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“Malice is the universal language. The victorious speak fluently, with confidence,
impassioned. The vanquished are shouted down and silenced.”
—HOLY ROMAN EMPRESS SOPHIA I

T

he cagey little girl aimed to kill him.
Good. Death to the nonbeliever.
The dawn’s light flickered and sparked on clashing sword blades. Adrian of Tarsus
matched his daughter’s pace, blocking and parrying beat for beat as she struggled to
land a blow. The longer he held her at bay, the angrier and more frustrated she became.
He grinned.
Mariel met his eyes and came at him hard, as though she meant to do real harm. Her
blade traced a bright arc, right to left, across his stomach.
A few centimeters short of the mark.
The mighty swing was reckless—an impulse, not a tactic. She lost balance. Lost
her guard. Only for a second...
Adrian thrust for her heart, straight and true.
Mariel tried to parry—blade whipping up to meet his—too late.
His sword hovered over her chest, the tip tickling her linen blouse. “You’re a girl,”
he said. “You don’t have the reach for that.”
Father and daughter. Knight and squire. Teacher and student? Sometimes, when it
suited her to listen. They stared at one another atop a seaside ridge, under tiny flakes of
snow that swirled in an unsteady breeze. Away down the hillside, slate-grey waves
hammered a murky shore of coarse black sand and rock while above them the planet’s
thin silver ring, just visible through broken clouds, cut the sky in half. Beyond this, past
the frontier of Christian space, there was nothing.
Mariel shifted from foot to foot, her body tense. A bead of sweat ran down her
brow and reddened cheek to drip from her chin and spatter on the frozen ground. Many
men would have seen a victim in waiting.
She narrowed her eyes.
Good girl. Never accept defeat.
“I’m not a girl!” she shouted.
His brow furrowed. His thoughts stumbled.
Her counter-attack came between heartbeats.
She blossomed into a pirouette, knocked his threatening arm aside with the flat of

her blade, and spun inside. Her empty hand plucked an unseen stiletto from the crimson
sash hugging her waist. Instantly, she poised the assassin’s tool beneath his lowest rib
and held it one short stroke from his death.
“I’m a woman.” She set her jaw with grim determination, grinding her teeth, but her
face was lit with pride.
Beautiful. Fast and confident, like a warrior. Despite his long experience, her
quickness always surprised him. If she would only develop some accuracy to go with
it—what did she say?
“A woman?” He asked. “When did this happen?”
“Really, Adrian?” She reproached him with a shake of her head. “A man ought to
be able to tell the difference between a girl and a woman. I’m fourteen years old.”
“You don’t know that. Hell, even I don’t know how old you really are.”
“Being an orphan has nothing to do with it. Things happen when a woman becomes
a woman.” She held her head up, chin forward as he’d taught her, though with a slight
tremble. “Must I elaborate?”
He looked into her brown eyes. Took in her face. Then stepped back and regarded
her, forcing himself to see beyond the child. Yes, there was something different.
Something in the way she held herself. Something in the way she looked back at him.
“If you’re going to lecture on anatomy, do it in Latin. You need the practice.”
“Ugh! You can be a right fatherless bastard, sometimes.”
“Fatherless, motherless, and penniless by the grace of God.” He raised his sword
in salute, conceding the match, then sheathed the rapier and pulled a heavy cloak of
coarse wool around his shoulders against the damp, saturating cold.
A woman. If only that were the extent of the danger she faced. Maybe it was time to
tell her? As an adult she should know what she was up against, no matter how grim.
“Mariel...”
She waited for him, cocking her head to one side, then the other. “Adrian...”
“Let’s get a Goddamned move on, girl.” He picked up his satchel and set off
walking. It wasn’t the right time, and besides, he might save her today and moot the
damn thing. Would save her today. Never accept defeat, remember?
She grabbed her little coat and hat and scrambled behind him as he strode down the
hillside. “Add heartless and faithless to your list of faults!” she called out. “Aren’t
Knights of the Military and Hospitaler Order of Saint John of Jerusalem and Rhodes
and Malta and Valetta supposed to be compassionate and full of sympathy?” She
chanted the Order’s ponderous name in a choirboy’s treble singsong.
“You benefit from my compassion and sympathy each time I refrain from boxing
your ears. ‘Whosoever shall receive one of such children in my name receiveth me,
and whosoever shall receive me, receiveth not me but him that sent me.’“
“So, I’m just your means of making friendly with God.”
“Don’t be silly, love. God doesn’t make friendly.”
She followed along behind him.
He could feel her thinking about it, contriving to continue their sparring by other

