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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The people of Teutonic-America rendered unto NATO things that were NATO’s, and unto the Church things that were the Church’s. Three years after the death of the Chancellor-Mother, First Prelate Wolfhard—who became known as Wolfhard the Hungry—came to believe that all should kneel before the Church and none before NATO. Wolfhard anointed himself pontiff and sent the newly consecrated Teutonic Knights against NATO’s American lords in the city-state of Obama. Caught off guard, NATO and Obama City fell, and many Americans with their more temporal ways perished. Wolfhard the Hungry next destroyed all three-sided altars. With NATO no longer able to stop him, Wolfhard expelled all rug kneelers who, generations earlier, had come to Teutonic-America to escape Jihadi persecution. They fled across the Middleterranean Sea to the more tolerant realm of Andatunisia. Those Americans who survived Wolfhard’s blood blades migrated to the Transylvanian Mountains, wherefrom floating castles arose the famed RangerKnights.

      
        
        —From the Books of Ruin

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            ANDATUNISIA

          

        

      

    

    
      My many years have made me hesitant to talk about RangerKnights. As you know, Papal Inquisitors still hunt them outside their mountain citadels. Also, memories grow shallow over time and retreat into the mind’s dark recesses. You may be right, however. Maybe someone should record what I can recall. For during my time with the RangerKnights, I journeyed not just to strange lands. I traveled from boyhood to manhood, learning manly things. So, young monk, buy me a meal and ale and prepare your writing needle.
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        * * *

      

      Three generations after the fall of NATO—I believe it was in the year 508—I was a precocious sixteen-year-old still living with my family in Andatunisia. I was much smarter back then than I am now. I first learned about RangerKnights shortly after I bought the codex from a bookseller. I clearly remember munching on a peach when I spotted it nestled among other aged manuscripts. A small leather tab jutted out from its base. Before I pulled the tab to remove the book from the shelf, I threw what remained of my peach into one of the many compost barrels scattered throughout the bazaar and wiped my fingers with my handcloth. I snapped open a metal clasp that held the thick book closed, then flipped through its pages. Row upon row of neat lines of black lettering leaped off carefully cut vellum. Different handwriting revealed the manuscript to be a codex, a collection of many writers.

      No serious collector would have added the codex to his private library. Its soft-brown leather covers were water-stained and torn, its title illegible. Time had adulterated the swirling motifs and icons that once decorated its pages. If I had not rescued the codex, I am sure it would have ended up as kindling. However, it was written in Cyrillic, and I had just finished two terms studying that strange alphabet. I wanted to try out my newly acquired reading skill on the codex. Because I paid only four coppers for it, I knew I would feel guiltless tossing it into a fire if I found the writing trite.

      I hurried home, eager to start reading, but a joyous commotion drew me away from my purchase to the manor’s open-air courtyard. My family and many relatives were there crying, laughing and clapping. The reason for the celebration was the rescue of my older sister Nazanin and her entourage from captivity. I remember her standing near the plashing fountain, wearing a beautiful red and blue abaya and a light-blue headscarf over her raven hair. As was our custom when under thick protective skies, she wore a sheer Indian silk scarf that covered her hair but not her face. She exchanged hugs and air kisses with all who approached. My father gleefully ordered carpets to be unfurled and the festal table brought to the courtyard for food and drink. I weaved through the throng of well-wishers to embrace Nazanin.

      “Praise be to Allah, for He has returned you to us!” In my excitement and being a tall lad, I lifted Nazanin off her feet.

      She laughed. “As Allah has willed it.”

      We grasped each other’s hands and giggled. I stepped back, extending our arms. “Nazanin, you look…” My knitted forehead betrayed puzzlement. “…wonderful.” She had been a captive for three lunisolars, and the Jihadists were known to be harsh gaolers. Yet she stood before me with a glowing complexion, healthy coral lips and steady, intelligent dark eyes.

      “I owe my health to Huma.” Her face dimmed. “Knowing that I was the primary cause for our kidnapping, Huma announced early in our captivity that she was me, and al-Wahasha believed her. Nothing I said changed his mind. He raped her daily, and when our rescuers dropped from the sky, al-Wahasha had time to slit one throat, and he slit hers.”

      Nazanin’s eyes teared. Huma was Nazanin’s childhood friend and confidant who became one of her waitladies.

      My sister wiped her eyes before continuing. “We brought her body back so she could have a proper Christian burial.”

      We leaned toward each other until our foreheads touched. We did that whenever we wanted what we said to stay between us. “Forgive me, sister, if my words implied anything less than honor. That was not my intent. You should not be faulted for what occurred. Although Huma was a lowborn, she had the beauty and bearing to be mistaken for an emir’s daughter.”

      “Thank you, Asem. What you said means a lot to me.”

      We unclasped our hands and straightened up. “When did you arrive back?”

      “The boat docked just a little while ago. Our rescuers skimmed us to the Isle of Pantelleria, where they turned us over to Vizier Ranit,” she said, referring to Father’s Jewish adviser. “He convinced Father that Jihadi envoys might ask uncomfortable questions if they see skimmers over our city.”

      “Skimmers?” I was astonished. “I thought only Teutone Papalists and Americans have skimmers, and Papal hatred of us is deeper than the sea that washes against our shore, and Americans keep to themselves.”

      “Hired trigger pullers rescued us.”

      “Trigger pullers with skimmers? From where?”

      Before she responded, Father’s voice pulled everybody to the festal table.

      Nazanin again took my hand. “Asem, sit with me.”

      Amber light from the setting sun bathed the courtyard and its white plaster façade. Family members, close courtiers and Nazanin’s surviving waitladies sat on pillows around the circular table that comfortably accommodated the large group. Nazanin, being the guest of honor, sat to Father’s right. I sat next to her. After giving thanks to Allah, servants placed washing bowls and a towel in front of each diner, and then quickly whisked them away after hands got cleaned and dried. The servants next came with dozens of chargers filled with all types of foods. They placed on the table stew flavored with caraway, mint, basil, ginger and parsley; roasted pork and boiled pigeon; rice, wheat and cheesy noodles; and asparagus, cucumbers and chutneys. The inner part of the table rotated, and I waited my turn to spin it to scoop onto my plate couscous, spicy red mutton, pita bread and chopped mixed vegetables wetted in olive oil and lemon. A servant brought me effervescent blue wine, my favorite. For dessert, I ignored the crepes and syrup-soaked fruit for the rice pudding.

