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Praise for


THE CLOCKWORK CHRONICLES

“Breath of Bones fleshes out the human desire to protect the innocent . . . bringing a fresh steampunk twist to one of history’s darkest hours.”

—Lorehaven

“Breath of Bones grabs early, very early, and does not let go. A captivating weave of legend and reality.”

—James L. Rubart, Christy Hall of Fame author

“With intense and imaginative storytelling and brilliant detail, Breath of Bones uses alternate history to bring us a vital reminder of a very real evil we must never forget.”

—Nadine Brandes, award-winning author of Romanov and Fawkes

“Breath of Bones is a fascinating WWII story that takes place in an alternate reality with a guardian for the Jews arriving in the form of a golem. Yet it also portrays the same courage and sacrifice that existed in our own history, of people who chose to save others in the face of evil. I was moved, I cried, and I was encouraged. This is a story for all readers. Highly recommend!”

—Morgan L. Busse, award-winning author of the Ravenwood Saga, Skyworld, and The Nordic Wars

“A masterful blend of adventure and reverence for the past—truly a treasure for lovers of history and fiction alike.”

—Raffaele Romano, Licensed Tour Guide of the Campania Region of Italy, Ph.D. Archeology and Art History

“Steampunk inventions and an amazing breadth of historical detail launches Flight of Fate into a world where things aren’t always as they seem, tying the distant past to an alternate, imagined World War II in a battle of good versus evil.”

—Cathy McCrumb, award-winning author of the Children of the Consortium trilogy
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The Clockwork Chronicles


“Into Thy hands, O Lord, I commit my spirit.”


—Jan Hus, moments before his execution in 1415.


For the mountains shall depart, and the hills be removed;

but my kindness shall not depart from thee,

neither shall the covenant of my peace be removed,

saith the Lord that hath mercy on thee.

O thou afflicted, tossed with tempest, and not comforted,

behold, I will lay thy stones with fair colours,

and lay thy foundations with sapphires.

And I will make thy windows of agates,

and thy gates of carbuncles,

and all thy borders of pleasant stones.

And all thy children shall be taught of the Lord;

and great shall be the peace of thy children. . . .

No weapon that is formed against thee shall prosper;

and every tongue that shall rise against thee in judgment thou shalt condemn.

This is the heritage of the servants of the Lord,

and their righteousness is of me, saith the Lord.

—Isaiah 54:10–13, 17 (KJV)
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I have often had apparitions of hosts of serpents with heads at their tails, but not one was able to bite me, and many other visions. I am telling you of these, not because I suppose myself skeptical as to these dreams to be a prophet and am puffed up, but to show you that I suffered temptation both of body and mind and what I have been most afraid of, to wit, that I might transgress the command of Jesus Christ.

—Jan Hus, Christian martyr, Prague, 1415

The rhythmic clanking of gears and the steady hum of intricate machinations echoed through the tower walls of Staroměstská radnice, the Council House. This echoing precision signaled the completion of Prague’s newest marvel, the Orloj. Yet no one could know the magnificent clock was finished. This was no ordinary clock. Once triggered, it would mark not just the passing of hours, but the countdown to the end of time itself. Evil had spread its shadow across the earth, unchecked.

Yet Jan Hus’s voice still rang, calling men and women to turn their hearts to God. Perhaps they would—if they could glimpse the real battle raging around them. Not the clash of kings and armies, but the hidden struggle between light and darkness. That truth, however, remained veiled. The clock’s secret, like the battle itself, could not yet be revealed.

For now, he would guard it in silence.

Satisfying ticks sounded off the passing seconds. After years of watching the tower clock’s construction, each man, woman, and child had questioned when the twenty-foot-tall timepiece would be complete. Yet finishing his work was his triumph alone. It had to be that way.

The great clock maker’s face broke into a smile. But no thought of that now. Tonight I will rest. Tomorrow is a new day, a new task.

With one last glance at the marketplace below, he closed the window. If they truly knew the importance of this clock, all of Bohemia would be gathered in awe. But they did not know. Could not know.

His long white beard cascaded down his chest like a river of wisdom. A simple brown robe draped over his frame, its hem skimming his ankles, worn and stained from years of devotion to his craft. With a weary sigh, Master Hanus lifted his spectacles. He used his forearm to rub the soreness from his tired eyes. The scent of warm metal and oil lingered in the air, mingling with the faint aroma of freshly hewn wood and the dust of carved stone. Stepping back, he wiped the oil from his hands onto a well-used cloth.

Not yet. He pulled the locking lever down gently, halting the great mechanism. A simple bar of iron pressed against the verge, stopping the gears from turning.

Yet deep within the clock’s heart lay a safeguard. If the wrong hands sought to control its power, a second switch, almost imperceptible among the gears, would ensure his will be done. Time moved because of the gears, but the moments between the seconds held whispers only he could hear. These whispers spoke of the end of time for humanity. How fortunate he was, of all men, to bear—and protect—such knowledge.

A slow, satisfied grin spread across his face as he touched the hidden lever. His fingers hesitated, resting lightly on the cool metal.

To the councilmen, the clock was just a beautiful invention—a sign of the city’s success and cleverness. That was fine. Maybe then, no one would look into the deeper truths hidden in the busy square. The same square where Jan Hus’s messages lingered in the air.

Hus’s message was simple yet dangerous—that God’s truth should not be bought, and the Church must serve God, not wealth. Hanus had listened to the sermons of the rector of Charles University often. Yet the fight between the kingdom of heaven and that of earth, Hus only spoke of.

