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Prologue
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The Brooklyn air in 1930 tasted of coal smoke and stale beer. For Matteo Diamanti, it also carried the undeniable scent of trouble. He leaned against a grimy brick wall, the collar of his threadbare jacket pulled high against the chill, watching the streetlights bleed weak halos onto the wet cobblestones. 

His name, Matteo Luciano Diamanti, was a melodic echo of his family’s history in Torino, Italy. The city his parents had left behind for the promise of America. But in the concrete canyons of Brooklyn, it felt like a target.

“You got a problem, Diamanti?” The voice was a low growl from the alley's shadows. Tony Moretti, a local enforcer whose nickname ‘Morto’ was less a boast and more a grim promise, stepped into the dim light.

Matteo’s mind moved like a restless current, always finding the path of least resistance or the most unexpected detour towards trouble. He snorted and looked up. “Only problem I got, Tony, is the smell of your cheap cologne.”

A flicker of anger crossed Moretti's face. “Funny man. You think you're so smart, don't ya? You always got an angle, always thinking you're better than the rest of us.”

“Someone better be.” Matteo retorted, pushing off the wall. “Otherwise, we'd all be stuck in jail like your father and your uncle. Now there’s a pair to draw to.”

* * *
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MATTEO HAD A KNACK for pushing the envelope to the extreme, for finding a flaw in a system ripe for him to take advantage of. It was a trait that landed him in the Brooklyn courthouse more times than he cared to count, usually for petty larceny, minor scuffles, or ‘disturbing the peace’ with a brick through a window, and yesterday had been no different.

The judge, a man with a perpetually furrowed brow and a voice like grinding gravel, had finally had enough. “Mr. Diamanti.” He’d boomed, his voice echoing through the courtroom. “Your rap sheet is becoming as long as my arm. I’m tired of seeing you in my courtroom. You have two choices . . . enlist in the military or spend the next two years behind bars. It’s your call.”

Matteo had stared at the judge, a faint, almost imperceptible smile playing on his lips. Jail was a cage. The military, he reasoned, was a bigger cage, but one with a view. 

“I’ll take the Air Force, Judge.” He'd said.

The judge scoffed. “You a flyboy? Don't make me laugh. You have 48 hours to get enlisted or report to jail.”

“I'll need a new name for the application, Judge. Something less Italian. Something that sounds like it belongs in the sky.” Matteo told him, only half joking.

And so, Matteo Diamanti became Mark Diamond. He aced the Air Force aptitude tests, his quick, analytical mind devouring the mechanics of flight, the physical challenges of fighter planes, and the intricate use of the controls. 

He was an anomaly, a street-smart kid from Brooklyn who found his true calling among the clouds. The Air Force discipline chafed, but the freedom in the air was intoxicating. Mark was a natural pilot, born not of privilege but of a restless spirit that yearned for the boundless expanse above.

By 1936, his tour of duty was over. The world, however, had not stood still. The Great Depression still gripped America, and Mark Diamond, the decorated pilot, found himself just another unemployed man on the breadline. The old itch began to stir. Brooklyn called to him with its familiar siren song of easy money and quick fixes.

Then one day, he saw it. A grainy newspaper photo of a bombed-out building, a headline screaming about the Spanish Civil War. Republicans versus Nationalists. A fight for freedom, for a future. And a call for volunteers.

* * *
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“YOU'RE GOING TO SPAIN?” His former squadron leader, a coarse but fair man named Captain Miller, looked at him across the table as if he'd grown a second head. “For what? Some damn ideological war?”

Mark lit a cigarette. The smoke curled around his face. “For something. For anything that isn't this.” He gestured vaguely at the bleak cityscape outside the diner window. 

“There is nothing for me in New York, Captain. If you didn’t offer to buy dinner, I’d be at the soup kitchen or robbing some slicker of his wallet. Besides.” He added, a flicker of his old Brooklyn swagger returning. “They need pilots, and I’m about as good as they get.”

