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        From The Book of Ruin, as told to Scribe Pavlovich by Friarmonk Ivan Maslow

      

      

      The wickedness of the realms angered the Lord. His wrath twisted the sun, causing it to Flash the Earth with a hot breath. Fiery filaments swept over the planet like the Great Flood of Noah’s time. Auroras blotted the skies, firebolts melted machines, and the great regimes fell. And because the Lord forbade electricity from ever again being tamed, communications between the Martian colonies and the Earthly companies that birthed them were forever severed.

      The colonists felt discarded and forgotten. A leader called Ulam the Prophet arose, and the people found wisdom in his words. He wrote in his Sacred Writ that Earth breeds regimes with insatiable greed that care little about the cruelty and death inflicted upon Indigenous people. History, he wrote, shows Earth's realms must expand to survive. Once every bit of the planet is reoccupied, they will reconquer Mars and enslave the colonists.

      Ulam the Prophet unified the various Martian colonies through conquest. By the time his spirit left his corporeal body to ascend Olympus Mons, Mars’ highest mountain, his people had not just persevered but prospered.

      Ulam’s writings formed the foundation of the colonists’ faith, called the Creed of Marthinian. The religion was built upon principles of a cosmic God, communal resilience and strength, ascetic living and a deep-rooted distrust of Earth’s insatiable imperialism and hedonism. Believing the peoples on the two planets no longer belonged to the same race, the colonists chose to call themselves Marthinians and those from their former home planet, Earthborns.

      The Marthinians needed to increase their stockpile of antigravity orbs that they, as colonists, brought from Earth. Since the know-how to manufacture them had been lost, they clandestinely returned to Earth to harvest antigravity orbs that formed the planetary ring encircling Earth. They used the newly acquired orbs to power interplanetary battlewagons called Purge Ships.

      In the year 620 EAF (Era After the Flash), the Marthinians invaded to cleanse Earth of the realms that had sprouted from the ruins. The Purge Ships first destroyed the American castles floating in the Transylvanian Mountains and laid waste to their settlements. The brutal assault was not without cause. Several generations earlier, an American RangerKnight destroyed a diametric drive collider in the Middle Kingdom, a powerful facility unearthed by the Marthinians. By thwarting plans to use this ancient factory to further increase the Marthinians’ stock of antigravity propulsion orbs, the RangerKnight sowed the seeds of a long-lasting grudge.

      However, before annihilating the rest of the realms, the invaders recognized they needed Earthborn slaves to excavate other recently discovered diametric drive colliders. They postponed the cleansing and focused instead on subduing Mitteleuropa and the lands touching the Middleterranean and Caliphate seas. To maintain a labor force, they let stand as vassal states the Jihadi Caliphate, the Teutonic Papal Dominion, the New Reykjavik city-state and the Andatunisian Monarchy.

      Only the Americans received no quarter. In a further act of vengeance, the Purge Ships annihilated the tribal lands of the Vosgiens, who provided sanctuary for Americans. Yet when the Marthinians landed to survey their destruction, they found the Indigo Mountain valley abandoned. Where the Vosgiens and Americans had gone, they did not know. However, a short time later, an insurgency arose to challenge the Marthinian occupation of Earth.
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            THE INDIGO MOUNTAINS

          

          TWO YEARS BEFORE THE INVASION

        

      

    

    
      A Marthinian dropship exited an orbiting survey ship and entered Earth’s nighttime atmosphere. Shine from the Earthring silhouetted its stubby delta wings, vertical stabilizer and bulbous body. Its plasma shield created the impression of a giant shimmering blue cocoon. Before landing, the dropship switched off its plasma shield, leaving a dark hull that seemed to absorb rather than reflect light.

      The dropship landed in the Indigo Mountains, a wild expanse in western Europa once called France. Wearing black helmets and armored exosuits that amplified their strength, twelve assassins and a young wayfinder emerged from the craft. The assassins toted railguns and the wayfinder, a map and a wrist compass. Enough airglow existed for the wayfinder’s large Marthinian eyes to see her tools.

      Flapping birds – heard but not seen – seemed to follow them. The wayfinder cast worried glances at the assassins, who acted indifferent to the sound.

      “Which way?” The leader’s icy tone revealed he had yet to trust this wayfinder, whom he’d conscripted for the mission at the last moment.

      The wayfinder glanced at her map and compass and pointed.

      The band came upon a vast network of sheetwebs that spiders had spun between the trees. As they tore through the webbing, silk clung to their battledresses and camouflage-painted faces.

      An assassin slapped his arm. “Quiet,” the leader hissed. Another assassin slapped his leg. “I said, quiet.”

      “Something is crawling over me.”

      “Me too.”

      “Deal with it,” the leader replied.

      “They’re biting me.”

      Several screamed while violently smacking their bodies everywhere to kill whatever was tormenting them. The leader switched on his chemical cell, illuminating men coated in red ants. He and two others broke for the dropship, only to be thwarted by swipes from bear claws emerging from the shadows. The impacts sent them sprawling, their faces covered in deep crimson lacerations.

      A bear barreled out of the darkness into a group of assassins, its claws swiping left and right. When one raised his railgun, the bear swatted it aside effortlessly before the assassin could fire. The bear and ants were relentless, and the assassins were overwhelmed. Their cries mingled with the bear’s roars and the ants’ hum until death brought silence.

      The ants and bear disappeared, leaving the unarmed wayfinder alive and untouched. A RangerKnight in battledress and three crossbow-armed Vosgien tribesmen in wool attire and fur-lined cloaks emerged from the trees. The frightened wayfinder dropped her map.