means. She was always thinking, dissecting everything he said, pouncing on and
slaughtering his sacred cows with girlish mania.
“You’re wrong, Adrian. God made the snow, and the stars, and the ocean. He
wouldn’t have done that if He didn’t love us. It’s people who are unfriendly.”
“Because God loves you doesn’t mean He’s your friend.”
“That’s...that’s rot. That doesn’t even make sense.”
“God made the ocean because He loves you, but He’ll let you drown in it without
so much as lifting a finger.”
“Did someone piss in your porridge this morning or are you just turning into a
cynical old ba—”
“Look,” he cut her off short, desperate to avoid a row, or worse, an early-morning
theological debate. “As a woman, you’ll require more privacy than our cabin affords,
curtain or no.” They shared a space aboard the ship barely four meters square with
only a peculiar melon-colored damask curtain to separate them. “I’ll see if Mustafa
will give you Bryan’s cabin now that he’s gone.”
“Oh!” She ran to his side. “Would you do that? I’d be the Lady of the Manor in my
own room.”
“Indeed, but outside of your room you’re still a squire, agreed?”
“Agreed!”
He looked down at her face and saw it return to its normal, creamy complexion
despite the icy wind. Mutual smiles sealed their amended compact, and they walked
on, silent, while the dirt and clay under their feet gave way to cobblestones.
He’d know soon enough whether he’d succeeded, or failed her again.

As knight and squire approached the ramshackle town grown up around the port, the
fresh smell of the sea disappeared, replaced by the seamy tang of animals and compost.
The town of Saint Anthony boasted the tallest church in the struggling little Barony,
its steeple visible to travelers kilometers away. It wasn’t a true cathedral, but neither
was the town truly cosmopolitan—the immovable stone walls, towering spire, and
sparkling stained glass windows were more than enough to impress the glory of God
on the locals.
“How can you and Mustafa be friends?” Mariel asked, seemingly out of the blue
and true to form. There’d be some reason she asked that particular question, perhaps in
response to something he said that morning, or last week.
“What do you mean?” Mustafa Ali Pasha was the owner of the Miranda, the ship
they traveled on, and while a bit odd, and maybe a bit pompous, he was far from
unfriendly.
“You two sit up drinking and smoking until late—”
“Wine is restorative, and tobacco palliative.”
“You spend hours at chess wearing very serious faces though neither of you is any
good at it—”

“Chess or wearing serious faces?”
“And you, Mustafa, and the whole crew tell filthy jokes to each other when you
think I can’t hear.”
“Does that trouble you?”
“Of course not.” She rolled her eyes. “What I mean is, how can he tolerate you at
all, much less be your friend, when your job is to take his gold for a church that hates
him?”
Damn. The day had only just begun and they were already exploring inter-faith
politics. What would the conversation over dinner be like? “Mustafa knows that I don’t
make the law.”
“If you did make the law, would you change it?”
“No.”
Adrian and his inquisitive squire arrived at the Office of the Assessor of Tithes, a
squat brick building with heavy oaken door and narrow windows barred with iron.
He pulled the door open and followed her in, where a wood-fired stove brought
the temperature up to something more civilized. How many squires of the Order had
doors opened for them by their knights? Only one.
The clerk manning the office looked haggard. “What the hell do you want?” he
asked in a dry, scratching voice.
“I’m paying tithe for the Miranda.” Adrian lifted the flap of his satchel and
removed a ledger and a small bag that clinked when he tossed it on the desk. He
opened the book to the current date, and turned it to face the clerk.
The Church found it expedient after the last war to put a Militium Publicanus—
military tax-collector—aboard each large merchant vessel operating in its territory to
enforce payment of trade tithes, and the Order of Saint John was tapped to provide
trustworthy men. They never retired the practice, such was its efficacy.
Adrian had held the post aboard Miranda for nearly four years, and the rare
mobility it afforded was his only hope to save Mariel.
“Let’s see.” The clerk ran a bony finger down the page, his bloodshot eyes telling
of a long sleepless night, the liquor still on his breath telling why. “Four of gold and
twenty of silver to be paid on two-dozen bolts of silk, two tonnes of fruit...and threethousand liters of Genovese spirits. Lovely. Who has that?”
“Hadley, I think.”
“Old George will have to give some of it up. Taxes, you know.”
“Of course.” Thieving prick.
“But this is the tax,” Mariel said.
The clerk raised an eyebrow. “To every thing there is a levy, young lady. And a
tithe to every purpose under heaven.”
She stepped up to the desk, striking a righteous pose, head held high. “Every man
should enjoy the good of all his labor.”
The clerk looked over her, to Adrian. “She knows her scripture, at least. Better
than I do. Still, that’ll be four and twenty from Miranda. Say, isn’t that the ship run by