Hanus had seen it.

Soon, they will see. And when they did, it would be too late.

The softest movement of air set the hair on the back of Hanus’s neck on end. Someone—or something—was watching him.

Hanus glanced over his shoulder. He would not see anything with his naked eye. He tried to shake away the feeling but could not. He had to check. Had to see.

With trembling fingers, Hanus procured an emerald from a pouch on his belt, bringing it to his eye. A hidden world unfolded—one that ordinary eyes could never perceive. His gaze filled with visions of beings beyond comprehension, their forms shifting between the familiar and the grotesque.

Bodies were covered in countless, watchful eyes that blinked in unison. Faces that multiplied and merged, each expression frozen in a strange harmony of wisdom and warning. Wings stretched wide, not of feathers but of shimmering light and shadow, pulsing with an otherworldly rhythm. If he attempted to describe them, he would be labeled a madman, for no earthly tongue could capture their unsettling beauty.

Hanus felt the gazes of the beings upon him, piercing through the veil of visibility. They knew he was there—that much was certain. But so far, he was convinced they had not yet realized he could see them in return. And if they did, he shuddered to think what might follow.

If people only knew they were constantly surrounded by beings of the spiritual realm, how would they react? Would men and women ever have a restful night with the knowledge that they could be loomed over by a creature their eyes could never witness unaided?

He spotted a massive being stalking the tower stairs. It had been following him for weeks. He dared not look at it directly for fear it would spur its hatred toward him. It was further confirmation that this clock was needed. Some biblical writings called this The Time of the End. How fortunate that he now had a part to play.

Still, Hanus had one last cradle to build for the emerald. Only then could he ensure that no man could thwart his vision.

With heaviness pressing on his chest, he returned the jewel to its pouch and tucked it away. Soon. One last task, and then—

“Hanus!” A deep voice bellowed from the base of the clock tower. He recognized it. Václav Draksa, one of the leaders of Prague. Why was he here? Before Hanus could go down to meet his visitor, a dozen footsteps stomped up the stairway. Men poured into the chamber. Most were simple townsmen, save for a few in gold-trimmed hats and velvet robes. The very same councilmen who funded his work.

“What is going on?” Hanus asked in bewilderment as he looked upon their angered faces. They cannot possibly know of the eye or the unseen.

Draksa stepped past the mob of men, his eyes blazing. “We heard rumors, Hanus—whispers carried from Kutná Hora itself—that you’ve been approached to design a clock tower greater than ours. A clock that would not only rival Prague’s but outshine it! Do you understand what that would mean? Kutná Hora has already stolen enough with its silver mines. If they take our glory too, what is left for Prague?”

Hanus’s jaw dropped. That’s what they thought? That was the shadow haunting their sleep?

“That is what you’re upset about? Some rumor?” He couldn’t help but chuckle at the absurdity of their vanity. It slipped out unbidden, and the sound was a spark to dry tinder.

Fury darkened Draksa’s face. “Do you think we’re a joke, Hanus?” He stormed forward, his finger stabbing the air like a sword. At his command, the men surged, pinning Hanus against the wall.

“You would sell your genius to the highest bidder, and in doing so, sell the honor of this city!” Draksa spat, his voice breaking with passion. “This clock is not just gears and iron—it is Prague’s beating heart. If you give another city such a gift, you strip us of our soul. You mock everything we have built!”

Hanus struggled, but the iron grip of the men held him fast.

Draksa leaned close, his voice low and deadly. “You do not revere Prague as you should—proven by your willingness to betray her. This clock will stand alone. Forever. Do you understand? And to ensure it, we will take from you the very eyes that dreamed of giving her glory to another.”

The words struck him harder than any blow. His chest tightened, breath caught in his throat. His eyes—his very eyes—torn from him? The thought chilled him to the marrow, a cruelty so vile it could only have sprung from the blackest pit. Did they genuinely believe he meant to build another clock like this? It was impossible. The jewel—the gateway—could not be replicated. Without it, any new clock would do nothing but tell time.

“My work . . . is important,” he squeaked out, struggling under the weight of the men pressing against him. “Let me finish it.”

Draksa scoffed and stepped back. “Does the clock work?” he asked the man beside him.

“Yes, sir. I saw it running just a few moments ago,” the man replied.

“Then what do we need Hanus for?” Draksa chuckled.

Hanus pushed back enough to draw a full breath. “Where does this cruelty come from? What have I done to deserve this?”

Draksa shook his head. “You’re so small-minded. This is to be the wonder of Prague, not a simple roadside interest. There can be no others!” The councilor waved dismissively at his men. “Take his eyes. He’ll find it difficult to make a clock for our rival without his vision.”

Hanus gasped. “You fools! You don’t know what you’re doing! You have no idea what this clock is capable of!”

They paid his shouts no mind, no doubt thinking he was merely bluffing to save himself. He’d been planning for so long.

As men moved forward with blades to blind him, Hanus braced himself. He endured horrid agony as his sight was stolen from him.

At this moment, he did not care. He was solely focused on what came next. When his captors finally released him, he pulled free from their grasp. Hanus fumbled toward the hidden switch, yanking it on. With a second motion, his flailing hands pressed the gem into the end of a rolled-up scroll. It wasn’t the safest place, yet he had little opportunity now. He could not let it fall into the hands of these men.