      “Welcome to Earth,” the RangerKnight said. “Girl, what’s your name?”

      “Landra.” Her voice was almost inaudible.

      “You looking for the Stork?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      The RangerKnight sighed before turning to the tribesmen, nodding.

      The tribesmen uncorked small bottles and splashed liquid across the bodies. Within moments, the wayfinder heard the heavy beat of wings approaching through the darkness. She thought the tribesmen must have unleashed an attractant because scores of large birds suddenly pounced onto the dead out of the black sky. They were grotesque creatures. Their heads appeared skinned, giving them blood-red skull-like craniums. They had small, beady yellow eyes, curved white beaks and black feathers. Most disturbing were the ivory tusks protruding from their jaws, which they used, to the wayfinder’s mounting horror, to rip and tear at the flesh as they fought among themselves, shrieking as they feasted on the remains of the assassins.
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            ROSTAMI DESERT OBSERVATORIES

          

          TEN YEARS AFTER THE INVASION

        

      

    

    
      Benyamin and Farhad, apprentices in astronomy, rode to the Rostami Desert Twin Observatories on a moonless, aurora-free night. Situated in an oasis far from Andatunisian city lights, the domed observatories sat atop two-story buildings made from a sandy-colored mortar, with walls decorated in geometric carvings and Islamic inscriptions.

      After bedding down their mounts in a nearby stable, they entered the observatory aimed at Mars.

      “Salaam,” they said to the two they came to relieve.

      “Wa-Alaikum Salaam,” came the reply.

      “Anything?” Benyamin asked.

      “Nothing. Maybe they won’t signal.”

      “Hakim Rastegar is convinced they will,” Farhad said. “Mars is at its closest to Earth tonight. Does the telescope have power?”

      “The voltaic piles are charged and connected. I fixed the aurora vane. It should trip the breaker if it spins. I also greased the telescope’s gears, so it should move smoothly.”

      “Good,” Benyamin replied. “The grinding was getting on my nerves. You two can go. We got this.”

      “Thanks. I need sleep. My sister’s Jashn-e taklif ceremony is tomorrow.”

      “I thought she turned nine last year,” Farhad said.

      “No, this year.”

      “Tell her I wish her well.”

      “Thank you, I will.”

      “I’ll take first watch,” Benyamin told Farhad.

      He climbed the circular iron stairs to the top of the twenty-meter-tall tubular telescope. Its colossal lens was salvaged, like many other parts, from pre-Flash observatories. Benyamin peered into the telescope’s eyepiece. Mars was clearly visible above the Earthring’s bright arc that stretched across the southern sky.

      Nothing.

      Benyamin wiped his watery eyes with his hand. Farhad brought him freshly brewed tea. “Merci.” Benyamin blew on the tea, took a sip and placed the cup on a table beside him. He returned his eyes to the telescope’s eyepiece and manipulated dials to focus the telescope. A light just left of Mars blinked. He pressed against the eyepiece. Rhythmic flashes from the same location foretold of an impending message. “The Aether Beacon is signaling!” Benyamin shouted, referring to a signal and receiving lamp the size of a small moon orbiting Mars.

      The message was not meant for the Rostami Desert Observatory but for a similar Aether Beacon in a sun-synchronous orbit around Earth. It would later relay whatever it received by signal flashes to an observatory the Marthinians built on a hilltop in the Belgrad Forest north of Islambol. The observatory in the forest would then flash a reply to Earth’s Aether Beacon, which would forward the message to Mars.

      Farhad blew a whistle into a voice pipe to alert the other observatory next door.

      “Yes,” a female voice echoed in the voice pipe.

      Farhad leaned close to the speaking cone. “Mars is signaling. You see anything?”

      The second observatory kept its eye on Earth’s Aether Beacon, which swept overhead each night. “Nothing yet. Will let you know when they acknowledge Mars.”

      Mars’ Aether Beacon began sending long and short flashes. Benyamin hurriedly jotted down dashes and dots on a pad. After the signaling paused, he ripped off a sheet from the pad and held up his hand while keeping his eye against the telescope’s eyepiece. Farhad snatched the paper and scampered down the circular stairs to a desk.

      “Did they change the code?” Benyamin asked.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “What does it say?”

      “Give me a moment.” Farhad opened several bound volumes, checking references as he deciphered the message. His writing needle scratched out lines.

      “Just another missive ordering the Marthinians here not to be seduced by Earth’s hedonistic ways.”

      “They’re flashing a second message,” Benyamin announced.

      Farhad climbed the stairs to grab a second piece of paper from Benyamin. At his desk, Farhad decoded the message. “It’s about Ezekiel’s Wheels. This can’t be right.” He checked his books and deciphered the dispatch a second time, then a third time, to ensure he translated it correctly. When done, he let out a stunned gasp.

      “What does it say?” Benyamin shouted.

      “Tests showed Ezekiel’s Wheels produced one hundred fifty teratons of energy.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I triple-checked it.”

      “Did the message hint at what the Wheels are?” Benyamin asked.

      “No.”

      “There’s more.” Farhad decoded more of the flashes. “The test revealed the Wheels needed fifteen minutes to reach full animation. What do you think they mean by that?”

      “My guess – full animation means it has reached peak energy,” Benyamin replied. “But Hakim Rastegar would know better.”

      They heard a whistle announcing a call from the speaking tube. “Yes.” Farhad spoke into the speaking cone, then bent an ear toward its hearing flare.

      “Earth has acknowledged receiving Mars’ dispatches,” the woman in the other observatory reported. “It should soon relay the messages to the surface.”

