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      I looked down at the line in my hands and it hit me for the first time since my surgery. My hands. They were mine. Again. If I looked closely, the skin was denser than my old hands, but in every other way, they were mine, with a few changes.

      And they were strong. Stronger than ever before, and even now, less than two months after my surgery, my new hands could pull a line with the strength of five men, turning the sail on my thirty-eight-foot sloop without effort. The Moonshadow nosed easily to starboard, where the sun lit up the shore of Lake Superior in early fall glory. I narrowed my blue eyes against the angled sun of early October, making a note to wear sunglasses. If I remembered. All thoughts were on my hands just then, so the glasses—and many other things—could wait.

      I had a year to learn how to use my hands again, with weekly visits to the naval doctors who put me back together after my accident. When I woke, I knew it had been bad because they kept using my first name—Troy—and not calling me Weston. As a weapons officer and a lieutenant, I was used to uneasy respect, not the careful use of my name as doctors tried to keep me from losing my shit when everyone else was, to some degree, losing their shit because my hands were cut off. Crushed, really, but then the doctors came to me and asked me if I wanted to be whole again.

      But like all deals, there was a catch.

      The new hands were organo-metallic hybrids, seamlessly installed on my body and connected through fiber technology that allowed them to become as much a part of me as my originals had been. They would never age, or bleed, or rust, or fail in any way, and if they did . . . well, there were no guarantees in my condition as the first human to have robotic elements as a major part of his body. At six feet two inches, I’d weighed exactly two hundred pounds every year in the navy, but my new hands were heavier, and I tipped the hospital scales at two-oh-five. My hands were dense; their power not wholly known. I rubbed them over my scalp, wondering if I could grow my black hair out now that I was partially free, even toying with the idea of a beard, like a proper sailor.

      Gulls wheeled overhead, a constant stream of piteous cries floating down from them as they followed my sailboat, splitting the blue water I’d known since I was a kid. I grew up sailing Lake Superior, and the navy made a rare decision to let me recover and implement my new hands by doing the one thing that would work them harder than any battery of tests. I would sail, and I would use them, and then, after a year, I would become the subject of intense testing until the navy decided I was fit for duty, if that day ever came.

      For right now, I turned my face up to the sun and let it play over my closed eyelids, marveling at the effect being on the water had on my mind. The Moonshadow was stocked to the gills with provisions; I was going to hit as much coast as I could before returning to base to be prodded like a lab rat. Until the witches’ winds of November came blowing, I planned on sailing, fishing, and hunting my way along the coastline, trying to forget the pain and violation of so many surgeries, as well as the horrible day of the accident itself.

      Something peppered my skin and I opened my eyes, stunned to see a growing squall in the east. It was a small storm, low and fat on the horizon, but the cloud tops began boiling like an angry kettle and it soon began to push its way into the sunlight, casting a smudge of green and then black across my path.

      “Where are you going in that kind of hurry?” I asked the storm, moving to add sail and head into a bay. There would be ample shelter closer to shore, and I had no desire to get my guts beaten out for no reason.

      The storm had other ideas. In twenty-eight years on the water, I’d seen a lot of odd things, but the clouds before me began moving across the water, the curling lip of the closest formation an oily, sinuous mass that looked far too thick to be water vapor. What had been on the horizon was now 500 meters away, then 200, and then in a black flash of wild tendrils, the storm leapt forward and took the Moonshadow before I could even open my mouth to shout at the sky. A wave broke over me, frigid and hard, the water thicker than it should have been and glowing from within. I grasped at a cleat, washed nearly over but the power in my new hands saved me as my boat rolled thirty degrees in the onslaught. Pulling hard, I slid over the deck, now under a foot of dark water that seemed alive. I wanted to laugh, knowing my hands would never let go, then a line broke free, trailing a thick knot that whistled through the air to strike my temple with the force of a jackhammer.

      The sky went black, and I fell, the deck rushing to greet me without mercy.
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      My eyes fluttered in the pain of direct sunlight, and a groan escaped my lips into the heated air. I lifted a hand to explore the side of my head, finding no blood but a hard lump from the rope that sent me to the deck. I was lucky to be on deck, and not sixty meters down with lungs full of water.

      “Wait. Hot?” I asked myself and the world in general. “Hot?” I repeated, because the last time I’d felt heat like that had been three months ago. At the peak of summer.

      I opened my eyes. Under me was the familiar deck of the Moonshadow, intact and free of water. In fact, it was completely dry. So was I. The sun was directly overhead, a punishing orb of white that pushed down on me with a physical weight. There were gulls in the air above, their cries familiar and comforting in a scene that left me uneasy.

      I levered myself up to peer out over the water and blinked. Then I blinked again, but the scene didn’t change. If anything, it grew in clarity. I was surrounded by deep blue water, and on my lips was the distinct taste of salt.

      “What in the ever-loving fuck have I done?”

      There was no answer except the gulls, who began to dive on a frantic school of baitfish a hundred meters off the port side. Beyond them lay a smudge of brown coast, dry and rugged, the features unlike anything in Michigan. Or Ohio. Or any American state, for that matter. I climbed to my feet, swaying, and the rolling sea filled my nose with a scent that was familiar and terrifying. I could not be in the ocean, but I was. I couldn’t be off a desert, but I was.

      “Hallo the boat!” came a cry from behind me. I whirled to face the speaker, clutching at my head as the world began to spin and my stomach heaved. I made a note not to do that again, then leaned on the railing with the care of a hungover bachelor to see who the hell was yelling into what was clearly a bad dream.

      “I—what?” was all I managed, and even that was, in retrospect, pretty damned good given the sight.

      The most exquisite woman I’d ever seen in my life floated on a shattered hull, the spars jutting upward like ribs of a prehistoric beast. She held one of the spars in her hand, legs rocking easily with the wave motion as the wreck began to visibly sink before my eyes. She was tall, with black hair and eyes of intense green, her oval face like a carving of perfection. Long legs and arms were bronzed by the sun, and she wore a simple white tunic, belted and drawn up to reveal even more of her athletic frame. The tunic was split along each leg and at the chest, hinting at curves that were softer than the muscles she used to hold onto the remains of a ship design I had only seen in books as a kid. It was—or had been, a barge, and it was going down in a hurry. She must have come through the same storm, but my questions could wait because even as I stared at the beautiful woman, a shrieking groan emanated from the water, and the spars shuddered, easing lower into the blue waves.

      “Line coming,” I said without thinking, grabbing at an obedient coil of rope nearby. My deck was a shambles, but it didn’t look like I’d lost much overboard. I threw the line with practiced ease, and she caught it in the same manner, diving in the water without hesitation before I could make the line fast. When I whipped the line around a cleat, she began to haul herself out of the water without any help on my part. Her arms worked like a machine as she scaled the hull and leaped to my deck, landing nimbly on her bare feet.

      Her smile was incandescent, full lips pulled back to reveal even white teeth that shone in the sun. With her black hair wet and away from her face, I could see she was in her twenties, perfect, and confident enough to climb aboard a boat without asking questions. She had a pair of wicked knives at her belt, the blades made of a metal that looked dimpled in the glare overhead. Shaking her hair out, she lifted a hand, her smile never faltering.

      I did my best not to stare, failing miserably as the weight of her presence became obvious. This was—she was something special, not just any woman, and I hadn’t gone through a regular storm.

      With a swift motion, she stepped to me, taking my face in her hands and kissing me on the mouth, a slow, deliberate kiss filled with thanks and joy at being saved. “You are here to take me to the city?”

      Her accent was lilting, the words musical and free. I began to stammer, then shook myself lightly. It may have been the concussion, but I doubted it. The taste of her lips lingered, even through the salt.

      “I’m sorry, the city? Wait—before you answer that, who are you? I’m Troy Weston,” I said with some formality, though our kiss made my words feel stale.

      Her laugh was a shock, full and rich, only ending when she realized I hadn’t been joking. “Oh, you tell the truth?” Embarrassment crossed her features, then she reached out to take my hands. “I apologize. I—I thought you jested. Because of who I am. And, of course where I am going. I assumed you came to save me from the storm, when the royal barge broke apart.”

      “Royal barge?” I repeated, feeling her hands in mine. The fingers were long, elegant, cool. “Not to be rude, but . . . what’s your name?”

      She drew herself up but held my hands, as if unwilling to let go. “I am Helen, and you will take me to Ilium, also known as Troy.”
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      “Your ship is beautiful.” She caressed the polished rail of the starboard side, marveling at it as if she had never seen fiberglass before. “Where is it from?”

      “The States.” I looked her over. Really, I hadn’t stopped looking her over since she climbed aboard. On the outside she seemed so dainty and fragile, but something about her demeanor told me otherwise. There was a confidence about her, a proudness even, which hinted at something else. I could not put my finger on it quite yet, but I didn’t think it was the simple-minded fearlessness born of naivety.

      “Where are these States?” She tilted her head to the side, her green doll-eyes confused, curious. “I have never heard of them, these States.”

      Her question was a low blow. For a moment I’d forgotten we weren’t in Lake Superior. Beautiful women had a way of making me forget things, but then I inhaled another whiff of sea air and felt the sweat on my forehead. Oh my god, I thought and took my eyes off her for a moment to look for anything familiar.

      “You really haven’t heard of the United States of America?” My voice was louder than I meant for it to be; my eyes wider, too.

      “I am sorry, but no, I have not.”

      I took a few breaths. The last thing I wanted to do was look panicked. This woman, Helen, wanted me, Troy, to take her to a place also called Troy. I couldn’t fathom it. I definitely wasn’t ready to buy whatever she was selling, but I figured I’d play along for the time being. “I’ll explain The States later. How about you tell me a little more about where we are. You said you need to get to Troy, the place. You mean as in Greece?”

      She shook her head, seeming offended. “No, Troy is not Greece,” she spat as if the word “Greece” tasted rancid. “You really are not from around here, are you? Troy is at war with Greece, and I am at its center.” She punctuated the claim with a devilish grin.

      It all checked out so far. Helen of Troy, the face that launched a thousand ships. The Trojan war, and a giant wooden horse that came into the picture at some point. Of course, I had heard of all that back in high school. I had always been a fan of mythology growing up, but history wasn’t really my forte, so a lot of the specifics were lost to me. Honestly, I was never really sure what parts of those stories were supposed to be true or not.

      She was giving me this unusual look, like she was eating me with her eyes, hardly taking time to blink. When she did, her lids closed slower than I would have expected, almost like one of those robotic baby dolls little girls love so much. I was flattered to have all this attention from this gorgeous woman, but I needed answers more than anything at the moment. I still played along, pretending I believed she was who she claimed. When in Rome, I thought.

      “Ah, okay,” I said. “I think I actually do know about your situation.”

      “It is good that you know.” If she grinned any brighter, I would have needed to shield my eyes. “You know about the war then?”

      “Yes. You were kidnapped from . . . Sparta, is that right?”

      “So you do know who I am. Yes, I was taken from Sparta, but it was my decision to leave with my lover at the time.” She turned to face the horizon, but one eye was still on me, which I don’t think she meant for me to notice. She continued with that musical voice, “Some would think it wrong of me, since I was already betrothed to King Menelaus, but all is fair in the name of love, would you not agree, Troy Weston?” She moved closer until her chest brushed against mine, her eyes consuming me with the same barely-blinking stare. I caught the faintest hint of cinnamon drawing me in, making me want more, want to taste it. It took all of my willpower to see or think of anything but her.

      “Is this how you behave with all the strange sailors you meet?”

      Her only answer was a bemused smirk followed by another slow blink before returning to look out over the sea. “It is true that I used to call Sparta my home, but I have fallen in love with the people of Troy. I consider it my home now, and them, my people. I wish to return to put an end to this senseless war, but I have worries . . .”

      “What do you mean? Are you afraid of the Greeks?”

      “Not so much, no. I—I . . .” She paused for a moment. I couldn’t tell if she was fighting back tears or just thinking of how to word what she wanted to say. Maybe it was a little of both. “I am afraid the Trojans may not see me the way I see them. I fear they will reject me, but I am hopeful that they will think of me as better than the Helen from before.” The fact that there was more than one Helen sent an alarm bell ringing, and I knew my situation was not only strange, but about to get stranger. My concept of history was—well, if there was more than one Helen, than I had no baseline, but then again, I was in salt water. Thousands of nautical miles form Lake Michigan.

      With an odd, elegant woman who didn’t quite fit in my world, nor I in hers.

      She rested her arm on the rail and slowly turned to face me, almost mechanically so. In that moment, I thought I heard a faint ticking sound, kind of like an artificial heart, but I was sure it wasn’t the ship.

      Her tunic hung loosely on either side of her legs as she leaned against the side of my boat. It was hard to ignore the way the fabric clung to her backside, taunting me with what was beneath. After another drawn-out blink, she asked, “So what will it be, Troy Weston?” She traced circles with her finger on the rail. “Are you to take me to Ilium?”

      I was not going to pretend like I had any idea what was going on—where I was or who she was. I didn’t know if I was in some weird Purgatory, having concussed delusions, or beta testing some new VR World of Warcraft against my will, but my answer was an emphatic “Hell yes.” Quest accepted.
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      “Ilium is due West, Troy Weston.” She pointed port bow, winking.

      “Are you sure that’s the direction you’re pointing?” She was cute, but I was finding the things she said harder to believe by the minute.

      She cocked her head at me—there was that ticking again—and kept grinning. “Check your instruments if you do not believe me.”

      “I think I will,” I said, walking over to the console. “Hell, you’re right.” There was a strong breeze, so I did not bother with the engine.

      Helen joined me not long after I got the Moonshadow sliding along. “I have never seen instruments like these, and I am familiar with many ships.”

      “You know what a compass is?”

      She shook her head.

      I pointed to mine in the dash. “That’s the one the boat uses. It tells me which direction we’re facing. I turn left”—I steered a little to the left— “and it turns with me. See?”

      “I have never seen this kind of magic before,” she said.

      “It’s not magic, it’s technology.” I turned the Moonshadow back West.

      “I rather like technology,” she beamed. “I am familiar with both magic and technology.”

      “Oh? What kind of technology do they have in Troy?” I asked, not taking the magic comment seriously.

      “There is nothing much to speak of in Troy, but I intend to change that. The people of Troy deserve it. You will find certain weaponry among the elite, yes, but higher technology is not widespread here—in Troy or Greece. It is a different matter in Egypt.”

      I was having a hard time following what she meant. I assumed when she said “technology” she was talking about things like crossbows or maybe aqueducts, which I thought I’d remembered hearing were a thing in either Greece or Rome.

      “The same goes for magic. The two are everywhere one looks in Egypt, a part of everyday living. My people have no idea, but I will change that very soon.” She held my arm as we picked up speed, and I caught another whiff of cinnamon.

      “How do you know so much about Egypt?” I asked.

      “It is where I was constructed.”

      “What do you mean?” I don’t think I had ever heard someone say something like that before. “You mean you were born there?”

      “No, not exactly. Well . . . it is sort of like that. The Egyptians, they made me in the image of the other Helen, the one I am to replace in Troy. But . . . I do not believe I will be able to replace her until I become fully human.”

      I felt a sudden urge to pull away but stopped myself. “What do you mean? You’re not a full human right now?”

      “That is correct.” She tilted her head up and looked into my eyes. I heard it again. I had no doubt the ticking was coming from her. “I was made as an improvement upon the other Helen. I understand she was not well-liked by many. I am—I mean, I was—a machine. Now, I am not sure what I am to be called.” I thought it was best to just let her keep talking at that point. After a long pause, she continued, “I served under the Pharaohs for a time as a full machine. But one day I . . . woke up, I suppose. I do not know if this is the best word, ‘wake’. I do not sleep, so I do not know what it is like to wake. It must have been through some kind of augmentation to my magic, though. I cannot think of any other reason, and I do not think it is what the Pharaohs intended for me. I am, in part, an accident, even though I make no apology for my existence.”

      There was a lot to unravel in what she was saying. I didn’t remember Pharaohs being a part of any Greek history, but I didn’t question that part. They weren’t so far away geographically, Egypt and Greece. Maybe Troy was even closer to Egypt, I really wasn’t sure. Maybe it would have made more sense had I paid more attention in history class. I would likely have plenty of time to regret that on this little adventure we were having.

      I tried to add it all up. Pharaohs . . . hot flirty chick with a sing-song voice . . . hot chick who’s likely batshit, by the way . . . going to Troy, the city . . . it felt like the middle of summer. I felt like any question I asked would only lead to more questions, but I really didn’t see any alternative to finding out what the hell was going on.

      “Hey, Helen, I’m sorry if this sounds rude, but do you—um, can you show me anything to back up what you’re telling me? It’s a little hard to believe that you’re a robot.”

      “I no longer am a robot, Troy Weston.” She turned away and crossed her arms, agitated. As she turned, I heard the ticking again. In that moment, the sound took on a whole new meaning.

      “I didn’t mean to insult you, Helen. I’m sorry.” I rested a hand on her shoulder, keeping the other on the helm and watching the water. At first, I thought I grabbed a handful of velvet, so I did a double-take to make sure I was touching her bare skin. I didn’t realize androids moisturized.

      Physically, this woman was perfect in every describable way. The jury was still out on her mental state. Maybe it was a fair trade in her case. I thought of the kiss from earlier. Part of me wanted another. Part of me would have felt guilty for taking advantage.

      “You did not insult me. I just desire so badly to be human. So much so that it almost hurts.” She turned back to me and looked into my eyes, hers pleading. “Though yes, I can prove to you these claims I make. Here, feel the back of my neck.” I brushed her hair away and reached around, expecting to feel more velvety skin. Instead, my touch met something hard, some kind of recess. It didn’t feel like a wound. It felt more metallic than anything.

      She turned around and bent her head down. I heard the ticking again as she faced her feet. “This is one of my most private pieces, Troy Weston,” she said before parting the thick, dark hair on the back of her head to reveal a port embedded in her neck.

      At the shock, I almost lost my footing. I stifled a laugh, not that I found anything funny, but everything was getting so wild. I was finding it difficult to trust everything I knew. The dainty nymph to my right was part computer after all. In that moment, I threw out every misconception I’d had about her.

      “Wow.”

      “You understand now.” She faced me again, wearing a hesitant smile.

      “I do. We have a word for women like you.,” I told her.

      “Which is?”

      “Wow.”

      Her ship-launching grin returned, and I grew weak in the knees. She wrapped her arms around me and buried the side of her head into my chest. “I think you are just ‘wow’ as well, Troy Weston.”

      “Call me Troy, Helen.” I wrapped my arm around her, now fully consumed by the aroma of cinnamon. She lunged up and planted another unexpected kiss square on my mouth with those full lips, a hundred percent guilt-free. “So, uh, I guess that explains the ticking then, huh?”

      “You can hear my ticking?” Her eyes were wide, shocked. “That concerns me. No one has told me of this before now.”

      “No, no bother at all. I was just curious where it was coming from. Thought something might’ve banged loose in the storm.” I patted the wheel.

      “This is a relief—on both accounts,” she said. “That nothing has ‘banged loose’ and that my ticking is not a bother to you. I think it will fade over time, as I become fully human.” She cupped her own breast with an appraising look, then smiled.

      “Well. Um,” I coughed, slowly regaining my composure after being assaulted by this strange reality and then having my presence invaded by her sensuality. “Tell me more about these Pharaohs.”

      “I do not wish to speak any more of the Pharaohs now, if that is all right with you, Troy.”

      “Oh, sure. Tell me more about you then.”

      “Gladly, I will. I am a nexus of magic and science, and I don’t have an explanation. But I will. As I shift, I feel, and the more I feel, the greater my capacity for—everything, I think.”

      “Do you feel happiness now? That’s a very human emotion right there.”

      “I do. It’s among the first sensations I truly understood, because the opposite, fear, is so jarring.” She paused in thought for a moment. “Do you know why I was stranded in the water when you found me?”

      “The storm tore your ship apart, right?”

      “This is true, yes. I was on my way to Troy from Egypt. This day has been unfortunate for me. Not long before the storm, my ship was ambushed by two Greek warships as well.”

      “I had no idea. How did you survive? Did they kill the rest of your crew?”

      “I was not with a crew. My ship was constructed using Egyptian technology. Only I was required to guide it. This much is similar to your ship, but there were many things about my ship that were not so similar to yours. I almost did not escape with my life. I had to sacrifice all but one of my special cannons in my effort to escape, and—I almost laugh at the thought, though it is so sad—the storm took my last cannon when it destroyed my ship.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “It is the way of things,” she said wistfully.

      “What was so special about these cannons, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “They were of my own design, Troy. Emerald green, trimmed in gold like the plaited hair of the Pharaohs, and with power unmatched by anything the Greeks or Trojans have ever laid eyes on.”

      “Then how did two Greek ships overpower you?”

      “A single person can only do so much when flanked in ambush. A one-woman crew does not fair so well in battle.”

      “Ah, of course. I admire that you were still able to overcome them. You’re brave, Helen.”

      “As must you be, Troy. I do not know of any men who could safely steer in such a storm.”

      I wasn’t about to tell her it was all just dumb luck on my end. “Is there any chance you will be able to reconstruct these cannons once we get to Ilium?”

      “Yes, this is my plan. Only it will take a great deal of time. Likely more than we have to spare at present. As we are speaking, the Greeks tear at the walls of Troy. We must ensure that they do not fall, no matter the cost. Please, Troy, help me save my people.”

      “I’ll do what I can, Helen. I can’t make any promises in this war with the Greeks, but you, at least, are safe with me.”
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      We traveled in companionable silence, both standing at the wheel as the Moonshadow carved our path. When the sun was about halfway below the horizon, I turned the ship to auto and took her below deck.

      She looked back over my shoulder at the wheel, clearly curious. “It can steer itself.” I answered the unasked question. “Let’s get some food.”

      I led her to a seat and turned on the AC. Her jaw dropped as the vents began to buzz. “What makes this cold air?”

      I had to take a minute to appreciate that a self-aware machine seemed to not know anything about commonplace technology.

      “Is this magic?” she asked.

      “No.” I chuckled. “Just more technology.”

      “And what of the ship steering itself. Is that magic?”

      “Nope, all tech. Everything you see is tech.” I waved my hands around to indicate the entire galley. “There is no magic where I come from.” Her jaw dropped even lower.

      “A place with no magic,” she said, marveling at our surroundings. “It seems like a missed opportunity to make your technology even better. I find it hard to believe.”

      “You’re one to talk,” I said. I went over to a cabinet and grabbed a jar of peanut butter and a spoon. It was a little soupy from the heat, but still fine for consumption. “Try this.” I held it out to her.

      She took it, not sure what to do. She pulled the spoon out, a sticky brown clump now stuck to it. “What do you call this?”

      “Peanut butter. Just eat it. Lots of protein. It’s good for you.”

      She cautiously stuck her tongue out and licked it off the spoon. Then it hit me.

      “Oh, shit—do you eat?” I panicked, worried I may have just broken her.

      She didn’t answer me right away. Instead, she smacked her tongue up and down in her mouth, like dogs do when they eat it. She stopped for a moment, her mouth half open. I got ready to reach in and prevent any further damage when the corners of her lips curled up into a delighted smile. She giggled and clapped her hands together. “Amazing. Show me the next thing from your world.”

      I laughed, and it wasn’t nervous. It was the kind of shared joy that comes from a common bond, and in this case, it was something as simple as peanut butter.

      I spent the next few hours showing her my “exotic” foods, talking about life back home, and explaining how a lot of modern ships work, like how the Moonshadow had electronic elements that I didn’t have to use all the time. I even mentioned that it looked to me like I had somehow traveled into the past, but she was more fascinated by the idea of a diesel engine. Such questions made me more and more curious about how the Egyptians could build sentient androids but also not come across other simpler technologies. I wondered if maybe my technology was so archaic that they had thrown it out ages ago. Maybe they would see my ship’s engine in the same way I would see a clay hut and think of it as an antiquated substitute for a “real” house. In bits and pieces, I began to grasp that the Egyptians were masters of a layered approach. They saw magic and technology as partners, not enemies, and the resulting engineering was truly alien to my mind.

      Looking at Helen, I knew it was also brilliant.

      “So tell me, Troy, why does the Moonshadow even have one of these dee-seal engines if you can sail with the wind like a regular ship?”

      “There are rules for that kind of stuff where I come from,” I explained. “For one, people wouldn’t be comfortable if I came strolling up into port to dock my ship relying only on the wind, you know? There’s a lot of potential for me to damage someone else’s boat. That’s just a lawsuit waiting to happen. The engine makes it easier. Also, it comes in handy if the wind isn’t in a helpful mood, you know what I mean?”

      “I understand.” She grinned. She leaned forward, hands on her knees in anticipation.

      “Just as your people use two kinds of power—magic and technology—this boat does the same, albeit wind and diesel. The preference is wind, because it’s virtually without limit.”