      By the time our bellies could take no more, electrick lamps had replaced sunlight. My father ordered the servants to remove the dishes and bring coffee and water pipes for those who smoked. Water in Father’s hookah bubbled as he drew smoke into his lungs. Pleasure spread across his face. He held the expression for several moments before his countenance became serious, his signal for the end of polite conversation and the start of serious talk.

      “Nazanin, describe your kidnapping and rescue, and tell it honestly and plainly in a clear voice so all can hear, but please, dear daughter, limit the editorializing.”

      Being the king’s senior emir who presided over the Shura Council, Father always sought out hard truths. Knowing truths, he preached, nourished good decision-making. However, he knew his headstrong daughter seldom pondered before forming opinions.

      Nazanin rose, standing with a noble bearing and an upright chin. “Nothing I describe will be varnished, Father, but I am incapable of not giving meaning when meaning is obvious.”

      My sister began her story.

      “The voyage to the Bosporus was uneventful. We docked at Islambol and showed our diplomatic papers. We expected the Jihadists to lower the channel chain to allow us to enter the strait. The port master, a smelly, corpulent Saracen, informed us we could not proceed through the strait without a Jihadi pilot. Unfortunately, none was available until the forenoon. I argued against the delay, explaining nobody had informed us about this requirement and that we were on a trade mission to New Reykjavik. I showed him the letter of transit that his caliph had signed. The port master shrugged, saying his hands were tied, and that we would have to stay docked until sunrise. I could tell something was not right because he stuttered and sweated profusely. I doubled the night watch with sailors and joined my entourage of waitladies in the women’s quarters.

      “During the darkest part of the night, men dressed in black hoody-dusters and brown facecloths stormed the ship. They quickly put swords to our armed retainers. They spared the sailors because they did not resist or give warning. I suspect the port master had bribed them.”

      Father’s anger boiled over. “I will have those cowardly sailors hung!”

      “I doubt you will find them, for they know they dishonored our house, and they have scattered into foreign winds,” Nazanin said.

      Father’s rage triggered a bout of coughing. Afterward, he used a handcloth to wipe his lips. Father apologized and told Nazanin to continue.

      “When the brigands entered the women’s quarters, Huma reacted before anybody else. She picked up my emissarial ring that I had removed to wash my hands. Huma stood between them and us, waving the ring in front of them. ‘How dare you come in here!’ she shouted. ‘Do you not see this is Princess Nazanin’s royal quarters?’ When the lead brigand asked if she was me, Huma said yes. He backhanded her, and other brigands shackled her hands behind her back and placed a black hood over her head. When the lead brigand pocketed my emissarial ring, his facecloth slipped, showing him to be a Mutilator.”

      Many around the festal tables gasped. The mention of the Mutilators caused two of Nazanin’s waitladies to weep.

      “Are you sure they were Followers of the Blade?” Father asked.

      “Of course I am sure.” Nazanin shot Father a stern gaze. “You taught me never to state something unless I am certain, and I am certain of this one thing.”

      An embarrassed thin smile that also betrayed Father’s pride in her confidence touched his face. Father had trained her in the diplomatic arts, and she had proven her worth many times traveling abroad for the king.

      “Please continue,” Father said.

      “The Mutilator had no nose and ears. I am sure he cut them off in a moment of scoria frenzy. His sunken eyes in his fleshy face, however, dominated his appearance. He looked more monster than man. And I can still smell his sour scoria stench that whiffed over me when I confronted him to protest his brutality.” Nazanin’s voice quivered with rage. “I announced that I was Princess Nazanin and not Huma. The filthy Mutilator placed a large paw on my face and shoved me down, saying, ‘Remember your place, bitch.’ When the other brigands bound and hooded us, they too reeked of Mutilator stench.

      “They hustled us off the boat. From whinnies, I surmised that two horse-drawn carriages awaited us. From touch, I deduced that I had climbed into a canvas-covered wagon, similar to the type homesteaders use to take families to rimlands.

      “We traveled the rest of the night and most of the next forenoon in forced silence. They allowed us to remove our hoods only when given water to drink and a chamber pot to piss in.” Nazanin overhead several aunts tsk, tsking her for using the word piss. My sister left no time lapse before she challenged their censure. “Yes, I used the correct word, for that was the word they used. I will not shade our experience with euphemisms.”

      The aunts drew themselves back, shocked by her rebuke. I caught out of the corner of my eye Father nodding approvingly while smoking his hookah.

      “At first, my waitladies were hesitant to squat in front of our four male guards, although I could tell the women were in great discomfort,” Nazanin said.

      “That is true, my lord,” said Asha, Nazanin’s young ebony waitlady.

      My sister continued. “So, I made water first, and while doing so, stared at the Mutilators. ‘Do your loins swell watching women piss?’ I asked them. The question made them look away when my waitladies took turns filling the pot. When unhooded, I noticed Huma was not with us. The Mutilators, believing her to be me, had placed Huma alone in the other carriage.

      “We reached al-Wahasha’s palace just before noontide. While still hooded and inside the wagon, I overheard the palace’s chamberlain berate the Mutilators for leaving a bruise on Huma’s face. ‘General al-Wahasha does not want the princess’ beauty marred,’ he told them. The chamberlain told female attendants to take Huma to the baths, and before washing her, smear hair-removal cream everywhere below her neck. Then they were to dress her in the clothing the general had laid out and paint makeup on her bruise.

      “Palace guards removed our hoods, and I saw the chamberlain handing three tightly wrapped parcels of scoria to the Mutilators as payment for the kidnapping. While the Followers of the Blade rode away in the wagons, al-Wahasha’s guards led us into the palace. We walked under a foyer’s towering rotunda and through a great hall to windowless slave quarters off a large walled garden. During our time as palace slaves, al-Wahasha sold none of us but kept us together behind his walls so knowledge of his treachery would not reach his caliph’s ears.”

      Father interpreted. “General al-Wahasha does not believe in his caliph’s détente with non-Saracen realms such as ours. He fears we would grow wealthy if the Hansnoractic Trading Alliance accepts our membership, and he kidnapped you to stop the negotiations. He wants us weak. Andatunisia possesses the only good harbors west of the Nile, and al-Wahasha wants them. But being the king’s proxy while he is away, I refused to be baited. Besides, I doubted al-Wahasha would have returned you if we did pay the ransom.”

      “So, you paid a ransom to those uncouth trigger pullers,” Nazanin sniffed.

      “Who are these trigger pullers?” I asked.