With the engagement of the second switch, metal groaned around them, and the clock tower shook. Shouts of anger and terror rose from the men.

May this clock fulfill its great purpose as a stand against unceasing evil . . . for all our sakes.
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The first words nearly stopped her heart.

“According to his will, Miss Dubová . . .”

The bank president’s voice slid across the polished oak desk, but all Kateřina heard was Hilbert’s name—spoken as if he were still alive. Hilbert, still pulling strings from beyond the grave. For months by his side, she’d walked a razor’s edge. Now, by day, she played the part of a grieving companion to one of the highest-ranking Nazis in Prague. By night, she secretly slipped into the tunnels beneath the castle to pass messages for the resistance.

When Hilbert was still alive, her every smile, every word, every nod had been an act. She thought death had finally freed her from him. But now, in this quiet office filled with ink and ledgers, Hilbert Langer had found a way to bind her again.

Kateřina leaned closer, trying to make sense of the words coming out of the bank president’s mouth. “I’m sorry. Could you repeat that?”

“According to his will, Miss Dubová,” the man said, smoothing his thin mustache, “Sturmbannführer Hilbert Langer requested that, upon his death, his personal effects be sent to his mother in Berlin—but the contents of his bank box are to be given to you.”

He licked his lips as if he’d just handed her a decadent treat. Kateřina’s stomach turned. How did she get herself into this position? Her father had sent her on an assignment. Her first opportunity to write a piece that would make the paper.

She’d been assigned to write a story about a glass factory, and at that event, she’d caught the interest of one of the highest-ranking Nazi officers stationed in Prague. She’d played her part well—too well—as Sturmbannführer Langer’s companion.

Now, even in death, he still held power over her.

She could still see his blue eyes fixed on her. There’d always been a hint of a smile that never quite reached his eyes. And his words had been both complimentary and confident.

“You look stunning tonight, my darling,” he had whispered. “But please wipe those worry lines from your forehead. The night may seem dim, but I know how this drama will end. I will be the victor, my love, with you by my side.”

Of course, he’d also been wrong.

Her skin crawled at the memory. Those words, once spoken with chilling confidence, now echoed like a ghost in her mind.

Kateřina’s lower lip trembled. She had escaped Pompeii. She had survived him. But even with Hilbert turned into stone before her eyes, he had not released his grasp.

And now, this bank box—whatever it contained—was yet another act of control.

In her pursuit of a story, she’d discovered so much more. It was as if the mystical elements had called to her themselves, drawing her into their trap. Would it ever end?

Not as long as the Germans still ruled from Prague Castle.

“Miss? Are you alright?” The bank officer watched her every move.

Her thoughts spun as she fished a handkerchief from her purse and dabbed the corners of her eyes. “I don’t know what to say.” She drew a slow, practiced breath. “It’s still hard to believe he’s gone.”

“I have a guard waiting to take you now.”

“Today?” She met his gaze. “Yes . . . of course.”

“Very well.” The man rose. “Follow me.”

He led her down a narrow corridor paneled in dark wood, the walls lined with brass piping that hissed softly with escaping steam. The polished floor shimmered in the flickering glow of gas lamps overhead. The only sounds were their footsteps and their breathing.

The hairs on the back of Kateřina’s neck prickled. She had seen Hilbert die with her own eyes, but still—she half-expected to turn a corner and find him waiting there with that smug, knowing smile.

Instead, they reached a tall guard, his mechanical knee brace clicking with each movement. Without a word, he stepped into place beside her. The echo of his boots against the marble was jarring in the quiet. Kateřina suppressed a shiver.

They came to a seamless brass wall. Kateřina’s brows drew together. No handle. No keyhole. No markings. Just smooth metal.

The bank president stepped forward and pressed his boot to a hidden panel in the marble floor. A faint hiss of steam escaped. With a soft whir, a brass podium rose from the ground between them.

Then, peering through his monocle, he tapped the sequence—his fingers moving so quickly she couldn’t have followed it if she’d tried.

With one final click, a circle etched into the center of the wall began to turn. It widened with the soft grinding of gears, forming a round doorway large enough to walk through.

The bank president paused and looked over at her. “You understand, Miss Dubová, that once the box is opened, its contents are legally yours. No one—not even the Reichsbank or the Ministry—can claim them.”

“That’s good to know,” she said. “I’m certain that’s the way Hilbert would have wanted it.”

“Go on ahead.” He motioned her forward.

Kateřina stepped inside. The air was cool and still, like a tomb sealed for decades. Behind her, the wall slid shut with a hiss and a soft clang, as if it had never opened.

Was this a trap?

Her heartbeat quickened. For a moment, she considered turning and pounding on the wall, screaming. But then, with the faintest hiss, one of the metal drawers embedded in the wall slid open.

She approached, her breath tight in her chest, and looked inside. There were only two objects. A sealed envelope rested beside a photograph of Hilbert in his uniform standing under the arch of the Charles Bridge—a photo she’d never seen before. He looked younger, almost hopeful. His gaze was fixed on something far away.

What had Hilbert planned? And why leave this for her?

She didn’t have time to think of that now. She reached forward with trembling hands and opened the letter.

Dear Katerina, my darling,

If you are reading this, it means my life has come to an end. It also means that Germany—and all of Europe—is on the brink of catastrophe.

I know, my love, that at times, my actions may have seemed ruthless. But the darkness that is about to descend is greater than any army, any nation. It is ancient. And it is relentless.