Mark joined the International Brigades, one of the roughly 2,800 American volunteers joining the thousands from the various corners of the globe who came to Spain to fight for the Republican government against Franco's Nationalists. 

Mark didn’t really care about politics. He wasn't a communist, a socialist, or any other 'ist.' He was Mark Diamond . . . pilot extraordinaire. The man who always flew into the sun, even when he knew trouble was waiting.

He willingly traded his crisp Air Force way of life for the chaotic, gunslinger mentality of a people fighting for their existence. As he stepped onto the ship bound for Europe among the well-heeled passengers going on vacation, he knew that this time he might never see New York again.
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Chapter 1: Flower in the Storm
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Kyoto Japan, Winter 1938

Snow clung to the tiled roofs of Kyoto’s Imperial Quarter like a delicate layer of frosty lace decorating the homes.

Inside the candle-lit room of a private residence nestled behind the Kiyomizu Temple, Princess Aiko Himura knelt in seiza, her kimono rustling softly as she bowed to the old man coughing blood into a linen cloth.

“Ojii-sama.” She whispered. “You should rest.”

General Masaru Himura, former advisor to the Emperor and Aiko’s uncle, waved her off with a trembling hand. His hair, once black as lacquer, was now silver and sparse. But his eyes . . . those legendary eyes that had seen the end of the samurai still burned with the fire of the Meiji Rebellion of his youth.

“There is no time left for rest.” Masaru's voice sounded like gravel scraping across steel as he coughed and spit blood. “Listen carefully, Aiko.”

She leaned in, heart pounding. The wind leaking in from outside rattled the washi paper doors. Somewhere beyond the courtyard wall, the city groaned under the weight of shadows . . . secret police, government spies, and the Iron Wind of the militarists tightening its grip on Japan’s soul.

“You must leave.” Masaru said. “They will come for you soon. You have been marked.”

Aiko blinked. “But I’ve done nothing . . . ”

“You have done nothing wrong, Aiko. You are the imperial shogun’s great granddaughter. The last of our family bloodline that I have sworn to protect. You must listen to me.” He said, cutting her off. 

Masaru coughed again, struggling to get the words out. “Any that might someday make a rightful claim to the throne are being erased. You are the last strand of an ancient thread the emperor wishes never existed.”

Aiko looked down at her hands, uncertain what to do. The world had turned upside down so quickly. Her father had been publicly disgraced. Accused of being a traitor to Japan, he had died under mysterious circumstances just the year before. Her mother had been left to waste away in illness after being slandered with disloyalty to the emperor. Only her grandmother and Masaru remained.

“You must take the scroll and protect it at all costs.” Masaru said, coughing violently. 

“What scroll do you speak of, Ojii-sama?” Aiko asked.

“The one hidden beneath the tokonoma. It is written in the language of the Yamato prophets. If it falls into the wrong hands, Japan’s future will be forfeit.”

Aiko rose shakily, sliding aside the small ornamental alcove where an ancient ink painting of a crane and pine tree hung. Behind it, wrapped in silk and bound with a black ribbon, was a scroll the length of her forearm.

“Guard it with your life.” Masaru said. “There are few who understand the power of its words. One of them is General Kurotsume.”

The name dropped like a stone in her gut. Kurotsume . . . The Black Claw . . . the man who had personally engineered her father’s disgrace and now was said to command a secret intelligence force larger than any branch of government. His agents were everywhere.

“How can I escape him?” Aiko asked, swallowing her fear.

Masaru smiled faintly. “With help.”

He reached under his mat and pulled out a small leather-bound journal and a small box containing a neatly folded set of men’s clothing. “An old friend of mine has arranged passage aboard a ship bound for Shanghai. The captain owes me a favor. You will know when you must leave, but I warn you the time is close. These clothes will help disguise you and hide your true identity.”

Aiko touched the worn leather of the journal. Inside were codes, contacts, escape routes . . . everything Masaru had been planning for months. He gripped her wrist one final time. “Trust no one. Not the navy. Not the police. Not even your lover. You are not just fleeing for your life, Aiko. You are the key to something much greater.”