      “Such is magic, within reason,” she said.

      “There are limits?”

      “Several, not the least of which is the skill of the designer. Magic has rules, and they cannot be broken without serious consequences. The best technology takes magic at the very edge, and makes it better,” she said.

      She grabbed an MRE out of the pile of food I’d thrown on the couch for her to try. “What is this one? Is it supposed to be food?”

      “Yup, that’s an MRE, a ‘Meal, Ready-To-Eat’.” I reached over and opened it for her. It was beef stew, one of my favorites.

      “It is like the MMA you spoke of earlier?” She gently peeled the side of it open and peeked in.

      “What? No—MMA is Mixed Martial Arts. That’s just a kind of fighting. Something I used to do before I joined the navy. It’s not food.” I was really beginning to wonder how much she understood. “MREs are just these packs of food you can open up and eat. It’s convenient and healthy. I like ‘em, but I grew up eating them in the scouts. The military makes use of them more than anyone else.”

      “What is ‘scouts’?”

      “A club, for kids. Sort of like junior soldiers, but with a lot more snacks.” I grabbed the main course out of the pack, tore it open, and handed it back to her. She looked at it like it was a squished roach. “Just try it, they really aren’t all that bad.”

      She picked at the MRE delicately, then her face drew inward. “Please take this from me, Troy.”

      “Yeah, they’re not for everybody.” I put it back in the packet, trying to hide my smirk. “Let me help you out here.” I tossed the remains of her offending meal away with a flip of my wrist. I understood. “Let’s lay off the food for now. This is fun and all, but I should save my rations. Here, follow me.”

      I led her back to the bed. “You can sleep here—oh wait, you said you don’t sleep, didn’t you? Or was it that you used to not sleep before the woo-woo magic made you partly human?” I was not trying to be rude, but there was so much being said, I was losing track of some details. I hoped she would at least lie down for a while so I could take time to think by myself and not have to answer a million questions.

      “I am not familiar with the ‘woo-woo’ you speak of, but I still cannot sleep as a full human can. Though I do rest in my own way, and this bedding suits me. I thought you said you did not have magic in your States, but you have something that is like magic, called ‘woo-woo’?”

      I regretted wording it that way and was glad she didn’t assume I was being condescending, which I was in a knee-jerk sort of way. “Uh, yeah, well, we do have woo-woo in The States. It’s kind of like magic, but not really. Not real like you are, anyway.” I made a note to consider my word choice, because explaining modern America was a task that could take years. “Would you mind resting here for a while, then? I’d like to check on some things up top, make sure the storm didn’t cause any real damage.”

      “Of course, Troy. I will rest here while you check on things up top.”

      “You’re a peach.”

      “What is a peach?”
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      I took the ship off auto to give my robo-hands something to do while I began unpacking all the details.

      She said she was from Sparta, but she was also made in Egypt, and she spoke about the real Helen like they were both the same person. I wondered how much she knew about the other Helen, if she somehow shared her memories or something like that. Working off of that assumption and the little I remembered from history class back in high school, the real Helen was from Sparta, and my Helen wasn’t from Sparta but claimed to be. She said she chose to leave Sparta for love, but again I assumed that was the real Helen she referred to. An android with an identity crisis. I wasn’t sure how to handle that.

      I thought about how she wanted so badly to be a real human and cracked a smile as the thought of Pinocchio ran through my mind. Maybe all she needed was a little validation, a little reassurance that she wasn’t some kind of freak. I could give that to her easy enough.

      I must not have had an hour to myself before I saw her strutting up the steps.

      “I no longer desire to rest,” she said.

      “Come on up, then. The water’s fine,” I said as she approached.

      She stood before me in silence, looking over the sea as it danced by the light of a billion stars, the rhythmic brushing of water lapping against the hull. My nerves had finally begun to settle now that I was back to the old familiar motions of manning my ship on a calm summer night.

      She did not speak for the longest time. She meandered around the Moonshadow, perhaps inspecting it for storm damage. She would run her hands along the ropes and the railing. I tried not to stare, but I kept finding my gaze drawn to her standing in the starlight like a radiant figure from a painting. I did not have much interest in art, but if there were portraits of women like her in museums, I might take a trip to one if I ever got home.

      A few times I caught her looking up overhead, and I could not help myself from asking, “Why do you keep looking at the stars?”

      “Why do you look at the stars, Troy?”

      “Because, well, they’re beautiful, I guess. They inspire me, make me wonder what’s out there.”

      “I too look to the stars because of their beauty and wonder. They make me feel small but also big, in a way it is difficult to describe.”

      We exchanged knowing smiles, and she joined me. I don’t know how long we sailed in silence, but at some point, I found myself nodding off in my chair to the comforting aroma of cinnamon and the rocking of the boat. Every now and again, as my eyelids began to fall, I would jerk upright and make sure I was still on course. It was during one of these moments that I noticed she had gone, presumably below deck to rest. I turned the autopilot back on and let sleep take me.

      I awoke just before the sun came peeking out over the horizon and watched it in awe, wondering if it was even the same sun I had known my whole life or just another part of the same dream as the rest of this strange world.

      I got to my feet to go down and get Helen, but she came up the steps before I was halfway across the deck. Whatever manner of “rest” a half-android needed, it must not have included the kind of tossing and turning that accompanied human sleep, because she looked just as flawless as she had the moment I found her in the wreckage the day before—no smeared makeup or tousled hair. She greeted me with another one of those bright smiles when our eyes met.

      I was about to ask her if she had rested well when she pointed to the horizon and called, “Land!”

      As much as I squinted, I couldn’t make out what she was pointing at. Maybe that was a perk of robotic vision. I hurried over to the wheel and took it off auto to adjust the course.

      “Want to steer?” I asked as she approached.

      She grabbed the wheel before I let go, her hands covering mine. It startled me and I almost pulled back. I had gotten used to people touching my new hands when I was first learning to use them, but they had all been what a person might call “clinical” touches. There was no tenderness with them, just a literal handful of poking and prodding. This was different. This was gentle and kind, almost like an embrace the size of my fake palm. This was the first time my prosthetics had felt such a touch.

      We looked at our hands for a moment, both still grasping the wheel. “Your hands seem . . . different,” she said.

      “We have more in common than you may know,” I responded, lifting one to show her its palm. “This material is close to skin, but it’s not quite. It’s commonly called organo-metal. My hands are robotic, like yours.”

      She removed a hand from the wheel and ran her fingers along mine. She then took my wrist and rubbed my palm on her face. “I cannot feel the difference. This organo-metal feels the same as human skin to me.”

      “Yeah, I was surprised at how convincing it is myself. What made you realize they were different?”

      “They are very solid. It is like stone beneath your skin.”

      That made me happy to hear. “I do think they’re pretty tough. They served me well in the storm, but I don’t think I’ve seen all they have to offer yet. I’ve been told they can likely bend steel. I haven’t tried, but I intend to.” She rubbed her cheek with my hand some more. “I’m actually supposed to be getting used to them by working the sails, but with all that’s happened since the storm, I just haven’t gotten around to it yet.”

      “I see,” she said. “How did you come to have such hands, Troy?”

      “They were crushed on duty—in battle, I mean.” I took a moment, unsure whether I wanted to elaborate. “By a machine.” It was actually an armored car, but I did not want to take time to explain what that was to her. “I was knocked over, and the enemy was aiming for my head. Lucky for me, he was not very coordinated. We never caught up to him, but my buddy took out his passenger before they were out of range.”

      “I am so sorry, Troy.” She closed her eyes, still feeling my touch on her face. “It seems what you say is true, that we do have more in common than I believed.”

      “Yeah, we do. In a lot of ways, these hands are better than my old ones. They don’t age, so they might look a little weird when I’m old and covered in wrinkles, but I’m not too worried about that.” I laughed. “Honestly, they make me wish I was more robot.” That wasn’t really true. I would have killed to have my goddamn hands back, but I was only trying to lighten the mood.

      I expected her to laugh a little at the idea that what I wanted was the exact opposite of her deepest longing, but she didn’t. She just looked up at me for a moment and smiled, saying, “Well, let us hope that one day we will meet somewhere in the middle.” Then she touched my nose with the tip of her finger before turning back to the horizon.

      No, I thought, it seemed like we weren’t very different after all. I had only known Helen for a day, but I could already see a piece of myself in her. I hoped to get to know her much better in the days to come.

      Another twenty minutes passed before I could see the land. As we drew closer, I began to worry. Something seemed off. I scanned the shore but saw no port. Surely a city like Troy had a port.

      “Is it further inland?” I asked. “Do we have to bring the boat onto the beach and travel before we reach Ilium?”

      “Did I not mention, Troy?” She grinned mischievously. “We are making a stop before Ilium. Ilium is beyond this island, which belongs to a tribe called the Thirians. They are ruthless warriors and will help us save the city.”

      “Wait, what?” No, Helen, you did not explain to me that I was about to charge headfirst onto an island owned by a tribe of savage warriors. “So, what’s the plan? We just ask them to help us out of the kindness of their hearts, and they’ll be like ‘sure, bro, no problem’?”

      “That is not the exact plan, but—a part of the plan, rather. I feel things unlocking within me, and I understand that more is required of us than a direct route. Is that acceptable to you? That we must change as I change?” Looking at her then, I felt the same hint of something else that her proud, fearless demeanor revealed to me the day before. I wondered if the magical organic part of her was more complex than I imagined. “We will speak to them, yes,” she continued. “I know a little of their language. I hear their respect is not granted with ease, but once it is earned, they will see us as their own.”

      “Okay, I can get behind that, but how do we go about earning their respect?”

      Instead of responding directly, she looked back to the island and rested a hand on one of the dimpled knives at her waist. It seemed things were about to take an unexpected turn. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any weapons on my personal ship, but I wasn’t about to let that stop me from having some fun. If I needed to help this willowy girl earn some Thirian respect, that was what I was going to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I dropped anchor near a reef not far from the island. We’d have to take my raft and row to shore. Normally, I would jump at an opportunity to test my prosthetics, but I didn’t know what to expect when we made land, and was worried I would be too tired by the time I hit the beach.

      I lowered the raft and we set out. Not only was it another beautiful summer day, but the water was clear as glass. I could see straight through to the sand over a dozen feet below. Never while on tour had I come across such a sight. Schools of fish swam beneath us, some inching closer to the raft, their interest piqued, but never coming within reach of my paddles.

      “So, this is the Mediterranean, huh?”

      Helen sat directly across from me, preferring to watch me work instead of keeping an eye on the shore as it approached. She did not seem the least bit worried about what might happen when we got there. I wondered if that was because of her robotic side, or the royal mentality of the Helen she was created to imitate. Her confidence in the face of danger seemed unshakeable, an admirable quality for a travel companion to have in a war-torn country.

      “That is almost correct, Troy. This sea is the Aegean. To the south of us is the Sea of Crete, and below that is the Mediterranean,” she sang with her lilting voice. “They all run together, and their boundaries are not so well-defined. Beautiful, yes?”

      “Very.” I thought for a moment, trying to reach back to tenth grade geography when Mrs. Riddell had me label a printout of the Mediterranean and all surrounding countries with their geographic features. I was amazed that I still remembered any of it, but that old crone had a way of hammering things in. “So that means Greece is west, right?”

      A snarl flashed across her face at the mention of the country. “That is where those vain, petty people live, yes.” I was beginning to think her stance in the war was more personal than I had assumed.

      “Is that why you don’t like them? You think of them as petty?”

      “And vain,” Helen emphasized. “I despise the Greeks. They live for war and conquest, yet they parade around as if they are driven by some noble purpose that isn’t centered around forcing all others to bow and cater to them. They are nothing and must be made to leave the rest of us alone. If this means driving them to extinction, then so it must be.” She looked out over the sea, apparently lost in her own imagery.

      “I know people like that back home. They think of themselves as little less than gods, unable to do any wrong. They act like the picture of confidence until you do something they don’t agree with, and then all of a sudden you’re scum to them.” I laughed. “It’s funny coming from them though. Most of those people don’t have armies at their disposal and weigh over 300 pounds. They’re all talk.”

      “As are the Greeks. They, too, are ‘all talk’.” She turned back to me with a look of seriousness. “Not like the Trojans. Not like me, and not like you, Troy. We are strong. You would not go to war over a woman who decided she did not love you any longer. You would not throw a tantrum and murder thousands in an attempt to reclaim her when she did not desire to be reclaimed. Would you do these things, Troy?”

      “Maybe before I knew what it meant to be an adult, but no, I wouldn’t do something like that. It’s about respect, and caring, and even understanding that everyone is meant to be free. We own ourselves. Even when it comes to love, I think.”

      “This is why you are so admirable, Troy Weston. The Greeks, they are our opposite. They are a nation of violent infants,” she spat.

      I felt like she was assuming a lot about me at that point. It wasn’t that I didn’t think her view of me was fairly accurate, but I didn’t think she knew me well enough yet to know for sure. But whatever, I thought, I’d take any brownie points this beautiful muse would freely toss my way.

      I studied the shore as we drew closer. There wasn’t much beach before the wall of thick forest that seemed to span the entire length of the island. It was a pleasing scene in its own right, but the uncertainty of what, or who, might be hiding in those trees added to my feelings of unease.

      The raft skidded to a sudden halt as it struck the glimmering sand. We climbed out, and I started to pull it out of reach of the tides when I was greeted with a sneer by the jagged, menacing teeth of a stone spear.

      At its other end stood a bronzed beast of a man, more intimidating than the weapon he carried. Sinewy muscles rippled from beneath his calloused leather skin. Standing a solid half-head higher than me—and I wasn’t a short guy—this man was a sight to behold, and he meant business if his dead eyes were any indication. This was the look of a man who had seen many battles, who had killed to survive.

      I held my hands up and glanced behind him. There were dozens of them, brandishing all manner of crudely crafted instruments of war—spears, swords, daggers, and bows. Hints of metal winked at me here and there, but most of what I saw was stone, like the tip of the spear ready to end me with a moment’s notice.

      I assumed their numbers and reflexes compensated for their lack of armor. There wasn’t much need to play defense if they ambushed and outnumbered any unwilling prey that happened across them. Many of them wore nothing more than loin cloths, like you would expect of a typical tribesman, and others wore collections of bones strung together, draped over their chests or legs. Some had bones pierced through their ears and even their arms. Many sported red and white streaks painted across seemingly random parts of their bodies. If their goal was to present a scene of chaos and disorder, it was working. My quick appraisal met the bloodshot eyes of a knobby knife-wielding man whose eyelids had presumably been ripped off in some prior encounter. Holy fuck, I thought before turning my attention back to the immediate threat at hand.

      Big Man’s cracked lips parted and he spoke a language that sounded like nothing I’d ever heard before. His tone did not sound angry or aggressive, but pragmatic and even. I looked at Helen over my shoulder, hoping these were indeed the Thirians whose tongue she claimed to know.

      She responded to Big Man with words that resembled his but had her own musical touch, showing no sign of any perceived threat. If I were only hearing the exchange and not in the middle of it with my life hanging in the balance, I might have assumed she were speaking to a friend over lunch about the weather or some other innocuous subject.

      Big Man responded to her, and she addressed me in return. “This man says he is called Artession, and he is leader of the Thirians. He says that we must simply prove ourselves in battle against his men. If we succeed, we are free to roam the island as one of their tribe. If we fail, we will be dead, and they will consume us, as is their way.”

      I jerked my head around at her again, eyes wide. In response, she flashed that same sadistic, feral grin from before and removed the blades from her belt. Oh God, I thought. Not only was I going to have to defend myself against a handful of savages, but I was also going to have to make sure Helen’s over-confidence didn’t end up getting her killed.

      I looked Artession in his dead eyes and dropped my hands. He nodded and lowered his spear, backing away. Six of his tribesmen stepped forward to take his place. In all my time in the navy, I hadn’t experienced much hand-to-hand combat outside of training. I’d had my fair share of fights in the ring during my time in MMA, but those fights were structured, they had rules. I didn’t know how that experience would hold up in my present situation, but I was about to find out.

      Without waiting for someone to say go, the goon to my left thrust his spear straight for my gut. I turned my whole body to the side, avoiding an attack that would have ended me before I even got started. I reached out and grabbed his spear with both hands and rammed the blunt end of it into his solar plexus. He doubled over but wasn’t ready to give up his weapon, so I helped convince him to do so by ripping it from his hands. The sharp end was already in and out of his throat by the time his buddies registered what had happened.

      My eyes met Artession’s several yards away, his face still without expression. I made a quick visual sweep in Helen’s direction to see her also in the throes of battle with six fearsome savages. To my surprise, she was holding one of them in a headlock, one of her knives at his stomach. Her eyes dared his friends to make the next move, threatening to gut him if they did. Her devilish grin said she was probably going to do it anyway. That was it. That was the something else I’d been waiting to see come out.

      I turned my attention back to my group just in time to see two of them lunging at me, one swinging a metal sword like a maniac and the other darting forward with a stone dagger in each hand. I thrust my spear into the knifeman’s stomach and guided him over to brush Maniac, the other man, to the side. Maniac lost his balance and stumbled to the sand. Daggers, the nickname I gave the guy with the knife, was tiny, so I tried to lift him off the ground with the spear. These people seemed to speak the language of intimidation fluently, so I thought a move like that could go a long way with them. It didn’t work like I intended. I probably had the strength to pull it off, but Daggers wasn’t in a cooperative mood. He fumbled around with the pole at the entry point, but did not accomplish much aside from shifting his weight too much for me to pull off my trick. I got him on his tiptoes before he flopped to the side and I decided to just drop the spear with him.

      Maniac was back up and coming at me like a bull seeing red. He swung his sword from overhead with both hands, and I caught an exposed part of the hilt with one of mine. My other prosthetic was free to grab his throat, so I took his neck up on the offer and had him on his back in seconds, his breath leaving in a hurry as I punished every one of his ribs with the impact.

      None of his friends seemed too keen to challenge me any further at that point, so I took the opportunity to test out my grip. I dug my fingers into his neck deeper than I ever had on any man. His throat popped and he let go of his sword, flailing at my face, not able to do much from his compromised position. The flailing weakened, turning more to a gesture of desperate pleading before fading away altogether. His arms fell to the ground and his eyes rolled into his head. I stood up, still holding the sword—even admiring it for a moment—and turned my attention back to Helen after visual confirmation that the remaining three wanted nothing to do with me, which was a relief because I needed to catch my breath.

      The warrior Helen had grabbed moments before lay disemboweled at her feet. The other five had spread into a semicircle around her, their weapons held aloft. Her grin never faltered. She pointed her knife at each of them in turn, as if playing a game of Eeny, Meeny, Miny, Moe. She stopped on the last man and bolted toward him in a flash, ignoring any protests his spear may have had. By the time my eyes caught up to her, she was already standing nose-to-nose with the poor fool, a wicked blade impaled straight up into his head from below his chin. Before his eyes glazed over, she freed his bowels from their fleshy cage and let them fall to the ground. She was only having fun by that point, dissecting her victim like a lab rat. So beautiful, yet so dangerous, I mused.

      One of the remaining four made to pounce on her. He seemed to be just on the edge of her periphery, so I made a cautionary charge forward in case she didn’t notice him. When I was close enough to make a move, he burst into the air with his knife held overhead to meet her when he came down. I extended my new sword to intercept him, but Helen had the final word. In an instant, she spun around and jabbed both of her blades into the warrior while he was still in midair. One entered at the navel, and the other sliced through his clavicle. His dagger dropped as blood sprayed on us. Helen let her hand sink into the fresh gash in his stomach before allowing him to follow his dagger’s lead. She was clearly stronger than she looked.

      We exchanged approving glances. I noticed then that she was breathing as heavily as I was. The warriors near us backed away. I counted bodies—her dissected corpses, and my impaled adversaries. We had taken a total of six lives between us, and all in under two minutes. I had to wonder about her, but for me that was a new personal record.

      I briefly examined my hands, now covered in sticky red. I was told they were waterproof and hoped that applied to blood as well.

      Artession came forward without warning. I held my sword up, ready to end the whole dispute once and for all, but to my surprise he dropped to a knee and decisively proclaimed . . . something.

      “He says,” Helen translated, “that we are the best warriors he has ever witnessed. He is honored to pledge his fealty to us.”
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      Artession led us through the forest, his tribesmen following single-file behind us. The men in the rear hauled the bodies of the slain.

      Helen kept close to my side, trying to translate at the same speed with which the beast-man now spoke. He seemed to be a completely different person now that we had proven ourselves to him. I listened to some of what he was saying but kept getting lost in my own thoughts.

      “You do not listen,” Helen said. “What is on your mind?”

      I snapped back to reality, if that was what I could call the present situation. “Oh, uh, I’ve just been thinking. Artession said this island is called Santorini, right?”

      “Yes,” Helen said. Artession had taken a break from talking since I started. He looked at me from the corner of his eye, clearly interested in what I had to say.

      “I think I learned about this place in my time. Is there a volcano or a mountain here?”

      Helen translated and waited for Artession’s response. It was swift and certain.

      “Yes, there is,” she confirmed. “He says there is an old story about a time when it rained liquid fire that consumed the land. Its smoke is said to have blocked out the sky for many moons.”

      I couldn’t remember for sure, but I thought I heard of an eruption on the island some time close to the Trojan war, and this previous eruption Artession spoke of would surely have happened generations earlier. The Thirians had to be warned in case they were due for another.

      “It happens again,” I said. “Tell Artession he needs to get his people off the island. Sooner rather than later.”

      She relayed the message, and he addressed me in return, wide-eyed.

      “He is wanting to know how you can be sure this is to happen, Troy.”

      “I’m from a thousand years in the future.” As soon as I said it, I realized it was probably more like three thousand years, but I didn’t see why a small detail like that would have mattered. “Tell him that it might not erupt today or tomorrow—or even next year—but it will happen again, and if he wants to guarantee his people survive it, he will evacuate the island until after it’s done.”

      “He says he admits that it is hard to trust such a claim, no matter who it is coming from, but he trusts you and will follow wherever you want him to go. And his people will do the same.”

      Artession continued speaking, and she translated. “He says his people have nowhere to go and requests that he may join us. Is this well with you, Troy?”

      “Sounds to me like everything’s going to plan then, right?”

      She beamed and responded to him excitedly, taking time to fill me in between each exchange. “There will be plenty of room for his people in Ilium once we defeat the Greeks. I just told him this.” She continued, “He is saying that he and his people will be honored to fight alongside great warriors such as ourselves, whether or not their home is in danger.”

      “Do they have enough ships for everyone?” I asked.

      “Nearly enough,” Helen said. “With more being built as we are speaking. He says we will see them when we reach their village.”

      I nodded my approval.

      We marched on in silence. The news I had dropped on the chieftain was heavy, so it was understandable he needed some time to digest. After a time, we reached the edge of the forest and found ourselves on a cliff overlooking an inlet. We stopped and Artession pointed below, indicating seven ships sitting just out of reach of the water—one about the size of mine, and six smaller ones that were reminiscent of Viking warships. Well this is pretty fucking cool, I thought.

      “He says the large one and three of the longboats are ready for sea, while the other three are almost complete. He is wanting to know if they have enough time to finish them? They can probably do it in three days’ time if everyone commits.”

      “Tell him that, like I said, I’m not sure how long they have, but three days is probably fine. Just the sooner everyone is off the island, the better. We’ll help them, too.”

      “He says this is good news and that his people will be eager to meet the two of us. He asks if we may teach them some tricks to aide them in battle.”

      I laughed. “Tell him I would be happy to.”

      He pointed across the water and said something. I followed his finger and noticed for the first time a group of huts clustered together on a cliff opposite ours.

      “He says that is his village over there and that we must be hungry. The women will have dinner ready for us soon. We are invited to partake of the slain if it is our wish.”

      “The slain? Oh, right.” I glanced at the back of the line and thought how appetizing Daggers and Maniac looked from where I was standing. “Why do they eat people? Did he mention that earlier when I wasn’t listening?”

      She asked him and translated his response. “His people believe they will gain a warrior’s strength if they consume them. It is doubly good to eat their fellow tribesmen because it means that their family will always be a part of them, and in a way, they will live on.”

      Only for about twenty-four hours, I thought. I’d be lying if I acted like I never wondered how a person tasted, but it was going to be a hard pass for me. “I’ll think about it.”
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      Helen and I stayed on Santorini for two days. Not only did we help them finish their ships, but Helen taught the Thirians Egyptian techniques to strengthen their hulls and conceal themselves at night, both lessons earning her enormous status with the entire village.

      I took time on both days to show the men some MMA moves and combat tricks I had picked up in the military. They were fast learners. I had to watch out for a few of them during practice. The one with no eyelids, who I learned was sensibly called Sees-All, came at me like he had something to prove. To my surprise, he got several decent shots in after the first few rounds. Between each sparring match, I would show each man where he could improve on his form, and Helen would translate if she wasn’t off helping with the ships. They were unexpectedly receptive to my guidance, and I was anticipating seeing them apply my teachings to the battlefield.