      Nazanin and Father ignored me. Instead, Father addressed Nazanin. “Yes, we did pay them, but not as much as al-Wahasha wanted.”

      Efraim Ranit cleared his throat to signal that he wished to speak. My father gave his vizier an affirming nod.

      “They are not uncouth, Princess Nazanin. They are…” Ranit paused to find the right words. “…an egalitarian people. They probably treated you with a familiarity you had not experienced before from strangers who you believe are below your station.”

      “You can excuse their behavior, Vizier Ranit, but I will not. I found them to be barbarians, with gross natures and coarse manners. I saw one scratch his nether and another passed gas in front of me.” I giggled at the thought.

      Father pursed his lips, irritated that Nazanin had strayed from the story. “Please continue with your tale, daughter.”

      “Until our rescue, we did slave duties, starting well before sunrise and stopping after sunset. We washed clothes, cooked meals and swept and mopped floors, all the while looking for an opportunity to escape. Being properly bred, al-Wahasha thought we would better serve him in the palace instead of the fields. We wore black chadors but had to keep our heads visible. Thus, we kept our faces as unattractive as possible to avoid rape. At night, al-Wahasha ravished Huma. He did so in a third-floor harem apartment, which was her jail. The apartment’s balcony opened up to the walled garden that contained our slave quarters. We heard nightly his disgusting rutting through our barred windows. Even the garden’s fountains could not drown it out. Only prayer and meditation kept me steady during those moments.

      “One day, the chamberlain ordered me to clean Huma’s apartment while al-Wahasha was away. When I entered, Huma and I embraced and cried in each other’s arms. She told me al-Wahasha believed her to be me because of her paler skin and fairer hair, features Jihadists highly prize. Her life was so controlled that phallic-shaped vegetables served to her were finely chopped to keep her from pleasuring herself. Huma snorted at the absurdity of such thinking. She wore immodest clothing and makeup, eyeliner and lipstick. Al-Wahasha promised to protect the rest of us from rape, as long as she dressed as a harlot and did not try to escape. ‘I can barely stand to look at myself in the mirror,’ she told me. He often demeaned her by calling her my Andatunisian princess whore and forcing her to lick honey off his toes and feet while he massaged his manhood. She described the general’s touch as painful, which he did to punish her, believing that no Andatunisian is a true Muslim.”

      Silence fell over the courtyard. The tale froze those around the festal table into wide-eyed figures seen in frescos. The servants on the courtyard’s edges stood stone-like, with mouths ajar. I found myself holding my breath.

      “That was the last time I saw Huma alive,” Nazanin continued. “Well after my waitladies and I were locked inside our quarters for the night, the trigger pullers came. At first, their presence was almost unperceivable. I heard muted pops and bodies plopping onto floors. Our windows were set too high to see out, so I put my ear against our heavy wooden door. I heard two loud bangs. Intense flashes of light penetrated the quarters through the gaps between the door and its frame. I readied myself for explosions to rip through the door and into me. The blasts produced only light and noise, booms that overwhelmed my ears.”

      “Those were flashbangs,” Ranit interjected.

      “After I regained my hearing, I heard a hound snarling, a large cat shrieking, and guards screaming, followed by swords crossing and blades falling on tiles,” Nazanin continued. “The fighting quickly waned, and I heard our door’s deadbolt scrape open. I ordered the lanterns doused and moved my waitladies to the far wall, with my arms stretched out to protect them. The door swung wide, and two trigger pullers hooked inside. They flanked the entryway with their backs against the wall. Moonlight spilled into the quarters. After my eyes adjusted to the lunar glow, I saw that they pointed strange short rifles at us.”

      “Did the rifles have prickly-pear-shaped tubes around the muzzles?” Ranit asked. When Nazanin said yes, the vizier explained the tubes muffled gunshots and suppressed muzzle flashes. “The pops you heard came from those rifles.” Talking about the weapon animated Ranit. “A Teutonic gunsmith named Sauer the Fourth created the gun. He placed the rifle’s loading, chambering and firing mechanisms inside the stock. This reduced the overall length of the weapon while maintaining the barrel length of traditional rifles. Ammunition is stored in what is called a waffenmagazin that is inserted into the bottom of the stock. When a bullet is fired, explosive gas extracts the spent casing, and a spring in the waffenmagazin pushes another round into the chamber. Sauer called his rifle a Wolfswaffen, or wolf weapon. The rifle would not have been possible if Sauer also had not created a smokeless propellent that did not clog up the gun’s moving parts with dirty residue.”

      “How can that be?” I asked. “Smoke from our longrifles often obscures the battlefield and reveals positions of our shooters.”

      “The gunsmith found a compound that, when mixed with gunpowder, produces little smoke.”

      “What a fascinating modern age we live in,” I blurted out. The Wolfswaffen gripped my adolescent imagination while it seemed to bore Nazanin.

      “Sauer designed the Wolfswaffen to shoot different size bullets,” Ranit continued. “When fitted with an extended large-bore barrel, the weapon becomes a sniper’s rifle. Loading, however, must be done manually, by inserting the sniper slug directly into the chamber through a side flap. Your rescuers carried the short-barrel version. They are effective during close-quarter fighting.”

      “Nazanin, did they carry other weapons? Did they wear armor?” I asked excitedly.

      “I cannot recall.” She turned away from me, making clear she found the questions uninteresting.

      “I remember,” Asha inserted. “They looked very dashing. Holstered pistols hung from their thighs and a few carried swords on their backs. They wore black matte round helmets and black balaclavas that concealed their faces except for the eyes. Their battledress, chest protectors, greaves and spaulders were covered in sand-colored cloth mottled with dark red and green splotches.”

      “Those colors help conceal them in arid landscapes,” Ranit said.

      “I did not find them dashing.” Nazanin sounded annoyed that the conversation had gotten away from her.

      “Let us stop this debate about whether or not they were dashing,” Father interjected. “Daughter, please continue.”

      “Thank you, Father. One of the trigger pullers who entered the quarters shouted, ‘Senior chief, in here!’ He spoke American. A short time later, another trigger puller, this one older and brown-skinned, appeared at the doorway. He tucked his helmet under his left arm and pulled off his balaclava to reveal thick black swirls tattooed on the left side of his face. When he saw me, he halted and stared.”

      “I am sure he was taken aback by your beauty, my princess,” Asha said, “and we by his eyes that in a blink went from predatory to protective. I do not know why, but at that moment, I felt safe.”