Her throat clenched . . . and then the paper door slid open. Standing there, dressed in the uniform of the Imperial military police, was a tall man with a hawk’s face and gloved hands clasped behind his back.

“Kurotsume.” Masaru rasped.

The man inclined his head and raised his pistol with a devil’s grin across his face. “You spoke too long, old friend.”

Aiko moved without thinking.

She flung the scroll into her satchel, hurled the oil lantern at the floor, and leapt through the side screen into the snow-covered garden just as the fire bloomed behind her.

Gunfire rang out inside the house. 

Aiko didn’t look back. She raced into the woods with tears streaming down her face, knowing that Masaru had given his life to buy her the time to escape.

Aiko was no longer a royal princess of Japan.

She was a fugitive.

* * *
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UNBEKNOWNST TO HER . . . 

Somewhere across the East China Sea, a man who was a magnet for trouble was flying ever closer.
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Chapter 2: Nice Toy
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Barcelona, Autumn 1938

The cold Mediterranean wind whipped through the narrow streets of Barcelona, carrying with it the scents of brine, oil, and distant gunpowder. A sharp gust rattled the windows of El Mar de Sangre, the dimly lit tavern where international pilots drank away the memory of recent battles. 

Above the bar hung a wooden sign reading La Sangre por la Libertad, and below it, Mark Diamond nursed a glass of something brown with more burn in it than flavor.

The son of a cobbler from Torino, Mark was twenty-seven, with the swagger of a man who'd lived twice that. His dark hair, thick with waves, was tousled under the weight of too many air missions and too little sleep. His leather jacket hung loosely over his thin frame. 

“Another, Señor Diamante?” Asked the bartender, a wiry teenager with coal-black eyes and a crooked grin.

“It’s Diamond.” Mark said, raising his empty glass. 

“Perdóname, Señor Diamond.” He chuckled, pouring another glass of bootlegged Spanish brandy.

The boy grinned, returning to wiping the bar with a rag. “My name is Rafael Olmedo. My father would like to speak with you.” Mark blinked, caught off guard. “What the hell are you talking about, kid? Your father? I didn’t even know you had a father. What does he want with me?”

Rafael leaned in, whispering in English learned on the streets from other American flyers. “If you let me take you to see him, he will pay your entire bar tab, which you know has grown very large, Señor Diamond. My father really does want to speak with you, but it must be tonight.”

Mark laughed. “Kid, that’s the best offer I’ve had in weeks. Lead the way.”

He followed Rafael out of the bar, past the shuttered shops and the occasional wail of artillery in the hills. They drove in an old Peugeot through winding coastal roads until the battered city gave way to a striking villa nestled by the sea, its silhouette etched in moonlight. A far cry from the ruined towns Mark had seen bombed into silence.

The gates creaked open, revealing the grandeur of a past not yet shelled into memory. The garden lanterns cast shadows over the home’s marble steps. A man stood at the top. A tall figure in a dark waistcoat, with silver at his temples and a scar down his right cheek like a blade mark on fine porcelain.

“Señor Diamond.” The man said in flawless English. “I am Don Emilio Olmedo. Welcome to my home.”

Mark stepped forward, glancing back at the boy. “So, this is the man buying my drinks?”

Emilio smiled, though his eyes did not. “I intend to buy much more than that. Please come inside.”

The little voice in his head started sounding an alarm, joined by the hair on his neck, but Mark ignored them and followed. 

The drawing room was lined with oil paintings and heavy blackout curtains. On a lacquered table, cognac glimmered in a crystal decanter. A fire hissed gently in the hearth.

“I am a dead man.” Emilio said, pouring two glasses. “Or I will be, should Franco’s troops take this city. My family, my wife, my sister, my children, my nieces, my servants . . . none will be spared, Señor Diamond.”

Mark took the glass, watching his host carefully. “I don’t fully understand what you’re saying, and even if I did, I’m not sure what you want me to do about it.”