      “Hold your guard up.” I demonstrated to Sees-All what I meant before swinging at him in slow motion. He caught my arm inside the elbow as I intended. “Good, now you swing at me,” I motioned for emphasis.

      He did as I said, and this time I caught his arm inside the elbow joint. “Now take your other hand, grab the shoulder like me”—I firmly gripped his shoulder with my free hand—“and do this.” I drove my knee straight into his abdomen, making sure not to break anything.

      I waved one of the other men over. They knew the drill by then. The new guy ran in with the intent to harm, swinging at Sees-All as I had, but my man Sees-All exploded into action and pulled the stunt off about as well as anyone could. Everyone cheered as the other guy dropped to his knees. “Now I want to see each of you do that to at least one Greek!”

      On the morning of the third day, Artession led us back to my raft.

      “He says thank you for all that you have done, Troy Weston,” Helen translated. “Not only have you taught his people valuable skills that will prove worthy in combat, but you have likely aided in the survival of his kind for generations to come. He wonders if any of them would have survived if they were living on Santorini the next time the mountain rains liquid fire. His tone is quite respectful, I should add.”

      “It’s my pleasure,” I said. “And it is an honor to know you, and to have earned your respect.” I felt like I should have said more, but I didn’t know what else to say.

      “He says he will depart with his people before midday and that, on his honor, they will meet us in Ilium in several days’ time to help us fight off the Greek invaders or perish in the attempt. He now thinks of his people and our people as one and the same.”

      I extended my hand to shake, but he was unsure of what to do so he ended up just grabbing the back of my right hand with his left and we just awkwardly stood there looking into each other’s eyes for about thirty seconds or so.

      “All right then . . . uh, see you there, man.” Helen and I climbed into the raft and made for the Moonshadow.
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      I watched Santorini shrink into the distance. Helen and I had not spoken much since we boarded the Moonshadow. I had even more on my mind than when we arrived at the island, and I assumed she did as well.

      I decided to keep up the momentum that I’d gained over the past couple days and work the sails manually, keeping my hands active. I watched the flesh-metal hybrids carry out the commands from my mind, feeling as if my soul ended at the wrists. It was like they were little hand puppets, their actions empty, only brought to life through the puppeteer’s will. So strong, so capable, yet devoid of . . . me. They provided me with the kind of strength that every man dreams of, but it was completely artificial and unearned. They were nothing more than a gross over-compensation for a piece of me I had lost, and without them I wondered what kind of man I would amount to.

      Helen, too, watched the island fade until we could no longer see it. When it had finally disappeared, she approached me with a hum of joy about her. “I cannot wait to be a full human. I can feel it happening more and more with each passing day.” She was beaming like usual. “The air smells sweeter, the food tastes better. I wish I had words for it, but the feeling is like nothing I’ve known. I’m made new with each passing sunrise, I think.”

      I thought again of her as Pinocchio and looked at my puppet-hands, wondering where her soul ended in that gorgeous frame, if it even had a beginning. I had to believe there was something inside of her. A captain held a certain love and respect for his ship, but I had never come close to admiring a machine like I did Helen. The feeling was an impossibility made real from the touch of her hands to the scent of cinnamon when she stood close. Helen was not a machine, I was sure of it in my heart.

      “Why is it that you want to become a full human so badly?”

      “May I?” She reached for the ropes in my hands. I stepped aside and let her direct the sails before she continued, “Do you not love being a full human, Troy?”

      “Well, of course, but I don’t know any different. You’re lucky enough to have a taste of both worlds. I’m wondering what you think is so great about one over the other.”

      She did not take her eyes off the sails as she answered. “There are many reasons I think it is better to be a human than a machine. The most important of these reasons is free will. I want free will, which is a boast no machine can or ever will be able to claim.”

      “But you want it, so don’t you already have it, just by having the desire?”

      “This is true. Before the event that gave me my partial humanity, I had no desire to be human. It was not something programmed into me. My programmed purpose was to be Helen as best I could—that, and to serve my masters, the Pharaohs. I still want to be Helen, and I am unsure if this is my own will or the will of my creators. I think I will truly know once I am a full human.”

      I had to laugh a little at that. “I think you’re beginning to understand some of the complicated things about being human already. Most of us don’t really know what we want. I have to wonder if you’ll be any different once you get what you want. Once a person achieves one thing they’re after, they have to go after something else. Otherwise, life feels meaningless. I have to play the Devil’s Advocate and say that I know a lot of people who would gladly give up their humanity to become a machine with a very specific purpose. It might take away their free will, but it also takes out a lot of the guesswork, which many people would prefer.”

      “I am not one of those people, Troy. You must be speaking of the Greeks.” She turned to me with a smile and winked. “Real humans do not behave the way you describe. Real humans would fight and die for their freedom. This I know. Real humans have the power to change the world around them, and bend it to their will. My creation was a prime example of such a thing. I was constructed by real humans for a real purpose, an extension of their will. If the gods exist, they are walking here among us because they are us.”

      “Those are the words of a living woman,” I said. She spoke with such conviction, and I couldn’t argue with her. I thought of all the terrible things I knew humans were capable of, many of which I had witnessed firsthand. “What about all the bad things people have been responsible for? War, famine, genocide? Do you just think of all those people as Greeks, sub-human in a way? Surely many Trojans have done bad things in the past, right?”

      “This is true, but humans have done many good things as well. A machine is also capable of both good and evil. This relates to free will. As a human, I will have complete say in the direction of my life. I understand that not all things I do will be smiled upon, but anything I do is my choice alone. It does not matter to me what sins other humans have committed. What matters is that they were free to make those decisions.”

      “Helen . . .”

      “Yes, Troy?”

      “I think you’re one of the smartest women I’ve ever met, and I’d like to hear the rest of your reasons for wanting to be human after my nap.” I made for the steps to go below deck, head full of even more thoughts. I really needed to take some time to sort everything out before we touched down at Ilium.

      She beamed, her gaze still focused on the sails. “I will be happy to speak at length with you about it later. I wish you the sweetest of dreams, Troy, and hope you find me in one.” She was certainly a girl who knew what she wanted. I’m sure you’ll be there, Helen, I thought. I’m sure you will.

      I didn’t get much sleep, but I didn’t really expect to. I soon found myself lying back, getting friendly with the peanut butter, and thinking about where I was exactly.

      Surely, I thought, there would have been evidence of advanced Egyptian technology in my time. Conspiracy theorists always talked about that kind of stuff, but no one else, me included, took them seriously. Yet there I was, supposedly thousands of years in the past, talking to a beautiful Egyptian android who was going through an intense identity crisis. If I assumed what I was experiencing was in fact real and not just some hallucination brought on by a coma after the storm, I had to question where I was, and not just when I was. I’d heard from a friend years ago of a theory that mankind existed infinitely many times across the universe, and that we were all just a random chance configuration of molecules in space. There were supposedly some eggheads who came up with equations to describe the distance someone would likely have to travel to come across another “Earth” in such a scenario. It all sounded like a bunch of wishy-washy waste-of-time what-if’s back when it was first explained to me, but it was seeming more and more plausible as I considered it. If that were the case, and I was on some Alternate Earth, it would make sense that not all things were consistent with my Earth. I added the thought to my list of mental bookmarks.

      My strongest-held belief was that, yes, I was in the past, and somehow the advanced technology went overlooked in my time. Who knew, maybe the Egyptians went off to explore other stars and took everything with them. Perhaps the pyramids of my time were just the foundation of a society of unimaginable capabilities, maybe nothing more than ports for space-faring colonies to come and go as they pleased. If I was really in the past, I had to consider how my actions would affect my time. I had already introduced peanut butter to Helen, who was a prominent historical figure with a ton of influence. And she seemed to like it. There was no telling how that could affect the future. Even stepping on bugs walking to the Thirians’ village could have profound effects. Every move I made was a stone thrown into the pond of time, sending ripples forever onward across the millennia. The thought gave me goosebumps. It was spiritual, in a way, but laden with a responsibility I hadn’t understood until that moment.

      Then I laughed, realizing I was focusing on the wrong things. I had potentially saved an entire race of people from total annihilation by a volcano, and had taught them hand-to-hand combat and naval warfare tactics from my time. As I lay there, I was on my way to help turn the tide of a war which I was pretty sure our opponents were said to have won in my time. There was a good chance that the things I intended to do for that woman were going to shuffle the cards in a way that would prevent me from even being born. I didn’t know what to expect when rewriting the past. There was nothing I could do to plan for it, and that was my reality going forward.

      Instead of drowning myself in paradoxes and what-if’s, I decided to turn over and try to sleep. It was comforting at least to know that, in the moment, I still existed. I hoped that was a good sign.

      

      Helen and I spoke a great deal over the next two days. I mentioned my concerns of affecting the future, and she agreed that it was a good sign I was still alive and well.

      “What if, instead,” she began, “your time is still safely moving forward? Anything you do here will become a different, separate future from the one you know? Both would exist beside each other. Would this not prevent any of the paradoxes you spoke of?”

      “That would make a lot of sense. I think I’ve heard some people suggest that’s what would happen back—I mean forward—in my time, but of course it’s all just guesses and no one actually has any idea.” I shrugged. “I might just go with that way of thinking if nothing leads me to believe otherwise. It would make me feel a lot more comfortable about everything.”

      I tied off the sails and looked over the railing. Night had fallen—our first night since setting out from Santorini. The waves were gentle, the sky clear. There wasn’t a hint of land in sight, but I was fine with that. We had food to last us for weeks, and I was beginning to like my company more each day. I turned back to her, my arm rested on the railing.

      “So, tell me more about why you want to be a full person.”

      “Gladly,” she said, smiling. The idea that she would one day be human made her glow; all I had to do was mention it. “As I was saying, free will is the most important mark of humanity to me. The next most important thing is the ability to live like a human. I spoke of this before when you asked me, but each day my senses become more alive. Smells, tastes, the way things feel—everything becomes more. As a machine, I have sensors that provide input to me about my environment—and one can say the same for humans—but ever since my transformation, I have experienced a deeper connectedness with that input. It is no longer data that I am reading, it is an environment in which I am living, and it is beautiful. My heart feels lighter at the mere thought of such a thing, and that sensation itself is something unlike which I have ever experienced.”

      “The way you describe it is beautiful, but I have to play Devil’s Advocate again.”

      “Go on.” Her smile did not fade. I knew before I asked that there was no way I could break her conviction. It didn’t make our game any less fun for me though.

      “The price of living is death. Are you still willing to accept life if it means that one day you will die?”

      “That is an easy question to answer, Troy. The threat of death matters little to me. As a robot, I may exist much longer, but that is not living, and I would eventually perish. A robot does not even comprehend that it is alive, and, really, it is not. As a human, my life would likely be much shorter, but it would be fuller. There is no doubt in my mind which existence I would rather have.”

      “I can’t argue with that. So, what else? Any other reasons?”

      She responded at first with only an amused grin, looking me up and down. After a moment, she said, “Perhaps I will show you on one of the coming days,” and went below deck.

      I considered the possibilities of what was unfolding between us, and came to a realization. Her composition didn’t matter. Her soul did.

      Two days had passed in total before we spotted land again. Like the last time, Helen saw it before I did.

      “Is that Ilium?” I asked.

      “It is not,” she said. “I do not know of this island, but perhaps it will have more people willing to join our cause. It would not hurt us to take some time to look around, no?”

      It totally could have hurt us if we came across another group of cannibals we were not prepared for, but I made the decision that we would go feet dry again. I made a minor adjustment to our course and steered for this new, mysterious island. At least this time I had a spear gifted to me by Artession.

      We dropped anchor at a reef, and I climbed into the raft.

      “Shall we?” I asked, holding my arm to her.

      Smiling, she took my hand and said, “It worked out well the last time.”

      “Is that. . .a joke?” I asked, giving her a sly smile.”

      “I told you I am growing,” she said, her own grin matching mine.
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      It was immediately apparent that we were not welcome on this shore. When we touched down on the white sands of Santorini, we were met by fearsome men pointing spears in our faces. On this beach, it was as if the land itself meant to do us harm. There were no white sands, only muck. Strewn along the coast were the carcasses of ships, splintered wood stabbing at the sky. A great many vessels had come ashore and never left. I didn’t have to look hard to discover the fates of their crews.

      What I first mistook for shells and small ship debris turned out to be bones. Of the bits that were not completely pulverized, I saw some remains that were definitely human, and others from animals I thought I recognized, but there were more still that looked unfamiliar.

      I stepped out first, my foot falling ankle-deep into the swampy gunk.

      “Careful,” I said. Helen followed my lead, barefoot since the moment I met her. The forests of Santorini were not a bother to her, so I hoped a bone-and-wood-littered beach would not be a problem either.

      She stayed close to my side as we made our way up the shore. We meandered around the debris, taking awkward steps to avoid walking on spikey piles. I thought to take her hand but decided against it. It was one thing to help her in and out of the raft, but it was another animal altogether for us to walk hand-in-hand along a beach, and I was not sure how to proceed as far as we were concerned.

      Supposedly she had a lover waiting for her back in Ilium, and I wasn’t the kind of guy to sail into another man’s port, especially since a war was going on for precisely that reason. Helen hadn’t spoken much about him aside from briefly mentioning it several days before, so I didn’t know where the two of them stood. I thought it best to not mistake her flirtatious behavior for a green light.

      I kept my eyes peeled for any signs of life as we went. As far as I could tell, the bones around us had long been cleaned of meat. I had to wonder what could have caused such destruction on so many occasions. The water around the island did not look dangerous—no rocky outcroppings lurking beneath the surface or anything like that. That could still have been the case, but there would usually be some rocks above the surface to hint at what was below. If that were the case, it still seemed unlikely that a shipwreck would have killed so many crew members right on the spot. Surely more of them would have made it away from the shore.

      “This place has seen death many times over,” Helen whispered, her eyes wide.

      I had the impression that she was speaking more from a point of awe and not one of fear or caution. My only response was to nod in agreement, still keeping my eyes and ears peeled for anything. Then I caught a whiff of something that put me on red-alert.

      We had just cleared the bulk of the debris. Helen went to walk on ahead of me, but I grabbed her arm. “Careful,” I warned before pulling her back. The more I focused on it, the more I could smell the stench of rotting carcasses. It soon got to the point that it was all I could smell. I could almost feel it caking onto my skin. “Smell that? That means there’s a fresh kill somewhere around here. And I think you can guess what that means.”

      I nodded to the forest less than twenty yards away and whispered, “Let’s take cover there.” We moved slower than before, both of us constantly looking around and straining for any sign of a threat. Whatever had taken all of those lives was likely still on the island and probably pretty skilled at what it did after so much practice. I wasn’t one to back down from a challenge, but I also didn’t enjoy running headfirst into danger unprepared.

      When we reached the line of trees, I guided Helen behind one and we crouched down. I made a quick sweep to check for fresh prints in the muck or any eyes that might be watching us from the bushes, then said, “So far, so good. It looks like we’re already doing a lot better than the poor saps back there. I have no idea what we’re dealing with yet. It could be another Thirian situation or a pack of wolves or something, but I haven’t seen anything to tell me one way or another. Have you noticed anything?”

      “I have not,” she said, looking around to double-check.

      “All right, well, let’s just stay alert. Also, I noticed last night that we’re getting pretty low on fresh water. I’m not saying this is the best place to go looking for it, but we’re already here and odds are there’s something that killed all those people. Whatever it is has to be getting its water from somewhere. Let’s go look.”

      Helen simply nodded and grinned. We had already been through so much in our short time together, and I had to wonder if there was any offer she wouldn’t take me up on. I tried not to get any ideas, but that ship, like my own, had sailed.
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      I listened for birds as we continued. They were one of the best indicators of danger in a foreign place. I expected to hear a flock of them burst from the trees with every step we took, alerting us that predators were nearby, but I listened in vain. That’s not to say I was any more relaxed because of it. The fact that we heard no birds at all could have been a bad sign as well. In fact, the forest was without the natural ambience one would expect.

      Occasionally we would come across the mating call of an insect, but aside from that, there were no bird songs or signs of any other wildlife. I began to wonder if there was an apex predator on the island with a bottomless stomach, eating everything it came across. Or better yet, maybe there was a swarm of meat-eating locusts or some other old-world fantasy shit waiting for us to stumble across. I felt for the spear at my back for reassurance.

      Several hours passed before we heard the sound of running water. We followed it to the source more cautiously still, keeping in mind that it might be a favored drinking spot of whatever dangerous beasts might have called the island home. Nothing appeared within view of the stream, so I went over first and scooped a handful of water to make sure it was fresh.

      “Now we’re rolling,” I said. I beckoned for Helen to approach, and she took a sip. I still wondered if she did that kind of stuff just for show or if she was human enough to require food and drink. “Okay, so I need to find a way to get the barrels from Moonshadow to here. I’m hoping I can move a bit faster now that we’ve got the path here and back scoped out, but we’ll see how much the barrels slow me down. I have a pallet back on the ship I can rig up with some rope to carry them. It’s not going to be easy, but I’m sure I can manage.”

      We drank our fill and rested a bit, sitting at the base of a nearby tree. I leaned against the trunk, and Helen stretched out, using her arms to support herself. I tried not to stare too much at her, but it was becoming more difficult every day. It wasn’t any one part of her that made me look. It was all of the, plus her cinnamon scent that caught my attention at a near cellular level.

      For a long moment, I’d forgotten the potential danger we were in. The only sound was that of the brook, and it was soothing enough to lull me to sleep. It seemed to get louder the longer we sat in silence. She looked over to me, smiling, with a gleam of deviousness in her eyes, and she moved her hand closer to mine.

      I left my hand where it lay, resigning to allow her to initiate whatever was about to happen. If she had a guy back in Ilium, I decided I would just have to deal with him when the situation arose. I couldn’t help but wonder if what I was experiencing was similar to how her war began. Few men would have the power to resist such temptation. Perhaps the Trojan that stole her away from Sparta was thinking similar thoughts to mine at the time. Paris, you poor bastard. I understand.

      She bent lower as her hand slid closer to mine, taking her time. For a moment, she looked at me like a snake slithering in for the kill—a snake with amazing cleavage that was loosely covered by the tunic she wore. She even stuck her tongue out a little, as if in response to the imagery in my head. I waited eagerly for what was about to come.

      As our fingers were about to meet, she stopped abruptly and bolted up, looking around. “Something comes.” Her musical lilt had disappeared, and she’d taken on that ferocious tone she had when she anticipated a battle. I stood up, but, as hard as I strained my ears, I could not hear anything. I looked around but still saw no signs of danger. Helen had already proven her vision to be better than mine when she spotted both islands, so it wasn’t too unreasonable that her hearing was better as well. I hoped she would keep those traits if she ever did realize her dream of becoming fully human.

      I gripped my spear and motioned for her to crouch down with me as we kept our eyes peeled. It was not long before I heard the violent crunching of branches, almost as if a bulldozer was making its way to the stream for a drink.

      My fingers curled tighter around the haft, waiting for something to burst out of the line of trees on our side of the running water. But it didn’t matter how much I braced myself for what I was about to see. Nothing could have stopped my jaw from wanting to hit the ground when we heard a thunderous thunk and saw a foot the size of a car drop down from behind the foliage. A moment later, my eyes met the rest of the titan it belonged to, and seconds later, I was beginning to comprehend what I saw. I slowed my heart and tightened my grip on the spear with hands that felt more natural with each passing day.

      Standing head and shoulders above any tree in sight, the walking nightmare looked to be in the general shape of a man, but, aside from the fact that it was over four stories tall, there were a few things off. Its skin was a bluish-purple, like a massive bruise that walked and snarled. Each appendage—hands and feet—had one less digit than usual, but it seemed to manage just fine without. Its lips almost consumed the entire lower half of its face, leaving no more room for the nose than two tiny slits. The remaining half above the nose was a garbled mess. There were two eye sockets, but one was little bigger than its nostrils, and it sunk down to the outer edge of its cheek near the ear, all but forgotten to the rest of the face without even an eyeball to justify why it was there. The other socket held the star of the show, demanding all attention from onlookers like Helen and I. It was anchored—bigger than the lips—in the center of the upper half of the creature’s face, with a massive bloodshot eye sitting in it like a greedy usurper on a throne, daring anyone to try to claim its crown.

      Its massive black pit of a pupil—larger than my head—scanned the scene as if it were desperately hoping for something to obliterate; any feeble challenger with a death wish would do. It manically swept from left to right, and each time it crossed over us, I half-expected a laser beam to erupt from it and melt us away. My heart threatened to tear itself out of my chest if I didn’t take off running in the opposite direction, but I knew I had to remain strong, for Helen’s sake if not for my own.

      The eye passed by again. Boom. My heart was wailing. And again. Boom. Somehow the menace had not yet managed to pick us out from the moderate cover. Again, its gaze swept over us. Boom. I could hear blood coursing through my ears. Run. It passed us by another time. Fuck. Get out! I planted my feet more firmly in the ground in an act of defiance to every other fiber of my being. Again. Boom. I wanted to close my eyes and pray it would just leave, but I was afraid that the motion of my eyelids would invite it to home in on us as its next meal, or plaything, or whatever the hell it had done to all the other previously-living things we had seen on the island.

      Boom. I thought of the dozens of bodies on the shore and how they must have felt this same way before meeting their brutal ends. Boom. A phantom rot filled my nose. Boom. I couldn’t stop imagining what it would feel like to get trampled beneath those steamroller-feet, and how it could likely do so without even noticing us in the process. Boom. We were bugs at its mercy. Boom. It saw us. The Cyclops saw us.

      I would have thought we were doomed, but in that moment, I stopped thinking.
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      It lumbered toward us as if one leg were dragging a bear trap with it. I felt the ground shake more and more as it came closer. I stood up, the blood rushing from my head. For a second, I thought I might fall back down, but the feeling dissolved. There was nothing left in all of existence but me and him.

      Helen rose as well, daggers ready, but I forced her back with my leg. “Me and him.” My eyes never left the menacing hulk.

      I think I was shouting, but I wasn’t sure. Every cell in my body was in a rage. This was my last stand, and I wasn’t about to let the fight end without having my say.

      We were on each other in an instant. He took a swipe at me as if he were more tiger than man, but I managed to duck in time. The force of air that followed in his arm’s wake was itself almost enough to knock me down. Without being consciously told to do so, my arms thrust the spear as far as they could reach. I felt no resistance in return, so I thought my hit did not land, but was forced to reconsider when my weapon was yanked from my grasp and I dropped backward to the dirt.

      I got my bearings as quickly as I could and saw the giant thumping away from me as if I were some afterthought, my spear jutting from the inside of his leg, right below the groin. During the exchange from one moment to the next, it was as if the monster had forgotten I existed. I had to wonder if it thought it hit me or if maybe it really did not even notice me and the fight as I understood it had all been in my head. I was both frightened and a little insulted that it either did not seem to realize or care that I just carved a deep wound into its leg.

      This is your reprieve! Run! My mind urged me away. My curiosity held me still.

      I banished the thoughts and charged forward. I was going to have my say. Me and him.

      I caught up in a flash, ripped my spear from the underside of his thigh, and roared, demanding to be heard. One, two, three times I struck home all along the same leg I had already cut. With each blow, it slowly dawned on me that this creature’s tissue might be more different than I realized. Each jab felt like I was attacking loose mud. My tip went in with astounding ease and seemed to be fine with going as deep as my reach would allow. Never once did I feel any resistance that made me think I’d struck bone. Crazier still, no blood—or anything—poured from the fresh wounds, and it gave me no sign that it felt the pain I had intended to inflict.

      After my third strike, it reached out and backhanded me across my entire torso. My spear went flying out of sight. By the time I hit the ground, the Cyclops had already turned its attention back to whatever it was heading toward before.

      “Fuck! You!” I willed it to come back around, but it showed no sign that it heard. There was a stabbing pain at my side. A broken rib, no doubt. Maybe more. It wasn’t my first and wouldn’t be my last.

      I took in a sharp breath and thought maybe it would be best to just leave it and be thankful it decided not to brutally murder me on the spot. But then I realized something.

      “Troy!”

      It wasn’t just me and him this whole time. Helen, who I had practically forgotten in my fight for survival, was a bigger part of the equation than I assumed. It was then, when she cried my name in desperation, that I realized the giant had been heading for her the whole time. After a few more lumbering lurches forward, she would be within his reach.

      I bolted up, ignoring the pain at my side, and scrambled around in search of my spear, never before feeling so powerless. It felt like days, but I finally found my weapon at the edge of the stream, thanking God it didn’t get carried away in the water. A moment later I was surging ahead again, covered in sweat and muck.