      My sister shot Asha an annoyed look. “Do not include me in your we, Asha.” Nazanin turned to the others. “This man, the one they called the senior chief, next mouthed something strange. He said, ‘I know, you expected someone taller.’ I did not know how to reply to such a nonsensical comment.”

      “I believe, Princess Nazanin, his words were meant to be humorous,” Ranit said. “These warriors say such things to relax those they rescue.”

      “I heard nothing humorous in his words,” Nazanin replied. “After he mouthed his gibberish, he demanded light, and one of the trigger pullers lit one of our lanterns. He then approached me and withdrew from a pocket a drawing of me—which I assume you provided—and held it next to my face. So bad was his breath, I turned my head away from his face. ‘Found her!’ he shouted to those outside. ‘Get Grantham in here with her healer kit! Have these women checked out!’ When one of his men asked him about the woman upstairs, he said I used her as a body double and decoy. Enraged, I told him I spoke his unmelodious tongue, and that he insulted me to think I would intentionally place Huma in harm’s way. I insisted she be brought to me immediately. ‘That is not possible,’ he said. ‘The general slit her throat when we entered the room.’

      “Announcing her death as if reporting the demise of a mangy dog swelled my anger. ‘You have no feelings,’ I told him. ‘I demand to be taken to her.’ We locked eyes. He asked if I was sure I wanted to see her. When I said yes, his shoulders drooped, and he shook his head. ‘Let’s escort the princess upstairs,’ he replied. With that said, the two other trigger pullers inside the quarters pulled off their head coverings, showing one of them to be a woman. The senior chief noted my astonishment. ‘Your king doesn’t have women warriors?’ he asked, insulting me with a half-grinning smirk. I did not know how to respond to him, Father. You have never given me a good reason why Andatunisia has no warrioress, although the Quran says both sexes sprang from the same cell and that five women fought alongside Muhammad at the Battle of Uhud.”

      So unexpected was Nazanin’s accusation, Father coughed out smoke he inhaled from his water pipe. Grandmother shouted above his hacking. “Women’s constitutions are too delicate to be soldiers!”

      Father slapped his hand on the table. “Enough! This is not the place to discuss this!” His shout elicited more coughing. After he regained his voice, he ordered a servant to remove his hookah and return with wine. “The soreness in my throat has returned.”

      Admonished, Nazanin continued. “The trigger pullers led me through the garden. I saw many dead Jihadi guards. Two lay in the garden’s stone stream, its water pink with their blood; others lay crumpled on the flagstones. Those who died by gunfire were shot through the forehead, and those who died by the sword lay next to scimitars with broken blades.”

      Father turned to Ranit. “Efraim, am I to believe these trigger pullers you hired carry swords that can cleave an opponent’s blade?”

      “It appears to be true, my lord,” Ranit replied.

      “I thought only swords of Flashfall steel could do such damage. As you know, the ability to forge Flashfall is known only to…” Father’s eyes widened. “Efraim, are your trigger pullers…?” Realizing that he had stumbled upon a secret, Father bit off his question.

      Efraim nodded. “As you know, sir, the agreement I made forbad me from identifying them.”

      “I remember,” Father replied.

      “What is Flashfall?” Father gave Ranit a nod, permitting him to answer.

      “When the Flash occurred five centuries ago, machines that orbited high in the sky fell to Earth. Those that did not burn up fused into black glassy chunks known as Flashfall. Some contained metals stronger than Hindu steel. Many believe the secret to forging Flashfall has been lost. If this is true, the trigger pullers probably wielded Flashfall swords forged before that knowledge was forgotten.”

      “I can see that,” I said. “Nazanin describes remarkable marksmanship. Are their aims always so true?”

      “They are excellent with all types of weapons,” Ranit replied. “They aim at heads because such shots kill instantly. A bullet to the chest, unless it is a sniper slug, does not. An enemy shot in the heart may continue to fight for some time before dying.”

      At this point, Nazanin raised her voice. “Do you wish for me to continue, or do you want to prattle on about these barbarians?” When she saw her rebuke had silenced us, Nazanin refreshed her throat and continued. “They took me to the palace’s great hall. Lanterns burned everywhere. There, I saw more Jihadi corpses. Several bodies appeared to have been mauled by animals. Just off the great hall in the audience chamber, frightened servants sat corralled. A Nubian Amazon with long blonde braided dreadlocks guarded them. I was taken aback when I spotted a large lynx lying next to her using its paws to clean blood off its yellowish-gray face and black-tipped ears. Another trigger puller accompanied by a large war hound entered the great hall. Unlike the Nubian, this trigger puller wore a balaclava. I do not know why but trigger pullers with facial tattoos hid them behind these knitted masks. I notice the senior chief had once again cloaked his face while the two tattooless trigger pullers who first entered our quarters had not.

      “Upon seeing the canine, the bobtail lynx alerted and hissed. The senior chief told the Nubian to quiet the cat. The Nubian replied that she got this. I then saw the most fantastic thing. The Nubian waved a hand over the lynx, and the animal relaxed and returned to grooming.

      “From the great hall, we walked up a sweeping spiraling marble staircase, avoiding blood and bodies. On the third floor, I observed two trigger pullers guarding the general’s wives, concubines and children in the harem’s pillow room. Inside Huma’s apartment, my dear, dear friend lay crumpled on the floor, blood pooled around her head. Wearing a gold-threaded thobe, al-Wahasha sat next to her, his back against a wall. He displayed a vacant stare and a fixed, shocked expression. He still gripped the hooked dagger that he had used to kill Huma. Dried streams of blood from two bullet holes in his forehead ran down into his beard. The back of his head was gone. Exploded brain and skull sullied the wall near where he had been standing when shot.

      “I knelt next to Huma and turned her over. She seemed angelic in death. I ordered towels and a basin of warm soapy water. The senior chief and his two trigger pullers who escorted me made no effort to comply. ‘I did not make a request; I gave an order!’ I shouted. After the senior chief nodded, his trigger pullers brought me what I demanded. I washed blood out of Huma’s hair and off her skin and wiped the harlot paint from her face.

      “‘We will transport Huma home as she was, not as that pig wanted her to be,’ I told them before spitting on al-Wahasha’s corpse. I pulled down the balcony’s white curtains and shrouded Huma in them. When I tried to lift her, a sudden surge of emotions sapped my strength. I slapped the senior chief’s hands away when he reached for her. ‘Get back!’ I shouted.”

      “He was only trying to help,” Father interjected.