“You are a pilot.” Emilio answered, walking to a tall French door. “Not just any pilot. You’re one of the few left flying without a government leash. My son Rafael tells me you fly like a hawk. Fast, silent, and dangerous.”

Mark raised an eyebrow. “Did he also tell you I’ve crashed three times and drink like a fish?”

Emilio’s lips twitched. “He said you were the only man brave enough to consider what I am about to ask.”

“Well, that depends on what you ask.” Mark answered.

Emilio led Mark outside to a long walkway that sloped down toward a private dock. There, moored like a sleeping giant, was a gleaming silver aircraft. Four massive engines with a graceful, curved hull unmistakable even in the dark.

“A Short Empire.” Mark whispered in awe. “You’ve got a flying boat?”

“The finest of its kind.” Emilio said proudly. “She has a 1200-mile operational range fully loaded and a maximum speed of 200 mph.”

Mark whistled in appreciation. “Nice toy.”

“Not a toy.” Emilio said. “She is a lifeboat. I want you to fly my family to Hong Kong. I have business interests there . . . investments in the shipping trade. If you succeed, I will give her to you free and clear and five thousand American dollars.”

The alarm bells in Mark’s head started ringing louder. “5000 greenbacks in cash?” Marks reiterated.

“Yes, and my beautiful airship as a bonus. What do you say, Señor Diamond?” Emilio pressed a little harder. 

“A Short Empire takes a crew of five, but one can handle her in a pinch. Still, it would be better to have another pilot if I accept your offer.” Mark commented.

“If you are the sort of man I take you for, you will accept my offer gladly just to leave Spain.” 

“And exactly what sort of man is that?” Mark curiously asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Do not be offended, Señor Diamond. I asked Rafael all about you. He tells me you are fearless, a man who understands the value of money, and someone that has little use for governments other than a paycheck.” 

“That’s a fair assessment.” Mark chuckled. “Still, that doesn’t solve the problem of needing a copilot.” 

“My son Rafael will be next to you. He has logged over 70 hours in the co-pilot seat.” Emilio firmly told him.

Mark blinked. “You want me to fly across half the world in that, with your son as my copilot?”

“Rafael speaks English, French, and Cantonese. He is trained in navigation and is an excellent pilot in his own right. You could not ask for a better copilot, Señor Diamond. I promise you there will be little drama during our trip. I have already arranged for security at all the refueling stops.” Emilio added.

Mark looked again at the plane and at the confident eyes of Rafael, who had come to stand beside his father with a silly grin on his face. “Ain’t this some shit?” He muttered to himself before reaching out his hand to Emilio.

“You got yourself a pilot.” He said, sealing the deal.

* * *
[image: ]


THIRTY-FIVE HOURS LATER, with twenty-two souls aboard, including a trembling cook and a blind grandmother, Mark Diamond took off from the Spanish coast at dawn, the twin pontoons of the Short Empire effortlessly slicing through the waves as the aircraft left the sea, and Mark gently banked the aircraft east, out of a crumbling Spain and into the relative safety of the rising sun.
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Chapter 3: Jesus
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Olmedo Dock, Spain

The early dawn mist clung to the waters of the bay, casting a ghostly glow over the silver hull of the Short Empire flying boat. The glorious aircraft floated serenely, its four engines dormant, waiting to roar to life. Mark Diamond stood at the edge of the wooden dock, his leather flight jacket zipped up against the biting morning breeze. Behind him, a flurry of activity unfolded as crates were loaded, bags were counted, and nervous voices murmured in Spanish.

The women clutched their rosaries while the children gawked at the flying machine as if it were a mythical beast. An old grandmother sat draped in a shawl too light for the cold Iberian coast, muttered to herself about omens and angels, and sighed dramatically with each gust of wind.

Mark turned to Rafael, Don Emilio’s nineteen-year-old son and his unlikely copilot. “Is the flight check done?”