that sodding Turk?”
“Mustafa Ali Pasha,” Adrian said.
“Mustafa Ali Kinderficker, more like. I hope you squeezed him hard.”
“He squealed when I showed him the assessment,” Adrian lied. Weasels like this
clerk were quick to disparage the Saracens because they’d never fought the
blackguards. Men who’d held the crumbling walls of a breached fortress against
waves of Janissaries tempered their hate with grudging respect.
The clerk put a hairy hand on the bag and pulled it closer. He counted out four gold
and twenty silver, then noted the transaction in his own ledger. He dropped the money
into a strongbox beside the desk and stamped Adrian’s receipt.
They left the office for the center of the grungy town. Adrian strode purposefully,
while Mariel jumped and dodged slushy puddles behind him.

What mischief now?
Mustafa’s round head, capped with a brazen red fez, was visible from blocks away
and as Adrian drew closer he saw that the Miranda’s cherubic owner and master was
dressed up in a purple robe with gold embroidery and a pair of dainty slippers with
tassels and curled toes.
Koray Kemal, Mustafa’s manservant and purser, accompanied him. A short, skinny
stalk with a dried apricot for a head, his black eyes squinted and he scowled in a way
that made him appear permanently constipated. He was an unexpected sight, as he
rarely left the ship, and was wholly useless.
The Turks stood in the road engaged in a fierce argument. Mustafa pounded a finger
into his palm and unleashed a torrent of foreign bluster while Koray shook his head,
arms folded on his chest, chin up in defiance.
“What are they fighting about?” Mariel asked.
“Who knows?”
“And why are they all dressed up?”
“Maybe it’s a Muslim holy day.”
“It isn’t.”
He stopped and produced a silver quattro from his purse and started to break it in
two, then relented and handed the whole coin to her. “Buy yourself something, but be
back aboard the ship in an hour. And no more damned holographic butterflies and
ladybirds—your menagerie is full.” With a pat on the back, he scooted her off to
shopping.
His eyes returned to Mustafa who by now had seen him and was gesturing to gain
his attention, along with that of everyone else in the street. Adrian skirted the halffrozen mud to meet them by a shabby-looking pub whose shingle promoted it as The
Sprung Bung.
“Brother Adrian,” Mustafa said, raising his arms in greeting, “how good of you to
arrive at just the right time. Do you remember William Easley?”