In my hunger to understand power, I gazed into the vessel that so many rulers before me have coveted. What it showed me . . . what it revealed . . . was unlike anything I had ever seen. Not triumph. Not dominion. But ruin.

Before my eyes, a poem was written in ancient script. A mirror of numbers, bending back upon itself:

1-9-4-5-8-5-4-9-1.

At its heart stood Eight, wrapped in fire and smoke.

When this sign is made flesh, the tower of time shall bleed, its face struck and darkened, and death shall walk the square.

Yet hidden within the river’s arches, a bridge of mirrored stone endures.

What was broken shall be bound again, for the city’s soul is carried in symmetry—palindrome upon palindrome—binding past to future until the end of days.

The Time of Doom is coming. It will fall across Bohemia like a shadow—silent and all-consuming. And when it comes, death will follow in its wake.

In your search for a story, you uncovered more than you ever intended—things not of this world. Now, my dear, you must do what I could not. Stop the destruction . . . or all of humankind will fall.

The answers lie deep within the inner chambers of Prague Castle. That is where it began.

There is a group whose reach and influence surpass even the greatest ambitions of the Nazi Party. Find its members, and you will hold the key to the source.

I cannot explain more. But perhaps the enclosed image from my vision will guide you to what you need.

Forever yours,

Hilbert

She turned the paper over and narrowed her gaze. Hilbert was no artist, that much was clear. He’d drawn three crude images—a clock, a stone (or was it an eye?), and what looked like a building, possibly a castle. Even with the vault wall sealed behind her, Kateřina couldn’t shake the feeling she was being watched.

Kateřina remembered the palindrome of Charles Bridge—1-3-5-7-9-7-5-3-1—numbers chosen to bind stone and river with strength. Emperor Charles IV, known for his interest in astrology and numerology, was said to have chosen the precise time to lay the first stone at 5:31 a.m. on July 9, 1357. When the date and time were written in sequence—the year 1-3-5-7, day 9, month 7, time 5-3-1—they formed a symmetrical palindrome: 1-3-5-7-9-7-5-3-1.

Yet these new numbers unsettled her. She could see 1945 clear enough, but what did the fives and eights mean? The fifth month? The eighth? Or something else entirely—an hour, a warning, a countdown?

She put the letter in her pocket and picked up the photo. Letting out a soft, manufactured cry, she pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed her eyes. With a sniffle, she closed the lid to the empty box and walked back toward the wall.

She held Hilbert’s photo in her hand as the massive stone wall began to turn once more.

A second guard now stood beside the first, but the bank president had vanished. Kateřina didn’t ask where he’d gone. She offered no explanation about what she had found.

Without a word, she allowed the guard to escort her through the corridors, back into the lobby, and out onto the sidewalk of the Malá Strana District. The city looked just as it had when she entered—but the tightness in her chest told her nothing was the same. Hilbert was gone, and in his place he’d left a puzzle . . . and a warning.

Find its members. Find its source, he had written.

Members of what? Source of what?

Kateřina turned the collar of her coat up against the breeze and began to walk. She didn’t have answers. But she had the first clue. And she wasn’t going to stop until the whole truth was revealed.
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Dante cradled the Farnese Cup as he descended into the cool darkness beneath Prague Castle behind his companion. The tunnels welcomed them with a familiar dampness. The scent of earth and stone lingered like an old friend. Yet the air felt different this time—thicker, as though it pressed against his chest. Every breath carried a weight, as if unseen currents crackled with energy just beyond the edge of perception.

He slowed, running a hand along the cold stone wall. It vibrated faintly beneath his fingertips—too steady to be natural. That was when the old rumors came back to him. The entire castle, people said, was more than it appeared. Its halls were lined with weapons, and its walls held secrets of steel and circuitry—hidden technology woven into its foundations by men who’d tried to merge magic with machinery. Now, for the first time, he believed it.

Months ago, he had been a museum curator in Naples, brushing dust from forgotten artifacts. Then came Hilbert, the race for the cup, Pompeii, the machine, and the eruption of Mount Vesuvius itself. The memory still scorched him—the roar of the volcano, the choking smoke, the certainty of death. Yet somehow, with the help of a mystical dagger and friends, he had survived. More than survived. He once again carried the relic he had once sworn to protect: the Farnese Cup. With the dagger still tucked into his satchel for good measure.

Theodora had saved him. Twice, maybe more. First with her daring, then with her wit, and finally with her kiss. Even now, thinking of it warmed his cheeks. She was fire and steel, laughter and command. How did he ever find himself becoming a partner with someone like her? Yes, she was a woman who mocked his hesitation. Yet she also walked beside him through every shadow. And now she led him again.

When they reached the tunnel, her coat brushed against him as she passed, the faint scent of gun oil and rosewater drifting in her wake. Brass buckles gleamed faintly in the lantern light, and the crimson lining of her coat flared with her confident steps. She glanced over her shoulder, lips curled in that infuriating, playful smirk, as if daring him to fall behind.

He still smiled when he thought about how Theodora had saved the day with Josef’s airship. Sometimes he imagined taking that airship for a ride over the Alps without any thought of war. Yet war still loomed.

Dante tucked the cup into his satchel, secured across his chest. He had not risked life and sanity to wrest this artifact from Hilbert only to see it fall into German hands—or worse, into the hands of men who sought to twist history for their own gain. But more than that, he would not let Theodora walk this path alone.