“Yes, and all the passengers are ready.” Rafael answered with a touch of excitement in his voice. “My mother insists the parrot must be seated near a window.”

Mark cracked a grin. “You warn your mother. That bird better not start squawking, or I’ll stuff his mouth with her underwear.”

Rafael laughed. “Sometimes, Señor Diamond, it is hard to know when you are joking.”

“My father used to say the same thing.” Mark replied.

* * *
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THE SHORT EMPIRE’S engines roared to life as Mark taxied the seaplane into open water. Within minutes, the silver craft surged into the air, leaving Spain and the war behind.

* * *
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THE SUN SHIMMERED ACROSS the sea beneath them as the flying boat cruised at an elevation of 5,000 feet, its four engines humming in tight harmony like a cathedral choir. 

Inside the cockpit, Mark Diamond sat in the left-hand seat, sunglasses perched on his nose, fingers lightly resting on the controls. Next to him, Rafael Olmedo leaned forward in the copilot’s chair, eyes fixed on the instrument panel, scanning the altimeter, horizon indicator, and heading compass as if his life depended on it.

“So.” Mark said, breaking the silence with a casual tone. “Where was it you said you learned to fly? The Aeroclub of Seville. What was that? Some fancy drinking club for arrogant teenagers running away from home?”

Rafael turned to him with a grin. “Hardly. My instructor was a former naval pilot from your own United States. He was grumpy, old, and convinced the only proper aircraft were planes with machine guns.”

“Sounds like most of the guys I trained under.” Mark chuckled. “Alright then, I think it’s time we put that training to the test and see what you’ve really got.”

Rafael blinked. “Sir?”

Mark gave him a side glance and flicked a switch. “I’m going to the back to check on our passengers. Make sure no one’s trying to throw your mother’s parrot out the window. You’ve got the controls.”

Rafael froze, then straightened instantly, his expression shifting from shock to excitement. “Really?”

Mark nodded. “You heard me. Keep her flat, straight, and steady. We’ve got a heading of 117 degrees to Malta, moderate crosswinds west northwest.”

Rafael’s eyes lit up like a lantern. He cracked his knuckles and reached confidently for the yoke. “Captain Diamond, you can go have lunch and take a nap. I’ve got this.”

Mark gave him a long look, then burst out laughing. “You’re a cocky bastard. I’ll give you that.”

“I prefer ‘naturally gifted,’ Captain. That’s what my mother always told me.” Rafael replied with mock dignity, adjusting the trim like he’d been born in the pilot’s seat.

Shaking his head, Mark unbuckled the safety belt and stood up. “If we’re upside down when I come back, I’ll drown you myself and apologize to your mother later.” 

As he stepped out of the cockpit and into the narrow corridor that led to the passenger cabin, he paused a moment and glanced back. Rafael was focused, shoulders square, hands resting easily on the yoke. The young man’s confidence was unshakable, perhaps even reckless. Mark smiled, a quiet pang of nostalgia rising in his chest. “Hell, that was me, ten years ago.” He mumbled to himself.

Out in the cabin, the sounds of nervous chatter echoed through the space. The parrot was mercifully asleep, draped in a silk scarf. The youngest of the Olmedo children was napping, while the old uncle read a tattered novel upside down and muttered something about cloud dragons.

Mark strolled down the aisle, glancing at each of the passengers, offering a quiet nod or a calm word where needed. The family was holding together, despite the fear and uncertainty clinging to their journey.

Still, his mind drifted back to the cockpit. He’d tested copilots before. Put their feet to the fire at unexpected moments. Most had flinched. A few panicked. But Rafael? That kid hadn’t hesitated for a second. Mark rubbed his jaw, chuckling softly. 

* * *
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MARK MADE HIS WAY THROUGH the cabin, giving a quick smile to a young girl clutching a stuffed rabbit, and continued toward the aft section, where Don Emilio sat casually alone by a porthole, his white linen suit pristine.

“Mind if I join you?” Mark asked, tilting his head politely.

