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Yours, O LORD, is the greatness, the power,


the glory, the victory, and the majesty.

Everything in the heavens and on earth is yours,

O LORD, and this is your kingdom.

We adore you as the one who is over all things.

Wealth and honor come from you alone,

For you rule over everything.

Power and might are in your hand,

and at your discretion, people are made great and given strength.

—1 Chronicles 29:11–12 (NLT)
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The noonday sun cast a golden glow over Pompeii, its light dancing across tiled rooftops, as Cassia wove her way through the crowds gathered for the Vinalia, a festival celebrating the bounty of the vine under the patronage of Jupiter and Venus. The city was awash with color, vibrant fabrics draped from balconies and columns in rich reds, blues, and purples, fluttering like banners in the gentle breeze. It was as if Pompeii itself had donned its finest garments for this day of jubilation.

Cassia, too, was dressed with the solemnity the occasion demanded. Her white stola—the mark of a Roman matron—flowed elegantly around her, while she adjusted the palla—a refined shawl—around her shoulders with a grace that spoke of her noble standing. Gold jewelry glittered at her wrists and neck, catching the sunlight, and a gold fillet secured her hair in an intricate design.

The air was fragrant with jasmine, roses, and violets from the flower vendors lining the streets, their stalls a riot of color. This floral scent mingled with the smoky aroma of incense burning at altars and in homes, sacred offerings to the gods. Food stalls offered a feast for the senses: olives, cheeses, fruits, and breads lay alongside succulent roasted meats and fish glazed with honey and herbs, showcasing Pompeii’s rich culinary heritage.

Yet, to Cassia, the pervasive scent of incense bore the ominous hint of death—her own, should her secret be unveiled, and that of the man she loved. Despite the day’s festive air, a storm of emotions raged within her. Her heart pounded as she searched the crowd for the one whose presence she both feared and yearned for. If their eyes met, could she conceal the truth? That she was unworthy of the honor bestowed upon her as the Vestal Virgin for this most sacred day?

She alone knew the risk her deception posed to the city. Torn between shame and justification, she made her choice: herself. “I will not regret what I’ve done. If others must suffer, so be it,” she resolved, allowing her hands to relax at her sides, even as a weight settled in her soul, hardening like clay in the sun.

With every step, a shadow seemed to bleed from Cassia’s heart, darkening her path, her fear growing palpable. The earth itself appeared to tremble beneath her feet. The surrounding merriment went on unabated, convincing her the sensation was a figment of her imagination—if not for the guard at her side, who also paused, his gaze piercing hers with silent accusation.

Her path or that of the gods? The question haunted her again. Confess. Set aside your pride. Allow another to claim this day’s honor, whispered a voice within. But she pushed the thought away. After all, had not the gods themselves—Jupiter, with his thunderbolts, and Venus, with her capricious desires—acted on whims and passions, regardless of the consequences?

“Does it matter?” Cassia whispered as she jutted her chin into the air. With each step, her heart grew harder. Her thoughts darkened.

The people believed she’d be giving herself for their greater good, but what if the opposite was true? What if she could use the power she’d soon hold for herself? If the people had wished for a weakling to bend to the control of the gods, they should have chosen another. But now they’d be the ones bending—to her.

Cassia plodded down the main road, followed by a dozen maidens and flanked by priests as the festivities reached their zenith.

With its homage to the gods and the earth’s fertility, the festival of Vinalia now seemed a cruel mockery of her turmoil. Cassia’s gaze fell upon the Temple of Jupiter, its majestic columns reaching toward the heavens, a beacon of divine power and protection. Would the gods favor her in her plight, or was she merely a pawn in their celestial games?

The sound of music and laughter jolted Cassia back to the present. A group of musicians, their lyres and flutes crafting melodies that soared above the din, led the growing procession. Children followed, their laughter pure and untainted by the complexities that awaited them in adulthood. Cassia couldn’t help but feel a pang of envy at their innocence.

Suddenly her eyes met those of the senator, his figure emerging from the crowd like a specter from her fears. His gaze was intense, a mix of desire and calculation. Then, just as quickly as he appeared, he slipped away through the crowd again, leaving her to her fate.

As she neared the temple area, the music rose louder. Lyre players and flutists crafted melodious tunes while dancers clad in colorful tunics and flowing dresses moved gracefully to the rhythm. Their motions were hypnotic, a dance of joy and celebration. Jangling bracelets adorned their hands, chiming with each movement, punctuating her fate.

Pulling her flowing white robe and shawl tighter around her, she tilted her face to the sun as men and women parted to allow her passage. Labeled as a paragon of purity, Cassia was confident that at any moment, the truth would unravel her. Her forbidden longing for Marcius had been a burden that weighed heavily on her heart, as did the previous nights she’d given in.

In addition to those gathering to honor Jupiter, the city also prepared for the traditional combative spectacles in the arena. Hers wouldn’t be the only life that would end today. Those warriors walked into the arena knowing they might never walk out, and Cassia felt the same. If Jupiter didn’t smite her immediately due to her deceit, she’d take her own life this very night.

Cassia glanced past the crowds and lifted her eyes toward the mountain. The smallest column of smoke rose from its high peak. Her footsteps faltered. A servant’s hand to her elbow reminded Cassia of her task, and she continued.

“Is that a sign?” she whispered, not even loud enough for her servant to hear. Although the earth’s shifting over the previous weeks had caused some to flee Pompeii, most stayed. Why hadn’t she gone? She should have taken herself far from Marcius.

A single tear slid down Cassia’s cheek, her gaze firmly set on the Temple of Jupiter ahead—its rooftop rising above the others. The purpose of the ritual was to honor Jupiter, the king of the gods, and to seek his favor for the community of Pompeii. Jupiter was revered as the god of the sky, thunder, and lightning. As such, he was believed to have considerable influence over the welfare of the city, particularly its protection and prosperity.