Their new goal was to find her brother, Giovano. Rumors said he had allied himself with the Germans in their mad hunt for treasures—artifacts, jewels, relics. Whether by choice or by coercion, Dante did not know. What he did know was the way Theodora’s eyes hardened whenever Giovano’s name was spoken. This quest was more than resistance work. It was family. It was personal.

Dante’s next steps entwined with hers. Protect the cup. Help Theodora find her brother. Perhaps rescue him, perhaps stop him.

“Why do I keep racing after peril?” he whispered under his breath, the echo swallowed by the tunnel’s silence. “Why do I keep doing this?”

Their eyes locked for a fleeting moment. His heart skipped a beat. She was why.

Theodora quickened her pace, her laughter faint and mocking, bouncing off the ancient stones. Dante sighed and quickened his steps. Whatever lay ahead, whether darkness or light, he would follow.

Her fiery hair was unbound and wild today, just like her spirit. The long red strands flickered in the low gaslight, like they had a will of their own. Her presence was electric. Yet Theodora was as alive with danger as she was with charm.

One word from her, and he’d attempt anything. Face any threat. Leap into chaos with both feet. It was illogical. Foolish. Unforgivable, really. But Dante didn’t care.

The tunnels beneath Prague Castle twisted like a labyrinth carved by centuries of secrets. Damp air clung to the stone walls, and the faint scent of earth and rust lingered no matter how many lanterns they lit or how often they passed through.

Some corridors stretched long and straight. Others narrowed into darkened passageways that vanished into shadow. They’d mapped dozens of routes over time—enough to know which ones looped back, which led to hidden exits in the city above, and which should never be trusted. But even more tunnels remained sealed, blocked off by ancient bricks or crumbling iron doors bolted tight.

At times, they heard faint voices echoing from beyond the barriers. Sometimes Dante wondered if the muffled whispers were ghosts from another time. Or perhaps they were other resistance fighters trapped or hiding in forgotten chambers. Each group needed to keep its own secrets. That way, if one was caught and tortured, the other would have less to confess.

The sounds were rare, but each one left a chill. With just the glow of the occasional gas lanterns, the underground felt like a sanctuary.

Beyond the reach of Nazi patrols and the ever-watching eye of German collaborators, the resistance found space to breathe. This was their haven, where secret meetings unfolded, plans took root, and hope was sheltered alongside the dozen Jewish men, women, and children they still hadn’t been able to smuggle out of the city.

Sometimes Dante wondered if they ever would. The world outside was ringed with barbed wire and suspicion. Was there even a safe place left to take anyone?

Down here, at least for now, they could still believe freedom was possible.

Theodora glanced back. Her boots hit the stone floor with rhythmic steps.

“You know,” she called over her shoulder, “you could always use that fancy knife of yours to lift yourself and actually keep up with me.”

Dante smirked, breath catching as he quickened his pace. “Oh, sure. I’ll just fly past you and crash headfirst into a wall. Very graceful.”

She didn’t slow, and her laughter echoed off the tunnel walls.

Shifting the satchel to the side, Dante touched the sheath strapped beneath his coat, fingers brushing the worn leather. The Meteoric Dagger sat tucked close to his chest. It was warm and pulsed faintly, like it had a heartbeat of its own. Or was he just imagining that? He opened his coat to look at the dagger hidden beneath.

The ancient artifact wasn’t just steel and edge. Not anymore. Since the day he’d realized its unearthly powers, it had behaved like something alive. Whenever he grabbed it with both hands, he could feel a connection to it. Feeling particularly mischievous, he opted to call Theodora on her bluff.

He pushed off with his feet and connected to the dagger, expecting to glide through the air completely weightless. For a heartbeat, the familiar surge rose within him, the strange link that had so often bent the laws of gravity to his will. But then—something shifted.

The connection felt wrong. The air itself seemed to resist him, heavy, as if charged with invisible currents. Like a storm building, the air pressed against his skin, humming with an unseen energy that tangled with the dagger’s power. Instead of becoming weightless, the dagger itself grew heavier in his grip.

Dante’s eyes widened. Impossible. Every other time, the dagger had lifted him effortlessly, as natural as drawing breath. But now it dragged him down like an anchor.

Dante crashed to the ground with a mighty thud. The shock rattled up his spine and knocked the air from his lungs. For a moment, he just lay there, stunned, the dagger pulsing faintly as if it, too, had been shaken.

She didn’t hear him fall. Or maybe she pretended not to. The sound of their boots, the distant rumble of mechanic explosions above ground, and the wild rhythm of his pulse drowned him out. She was already two turns ahead, her coat flicking around corners.

His first instinct was to call out and tell Theodora about the dagger. But why burden her with uncertainty when she already carried worries about her brother? She didn’t need doubts about the one weapon that had saved them countless times. Not yet.

Dante mumbled under his breath and pushed forward off the ground. He forced his legs into a run. He knew something felt off under Prague Castle, and it appeared the Meteoric Dagger felt it, too.

He smoothed his voice, masking the unease that gnawed at him. “Do you think you’ll be able to use the cup to find your brother?” Dante asked as he finally caught up to her. “The visions the cup gives are always so confusing.”

“It’s the only way. Giovano is as stealthy as he is foolish. If he doesn’t want to be found, he won’t be. Not by any normal means. And if I don’t find him, he’ll dig himself into more trouble than he can handle this time. He’s treating this war like a game, like convenient chaos he can use to acquire as much treasure as possible.”