      Its foot slammed into the ground within a yard of where Helen lay terrified. I was there to meet it when it touched down, the only obstacle between the beast and its target. I didn’t set out planning to die that day, but it was as good a day as any—a far better ending than most people ever dreamed of. I had resigned to giving it everything I had in defending her, knowing that was likely not going to be anywhere near enough.

      There I stood, feeling like a defiant toddler with a stick, trying my best to show nothing but courage in the face of this lumbering nightmare, this certain demise of mine. As it slowly reached for us, I stood firm, bracing myself for the punishment that Daddy’s belt was about to sling my way, but resolved to have my say in the argument.

      I thought to stab the eye at the first chance I got, but I realized it might never come, so as the Cyclops leaned close, I lunged my very essence into its heart, determined to burst through to the other side or die in the attempt.

      Helen screamed. I roared and kept digging, expecting to be crushed by multiple tons of Cyclops raining down upon me. But it never happened. My arms stabbed the spear as far as they could reach, and then a fog overwhelmed me. I kept stabbing, soon realizing I wasn’t even meeting the weak resistance I had the other times my blows struck. I was only attacking the air, and my enemy was no longer in my limited field of view.

      Oh my God, this better not be some fucking planeswalker-teleporting-wizard-Cyclops bullshit, I thought. I jerked around, expecting to be taken by surprise from anywhere—to my left, my right, above, below, the past, the future, some alternate present timeline. Nothing made sense.

      It was gone, as best I could tell. Just gone. The smoke—or fog, or whatever—cleared, and it was just me and Helen. Both of use were covered in some kind of powder. I brushed myself off and helped her to her feet, wary of any surprises but not letting my caution slow my actions. She seemed fine. Not even a scratch—not that I knew whether or not robot-people’s skin could get cut as easily as mine. She was certainly breathing hard. I remembered our row with the Thirians and noticed the similarities between the outcomes of both fights—the foe vanquished, us gasping for air, a sense of camaraderie—and the differences in the chain of events leading up to those outcomes. She didn’t handle herself so well this time around. In a twisted way, I was more satisfied at being able to come to my maiden’s aide.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, inspecting her closer for any injuries.

      “I’m well. The same cannot be said of our friend here.” She waved her arm around in what I took to be a gesture toward something behind me.

      I jerked around. “What?” There was still no Cyclops anywhere, dead or alive.

      “You do not understand, Troy.” I turned back to face her. She had grabbed a handful of powder from the ground and grinned. “This is our friend.” She blew some of her handful at me and tossed the rest around. “Or . . . it is his dust.”

      I watched her dance in what she claimed to be the monster’s remains while I tried to get a firmer grasp on what she was telling me. I could still barely hear anything but the blood in my ear and the constant screaming of my internal monologue telling me kill, kill, kill.

      “Do you know what that was?” I asked.

      “It was a golem—a clay creature that feeds on flesh. We have many such creatures in Egypt. Since one is here, this means that there is likely someone controlling it close by.”

      “What, you mean like they’re watching us?”

      “Oh, no, they may not be watching us or even aware of what the golem is doing in a given moment. What I mean to say is that golems are created for a purpose, so since one is roaming here, its creator, or someone working on the creator’s behalf, is sure to check its status from time to time.” She dusted off her tunic, leaving grey stains that would need a good washing. “We should leave before we meet this person. I think it would be good to assume there are more golems on this island, too.”
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      The average Joe probably would have been long gone, but something told me to march on. To me, if someone thought it necessary to put a giant magic hunk of clay on an island that killed everything it came into contact with, it would stand to reason that there was something pretty damn important on that island. Some may call me crazy, but I think it was just my soldier’s intuition.

      So, against my damsel’s mindful advice, we went in deeper. I walked at a brisker pace this time around, despite the pain at my side. Along the way, I picked Helen’s brain for more information on golems. My fear of those idiot mud-men dissipated as she went into more detail on how they operated.

      “And how big is that soft spot exactly?” I asked, holding a low-hanging branch high enough for her to walk under.

      “It depends on the individual golem. Creating them is more art than science. Such weaknesses are often at the mercy of the arcane whims of the magical forces used to create them.”

      “That just sounds like someone fucked up to me. Where did you hear that?”

      “I have heard this from many priests in Egypt. What do you mean by ‘fucked up’, Troy?”

      “The way you described it just now—‘weaknesses at the mercy of arcane whims’ or whatever—sounds like someone trying to cover their ass. If someone, like a plumber, came up to me after I called him to fix my toilet and said some shit like that as an explanation for why water was still leaking from under the toilet seat every time I flushed, I’d get a new plumber. I’d probably kick his ass, too, because you don’t mess with a man’s throne like that.”

      “I am sorry, Troy, I do not understand. What is a ‘plumber’?”

      “Never mind all that, Helen. The main point I’m trying to make is that I find it hard to believe it was up to some random chance that our Cyclops had such a big weak spot. You know what I mean? I either had to have hit it right on the mark, striking gold the first time this spear went into its chest, or its weak spot was a lot larger than it should have been.”

      “I think I am beginning to understand now.”

      “Awesome. So, have you seen the weak points on any other golems back in Egypt? Are they always near where the heart should be?”

      “I have never seen someone engage with a golem before, but yes, I have always been told that their weaknesses are their hearts.”

      “Well that’s dumb, too. If that’s true, killing these things just got a hell of a lot easier. Hell, I could probably kill one at a distance if I just chucked this bad boy at it.” I patted my trusty spear resting at my back. “So, what are golems? I get that they’re made of clay and have a purpose and all that, but do they think or anything? The whole time me and that guy were going at it back there, I thought he looked like he was in some sort of rage. He just looked really fucking angry. I don’t know if it was the way that bloodshot eye was moving around or how I expected it to rip me in half and smear my insides all over its face, but it looked mad. Although, other times I got the impression it was acting on impulse. A couple times it seemed like it knocked me away only because I was inconveniencing it.”

      “How observant you are, Troy. It is wise to want to learn more about your enemy. It is my understanding that golems have less sentience than I did before my transformation, if such a claim can be made.”

      “Yeah, how’s that?”

      “I could imitate a person—reason, argue, deceive, plan, remember, converse. A golem can do none of those things. Every move it makes is toward achieving its purpose for creation. A golem does not eat, sleep, or drink. It only needs to soak in water every so often to prevent from drying out.” I made sure to bookmark that little tidbit. “If they are made to kill, they kill. If their purpose is to construct, they construct. They do these things and nothing else. They are hardly more deserving of respect than Greeks, but they are more deserving than Greeks because their essence is without vanity and pettiness.” Damn.

      “That really puts it in perspective, and it also makes me wonder . . .”

      “What is it, Troy?”

      “He seemed a hell of a lot more interested in you than he was in me. Do you have any idea why?”

      “I have not the slightest idea, Troy, except for the obvious; I am who I am. Though I do not understand why a Cyclops would be on this island looking for me.”

      “Yeah, that’s a good point. I’m going to have to think on that one.”

      We hadn’t walked for more than an hour before we came across a cave.

      Bingo, soldier’s intuition, I thought.

      Two pillars sat at the entryway, one on each side. They stood about twelve feet high, each covered with different sets of hieroglyphs.

      I looked to Helen. “This is your area of expertise, I believe.”

      “I wish it were so, Troy. You have a good eye. These are indeed Egyptian carvings, but this particular set is known by few, and I am not one of them. Though, I have to say, I cannot see why the Pharaohs would have any designs placed here on this empty island so far away from Egypt. I know it for a fact that sometimes priests sneak away from the homeland to practice magic for their own purposes without interference from the Masters. This place could be home to such a priest.”

      “How about we find out?” I approached the entrance, but stopped short. “Is there any chance I’m going to get zapped or something walking through here?”

      “Zapped?”

      “Hurt. Is there some magic or tech that’s going to hurt either of us when we try to walk in?”

      Helen grabbed a nearby stick and tossed it into the cave. She shrugged after the stick hit the ground and said, grinning, “I do not know a better way to test at the moment than that. I have the ability to see such things, but if this is the home of a rogue priest, I do not know if they have constructed traps which I cannot detect.”

      “Fair enough.” I looked into the darkness of the cavern and stuck my arm in. “So far, so good.” I put one foot forward, and the rest of me followed. “Seems like the coast is clear. Come on . . . and stay close.”

      Once again, I held my spear out, ready to engage at a moment’s notice. Helen held my arm as we went.

      The cave was nothing more than a single hallway for the longest time. Progress would have been much slower had I not thought to bring a flashlight. We still proceeded with caution, because I wasn’t about to step into an Egyptian booby trap.

      After a time, the hall opened into a large space with a ceiling around twenty feet out of my reach. Massive stalactites hung over us, some of them still dripping into pools below, bathing their earthbound brothers.

      I returned my flashlight to my back pocket. There was light here. Soft blue light that belonged outside. After intense scanning, I was able to pick out the light’s source—a handful of tiny blue orbs suspended overhead, scattered at apparently random intervals around the stalactites. I assumed they were hanging by some sort of cords, but the shadows cast by the unevenness of the ceiling made it difficult to tell.

      Surely there was more to be seen. I looked around, Helen keeping close. There did not seem to be any other paths branching off from the huge room, and no amenities were anywhere in sight. If this was a rogue priest we were dealing with, he lived a very simple life. As could be expected from a priest, I supposed.

      It wasn’t until I passed a stalagmite near the back of the chamber that I saw it. There was someone spread out on the ground. The shock prompted me to grab my spear and ask questions after the fact, but I quickly reassessed and dropped my weapon instead.

      I was looking at the body of a young woman, close in age to Helen. She wore a loosely fitted lavender tunic. Her arm had come out of one of the sleeveless shoulder straps, leaving her chest partially exposed. The half below the waist was ruffled in a chaotic way that I would not have expected to come about from the simple tossing and turning that comes with fitful sleep.

      I rushed to her, putting my fingers to her wrist.

      “Her pulse is weak, but it’s there.” I pulled her shoulder strap back up and smoothed out the lower half of her tunic. “It looks like she might have been attacked. There’s a bruise on her head.”

      “This could be a trap, Troy. I have heard of such things. We should exercise caution.”

      “I don’t think that’s what this. I’m going to try and wake her up.” I lightly tapped her cheek and snapped my fingers in her face several times. Nothing. There was a wooden bucket nearby. I grabbed it and made sure it wasn’t a makeshift toilet. Only water was inside, so I reasoned it was safe to dump a little on her.

      She abruptly woke up and started screaming while turning over and wiping her eyes.

      “Shh, shh. It’s okay,” I said, patting her on the back. She either didn’t hear or understand and continued to wail.

      “We must kill her, Troy!” Helen shouted. “This is not safe. She will lead danger our way!” I had grown accustomed to her mechanical tic and usually did not notice it anymore, but in that moment, it seemed louder than before. She came forward with one of her crude daggers in hand.

      “Are you serious, Helen?” I asked, my voice cracking with authority. She stopped approaching as I held my hand up to her. “That’s ridiculous; she’s an innocent girl.”

      Helen sheathed the blade. The girl began to quiet down soon after.

      “Hey, it’s all right,” I said, rubbing the girl’s shoulder. “We’re here to help. Let’s save introductions until we get you out of here.”

      She nodded in agreement, tears rolling down her cheek.

      I lifted her in my arms, and she wrapped hers around my neck for support. Helen stood to the side with her arms crossed. “Helen, grab that bucket. We’ll all hydrate once we get out of here.”

      I walked out with the girl, hesitant to leave so soon without exploring the site, but in a world filled with wonders, a few coins or small treasures held little sway. Out we walked, her in my arms and Helen at my side, a mix of anger and resentment on her beautiful features. They did not belong there, and I turned away as we left the cave.

      I gently set her on the ground when we made it out into the bright light of day. Her eyes fluttered, and she looked up at me expectantly. I took the bucket from Helen and sniffed the water to see if it seemed off. It smelled fine, so I tasted a little. Still fine, as far as I could tell.

      “Were you drinking this?” I asked.

      She nodded, and I held the bucket to her mouth, allowing her to drink a little at a time. I had not noticed how beautiful she was until then, with peaches-and-cream skin, long wavy brown hair, wide hips, and blue eyes. I knew it was not the best time to admire such things about this delicate creature, but I was a guy, after all, and could only ignore so much.

      “What’s your name?” I asked, still hearing Helen’s tics behind us.

      The girl blinked, her mouth working slowly. “I’m Cressida. Thank you for saving me.”

      “Nice to meet you, Cressida. I’m Troy. This is Helen.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      We returned to the ship much more quickly than we travelled inland. Carrying Cressida with my broken rib was not easy, but I was able to ignore the pain after a time.

      I brought her down into the back room of the galley, setting her on the bed before retrieving a bowl of water and a rag.

      “I’m going to get some food for you,” I said, rubbing her face and arms with the wet cloth. “Use this to wash whatever else you can and just call out when you’re ready to eat.”

      She nodded and I left, closing the curtain on my way out. I filled a cup with water and found some crackers, thinking it would be best to start off light. Helen watched me from the couch, arms crossed.

      “We are inviting more danger by having her here,” she said flatly.

      “I really think you’re worrying too much about that, Helen.”

      “It is your ship and you may do as you wish, but be warned, Troy. I do not think that having her present is a good idea.”

      “Hey, if something happens, we’ll deal with it like everything else. Remember that big-ass Cyclops motherfucker I killed earlier? Remember the tribe on Santorini a few days back? We’ve got nothing to worry about. I don’t think Cressida has anything nefarious planned for us, but if so, I think we’ll come out on top, don’t you?”

      She looked away.

      “Helen, this is good. We just saved someone. We have a new crew member to help us out. Everything’s going better than expected.”

      She stared, then her eyes softened.

      “Also, I’m thinking the odds of her being a prisoner of the Cyclops—or whoever controlled it—are pretty high. As we were saying earlier, the Cyclops was focused on you when we had our run-in with it. I’m beginning to think it might have been looking for young women like the two of you. Do you think that’s likely?”

      “Maybe.” She looked away again, but without any heat. “Probably.” The last came out as a sigh of admission.

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking.” She was adjusting to my appeal to reason. “Anyway, I saw something back in the cave that might clue us in to what’s going on. I didn’t get a good look at it, so I’m going to check it out when I make the run for more water. Did you see anything unusual in the cave?”

      “Nothing aside from a suspicious-looking girl, no.”

      “Well, there was definitely something metallic, and now that I’ve had a moment to think about it, I’m going back.” I leaned against the counter, resting my hands on its surface. She did not say anything. “But yeah, so I definitely need to go back and get water now that there’s three of us. While I’m gone, I’m going to need you to—”

      “I am ready!” Cressida shouted from the back.

      “Be right back.” I took the water and crackers into the back room and handed them to the girl.

      She had a slight smile on her face as I came in.

      “Try some of these.”

      Her eyes widened at the sight. She grabbed a handful of crackers and stuffed them in her mouth, gagging before she even swallowed them all.

      Oh shit. “Hey, hey, slow down.” I pulled the crackers away and held the water bowl to her chin. “Spit.” She emptied what was left in her mouth, and I helped her sip water from the cup. “When was the last time you ate?”

      “I have not consumed a meal in a few moons’ time.”

      What the fuck, I thought. “You haven’t eaten anything in all that time?”

      “I was given a few nuts and berries now and again, but never anything to stave off the constant pain of hunger.”

      Poor girl. I wanted to fix everything for her right there but knew it would take time and patience. And food, of course.

      “Helen and I will fix you up.” I set everything down on the end table. “Rest down here and eat those crackers a little at a time. They’re really dry, so make sure you sip some water with every bite. If you eat too fast or too much after going without food for so long, it can really hurt you. We don’t want that to happen. Understand?”

      She nodded.

      “Good. We’re low on water, so I need to head back and refill our stores.”

      She latched onto my arm. “Do not go. Please.”

      “Everything will be all right, Cressida. I’m going to have Helen watch you while I’m away. She can get you anything you need.”

      She looked to the curtain and back at me. “Your Helen does not like me. I knew this right away.”

      “She just has a hard time trusting people is all. She’s been through a lot, as have you. Everything’s going to be fine, I promise. I’m going to head out. I shouldn’t be more than a few hours. When I get back, I’d like to hear what happened to you, if you’re willing to talk about it.”

      She nodded, reluctantly letting go of my arm.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll get you to wherever you need to be,” I assured her before leaving the room. She watched me as I went, pleading with her eyes for me to stay.

      Helen had not budged from the couch, and was hesitant to look at me. I knelt before her, tipping her chin up so her eyes met mine. She didn’t resist.

      “I need you to watch her while I’m gone.”

      “You do not even know we can trust her, Troy, and you wish to leave me alone with her? How will you feel if I am dead when you return?”

      “You’re being silly, Helen. She’s in there, literally starving, and you’re a combat-ready half-human, half-robot. I think you’d be fine even if she did come charging at you.” I laughed at the thought. “Seriously though, she needs us right now, so you’re going to get her whatever she asks for while I’m out. Don’t argue with me about this.”

      Somehow, she seemed blind to all reason when it came to Cressida. Her sudden mistrust frustrated me because it was an unexpected obstacle to deal with. The last thing I needed was people on my ship not getting along. My ship was my—our—sanctuary. There was no need for anyone to be uncomfortable while on board.

      “Do you understand?” I asked. “Tell me you understand.”

      “I understand.”

      “Tell me you will help Cressida with anything she needs.”

      This time, she did sigh, but his face lost the tightness of disagreement.

      “Good. I’ll be back. Thank you.” I smiled and went to rig up some barrels on deck.

      I was sure a full drum was more than enough to last us for a week—those things were pretty big—but I decided it was best to bring two along to be extra prepared. The whole contraption, pallet and all, would probably weigh over 200 pounds when filled. I was about to get one hell of a workout.

      I rubbed my side. It would be awhile before my ribs healed back up, but it was just another challenge on our quest that would make victory so much sweeter in the end.

      Everything was all fastened up, and I was beginning to lug it into the raft when Helen approached.

      “Troy, I understand that this girl seems weak and frail and deserving of pity to you, but I beg you to reconsider.”

      I stopped and gave her my attention. “Okay, I’m listening.”

      “She herself may be no threat, but what of her captors? What if they send more golems to destroy us? The sea is no barrier to such things, and they would have ways of finding her.”

      “All the more reason to help her then. Helen, I don’t know why having her onboard is bothering you so much. I haven’t seen you this worried about danger up until now. Look, all I know is that Cressida is a victim. She needs help. The human thing to do is to provide that help. That’s what decent humans do.”

      She looked as if I had struck her. Her eyes narrowed, tears forming at the sides. The human reference was a low blow to her, and I immediately regretted saying it.

      “Look,” I said, putting a hand on her shoulder, “everything is going to be all right. Just go down there and check on her once in a while. I’ll be back soon. We can talk then.”

      She made for the steps to the galley, and I got in the raft, lowering myself and my pallet of barrels into the water.
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      On my way to shore, I mulled over what could have made Helen so tense with Cressida. There was clearly some Egyptian business going on. I wondered if she was afraid of meddling in the affairs of her makers. She seemed convinced that it was more likely a rogue priest acting on his own, but I reminded myself that I still knew very little about her. Perhaps there were some secrets she was holding out on me. The urge to press her for details about her Pharaohs grew stronger the more I considered it. I wanted to trust her and could see little reason not to aside from the whole Cressida thing.

      I thought it was also likely that she did not want any chance of the Pharaohs discovering her newfound humanity. Maybe she worried that if there were agents of her makers on the island, they might notice that she was less android than she used to be and report back to their Masters. She had told me she didn’t think it was the Pharaohs who were behind her transformation, and it stood to reason that they would want to change her back if not outright destroy her.

      I rowed on, accepting that only time would tell. Events would pan out one way or another. My main concerns were making sure I kept breathing, and finding my way back home.

      My return to the stream took half the time it did before. The empty pallet hardly weighed me down. Every once in a while, it would get snagged by roots or scrape against the trunk of a tree, but it was a fairly easy process to free it and continue on my way.

      I pulled my luggage over to a thick patch of bushes not far off from the running water, making sure it was out of sight of anyone who might happen by.

      “Now you wait here, girl. Daddy’ll be right back.” I patted one of the drums and headed for the cave, spitting on the heap of golem dust as I stomped through. “Fuck you.”

      I half-expected to get jumped along the way but encountered nothing. There were still no signs of any wildlife larger than an insect.

      I checked in with my hands. “How you doing, boys?” I went through the motion of cracking my knuckles, which was a habit I developed over the years with my real hands. Organo-metal appendages did not have such a feature, so the act was not nearly as satisfying. “You ready for your next big test? Hauling all that weight back to Moonshadow is going to be one hell of a feat. But we can do it. You haven’t let me down yet.”

      The closer I got to the cave, the more thoughts of Cressida came to mind. I could not stop wondering how a beautiful young girl like her ended up in such a place, starving and surrounded by death. I assumed that maybe she was captured and brought from elsewhere. Hopefully she would be in a mood to divulge when I got back. It would have been good to get as much information from her as I could before returning to the island, but I didn’t think it was a good idea to bombard her with questions the moment we freed her from months of captivity.

      The cavern entrance appeared unchanged. I pulled out my flashlight and strode in, sweeping the beam from side to side like a blind man would with his walking cane. In a way, it was my walking cane.

      I noticed a metallic smell the moment I walked into the main chamber. It served to remind me even more that the world I was in was not the ancient one I read about in history books back home.

      I kept my light on this time and proceeded to the back. The spot where we found Cressida held no hint of our encounter aside from a few small puddles left behind after I splashed her awake.

      The smell of metal grew stronger as I approached the object. It was partially covered by animal hides, maybe those of a bear or wolf. I made a quick three-sixty visual sweep to make sure no one was around and pulled the skins to the floor.

      The thing was like a miniature four-faced chrome pyramid, resting atop a platform of the same material. I could not tell at first look if the platform was attached to the structure or not. Its surface was smooth and warm to the touch. The tip, about the length of my open hand from top to bottom, was made of some cloudy see-through material. I stuck my face up to it as close as I could, leaning against the object for support, like a kid might ogle through a store window to look at toys.

      Nothing much seemed to be going on inside. My breath condensed against its surface. I wiped it off and tried to look down the center, thinking it would be a great time for someone to sneak up behind me and slam my head into its pointy top. There was an opening from the tip’s base into the rest of the object, but it was too dark to see anything. I shined my light in, but it was no use. The beam only glared against the surface, forcing me to look away. I tried removing the tip, but it did not budge.

      Its warmth intrigued me. I pressed my ear against the chrome and could hear a faint humming from within. I was beginning to think it was some sort of computer, definitely not something people in my day thought Egyptians had access to. Well, not reasonable people, anyway.

      I got down and ran my finger against the thin crevice between the pyramid and its foundation. Even if they weren’t attached, there was no telling how heavy the thing was. I pushed against the pyramid as hard as I could, but it refused to budge.

      I thumped it, flicked it, kicked it, and it didn’t dint or even sound hollow. It was as if I was assaulting a wall.

      Wrapping my hands around the tip, I twisted and yanked as hard as my grip on such a smooth surface would allow. Whoever put it there did not want it moved.

      Circling around it several times provided me with little more information. There did not seem to be a power source unless it was embedded in the cavern floor. Though, it wasn’t too far-fetched to assume there was a power source of some kind inside the thing itself. It was definitely doing something with all the humming and the warmth.

      Hell, I thought, maybe this is more magic bullshit. Perhaps this is what’s used to control golems.

      I considered fetching a rock and going to town on the tip but decided it probably would not have accomplished much for me. I had already spent way too much time messing with the thing and needed to get back before nightfall.

      Reluctantly, I returned to the stream with empty hands and filled my barrels.

      I underestimated how hard it would be to lug those bad boys back to my ship. I inched forward, stopping to take a breather every twenty minutes, glad neither of the ladies were around to see me in my moment of weakness. It was ten times more difficult navigating snags, and one time I had to reposition the barrels because the way I had initially tied them down put stress on the pallet’s weaker sections. I started cursing when I heard it begin to crack, but it was still in one piece when I retied everything. The thing was practically an antique, given to me by a factory-worker friend.

      I reached the top of the hill overlooking the sea and paused to take a last break. My raft rested among the debris and carrion whose stench I was about to drown in when I made my descent.

      “All right, girls.” I patted both drums. “This is the home stretch. Once we make it down there, we’ll be golden.”

      I was so light-headed after the trip, I could hardly wait to get back and pass out for a while. I went to take the rope and almost fell over the side of the pallet. Fuck. I attempted to steady myself against the rig and ended up pushing the whole damn thing down the hill. Fuck, fuck, fuck!

      It flew away like an unleashed dog. I stumbled after it but was not fast enough. It slammed into a tree, shattering the wooden frame. I clenched my teeth. Both barrels, now dented, rolled in opposite directions. Their tops had popped open, and water was pouring everywhere.

