bundle of twigs, methodical, unhurried. It was a ritual of his, as sacred as the morning liturgy — that slow, circular sweeping that helped him gather his thoughts before the day could claim him. The pigeons paraded along the stone cornice, indifferent to him. A donkey endured the sun in Kyrios Manolis’s garden, ears splayed sideways like two flags of surrender.

Nothing announced that day as different from any other.

He heard the engine before he saw anything. He stopped sweeping and stood still with the broom in his hand, listening. The sound came from the road at the plain — that spiralling road men climbed with donkeys loaded with oil and descended with wine and cheese. A strange sound, too heavy, too regular, too purposeful for anything belonging to the village. It was not Petrakis’s tractor — that one rattled and spat black smoke and stalled on its own halfway up the slope. It was not the Heraklion bus, which came on Thursdays and only Thursdays. This was something else. A sound that did not apologise for itself.

He set the broom against the white wall and stepped out into the main street.

The village had already woken. Old Kostantis stood in front of his closed shop, hands clasped behind his back and chin raised in the direction of the sound — the posture of a man waiting for something he had long known was coming. Beside him, Kyria Stavroula was clutching her apron with both hands without knowing she was doing it. Two ten-year-old boys — Nikos and his brother Giorgos — sat on the stone wall looking on with wide, fearless eyes, for at ten years old you do not yet know what a motor approaching from the plain announces. From the window of the Andreescu house, an old woman watched from behind the curtain, two fingers crossed over her lips.

The first truck appeared around the bend.

Grey-green, dusty from the road, with a black cross on the cabin door and soldiers in the back gripping the bars with faces hardened by exhaustion and heat. Then the second truck, identical to the first. Then a smaller open vehicle, with a driver and two officers on the rear seat. The dust rose behind the convoy like an orange mantle, swallowing the road from which they had come.

Father Emmanouil did not move. He felt the muscles of his jaw contract — an involuntary, old reflex he could not master. Standing rigid in the stone as they were, the villagers looked like a fresco in slow motion: each face a different mixture of dread, anger, and dignity.

Here they are, he thought. They have come to us as well.

He had known they would come — all of Crete had known, since the fall of May. Heraklion had fallen. Chania had fallen. Rethymno had fallen. People had come down from the mountains with stories that contradicted each other in detail but agreed in substance: paratroopers falling from the sky like a mad rain, Maleme airfield changing hands three times in a single day, the English retreating toward Sfakia leaving behind them dead and promises and abandoned equipment which the Cretans had taken up with gratitude and with fury. Anogia had held out somewhat longer — not through force, but through isolation and mountain and roads the Germans had not yet learned how to climb. But the mountain does not hold forever.

The convoy stopped in the village square with a screech of brakes that shattered the silence. The engines ran on for a few seconds, hissing, then died one by one. The silence that followed seemed heavier than the noise.

The soldiers climbed down from the trucks with a practiced efficiency — not hurried, not chaotic, but with that calibrated motion of men who have made this gesture many times in other squares of other villages. They fanned out in a semicircle, weapons in the rest position, making of their bodies a message that no one needed to translate.

The officer from the open vehicle climbed out first. He was tall, with a long sharp face, jaw set and eyes blue and cold, measuring the square with an engineer’s precision. He drew a paper from his breast pocket and unfolded it with a crisp, untheatrical movement. He read something in German, in a flat voice without inflection. No one understood. A young soldier translated after him in halting Greek: the village was now under German military administration. All men between fifteen and sixty years of age to present themselves in the square within one hour. No movement toward the mountains without written permission. Weapons to be surrendered by sunset. Non-compliance would be sanctioned.

Sanctioned. The word hung in the air like smoke.

Old Kostantis spat slowly into the dust beside his right foot. He did not do it loudly, not as a gesture of spectacular defiance. He did it as a man who has placed a full stop on a sentence only he had heard.

Father Emmanouil watched everything: the convoy, the soldiers, the officer with the set jaw. He watched too the second officer, who had not yet stepped out of the open vehicle and who, unlike the first, was not looking at the square. He was looking at the church.

Not with the eyes of a soldier evaluating a strategic position or estimating distances and angles. He was looking at the carved stone frieze above the door — that worn frieze with its geometric motifs half-erased by the rains of two centuries — with a quiet, concentrated attention, as though reading something written there in small letters.

The priest followed that gaze and felt the first chill of an unease he did not yet know how to name. It was not fear of the uniform — fear of the uniform he knew, it was simple and direct as pain. This was something subtler. The unease one feels upon understanding that a dangerous man is also an intelligent one.

The officer stepped out of the vehicle with a slow, unhurried movement. He was younger than he had seemed from a distance — perhaps something in his thirties, with thick chestnut hair and thin metal-rimmed spectacles that gave him the air of a professor more than a soldier. His hands did not instinctively seek the weapon at his hip as the soldiers’ hands did — they hung free at his sides, open, like those of a man accustomed to carrying books rather than rifles. He removed his cap and held it in his left hand while he continued to study the frieze, head tilted slightly back, a crease of concentration between his brows.

Father Emmanouil took a few steps toward him. Instinct told him it was better to walk toward an unknown danger than to let it come to you.

— What do you want here? he asked in Greek, his voice level.

The officer turned his head. He looked at the priest for a full moment — the black cassock, the grey well-kept beard, the eyes that yielded nothing, the posture of a man who stands straight not from pride but from habit — and something in his expression relaxed slightly, as though he had found what he was looking for.