      “Thank you.” Farhad turned to Benyamin. “You monitor the beacon. I’ll ride to tell the Hakim. I last saw him in the library researching Marthinian plasma shields.”
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            LAKE TUZ

          

        

      

    

    
      Wearing hoody-dusters that blended into the stark, arid landscape, two skimriders crawled to the edge of Lake Tuz in Central Anatolia. The summer had evaporated the lake’s shallow waters, leaving a vast salt flat. Salt crystals shimmered white in the high sun, and the distant mountains stood bare against a vibrant blue sky.

      A dry wind carried the scent of salt and the distant echoes of a drilling rig. The skimriders, through spyglasses, spotted the drill’s tall rig looming over the barren flats and Marthinians guarding a dozen local salt farmers in long cowls. A Marthinian dropship sat on the other side of the drilling rig, away from the salt farmers who were chained together.

      “The reports are true,” said one of the skimriders, an Andatunisian fighting with the Turkish insurgency in Anatolia. “Wonder why they’re drilling.”

      “Probably looking for sugar cakes buried beneath the salt flats,” deadpanned the other, a female RangerKnight with tawny-brown skin.

      “There are no sugar cakes buried here.”

      “You really need to get a sense of humor. I don’t know why they’re drilling.”

      Despite her warrior braids woven like coiled snakes against her scalp, the wind whipped the RangerKnight’s two plaited locks that usually hung down her back. “Damn. Should’ve brought my headband.”

      She tucked her locks under her hood.

      “A Marthinian carrying a railgun is approaching the farmers,” the Andatunisian scout said.

      “I see ’em.”

      As the skimriders focused their spyglasses, the railgun exploded the salt farmers into bloody chunks that Red-tusked vultures would devour before the end of the day.

      “May Allah have mercy on their souls,” the Andatunisian whispered after dropping his spyglass.

      The RangerKnight prone beside him stared at the scene with folded-steel rage. The Marthinians will weep, she promised herself. She tightened her grip on her spyglass.

      The gunman picked up the bloody chains that had once bound the salt farmers and casually slung them over his shoulder. He spoke briefly to another Marthinian carrying a cylindrical device toward the rig.

      “A molten imploder,” the RangerKnight whispered.

      “We need to—” the Andatunisian began, but her raised hand silenced him.

      Through spyglasses, they watched the Marthinian attaching the imploder to the rig’s central column. The Marthinians retreated swiftly from the drill rig, where a metallic whine rose in pitch. Like a wave of shimmering heat haze, a pulse of visible energy radiated outward from the imploder. The rig’s paint blistered and peeled away, followed by the rig’s metal, which began to flow like red hot wax, twisting and contorting into a molten heap. Where the drill rig had stood moments before was now a roiling pool of incandescent slag. Within minutes, the molten mass cooled, solidifying into an unrecognizable sculpture of twisted metal and fused components that no passerby could identify, which was what the Marthinians wanted.

      After the Marthinians left in the dropship, the RangerKnight and Andatunisian stayed put, waiting to see if they would return. They watched the sun creep toward the horizon, seemingly growing larger with each passing moment.

      They approached the drill site only when the sun went from an overhead ball of radiant white to an orange sphere above the mountaintops. Red-tusked vultures took to the air, abandoning their meal of dead salt farmers when the skimriders advanced. The Andatunisian collected salt near the drilling hole, and the American scraped off soil and salt from what was left of the rig’s drilling tip.

      “Are six jars enough?” the RangerKnight asked after labeling them.

      “Yes, six are enough. The House of Wisdom will be anxious to analyze the material.”

      “Let’s get back to the skimmer.”
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            ISLAMBOL

          

        

      

    

    
      Vik Callan pushed through the crowds while crossing Islambol’s Galata Bridge. The harsh cries of two seabirds fighting in an aerial skirmish over a fish snagged his attention. For a brief moment, he saw the world from one of the birds’ point of view. Vik found himself dizzy, keeping himself up by leaning against the bridge’s railings.

      Scheisse, I don’t need this now.

      After regaining his senses, Vik approached a vendor on the bridge’s lower level. He ordered a shot of Lion’s Milk. Alcohol lessened his out-of-body experiences.

      “A true man’s drink,” the vendor said, filling a shot glass. “Mahout, can I interest you in a mackerel sandwich? Best not to take Lion’s Milk on an empty stomach.”

      Vik placed his right hand on his heart and bowed his head. “No, thank you,” Vik replied in American, an offshoot of English.

      “As you wish, mahout.”

      The vendor could be forgiven for mistaking Vik for a camelophant mahout in his dusty robe, loose-fitting trousers, leather sandals, and with his dusky skin and Saracen accent. Mahouts and their long-necked chimeras – pack animals with camel-like necks and heads and elephantine bodies – were familiar sights in Islambol. Caravans of camelophants arrived regularly through Anatolia, ferrying Middle Kingdom or Hindu silks, spices, porcelain, tea, jade and other precious stones. However, Vik was no mahout. If the vendor looked past Vik’s black coiled beard and closely at his eyes, he would see a seasoned man-of-arms.

      Vik gave the vendor a copper and descended the stairs to the boardwalk. Multicolored fishing boats anchored nearby gently bobbed in the waves. He walked past a couple holding hands, gazing at the Golden Horn, an inlet shimmering in the setting sun. He wandered by families picnicking or waiting to board ferryboats to cross the Bosporus, the strait connecting the Middleterranean and Caliphate seas.

      Vik took a public stool beside a tiny table. Something gnawed at him, but everything seemed to be in place. He sat near where the carriage would slow to make the hairpin turn. Josef stood across the street at the bookstall; Karla pretended to be listening to a street storyteller near a park entrance. She signaled the manhole cover to the city’s underground cistern was ajar for his escape and that the Reykjavik Bicycle Club was ready to flash mob her and Josef to whisk them away to safety.