      “Son of a bitch!” They hadn’t rolled far from the wreck. I was quickly able to grab them up and stop the outpour.  “Fucking gravity,” I spat, squeezing the dents out and fitting the tops back in place.

      I popped the tops back off to assess the damage. Each barrel was more than half empty. Well, more like they were a little under ‘halfway full’. I preferred to keep a positive perspective. Like, maybe we could make it halfway to Troy before we ran out of water and died.

      “It’s okay,” I mumbled. “Calm down. We’ll ask Helen how long she thinks it’ll take us to get to Troy. If it’s less than a week, we have plenty of time.”

      On another positive note, making it the rest of the way to the raft was a total breeze, and so was loading the barrels since I didn’t have to maneuver the pallet. Life was good. Real fucking good.

      Helen came up to meet me as I reeled the raft to deck-level.

      “Hello, how are things?” I asked, still frustrated.

      “Things are good,” she said. She moved to help me lift the barrels aboard. “Was there not a sled here before?” Her speech was still peppered with tense undertones, though she seemed to have calmed down from her earlier tension.

      “Nope. No sled.”

      “Are you sure, Troy?” She was talking more, at least. That was good. Maybe later the two of us would be on the same level, because in that moment I felt lingering irritation that the Egyptians hadn’t invented anti-gravity for water barrels. “I was sure I saw these barrels tied to a sled of some kind.”

      “Yes. I am sure. Good idea though. We should get one of those for stuff like this when we reach Ilium.”

      “I do think it would be smart, Troy.”

      I winced. “So, how long do you think it’ll take us to reach Ilium from here?”

      “It should take no longer than half a day’s time to reach land and then perhaps three days on foot,” she said. “We should consult the Moonshadow’s measuring devices and compare with my knowledge to be certain. I only have the ability to intuit so much.”

      “Right.” I thought for a moment. Things were not as bleak as I had conned myself into believing. “Sounds like we’re almost done sailing for now. I’ll check the dash after I clean up.” It sounded to me like I hadn’t needed to make that trip for water at all. It was nice to have, but we were kind of pressed for time. I wished she had said something sooner.

      As I began to drag the barrels away, she called after me, “Troy?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Those barrels are light. Did you intend to not fill them all the way?”

      I grinned wryly at her keen eyes. “Everything is going as planned.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I sponged myself off and climbed back down to Earth—or wherever I was—and took some deep breaths. There was nothing to be stressed about. We had plenty of water. There was already enough for a few days before I set out to refill anyway, so we would be fine. There was definitely enough to hold us over for the next twelve hours.

      “Your turn, Helen,” I said, walking through the galley.

      She glanced before I went into the back room to check on Cressida, and in passing, we touched each on the shoulder, unbidden. It was an accord of sorts, and it was welcome.

      Cressida was asleep in my bed. I gently put a hand on her forehead, worried she might get sick from everything that happened. She felt fine—nice and cool. Half the crackers were gone. Her glass had been refilled, so it looked like Helen had done something for her. I was happy with her for that.

      I went up to check the readings, surprised to find how fast we had been traveling before we reached the Cyclops’s island. If we had to, I could step on the gas and really speed things up, but it would be best to wait for an emergency. It was unlikely that I would be able to fill the tank again.

      Helen joined me before long and read the dash. Her cinnamon scent drifted my way, carrying with it hints of metal. It had not registered before, but since I’d smelled the same scent so recently back in the cave, my mind must have become more attuned to it.

      When I thought of Helen, I accepted that there was a major robotic element to her, but when we spoke, it was as if I was talking to another person. The idea that she was anything but a person was just that to me. An idea. I never treated her differently than I would any other person who had my respect. But here was that smell, reminding me that she was not a person, not completely. I thought of her strange slow-blink, her tic, and the port in the back of her neck—all evidence reminding me of the fact.

      “We need to change our headings, Troy.”

      “Which way?” I asked, gesturing to the wheel.

      She took it in her hands, and began to turn, smiling as she did. “This way to Ilium.”

      The waves passed below us as we stood in silence at the wheel, looking out over the horizon. I wondered what she was thinking about as the scent of her filled my senses. I thought of possibilities. She smiled. I knew she thought of them too.
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      I left Helen at the wheel when night fell, more as an exercise of trust than anything. I was hoping little gestures like that would help her feel more human even faster.

      “I’m going to check on her, see if she will eat some more. I’ll bring something up for you in a bit, too,” I said.

      “Peanut butter?” she asked, hopefully.

      “Done,” I said. Her answering smile was luminous, and suddenly, I wished for a barrel of peanut butter.

      Cressida was sitting up on the bed in the back room when I came in, the blanket pooled around her waist.

      “Hey, I thought you could try and eat a little more, maybe not make yourself sick this time.” I tore open the MRE in my hand and gave it to her.

      She took it and peeked inside. “What is this?”

      “That’s a Meal Ready-To-Eat, an MRE. It’s a favorite food of warriors where I come from. Which is far away. Eh, not everyone likes them, but I think they’re pretty good. They’re healthy, too—got everything you need to stay strong—but take your time if you feel like trying it. I’ll refill your water.” I took her cup and headed to the kitchen.

      When I returned, she was already digging in. The meal was another beef stew, just like I had given Helen.

      “So, what do you think about it?”

      She looked up at me, a small streak of gravy on her face. She had dug right in, not using a fork or anything, just like Helen. I thought maybe utensils might not have been invented yet. I was pretty sure I learned back in school that some cultures considered it an insult to not eat with your hands. She held a clump of the stuff in one of hers and said, “It is delicious. I have never eaten anything like this.”

      We were going to get along. Something in my gut told me so.

      “Here, drink some water. And remember, go slow.”

      I watched her sip from the cup and take a few more bites. She showed no signs of wanting to gag.

      “That’s probably enough for now,” I said, reaching over to take it from her. She did not protest. I looked inside to see the main course was almost finished anyway. Maybe she was eating a little too fast.

      I turned to toss it away, saying, “I’ll get you some more later. If you don’t mind, I have some questions I would like to—uh . . .” My eyes almost jumped from my skull when I turned back around. In no time at all, she had gotten up and was standing behind me—completely naked. A slight grin formed at the corners of her mouth.

      “F . . . uh, what are you doing, Cressida?” I suddenly had a hard time thinking since all the blood in my brain was rushing down between my legs.

      She stood in a ray of moonlight shining from the tiny window overhead. Her body was radiant. The beam from above shone on her fair skin like a spotlight, making her features impossible to ignore. On her neck were two small freckles I hadn’t noticed before, forming a loose line with a slightly larger one below the collarbones that coerced my drooling stare down to her perky breasts. They slowly pushed outward and drew back again as she breathed, beckoning me forward like the crashing of waves on a summer morning. Images of our chests rubbing against one another danced around in my mind’s eye.

      She moved closer; her hips swaying from side to side drew me in with their hypnotic rhythm.

      “I wish to thank you again for saving me, Troy.” She was so close I could feel her breath on me. Crystalline eyes looked up into mine, her jaw hung slightly open, and I could see a few of her upper teeth peeking out at me from behind succulent lips.

      “Wait, are you sure—” I was interrupted by a finger on my mouth.

      She leaned in, pressing her breasts against me, and, without breaking eye contact, whispered, “I give myself to you now, to show that I will follow you.” Her other hand was on my chest. “I am a daughter of Ilium, and you will be our hero.”

      My shirt was on the floor before I had time to protest. I didn’t know if she removed it or if it was my carnal instinct, but Responsible, Clear-Minded Troy was no longer in charge of the situation.

      Over the course of a year completely without intimacy, I had worried it would be difficult to get back into the swing of things, but that was a nonissue. Although I had not known a woman in that way in all that time, Cressida’s beauty jolted the animal in me into high gear.

      I stepped out of my pants. Her hand was on me, stroking back and forth. I felt her touch on the back of my neck, pulling me closer. She leaned in and planted a wet kiss on me, sucking my lower lip before pulling away.

      I smirked, feeling the beef stew on my face, and reached for a cloth on the counter behind me to wipe it off of both of us. She giggled and licked her lips as I pulled my hand away, tossing the rag to the side.

      She stroked me harder, and I ran a hand down her hip, circling the dimple at her buttocks with my fingers. She closed her eyes and kissed me again, her tongue tickling mine.

      I reached behind her and grasped a cheek in each hand. She wrapped her arms around my neck as I lifted her up. Her legs locked around my waist, and I held her still for a moment, my slow, expectant breaths washing down like a waterfall.

      Cressida watched me, a small creature, eager for what was to come but at the same time her face showing hints of nervousness. Be gentle, it whispered.

      I lowered her and crept my way inside. Her eyelids flashed, the embrace of her arms and legs tightening around me. In . . . Out . . . Up . . . Down . . . As I found a rhythm, her grip relaxed, and her breaths became heavier. Neither of us dared to look away for the longest time.

      I held her closer, supporting her with one arm and moving my other up her back to cradle her head. I breathed in her flowing chocolate hair and caught scents of the ocean.

      “Like riding a bike,” I murmured, keeping my thrusts at their slow and steady pace.

      She gasped as she slid down and tried to speak. “What is a . . . bike?” The word came out slowly, cautiously.

      “Just . . .”—Thrust—“ . . .something you ride on.” Thrust. “Here, I can show you.”

      I tossed her on the bed and whirled her around, cheeks in the air.

      “Oh, I believe I am familiar with this demonstration,” she enthused.

      I plunged inside, her head back, shoulder blades squeezed together. I rode her firmly, using my pelvis to push while at the same time pulling her to me at the waist with an iron grip. She yelped several times as I explored deeper.

      “Is it too much?”

      “No, harder. Do it harder.” She rocked back and forth on her hands and knees, and I followed her wish.

      I leaned in and wrapped an arm around her waist, placing my free hand down next to hers, occasionally reaching up to squeeze her breasts while they jiggled all around. The feeling of her plump, silken skin between my fingers was heaven. I kept thrusting.

      She turned her head to look at me, her eyes glassy like she was on the verge of crying, pleading, “More, Troy. Please, ride me like a bike.”

      I tore into her like a battering ram at the gates of Troy. She buried her face in the sheets, yelping louder. “More, more!” she shouted and reached back to touch my legs.

      I interlaced my fingers with hers and let loose my most powerful lunge yet. She bolted upright, face to the ceiling, her hands rigid in mine. I took her trembling as a green light to keep plowing. Her plump lower half rippled each time I came ashore.

      “Yes!” she screamed, the trembling growing in intensity with each push. “Yes!”

      She began to push back in sync with me and let go of my hands, reaching behind her and pressing on the back of my head. I grabbed a breast in each hand and dug my face into the base of her neck, taking in sharp breaths while I licked her.

      Soon after her wetness spilled over me, I let loose as well, hugging her close. We both collapsed onto the mattress, our energy drained. Holy shit.

      She snuggled up to my side, resting her face on my chest and wrapping an arm around my waist. “Thank you, Troy. You are the warrior my people and I have been looking for.”
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      I watched her fall asleep in my bed as Responsible Troy re-entered the room. Damn it. I covered her with a blanket and put my cloths back on before going into the other room.

      My ass greeted the couch with a loud plop, and guilt rushed in to drown out any positive notions I had about what just happened. It was never a good idea to have sex with a woman who was recently victimized. She was in a vulnerable position, and I should not have responded to her advances. There was no doubt her emotions were running wild, and the fire of Helen’s rage, which Cressida admitted to noticing, could only have made things worse for her. She may have just needed to know someone was on her side.

      The sex was amazing—unlike anything I’d had in a long time—but I should have put my foot down. She did not need to show her thanks to me in that way. If we took some time, got to know each other, and she still felt that way down the line, then I would definitely oblige, no hesitation. But this way . . . this way reeked. There was nothing honorable or passionate about it.

      I hung my head, scrubbing my hands over my face. “Ugh, you guys.” I held my prosthetics out, palms open. “You guys.” They were the only ones I had been intimate with for a while. Before that, it was my actual hands. During that time, I let the will of Troy Jr. grow too strong. He was doing so much of my thinking these days. I needed to tuck him in, zip up, and take back control. Lack of a love life was no excuse for my behavior. I was an adult and should never have abused my position of power.

      I thought maybe some fresh air would clear my head.

      Helen was standing at the top of the steps as I came up. “Oh, hey,” was all I could think to say. I had completely forgotten about her while I was below. The thought that she could have walked in on us made everything ten times worse.

      Her arms were crossed. “You said that you would bring me food. You did not,” she said through pursed lips. She had to have known.

      “You . . . saw?”

      “Why do you do that with her and not me? Is it because I am not human? Hmm?”

      I did not want to deal with any more of that, so instead of saying anything, I walked past her to look out over the railing. She was not ready to drop it yet.

      “Was I not clear enough on the island before we were interrupted by the Cyclops?” She was already at my side again, leaning over the rails into my periphery.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I was prepared to have sex with you then, Troy Weston.”

      “Well, yeah, I gathered that much, but . . . I mean, we’d just met, and you were”—

      “I was what? Choose your words carefully, Troy. I am a woman, and not a thing. Not anymore.”

      “That’s just it. I didn’t know, and I don’t think you did either. Did you?” I asked.

      “Know what? That I had human feelings? Of course I knew. And I have them for you.”

      “We both agree that free choice it important. I wanted your choice to be just that. Yours.”

      She huffed, then turned back to me, and I saw frustrated acceptance in here eyes. My logic was solid. So was my erection.

      She grabbed my hand.

      “Hey—” My protest was only verbal. I allowed her to move my arm where she wanted.

      She stuck it inside one of the leg openings of her tunic and guided it to her vagina. The tips of my fingers only just slid inside. It was already a little moist. Well fuck me, I thought, and also, you certainly feel one hundred percent human.

      After a moment, she took the same hand and moved it up to the back of her neck. I felt her metallic port for the second time, the only physical sign that argued against her humanity. She was looking at her feet while I felt her. We stood quietly, listening to the gentle crash of waves and the breeze. I could hardly hear her tic then.

      “I do not make myself available to every man.” The tension in her voice was present but fading. “I am not that Helen. I may talk as if I am, but it is complicated, truly. You have felt me now, Troy. You now know two of my most private pieces—one of which has not been known by any other man—not in the way I wish for you to know it.”

      I didn’t say anything, but I did look at her then. She took a few deep breaths before continuing. “I wish to be with you  that way. When I am near you, I feel more human, and despite my origins, I believe we would fit well.”

      She looked back up, and our gazes met. I breathed and listened to the waves, and to her.

      Her only noise was breathing.
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      My hand still felt her port. I had no idea what to say. Being a guy, I’d had a tendency to overestimate feminine interest in me in the past. Through the years, I learned to proceed with a little more caution and usually just took things as they came. Plenty of women were interested in me back home, so there was no need to go chasing the ones that weren’t, no matter how badly I wanted it. That kind of behavior could get degrading fast.

      I wanted Helen. Bad. Well, I at least wanted her body. But I assumed my desire was clouding my judgement. Even though she was practically on top of me back on the island, I told myself I knew her game. This was Helen of Troy. The Face That Launched A Thousand Ships. I had heard about some of her exploits. She didn’t just run away with some new boy toy to Troy in the heat of passion and that was it. No, no, no. That was her life. Any time things went South, she would jump ship and swim for the biggest, nicest boat she could find. It was not hard to believe that was my situation. She had literally been in the water floating on the wreckage of a ship when I came along and extended an organo-metal hand. Her options were limited, and my vessel was big and shiny.

      But still, she seemed so sincere in the moment. It was hard to not trust her in person. What she said was true, that I was not looking into the eyes of the real Helen of Troy. Perhaps this new version of her was different. Hell, the entire world was different. Why not her?

      It never crossed my mind that she was attracted to me on an emotional level. Yet, there she was, standing before me, not confirming any suspicions I held, but bringing to life my fantasies. I was caught off guard. When I happened across the thought, as I did on occasion, it was hard to gauge if I was interacting with the programmed behavior of a sophisticated machine or that of a living, breathing woman. I kept returning to it over the days we had known each other, chewing one idea for a while and spitting it out for the other, only to come back to the old one later and gnaw at it some more. She could be a human. She could be a robot. Perhaps the intricacies of her conscious mind were more complicated than either of the two. Although, a new thought occurred to me then.

      It was possible she was a full robot and was lying to me, knowingly or otherwise. Maybe it was some scheme to humanize her in the eyes of the people she met. Maybe she was programmed to lie her way into anyone’s heart. I had not considered before that her actions might be malicious. I did not want to think it then, but I couldn’t help what came to mind, and now that I had thought of it, I couldn’t dismiss the possibility.

      Ugh. So, those were the potential scenarios as I saw them: she was becoming human and had genuine affection towards me; she was becoming human and was still a man-eater like the old Helen; she was a robot and did not realize it, her emotions nothing more than crafty artificial intelligence; or she was a robot built for some nefarious purpose that would possibly lead to my sudden and unexpected death. Maybe she housed a blender in her lower lips, there was no telling, though as a red-blooded male, even that wasn’t a deal breaker.

      My head swam with all the possibilities. Rationally, I knew only time would tell and that I had to go with current. There was no use fighting in the moment, so I silenced the noise as best I could and proceeded as if she were nothing more than any other jealous pretty young thing that had caught me having sex with someone else minutes earlier.

      I pulled my hand away and said calmly, “I did not know you felt that way. This whole time I’ve seen us as friends. Potentially friends-with-benefits after the island, but still nothing more than that. I think you are very intelligent and no doubt strong and able to defend yourself. I admire you for those qualities.”

      “Do you not find me as aesthetically pleasing as the young girl?” She tilted her head. No tic followed that time.

      The “young” girl. They had to be about the same age. I mean, Cressida and real Helen had to be close to the same age. My Helen was surely much younger. I wanted to groan but would be lying to myself if I refused to acknowledge the part that I played in making the mess.

      “Yes, you are very pleasing to look at. Wait, that’s not true. You’re exquisite, even flawless, but . . .” I was going to get around to explaining that Cressida came at me out of nowhere, that I had not pursued it, but she put her hand on my face.

      “Then the next time you feel the imperative to—to do that,” she spoke sternly, the tension returning to her voice, “you shall ask me and not her.” On that note, she nudged my head back a little and trotted away, mumbling something about peanut butter.

      At first, it appeared to me like we were back on square one, but then I realized she had just invited me to come aboard her ship, so to speak, so I think we made some progress after all.
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      I spent some time trying to sort out the chain of events that led my life to its current state. I had to admit that while my displacement from home and the constant threat of death were a cause of great stress to me, there were also some aspects of my situation for which I was beyond fortunate, and they, too, caused me a great deal of stress.

      Before my accident, I never had trouble finding ladies willing to have a good time. It’s true what they say; women love a man in uniform. But never in my life had two gorgeous girls lay claim on me in the same day. Holy hell.

      On any other day, in any other situation, my head would have been in the clouds. Since this day was this day, and my situation was my situation, I preferred to hang it low and bang it against the rail. The guilt was a lot to take in. Mix that together with my confused feelings for Helen, who I wasn’t even sure was actually a sentient, free-willed individual, and I had one nasty stew boiling. Stew. I thought of my MRE’s and hoped we had enough beef stew to carry us over for a while. That would ease my worries for a bit if and when I found some actual food that didn’t made me question my cooking choices.

      With each knock of my head against the fiberglass, random thoughts of Helen took center stage. Jealousy . . . now there was a truly human emotion; one she seemed familiar with and one of the many I wasn’t a fan of. I thought of her cinnamon fragrance which almost made my mouth water any time it wafted by.

      I wondered if she was different before her supposed transformation – if any of her physical features were different than before, or if all of the changes had to do with her mind. It did not make sense to me if only her brain underwent some magical restructuring. Surely other parts of her did, too. Otherwise, she would still have a machine brain controlling machine parts, even if something happened to make her think she was becoming a human. There was a lot I still needed to learn about this “magic”.

      I didn’t expect her to come back up so soon. I almost jumped when she suddenly appeared in my periphery. I almost didn’t stop slamming my head but thought it might make things more complicated if I continued.

      “Land!” she shouted, acting as if she hadn’t just seen a grown man trying to give himself a concussion via tiny lumps.

      She was jumping up and down on her toes, pointing to the starboard horizon. In her other hand she held the jar of peanut butter. Better than another beef stew, I thought.

      It was a minute before I hopped to attention, but when I did, I left all the nagging thoughts at the wayside. Soon I was going to see what all the Ilium hype was about. I bolted over to the dash and steered the Moonshadow in our new direction.

      Squinting, I was able to make out dots of green far off in the distance, but I had no clue what I was looking at.

      “It is the Dardenelles.” Cressida had walked on deck. “I have traveled there many times from Troy.”

      It had just registered that both women were barefoot. Helen proved such a thing was not a problem for her, but it remained to be discovered with our new mate. Together, we stood, watching the land approach ever closer as the waves parted for us like we were welcome.

      “I am almost home,” Helen said.

      Yes, I thought, and thank God for that.
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      We made land south of the city. I thought it would be best to keep out of sight while we rowed to shore. There was not much I could do for the Moonshadow outside of keeping it from port. I hoped no one would chance upon it while we were gone but realistically knew it was unlikely. I didn’t have many options, and was doing the best I could with what I did have.

      We pulled the raft into a group of trees, and I covered it with leaves and fallen limbs. Again, there were no guarantees it would be waiting on me when I finally came back. Helen had said the walk to Troy would be several days. It would at least be a week before I could return, and that was being very optimistic.

      We followed Cressida around the edge of town, further inland. She led the way with my rucksack slung around her shoulder. We decided that it would be best for her to carry the supplies since Helen and I had fighting experience and would need our hands for any encounters along the way.

      I had seen the signs of battle before we even got in the raft, but as we passed by, I saw it all in high definition; the smoldering remains of burned buildings, the stab-riddled and skull-crushed corpses littering the fields, the carrion eaters circling and cawing overhead. Death surrounded us, but we carried on. This was not our battle.

      We soon found our battle.

      It was not the best idea to travel along the main road. We were approached by eight men, all sporting amused expressions. They wore what I would have expected of a soldier of the time: armor made of either bronze or iron, with a chest plate shaped to look like a torso more muscular than the one it concealed. Their shins were covered by guards of the same material, and atop their heads rested helmets with feathered crests , either black or red, that ran in a line from the center of the forehead and down back. I could not see much behind their helmets but the glint in their eyes and mocking half-opened sag of their mouths.

      One thing I took special note of was their thighs, which appeared completely open to attack, covered by nothing more than the bottom half of each man’s tunic. The arms told the same story, only wearing a loose sleeve.

      Each carried a shield in his left hand that covered his arm, reaching from just above the shoulder and almost down to the knee. Their right hands wielded spears about seven feet in length. Sheathed at the belt was a sword, partially obstructed by the shield.

      “Greeks,” Helen hissed.

      I made my way to stand between the two women as the warriors came within range, forming a semicircle to our front.

      “What is this welcome surprise?” one asked from the middle amid snorts.

      “Hey, we don’t want any trouble. We’re just passing through.” I thought it would be better to try and diffuse the situation as we were clearly outnumbered and under-equipped.

      I heard a whisper in my ear saying, “We must kill this scum, Troy.”

      “Passing through, eh?” he responded. “Where might you be heading that takes you through this pitiful village as it gasps its last breaths?”

      “We’re . . .”—I didn’t want to say it but knew nothing about the land’s political climate that could help me bluff— “ . . . going to Ilium.”

      “Ah, Ilium. What a place that is.” The other men all erupted with laughter. “It is currently under siege. You know this?”

      “Yes, I had heard there was a war going on and wanted to see for myself.” I was just rolling the dice at that point.

      “With these lovely women here? You would so recklessly lead them into the heart of danger?”

      “Well, I mean, they wanted to tag along, so I thought ‘why not’? Who can say no to faces like these, right?” I cracked a smile and received one from the speaker in return.

      “Yes. Indeed.” He watched us for a moment. “They are very lovely. It would be a shame for any harm to come to them on your journey. Perhaps we could keep them safe with us until your return?” The others fanned out, pointing their spears. If they decided to launch their weapons at us, there was nothing we could do to stop it.

      It was going to be tricky. I had a feeling these guys were a bit more battle-hardened than the Thirians.

      “I think they’d be safer with me.” I reached for my spear. Helen was at my side, brandishing her daggers, bloodlust written on her face. The soldiers oohed at her.

      “The cat has claws,” one jeered.

      Cressida seemed terrified. She was clearly not one to go looking for a fight. She clasped her hands together like they were bound and looked as if she wanted to shrink away into nothing.

      “Cressida, stay between us.” I moved out so that Helen and I were on either side of her.

      The men were in a full circle, waiting for their queue to strike.