“The crook who sold you a thousand liters of vinegar?” Adrian’s mouth puckered
at the thought of the terrible, bitter wine Mustafa once bought from the liar and thirdrate middleman William Easley.
“It was Riesling, Adrian, and he’s in the dry goods business now. I had a message
from him, and it seems that he’s brokering something unusual and wants me to take a
look.”
“I pray that ‘unusual’ means profitable.” He laid on some scorn, enough to appear
suitably reluctant.
“Heaven smiled upon me when it provided a tax man with an appetite for graft. If
we’re lucky, it’ll be a relic.”
“Not this again.” He looked down on Mustafa.
“Adrian my dear, don’t worry. I’m not going to buy Machina Infernus and get us
all, but especially myself, burned at the stake. You keep ledgers. You know what I
made off that damned fruit—I was lucky to break even, and that’s down to the liquor. I
don’t want to think about that wasted trip to Rota. A relic will easily put me back in the
black, and line your purse as well, eh?”
“Do you really think something valuable will turn up here, in this sewer?” Adrian
pointed to a pile of frost-covered horse dung in the road.
“I’d tell you to have some faith, but the irony would start me laughing. Ha!”
Mustafa’s dream of getting rich off the black-market relic trade irritated Adrian’s
conscience at the same time it served his increasingly desperate purpose.
“Is he here?” Adrian jabbed his thumb at the pub’s door.
“No. Come with me to his shop, will you?”
“Afraid to wade through the sea of pork by yourselves?”
“Doing so could undermine my plan to enter Paradise.”
“Right.” Adrian shook his head. “After four days in this town I’m tempted to adopt
the Muslim view of pigs.”
“I’ll convert you eventually, if only because our Empire smells better than
Christendom.” Mustafa prodded the group into moving. “Cross the market, that way.”
The Turk pointed Adrian in the general direction of Easley’s shop.
“Christ would have my bollocks if I converted to your heathen ways.”
“Is that what your Bible promises to apostates?” Mustafa nearly slipped in the
muck.
“The line for confession would be longer if it did.” Adrian held up a hand and
mimicked a pair of shears with his fingers, aware that Mustafa, following behind,
couldn’t see his facetious grin.
“An appeal to the prurient interest is a far better motivator, Adrian. The Heaven
that awaits me is filled with plump virgins who’ll rub me down with olive oil and feed
me figs.” The crowd grew thicker, and Mustafa stayed close behind Adrian’s
shoulders.
“I thought you fancied young Greek boys?”
“Who do you think the plump virgins are, my dear? But I resent your implication—

if a boy be hung well enough for me, he’s as good as a man.” The Turk sniffed. “Truly,
though, I fancy everyone. I will only enjoy this life’s pleasures once, so I will enjoy
them all in equal measure.”
“I suppose I lack your capacity to generalize. I’ll have to make do with women,
wine, and an occasional brawl over their ownership.”
“Adrian, someday I want to know the real story of how you wound up in the cloth. I
know shit when I hear it and your talk of faith and duty is just that.”
Adrian hesitated to offer a riposte. A few years ago he’d have met such an
impertinent comment with anger. Now, though? “Hmm. The truth is a tale replete with
perverse sex and bloody violence. You’d love it, but I shan’t say more as the thought of
arousing you leaves me uneasy in the stomach.”

The stalls of the open-air market overflowed with farmers and butchers selling
everything from Berkshires by the hundred-head to spicy pig’s-ear sandwiches.
Mingling with the bacon, merchants peddling an array of oddments competed for loose
coin. Leather goods, a brazier’s wares, and produce of questionable freshness were all
for sale. An ancient woman peddled caramel-dipped apples for one copper bit each
next to a Catalan potter with a selection of caganer among his wares.
“There, the shop just past that tanner.” Mustafa pointed.
W. Easley & Co. Hardware, the sign above the door announced, with a hammer
painted below for the illiterate.
They wove their way through the throng of people, Mustafa deftly avoiding stray
lumps of trimmed fat that had fallen into the street while Adrian kept women selling
links of raw, ferociously spiced sausage at arm’s length.
The front room of the dry-goods shop was packed with items for the local laborer,
from awls to wheelbarrows, and there was barely enough room to walk between the
rows of precariously stacked stuff. An aroma of builder’s lime and cedar wafted over
everything, but missing was one William Easley.
The floor creaked with each step as Adrian ducked under low ceiling beams and
walked to the back of the long room, to a door standing ajar.
“Easley.” Adrian called the name with military force, turning it into a summons.
When no one answered, he pushed the door open and stepped through.
A few well-used boxes and barrels. A feeble oil lamp. Dirt floor. A stock room.
Two shady men stood in front of a scarred old crate. Both were young, with ruddy
skin and long black hair pulled back in braids. Adrian guessed they were Bulgars,
though their clothes were plain, cut in the style of Imperial merchants. Small-swords
hung from their belts. The type of light blade was favored for dueling and self-defense
in areas more urban than this. Most important, though, the Bulgars stood flat on their
feet, unprepared.
The crate itself was rather larger than Adrian had expected. A strange thought, it
occurred to him, as he had only the vaguest idea of the contents.