Don Emilio looked up, startled at first, then quickly recovered. “Of course, Señor Diamond. This is quite a surprise. I thought you were strapped to the cockpit.”

“I decided to test your son with the controls for a while.” Mark said, settling into the seat across from him. “Don’t worry, he’s got a map to Malta, and I told him not to do any barrel rolls before dinner.”

Emilio chuckled. “He always wanted to fly. From the time he was a boy, he would lie on the roof of our villa and watch the merchant planes pass overhead. I thought it was just a childhood fancy.”

“Well.” Mark said, adjusting the cuff of his flight jacket, “Seems to me, Rafael has all the makings of a damn fine pilot. He’s cocky, a fast learner, and, more importantly, has nerves of steel. Honestly, I wish some of the men I flew with in Spain had half his instincts.”

Don Emilio’s eyes softened. “You saying that means more to me than you know, Señor Diamond.”

Mark gave a slow nod, then leaned back slightly. “When we reach Hong Kong, what’s next for you and the family?”

“Rebuilding.” Emilio said. “I have interests in a shipping company there. Hong Kong is out of the way and neutral for now. Safer than anywhere else I could think of for my family since the war broke out.” He hesitated, then added. “If you ever tire of freelance flying and smuggling questionable cargo, I could see about giving you a proper contract. Inter-island deliveries. Legitimate work. You wouldn’t have to look over your shoulder quite so much.”

Mark raised an eyebrow. “Who said anything about smuggling? You offering me a job, Don Emilio?”

“Shall we say a gentleman’s agreement.” Emilio answered. “You’re a rogue pilot, an unpredictable wild card. That’s why my son likes you, Captain Diamond.”

Mark opened his mouth to reply, but at that moment the aircraft gave a subtle shudder . . . just a quick ripple felt across the cabin floor, not enough to upset any of Don Emilio’s family, but enough to set his instincts tingling.

He stood up, clapping Emilio lightly on the shoulder. “Forgive me, Don Emilio, but we can talk dollars and cents later. I better go see what your son is up to.”

* * *
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MARK SLID OPEN THE door and stepped inside the cockpit. Rafael sat comfortably in the right-hand seat, one hand on the yoke, the other scribbling quick notes into a logbook.

“You feel that?” Mark asked, sliding back into his seat.

“Yup.” Rafael said without looking up. “Tailwind picked up. I clocked it at about forty knots. Might shave thirty minutes off our approach to Malta.”

Mark scanned the gauges, confirming the change. “Jesus...”

“Yes?” Rafael replied, finally glancing over with a smirk.

Mark looked at him sideways and chuckled. “Smartass.”

“It's my middle name.” Rafael said, deadpan. “Rafael Jesus Olmedo.”

Mark laughed. “Rafael Jesus Olmedo . . . I guess from now on, I’m calling you Jesus.”

“Captain Diamond & Jesus.” Rafael chuckled with him.

Mark shook his head, grinning. Outside, the sun glinted on the calm sea far below, and the clouds drifted lazily along the horizon. The Empire purred with power, riding the wind like it belonged in the sky. They were a long way from Spain and further still from whatever future lay ahead, but for now, life was good and Jesus was on board.

* * *
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THEY DESCENDED INTO Grand Harbor in Malta. The sea here was like glass, welcoming and warm. British officers in white uniforms greeted them with mild curiosity and long forms.

While the women and children were escorted to shore for a rest, Mark remained aboard, overseeing refueling and engine inspection. Rafael poured over navigation charts with a confidence that impressed even the local harbor pilots.

“You trained where, boy?” Asked a British officer, eyeing Rafael’s precise notation.

“Royal Aeroclub of Seville.” Rafael replied, looking up.

“You’re a bit young and obviously lack the experience for this sort of work, don’t you think?” The officer asked.

Rafael started to answer but stopped when Mark walked up.