— That frieze, he said. Is it from the Geometric period, or earlier?

The priest did not answer at once. Behind them, the first officer had finished reading the orders and the soldiers were beginning to organise the men into groups. Someone was shouting something in German. A child was crying somewhere in the background. And before the church, an officer was asking about friezes, as though visiting a museum.

— Who are you? the priest asked instead of answering.

The officer extended his hand — a gesture so normal, so civil, that Father Emmanouil remained frozen for a second.

— Hauptmann Klaus Brehmer. Cultural attaché to the command in Heraklion.

The priest shook the hand. It was a scholar’s hand — the narrow palm, the long fingers, a small callus at the index finger where the pen rests.

— Father Emmanouil Stavrakakis. Priest of this village for twenty years.

— Cultural attaché, the priest repeated after a pause, as though tasting the words and looking in them for something that would not fit. And what does a cultural attaché want in a mountain village?

Brehmer answered without taking his eyes from the frieze.

— To take inventory. Orders are orders.

The priest watched him. Brehmer had spoken without cynicism and without satisfaction, in the tone of a man quoting a regulation he finds tedious.

— And the heart? said the priest.

Brehmer turned his head and looked at him directly for the first time — not evaluating, not superior, but with a real attention, as though the question had touched him somewhere he had not expected to be touched.

— The heart, he said quietly, is a separate matter.

At that moment the door of the house beside the altar opened.

Melina appeared in the doorway with a water jug in her hand — her black hair pinned up hastily, a few strands escaped onto her forehead and neck, her blue morning dress with the sleeves rolled to the elbow. She paused in the doorway for a second, reading the square with those quick, clear eyes: uniform, how many, which direction, danger, meaning. Her gaze passed over the first officer’s face without lingering, passed over the soldiers, and rested for a fraction of a second on the face of the second one — Brehmer — before she descended the steps with the jug in her hand.

Klaus Brehmer did not turn immediately. He continued to look at the frieze, or appeared to. But a muscle in his jaw had contracted slightly, and the fingers holding the cap had tightened a little around its brim. When he turned, a one-second glance — no more, controlled, professional — followed the blue-dressed figure moving away toward the well in the corner of the square.

So little that it was almost invisible. So little that perhaps only a father would have noticed.

Father Emmanouil noticed. He felt something cold descend into his chest — not panic, but readiness, that inner contraction with which a man gathers his resources when he understands the battle will be longer than he thought.

And he understood that this day was indeed different from all the others. Not because the Germans had come — he had known they would come. But because among the Germans had come a man who looked at church friezes with the eyes of someone who loves what he sees. And behind whose back Melina had cast that fraction of a glance.

Two different dangers. Perhaps the same danger.

Somewhere in the crypt, beneath the stone slab that only he knew about, the black obsidian rhyton had rested in darkness for three thousand years. It had kept the secrets of all those who had come before. It had never seemed to care about anyone’s questions.

And it seemed, for the first time, that the darkness was no longer enough.

*　　*　　*
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The Inventory

* * *
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The Germans had installed their command post in Kyrios Andreadis’s house — the largest in the village, with a wide veranda supported by two stone pillars and a garden of old fig trees behind which the mountain could be seen. Andreadis had been evacuated in twenty minutes, with a cold politeness that left no room for negotiation: one soldier had held the door open for him, another had carried his small chest of clothes, a third had indicated with a clear gesture that the photographs on the wall could be taken, but the furniture stays. Andreadis had left with dignity and without a word, clutching to his chest a framed photograph of his dead wife like a shield.

The whole village knew within half an hour. In Anogia, news travelled through walls.

The summons arrived the following morning — a young soldier knocked at the priest’s door and handed him a handwritten note in German and Greek, in careful calligraphy. Hauptmann Brehmer requested his presence at the command post that afternoon at three o’clock. The tone of the note was that of an invitation. Father Emmanouil knew it was not.

He stood with the paper in his hand and read it twice, not because he had not understood it the first time, but because he wanted to feel what lay behind the words. Nothing aggressive. Nothing threatening. That, precisely, was what unsettled him most.

Melina was watching him from the table, where she was slicing tomatoes for lunch. The knife hung suspended in the air.

— Who sent it? she asked.

— The officer from yesterday. The one with the spectacles.

Melina said nothing. She began slicing again, more carefully than was necessary. The priest noticed and did not comment.

He dressed in his good cassock, the one he kept for funerals and high feasts. It was not vanity — it was a conscious decision. If he was to stand before a German officer, he wanted to be in full possession of what he was: the priest of this village, the servant of these people, the guardian of a place and a history that had existed long before Germany existed as a state.

He left the house without saying anything more to Melina. She watched him from the window, hands in her apron. She asked nothing. Sometimes her wisdom astonished and frightened him at the same time.

The Andreadis house now smelled of German tobacco and printed paper and something metallic, faintly sour, that the priest could not identify but which he instinctively associated with armies and offices. The soldiers at the entrance had let him pass without searching him — a sign that he was expected, that his name was on some list. The thought displeased him. An orderly led him through the corridor with its cool tile floor to Andreadis’s former study.

Brehmer was sitting behind the heavy walnut desk, writing. He did not look up immediately — not from lack of courtesy, but with the concentration of a
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