      From where he sat in Old Islambol, Vik had a sweeping view of the city. New District, where wealthy merchants and foreign emissaries lived and played, was on the other side of the Golden Horn. Near him, the Mosque of Suleymaniye, its domes and symmetrical minarets, looked down proudly from one of Old Islambol’s seven hills. Next to the mosque was the beautiful white-stone millennium-old Bayezid Tower, built to be a fire watchtower but converted into a public windcatcher that funneled cool air down to the streets.

      Vik paid little attention to the Golden Horn’s gilt, the former mosque’s handsome dome, or the white-masted traders sailing the Bosporus. Nor was he interested in Asiatic Islambol on the Bosporus’s far side, with its fleet of cargo ships moored at its port and steam-powered factories belching smoke and mechanical groans, sounding like protests from overburdened beasts.

      His interest lay in the faint stirring of air coming from the wake of an approaching antigravity dropship.

      The Conductor came through again, he thought while releasing an exhale. The dropship arrived as expected.

      It flew low over Islambol. Coming from an orbiting Purge Ship, the dropship buzzed the Blue Mosque and the Hagia Sophia to salute not the crescent moon that once sat atop their central domes. The Cosmic Nexus, a circular sphere made from red Martian ore, instead stood atop the buildings, evidence the mosques had been converted into Marthinian houses of veneration.

      The Cosmic Nexuses reminded residents that Islambol was a subjugated city. The Marthinians had wrestled it away from the Jihadi Caliphate, who stole from the Turks, who, thousands of years earlier, had taken it from the Byzantines. The Marthinians made Islambol their capital on Earth and the Topkapi Palace their governmental center. The Marthinians claimed no other earthly city as their own. The vassal states ruled their realms as long as they obeyed orders from the Topkapi Palace and provided the necessary slaves.

      Silently, the dropship vertically touched down next to two other dropships on a landing apron built on the bank of the Golden Horn. Three Marthinians disembarked, each clad in the severe charcoal uniforms of high-ranking officers, their eyes hidden behind black goggles. Vik saw no tails but assumed they were tucked discreetly beneath the long coats. He focused instead on the officer wearing the bright red sash tied around his waist.  Only the Realm Protector, whom the people called the Man with the Iron Heart, wore the red Sash of Mars.

      The three men climbed into a horse-drawn carriage with Marthinian flags attached to its fenders. Four mounted Greycoats, Earthborn collaborators, formed around the carriage as escorts. Like all Greycoats, they wore gray ankle-length great coats, tall cylindrical fur caps, bandoliers across their chests and black knee-high boots. Three-barreled rifles hung from shoulders, and Gearshot pistols and truncheons on utility belts.

      Just before the procession slowed to make the hairpin turn, Vik moved forward, pulling his raggedy wide-brimmed hat down over his face. He passed boys packing fishing gear and old men smoking Hookah water pipes. He removed a grenade from a pocket, thumbed off its pin and kept it by his thigh. Josef returned a manuscript to a rack and brought out from under his hoody-duster a Wolfswaffen carbine hanging from a shoulder strap.

      Marthinians will weep.

      The men removed their dark goggles, revealing pale rings around their eyes. Vik realized their faces were dusted with saffron powder to mimic the Marthinians’ deep orange hue. Now he understood why he’d seen no tails. They had none. They weren’t Marthinians. He glanced around. The Reykjavik Bicycle Club was nowhere to be seen, and Karla was walking away.

      Vik now understood what gnawed at him. The night before, Karla refused to make eye contact when they finalized the plan to eliminate the Man with the Iron Heart.

      “They’re Inquisitors!” Vik shouted to Josef. “It’s a trap! Karla has betrayed us!”

      The warning came too late. The Inquisitor wearing the bright red sash leveled his walking stick at Josef. A poisoned fléchette dropped Josef before he could shoot.

      Vik tossed the grenade as he dodged a fléchette shot his way. Instead of landing inside the carriage, the grenade bounced off a wheel before exploding.

      Vik felt the blow to the gut before hearing the blast. He dropped to his knees, shaken, nauseous and confused. He caught the eye of one of the Greycoats’ mounts and shared his fear with the animal. The horse reared up, throwing its rider and spooking the other mounts to buck their Greycoats off their backs.

      Vik got up and stumbled toward the manhole to escape into the underground cistern system. The cover was sealed. Karla had lied. Vik felt a dull pain in his midsection and right leg. Blood soaked the front of his blouse. Going into shock, he rolled into a street gutter and struggled to remove his Wolfswaffen wrapped in his robe. He heard a bang and found himself shrouded in white smoke. Vik heard snatches of Teutone from the Inquisitors.

      “Who threw the flashbang?”

      “I thought you did.”

      “Why would I do that, you fool?”

      “I can’t see him.”

      “Grupleader Tominey wants him alive.”

      Vik heard horse hooves and carriage wheels stopping and felt hands lifting him.

      “Be quick,” a woman said in Teutone. “Put him on the floorboard.”

      “Yes, madame,” a man replied.

      Vik couldn’t see but smelled a woman’s pricey perfume and the carriage’s luxurious leather.

      “Take him to the Consulate Hospital in the Diplomatic Quarter.” The woman spoke with a refined, highborn accent.

      The carriage rocked as it dashed off.

      “What name should we give the hospital?” the woman whispered into Vik’s ear.

      “Maazin,” he replied.