A crowd buzzing with excitement would already be gathering in the forum, the heart of the festivities. Wine, the centerpiece of Vinalia, flowed freely. Tables laden with earthenware pitchers and cups had been set up. Soon citizens could drink the new wines.

Children, their faces painted with vibrant colors, ran through the streets. They laughed and played games while their parents watched on with smiles, indulging in the day’s merriment.

Storytellers and poets found their corners, captivating audiences with tales of gods, heroes, and the world’s mysteries.

As Cassia strode toward the Temple of Jupiter, she was met with the reverent gazes of the gathered populace. The temple, a grand marble and stone structure, stood in honor of the might and majesty of the gods. Around her, priests in ceremonial togas chanted hymns, their voices rising in a harmonious prayer. Citizens of Pompeii, dressed in their finest tunics and stolas, joined in the prayer. Their hands raised toward the heavens, seeking favor and protection from the gods.

She had been selected as the Vestal Virgin among all the young women and had fulfilled her sacred duties well for so long, but one decision had changed everything. Cassia forced a smile. Her heart was like a frantic butterfly trying to break free from a prison of stone, echoing the turmoil within her hardened soul.

Reaching the temple, Cassia stepped forward, her footfalls graceful and deliberate. The priests led the prayers and offerings in their ceremonial togas, their voices echoing solemnly across the forum. The ritual pouring of the new wine onto the sacred fire was a moment of reverence, a pause in the festivities as the crowd turned their attention to the divine.

She approached the altar, and her presence marked the commencement of the ritual. As the high priestess, Cassia led the procession of priests and priestesses. They circled the altar, chanting hymns in harmony.

At the heart of the ceremony, a sacred cup, exquisitely crafted, was placed into her hands by a fellow Vestal. This vessel, a link between the divine and the mortal, was filled with wine specially prepared for this occasion. Cassia lifted the ornamental cup with both hands, its weight symbolic of her role and responsibility.

With the congregation’s eyes upon her, Cassia stepped forward to perform the libation, a crucial part of the ritual. She raised the blessed cup toward the heavens, invoking the gods’ names with reverence. Then, with a fluid, practiced motion, she poured the wine onto the dancing fire, the liquid hissing as it evaporated into smoke, carrying their prayers to the gods above.

Offering the wine was not merely a ritualistic gesture; it was communication with the divine. The sight of the cup, the aroma of the wine mixing with the burning embers, and the collective breath of the onlookers held in anticipation created a moment of communal transcendence, bridging the gap between the earthly and the ethereal.

Cassia poured more wine into the bowl-shaped cup. Then, accepting a small blade, she slowly slit her palm. Ignoring the pain, she staged her hand over the cup, allowing drips of blood to mix with the wine. The wine act was a symbolic offering to Jupiter, a plea for protection, and proof of the community’s devotion. The blood was a new sacrifice. Tilting her face to the sky, Cassia led the assembly in prayer, her voice steady as she lifted the cup high.

Jupiter, Almighty Father, ruler of the sky,

To your temple we come, to praise you.

You who command thunder and lightning,

Hear our prayers, protect us.

As the ritual climaxed, the earth beneath their feet trembled. Like the growling of a giant beast, a low rumble echoed through the streets of Pompeii. The crowd’s prayers transformed into whispers of concern. A man’s eyes darted to Cassia. Could he see the lies revealed in her gaze?

Through the window, Mount Vesuvius roared. Like a silent beast awakening, the mountain spewed forth a plume of smoke from its peak, at first small but rapidly growing larger and more ominous. They worshiped Jupiter, but should they have paid more homage to the mountain god, Vulcan, too? Her voice rose again.

Mount Vesuvius, your power is revealed,

In your honor, this sacrifice we offer.

Grant us peace and prosperity,

Jupiter, Best and Greatest, hear us.

Around Cassia, priests exchanged worried glances. Their chants faltered. Cassia set her chin. Her eyes fixed on the temple statue of Jupiter. The ceremony must be completed. Steadfastness in faith and power—yes, that would protect them.

But the mountain had other plans. Cassia’s fingers trembled as the smoke turned to ash, and the tremors grew stronger.

Amidst the rising chaos, Cassia stood. Her body swayed as the crowd’s cries pierced the air. The ground beneath her feet shook violently, a terrifying prelude to Mount Vesuvius’s awakening fury. She steadied herself. In her hand, the cup trembled, too, but not from the seismic terror. A different kind of tremor coursed through her.

The cup, an exquisite piece adorned with intricate carvings and precious stones, seemed to pulse with a life of its own. Its surface, usually so cold, grew warm, as if resonating with the impending doom.

A priest’s whisper, urgent and fearful, pierced her heart with a lightning bolt of terror. “Confess your sin, let the gods strike you.” His urgent demand sent a shiver down her spine, but Cassia’s heart was locked in a vise of denial.

Images of her parents flashed through her mind, their faces a mix of expectation and fear. The thought of confessing her secret, of being the cause of their fall from grace, was unbearable. “I will not confess,” she whispered fiercely, barely audible over the tumult around her.

As she spoke, a vapor rose from the cup. It swirled and then stopped, forming into a haunting image. The face of Medusa emerged from the mist, her serpentine locks writhing, her eyes blazing with an otherworldly light. Cassia’s breath caught in her throat as she gazed upon this ominous apparition, her body frozen in awe.

The vapor shifted, revealing a cloud rising from the distant Mount Vesuvius, its shape like a pine tree. It seemed to explode upward with a mighty force, then spread out as its strength waned, its weight causing it to fan out and blanket the sky.