“This is my ship, and I don’t think he is too young. Don’t you have someone else to insult, officer?” Mark asked, shoving the arrogant attitude back at him. The officer snorted and quickly walked away in a huff. Rafael stared up at Mark a bit in shock from the exchange. “Relax, son. He’s just another arrogant British bastard.” Mark told him.
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Chapter 4: A Secret in Silk
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Imperial Palace, Japan 

A hush fell over the tatami-lined chamber of the Inner Council as Minister Tadamichi Satō unrolled the sealed parchment and placed it before the assembled men. 

“The Princess Himura.” Satō said, his voice flat. “Has disgraced the bloodline.”

The words struck like a gong. Around the table, the elder statesmen and ministers glanced uneasily at one another.

“She is not married. Yet there are reports . . . whispers from her own servants that she has taken a lover.” Satō continued. “And that she is with child.”

“That will not make the emperor happy. The princess was to marry someone within the royal line, preserving his legacy.” Baron Kageyama commented. 

General Hidejiro Nakagawa frowned at Satō, questioning his assessment. “We have not seen a formal declaration.”

“There will never be one.” Satō barked. “If this becomes public knowledge . . . ”

“It would split the loyalists.” Murmured Baron Kageyama. “Some would call her son the divine heir and challenge the emperor to stop his pace to modernize.” 

Satō leaned in. “Which is why this matter must be corrected without the public becoming aware.”

* * *
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KUROTSUME BARRACKS

Captain Hidetaka Morii stood before his assembled men. Six shadows in charcoal-gray uniforms. No insignia. No names. They were the most elite covert operatives in the empire. 

“We have new orders from Kurotsume.” Morii said. “Princess Aiko Himura is to be located and removed.”

Yutaka shook his head in disbelief. “She’s one of our own. My sister served her household.”

“Do you think that protects her from Kurotsume?” Morii snapped. “Keep it simple. The princess is missing, and it is our job to find her. Those are the orders.”

“I’ll find her.” Kazuo Ishikawa said, stepping forward. Kazuo was tall and lean, with piercing eyes. As a boy he spent many days playing with Aiko in the west gardens. “Her grandmother has just died. Aiko will most certainly try to visit her.” Kazuo said. “I’ll find her when she does.”

Morii nodded. “Then go and make sure to finish this quietly. Kurotsume does not want a spectacle.”
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Chapter 5: Hammered
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Alexandria, Egypt

By the time they reached Africa, the heat had turned oppressive. The desert welcomed them with a furnace-like embrace as the Empire softly glided into the harbor under a blinding sun. Fuel was scarce, but Don Emilio had anticipated this. A quiet Italian shipping agent, clearly uncomfortable with their presence, had arranged fuel through discreet channels.

“This flag.” The agent muttered, gesturing at the Spanish colors painted on the plane. “It makes people nervous.”

“You’re the only one that looks nervous.” Mark said.

The agent cleared his throat and walked away. Meanwhile, Rafael stood quietly nearby, helping a mechanic patch a ruptured coolant line. Sweat poured down his face, but he worked methodically, ignoring the bustle of the port.

* * *
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THE LEG ACROSS THE Middle East was long and turbulent. They skirted Baghdad and rode shifting wind currents above the Persian Gulf before descending into Karachi just after twilight. Heat still radiated off the huge city as they taxied to a temporary mooring.

At the docks, British customs agents eyed them suspiciously, lingering over the papers Mark had submitted.

“Twenty-two passengers.” One officer murmured. “Seems a bit much.”

Don Emilio stepped forward and handed over a sealed envelope. “Perhaps this will satisfy your questions.”

Mark never learned what was in it, only that the officer returned moments later with an apologetic nod and waved them through. That night, under a dim lantern light, Rafael stayed up recalculating distances and checking humidity levels that might affect their flight altitude. Mark watched him from the cockpit doorway.

“Are you really nineteen?” He asked.

Rafael glanced up. “You ask that a lot.”

“Well, are you?” Mark insisted, sensing a deception.

“No.” Rafael chuckled. “Truth is, I’m 37 and a midget. But I will be 19 on my next birthday, come June 11th.”

“Oh, that explains why you’re so short.” Mark chuckled.