      Vik heard carriage wheels and horse hooves on the Galata Bridge. The horse picked up speed. We’re crossing the Golden Horn, Vik thought before passing out, his Wolfswaffen trapped in the folds of his robe.
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            ANDATUNISIA

          

        

      

    

    
      Upon hearing the muezzins’ calls to pray, everybody in the customs office mumbled dutiful responses while continuing to work, collecting tariffs from impatient captains waiting to unload goods and stamping approvals for dirigibles and sea ships longing to up anchor.

      Fazel Rastegar, a Hakim from the House of Wisdom, added a personal note in his prayer. “Allah, the Gracious, the Merciful, protect me in my endeavor.”

      Fazel had no experience in skullduggery, having spent fifty years studying, teaching and thinking. But the king’s vizier and the Grand Hakim both agreed he should be the one to go to Islambol since he, being the inquiry’s chair, had the best chance of convincing the Argosy of the threat.

      A port clerk approached Fazel. “Salaam, wise learned one.”

      “And unto you, peace.” Fazel pushed his bifocals to the bridge of his nose.

      “Please forgive, but I cannot let you board until the security attaché from the Marthinian embassy inspects your papers.”

      “I may miss my airship,” Fazel protested. “It leaves in thirty.”

      “The Marthinians have tightened security. We heard it is due to an attempted assassination in Islambol. I have already sent a runner to the embassy. The attaché should be here shortly.”

      The Hakim smoothed his white thobe and straightened his coffee-colored cloak before sitting on a bench to wait. He secured his satchel on his lap and chewed his lower lip, worried the security attaché might see through his lies and decipher the real reason for his journey.

      He leaped to his feet when the door to the customs office opened, causing his satchel to slide onto the floor. He placed a hand on the bench backrest to steady himself upon spying the security attaché staring at him behind dark goggles. Marthinians wore them to protect their eyes from Earth’s glaring sunlight. To Fazel, they looked like holes into a black soul.

      The attaché, like many Marthinians, peacocked in a showy attire he wouldn’t dare wear on Mars. He wore a blue Hindu silk coat over a cotton high-collared black blouse with silver embroidery, cream-colored linen pants and blue leather shoes. His maroon sash tied around his waist identified him as a midlevel official.

      Fazel thought back to a generation earlier when such attire would not have protected the Marthinian from the sunlight. Before Earth’s magnetick poles fully reversed – when compasses pointed in various directions – holes in the planet’s atmosphere appeared. Cancer-producing sunlight reached the surface and seared the flesh. Only the wealthy’s Firedrake silk and the ordinary folks’ heavy wool protected the skin.

      Fazel winced upon spotting the two Areoid Guards behind the attaché. Known for their fierceness and unwavering loyalty, Areoid Guards were drawn from the lower Marthinian classes. They left families before puberty and trained for years before being awarded their full-body rust-colored armored exosuits.

      Placing a hand over his heart, Fazel bowed his head. “How can I be of help?”

      The attaché replied in the Marthinian tongue, sounding like a series of harsh staccato notes.

      “He is asking for your papers,” a petite and pretty brunette said in Parsi. Her elegant white and blue floral abaya and light-blue headscarf made from Firedrake silk showed she came from a well-to-do Andatunisian house. To Fazel’s surprise, Benyamin, one of his astronomy apprentices, stood beside her, holding two suitcases.

      Fazel trembled as he held out his travel papers. The attaché snatched them and removed his goggles to study them, unveiling oval orange irises.

      “It is not your fault, Hakim,” the brunette whispered. “I was at the embassy when the chargé d’affaires ordered him here, interrupting his celebration at a joy house for receiving approval for a second Earth tour. No Marthinian wants to return to their austere life on Mars.” Her soft brown eyes teased. “He had time to don his clothing, but not enough to squeeze into his exosuit. The walk here has tired him, making him cranky.”

      The exosuit she spoke of was a hard rubber frame worn under clothing. Mars’ low gravity had reduced the Marthinians’ muscle mass and bone density. Evolution compensated somewhat by thickening their skeletons, leaving them big-boned. After arriving on Earth, some Marthinians lifted weights to brawn up, but most wore exosuits to offset their weakness against Earth’s stronger gravity. Propelled by a cocktail of chemicals inside miniature power cells, the exosuits also benefited them by making them stronger than most Earthborns. Unlike civilian Marthinians, the Areoid Guards standing behind the attaché wore their bigger exosuits on the outside.

      Fazel noticed the attaché’s protruding stomach straining against the waistline of his pants. Marthinians craved Earth food. Hakim Isaacson, a biologist and Fazel’s close friend, speculated that Marthinians found Earth foods more flavorful than Martian fare because the planet’s stronger gravity promoted the wafting of aromas.

      Fazel reflected on other aspects of Marthinian physiology while the attaché examined his travel papers. Due to Mars’ low gravity, they were a head or two taller than Earthborns. Their oblong heads housed oversized eyes, necessary in Mars’ dim light. A distinctive orange complexion and darker, denser hair protected them from the radiation that pierced Mars’ thin atmosphere. Finally, Marthinian women possessed wider hips, an evolutionary adaptation to prevent pelvic fractures during childbirth.

      Not all Marthinian physiological changes were products of natural evolution. Before departing Earth, many of their ancestors underwent genetic alterations to better endure space travel and life on Mars. One modification gave them tails that acted as a balancing mechanism in zero gravity and a third appendage to grip the hull, leaving their hands free to work. The idea of giving them tails originated from the prosthetic ones that spacefarers of old had strapped to their bodies. In contrast, Marthinian tails were extensions of the spine, with skin and hair textures resembling those of an arm or leg and an underside lined with fine ridges that enhanced grip and tactile sensitivity.