Then the misty vision changed, and the city of Pompeii lay silent, enveloped in a shroud of ash. Scenes of life halted mid-motion before her: a dog tethered to a post, a loaf still in the oven, a family embracing.

Cassia’s heart raced as the vapor painted a vivid picture of people in their last moments, calling out for loved ones, praying for salvation, or succumbing to the certainty of their impending doom.

As quickly as it had appeared, the vision in the vapor faded, leaving Cassia standing in a haunting silence, the weight of the premonition heavy on her soul. Medusa’s face dissolved back into the mist, her warning clear and undeniable.

Still clutching the cup, Cassia knew a disaster was imminent, a cataclysm that would bring devastation and loss to Pompeii. The realization struck her with a chilling certainty, yet she remained bound by her unconfessed secret.

She turned to the priest beside her and pressed the cup into his hand. “Go, save yourself. Save this cup, too, for it tells of the future. And whatever you do, do not let it fall into sinful hands, lest the whole world be destroyed.”

Cassia tried to turn back to face her fate and the mountain, but she could not move. She looked down at her feet to see that what was once flesh was now stone. Her legs were pure white marble that reflected the light.

[image: News Item No. 4]

[image: News Item No. 5]


[image: Chapter 1]


The thunderous roar of the air-raid sirens jolted curator Dante Ramono from his work, breaking his concentration. For the last three hours, he’d meticulously catalogued the collection of Greco-Roman artifacts he’d sent into hiding when the wailing cry tore through the halls of the Museo Archeologico Nazionale. His hands trembled as he set down his pen and notebook.

Not again. Dread crept into Dante’s heart, and he pushed his glasses farther up on his nose. This was the third bombing raid on Naples in a month’s time. The piercing whistle of falling bombs grew louder, and the floors of the grand museum shuddered under his feet. His gaze swept across the priceless antiquities displayed around him—busts of philosophers, intricately painted Greek vases, and delicate mosaics from the ruins of Pompeii.

These invaluable treasures must be preserved at all costs. I have to do more . . .

After dozens of air raids in the last month, the British bombers’ relentless assault on Naples had reached a crescendo. Dante pulled a handkerchief from his vest pocket and wiped his brow. If he weren’t a man of faith, he’d curse the fact that the British were once again raining down devastation upon countless cultural treasures. The Allied forces had chosen to bomb this historic city due to its strategic importance as a major port and industrial hub supporting the Axis war effort. Dante knew all too well he could not simply take shelter and pray the museum would be spared the fury of the raids against this historic jewel of the Mediterranean.

With rigid resolve, he hastily made his way through the galleries. His eyes frantically judged which priceless relic he could safely extract and save. Even though the Allies claimed they’d target only factories or other buildings used in the war effort, stray bombs were common. One wayward explosive landing in the museum could cause unimaginable damage. If he had the chance to tuck only one of these treasures into the underground tunnels tonight, which should it be?

The marble floors quaked as the first shell impacted the cidade. Plumes of acrid smoke seeped in from shattered windows. Dante’s gaze fell upon a tarnished metal cuirass—armor worn by a Romano-Iberian foot soldier over two thousand years ago. Such a relic could never be replaced. As deafening eruptions multiplied, Dante scooped up the antique. But just as swiftly, he returned it. Was there something even more valuable? As more blasts sounded from the distance, his mind struggled to focus.

Think, think . . . what should I take?

The scent of timeworn artifacts lingered within the stone walls. Ancient vases and sculptures shared space with intricate models of da Vinci–inspired flying machines and Babbage-esque computing devices, their brass and wooden frames polished to a shine. Dante had always believed that the past and the present could coexist, complementing each other’s strengths.

Above him, copper pipes crisscrossed the ceiling, a network of steam conduits powering the museum’s elaborate defense mechanisms. Gears and cogwheels, hidden behind velvet-draped panels, whirred softly, ready to spring into action and protect the precious relics from thieves who attempted to break in. But they were no match for falling bombs.

Outside, airships adorned with the flags of Italy and Germany hovered ominously over the skyline. Yet they could do little to protect Naples from the British warplanes that stealthily swooped in to release their loads.

On the ground, Germany helped guard Naples with new diesel-powered machinery. Swastika-covered spider tanks patrolled the cobblestone streets, their metal limbs clinking with each swing of progression. Italy’s aging steam-driven marvels gave a good show but were no match for falling bombs.

As the distant rumble of tanks and the hiss of retreating steam engines filled the air, a boulder grew in the pit of Dante’s stomach. “We’re out of time,” he muttered as he straightened his bow tie. The weight of the situation pressed on him like an antique cannonball pressing down his middle.

Dante, a curator devoted to preserving history, understood the stakes. He bolted through the corridors, his footsteps echoing off the walls as he reviewed the list of artifacts that still needed to be hidden or moved to safety. Among them were priceless Roman statues, Renaissance paintings, and ancient manuscripts—each piece telling a story of human achievement and beauty.

Outside, the city of Naples was a cauldron of anxiety and fear, transformed under the shadow of the bombers swooping in. The once-vibrant streets, filled with the melodies of Neapolitan songs and the lively chatter of its inhabitants, had quieted. The distant drone of engines grew louder as squadrons of steel-plated warplanes filled the sky. The air was rent by the shrill whistles of falling bombs like banshee screams heralding death from above.

Explosions rocked the city, each thunderous detonation shaking the ground. He envisioned plumes of smoke and debris billowing skyward with each hit. The staccato rhythm of anti-aircraft fire punctuated the chaos but was drowned out by the relentless onslaught of bombs crashing into buildings, reducing them to smoldering ruins as Naples crumbled under the unforgiving wrath of the aerial assault.