“Sounds like something you would try.” Dante chuckled.

“Of course, I would! But he is getting mixed up with the Germans. He thinks he can outsmart them and use them for his own gain. But it’s just plain stupid. He’s going to get himself killed.”

Unease crept through Dante. What sort of person would her brother be if he was helping the Germans steal treasures? Would Dante now be helping someone who looted the precious museum that his mother had run for so many years?

“I know what you’re thinking.” Theodora watched him through the corners of her eyes, then puffed out her chest and tried to mimic Dante’s voice. “‘I’m a curator. I won’t help a thief! I want to stick treasures in little glass boxes, not let them be traded around!’”

She let out a sigh, deflating. “Why do you think I want to find him? What he’s doing is wrong. It needs to stop. But if you don’t want to help me, you don’t have to.”

“I never said that.” Dante shook his head. “It’s no big deal. He’s your brother, right? Of course, you want to help him.” He pushed down his worries and doubts. All that mattered right now was fulfilling his promise and helping her.

The pair stepped into the large room. The air was thick with the scent of dust and aged wood, a dry, earthy musk that clung to their clothes. Crates of supplies stood like forgotten sentinels, their rough edges splintered from years of use. The only table in the center bore scratches and scars. Who had used that table over the centuries? Victors or villains? Maybe both.

Dante reached for one of the electric lanterns, its metal casing cool beneath his fingers. He twisted the knob. A flicker. Then a hum. One by one, the lanterns around the room sputtered to life, casting long, wavering shadows against the walls. An amber glow filled the space. It softened the sharp edges of the crates and warmed the cold steel of the old shelving along the walls.

Stepping forward, he pulled the Farnese Cup back out of the satchel. He set it on the table with careful precision, its ancient surface gleaming under the golden light. He reached into his satchel again and pulled out a small bottle of wine. The glass was cool in his palm. He twisted the cork free with a muted pop. The scent of fruit and oak drifted out.

He tilted the bottle toward the cup.

“Wait, it has to be me!” Theodora interjected. “This is as far as the cup showed me. To follow my brother to Prague. Now I need it to show me more—where my brother will be. Or, at the very least, where he’s been.”

Dante nodded and handed over the bottle. He lingered for a moment, watching as Theodora poured the deep crimson liquid into the cup. As soon as the last drop left the bottle, she stepped back. He did the same, holding his breath, waiting for what was to come.

Immediately, a thick mist, darker than ink, oozed over the rim of the Farnese Cup. It didn’t rise or twist but poured like sluggish water, rolling over the table’s surface and then spilling onto the stone below.

The mist crept outward, pooling in the cracks between the stones. The golden glow from the lanterns flickered against the shifting mass, casting strange, elongated shadows. The sight was both mesmerizing and unsettling as it bled into the damp stone that bore the weight of Prague Castle.

Dante exhaled, waiting for the familiar violent churn, the sudden twisting vortex that should have formed by now. But the mist only thickened, growing heavier, more oppressive, yet refusing to rise.

He glanced at Theodora. She stood rigid, her gaze locked on the dark tide creeping toward them. Then, slowly, she shook her head, her expression grim.

“What’s wrong?” he asked. “Did we do something incorrectly?”

“No, it should be working as before,” she said. “We should be seeing the visions.”

Theodora carefully approached the cup as she searched the mist for clues. Dante joined her. They waded through the mist, feeling nothing but a cool breeze. Then, a puff of extra mist came out of the cup in a ripple. It was followed by another, then another. Light emitted from within the cup itself, and Theodora rushed forward.

“Look! It’s showing something!” She beckoned him to her side.

When Dante reached the cup, he saw only faint flickers of pictures. Nothing like what the cup had previously done. It was deep within the cup, and he had to lean forward to make out what was being shown. He could barely make out what looked to be a man walking alone down a cobblestone street. He was slender, with only one arm.

“Is that your brother?” Dante asked.

“No. I don’t know who that man is,” she said.

The image rippled and shook as it morphed into a new scene. A faint outline of a tall man with dark hair and broad shoulders, but the background behind him was blurred beyond recognition. It came into focus slightly, and a few features became visible.

“That’s him!” She gasped. “Where is he? Can you tell?”

Dante shook his head. “It’s so blurry. Why is this happening?”

Before Theodora could respond, the mist bubbled faster as it poured out in waves.

He swallowed down the panic building in his chest. “We need to step back. Can you feel that?” An unseen darkness pressed on his chest. “This isn’t right.”

Theodora leaned closer to the cup. Just as he was about to guide her away, the image shifted once more. The cup revealed a vast expanse filled with wandering entities. It was unlike anything he had ever witnessed.

Shapes and figures that were wholly inhuman and beyond description flooded his vision. Supernatural was the only word that came to mind; there was no place or creature to which he could compare them.

“What are they?” Theodora asked. “Where’s my brother?”

One entity in the vision crept closer and came clearer into view. Its body was nearly translucent and shimmered as if coated in a gloss. It rippled repeatedly, and light glowed from deep within.

Dante took another step back. “That thing. It looks . . . alive. But it doesn’t resemble any animal I’m aware of.”

The color drained from Theodora’s face. Yet she didn’t step back. “Maybe it’s—”

In an instant, a thick, sinuous appendage erupted from the Farnese Cup. It moved with an unnatural fluidity, like a liquid shadow given form. The projection lashed out and clamped onto Theodora’s face. A sickening, wet sound filled the air as the glossy tendril latched onto her skin, molding itself around her mouth and nose like living tar.