      “You are but a stray backed into a corner, boy,” the original speaker said to me. “Your dress is foreign. You do not belong in this place. I will give you a once-in-a-lifetime chance to walk away and leave all this behind you. I am never so generous.”

      “What about the girls?” I asked, not lowering my spear.

      “They are the toll you must pay. Do not be worried,” he sneered, “we will keep them safe and happy.” He thrust his pelvis forward several times and the others cheered him on. “I’m sure they will not mind. Women love a man in uniform.”

      I would never be able to use that phrase again without thinking of that asshole air humping like a horny teenage boy.

      “Silence, you whoreson!” Helen shouted.

      Some of the men took a half-step forward, but the leader raised a hand.

      “Careful not to mar the women—at least not until after we have our way with them.”

      The others nodded with greedy smirks before closing in.

      It seemed like the other seven were our immediate concern. The leader stood on the edge, apparently satisfied just to watch the action. The rest slowly approached. It would be complicated for them to subdue Helen without wounding her, and I wondered how much trouble she would have to cause for them before they changed their minds. It would work to our benefit for a short time at least. It had surely played into their decision to not simply kill us from a distance.

      As one neared me, I let loose a few short jabs to test his reaction. He faltered a bit, bringing his shield between his thighs and the tip of my blade. While the shield offered certain protections, it allowed for only one hand free to wield a weapon. That was something I could take advantage of. If I could position myself correctly, I could step on the end of one of their spears and the guy would not be able to do anything about it. That could possibly distract one long enough for me to move in and take the kill. It was iffy but only one of my many options.

      In response, he stabbed back at me a couple times, but I knocked his tip away without opening myself up too much in the process. It was definitely an artform. If I swung too far out in an attempt to divert an attack, another guy could sweep in on me, and I wouldn’t have enough time to bring my spear back around.

      When my guy went in for a third jab, that’s precisely what his buddy next to him tried to do. I deflected my guy’s attempt and as the other one lunged at me full force, I stepped to the side and circled my spear back around to negate his pole from the outside, sending it to the ground. Before he had time to block, I brought my tip up behind his shield and rammed it into his throat. He made a gurgling sound and fell, blood rushing out to paint the road.

      Wasting no time, I leapt on the other soldier. Caught off guard, he moved his shield to cover his face and blindly stabbed upward. I simply brushed his pole aside with my arm on my descent and brought him down under my weight. One arm was made useless, trapped by his shield while the other flailed its weapon chaotically in an attempt to thwart the assault. He could not do much aside from smack me with his pole as the tip was too far away to touch me. I tore open his armpit and was back on my feet in a flash. I doubted he would be a problem any longer.

      I’m really doing this, I thought. I did not know what to expect from these well-armed men, but they didn’t seem so menacing laying on the ground drowning in their own blood.

      Another came my way, trying to get me from behind. His spear flew at me but dropped to the wayside as I nudged it down with my arm, only suffering a small tear in my shirt. The awkward movement I made sent a spike of pain through my ribs. I’d almost forgotten I was still healing, but I couldn’t let a bit of pain stop me.

      I whipped around to face the new challenger. He had pulled his sword out and looked ready to use it. I picked his spear up and hurled it back. He intercepted it with his shield, which was exactly what I expected him to do. The diversion was enough to allow me to close the distance between us. I was on him in an instant. He looked at me stunned, eyes wide, knowing his end was coming as I pulled his shield down with my free hand and sent my serrated talon up through his jaw through to his skull.

      There was no time to celebrate. In the same moment, another one of them charged and forced me to the ground. He had tossed his shield in the process and was sitting on my stomach, legs on either side, holding his blade in both hands preparing to bring it down as if I were some ritual sacrifice. Roaring like a lion, he cut through the air, leaving me with no room to think or pray.

      I locked my hands together at my waist and brought my arms up like I was imitating the reverse of his action but without a weapon. Somehow, the pendulum of fate had swung back my way and I managed to catch the flat side of his sword, pushing it up over my head. It stabbed into the pebbles a fist’s length from my scalp, inches from victory.

      He continued to fall forward onto me, unable to regain his balance. Our lips nearly touched through the slit of his bronzed helm, and we looked into each other’s eyes at an alarming distance-- zero.  For an instant, I felt a connection to the man, not as my enemy, but as the human being he was. He could have had a family back home waiting on his return, a wife and children that loved him. He had a whole lifetime of experiences that could be washed away without warning. So young still . . . hardly a few years my senior at the most.

      None of that mattered. He was rapist and a thief.

      I grabbed his throat in one hand and rolled him off. Made dizzy by the turning of the tables, he released his grip on the sword, allowing me to take it and saw a major gash across his neck. There was no way he could defend himself with an arm under my knee. I watched him bleed out in record time while his remaining paw scratched into my leg, desperately trying anything it could.

      “Sorry, bud. I just wasn’t feeling that spark between us, you know?”

      I grabbed my spear and rushed back to my feet, expecting to be taken from any direction, but I was let down. Helen was several yards away, surrounded by the other three underlings. Their leader juggled his attention between the two of us, holding his javelin up as a warning of what might be soon to come.

      She had not killed any of them yet. It was clear that they were having trouble getting her guard down without risking damaging her. One made a sudden step forward from behind, but she noticed and held him back with the flash of a dagger in his face.

      I rushed in, and they all turned to look at me in surprise. Helen capitalized on the opportunity and darted a knife straight into one of their faces. The poor shmuck’s helmet flew off as his head snapped back and he dropped to the ground.

      The others didn’t know what to do. Their attention was divided between the two of us, frozen by their own indecisiveness.

      “Forget what I said—kill her!” the leader shouted. “We will still take the other one.”

      At his command, they closed in, flanking Helen. She was one knife down and seemed unsure of where to go from there. Fortunately, they had forgotten about me as they tried to take care of the most immediate threat. I sailed in and pierced one in the side between the gaps in his chest plate. He screamed, urging me to drive my skewer in deeper until it punched out in a spray of lung and fluid. I lifted him up on his toes and remembered the tribesman back on Santorini to whom I had dealt a similar hand. As before, I let the spear drop with him, deciding it would be more trouble to fetch than it was worth in the heat of battle.

      His spear was at my feet anyway, so I took it up and made for the last lackey, only to find that Helen had already dispatched him. Her naked foot stood on his neck in triumph, as if he were a hill in a new land that she had stuck her flag into, claiming as her own. Good girl. I had missed this the last few days.

      “Be still,” the leader warned. “I may kill you yet.”

      I almost laughed in response but did not want to provoke him. Now he was the stray backed into a corner.

      “Hey,” I said, “how about this. I’m not usually so generous, but I’m willing to give you a once-in-a-lifetime chance to walk away. You can leave all this behind you and pretend it didn’t happen.”

      He bared his teeth, but didn’t make a move. His spear was still drawn, aimed at me.

      “I’m serious,” I said. “You can just leave right now. I’m not a murderer, but I am a soldier.” I took a step forward, but he raised his weapon higher, forcing me to pause.

      He glanced over his shoulder, considering my offer. I was being honest. If he took off running, I wasn’t going to waste the time or energy to chase him. Helen might want to do otherwise, but I was going to leave that up to her.

      He turned back and opened his mouth to speak but was cut off as a shield came spinning into his face like a giant frisbee. I jerked my head to see where it had come from and saw Cressida crouching off to the side of the road, peeking out from behind a half-fallen tree. She looked at me with a self-satisfied smirk. That’s my girl, I thought, rushing in.

      Before he registered what had happened, I had him on his back. He looked up at me as if I was the grim reaper stepping out from the shadows to drag him to Hell. Blood drained from his nostrils where Cressida had made her mark. She had landed a perfect shot. There weren’t too many places she could have hit him and gotten such a decisive result.

      “Any last words?” I asked. My shins pressed both of his arms into the road. I felt his resistance, but it wasn’t near enough to make me budge.

      “Be done with your work, then,” he conceded, looking me dead in the eyes.

      I drove his henchman’s spear into his eye. He writhed for a few seconds and went limp. I got up and went to retrieve my weapon, leaving the other behind to stick out from its new resting place as a warning to all bronzed-up fuckboys that might want to cross our path down the line.

      Helen beamed as I passed. Nothing on our strange journey so far had made me feel as good as I did when fighting alongside her. It felt like we were dancing—seeing her react to my moves on the battlefield and responding to hers in return.

      I kneeled down and yanked Artession’s spear from one of the fallen. It slid out with relative ease, accompanied by a wet squishy sound that felt more at home in a cartoon. The man groaned as more blood trailed out behind it. I used his tunic to wipe off the handle, intentionally leaving some caked on the tip as a warning. Or a trophy. He watched me, the flame in his eyes slowly fading.

      “Do you want me to end your suffering?” I asked.

      “No, no,” he wheezed. Fluid trickled from the sides of his mouth, down his cheek. “I . . . wish to . . . think.” He coughed up more blood and turned his attention to the sky, seeing something that I could not. I watched his soul evaporate like condensation when one breathes on a pane of glass, drying up without a trace. I had a knee-jerk pang of sympathy but remembered that if I had not stopped him, he’d likely be raping my girls right then instead. I started rummaging through his equipment.

      I loosened his belt and put it on my own waist, scabbard and sword included. I examined the shield, trying to decide if it would be more of an advantage to have or not. I liked my flexibility and tended to play offensively, but I couldn’t ignore the notion that, every once in a while, there was no better alternative to putting a wall between you and your opponent. I decided to bring it along. If I felt it was a burden, I could always drop it or, more likely, give it to one of the girls.

      Then, I surveyed our handiwork, hands on my hips. We had taken down some real soldiers—outnumbered four to one, no less. That spoke volumes to me. The hurdle we had just overcome was far more of a threat than the one we had faced on Santorini, and it did wonders for my confidence in this strange new land. I unsheathed the sword, feeling its weight in my hands. It felt a little awkward and clunky—the shield more so. I was not used to fighting close range with something so heavy. I’d have to practice, but it was definitely an upgrade to what I’d been using. My MMA and combat training had proven useful so far, but my luck was going to run out if I didn’t make an effort to adapt.

      I pushed the shield forward, bashing an invisible enemy back, and chopped at him while he was caught off guard. Not too bad, I thought. I repeated the move but followed up with a stab instead. “I can get the hang of this.”

      I didn’t bother with their armor, deciding it would be too cumbersome. Although, I did try on one of those goofy-looking helmets to see how much it obscured their field of view. The answer was a lot. I heard Helen giggling and removed it to see her hunkered down over by one of the others. She was watching me, amused.

      She retrieved her dagger from his face and unsheathed his sword, saying, “I am excited to play with this new big knife.” She tucked it into her belt, opposite her other blades. I wondered then if, being at least part robot, she was ambidextrous. My robo-hands weren’t, but that was more of an issue with how my brain worked and not the hands themselves.

      Cressida had not moved much from behind her tree. Helen greeted her with a smirk and drew her new toy back out, pointing it in the other girl’s direction.

      “Come, little one. You say you know this road well? Show us the way so that you can return safely to your people.”
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      We pressed on for several more hours, still travelling parallel to the road but taking cover when it was available. It was hardly past noon after the fight, and I was already exhausted. If it wasn’t enough that I never got around to sleeping the night before, the fight really did me in. I’d suffered many a sleepless night in the navy, but all the extra exertion weighed on me. I huffed at the memory of the water barrel ordeal and the Cyclops before that. To top it all off, I had just duked it out with eight well-trained soldiers. By some miracle, I managed to keep standing.

      Cressida and Helen both said we had about three days’ worth of walking inland. I did not think to ask if that accounted for sleep breaks. I assumed it did but was too tired to verify. There were a lot of things I had not thought to ask. For instance, I still had no real idea who the hell Cressida was, what the hell she was doing on that island, or what had put that bruise on her head. I cared less and less the more tired I got.

      I hadn’t found time to ask Helen about the specifics of her condition either—whether or not she was growing human organs or if it was all still machinery under the hood. That was not something I had forgotten; I was just waiting for an opportunity to get us alone after she cooled down about the whole Cressida thing.

      We passed by a handful of houses as we went. All of them had been ransacked. I figured one of those would be as good a place as any to rest, and if we were going to rest at all, sooner was better.

      “Let’s bunk here tonight,” I said, stopping in front of a charred stone husk that was once a home. “I need to rest after everything. I haven’t gotten any sleep since before we found you, Cressida.”

      “Oh, my!” she exclaimed. “How are you still walking around? This makes your victory over those curs even more impressive.”

      I smiled at her and winked. “All in a day’s work.”

      “Yes, you must rest for your strength,” she said.

      Helen stretched her arms to the sky and let out a long, dramatic yawn. “Ahh . . . I, too, am exhausted.” Her statement caught me off guard. She had said before that she didn’t need sleep like humans do, and I never figured out exactly what that meant. Maybe I was about to see firsthand. “Cressida, dear, since you do not need your strength for battle, I think it would be a good idea for you to keep watch—out here—for several hours.”

      “That would be wise,” Cressida said.

      “Then it is settled. Come, Troy.” She opened the door and invited me in. I took my bag from Cressida before making my way through the threshold.

      I expected to walk in on the gory remains of a dead family but had no such luck. I hoped that whoever lived in the place was all right, tucked away somewhere safer. The fire had burned just about everything away, but at least the structure was still standing.

      “Water?” I offered Helen a bottle from my backpack as I sat it by the door.

      She waved it away and moved to pull my blanket out, spreading it in the center of the floor.

      “It’s not the most comfortable way to sleep, but I’ve dealt with worse. Does it work for you, Helen?”

      “I will be able to manage, Troy,” she said with a dirty grin. “Let us lay, if you please.”

      She curled close around me the moment my back hit the sheet. I placed both hands behind my head, looking up. The roof was entirely gone except for the blackened trusses meant to support it. Several of them still maintained their anchors to each other, but most had burned their vital joints away. Lucky for us it was not raining.

      The sky was a vibrant red. Night would be on us soon. I hoped we could make it through in peace. With luck, any travelling soldiers would pass us by with no more than a fleeting glance, assuming everything of value had already been raided.

      I felt her hand slide into my pants. Here we go, I thought.

      “Your body is moving you like want me,” she whispered into my ear.

      Well, you do have your hands on my crotch, I thought. “Why do I get the feeling you were only pretending to be tired to get us alone?”

      “How intuitive you are, Troy Weston.”

      She kissed my cheek and followed up with a lick. I drank in the cinnamon as she rubbed her covered breasts against my side. I could feel her nipples pressing through. It felt like a silk cloth had my groin in a chokehold. She was ready.

      “She’s right outside, Helen,” I whispered. “She’ll hear us.”

      “It is only fair, is it not, Troy? I heard you with her. I even peeked inside a few times.” Her massaging became gentler. Her advances were getting harder to resist. “Do you not want me?” Stroke. “I have made my intentions clear to you.” Stroke.

      “I mean, yeah I do, but . . .” Her tongue buried itself in my mouth. Stroke.

      I couldn’t take it any longer. She kissed me harder, her tongue constantly probing, insistent that I play back. I pulled her tunic down and saw that devious grin creep across the sides of her face. My hand was on her breast. In every way, she felt like a real woman. In every way, my body responded to her as if she were.

      The air grew hot around us. We tore each other’s clothes off in a storm of passion, scattering them all over the floor. No longer was I worried about that other girl or the noise or even soldiers who might happen by at any minute.

      I had her on her hands and knees, and I swam inside. She moaned in ecstasy with each push, giggled every time I withdrew. She whipped her head around, her dark curls flinging to the side, and playfully bit at me in the air like an animal. I thrust harder, and at each peak a momentary look of shock flashed over her face, only to be replaced by her devilish grin.

      I turned her on her back and had her hold her legs up while I dived in again. She looked at me with an expression of overwhelming joy, halfway between a smile and euphoric dissociation. It was like she had one foot in reality and the other in a world of bliss. Her hands dropped to her chest, and she squeezed her breasts together, moaning. I held her legs up and kept going. She moaned louder.

      I was a king then, towering over this goddess who had given herself to me. This was a woman for whom many men had died. Many more still were willing to kill for her, and I had just soared to the top of the list myself. The thought that I was with such a woman, doing what I was doing, made me feel invincible. I was the Hulk. I was Thor. I was Zeus. No one could strike me down.

      She reached out to grab my waist, her face blushing, sweat running down her forehead. She tried to pull me to her with each thrust. She couldn’t do much, but I heard the message loud and clear. Keep going.

      She wailed at the top of her lungs. It was like she wanted the other girl to hear, and in the moment, I didn’t give a shit. She deserved everything from me.

      Our thighs slapped together, and I thought of how I saved her from the Cyclops and the rush that had been. I thought of our fight with the Thirians and with the Greeks soldiers mere hours ago. I imagined the many more fights we were sure to see and how amazing they would all feel. But it would be hard to match the way I felt right then.

      Suddenly she screamed, digging her nails into my sides. Her chest heaved upward, leaving her head turned back on the blanket like it wanted to detach and roll off. The tendons in her neck exposed themselves in the strain. I imaged no man had ever seen her so vulnerable, especially not my Helen. She spilled over me, and I shot inside. Wow.

      I wiped off and put my clothes back on, noticing this time that I felt no guilt about what happened. I tried not to dwell on it and focused instead on getting some sleep. I lay back down, and Helen snuggled up to me, lazily tracing a figure eight over my brow.

      “That was amazing. I have never done that before,” she said.

      I was more relaxed than I had been since I arrived in that strange land. My consciousness was on its way out the door when Cressida came in.

      “I have decided that I am too tired to keep watch. I think it would be dangerous and irresponsible for me to continue as I am. I need rest,” she said. Her tone was even, almost robotically so, like she had rehearsed before the intrusion. Her expression and the way she wildly observed us betrayed her anxiety. Normally, I would have felt bad for her, but I was in no state of mind to be concerned with such trivial things.

      Helen turned to me with her mischievous grin but spoke to Cressida. “I do not need to sleep like you, little one. Have your rest. I will take watch.” She ran her finger across my forehead one more time before getting up and making a show of slowly putting her clothes on.

      I watched her hips swing as she went out, my body still thrumming like a bowstring. Even then she echoed in every bone; I was high with her sensation. Cressida had not even come to join me on the blanket before I drifted off, greeting what would be the best sleep I had in ages.
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      Neither of them were in the room when I awoke, having slept at least twelve hours. The sun was shining through the open ceiling. I was happy to get the rest—I could not remember the last time I had slept that well—but I was annoyed that they hadn’t woken me. We had a war to fight, after all, so on went my equipment.

      The girls were both sitting on the ground outside at opposite ends of the house. Helen was munching an apple and looking thoughtfully off into the distance. Cressida sat cross-legged and was running her fingers through the grass.

      “You have awakened!” Helen grinned, turning to me. She gestured over her shoulder behind the house and said, “There are several apple trees over there if you wish to have some. I did not think it wise to dip into our rations when food is already here.”

      Cressida turned to watch us but did not say anything.

      “Good idea,” I said and went around to grab a fruit.

      The taste was surprising. I expected this old-timey ancient fruit to be more bitter or less juicy than what I was used to, but it was just like some of the apples back home—maybe better. I looked it over, making absolutely sure I wasn’t going to swallow a barcode sticker, and came back around to meet the girls.

      “Why didn’t either of you wake me?” I asked.

      “You needed your sleep,” Helen said. “We have a long day ahead, and you must be in shape to protect us.” She got to her feet and turned to Cressida. “Lead the way.”

      We traveled for another couple hours until we came across an intersection. It must have been noon. There were several random scatterings of ruined houses along the way, but no one, save for a handful of corpses, greeted us as we passed.

      We stopped for a moment at the crossroads as Cressida turned to us. “This road will take us to Ilium. We should reach the city before tomorrow evening if we have no delays.”

      “Yes, and then we shall part ways,” Helen said, smiling. She did not even try to hide her excitement.

      “Yes, and then we will part.” Cressida nodded solemnly.

      The rest of that day was fairly uneventful. We walked on until nightfall and did not encounter another soul. The breaks we took were few and short, and Cressida mentioned that we were travelling at a faster pace than she anticipated. With every step I took, my excitement grew. Soon, I would be in the city that only existed in legend in my time. Not only that, but I would help liberate it from invaders if at all possible. I prepared myself to witness the most impressive display of warfare I had yet to see, part of me hoping to be let down for the sake of the lives that might be lost, and another part of me wanting to see both sides delivering everything they had. Few things in life compared to the primal passion of battle. Many would disagree, but war was an artform as old as the human race itself, and the outcome of battles shaped history.

      There I was in the past—or some alternate version of it—preparing to rewrite the history known to my time. The concept was an internal struggle I’d been dealing with since the truth had slowly dawned on me over the last couple days. I couldn’t worry about what would happen to me or my life back home if I were to change the course of history. All I knew in that moment was that I was still alive and kicking, and that was enough for me. Perhaps I could even find a better life in this strange new world. Maybe my fortune, my destiny, was on the other side of this war, inside the walls of Ilium.

      It was not long after the sun dropped out of sight that we decided to rest. We had run across another destroyed home, very much like the previous one except that there were neighboring residences on either side—also burned. We scoped them all out and chose the one we felt would provide the best cover.

      We opened the door to a sickening image of what remained of the family that had lived there. It was apparent that the father had done all he could to protect his wife and daughter, but to no avail.

      The man had been impaled several times and left on the floor. The monsters had then moved on to defile both women before ending their lives in equally gruesome manners. My heart cried out for them, and I vowed that the next group of Greek soldiers unlucky enough to come my way would die in their name.

      Cressida whimpered at the sight and dug her face into my shoulder. “I do not want to stay here tonight, Troy.”

      “This is the best shelter around for us. We should not take any risks if we don’t have to. I will bury them and we can make do for the night.”

      I looked around for a shovel but couldn’t find one. It wasn’t the most efficient tool, but I found a large pan and set to work behind the house. I laid the family in a row along the grass so the girls could stay inside and not have to see them.

      After slinging so many pans full of dirt, I could not help but to look over at the poor saps. The two women, lying there dead and disrespected in the most horrible way, were all too real an illustration of what may have become of the women under my care had I not been able to protect them. It was by some miracle that I was able to handle those troops the previous day. The world I found myself in was a jungle. It seemed like a single wrong move could lead to dire consequences. But, I thought, such is war. Such is life. I kept digging.

      It took longer than I would have liked, but I was eventually able to dig a hole large enough to bury the family. I would like to have dug proper graves for each of them, but the situation just did not allow for it. Every minute I was out there, with my back to the road and my face to the dirt, risked me getting caught off guard by some more bronze assholes. I flung the last pan-full over their new resting place, patted it down, and called it a day.

      The girls turned to me as I came in. Helen was sitting at a table, and Cressida was on the floor on the other end of the room.

      “They’re buried,” I said, making my way over for some rations to snack on. “We shouldn’t sleep so long tonight. So, that means the first person to wake up wakes everybody up, okay?”

      Helen smirked. “But I do not rest like you, Troy. I can continue traveling at any time.”

      Cressida turned to her with a wrinkled brow and curl of the lip that I took to mean she thought Helen was out of her mind. I gave her the chance to say something before I continued, but she had no further input. I thought maybe she was comparing what she just heard to the previous night when Helen acted as if she were dying for sleep.

      “Good point,” I said. “Cressida, you wake me up if you get up first and I’ll do the same for you, all right?”

      “Yes, Troy,” she answered. “I will keep first watch then and give you more time to rest.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to take first watch every time,” I said. “In fact, I insist.”

      “No, Troy, this is not necessary. You have been working so hard already. Please, let me. It is the least I can do to contribute. I must pull my own weight here.”

      “You’re doing great, Cressida. Nothing to worry about. You’ve been leading the way since we hit shore. That’s been extremely helpful.”

      “Yes, Troy, but I have done nothing more than take you along a couple roads. Anyone could have done this. Please, I will keep watch first if that is well with you.”

      “Yeah, that’s fine. I just don’t want you feeling an obligation to do that.”

      “No obligation.” She went for the door.

      Helen smirked behind her and, raising her voice loud enough for her to hear, said, “This is well with me, too, Troy. We can have more fun together tonight.”

      I shot her a withering look, not understanding why she needed to make a show of things. She simply winked at me in return.

      We did not sleep together that night. It wasn’t because I was second-guessing my decisions or anything like that—I just could not stop thinking about the next encounter we were likely to have. The whole of that day I had expected to run into another gang of thugs and show them what was what, but we saw no one. Now my urge to fight was even stronger since I had cleaned up after them. I knew firsthand the kind of evil that war brought out in men, but I knew many heroes forged in the heat of battle as well. Though my senses had been dulled to the obscene refuse of combat over the years, I had never grown desensitized to it. I made certain the girls  saw no sign of emotion from me as I carried the bodies of that family, one after the other, out the door to bury, even though I still felt their pain in my core. I imagined what they must have gone through, how their happy lives were ruined in an instant by some bastards who had nothing better to do than assert their dominance on innocent bystanders. The thought of such gross abuse of power made me sick.