      “I decided that no man would touch her again,” Nazanin replied. “I focused my strength and carried her downstairs, through the great hall and the foyer until I was outside. The sun had broken above the forenoon horizon. I handed Huma to another warrioress who carried her to a parked skimmer. ‘Treat her as if she is one of your fallen,’ I ordered.

      “My waitladies and I were anxious to leave that dreadful place, but not so for the trigger pullers. They walked in wonder through the palace as if tourists, pawing tiles, stuccowork and geometric motifs on the walls. They stared at the vaulted ceilings, the lobed archways and the tessellated floors. I overheard one say, ‘Think this place will be for sale?’ ‘Probably could get it at a discount,’ another answered. They laughed, impervious to the horrors that occurred in that place.

      “When the trigger pullers finally boarded their skimmers, they brought with them bags of plunder. I accused the senior chief of looting. ‘You think we take gold and silver; we do not. We are not looters. What we have are Jihadi documents, maps and discarded pieces of parchment that will tell us about their thinking,’ he said.

      “I pointed to three framed oil paintings his people were carrying to their vessels. ‘And what will they tell you about Jihadists?’

      “‘Probably nothing,’ he replied. He made an absurd claim that the paintings portraying nudes were done by a warrior and master artist named Dom who lived during the last century. ‘The Papalists stole them,’ he said. ‘How al-Wahasha got them, we do not know. We are returning them to their rightful owners.’ I believe the trigger pullers stole them for their prurient reasons.”

      “Did you ever learn the name of the senior chief?” Father asked Nazanin.

      “I overheard a trigger puller call him Weir.”

      The name made Ranit’s face split into a smile. “Ah yes, Weir.”
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        * * *

      

      The surprised and welcomed arrival of King Kamran Hassan caused the merriments to continue well past my sister’s presentation. He had been with his fleet searching for the Sea People’s home port, and he entered the courtyard still in his battledress. He handed his helmet, sword, surcoat and chest plate to Prince Paras, his ever-present adjutant. Free of his armor, the king embraced Father. The king congratulated him for his deft response to the kidnapping and his wise stewardship of Andatunisia while he was away. “What would I do without you, Youssef?” the king said.

      “You would continue to do what you have been doing, sire—leading wisely and with great success.”

      “You are too modest, Youssef. You served my father well, and you serve me well.”

      My father lowered his voice. “What of the Sea People?”

      “We annihilated one of their raiding parties but failed to locate their homeport,” the king said under his breath. “We searched Africk’s coast down to the Gulf of Guinea.” The words made Father grimace.

      The king next took Nazanin’s hand and kissed it. “Praise Allah for your return,” he told her. “Word of your kidnapping caused me much worry. I am glad to see that your captivity did not mar your beauty.”

      Nazanin playfully veiled her face with her headscarf to conceal a pink blush. “You exaggerate, sir, in your compliment.” The dashing king’s smile and strong jaw swathed in virile dark stubble made many women melt, and before me, I saw my sister thaw into a puddle.

      “If anything, my compliment does not do you justice.” Nazanin looked down, her face no longer pink but bright red. “Prince Paras, the ring.” The adjutant, who was as handsome as his liege lord, handed the king a gold emissarial ring engraved with a royal lion’s profile holding a scimitar. King Kamran took my sister’s right hand and slipped it on her index finger. “This is to replace the one the brutes stole. Your king still needs your services.”

      Nazanin’s watery eyes sparkled as she examined the emissarial ring. “I am humbled by your trust, sire.” Nazanin bowed.

      The king turned to my father. “If you allow it, sir, I would like to give your daughter another gift.” The king motioned, and a Berber stepped forward. “We took this eunuch in battle. He has no love for the Sea People. They removed not just his manhood but also his tongue for some infraction. For sparing his life, he has sworn fidelity to me. His name is Amessan, and he is well versed in the martial arts. I offer him to you as your thrall and bodyguard so you will have adequate protection at all times.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness.” Nazanin bowed again.

      The king roared, “In the name of Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful, I declare it would not harm the faith if we throw down our throats another goblet of wine!”

      His royal musicians arrived with flutes, drums, tambourines and pear-shaped guitars. They and delicious barefoot belly dancers with bangles on their ankles and wrists entertained us well past our bedtimes, pleasures the Jihadists in their lands punish with death.
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      The call to prayer woke me before dawn fully registered. Eager to plunge into my newly purchased codex, I dressed and tiptoed out of the manor. Snoring reverberated throughout, men and women, royalty and domestics, sleeping off the previous night’s festivities. I did not rouse the servants for first meal. Instead, I scurried through the crisp cool air, past street sweepers, refuse collectors and delivery wagons preparing the city for another day. I carried the codex to a food stall that opened early.

      I purchased coffee, an egg and baklava and plopped down at one of the stall’s three outdoor tables. The forenoon’s first light produced a golden glow, perfect for reading. Much that was on the pages was beyond my comprehension. What I did discern captivated me the way a good fantasy enchants. Peppered between dense solar, astronomical and religious treatises were tales of myths and legends. They talked about God’s Tears, Vucari wolfmen, Giant Chorts, a floating monastery, man-hunting eagles, Widow Witches, Yetis, Shadowlanders, a Temple of Purgation and battles fought at places called Molenreich, Galaska Gap, Dickerhoff’s Wheat Field and Skaatgeat.

      I read for much of the forenoon, and I am sure my mulishness not freeing up the table for other customers upset the stall owner. He said nothing, of course, me being a prince, but looking back, I see that he hinted. “Ah, excuse me, Prince Asem, could I serve you something else, or maybe prepare something for you to take with you?”

      “No, no, I am fine.” I waved him away, so engrossed I was in the codex. If I had realized his true intent, I would have bought more coffee and another baklava to rent the table properly. I am not a rude fellow, and I now feel guilty for my obtuseness, but the stories had pulled my mind deep into the codex.

      Frustrated at not understanding the scientific chapters and why this codex existed, I hurried to the House of Wisdom. I arrived before the noontide call to prayer, giving me the privacy needed to ignore it when it came. Although I consider myself pious, my research in the codex took precedence over performing the salat.

      The forenoon sea breezes had subsided, and sirocco winds had brought heat. When I stepped into the House of Wisdom, with its beautiful arches and honeycomb vaulted ceilings, I appreciated the coolness that greeted me. The coolness came from the below-ground mosaic flooring and the high ceilings that sucked up the heat. A corridor led me to the central outdoor courtyard shaded with orange trees. As I crossed the courtyard, the trees’ white flowers scented the air with a honey sweetness.