      Those descended from the genetically altered were known as Transgenics. Those whose ancestors remained unchanged were called Nongenics. The attaché’s tail, flicking with irritation, marked him as a Transgenic. The Areoid Guards flanking him, tailless and stone-faced, were Nongenics, as all Areoid Guards were.

      “Your papers identify you as a Hakim,” the attaché said through the brunette.

      “Hakim is our word for a polymath,” Fazel replied.

      “Huh?”

      “Polymath means scholar. Hakim is an honorific given to those who teach and think at the House of Wisdom.”

      “Hakim, what is your purpose for traveling to Islambol?” the attaché asked, layering sarcasm on his words.

      “I am accompanying a shipment of a new type of Immunity Fruit.”

      “What new type?”

      “Immunity Dates.”

      “Why dates?”

      “Andatunisia harvests countless bushels of dates yearly, and if the Topkapi Palace approves them, a new market for our farmers will be open. I am going to Islambol to seek such approval.”

      Not needing to be said was the importance of Immunity Fruit. Marthinians, coming from a sterile planet, lacked natural resistance to Earth infections. The mold grown on Immunity Fruit produced antitoxins that reduce Marthinian susceptibility to Earth diseases.

      Fazel gave Benyamin a worried glance, hoping for his silence. His apprentice knew the Hakim had no part in researching Immunity Fruit. Fortunately, Benyamin held his tongue.

      Fazel retrieved his satchel and fumbled inside before producing a small box. “I would be honored, sir, if you would accept these Immunity Dates and provide me with your opinion of their taste and effectiveness.” He opened the lid, revealing a dozen dates shrouded in reddish-green mold. “The mold is the same your people cultivated. We would not dare tinker with your fungal formula.”

      The attaché’s tail shot upright. Each Immunity Date, with its mottled skin, represented more than a source of immunity. To Marthinians, it was a gateway to a forbidden euphoric rush. The secret lay in scraping the mold off the fruit and mixing it with ethanol. It was then filtered, heated and distilled, resulting in a psychoactive drink called Bliss. A thimble of it would bliss a Marthinian for hours.

      To stop the spread of Bliss, Mars forbade Marthinians from possessing Immunity Fruit. Instead, they acquired their antitoxins from Immunity Fruit blended into juice. But a black market for Bliss thrived, and the box of dates was worth a small fortune to the attaché.

      The attaché handed the box to one of his guards. “As the embassy’s security attaché, I would be remiss if I did not inspect these fruits.” An Areoid Guard handed an embosser to the attaché. He imprinted his seal on the travel papers and returned them to Fazel. “You may leave.” He strapped on his goggles and left with his Areoid Guards.

      Fazel exhaled a long breath. “Thank you for your help,” he told the brunette.

      “I am honored to be able to help such an esteemed polymath.”

      “Forgive me, but I do not know your name.”

      “Hakim, my name is Zari, from the House of Noori.”

      “A very fine house, headed by Dr. Noori, the physician. That explains your brother’s presence.” Fazel glanced at the two suitcases Benyamin held.” Forgive my rudeness. I am Fazel Rastegar.”

      “I know who you are, Hakim Rastegar,” Zari replied. “We will be shipmates. I have been ordered to the Topkapi Palace to translate.”

      “Sister, I wish you would let me accompany you as your protector,” Benyamin said.

      Zari kissed her brother on the cheek. “You do not know how to bite your tongue when riled. If you anger the Marthinians, they might send you to some wretched work camp. I will be fine. Hakim Rastegar will be aboard to protect my virtue.”

      “Benyamin, I assure you I will look after her,” Fazel said. “Plus, do not your studies require more hours at the observatories?”

      The Hakim and translator boarded the Omnibus Voyager, an elongated, cylindrical dirigible that had seen better days. Hydrogen provided lift, and a series of propellers powered by steam engines delivered thrust. To Fazel's ear, the engines sounded reliable but lacked the efficiency and precision of the newer propulsion systems.

      On the observation deck, with its threadbare carpet and tarnished brass fixtures, Fazel bumped into a woman in a nondescript hoody-duster. “Excuse me,” he said in Parsi. Though her hood concealed her face, he caught sight of her tawny-brown complexion and two free-hanging braids.

      “Accepted,” she said in Sub-Saharan.

      The dirigible headed out from the north Africk coast. From the observation deck, Fazel glanced back at the king’s Pearl Palace atop the promontory jutting into the Middleterranean Sea. Fazel wondered if he would ever return to his beloved Andatunisia, cherished for its white buildings, stately minarets and windcatchers, garden roofs, blue cobbled streets and flower-scented air.
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            THE CONSULATE HOSPITAL

          

        

      

    

    
      Vik Callan lay nude under a bright, flat light. Somebody shrouded in white stood over him, with other dim figures near him. As soon as a wet cloth came down over his face, he slipped into unconsciousness.

      He sensed something constricting his right leg when he woke, and felt a warm water jug against his feet. A bottle hanging from a pole stood next to his bed. A tube ran from the bottle to under his sheets. He heard people whispering and moving about beyond the screens around his bed.

      A man wearing a white smock and a close-cropped white beard appeared. “I am Doktor Surgeon Richter.” He spoke with a high Teutonic inflection. “You are in Consulate Hospital. How do you feel?”

      “Like carrion waiting for scavengers.”

      “I am not surprised. Blast fragments pierced your right thigh and torso. Your thigh wound was easily treatable. However, shrapnel perforated your entrails. I had to remove two sections of the lower intestine. Usually, only younger men survive such surgeries.”

      “You sound disappointed,” Vik replied.

      “Not disappointed, just stating a fact.”

      “How long have I been here?”