      I looked at Helen where she lay snuggled at my side. I was unsure of how conscious she was, and from what I gathered by our talks, so was she. She wanted to become a human. She wanted the potential to have the will to commit such atrocities as these Greeks she so despised. Everything I learned about her so far suggested she already had that power. It was hard not to wonder how far she would go to be rid of her enemies-- and if she might become like them in the process. I hoped she would be one of the heroes at the end of this war and not another villain, but only time would tell. In the meantime, it was my responsibility to guide her as best I could.

      The sun was only beginning to twinkle through the cracks in the shutters when my eyes came open, and Cressida was still deeply asleep. She had come in from watch duty after I dozed and had replaced Helen at my side. I was sure I would have woken from the motion, but I did not remember it. After fastening my belt and shield, we were on our way again.

      The day was as beautiful as the last. I imagined the bloodshed we would soon see in contrast and gripped the new sword at my hip in anticipation, ready to avenge the poor fallen whose graves were fading into the distance behind us.

      “We are making good time,” Cressida said, yawning. “It is likely we will be there by noon if we continue at this pace.”

      “That’s wonderful,” I said. I suddenly remembered my boat and had a flash of worry I would never see it again, either because I was about to be killed in battle or because some undeserving ass wipe was going to steal it before I could make it back. I brushed the thought away, determined to attend to the more important matters at hand. “Thank you for being such a good guide, Cressida.”

      “It is my pleasure, Troy.” She smiled back at me. “Thank you for saving me—both of you.” She nodded to Helen, who did not acknowledge her. “I do not know what would have become of me if I were still held captive on that island.”

      “Yeah, it was the least we could do,” I said, thinking it might be as good a time as any to pry a little. “So . . . how did you end up on that island? Were you taken from home, or . . .?”

      “My ship had crashed in the middle of a terrible storm,” she began. “The island, even though it was so close to the mainland, none of the crew knew anything of it. It was as if it had just appeared, and before we knew it, we were stranded on its shores with no time to think.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that. Were you the only survivor then?”

      “Yes. Those who lived through the wreck—and there were not many—did not make it off the shore.” She looked off into the distance, lost in thought, as we walked. I let her take her time, and she continued after a brief pause. I could tell by her tone that it was hard reliving the events. “There were four or five others, all good, battle-capable men . . .” She was trying to conceal her tears.

      “It’s all right, Cressida.” I put a hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to continue if it’s too hard.”

      “No, it is fine.” She wiped her face. “The men . . . they did not make it further than the shore. The Cyclops came before any of us even realized what was happening. Several men were trampled immediately, and the rest were ripped apart.” She paused again. “I still hear them when I try to sleep. For some reason, it spared me and took me back to its cave.”

      “So, you’re telling me that, as far as you know, it was just you and the Cyclops on the island before we showed up?”

      “Yes, I suppose so. I never saw another soul. I . . . did not think to even question if there were others until now.”

      “Well, you’re safe now. We’ll help you as long as you need it. If there is too much trouble when we get you back home, you can stay with us as long as you need.” I knew my words of comfort would bother Helen, but she needed to learn a little humanity in her journey to becoming fully human. “Is that right, Helen?”

      She did not respond.

      “I appreciate all you have done for me,” Cressida said. “I can never thank you enough.” She quickly embraced me. “I still cannot make sense of it all. The bodies—my crew on the shore—when you rescued me, I remember passing their remains. I could not understand how their bones had been wiped clean in the time that I was captured. It is true that I was trapped for a time, but nowhere near long enough for them to decay the way they had. I have never seen carrion eaters make such quick work of bodies before.”

      I remembered what Helen told me about golems after I slayed the wretched thing. They feed on flesh. Surely that had something to do with all the clean bones spread along the shore, but I did not see a reason to give Cressida more fuel for nightmares with such dark imagery.

      “That’s definitely a mystery,” I said. “But no use dwelling on it now. I’m just glad you’re safe.”

      I didn’t bother asking her any more just then. I felt like I had enough information to paint a solid picture. It was not important to me where they were going or why. Perhaps that would be revealed in the coming days. There were two important things I took away from the conversation: the Cyclops was likely going after women for some reason, and there may not have been anyone else on the island.

      I thought back to what Helen said about there needing to be someone controlling the golem nearby and wondered if she knew that with any certainty. I thought that there might be a chance it was managed over a great distance, possibly by that computer-thing I found. My list of things to ask her grew.

      It was close to noon when a line of figures appeared in the distance, coming toward us. It was too hard for me to make out any distinguishable features from such a range, but it was no issue for Helen’s enhanced vision.

      “Greeks,” she spat. “We will make light work of them this time, Troy.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “No more talking. How many of them?”

      “Eight, as before. I can see their pompous faces even from here. Let us find out if they can maintain their arrogance while being sliced into little pieces for the scavengers to dine on.”

      I smirked. It seemed like we were on the same page. The excitement bubbled up from my belly.

      “How are they armed?” I asked.

      “Same as the others; each with a sword, spear, and shield.”

      “Let’s hope they don’t go long ranged this time.”

      “It will be no matter if they do.”

      She seemed confident, but I wasn’t about to let bravado overshadow the reality of the situation. I was ready to take them down, but these were eight more warriors we had to dispatch, and I still was not sure whether last time was a fluke or not.

      “Never underestimate your opponent, Helen,” I said. “The last crew could have taken us down easily if they weren’t concerned with trying not to hurt you two. These guys might not mince words. They might be the ‘shoot first, ask questions later’ kind of gang.”

      “I am not afraid,” she said.

      “And I’m not saying you should be. Just don’t get so over confident that it creates a blind spot for you. Your enemies can be total worthless assholes and still pull one over on you. Just proceed with caution—that’s all I’m saying.”

      “If you say so, Troy.”

      “Cressida, it’s best you keep your distance.” She moved behind us before I even finished. “If one of them manages to slip past us, shout for help and I’ll take care of it, okay?”

      “Yes, Troy,” she said and lessened her pace.

      It was not long before they were within shouting distance. “Hail,” one of them greeted.

      It occurred to me that they might see an allied shield and confuse us for being on their side. I proceeded under that assumption as the man continued.

      “Lo, brother! What tidings do you bring us of—GUH!” He wasn’t able to finish with a Thirian spear penetrating his throat. I was amazed at my aim, knowing I could not have made a better throw. Helen laughed and I privately dedicated my kill to the family behind us.

      The soldier fell backward and writhed helplessly in the road. His pals fanned out, yelling and readying their spears.

      “Beautiful shot, Troy,” Helen exclaimed. “I will have to try that myself soon.”

      I pulled out my sword and readied my shield. “Cressida, come here, quick! You, too, Helen!”

      The girls came closer, eyes bright with excitement and worry.

      “Stay at that distance from me until you see them throw their spears, then huddle up under my shield. Don’t do it too soon or they might not throw. The idea is to get them to go ahead and waste their ranged attacks, understand?”

      “Yes,” they said in unison. Things were about to get serious, but the enemy was already one man down.

      Adrenaline pumped through me as my rage grew. The men pulled their spears back, and several of them hurled loose. The girls did as I instructed, and the three of us crouched down, leaving very little exposed behind the wall of my shield.

      Thunk! Only one battered our defense as three more struck the ground around us. If my math was correct, that left them with five ranged attacks; three from the living men, and two spears they could take off the dead guy.

      “Spread out a bit,” I said. “Get the spears, and stay close. We’ll block again if they toss any more our way.”

      I sheathed my sword and picked up the spear that had fallen in front of us. The girls each took one as well. Helen got the fourth and loaded it into the holster at my back. The soldiers did not come closer, and neither did we. The other three held their spears out but looked unsure of their next move. I myself did not know whether I wanted to throw another weapon their way in an attempt to reduce their numbers, or keep the spear to use if they charged us.

      “Hold on to your spears for now,” I said. “We might throw them in a bit.”

      “Come to us, snakes,” one of the men shouted. “Let us handle this like men.”

      “They are not men,” Helen hissed to me. “They would just as soon kill us the moment we drop our guards.”

      “I know. They’re likely scared right now and will try anything to be through with us.”

      One of the soldiers who had already thrown his spear began to bang his sword against his shield in a taunting gesture. They would be ready for any ranged attacks now.

      “Let’s get closer—slowly,” I said.

      The girls drew nearer to me and we crawled forward.

      “Ah, welcome!” one shouted. They fanned out further as we approached, trying to try to flank us.

      “Okay, stop for a second,” I said. “They’re going to try and get us from both sides. We need to be careful. We can’t defend against that with one shield.”

      “Do not worry, Troy,” Helen said. “They have already sealed their fate—in letting us get so close and in coming closer themselves.”

      “Helen, I’m serious. Don’t be so over confident. They still outnumber us more than three to one.”

      “This has never stopped us before,” she responded with that wild, malicious look in her eyes. I heard her tic again, the first time I had noticed it since we reached land, and it was the last thing I remembered before she drastically changed the situation.

      Tic. Her sword was back in her belt, replaced by her trusty daggers. With machine precision, and speed faster than I could make sense of, she launched both weapons into the heads of the two farthest men on either side of us. They dropped where they stood, forcing their allies to reconsider their next steps.

      The rest of the gang looked on in stunned amazement, every one of them with mouths agape. I took the opportunity to aim my spear at the man nearest me. He was too shocked to move in time, and my attack sent him hurling back off his feet and onto the ground, pinning him where he fell.

      Another man shot his spear straight for me, but I turned in time to block. His was probably more a desperate attack than anything and not very well-planned. Helen was on him before he had time to draw his sword. Without even stopping, she charged for him and severed his head clear from his neck. The man nearest him looked on in horror as she ran to him next and thrust the tip of her blade down behind his armor and into his chest.

      I tried to meet her in the middle, making my way to the man on the opposite end of the line. His sword was ready as I brought mine crashing down on him from overhead. He hunched under the weight of my attack and tried to kick me away. Inspired by my years of Mixed Martial Arts, I reached my leg out to meet his and pulled it forward, causing him to slide down further into a split. He screamed, clearly not used to stretching that far, and looked up at me, eyes wide, as I delivered his fate with one decisive blow. His shield dropped uselessly to the side.

      I heard a roar to my right as another took a swing at me. I ducked behind my shield, and his blade cleaved overhead. My hair rustled from the wind left in its wake, taking me back to my fight with the Cyclops. This guy couldn’t hold a candle to that encounter.

      The moment the sword was gone, I jabbed outward, my blow knocking the assailant back but doing no real damage against his chest armor. He hollered in response and fell to his knees.

      I was confused for an instant because I knew my attack should not have had such an effect on him, but then I saw Helen on his other side as he dropped. She had come up from behind and stuck her blade into him from below. He twitched at our feet, screaming as he died in one of the most painful ways I could imagine.

      She slowly pulled her sword from his groin, wiggling it around on its way out. She had managed to push it about two feet deep before he keeled over.

      I laughed over his screams. “You certainly have me beat this time,” I said.

      She winked. “Would you like to do the honors of putting this one out of his misery?”

      “No, I think we’ll leave him be,” I said. “I’m not usually one to prolong suffering, but all these guys seem rape-happy, and they need to pay for that. Maybe he was even responsible for that family we found last night. I’d like to think we did this in their honor.” It was hard to talk over his constant wailing, but she seemed to hear me.

      “You are a fair man, Troy Weston.” She stepped on his back on her way to close the distance between us, and he let loose another burst of tortured sobs under the weight of her bare feet. She looked into my eyes and kissed me. “This is bliss,” she whispered.

      I had to agree, in an albeit twisted sort of way. I did not think it evil to kill evil men, but there was something that felt a little strange about celebrating in such a way before one of them even finished bleeding out within an arm’s reach of us.

      I turned to look for Cressida, who was standing well away from all the malice. “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “Yes, I am well,” she shouted. “That was an impressive display from the both of you. I wonder if there is any foe you cannot defeat.”

      I retrieved my spear, Helen got her daggers, and we were on our way again, no worse for the wear. Things were looking better all the time.

      I was beginning to think this was the way things were going to pan out for us. It was as if the gods were on our side. A part of me began to feel like I had been brought here for a reason. Fighting these men was almost too easy, and I myself had to question if there were any more capable warriors in the land. I thought that perhaps fighting was simply more advanced in my time—not just the technology, but the hand-to-hand combat as well. It was getting harder with each battle not to allow Helen’s blissful confidence to rub off on me.

      We walked on until we saw the massive walls of Troy rise up from the horizon. I had to stop a moment and soak it all in. I’d heard references to the city my whole life, but seeing it was a completely different experience. It was as if the city was embraced by the protective arms of an ashen titan. Never in my wildest dreams would I have imagined such an overwhelming sight. It dwarfed anything my mind was equipped to conceive. I knew that the closer we got, the more I would feel like an ant next to the foot of a Cyclops.

      “It is grand, no?” Helen asked.

      “That is an understatement,” I breathed in awe.

      “I am happy to be home,” Cressida said.

      Before we were able to continue on, we were greeted by an entourage coming from the direction of the city; six armed guards on either side of a horse-drawn wagon. I placed my hand on my sword, not yet drawing it because none of the men’s dress resembled that of any Greek soldiers we had faced so far.

      “It is safe, Troy,” Helen said. “These are Trojans—good people.”

      “Greetings,” hailed a man from the carriage. He was unarmed, wearing a white robe that covered the full length of his body from his neck to his sandals. A purple layer of fabric was wrapped around both shoulders and draped over an arm. His expression lacked amusement, but I detected no signs of contempt in it either. The lines on his face looked like those of a powerful man made accustomed over the decades to the ways of the world, only enhanced by his sparse halo of grey hair. It reminded me of when I met Artession and how his face alone conveyed to me that he was a pragmatic leader who took the outcomes of all situations in stride. “You carry a Greek shield, yet you are not Greek, and look at who has come with you. Surely this is not Helen? Our Helen?”

      I looked to Helen and was met with a shrug.

      Cressida stepped forward and spoke. “You are Dymas, correct? A prominent member of the Trojan senate?”

      “How right you are, little girl.” A slight grin crept across his face. Something about him was already beginning to rub me the wrong way. “Am I to assume that you, sir, have taken this shield from the body of a Greek soldier and do not wish to employ it against the city?”

      “Yes, sir,” I said. “I—we—have come from Dardenelles. On the way, we encountered two squads of Greek soldiers. You are looking at the outcome of those encounters.”

      “My . . .” he said, speaking in the kind of airy drawn-out high-society way one would expect of someone in his position. It seemed that people had not changed much in several thousand years’ time, and the officious prick before me was a walking example. “This is indeed impressive. You must be exhausted and hungry, no?”

      “Well, we’ve made due with meager rations and two uneasy nights of rest, but I’ve seen worse,” I said, thinking it would gain me some more points among his men to exaggerate a little. The sleep had not been so bad in all honesty.

      “Hmm.” He chuckled. “Indeed. Well, climb aboard. We can shuttle you lot to the city and get you cleaned up. I bet you’re all dying for a warm meal . . . and to bathe.”

      The girls and I exchanged glances, and Helen said, “It is of utmost importance that we speak to the King and Queen.”

      “We will arrange for that in the morning,” Dymas said, waving the notion away. “The royal couple is busy at the moment with the war effort, and I do not anticipate them wrapping things up today. We will keep you safe inside the city until they are ready for you.”

      “We must see them now,” Helen insisted.

      “You will see them as soon as they are available, child. I know they will surely be overjoyed to hear of your return, but their other duties take precedence over your reunion. You would not want the city to risk being overrun because you distracted them with this meeting that you had to have, would you?”

      She crossed her arms and glared at him, her lips pursed. I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see Cressida. She said, “You can trust Dymas. He is a good man. I know that he has the city’s well-being at heart.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “We’ll head back with you, Dymas.”

      “Very good,” he said and scooted to the side to allow us space to sit.

      I held out an arm for Cressida to take as she climbed aboard, followed by Helen who begrudgingly claimed a seat.

      The city grew in size and grandeur as we approached. The stone blocks of its wall climbed ever upward, their pattern only disturbed by tiny portholes near the top. From several of these openings, I saw archers perched on the lookout, ready to lay down the hand of judgement at a moment’s notice. Soldiers passed us, rushing in all directions as we went. They were going somewhere in a hurry, but I saw no sign of Greeks around us.

      “Where is the enemy?” I asked our guide.

      “They have set up a camp to the west of here, just over that hill.” He took a hand from his horses’ reigns and waved off in the distance to his left, opposite the city. “If no terms are reached soon, I anticipate that they will be upon us in a day—two at most. But do not worry, Helen, dear. You will have your reunion before then.”

      The monolithic gates drew inward as we approached. On the inside, I saw teams of men pulling at ropes and turning almost comically large gears embedded into the wall to accomplish the effort. I had to assume this was not the normal procedure and that the gates were left open during the days in times of peace.

      We were led to a barracks not far from the gates. There was an open dining room in which dozens of troops were not only eating but also entertaining themselves by cracking wise and wrestling. A crowd of them was cheering as we walked in. One soldier had just forced another to the ground in a friendly fight. Heads turned as they became aware of us, and silence spread throughout the room.

      “As you were,” Dymas nonchalantly addressed the onlookers. “Ignore them. They are only curious. They were not expecting to be greeted by such pretty faces today. Most of the other women are tucked safely away deeper in the fortifications of the city.”

      He waved a hand around behind him. “This is the barracks’ dining hall. You can fight, spit, and swear to your heart’s content here. You may even have a meal if you feel so inclined. The food is over there, with more on the way I’m sure.” He pointed to the back of the room where there were several tables filled with roasted birds, boar, and cow, along with all manner of vegetables, steaming bread rolls, and deserts I would have to taste to figure out what they were. “Help yourself to whatever you like. Sit wherever you like. I will join you shortly after I attend to a private matter.”

      “Sure, thanks,” I said.

      I filled a plate with food and my cup with water before finding a spot to plop my tired ass down. My adrenaline was wearing off fast, and I ended up doing more people watching than eating. The environment quickly resumed its original tone as Dymas left us. People were still glancing in our direction every now and again, but it only seemed to be out of harmless curiosity. I didn’t mind. I was just as curious.

      Dymas did not go far to attend to his “private matter.” He was whispering with a little impish string-bean-looking guy in a corner near the door. Every once in awhile they would look over at us. How subtle, I thought. Everything about their exchange reeked of slime to me—it was so textbook sketchy that I would have laughed out loud if it didn’t make me so uneasy—but I was becoming too tired to care all that much. It ended with the politician handing the little man a letter and making his way back over to us as the other guy scuttled out the door.

      “I hope everything is to your liking,” Dymas said, taking a seat across from me.

      I nodded, sipping my water.

      Cressida took up the conversation, which was uncharacteristic of her. I took it as a sign she felt more comfortable now that she was back home, regardless of the threat of war hanging overhead.

      “How goes the war effort?” she asked.

      “Oh, well . . . it goes,” Dymas said. “A lot of things hang in the balance right now. The scales could tip either way. I am sure we will pull through, but we need to make sure that all unknowns are accounted for, all offers considered.”

      “I understand,” she said before taking a bite out of her duck leg. “Troy will prevail!” She raised her glass and was met by a chorus of cheers from the soldiers around us. She smiled and winked at me, proud of the response to her toast.

      It was not long before we were approached by another messenger. Dymas was sealing a second letter when the man tapped him on the arm.

      “Ah, right on time,” the senator greeted him. “Take this to the Queen. We have important guests here that wish to meet with her as soon as it is convenient.”

      “Sir.” The messenger took the letter and hurried away.

      I glanced at Helen to make sure she was still awake and alert before dropping my head to the table, barely halfway through with my meal. I figured she could be on guard for the next thirty minutes or so while I had a quick impromptu nap. We’d deal with the sliminess later.

      “Ah, friend.” Dymas laughed. “You go right ahead and rest your eyes. We may need your strength soon enough.”
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      I woke up in my own time, a puddle of drool coating my cheek as it pressed against the polished wood of the table that had been my pillow for however long. It took me a moment to get my bearings, remember where I was. The women and Dymas were still sitting with me. I looked out the window to discover that night had fallen.

      “What . . . uh, how long have we been here?” I asked.

      “No longer than two hours,” Dymas said.

      That was not as long as I expected, but it was still an unusual time to hang around and eat. I didn’t recognize any of the soldiers around me, but I had not committed their faces to memory before. There was a wrestling match going on, just as it was when I dozed off, but I assumed it was a different pair fighting this time. Both Helen and Cressida were watching me. I guessed they were waiting on instructions.

      “Hey, Cressida,” I croaked through a wall of grogginess.

      “Yes, Troy?”

      “I’m not trying to be rude, but why haven’t you returned to your family yet? I thought you’d be more eager to see them.”

      “I will soon, Troy. Dymas suggested I meet with the King and Queen as well. It is important they learn of what happened to my ship and its crew. I suspect they will be interested to hear of the Cyclops as well.”

      “I dare say,” Dymas agreed. “Speaking of Troy . . . I heard you slayed the beast single-handedly?”

      “Oh, yeah, that was one hell of a fight, sir.”

      He half-smiled in response. The expression did not quite make it up to his eyes. “My . . . I am glad you are on our side, young man. That comes to sixteen Greek soldiers and one giant beast—all in the course of a day or two?” His voice rose like he was trying to elicit attention from the other men around us. “It sounds like you may be worthy competition for any man in the city. And that’s saying something.” He paused to look around. Many more eyes were on us then. “Because we have fine, strong men bursting from the ears here in Ilium.”

      I tried to discern the faces of the other warriors as they appraised me. They did not seem to take offence at Dymas challenging their worth. “If they’re anything like these guys,” I said, pointing a thumb at the wrestling match, “then I’m sure that’s true. I’m excited to see how they stand up in battle.”

      Dymas laughed. “They, too, are eager to test their mettle, but let us hope it does not come to that. The Greeks . . . they have their shortcomings, but they can be reasonable people. You only have to learn their language, so to speak.”

      Helen scowled and said, “Their language is one of greed and inferiority.” Some of the other men oohed and a few applauded, not yet having seen one of her outbursts. It crossed my mind to question if any of these warriors even knew who she was—or, at least, who she was made to look like.

      “They have a certain culture,” Dymas explained, “just as we ourselves do. Our values do not align all the time, but there is no reason we should not be able to coexist and benefit from each other. They like their money; they like having their faces on things; they think highly of themselves, and they like it when others agree with that self-image. Yes, they can be pushy, but such is human nature, girl. Whoever holds the keys will be pushy. If we were in their position, we would behave in a similar fashion. The will to power is a proactive lifestyle. One must always be on guard for those who may take it away.”

      “You speak so highly of them,” Helen spat. “They are vermin!”

      This received more cheers from the crowd. Some of the men had come to sit nearer to us to spectate.

      Dymas looked around and lifted his hands. He clearly had not expected such an aggressive reaction from her. “I agree, I agree. I am only explaining their character. One must know their opponent if one is seeking victory. Not all wars are won with blood. Sometimes, diplomacy is the answer. But one cannot engage in effective diplomacy if one does not understand the values of the other party, you see?”

      She huffed and, without looking at him, said, “I am going to grab another plate of roast duck,” then she made her way to the back of the room.

      Cressida laughed. Dymas and I exchanged bemused smirks.

      I said, “The Greeks are a touchy subject for her. I get what you’re saying. I’m new to this part of the world.” I sat up and trailed my fingers along my future-shirt made in the fashion of a future-style with future-fabrics. “I imagine you noticed my outfit is different than what you see around here.” I looked around and saw some of the other guys nodding. “So, this may come as a bit of a shock, but I’m not up-to-date on the current political climate. I obviously know about this war—I’m here to help with that, by the way—but I’m a little fuzzy on the details.”

      “Yes, I intended to inquire more into where you come from, Troy,” Dymas said. He proceeded slowly, as if he were addressing the elephant in the room. It was the most serious manner I’d seen him take in approaching any conversation so far. “Your clothing is like nothing I have seen, and your facial features differ in slight ways from anything I’ve seen around the Mediterranean. Yet, you speak our language fluently, and I can understand you perfectly through that foreign accent of yours.” He ran his eyes up and down my white dress shirt, which was admittedly stained with dirt, blood, and a slew of other colorful blotches, the origins of which I could not recall. He seemed transfixed by what he saw. I could only guess he was fantasizing about potential trade options with my mysterious homeland, being the political figure that he was, but that was nothing more than a wild assumption. He continued, “But, we will discuss all that later. Er . . . you have questions, yes?”

      “Yeah, definitely,” I said, trying to remember where I left off. “So, yeah, this war. I heard it was all because this girl, Helen, ran off with some guy? One of your princes, right? Is that true?”