The Allies were bent on destroying Naples’s ports, halting the supply chain to Axis powers, with little thought of what else was destroyed in the process. Families huddled in underground tunnels, seeking refuge from the unrelenting attack. These subterranean passages—remnants of an ancient aqueduct system—had become a lifeline for the citizens of the city. The tunnels’ origins could be traced back to the Greek settlers who first inhabited the area, their ingenious engineering providing a means of transporting water from the hills to the city.

Over the centuries, the tunnels had fallen into disrepair, forgotten by all but a few locals who used them for illicit activities. However, these underground labyrinths took on a new purpose with the advent of the war, offering a sanctuary from the unforgiving steel rain. Families squeezed into the cramped, damp spaces, clutching what few belongings they could carry, the musty air thick with the mingled scents of fear and desperation.

As during previous raids, Dante knew tonight he’d be surrounded by whimpering children being comforted in their mothers’ embraces while fathers stared grimly into the darkness. These ancient underground passages provided a sense of security to his fellow citizens, but he never felt secure when every moment he fretted over all that could be lost if a bomb veered off course and hit the museum.

For Dante, thirty years of age, the stakes were profoundly personal. He’d spent a decade meticulously curating this museum’s remarkable collections, lovingly preserving the marvels of antiquity as if they were his own kin. The idea of these irreplaceable treasures being destroyed by enemy bombs was too painful to bear.

Dante’s eyebrows furrowed, and his fists clenched. His eyes narrowed as he surveyed each precious artifact, almost like he was saying goodbye. His body shook a little, not only from fear but also from the heavy responsibility of keeping them safe. He took a deep breath to steel himself for the task ahead. After this one, more bombing raids would come. Until each item had been safely hidden away in monasteries or private villas, there was work to be done.

His colleagues had helped him tirelessly through the day, packing up as many precious pieces as possible. They were not just protecting relics of the past. These items displayed at the Museo Archeologico Nazionale were the soul of their city since many of them had come from the buried city of Pompeii.

The last truckload of treasure had rumbled away an hour ago, driving toward the monastery. But it wasn’t enough. He had only minutes left to rescue one last precious artifact. Dante raced down a side hall.

He carefully surveyed the display cases. Trembling fingers lightly grazed the glass. How can I choose just one?

Walking up and down the rows of items, Dante’s stomach twisted into knots. He could recall the arrival of nearly every artifact here. He could still hear his mother’s gasp as they pried open a crate filled with ancient treasures. Most of these had been unmoved since they’d set up the display cases together. He tried not to imagine the carnage after a direct bomb hit. He let out a sigh of sadness, wishing his mother could be here now to help him protect their legacy.

Searing heat coursed through Dante’s chest at the thought of ordinary soldiers breaking the glass display cases and grabbing up the items to pass on to the Nazi elite. He paused. His eyes moved to a pristine Roman gladius, its blade gleaming in the soft museum light. Then he took one more step to where a delicate Renaissance manuscript with intricate illuminations rested.

No. Although these were some of his favorite items, they weren’t worth more than everything else in this museum. If he could save only one treasure, he’d have to overlook his personal attachments and consider what truly mattered to Italy, to humanity, and to history.

Moving to the next room, Dante’s gaze lingered on an Etruscan bronze figurine, a masterpiece of ancient craftsmanship. The deity depicted in the figurine was a striking figure—Tinia, the chief god of the Etruscan pantheon.

Tinia stood with a regal presence, a lightning bolt clenched in one hand, symbolizing his dominion over the heavens. His cloak billowed around him in bronze waves, and his expression conveyed wisdom and power. If only such a power could come to life and strike down the Nazi hordes.

Dante shook his head and sighed as he moved into the next room. He paused before a statue that captured a moment of ancient ritual with striking clarity. The figure, crafted from marble that gleamed under the soft light, depicted a woman—most likely a Vestal Virgin—in the midst of her sacred duty.

She was immortalized, pouring wine onto the sacred fire. Her robes were carved with exquisite detail to suggest movement and reverence. The liquid was captured midflow, its surface etched to mimic hissing and evaporating wine. Yet something was missing. The woman’s hands had been sculpted to hold some type of cup. Yet the stone-carved cup was likely lost decades ago, for the hands were empty now.

The statue’s base bore inscriptions of a prayer—a plea for Jupiter’s protection. Dante’s eyes lingered on the woman’s mouth as it always did, and he could almost hear her voice forever captured in stone, steady and clear, inviting all who gazed upon it to feel the glory and hope of the ritual.

Over the years, as he examined the woman’s beautiful face, he couldn’t help but wonder what secrets she held. Yet, the life-sized figure was far too large to carry with his bare hands, let alone sneak past soldiers and looters. He couldn’t save her.

Dante looked around the museum, and the room turned from yellow to gray as smoke blocked out the sun. Tears filled his eyes. The paintings on the walls seemed to watch him, their subjects frozen, waiting to see what he chose. He had to act quickly, but the weight of choosing one item to carry and hide was almost too much to bear.

A reflective light drew his attention. Tutankhamun’s dagger. The golden sheath was dazzling, yet the blade’s material was far more valuable, not even from this world. It was small. Could he smuggle it out? Simply sticking such a valuable artifact into his coat felt so . . . wrong.

“The Farnese Cup!” a woman’s voice pierced the silence, catapulting Dante into alertness. He stumbled as he slipped the dagger into his vest despite his reservations. As he regained his composure, Dante’s eyes locked on the figure of a striking woman standing before him, her presence as unexpected as the proclamation she’d just made.

The woman stood nearly as tall as him, her long red braid draped over one shoulder. A black trench coat cinched at her waist accentuated her lean figure. Polished boots gleamed like mirrors in the dim light. Her dark eyes shimmered with a hint of mystery. She gave a curt nod, an unspoken recognition.