      “A sennight. I was told you were a Saracen, but your brogue is American.”

      “I speak in many different ways.”

      “No doubt.”

      A searing pain suddenly radiated through Vik’s gut, making him gasp. He clutched and twisted the sheets until it subsided. The doktor poured a reddish-brown liquid from a bottle into a cup. “Take this.” He handed Vik the cup.

      “What’s this?”

      “Opium tincture. It will reduce the pain.”

      The opium tincture placed Vik on a fleecy cloud, floating and unconcerned about the rubber hose being snaked up his nose and into his gut. He giggled, watching filmy yellow bile being sucked through the hose into a large glass beaker. He started singing a Sarmatian folk song, happy since no out-of-body experiences would afflict him while doped up.
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            THE GRAND BAZAAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Fazel Rastegar left his Islambol boarding house on a backstreet cobbled with uneven stones. Weathered apartment buildings, leaning slightly into the narrow street, cast long shadows that chilled him as he walked. Clotheslines with garments stretched overhead. Stray morning sunbeams filtered between buildings, illuminating drifting dust motes and aged wood shutters. Some shutters covered windows with ornate wrought-iron grills, remnants of past grandeur, while peeling paint and cracked stucco framed others.

      The morning’s call to pray occurred before he departed the boarding house, yet Islambol had yet to wake fully. He left early to arrive at the appointed time. The backstreet opened to a park that gave Fazel an unobstructed view of daybreak illuminating the Earthring. From the ground, in this location, the Earthring looked like a great arch spanning the southern sky about thirty degrees above the horizon.

      The sun’s rays also reflected off a Marthinian dredgeship high in orbit, collecting antigravity orbs from the Earthring. The dredgeship looked like a shiny dot slowly crawling along the southern sky’s great arch. It mainly harvested red antigravity orbs. Yellow orbs’ weaker antigravity made them unsuitable for interplanetary propulsion and home planet power plants.

      While watching the dredgeship, Fazel pondered how different types of energies in history propelled humans forward. Fire provided warmth, protection and a means for cooking. Coal and oil ushered in an industrial explosion. Electricity transformed lighting and communication. And something called renewable energy would have been the next giant leap if not supplanted by the discovery of antigravity power, a form of energy that laughed at the universe. Antigravity would have made all other forms of power obsolete if not for God’s big trick. Aurora ribbons disrupted antigravity fields and induced dangerous power surges in electrick systems while wiggling overhead.

      Fazel recalled his conversation with the Grand Hakim and the king’s vizier before he left for Islambol.

      “I doubt the Marthinians would have come if the Earthring had not formed,” Fazel said late one night after a sumptuous meal with the Grand Hakim’s family. The women and children had pattered off to bed, leaving the men alone with their water pipes.

      The Grand Hakim’s pipe bubbled as he inhaled. “You may be correct, but I am not interested in counterfactuals. The Red Party did build a diametric drive collider in the Middle Kingdom. The Flash did trigger a malfunction, causing the collider to spew an infinite number of antigrav orbs skyward for six centuries that eventually formed the Earthring. The Marthinians did find the Red Party’s collider, and before they could repair it, an American RangerKnight did destroy it, infuriating the Marthinians.”

      “So, we live by the whim of history?” Fazel asked.

      The king’s vizier exhaled smoke. “That is not what the Grand Hakim is saying. We ride history’s waves but can tack this way and that way to reach the right shore if we are good sailors. The king wants you to be our sailor.”

      “What do you mean?” Fazel asked.

      “We want you to go to Islambol.”
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        * * *

      

      Fazel entered the Grand Bazaar, a covered market with thousands of shops. Two Greycoats guarded workers scrubbing off graffiti near one of its entrances. The graffiti, “Marthinians will weep,” was frequently scrawled on walls at night.

      Haggling between early shoppers and merchants circulated in the bazaar with the smells of new leather, freshly carved wood handicrafts and exotic spices. Skylights highlighted the vibrant overhead tapestries and the various stalls’ polished jewelry and ceramics. Not as handsome as Andatunisia’s marketplace, Fazel thought, but larger.

      He unfolded a paper he removed from his pocket and followed its instructions. Fazel walked past stalls and shops offering an eclectic array of treasures – gold jewelry, intricately painted pottery, and handwoven textiles that whispered about ancient tales. The Hakim paid no attention to the piles of Kilim rugs, colorful glass lamps, water pipes and barrels of nuts. His interest lay in a low-profile coffeehouse behind a bubbling fountain decorated with ornate mosaic tiles. He found it strange it had yet to open. A bluish evil-eye amulet hung near the door. Fazel knocked. A bent-over, haggard, flat-featured fellow with graying hair appeared.

      “We’re not open.”

      “I am here to see Adem. I have been told he may know where I can find a Marrakesh tea set.”

      The man glanced left and right to ensure nobody was watching. “Are you mad?” He hurried Fazel inside. “Adem cannot help you find a Marrakesh tea set or make contact with the Argosy.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Come with me.”

      The man led Fazel into a backroom. A young man wearing only a loincloth walked in circles. His mouth hung open, drooling, his body shook as if frightened, and his legs jerked when stepping. His pupils were pinpricks set inside eyes that did not blink.

      “What afflicts him?” Fazel asked.

      “The Marthinians cauterized his mind with the green glow after interrogating him.”

      “Did he tell them about me?” Fazel asked with alarm.

      “He would have if he knew about you. Under the green glow, everybody tells everything. The letter about your coming came after they carted him off. I burned it. I told him not to get involved with you people. He was a good son with a promising life but will spend his remaining days as an imbecile who constantly soils himself. Leave me and never again darken my door.”
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            THE COG & CANDELABRA

          

        

      

    

    
      After leaving the Grand Bazaar, Fazel Rastegar walked around Islambol, dejected, not knowing how to contact the Argosy. He needed to warn them about the coming apocalypse.