Still, everything confirmed the rumor he’d picked up on Acre: a pair of Easterners
with an Apex relic carefully avoiding the larger cities where Papal law was more
strictly enforced. Problem was, few people out on the fringe could afford a true relic
and Gereon was scraping the bottom of the barrel. But they were here, and in the box
might be—would be—another box, ancient, with five letters machined into its metallic
top: ASCNT. The letters had been in Adrian’s head every day for the past decade,
since the day he’d found Mariel, and he still didn’t know what they meant.
He heard Mustafa’s slipper-clad feet enter behind him. He stood close to the
strangers, close enough to draw and strike either in one motion and likely have time to
kill the other before any defense could be mounted. He made a note to mind the ceiling
if it came to that—low lines of attack would be necessary.
“Merhaba, gentlemen,” Mustafa said, smiling.
The first Bulgar looked at Mustafa, then Adrian, seemingly perplexed by the
unlikely pairing.
“I am Mustafa.” The Turk strode up to the strangers, arms held in front with palms
opened as if to show he had nothing up his sleeves.
Adrian felt the first icy tickle of adrenaline. All Mustafa had to do was make the
deal. Don’t bugger it up.
“Easley said to meet here.” The shorter Bulgar spoke, his accent thick. “He said he
found the buyer. Are you the buyer?”
“How awkward,” Mustafa said. “Buyers and sellers present but no broker to
smooth the way. When I find Easley, we’ll have a talk about the etiquette of business.
How may I address you?”
“I am Gavril,” the Bulgar said. He nodded at his partner. “And he is Mladen.”
Adrian silently willed Mustafa to get down to business, when a new voice broke
in.
Strident.
Behind them.
“If his name is Gavril, mine is Saint Cecilia!”
Armed men swept into the room.
Four.
Swords at the ready.
Adrian recognized them as Landsknecht. Expensive, battle-hardened mercenaries
from the Holy Roman Empire rarely seen in fiefs, such as Gereon, held in escheat by
the Pope. They moved quietly in soft boots and light leather armor, deploying without
speaking. Unlike the Bulgars, the Landser were taut and ready to act. The state of their
gear told of frequent use and careful repair.
Damn it. Adrian turned his body slightly—geometry was crucial to swordplay. His
reflexive movement created the best angles possible against the mercenaries.
A little goat of a man followed the Landser. Comically short, he carried himself
with the gravity of a titan and dressed like a rake in tight black breeches and Spanish
doublet of gold brocade. He looked Adrian and Mustafa over. “Why am I not surprised

to see a Saracen and a Templar huddling together in a dark room?”
Templar. Only the Inquisition referred to the Knights Hospitaler as Templars, an
insult from the early days of the Church and a sign of the intense rivalry between the
two devout groups. This little ass looked more like a dainty altar boy than an
Inquisitor, but the agents of the Holy Office were many and varied. Still, they’d never
hire Landsknecht—the German mercenaries were too closely associated with the
Roman Emperor to be considered reliable.
Mustafa covered his anxiety with a smile. “Well then, are you here to bid on the
item as well? May we know your name?”
“You can call me Girard.” The little man nodded at one of the Landser, who
dumped the contents of a burlap sack onto the floor. A round object hit the ground with
a sick thunk, and wobbled between Adrian and Mustafa before coming to a lazy stop. A
face looked up at the men with cloudy eyes in battered orbits. Its smashed mouth hung
half open and a trickle of blood seeped from the roughly hewn neck to drip from
dangling bits of spine and throat.
“Easley.” Mustafa croaked. He rubbed his hands and stared at the head.
Adrian blinked. In the years he’d spent fighting in the last war he’d seen atrocities,
but this was the first time he’d seen one so completely...ludicrous, and without context.
Girard was insane, or worse, a true Inquisitor.
Adrian focused on the mercenary nearest him, playing out the next few seconds in
his head.
Girard looked at the crate. “I’m taking that, and I’m afraid there can be no
witnesses.”
“Surely we can come to more equitable terms?” Mustafa asked. He held up a
finger. “For example, we could just leave and forget about all this.”
Adrian clenched his fist. Like hell they would. The only way he was leaving was
with the crate. Seizing the initiative would even the odds a bit.
Girard cocked his head and stared at Mustafa. “You don’t know what’s in there, do
you?”
“In truth, no.” Mustafa shrugged.
Girard laughed. “You poor sods. You picked the worst possible day to stick your
noses in here.”
The Landser were sprung as tight as bear traps—each kept one eye on Girard,
anticipating a signal.
The Bulgars inched toward the back door while Koray stood resolute by Mustafa.
A sharp rasp and Adrian’s rapier cleared the scabbard.
Cut an arc through space.
The point aligned with the nearest Landser’s heart.
With a powerful lunge, Adrian thrust the tip deep into the mercenary’s chest. He
pushed several centimeters of red steel through the man’s back, stopping just as Girard
gave his signal to attack.
He wrenched his rapier out of the Landser’s chest. The last beats of his victim’s