Had their paths crossed before? The familiarity nagged at him, yet certainty eluded his grasp. Dante, with a hint of feigned confidence, spoke. “The cup you’re looking for has already been moved from its display. It’s currently being transported to a secure location for its protection.”

A spark of amusement flickered in her sharp gaze, and her lips quirked into a faint, knowing smile. Her stance was poised yet relaxed. Her confidence was palpable, silently broadcasting her doubt in his ruse.

“And you are?” Dante pressed. “How did you even get in here?”

Her eyes gleamed with mischief, a coy smile gracing her lips. “I could waste time detailing how I circumvented your security, or”—she paused, her stare sharpening—“we could concentrate on a matter of greater significance. Like ensuring the real Farnese Cup isn’t lost forever. Hurry. Take me to the secret room.”

Dante’s initial surprise evolved into fascination. Her knowledge of the hidden chamber and the cup implied she was someone his mother had confided in. Or so he hoped. His mother had so many secrets left untold before her passing. Yet this woman was young, perhaps even younger than he was. Could she really be someone his mother relied on? It didn’t matter now. There was no room for doubt as the whistle of bombs and the rumble of their impact grew louder. One could reach them—destroy everything—in a moment.

She stood in the dim light. Her hair was a fierce red, a flame that cascaded down her shoulders like a waterfall of fire. She was beautiful, with features that spoke of both grace and danger. Her eyes, however, held an unsettling depth—like pools of dark water, full of secrets.

“Stop staring. I need you to tell me where it is.” The woman glanced over her shoulder as if worried they were being followed, then back to him. “They will be here soon.”

Dante jutted out his chin. “And why do you think I need to listen to you?” He crossed his arms.

“Because I’m the one who’s going to save your life today,” she spouted. “They’re doing all they can to see that you don’t get killed tonight.”

“‘They’? Who’s ‘they’?”

The redhead offered a knowing smile. “I will tell you what you need to know when you need to know it.” She tapped her foot on the gleaming marble floor. “I know the cup is here. Like I said, it’s being held in a secret room. If you want me to try—”

“I will take you.” The words shot out of his mouth. Dante wasn’t sure why he trusted this woman—except that she knew details no one else knew.

Dante checked his watch, a heavy, gear-encrusted piece that seemed to tick with the weight of time itself, then turned sharply, his boots thudding against the polished wood floor as he made his way through the dimly lit hallway of the museum. The rhythmic clicking of the woman’s footsteps echoed behind him. Then she hurried to his side.

The museum was a cavern of shadows and whispers. The soft glow of gas lamps illuminated each display. The woman moved with quiet confidence, each stride measured and deliberate, as if she were navigating a world constantly shifting beneath her feet.

As Dante neared the front lobby, he veered into a large coatroom cluttered with metal hooks gleaming in the lamplight. The scent of polish hung heavy in the air. The woman followed him inside. Then Dante swiftly shut the door behind them.

They stood in a bubble of silence. Am I doing the right thing?

In the back of the room, a tall coatrack stood both as a functional piece of furniture and a work of art. Crafted from brass, weathered iron, and polished wood, the rack was a mix of vintage elegance and mechanical ingenuity. Its burnished central pole reached upward like a slender tower adorned with intricate gears and cogs. At the top of the rack, a series of mechanical arms extended outward. The arms were adjustable, allowing for the accommodation of various-sized garments. To see the machine in action was interesting, but to know what the machine hid was even more exciting.

With a quick release of breath, Dante stepped forward and pulled the leftmost lever of the coatrack. A click sounded, followed by a soft, mechanical hum. Then, reaching around the contraption, Dante gently pushed a panel. The woman behind him gasped as the side panel swung on a hinge like a door. Without hesitation, Dante signaled to her and stepped through the machine into a secret room bathed in a warm, dim glow from artificial light.

Glass cases lined the walls of the secret room, yet his eyes shifted to a far pedestal. In all its glory, the magnificent cup adorned with intricate engravings sat beneath a glass case. Its true worth was immeasurable, not just in monetary value but in the power it was believed to possess.

Once the woman was inside the room, Dante quickly closed the door and pushed a lever on the wall to reset the coatrack. The woman didn’t question the door’s closing. Maybe she guessed how they entered would differ from how they exited.

He watched her. The woman’s gaze remained fixed on the cup, her eyes filled with awe. Then, as if remembering her task, she brushed a strand of red hair behind her ear and turned to him. “We must take it.”

Dante nodded in agreement, his heart racing. “Yes, we cannot leave this to the fate of the bombers. Let’s work quickly.”

She crossed her arms and tilted her ear skyward, listening. If the previous raids held any hint of what was to come, the destruction had just started. “The bombing isn’t the only thing we should be worried about,” she declared, her voice low and urgent. “Our German friends who once came in peace and for protection have already set their sights on this museum.” Her eyes narrowed.

A sense of dread crept up his spine as the woman’s meaning became clear. He scoffed. “‘Friends’? Partners in crime is more like it. With Mussolini’s help, Germany has already acquired some of our greatest art pieces under the guise of protecting them. I have no doubt my museum will be stripped clean whenever the Germans have the chance.” He puffed out his chest. “Who do they think they are? They can’t just come in and take what they want.”

“They don’t want everything,” she answered, her tone grave. “Simply anything that brings them power.”

Her words shot through Dante like a lightning bolt. This glass case might be able to protect the cup from common thieves, but he had no doubt the Germans would leave no stone unturned if they genuinely were after the cup. This room—this case—would slow them down, but it would not protect the cup. With that knowledge, everything shifted in his mind.