* * *
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MONSOON CLOUDS ROLLED in as they neared Burma. Visibility dropped to almost nothing as the Empire entered the front of the storm. Mark had to fight the controls to keep the aircraft level as Rafael shouted wind direction and altitude adjustments over the roar of the engines. 

The Empire shuddered. Rain slammed against the windshield in furious sheets, blurring the once-promising horizon into a churning wall of gray. Between Rangoon and Manila Bay stretched the vast, unforgiving maw of the South China Sea . . . and it had turned savage.

Mark had faced flak over Madrid and chased German fighters through the Pyrenees, but nothing quite compared to flying a floating palace through a savage thunderstorm with twenty-two terrified passengers. 

“Looks like an updraft at 2 o’clock!” Rafael shouted over the howling engines, clutching the control yoke with white-knuckled precision.

“I see it, I see it . . . hold her steady!” Mark barked back, fighting the rudder pedals. The plane jolted violently. The port wing dropped like dead weight, and for a sickening second the entire aircraft yawed sideways.

Below them, the sea boiled.

In the passenger cabin, chaos reigned. The older women gripped their rosaries, mouthing prayers to every saint they could remember. Children wept and clung to their mothers. The cook vomited into a steel basin, swearing in Andalusian dialect between gasps. Don Emilio sat braced against the wall, his face a stoic mask, but even he had turned pale.

The youngest daughter, Isabela, only six years old, screamed as the fuselage groaned again under pressure. A suitcase fell from an overhead rack and split open, scattering silk dresses and tins of chocolate across the floor.

In the cockpit, Mark wrestled with the yoke like a matador with a bull. Lightning streaked across the clouds, illuminating Rafael’s face in sharp, ghostly flashes.

“We're getting hammered by crosswinds . . . twenty, thirty knots at least!” Rafael shouted, checking their altitude. “We’re dropping too fast, Mark!”

Mark adjusted the throttle, pulling hard to keep level. “Full throttle, trim her nose up! We’re not belly-flopping this whale into the ocean, not on my watch, kid.”

“We won’t make Manila on this vector!” Rafael warned.

“We’ll make it.” Mark growled. “Start sweeping for a break in the cloud bank. There’s got to be a pocket somewhere.”

Another shudder rippled through the aircraft, and the floor dipped beneath them like an elevator in freefall. Passengers screamed as the plane lurched downward again.

“Five thousand feet and falling.” Rafael muttered, eyes locked on the instruments.

“Mayday . . . Mayday . . . Jesus just wet his pants.” Mark muttered sarcastically under his breath, flipping a switch to engage the intercom. “We’re taking on a little storm, folks! Just a reminder from the gods that no journey worth taking is ever smooth!”

Rafael grinned at Mark, amazed at how calm he was. “You're really enjoying this, aren't you?”

“It's only fun when you think you might die and don’t!” Mark answered with a wide grin on his face. 

The storm spun the seaplane on its left wingtip again. Mark banked hard right. The Empire groaned but responded. Its four engines faithfully roaring at his command.

“There!” Rafael cried, pointing to a break in the clouds . . . a sliver of soft blue light. “Just to the east!”

Mark didn’t wait. He yanked the yoke hard, banking toward it, pushing the throttles to the stops. The Bristol Pegasus radial engines roared even louder. The plane climbed, fighting through turbulence, clawing its way up inch by inch.

And then, just as suddenly as it began, the storm broke. They emerged into open sky . . . golden with sunlight, the storm clouds retreating behind them like dark curtains. Below, the sea calmed, and far on the horizon, the outlines of Luzon came into view.

Mark leaned back, sweat-soaked and grinning.

Rafael exhaled a long breath. “That was . . . ”

“Some shit, right?” Mark finished for him.

In the back, cheers erupted. Some wept openly. Don Emilio looked toward the cockpit and gave a solemn nod of gratitude. “Next time my father wants to go on a trip.” Rafael said, wiping his brow. “I vote we take
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