bisected heart pumped a sputtering jet of blood into the air.
Steel flashed in at him from the left. Failing to heed the low ceiling, the swordsman
aimed at the junction of Adrian’s neck and shoulder. His blade hit a beam, lodging
itself deep in the wood.
Adrian gutted him, and a dark, pungent mix of liquids spilled out onto the floor.
A man screamed somewhere to his right, but Adrian couldn’t spare the time to
look. High-pitched. Koray or Mustafa?
A strong odor of rusting iron reached his nose.
Girard pressed an attack straight in, aiming for the center of Adrian’s chest.
Parry or die.
Adrian thrust his sword arm up across his body with all his strength. The combat
almost ended there.
Swords chimed on contact.
With a tremendous effort, he forced Girard’s shining point up away from his heart
and over his shoulder. Not quite enough. The sword penetrated flesh and lit him up
with searing pain. Enraged, he shoved Girard back bodily.
The smaller man could do nothing but backpedal against Adrian’s arm. Girard
stumbled over Easley’s blood-slicked head and fell to the floor.
Adrian stood over Girard like a falcon looking down on a rabbit, but he couldn’t
complete the kill before another mercenary charged. He sprang back to avoid the rush,
put his boot out and tripped the man, who sailed by and landed flat on his chest.
Girard was back on his feet quickly.
Snapping back to guard, Adrian and Girard presented blades simultaneously. A
series of expert attacks, parries and ripostes allowed Adrian crucial time to learn his
rival: fine technique, and fast, but a slave to cadence. Girard wanted to play at a strict
vivace pace, and each time he was parried he offered the same predictable, frustrated
riposte.
Another attack threatened. Adrian sensed that the Landser he’d tripped was back
up, maneuvering behind him.
Girard smirked.
Attacks would come from two sides at once.
The pincers moved to strike. Adrian turned his body to present the thinnest profile.
He parried Girard’s weapon to one side, leaning into it as the point passed. He sucked
in his stomach to allow the mercenary’s sharp edge to pass on the other side, scraping
his leather jerkin as it slid by.
From between the two swords Adrian swung his arm around, slamming the pommel
of his rapier into the Landser’s forehead, cracking his skull.
Adrian and Girard took up guard against each other yet again, and Girard attacked
quickly and eagerly. This time, instead of offering the expected parry, Adrian dropped
his blade under and around Girard’s, and with a semicircular turn of his wrist, pointed
the opposing weapon harmlessly away. Seizing control of the inside line, he set up a
counter attack. He forced his blade straight down the length of Girard’s, metal rasping