No, his role wasn’t to protect the treasures of the ancient world. Instead, it was to safeguard the relic some claimed would end the world as they knew it—the artifact their supposed German allies now sought to possess.
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The piles of rubble and stone tore at Kateřina’s heart as she walked alone down the streets of Prague, just as the last rays of sunlight stretched over the red-tiled roofs in the distance. It had been a year since the assassination of Reinhard Heydrich, the notorious Nazi leader. Kateřina remembered that fateful day vividly—the day she witnessed the attack on Heydrich, the day she received the mysterious slip of paper that led her to the Jewish district, and the day she met Josef. If only she knew where he was now.

Her steps echoed on the cobblestones, uneven and cracked. Streets that once throbbed with life, lined with ground-floor businesses and second-story apartments, now lay silent and in ruin. The stench of dust from the rubble hung in the air, even after all this time. It mingled with the scent of jasmine that grew from broken window boxes. These blooming flowers flourished, reaching toward the sun and rustling in the breeze at her passing. Their presence was a cruel reminder of the beauty that had once been and was now lost.

The sound of her footsteps, the sight of the devastation, the smell of ruin, the taste of guilt. Cold enveloped, and Kateřina pulled her sweater tighter, fixing her eyes ahead. War had taken more than buildings and lives. It had taken the soul of Prague, hers included. Even though she tried to focus on what she could do and how she could help, the uneven and cracked parts of her heart lay trapped in a never-ending cycle of despair. Kateřina’s heart ached for the city she loved, for the loss of innocence, and for her friend.

Where are you, Josef?

She couldn’t stop recalling their moments together when they dared to believe two people from significantly different backgrounds could make a difference in this world—could change the course of history. Now Kateřina simply hoped to survive each day and help as many innocent people as possible.

The city still hadn’t recovered from the assault of Golem’s wrath. She’d once believed in the creature—a legend reborn—a protector of the Jewish people. Golem had been a symbol of defiance against their oppressors. But that belief had been twisted, turned into a weapon of mass destruction that spared no one, friend or foe. Now the Germans made sure not to give the Czech people a chance to rebuild this shattered part of the city. With their iron grip, they wished to demoralize the Czech resistance and to maintain control. They left the ruins as a scar, a visible mark of their control—a consequence of defiance. There was so much destruction, and the blame wasn’t on their enemies. This was her fault. Kateřina couldn’t help but feel responsible.

Taking a deep breath, Kateřina paused in the heart of the no-man zone, where Golem had done the most damage. She adjusted the satchel on her shoulder, feeling the weight of her offering. What she carried was simple, but it was life-giving, and these days, it was worth its weight in gold.

From her position, she spotted the ruined building where Professor Emil had been trapped in the rubble during Golem’s reign of terror. The older scholar had been the one who’d recognized the symbol of Rabbi Loew’s chair and suggested she seek answers in Josefov, the Jewish district. Kateřina didn’t know how Emil had happened to find himself in the center of the war zone, yet recognizing the man—his bloody face and battered body, pained breaths from wounds that he would never fully recover from—had been like a lance, piercing her soul. Her heart raced as memories rushed back, unbidden and unwelcome. Deafening explosions. Shouts of terror.

Then, as if Kateřina’s body had been transported to that time, the images became clearer and more precise in her mind. The quiet world around her turned fuzzy, fading away. She was there again, back in the midst of chaos, a reporter who belonged behind a typewriter thrust into the heart of a battlefield. Distant explosions and cries for help echoed in her ears, the air thick with the scent of gunpowder and fear.

Sucking in a breath, her chest tightened. Her feet moved again, as if trying to outrun the memory. She stumbled over a loose cobblestone, jarring her back to reality. She caught herself before hitting the ground, and the world around her came back into focus—the haunting silence of the present swallowing the turmoil of the past. A cold sweat clung to her brow, and she breathed heavily, a stark reminder of the thin line between past horrors and present grief. Her heart raced, not just from the near fall but from the vividness of her memories.

Not now. Not now.

She refocused on the task at hand. Kateřina rounded the corner and stepped into a small shop, whose keeper looked up with a start before recognizing her. The area had been closed off to customers, but this old shopkeeper had returned every time the soldiers had sent him out. Eventually, they’d given up trying to remove him, and he was ignored for the most part. As she noticed the dust-free shelves and swept floor, Kateřina wasn’t sure if the man lived in his own reality or just pretended he did to keep the Germans at bay. Either way, his presence had benefited those in the resistance. As she entered, the man nodded his chin in her direction and sighed. The gesture was a mix of resignation and welcome.

He was a gruff older man, his face etched with lines that spoke of hard years and harsher experiences, giving him a rough exterior. His eyes, sharp and penetrating beneath bushy eyebrows, softened slightly upon seeing her, betraying a hint of warmth. His hair was a salt-and-pepper mix, unkempt and receding, adding to his stern demeanor. Dressed in a worn-out shirt and trousers, he moved with deliberate slowness from years of physical labor.

“Get them out of here.” He spoke as simply as if he were talking of barrels of freight, not people. “I could be dragged away for what I’m doing.”

Kateřina forced a smile as if she didn’t worry the same every minute of her life. She walked forward and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’ve seen that happen far too many times. I understand. And it matters. It really does. Thank you for everything you have done so far.”

The man grunted a response as he turned. With a wave of his hand for her to follow, he led her deeper into the shop, into the back storage area. It smelled of dust and old wood, the scent rich and heavy in the air, mingling with a faint trace of metal and leather from items long stored and forgotten. The room was dimly lit. The only light filtered through the small, grimy windows at the top of the walls. The fading evening light cast shadows that danced across the floor.