      I pushed through a teak door at the back end of the building and entered a rotunda, which contained the House of Wisdom’s library. An amber glass skylight illuminated five tiers of cast-iron walkways that provided access to more than 300,000 manuscripts. A third of them were translated copies of manuscripts written before the Flash. Unlike those sold in the bazaar, each book in the library was worth more than a commoner’s annual wage. The teak doors and the library’s thick walls protected the archives by keeping the place cool and arid. Odor from oak shelving repelled most paper-eating insects, and bats that nested in the rotunda’s dome ate those bugs the wood did not ward off. That is why custodians every night draped canvas over the furniture to protect it from bat guano, and why each morning, they swept it up to sell to farmers as fertilizer. You laugh, yet it is true.

      I chanced upon a librarian who moonlighted as one of the king’s musicians. “Salaam, Sattar, you appear tired,” I said.

      Sattar moaned. “Salaam, Prince Asem.” Sattar bowed and touched his forehead. “The king kept us up late serenading your family, and afterward, he rewarded us with much wine. Allah is punishing my head for disobeying the Quran about overdrinking.”

      “I see the electrick lamps are lit.”

      “Yes, the astronomers forecasted thick skies and another aurora-free day.”

      “That is good news,” I said.

      “It still amazes me that electricity powered everything before the Flash.”

      “That may be true, Sattar, but before the Flash, auroras did not cause electrick lamps and voltaic piles to catch fire and explode.”

      After talking to Sattar, I climbed a wide limestone stairway to the fourth floor where I found Muslim, Christian, Hebrew and Hindu polymaths dashing in and out of scriptoriums or lingering in hallways loudly debating philosophy, astronomy, optics, mathematics, medicine and languages.

      I knocked on a door. The hubbub of hallway conversation drowned out my knock. I knocked again, harder. “Come,” came the response. I entered and found my teacher, Master Scholar and Physician Musa Rostami, sitting cross-legged on a carpet. He wore his usual brown cloak over a white thobe and nothing on his head. He hated turbans and keffiyehs and only hooded his head to protect himself outside when the sky was too thin to filter out the searing sunlight that produced radiance burns.

      My friend, Kazem Hematti, sat across from my teacher. He wore the all-white uniform and the green waist sash of a Navy cadet. A medical bag sat open next to him, evidence that Master Rostami had examined him.

      “Master, forgive my interruption,” I said. “I did not know you were in session. I will wait outside.”

      “Please stay, Asem,” Hematti replied. “I could use a friend, for I am miserable.”

      “What ails you, Kazem?” I asked.

      Master Rostami replied for Hematti. “His father says he suffers from sleeplessness, loss of weight and dizziness. I believe we will find the source of his problems shortly.” My teacher placed two fingers on Hematti’s right wrist. “Listen carefully to my words,” he told Hematti. While monitoring his pulse, Master Rostami cited the name of every neighborhood in the city. He next listed the streets in the merchants’ quarter. After doing that, he mentioned the names of several girls.

      Master Rostami released Hematti’s wrist. “What plagues you, Prince Kazem, is Merchant Sokol’s daughter, Jadrana. You suffer from lovesickness.”

      Hematti went slack-jawed. “Master Rostami, how did you know that I am sick with love for Jadrana? Her image festers in my mind day and night, and I have grown melancholy trying to repress my thoughts about her.”

      “Why do you not want to think about her, Kazem?” I asked.

      “Because I fear my father’s anger if I admit my love for a non-royal.”

      “Does Jadrana feel the same way about you?” Master Rostami asked.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Have either of you been promised to somebody else?”

      “No, Master Rostami,” Hematti replied.

      “Have both of you stayed chaste?”

      “Of course, Master Rostami.”

      “Then neither of you have transgressed Allah’s limits.” My teacher scribbled something on a notepad, folded the paper thrice and sealed it with wax. “I am writing you a prescription to show your father. My advice to your father is that you two should join. If a love is not born out of sin, then a love marriage is better than one whose primary reason is class. I know your father well and believe he will understand.” My teacher handed the prescription to Hematti. “Now go, young prince, and return to me in a sennight to report what your father has decided.”

      After Hematti left the chamber, I asked Master Rostami how he discovered that Prince Kazem suffered from lovesickness.

      “It was quite simple. I found no physical problems, so I surmised his ailment was in his mind, and it is common for a boy his age to suffer from lovesickness. I tested my hypothesis by monitoring his pulse. His heart fluttered when I mentioned the merchants’ quarter, and again when I mentioned the street where the lady resides. I know every unmarried woman of his age who lives on that street. His heart raced when I spoke Jadrana’s name. Young love is the most ferocious of all passions. I am surprised you have not succumbed to lovesickness.” His last statement made my ears redden. “Now, my student, what brought you to my chamber?”

      “Sir, I brought you an old codex written in Cyrillic, purchased from the bazaar’s bookseller who deals in castoff books and maps. I need help translating it.”

      “I know that bookseller. He and his family are part of the diaspora of Balkan Slavs from Teutonic-America. He is honest but mostly sells rubbish.”

      A call to prayer interrupted our conversation. “God is great! God is great!”

      My teacher grimaced. “I wish he would call from a minaret not so close to my window.”

      “I bear witness that there is no god except the One God!” the muezzin continued.

      My teacher made no move to face Mecca, as I knew he would not. He told me after I became his student that God could attest to his faith. He did not need to prove it to others by bowing five times a day toward a place no longer habitable due to extreme heat.

      “Hurry to the prayer! Hurry to the prayer!” the muezzin added.

      “Come here,” my teacher instructed me. “Let us see what cheap fiction you brought me.” He removed whatever he was reading from a rehal and placed the codex in the X-shaped bookrest. He opened the manuscript and ran his hand down the first page. “At least the bookmaker used vellum and not parchment.” I saw his eyes shifting back and forth while he read. “Pfft,” he said dismissively. He shook his head as he read the second page. He stopped shaking his head by the third page. “The authors appear to be Orthodox Christian monks.” His eyes narrowed after the fifth page. He studied intensely a set of tables that appeared to be a solar chart. “Asem, did the bookseller have a matching volume?”

      “I saw none and had no reason to ask about one.”

      “Words on this page refer to an earlier volume.” My teacher, tapping his finger against his lips, thought for some time before speaking. “Asem, please remove that thick manuscript on the fourth shelf with the red-wine cover next to the pharmacopoeia.” I rolled the master’s study ladder into place and used it to reach the manuscript. When I attempted to hand it to him, he shook his head. “That is a text on the American language. You should know this tongue. Study it while I read the rest of your codex.”