on metal, until the tip pointed obliquely at the little man’s right breast. A powerful
thrust backed by a shout and the killing point struck a rib bone, cracking it audibly,
before penetrating several centimeters into Girard’s lung and glancing off his spine.
Never linger over a kill. The temptation was always to savor the victory, an
indulgence that often proved fatal. Adrian turned and took up a new guard, but faced
only silence.
He looked around and took in the grisly scene. Seven men lay on the rough wood
floorboards. He saw a skinny body slumped over a dead mercenary.
Koray.
One of the Bulgars lay dead nearby, but the shop’s back door was open and it
seemed that the second had escaped. The crate remained.
“Koray?” Mustafa stood and steadied himself.
Adrian walked over to the body, face down in a nasty pool of fluids, and turned it
over. The acidic smell of escaped gastric juice was nauseating. He turned to Mustafa
and shook his head.
The Turk stared.
Adrian read confusion on his face, then detached curiosity that quickly crumbled
into revulsion.
While Mustafa recovered, Adrian stood over Girard’s body.
Son of a bitch. Hot anger finally overcame the cold adrenaline of the fight. He
drove his boot into the corpse’s gut.
Then again.
Adrian retrieved his cloak from the floor and wrapped it around himself. “Wipe
your face off and turn your robe inside out. We don’t want to look as if we’ve walked
out of a slaughterhouse.”

Adrian and Mustafa carried the crate down a wide, crowded street at a brisk pace.
“Don’t run,” Mustafa said.
“I’m not running.”
“You’re walking so fast that I have to run. It looks suspicious.” The tassel hanging
from the Turk’s fez slapped him on the side of his round head.
“You always look suspicious. Especially in that damned hat.” They each grasped
the crate by a rope handle, and Mustafa was indeed jogging to match his stride.
Adrian’s body was electrified in the wake of the adrenaline storm he’d just
experienced. He forced his legs to slow to an easy walk as they pushed through the
crowd near the landing.
The mass of dock hands and lumpers parted, allowing the two men to pass through
their ranks and into the shadow of the Miranda. The ancient transport, thick and
curvaceous, sat in a clearing with her loading ramp hanging open underneath, looking
like the mouth of a bottom-feeding fish.
Lars Thoresson, the boatswain, stood on the ramp smoking his characteristic

meerschaum pipe. He shouted at his mate, Gilly Preston, and pointed at a set of small,
muddy footprints that tracked up the otherwise spotless steel and into the ship.
A sure sign Mariel was aboard.
Adrian and Mustafa hauled their cargo up the ramp, the surprised boatswain and
his mate following close behind them.
Mustafa pounded his fist on the red button that raised the ramp and staggered,
sucking for breath, to an intercom box on the wall.
“Nezumi!” he shouted into the box.
“Here, chief,” a voice said, buzzing out of the intercom.
“Take off at once.”
“Where to, chief?”
“Orbit!”
The ramp slammed shut with a boom that reverberated around the cargo bay. A
green light blinked on above the actuator, confirming the door closed and the pressure
seal engaged. Mustafa slumped to the floor.
“Aye, liftoff in five,” came the calm reply.
Adrian turned to the boatswain. “Lars, is Mariel on board?”
“Yes. Everyone but Koray is. Are we not waiting for him?”
The Miranda shuddered under the power of her main engines. The ship vibrated,
roughly at first, but the grind smoothed out as the temperature of the thrusters rose. A
pulsing tone played over the intercom, warning all aboard that liftoff was imminent.
“Koray’s dead. Let’s get Mustafa to the flight deck,” Adrian said.
Mustafa gasped. He was too winded to move.
They each threw one of his arms over their shoulders and manhandled him
forward, through the galley and along the gangway that led to the flight deck. Together
they shoved him into a chair and pulled the five-point harness tight around his
shoulders and waist, then strapped into their own seats. Liftoff and ascent were often
rough. Best to be cinched down tightly or one risked a dangerous toss about the ship.
Nezumi, the diminutive Oryantal pilot, sat at the controls with the engineer, Bernt,
at his station behind, studying the ship’s status displays.
“Nav is okay, engine ein okay, engine zwei...fucked.” The Bavarian engineer had a
binary personality for which everything existed in one of two states: okay or fucked.
“A cold start on two, hold ten percent throttle until intercooler temperature is two-fivezero, okay, okay she will fly.”
“Lifting off,” Nezumi said. The thrust vector set at 80 degrees and the automatic
stability control slaved to the delicate gyros of the inertial navigation platform, she
would jump into the air with a rate of ascent of five meters per second and enough
forward speed to clear the landing field crisply before turning out over the sea. He
advanced the throttle, and with an awful groan swallowed whole by the wail of the
engines, the Miranda took flight.
Adrian watched Gereon fall away below them before the ship’s nose pitched up
and they rocketed skyward.
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