Multiple shelves had been crammed into the small space, each groaning under the weight of its contents—books with faded covers, mysterious objects wrapped in cloth, and intricate devices whose purposes were lost to time. Multiple large crates and boxes were stored haphazardly, some sealed shut with thick layers of dust, suggesting they hadn’t been opened for years. The air was still, disturbed only by their movements, creating small eddies of dust that glittered in the sparse light. Each item in this forgotten treasure trove held stories and secrets.

In the silence, she discerned the shuffling and frightened breaths of people concealed within. Such a ruse stood no chance against the Germans. Had a soldier discovered this hideout before her, every individual here would have been taken, never to be seen again.

The shopkeeper lifted a tarp from atop several boxes, unveiling the very people she sought. They gasped in terror, but soon realized the enemy had not discovered them. The group was small: an older brother, hardly more than a youth himself, accompanied by what seemed to be his two younger sisters. The youngest coughed, loud and raspy, a sign of illness that could turn dire without care.

Kateřina lowered herself, hoping to ease their worries. “I’m here to take you somewhere safe.” She smiled, and the warmth of concern spread through her. “Are any of you hurt?”

“We’re fine,” the boy declared, his voice laced with forced strength, though the visible signs of malnutrition and exhaustion suggested otherwise. Such hardship had become familiar, prompting her to retrieve bread and water from her satchel and offer it to the hungry children.

“What are your names?” she inquired, mustering as much cheerfulness as she could in her tone.

“David,” the boy said. He turned to his sisters. “And she is Miriam, and Chana is the youngest.”

“Beautiful names. Except yours, David.” She winked at him. “It’s a strong name, after the greatest king in the Bible. He never once lost a battle, not even against a giant. I believe you’ll be safe just like he was.”

The youth tried to act unimpressed, but she saw a sliver of a smile on his lips. She considered her introductions successful and leaned toward the shopkeeper. “And their parents?” Kateřina asked in a whisper.

“Old neighbors of mine. Gone for almost a week now. Good folk knew it was coming, so they brought them here.” The man’s face was considerably softer in the presence of the kids. “Take care of them. Please.”

“I will.” She offered her hand to the smallest girl, who took it eagerly. As she led the girl out, the other two followed closely behind. They carefully stepped out into the streets.

As she had noted earlier, there were no patrols out yet. The Germans guarded after dark, but she’d discovered a window of time between shifts. Still, the unknown always worried her, and she hurried the children along at a quickened pace.

Even as Kateřina tightened her grip around the young girl’s hand, the feeling of eyes boring into her back overwhelmed her. Kateřina glanced around as they walked. She couldn’t see anyone nearby—not many people roamed this part of town—but she somehow knew somebody was watching her.

Kateřina was about to look over her shoulder again when something else caught her attention. Men’s voices—jesting with laughter—rose ahead of them. She hurriedly pulled the children to the side, and they crouched into an alleyway. Then, peeking over a brick wall that Golem had partly destroyed, she saw them. A half-dozen soldiers walked down the streets casually. It wasn’t a patrol. Most likely, these soldiers, on their way to report for duty, were taking a shortcut through this part of the city. Hope rose that they would pass with no trouble. But that hope was dashed when the youngest girl released another loud cough.

Kateřina’s heart hammered against her rib cage. The older girl’s whimper sliced through the stillness. Beside her, David’s grip tightened around a broken piece of brick, a makeshift weapon.

The soldiers, mere shadows in the distance, paused. Kateřina’s mind raced, and a silent prayer flitted through her consciousness. She needed guidance. Salvation.

An explosion erupted before she could tether her thoughts to decide whether to run or hide. Its roar consumed the air, and the vibrations shook the ground beneath their feet. The explosion came from the opposite direction, drawing the soldiers away like moths to a flame.

This was their chance.

With a surge of adrenaline, Kateřina ushered the children forward. Their steps were swift and silent. They navigated the maze of streets. The crunching of shoes against cobblestone echoed like gunshots in her ears. A taste of metal hovered on her tongue, fear and determination.
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were fecling the hand that strikes by night; the revenge
of patriot assassins who come by parachute from abroad
to repay with bomb, fire, and stecl, for the subjugation
of their homeland.

Sccurity of Lifc and Limb

The “Protectorate” is policed by a force 0f 300,000 Nazi
soldiers and Storm Troopers. By March of 1941, 4,000
Caechs had been murdered or tortured to death in
Praguc alone. Over 80,000 Czechs arc in concentration
camps and jails. The daily routine of persecuting
Catholics, Protestants, and Jews cannot be broken by
appeal to the Nazi-dominated Czech courts. All cases
involving Germans are tried in “peoples courts” in
Germany. From Scptember 1941, the Reich “Protector”
was Reinhard Heydrich, sccond only to Himmler in
the Gestapo and known as “Henker” (Hangman). In
June 1942, Heydrich was killed by a few Czech patriots.
‘Within ks after the st ing, over innocent

Caechs had been exceuted in reprisal ...

‘Workers and Owners
Over 400,000 Czechs and Slovaks have been drafted
for enforced labor in Germany. Trade unions, existing
in name only, are lackeys of Dr. Ley’s Nazi Labor

(cont. on next page)
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NAPLES LEVELED BY
ALLIED BOMBS

By Ray Brock

Neutral observer describes ruins left in Iraly’s great
seaport city. Morale at a low cbb. Port devastated during
Tunisia evacuation; Italians at odds with Nazi partners.
Istanbul, Turkey, July 1. Naples has been smashed
almost to a shambles with port installations wiped out,

residential areas of the great Italian scapore city largely
uninhabitable and destruction worse than in Belgrade,
according to a competent eyewitness in the person of a
neutral traveler who arrived in Turkey this week from
Italy afier undergoing incessant Allied bombard

and who gave a graphic picture of the situation tonight
to this correspondent.