Theodora’s hands flew up, fingers digging into the inky flesh, but the appendage flexed, tightening its hold. Her knees buckled under its relentless strength.

Dante lunged forward, heart hammering. He tried to wrest her from the entity’s grasp, but it felt as if he were trying to bend an iron bar.

The slick mass of the creature pulsed, its surface shifting as though it were not entirely solid but something caught between two states of being—fluid and flesh, shadow and substance.

Theodora’s scream came muffled, distorted, as if she were crying out from beneath deep water. The sound sent a chill down Dante’s spine. He could see her chest rising and falling in frantic gasps, but the creature’s grip held fast, smothering each breath.

He lifted his fists and struck with all his might. Over and over, he crashed his fists and elbows against the thick limb. But as blood began to drip from his hands, he realized he would break himself long before he freed her.

The mist swirled at his feet, thickening, pressing against him like an unseen weight. Theodora’s eyes locked onto his, wide with panic, pleading. He had to act fast.

In a final, desperate attempt, he reached for the Meteoric Dagger hidden in his coat. It had failed him earlier, but now it might be what he needed. He lifted the dagger over the monstrous limb, then gripped the handle with both hands. Just like previously, the dagger felt as heavy, as if it were a hundred times its size. It wrenched out of his grasp and plunged deep into the translucent flesh below. Immediately, an earsplitting noise erupted, and the limb thrashed wildly. Theodora was thrown into a heap across the room. She lay motionless.

Dante rushed to her side, his ears ringing with the unnatural hum that still lingered in the air. A cold sweat slicked his skin as he dropped to his knees beside Theodora, his fingers trembling as he reached for her.

The bruises on her face were already darkening, stark against her pale skin, but as he pressed his palm against her cheek, he felt the reassuring warmth of life. She was breathing—shallow, uneven—but breathing.

Relief flooded him, but only for a moment. The thick and restless mist still swirled around them. It curled like unseen hands reaching for more. The heavy air was charged with something ancient, something corrupt.

Gritting his teeth, he hooked his arms beneath her shoulders and hoisted her up. His back ached, his arms burned—years of handling books and artifacts had done little to prepare him for carrying a full-grown woman. He staggered under the weight but refused to let go.

Steadying himself, he risked a glance back at the Farnese Cup. The dagger still jutted from the writhing limb, quivering as the slick, oily mass contracted toward the vessel. With a sharp, metallic ring, the blade clattered to the floor as the limb fully withdrew into the shadows of the stone.

Lantern light flickered across the cup’s polished surface, casting distorted, sickly reflections against the walls. As the last of the blackness coiled back into the agate, the carved figures on the cup of Isis and the Nile gods seemed to ripple and contort, their stone faces twisting into expressions of predatory hunger. Though the tendrils had released their grip on Theodora, the mist remained—thickening into a heavy shroud that felt less like vapor and more like something alive.

Dante tightened his grip on her. Whatever had been unleashed wasn’t finished yet. Thankfully, the flow of dark mist was slowing down. Even so, Dante didn’t risk retrieving the cup just yet. He pulled himself to his feet, Theodora in his arms.

The light in the chamber dimmed as the mist coiled inward like a breath drawn deep into lungs.

The cup pulsed once. Then again.

What once revealed truth now seemed to hunger for it. For them.
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The tunnels swallowed all sound, and soon they would swallow the treasure that the Nazi leaders insisted be stripped from the retreating troops. The flicker of a single torch cast long, twisting shadows on the brick walls.

Konrad walked like a man who didn’t belong in a place like this—but had learned how to make himself blend in. He wore his uniform well, the pressed lines precise, the insignia clean. Even in the dim light, there was something elegant about him—something not entirely German. He kept a ledger tucked beneath his arm, but it might as well have been a shield to keep the truth of what he was doing from embedding itself into his heart.

His true purpose was never the crates or the gold pressed into trembling hands. He sought the one treasure more valuable than any other—a relic whispered of in half-burned manuscripts, said to hold the key to power and ruin alike. He had worked with the Germans to gain access, but with each passing day, he questioned if he had wasted his years on shadows and rumors. At least now that he was in Prague, he was closer to the truth. For now, he must act as though these stolen treasures mattered.

He tried not to speak much. He didn’t have to. People mistook his silence for obedience.

“You know,” an old soldier walking next to him said, his voice rough and low with a slight Czech accent still clinging to his German, “not all soldiers leave after a war. Some . . . some are left behind. Some are buried in faraway graves. Others . . .” He glanced over his shoulder. “Others refuse to accept they are dead.”

Konrad followed a step behind, watching this man and the others who carried crates into the depths of the tunnels.

“They keep fighting,” the man continued. “For causes no one remembers. Like the French ghost in Vyšehrad.”

Konrad raised an eyebrow. “A ghost?”

The older man nodded. “A major. Killed during the War of the Austrian Succession, centuries ago. Shot just over the ridge.” He pointed upward through the ceiling of the tunnel, toward the hilltop. “And now, they say, he walks these passages. Especially when something precious is being disturbed.”

They passed a crumbling section where rifle loopholes marked the old brick—signs of soldiers who’d once watched and waited in silence, prepared to fire.

“You believe this?” Konrad tried to sound amused.