      Fazel’s heart raced as he stole glances at passersby, wondering if any were informers. He worried about being followed. His mind whirred with fear, confusion, and a sense of inadequacy in a game he had no talent for.

      On the surface, Islambol did not seem like an occupied city. He passed a vendor’s cart selling doner kebabs and a shop window displaying honey-soaked baklava. Shouting boys in short pants chased a ball that shot past him, and a bell from a horse-drawn trolley packed with passengers warned him of its presence.

      Though the Marthinians restricted movement in and out of Islambol, they did little to suppress the city’s daily life. They encouraged trade because duties brought them wealth and luxuries and fueled the city’s burgeoning nightlife, entertainment Marthinians savored but were forbidden to experience on somber Mars. Islambol had become their playground. Some eateries and playhouses served only Marthinians. According to rumors, after occupying Islambol, they prepared lists of the best restaurants, high-end stores and out-of-the-way houses that gave them their first taste of brothels and pornographic shows.

      However, the Purge Ship hovering high overhead reminded city residents who controlled the city. Any uprising would be met with torpedoes fired from Vortex Rail Tubes and bolts from rapid-fire guns. Storytellers told what the Vortex torpedoes did to the Americans living in the Transylvanian Mountains. They flew at such speeds that they left booms in their wake. They did not explode. When they hit, shockwaves spread out from the point of impact, obliterating buildings and jellifying the living.

      Fazel glanced at the northern sky after noticing the Purge Ship’s propulsion orbs flickering. An aurora ribbon crested the horizon, the result of another powerful solar storm striking Earth. The Purge Ship pivoted 180 degrees and soared high out of sight where, even if the solar wind drained its antigravity orbs, the skyship would be in a stable orbit. However, Fazel knew the antigravity power would return to the ship once the aurora ribbon passed, and the hulking sentinel would descend to lurk over the city again like a malevolent specter.
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        * * *

      

      Fazel walked around Islambol until nightfall, thinking. The Earthring’s brightness in the southern sky overwhelmed the full moon. He felt hungry and found himself before the Cog & Candelabra, an upscale eatery with a mahogany, brass and ornate glass facade. Fazel had coin for the place; the king’s vizier had given him plenty of silver for the trip. He entered through a wrought-iron gate and down a cobbled path. Upon crossing the eatery’s threshold, he heard the clinking of cutlery against fine porcelain and the soft hum of conversations. The warm lighting from chemical cells housed in brass fixtures was dim enough for the Marthinians not to need dark goggles.

      Fazel’s Andatunisian attire did not faze the maître d' as he escorted the Hakim to a plush leather booth. Before taking a seat, Fazel spotted Zari Noori, the linguist, more beautiful than ever, laughing at a table with two Marthinian officers, whose tails quivered with lustful stirrings. Her sleek silk dress accenting her curves and inviting brown eyes seemed to captivate the men. Fazel felt uneasy. No woman in Andatunisia would wear such a gown in public unless accompanied by a male relative. At least she’s wearing a hijab, he thought.

      Zari’s eyes found Fazel’s but quickly broke away without displaying any outward recognition. He wanted to talk to her, but not with Marthinians next to her.

      “Are you ready to order, sir?” a server asked.

      Fazel quickly put down the menu before the server noticed he held it upside down while racking his brain about how to meet Zari. “What would you suggest?”

      “I would start with Ottoman dumplings, followed by grilled sea bass and baklava as dessert.”

      “I will have that.”

      “Your drink?”

      “Turkish coffee.”

      Halfway through his meal, Fazel noticed Zari leaving her table to do whatever women do when looking at a mirror. He caught up to her before she entered the powder room.

      “Salaam, Madame Noori.”

      Surprised by Fazel’s presence, Zari replied tersely, “Wa-Wa-Alaikum Salaam.”

      “I need help,” he hurriedly whispered. “Can you get me in contact with the Argosy?”

      “I will attempt no such thing,” Zari hissed under her breath.

      “Surely your brother has told you about my research.”

      “Benyamin has told me nothing. Hakim Rastegar, asking me to help you contact the insurgency threatens not just my position at the Topkapi Palace but also my family's well-being. We cannot be seen together. Leave me alone and never again ask me to betray my benefactors.”

      With that said, Zari entered the powder room, and Fazel left the eatery shaken after paying for his meal.
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        * * *

      

      After spending time in front of a mirror, Zari returned to the table with the Marthinian officers, an Oberleader and an Unterleader, the Oberleader’s adjutant.

      “Are you sure I cannot interest you in a glass of absinthe?” the Oberleader asked Zari.

      “No, thank you. My religion forbids the drinking of alcohol outside the home.”

      “You should at least taste it.” The Unterleader put his cut-crystal tumbler in front of Zari. “It is delicious.”

      Zari stirred the spirit with a finger before slowly sucking the digit dry. “Very tasty,” she said in a sultry voice. The officers’ smiles turned wolfish.

      “We have no such rule on Mars about drinking,” the Unterleader said, refilling his glass from a bottle on the table. “Because we have no alcohol on the planet.” The officers burst out in absinthe-saturated laughter.

      “At least toast us with your tea,” the Oberleader said. “We are celebrating.”

      Zari clinked her cup against the officers’ tumblers. “And what are we celebrating?”

      “We’ve found a diametric drive collider, partially buried under the steppes near the northern coast of the Caliphate Sea.”

      “What
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