“The Allies should abandon bombing Naples and
attack Rome;” the neutral voyager declared. “Naples
vircually has ceased to exist. I have seen Belgrade, and
not even the merciless bombings the Lufewaffe gave
the Yugoslave capital measure with the awfulness of
the death and destruction wrought by Allied bombers
upon Naples”

(cont. on next page)
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of millions of oppressed men will roll across Nazi
land like a flood through the debris of a bursting dam.
‘The people, their bodies battered and hungry but their
spirits undaunted, will have their revenge. Nothing will
be able to stop them. Not all the troops of Britain, nor
all the pleas of America for peace and order, will be able
to stem the tide.

"The carnage will be terrible. And the first victims
will be the Heydrichs of Europe—the Reich protectors,
beneath whose heels the people have writhed.

Men cannot see their brothers hanged, their
children waste away from hunger, their wives violated,
without accumulating a blind and murderous hatred in
their hearts. Millions of them are praying for the day
of their revenge to dawn. Most of them are waiting—
bitterly, quictly—waiting with a smoldering patience.
A few go berserk and are shot or hanged. But most of
them are waiting. And their day will come.

We wonder if Reinhard Heydrich knows that. We
wonder if Reinhard Heydrich knows that his doom is
written across the stormy skies of Europe in letters of
blood. We wonder if Reinhard Heydrich knows that a
bullet between those too-closely set eyes of his will be
the kindest thing that can happen to him afier the dam

bursts.
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POPE PIUS

Pope Pius was quoted by L'Osservatore Romano, the
Vatican newspaper, as saying at Castel Guadolfo today
that it was “a sad thing” that “the insignia of another
cross that is not the cross of Christ” was hoisted in
Rome on Holy Cross Day.

Yesterday was Holy Cross Day. It coincided with
the arrival in Rome of Adolf Hitler, in whose honor the
city was blanketed with the swastika, the Nazi cmblem.

"The Vatican organ said the Pope besceched a group
of newlyweds to be faithful to Christian life and prayer,
“since sad things are happening, very sad things! far
and near.

“And among these sad things, he continued, “is
this: that it is not considered exceedingly out of place
and untimely to hoist in Rome on Holy Cross Day the
insignia of another cross that is not the cross of Christ.”
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TRI-COUNTY NEWS, suiuvax M0 JANUARY 29, 1943

EDUCATION AND
CENSORSHIP

Universities ate closed; grade schools are taughe with
Nazi texts the Sokols (patriotic physical-culeure
socicties founded 80 years ago) suppressed, newspapers
made captive. Even Czech sermons and hymn books are
censored, forbidden to call upon God to “protect our
people”
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SAN FRANSISCO EXAMINER  JUNE 4, 1942

HEYDRICH DIES

Nazis Kill 24 Czechs; Gestapo Toll Now 187; Patriot
Assassins Strike Back in Counter Reign of Terror

By ). Wes Gallagher
LONDON—Reinhard Heydrich, scourge of Nazi-
occupied Europe, died in Praguc today. It was offcially
announced in Betlin, while the rifles of his Gestapo
took terrible revenge among the populace for his
assassination, and tonight the German government
preparcd to bury him with all the macabre pomp
accorded a Chicago gangster of the twenties.

Twenty-four more Czechs, including three women,
were exceuted in Prague and Brunn today following the
announcement of Heydrich's death, the Prague radio
announced tonight.

Counter-Terror

But the bloody terror loosed by henchmen of Hitler's

hangman, which already has claimed the lives of 187

hostages in Bohemia and Moravia, was building up its

own counter-terror. The German radio itself revealed

that Nazis in the protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia
(cont. on next page)
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Vast arcas of Naples are totally uninhabitable as the
result of damage inflicted by American blockbusters
and incendiarics, the traveler, who left Naples only a
fortnight ago, said. The population has fled or is flccing,
and only the poorest clements have stayed behind.

Confirming previous reports received here
regarding fresh German reinforcements rushed to
Italy, the neutral, who it can be revealed is a competent
military observer, estimated German forces now in Italy
probably number more than 300,000.

“However; hesaid, ill feclingbetween Germansand

Iralian populations has multiplied, and Neapoliti

especially hate the Germans, openly blaming them for
failure to hal the almost total destruction of Naples.”
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THE DAY OF DOOM

His name is Heydrich—Rcinhard Heydrich. His
nickname is Henker, which means “exccutioner”

He is a lean, horse-faced individual with a straighe,
cruel mouth. His eyes are set too close together.

Reinhard Heydrich is the No. 2 man in the Gestapo,
second only to baby-faced Heyrich Himmler, the
bloodiest Nazi of them all. He has just been given a new
job—Reich protector of Bohemia and Moravia. This
means that Himmler sent him to crush the sporadic
uprising of freedom-loving rebels in the larger part of
what used to be Czechoslovakia.

Reinhard Heydrich is doing a great job. Beforc
noon the first day, as he sat ac his big oaken desk in
Chernin Palace in Prague, he had arrested and doomed
to death the miscrable, fat little puppet premier, Alois
Elias, whom he charged with “preparation to commit
treason.” After lunch he'd had six men executed and
sentenced 24 more to death...

Someday the menace of the super race will be wiped
outin Europe. Someday the black banner of the swastika
will be dragged in the dust and the blood of a mighty
battlefield. Then, with a roar, the pent-up hatred

(cont. on next page)
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Front. The policy called *Germanization” is large-scale
plunder. It means: destruction of domestic industries
unless run by or for the Nazis; dispossession of Czechs
from their farms and belongings, factorics and banks;
replacement of Czechs by Nazis, who pocket the profics
and run the country for the greater good of Hitler.
Hunger and slavery are Hitler's gifts to the Protectorate.
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