The man stopped. His eyes, for a moment, gleamed with something otherworldly. “I grew up in this district. We have our stories. We have our ghosts. And now?” He leaned close, voice dropping to a whisper. “We have them to protect the treasure.” He grinned, showing the glint of a gold tooth.

A prickling unease crawled along Konrad’s skin, sharper than the subterranean air. Still, he said nothing. Better to say nothing.

They emerged into a storeroom lit by yellow bulbs and paused side by side. Wood crates lined the walls. Each was nailed shut and numbered. One had already been opened. A painting leaned against a crate, glowing in the dim light.

Beside him, the Czech man cleared his throat again. “We are not the only ones watching over these pieces,” he said softly. “Some ghosts don’t rest. Not when something holy is being taken.”

More boots scraped against the tunnel floor, bringing in loot. The soldiers were nearly finished unloading. History boxed up like war spoils.

The lead officer smirked, lighting a cigarette. “More treasures for the Reich, Herr Weiss.” He blew smoke into the air, and it curled toward the stone ceiling. “Quite the collection. The Führer will be pleased.”

Konrad forced a nod, fingers tightening around the ledger. He had spent months tracking these pieces, traveling through ruined cities, stepping over broken glass in empty galleries, cataloging what was left before the soldiers seized it. He had told himself he was protecting it, ensuring its preservation. But deep down, he knew the truth. He was helping the Nazis strip Europe of its soul. Yet what he sought hadn’t been found. Not yet, at least.

Still, he wasn’t giving up. Couldn’t give up the pursuit.

The officer gestured to the open crate. “What’s in this one?”

Konrad crouched, peeling back the burlap. The colors hit him first—deep reds, golden halos, soft folds of sacred robes. It was a panel from Master Theodoric’s workshop, one of the revered paintings from Karlštejn Castle. The face of the saint stared back at him, eyes heavy with sorrow, as if he understood exactly what was happening.

Konrad’s throat tightened. He had stood before this painting once, years ago, when he was posing as a student wandering through Prague’s galleries. He’d marveled at the works that had stood the test of time. And now? Now it sat in a crate, waiting to be shipped to a leader who had no reverence for its holiness, only its value.

He turned the page in his ledger, pen poised. He could record it. Sign it away. Or . . .

His fingers hesitated.

The officer watched him. “What’s the matter, Herr Weiss? You seem . . . distracted.”

Konrad swallowed hard and focused on his German words. “Just verifying the condition. The Reich values perfection.”

The officer chuckled. “Indeed.”

Another crate thudded to the ground beside him. “This one came from Italy,” a soldier muttered, prying it open.

The lid lifted, revealing a small golden clock, its enamel gleaming deep blue. The hands were frozen at midnight.

Konrad’s breath caught. He knew this clock. Not from a museum, not from an estate, but from a home. A home that no longer existed.

For a brief moment, the walls of the tunnel blurred, and he was back in Italy, seated in a salon lined with books and paintings, listening to laughter. A little girl had traced her fingers over the clock’s golden frame, marveling at its
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It may be the Himmler storeroom or the Berlin
drawing room of Von Ribbentrop. When in Himmler's
storeroom, rare paintings simply await some likely
purchaser with cash enough to pay for treasures of the
ages...

“The military trucks which take munitions into
conquered countries, must bring art works back to the
Fatherland; [Gen. Han von Wictersheim] commanded.
“We do not want to sec any of our trucks idle or coming
home empty”
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THE DAILY WORKER OCTOBER 13, 1941

DECLARE WAR, |
SAY CZECH AT
CHURCH

500 Worshippers at Jan Hus Church
Commemorate Victims of Nazism

A call for America’s immediate entrance into the war
against Nazi Germany was made yesterday morning at a
moving memorial service for Czech and Slovak victims
of Nazism, held in the Jan Hus Presbyterian Church,
347 East 74th Street.

The little Czech church was crowded with nearly
500 men, women and children for the special service.
Every pew was filled, and worshippers were sitting in
folding chairs along the outer aisles. ...

The Rev. Wm. C. Bennett, D.D., of the Federation
of Churches, told the congregation in English, speaking
of freedom-loving Czecho-Slovak citizens  recently
executed by the Nazis: (cont. on next page)
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OMAHA WORLD-HERALD JANUARY 2, 1944

RETRIEVING STOLEN ART
TO BE A COLOSSAL JOB

By Hazel Canning
When President Roosevelt recently appointed an
art commission to hunt up and restore, after the war,
works of art stolen by the Germans, one member of that
commission unofficially exclaimed:
“Boy, what a job the president has handed us!”
Judgment Day will have a forerunner when the
art treasures stolen from Poland, Czecho-Slovakia,
Holland, France, Belgium, Greece and elsewhere, are
hunted down in Nazi Germany and sent back home to
the original possessors.

The Germans Buy, and How!

The Germans, please note, never “steal” even with arc
treasures belonging to the conquered countries. No
indeed, they never steal ...

Indeed, as they explain, they take works of art into
“protective custody” This protection may be the walls
of Karin Hall, Marshal Goering’s castle outside Berlin.
It may be the halls of Hitler's chancellery.

(cont. on next page)
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Sing Czech Anthem
“These martyrs’ lives were taken from them simply
because they wanted to live in the light of their
inalicnable rights. For this, their lives have been
“May we have the courage of those who insist on
living for the things they belicve in, and on dying for
those things. May we have the courage to dispel the
darkness!”
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