      My teacher summoned a servant with a handbell. He told him to bring a pot of mud coffee and two cups, a sign that my time in his chamber studying would be long.

      After several turns of the hourglass, my teacher slammed the codex shut and spoke. “Continue your studies, Asem.” With that comment, he stared into the distance, lost in thought, until sunlight softened into twilight.

      “Asem, is this a thin or thick sky day?” he asked.

      “Master, the minarets fly only green flags. In addition, the sun is almost down. We need not worry about searing light.”

      “Good, I will not need my keffiyeh. Come, young Asem, we must go to the bookseller.”

      So fast did he walk, I had difficulty keeping up with him without breaking into a run. Being the night before the sacred day of congregation, the bazaar—illuminated by blazing oil lanterns and electrick lamps—bustled with shoppers and revelers.

      My teacher greeted the bookseller. “As-Salaam Alaikum, Malin Popov.” He bowed his head and touched his forehead.

      “Wa-Alaikum Salaam,” the bookseller replied before repeating the gesture. “Master Rostami and Prince Asem, it is an honor to receive you again.” He ushered us to the rear of his stall, where he ordered a son to fetch mint tea. “Please sit here,” Popov said. “Although these chairs are unworthy of you, they are my best.”

      “Malin, how is your family?” my teacher asked.

      The son placed a teapot, cups and a bowl of sugar cubes on a small, low table.

      “My family is well.” Popov poured the tea. “The king has accepted my son for his army.” He nodded toward his son, who brought the tea. “And my eldest daughter has been betrothed.”

      “Already? How old is she?”

      “Fifteen.”

      I dropped two sugar cubes into my tea.

      “How quickly they grow,” my teacher said. “I will encourage my colleagues to patronize your business so you will have enough coin for your daughter’s dowry.”

      “I am humbled and appreciative. And how has been your health?”

      The formalities went back and forth for some time before the bookseller signaled its end with the obvious question. “How can I serve you, Master Rostami?”

      “Yesterday, you sold this codex to Prince Asem.” He showed the bookseller the book. “I would like to know how it came into your possession.”

      “I bought it from a fellow Slav who claimed the codex was worth its weight in silver. I privately thought the book close to worthless, but since he was down on his luck and needed coin to eat, I bought it and sold it to Prince Asem at a loss.”

      “As the Prophet said, to give something to a poor man brings one reward,” Master Rostami replied. “Did the Slav explain where he acquired the codex?”

      “From Mutilators. He was an alchemist who processed bacellus crust into scoria. He sold them two kilos. Instead of paying him with the promised gold, they gave him the codex. They were the ones who told him about the codex’s worth. If the alchemist delivered two more kilos, the Mutilators promised to give him the gold and the second volume.”

      “So, there is a second volume,” Master Rostami mused. “Where can I find this alchemist?”

      “He died choking on a piece of chicken he bought from a street vendor.”

      “From God we came, and to God we return,” Master Rostami said.

      “And may the Creator guide us all,” rejoined the bookseller.

      Master Rostami paused to think. “Where can I find these Mutilators?” he asked.

      “I heard they live in caves inside the Anatolia’s Ihara Gorge.”

      Before we left, my teacher bought a map from the bookseller that I knew he did not need. “I must talk to your father,” Master Rostami said as we got into a pedicab.

      “Why?”

      “The alchemist was correct. The codex is worth its weight in silver, and if we acquire the other volume, the two together will be worth their weight in gold. What you purchased, Prince Asem, is one of the missing Books of Ruin.”
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        * * *

      

      Master Rostami and I met Father and Ranit in Father’s study. Master Rostami described the Books of Ruin and why the kingdom needed the missing volume.

      “You sound as if this missing codex is the Mother of Books,” my father said.

      “The Mother of Books is in heaven, not with the Mutilators,” Master Rostami replied. “All holy scriptures, however, spring from Allah. While I do not suggest the Books of Ruin are as divine as the Quran, the holy spirit inspired their words. A monk named Taras, one of the holymen who authored the books, said God gifted the Books of Ruin as bulwarks against ignorance and superstitions. I believe that is true. Knowing what the missing codex says would save many lives.”

      “And how do you suggest we retrieve the codex?” Father asked.

      “Hire Princess Nazanin’s capable rescuers.”

      Father shot me a disapproving look. “I did not tell him,” I said in my defense.

      “I already knew,” Master Rostami replied. “Waitladies love to gossip.”

      Father furrowed his brow in thought. By studying his eyes, I tried but could not fathom his thinking. He finally said he had a matter to discuss with Master Rostami and asked me to wait in the antechamber.

      While Father and Master Rostami conferred, I dealt with the boredom by mentally translating into other languages the religious epigraphs that decorated the walls. The door eventually opened, and Master Rostami, deep in thought, walked out of Father’s study. His eyes never left the floor as he departed.

      I stayed in the antechamber for some time before Father called me into the study. “Asem, I will recommend to the king that he allow Vizier Ranit to schedule a meeting with the trigger pullers sometime after Ramadan. The vizier believes that they are capable of obtaining the missing volume from the Mutilators.”

      Father approached and placed his hands on my shoulders so we would lock eyes. “Asem, your skill in languages has given me great pride. Your sister and I could not have been prouder than when you won last year’s linguistics tourney. I know you expected to spend your life in the House of Wisdom studying and teaching, but as my first-born male, that will not be your fate. You will become my successor.”

      Although I cherished being called the first-born male, I was mindful that I was not. Nazanin was thirteen years older than me, and between our births, mother delivered three boys, all stillborn. She died presenting me to the world. Unlike most men of noble birth, Father maintained no harem and kept only one wife.

      Father continued. “Unbeknownst to you, your study of languages has prepared you to become emir. By knowing other people’s tongues, you learned what is important to them. I have watched your mind grow more insightful over the years, and King Kamran needs such men around him.” My father walked back to his chair. “Your next step in preparing to become emir is for you to be given a secret, a secret you must keep.”

      He turned to Ranit. The vizier pushed his round spectacles against his nose before he spoke. “The trigger pullers who rescued your sister were RangerKnights from the League of American Castles. The facial tattoo that Nazanin described is their mark. They wear balaclavas to conceal their tattoos when they do not want their enemies to know who they are. Those without tattoos are called sergeants. They fight under the RangerKnights’ leadership. For a sergeant to become a RangerKnight, they must surrender their right to marry and live a life of service.”

      “Are the RangerKnights warrior monks?” I said.

      “They are not celibate, and many take lovers. They are allowed to stay married if the nuptials occurred before they took the vow, but their priority is to serve, not to a family.”

      “I thought Americans did not venture far from their mountain citadels.”

      “That is what they want people to think. The Papalists and Jihadists know about RangerKnights, but they are ignorant of their journeys into foreign lands. That is why they have neither insignia nor flag on their uniforms, making many believe they are ruffians with stolen skimmers. Because the king trusts your father and your father trusts me, nobody knew this secret until your father correctly guessed it during Nazanin’s recitation, and until I told you now. Neither the king nor Princess Nazanin knows this truth. Your sister believes her rescuers were stateless trigger pullers. Both will have to be told the truth. If the Jihadists found out that we had hired them to rescue your sister, they might break treaty with us.”

      “Why do the Americans go to foreign lands?” I asked.

      “To keep the Papalists and Jihadists off balance and at bay, and to aid those who oppose them.”

      “Such as Andatunisia?” I asked.

      The vizier nodded. “RangerKnights are paladins,” Ranit continued. “They are formidable without being flamboyant. They spend their spare time training because they believe only honed hardened skills will protect their people from Papal annihilation or Jihadi slavery. And when not training, they read to understand their adversaries. Their touchstone is, No better friend, no worse enemy. Disciplined and wily, they have turned back every enemy incursion into the Transylvanian Mountains.”

      “The Book of Ruin in my possession makes no mention of RangerKnights?”

      “Did the book mention rangers?” Ranit asked. When I said it did, the vizier explained that RangerKnights came into being after the fall of Obama City. “Their warrior ancestors were called rangers, a military caste that existed under NATO. The Americans re-formed the rangers after they settled in the Transylvanian Mountains. The Remainians, the mountain’s indigenous people, saw the rangers as knights who defended them against the Papalists and Jihadists while at the same time not offending Remainian customs. They started calling rangers RangerKnights, and the Americans adopted the title.”

      “How do you know all of this?” I asked.

      “I lived among the Americans for ten years.” I stared in disbelief at Ranit’s round, bearded, bespectacled face. Seeing that I was speechless, he said, “I was not always an overweight, short, middle-aged Jewish vizier.”
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      The volcanic Isle of Pantelleria spewed a sulfurous cloud that enveloped our ship.

      “It smells like rotten eggs,” I complained, holding a scarf against my mouth and nose. I was inside the schooner’s wardroom with the rest of the delegation. I heard sailors topside coughing and swearing. Those with me also covered their faces, except for Nazanin, who showed no outward sign of discomfort.

      With eyes closed, Nazanin sat cross-legged on a throw rug with her feet resting on opposite thighs. A Hindu Kush she met during one of her diplomatic treks introduced her to that pose. Although she encouraged me to try it, saying it calmed the mind, I always found myself bored sitting there doing nothing.

      “How long must we wait?” I asked Ranit. Our schooner was anchored inside a meandering inlet that concealed us from passing sea pirates or Jihadi caravels.

      “Aurora ribbons delayed their departure. With skies now clear, they should be here shortly.”

      Ranit’s comment caused me to recall what Master Rostami had taught me about aurora ribbons. Their presence in the firmament inexplicably drains propulsion from skimmers, and when they dissipate, power returns to the gemmy yellow anti-gravity orbs that propel the sky vessels.

      “I hope what you say is true,” I said, “for I want to be on my way from this stink hole and the thin sky. The wardroom is stifling, and the chador I must wear outside overheats me.”

      “Be patient, Prince Asem,” Ranit replied. “When the sky thickens and sunlight no longer causes radiance burns, we can cast off our chadors.”

      I admit it now; I was throwing an adolescent pout to mask my fear of being away from home. I had traveled to desert oases and mountain foothills to camp. The journey to Pantelleria, however, was my first foreign trip. I pictured overseas travel as exotic and alluring, but I found no romance sitting in a wardroom waiting for the RangerKnights, not sure I possessed the courage to journey forth with them.

      “Why must we meet them on this uninhabited rock?” I asked.

      “We meet them here because it is uninhabited,” Ranit replied. “We must keep our dealings with the RangerKnights secret, God willing.”

      “It is hard to fathom that people once lived on this island,” I said.

      “I have been told that Pantelleria was a pleasant place to live before the volcano exploded,” Ranit explained. “I met an old man who witnessed the eruption when he was a child. Although Pantelleria is a sailing day away from Andatunisia, he saw the volcanic cloud and heard its rumble.”

      The eruption caused the island’s recently-formed volcanic cone to collapse into a caldera crater, part of which is under the sea.

      Several explosions juddered the schooner, one after the other, so suddenly I could not react. Close portholes blew inward, spraying glass shards throughout the wardroom. I fell on my knees, cutting them on the broken glass. Ranit fell on his butt. Nazanin got thrown backward from her cross-legged position. Amessan stayed upright. The Berber unsheathed his scimitar and stood over my sister to protect her as if expecting attackers.

      Nazanin swore, then asked, “What happened?”

      “Is it the volcano?” I queried.

      Ranit got to his feet. “That was cannon fire.”

      We grabbed our chadors, scarfs and eyewear and scampered to the top deck. I noticed that our foremast had toppled. Then I looked out. “What sort of vessel is that?” I pointed.

      “A slave ship,” Ranit replied grimly.

      A triple-masted frigate with a single gundeck showed us its broadside. A gray canvas canopy stretched over giant whale ribs shielded the top deck from sunlight. A wheelhouse sat on the quarterdeck. A flag depicting a black coiled snake against a yellow field fluttered from the ship’s stern. The mainmast was inordinately thicker and taller than the mizzenmast and the foremast. Two thick metallic rings the size of wagon wheels separated by a three-meter-long brass cylinder rested atop the mainmast. What appeared to be a lightning rod capped this strange structure.

      The frigate’s captain hailed us through a speaking cone. Speaking to us in rudimentary Parsi, he ordered us to prepare to be boarded.

      “Strike the colors!” our captain shouted to his sailors.

      I looked at the captain, gobsmacked.  “We are going to surrender?” I asked.

      “Belay that order!” Nazanin yelled. “I am the king’s envoy, and I tell you when we will submit!”

      “Princess Nazanin, our two swivel guns cannot match…” The captain paused to
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names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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