      He smirked and took a sip of his wine. “Yes, that is what led to our current situation, but tensions have been building for a long time now. As the dear girl said, the Greeks have a certain manner about them. They do often think they are more deserving than others, so in negotiations—trade, foreign policies, et cetera—they ask for more and more all the time. They want special consideration, and that frustrates just about everyone else.” He laughed and resumed in his airy, posh tone, “This whole Helen situation was merely the straw that broke the camel’s back. I am sure this war would have happened eventually over one thing or another.”

      “I see,” I said. “So, what’s the deal with Helen and your prince now? I haven’t heard much about him . . . or either of them.” I was hesitant to say anything that implied either of my female companions were Helen, so I was careful not to gesture in Helen’s direction when I said her name, or to say anything that made it sound as if I had spoken with Helen. I did not know if that was a secret that should be kept from the soldiers and thought it was best to play it safe.

      He laughed and squinted over toward the food table where Helen was still filling her plate. “They are both young.” He sighed. “Prince Paris whisked her away in the night. She was betrothed to Kind Menelaus of Sparta. As you can imagine, he was not happy when he found out she had left him. The Prince and the girl had been corresponding for some time, but I think it was a complete surprise to everyone when they showed up together at the gates. We could not do much but accept it and the repercussions that came with it. There was an agreement, you see. Many men of status vied for beautiful young Helen’s hand in marriage. Most of them agreed that they would respect her decision and come to the aid of whomever she chose if their relationship was threatened by some political force. This is what you have experienced on your way to the city from Dardanelles.” He took another sip of his drink. “Menelaus was the man she chose. When she left him, he pleaded with the Greeks—and others—to remember their promise. In an effort to keep their word, the Greeks are laying siege to the city and any Trojan citizens they find. They have become more of a nuisance than the Spartans themselves, though the Spartans are the ones who were directly affected by the couple’s actions.”

      “The Face That Launched A Thousand Ships,” I mused.

      “Pardon? Did you think of that just now?” The senator laughed. “That is wonderful, Troy. I did not suspect you to have the heart of a poet. What an accurate title for the child.”

      I chuckled. “So, Prince Paris. What’s his deal? Will he be with the King and Queen when we see them later?”

      “Alas, no.” He went to take another sip but discovered his cup was empty. “He perished after sweet Helen disappeared. He suspected the Greeks had somehow managed to slip inside our walls and kidnapped her, so he took a platoon of men to the Greek encampment to ‘negotiate.’ The boy was so hot-headed. I don’t know exactly what took place during the discussion, but the result was clear. No men returned, not even our dear prince.”

      “And what of Helen? Was she kidnapped?”

      Dymas shrugged. “That, I haven’t the slightest clue.” Helen pointedly sat plate on the table and sat down, still irked at Dymas over their exchange minutes ago. He grinned at her before returning his attention to me. “I was hoping we would figure that out soon enough.”

      The other men looked at one another, some of them whispering. I got the feeling it was beginning to dawn on them who they were dining with. I looked to Cressida. Surely, she had put the pieces together before then. I wasn’t shy about using Helen’s name when it was only the three of us. She would have to be fairly dense not to figure it out, but I couldn’t read anything on her face. She simply sat next to Dymas, listening to us talk.

      The front door burst open, and I jumped to my feet, hand on sword. The first messenger Dymas sent out—the sketchy little guy—limped into the room. Blood was dripping from his nose, and his face was sporting some fresh bruises. There was a roll of parchment around his neck that Dymas grabbed as soon as the guy came within arm’s reach.

      The lines in his face hardened the further his eyes traveled down the scroll. Before Dymas finished reading, the messenger croaked, “They said there will be no peace unless we let them in!”

      The politician’s eyes went wide with the sudden outburst, and he spun around to slap the man in the face. “Quiet, you!”

      The man whimpered and shielded his eyes after the blow was dealt.

      “Leave me! And if I hear you mentioned this to anyone, I will have you tried for treason!” He looked around at the confused soldiers watching him intently. “None of you heard any of this. These are very important details for the war effort. It is to remain a secret. Am I clear?” The men all nodded, some of them resuming their activities prior to the disturbance.

      I was fairly certain that Dymas was reading a message from the Greeks. His anger seemed a little unnecessary, and I was not sure what to make of it. The rest of the men did a good job of looking like they didn’t care, and I had to wonder if they came to the same conclusion I had: Dymas seemed to be playing both sides. I could not see any other reason for him to get so defensive. It made more sense the more I thought about it. Surely, there was some procedure in place that required multiple leaders to decide on how they would communicate with the enemy in times of war. As far as I could tell, Dymas had not conferred with anyone before sending his message—from a dining hall, no less. There was no way his peers would have let such sensitive information be exchanged in such an accessible place. Something shady was going on for sure.

      I mulled over the conversation I’d just had with the man. He did not exactly speak highly of the Greeks, but he made it clear that he was open to the idea of diplomatic resolution, which itself was a noble goal if the terms were fair. They would never leave the Trojans alone without incentive. Dymas must have offered them something in return for peace. My thoughts kept coming back to Helen. She was the reason the war started, she had disappeared from the city, and now she was back. She was the likeliest bargaining chip as far as I could see, though my knowledge was still limited. I decided to sit on my suspicions and see how things played out.

      Another man entered the building no sooner than the previous messenger had left. He was not dressed like a soldier and did not look like either of the messengers I had seen.

      “Sir,” he addressed Dymas with a salute. “The Queen has instructed me to bring our guests to the palace.”

      Dymas, almost falling over, exclaimed, “What?” He caught himself on the edge of the table and made an effort to regain his composer. “So soon? I did not expect Her Majesty to be prepared in such short time.” The more agitated he became, the more I saw his mask of cool nonchalance fall to the wayside. I had misjudged him on my first impression. Stress always had a way of bringing out a man’s true colors.

      “Yes, sir,” the man continued. “The Queen wishes to see them as soon as possible. I will wait here until everyone is ready, but they must make haste.”

      “Well . . .” The senator looked to us and waved his hand in the direction of the door. “Off we go then. Everybody ready?”

      Helen strode forward, beaming from ear to ear. She almost knocked against Dymas’s arm as she trod past him, but the man refused to allow her the satisfaction of making him get out of the way. “It looks like they are in more of a hurry to have our reunion than you so arrogantly assumed.”

      The five of us—me, the girls, the senator, and the squire—hurried over to the palace. Helen and I walked side-by-side, our fingers brushing against each other’s every few steps. I did not take her hand, unsure of how the royal couple would react to their late son’s lover showing such affection to another man. There would be plenty of time for physical interaction later.

      The palace stood in the center of the city. The main building overlooked the town square from atop a flight of marble steps. An overhang reached forward from a vantage of at least thirty feet high above the front face, supported by four massive columns. On either side of the stair rails were several marble daises large enough to bathe in, all aglow with flames that would put many campfires to shame. Our reflections dances in the shining bronze of the entry doors which towered above us, reaching halfway to the roof.

      Four guards pushed the doors open to admit us, and we entered the main hall. The walls were covered in art depicting battles and other scenes that I could only assume were from any of the thousands of stories their culture was known for: men fighting giants, battles with enormous serpents, jealous gods unleashing their wrath on helpless victims. It was enough to add to my anticipation for the fights I was likely to see in the coming days.

      There was a pool in the center of the room into which a steady flow of water poured from a hole in the ceiling. A man and a woman, both likely in their late sixties, were sitting on a bench near the side of the pool closest to us. The man wore a similar garb to Dymas, but instead of a purple cloth, he wore a golden one that did not hang low enough to drape much over either arm. He was completely bald, and his face looked far more weathered than the senator’s. At his shoulder he wore an emblem that glimmered in the light of the hanging lamps. The woman wore a long sleeveless tunic much like Helen’s, but without the cuts running from the outside of her hips to the bottom of the dress. At her bosom rested a necklace whose center ornament was a ruby a little smaller than my fist. The rest of the chain sparkled with other colorful gems, all far smaller than the centerpiece. From her ears dangled earrings of sapphire and gold. Her hair was chestnut brown, confined mostly to the back of her head under the teeth of a jeweled gold hairpiece, with curls waterfalling down behind her shoulders. Her age was apparent, but she had managed to maintain many aspects of her youth, least of which being her smooth skin, which showed few signs of wrinkles aside from a couple around her eyes.

      We followed the squire over to them. They silently watched us, showing no other hint of interest above vague curiosity until we were introduced.

      “My Lords.” The squire bent to one knee. “Princess Helen and Senator Dymas are here for an audience, with company.” I took Dymas’s lead and bowed with one arm held in front of my waist; Cressida curtseyed.

      “Rise,” said the Queen with a sigh as she came to stand in front of us. “Leave us, squire.”

      The squire nodded and walked to another room.

      “What can we do for you, Your Majesty?” I asked, addressing them in that way felt weird on my tongue. I had only seen it done in movies and saw myself as a bit of a fraud speaking in such a way.

      “Stand before me, girl,” the Queen ordered without so much as a glance in my direction.

      “Yes, Queen Hecuba.” Helen walked forward and turned to greet the King, who was still sitting on the bench behind his wife. “King Priam.”

      On that note, the King stood and began inspecting her, not shy about physical contact. The Queen joined him, and before long, they were both running their hands along her body—feeling her hair, lifting her arms, pinching her skin.

      “She has that cinnamon smell I grew so fond of, my dear,” Priam muttered, consumed by his analysis.

      “Yes, but something seems off about it. Do you smell that?” Hecuba asked, wrinkling her nose. “Almost like blood.”

      “Just iron, I think.” He looked to me for the first time and said, “This is not our Helen. Who is she, then?”

      “Wha-how can you tell? You know that just by the smell?” I asked. I could not believe he would jump to such a conclusion because her scent was not as exactly as he remembered.

      “Do not be silly, boy,” he said, waving away the thought. “I knew this was not our Helen the moment I laid eyes on her. I simply know. I’ve been around a long time. A man of my age—in my position—is not worth the air he breathes if he is unable to discern such basic things. There will be no secret imposters traipsing about within my palace walls.”

      “Well, you’re right. She is not the Helen you know.”

      “Explain.”

      I gave them a short summary of everything that had happened up to that point, leaving out the part where I came from the future, because I did not want to risk losing the iota of credibility I may have had.

      “I see,” said the Queen. “That must have been some storm to blow you so far off course.”

      “I’ll say,” The King said with a laugh. “I am not sure I believe you entirely, Troy, but every man is entitled to his secrets—as long as they do not become a problem for us. What a coincidence you share the same name as our beloved city.”

      “Yes, I agree. But it is a fairly common name where I’m from.”

      “Yes,” said Hecuba, “this America. I wish to hear more about your home over dinner. Your accent is most interesting to me.”

      “But enough of that until we dine,” Priam said. “Helen, dear—I suppose that is what you shall be called—do you have any idea what happened to your previous iteration?”

      “No, King Priam.”

      “Well, none of us are quite sure ourselves, but we expect she is dead. One of our scouts found the wreckage of a Trojan ship no longer than a day’s voyage from the city not long after she disappeared. There was no evidence of who was on board—there were even no bodies to be found—but everything else about the situation indicates it was likely our Helen.”

      “Ah,” Helen said. “I am sorry to hear this. I know you must feel at a loss without her.”

      “We have mixed feelings on the matter,” he said, exchanging a knowing glance with his wife. “It was difficult to know whose side she was on, not to mention that her actions are indirectly the cause for our son losing his life.” I recalled what Dymas told me about Prince Paris back in the barracks. Surely, a wise man like the King knew better that to blame his son’s behavior on the young man’s girlfriend.

      “But you, dear,” the Queen addressed Helen. “It is you who stands before us now, supposedly crafted and brought to life by powerful Egyptian magic beyond my comprehension. You claim to be a true daughter of Troy?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “Why do you make such a claim? Why do you feel so strongly one way or another? Our ways must be foreign to you. You have never walked these shores before, having only just wandered out of your Egyptian womb, correct?”

      “Yes, Your Highness, you are mostly correct. But I was made to be your Helen. I am not her, but the means by which I was crafted have given me special insight into her mind. Sometimes, I feel as if truly am her, but I also know that I am not. My desire to be a Trojan comes from the same source as my desire to embrace a full humanity—I want to be a proud person with the ability to do anything I set my mind to, just the way I know you and your people are. I despise the Greeks and their petty ways and wish to end them by your side. Do I need more reason to be one of you?”

      “I can vouch for that.” Dymas laughed. “She does indeed despise our enemy.”

      “Well,” Hecuba continued, “your account, although understandably naïve, rings true enough. The original Helen would never have spoken so contemptuously against Greece. We welcome you to our city, but bear this in mind: we will be watching your every move. It may be true what you say, that you came here of your own will, unbeknownst to your makers, but until we know that for sure, you will be monitored.”

      “Thank you, my Lords,” Helen said, bowing. “It is an honor to finally be here. I will do everything within my power to earn your favor.”

      “Your claim will be tested soon enough, girl,” Hecuba said. “For now, we shall let the people know of your return. To all others, you are the true Helen. Your presence will boost morale if nothing else.”

      “Yes, my Queen.”
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      The Queen proceeded to fill my Helen in on details of the old Helen. At some point, the original Helen had acted as a spy for the Trojans. Even Dymas appeared confused with some of the information.

      I heard him gasp as the Queen explained how Helen had traveled to and from Greece in secret on several occasions during the short time she was with Paris. Her mission was always to gather information and to slowly wear away at the Greeks’ opinions of Sparta, in case they were to try to retaliate on Paris for stealing their King’s wife. During her last visit, she became aware that the Greeks were leaning towards siding with Menelaus to reclaim his bride. She hurried back with the news and disappeared from the palace several days later.

      The Queen expanded on what Priam had said earlier, how they found the wreckage of a ship not far from the city and figured she was either fleeing out of fear or making her way to the Greeks to talk peace. She had become known for such reckless actions, always doing things without seeking the counsel of advisors, and that unpredictable behavior wore on the royal family. The King and Queen both mourned her loss and accepted it as an unnecessary tragedy, but they had to admit that her absence made political affairs much more tolerable.

      The Greeks, Hecuba said, had their own agenda. Though they took up arms in defense of the Spartan King’s marriage, they made no promises about returning her alive. Every correspondence the King and Queen received indicated the Greeks’ unwavering terms; Helen must be returned directly to them so that she could be punished for her crimes. The intentions behind her meetings in Greece had become clearer over time, and the enemy intended to make an example out of her, so everyone would see what would happen to someone who tried to tamper with Grecian political power, regardless of status.

      Priam admitted that he had considered giving her up on several occasions, not out of a desperate need to surrender, but because the girl was getting to be more trouble than she was worth.

      “But I would not allow such a fate to befall our new Helen,” he said. “Assuming she is without the qualities of our previous Helen. Qualities responsible for so much disdain from everyone.”

      “I will work to gain your favor, Sire,” Helen responded, bowing.

      “I trust that you will. Though, I must admit it is a shame that the Greeks think Helen’s disappearance to be a ruse crafted to buy our kingdom time for the war effort.” He sighed and looked off into the distance, appearing distracted by one of the battle scenes depicted on the walls. “This would be a most joyous occasion indeed if you had shown up after the enemy was off our backs. I suspect that soon they shall learn of you, thinking the original Helen has come out of hiding.”

      I looked over to see Dymas sweating, my suspicions all but confirmed. He had reached out to the Greeks without anyone else’s knowledge. The time to make that known was drawing close, but I needed to figure out how to approach it as his word carried far more weight than mine.

      Hecuba called for dinner. Several servants carried tables filled to the brim with food and chairs from a side room and placed them in the center of the main hall, several yards from where we were gathered.

      We all slowly found our seats, the King and Queen intermingling with us, seeming not to care to sit at either head of the table as I expected royalty to do. I wondered if such behavior was customary of the time and place or if this was some special occasion.

      Hecuba took a seat next to me and was not shy about probing for personal details.

      “So, Troy, tell me about this America you call home.”

      “Yes, Your Highness,” I said, unsure of where to start. “We . . . there’s a lot of us, for starters.”

      “A lot.” She laughed. “Such a relative term, ‘a lot’. We are over three hundred thousand strong in this city and the many surrounding municipalities that bow to me and my dear husband’s authority.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “My country is home to something more like five million.”

      Her eyes almost bulged from their sockets, but she soon masked her reaction. “You do not jest?”

      “No, I’m not lying. I don’t remember the official tally, but it’s around that number. And there are many who are unaccounted for.”

      “Well, I would imagine so. The effort to accurately keep track of so many subjects seems insurmountable. How is it that I have never heard of this land before?”

      “We’re very far away. I’d be surprised if anyone from around here is familiar with it.”

      “I see. Whereabouts?”

      “It’s far—I mean really far—to the west. Farther west than Egypt. Probably like four times as far from here as Egypt. It might actually be easier to get there going east, now that I think about it.”

      She guffawed, an unbridled sound I did not expect to hear from a woman of such class. “Troy, you speak in riddles! One must travel ‘to the east’ to reach a place far to the west. What a treasure you are.” She placed a hand on my forearm that lingered long enough to make me suspicious.

      Shit, I thought. The last thing I needed was to butt heads with an angry king because his wife was coming on to me. I looked to Priam, but he was engaged in a conversation with Helen and did not appear to notice the gesture. Dymas, however, was sitting at His Majesty’s side and had not taken his eyes from me since the moment we sat down. He responded to my glance with the slimiest shit-eating grin I had ever seen, his eyes moving from my arm to my face. I thought it might be as good a time as any to mention to the Queen what I thought about her senator, but when I turned my attention back to the woman, Cressida had struck up a low conversation with her that I could not hear from her other side.

      I ate much more than I had at the barracks and was glad I saved my appetite for this meal. Though the food I had in the barracks was more than I thought I could get in such a place, the food the palace had to offer was beyond compare.

      The plates slowly emptied, and the conversation died down. It was well into the night when everyone was ready to part ways. Cressida thanked the King and Queen for their hospitality and showed her gratitude to Dymas for taking us safely to the city and arranging the audience.

      “And thank you, Troy, for being the brave hero I needed,” she said, embracing me with a long, full-chested hug. “I would have surely died had you not happened along. I know you will serve our people well.”

      “It was wonderful to have met you, Cressida,” I said, taking her in my arms. “I hope to see you again soon. I know your family will be glad that you’re safe.”

      “Truly, they will. Farewell, dear Troy. Goodbye, Helen.” The two women exchanged a quick squeeze, and she made her way to the door.

      “I must be getting back, as well,” Dymas said. “I still have important matters to tend to before I am able to rest. Farewell, Your Graces. Goodnight, Helen. Troy.” He, too, made his way to the main door.

      “As do we,” said the Queen. “But you two should have your rest. Servants!”

      Two squires entered the room, and Hecuba instructed them to take us to our bedchambers.

      I was shown to mine first. It far exceeded my standards back home or what the Moonshadow was outfitted with. The four-poster bed was covered with a heavy top sheet of regal purple silk as smooth as Helen’s skin. I could see my reflection looking up at me in the polished marble tiles under my feet. Against one wall was an ornately carved vanity desk, atop which sat a mirror large enough for me to see myself fully in if it were on the floor. In the center of the desk was a porcelain bowl of fresh water with a towel at its side, reminding me that I had yet to take that bath Dymas promised.

      “I hope this isn’t my only option for cleaning off,” I mumbled to myself.

      The other servants had taken Helen to see her room. I assumed I would probably see her again before the night was over, so I went to the window overlooking the town to get a feel for my surroundings in the meantime.

      I could see several groups of troops moving around from building to building but there was no one dressed like a normal civilian. I wondered how many of the men were not in the Trojan military. Obviously, politicians such as Dymas were off the hook. They were the decision-makers. Their functions and knowledge were too important to risk their lives in battle. But others—the farmers, the artisans, the fishers—I had to wonder how expendable they were to the kingdom. Surely, they were needed, but there were so many of them, and if the military did not defend against invasion, all could be lost. I hoped Cressida was tucked away somewhere safe within the city walls and, by extension, I hoped her father was well-protected, too.

      A knock at the door interrupted my random musings. I opened it to see Helen, as expected.

      “May I come in?”

      “Of course.” I swung the door wide and closed it behind her as she crossed the threshold.

      “I spoke much with King Priam over dinner,” she said, taking a seat on my bed.

      “Yeah, I saw.”

      “Did you hear our conversation?”

      “No, I couldn’t hear much from where I sat. I was mostly talking to the Queen anyway. What did he say?”

      “It weighs heavy on me, Troy.” She looked at her feet. “He described more of the situation, about how the Greeks would likely view my sudden appearance as the return of the original Helen, only coming out of hiding within the palace.”

      “Why does this worry you?”

      “Perhaps ‘worry’ is not the best word,” she said, thinking. “I am . . . conflicted. The King said that the Greeks are likely to be offended by what they perceive to be a lie. I do not care about this. I will always run after a chance to anger the Greeks. But Priam says he is almost certain they will redouble their efforts in an attempt to claim me. They will surely take it out on the citizens of Troy and any atrocities we have witnessed thus far will pale in comparison to what will come. Because of this, we will need to head them off as soon as we can. They have already done so much damage to the surrounding areas. This is what burdens me; I am already hurting the Greeks simply by making my presence known, which is what I want, but the price I must pay is with Trojan blood. Priam said they will stop at nothing to prevent the Greek conquest, and that I am in the center of this war—which is something I understood in the beginning, but only now do I understand all that it implies.”

      “You seemed to take pride in having a war waged in your name when I first met you,” I said, remembering what she had said not long after climbing aboard Moonshadow.”

      “Yes, Troy,” she said solemnly, turning her gaze to my feet. “I remember my words then and have thought about them since. I feel guilt in being so shortsighted. I am torn and confused. I have decided that I only want what is best for my people, even if it means for the Greek menace to turn away and leave us peacefully. Priam has made me all too aware that I have been underestimating their strength, like the naïve child I am.”

      I walked over to her and took a knee, putting my face in her direct line of sight. I took both her hands in mine and said, “Don’t be ashamed of yourself, Helen. Guilt is just another human emotion. It seems to me like you’re becoming more flesh and bone every day.”

      “Thank you, Troy. Your words mean so much to me.” A tear rolled down her cheek, something I had never seen happen.

      “But this guilt you’re feeling . . . only you can make it go away. Guilt can be good. Sometimes it shows people where they were wrong and need to change, but getting lost in self-inflicted suffering is no way to live. To focus on your guilt for too long—any longer than it takes for you to acknowledge where you were wrong and make a plan to fix it going forward—will only hurt you. If you’re really feeling bad about what you said back on the ship, stop. Just stop. Right now. You realize it wasn’t the best thing to say, and you won’t think like that anymore, right? There’s nothing more to be done. It’s not like you did anything beyond saying a few words to me in private. It didn’t hurt anyone. No lives were lost. Everything’s good, nothing to atone for.”

      “Troy ”—she put her hands around my head and pulled me to her bosom—“you are the best thing that has ever happened to me.”

      We stretched out on top of the covers and watched the stars from the window, making small conversation and catching up on each other’s perspective of the day’s events.

      “I do not trust Dymas,” she said, rubbing her hand down my chest.

      “Me neither. Do you remember when that messenger came back in the barracks?”

      “Yes,” she said. “That left a bad taste on my tongue. I wondered what that was all about.”

      “It looked to me like he sent a message to the Greeks. What was your take on it?”

      “That is also how it seemed to me. He lost his temper, which is unbecoming of a man in his position.”

      “Yeah, for sure, but I don’t think he was supposed to be talking to the Greeks in the first place—not by himself like that.”

      “You are likely correct in your assumption. It would not be well for a single man to engage in wartime diplomacy without the input of his peers. Such an act would be treason, a crime punishable by death.”

      “For sure. Those were my thoughts exactly,” I said. “I’m suspicious he informed them that you are here, though I don’t have any hard evidence to back that up. The King and Queen seemed to think that the Greeks were not yet aware of you.”

      “True, but as the King said, they would have learned soon enough. The King told me that I am to reveal myself to the people tomorrow to bolster morale anyway. Do you think it makes any difference if the enemy discovers me a day early?”

      “No, probably not. But Dymas should be exposed if he’s running around behind everyone else’s backs. No telling what he’d do later down the line.”

      “You are correct. Perhaps we should mention it soon then?”

      “Eh, I’ve been juggling the idea all day. I’d really like more evidence. I worry that it might affect how much the King and Queen trust us if we were to start stirring the pot so soon. Just keep an eye out for now. If he does anymore shady stuff, we’ll call him out, but for now let’s lay low.”

      “Of course, Troy.”

      We spent the rest of our waking moments in relative silence. She appeared to doze off before me. I fell asleep to the feeling of her heart beating against my stomach, her breath breezing against my chest hairs in long, slow waves. I heard no tic in the dead silence, nor did I smell any metal, though the King and Queen had earlier. Perhaps she was becoming more human even as we lay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I opened my eyes the next morning to find Helen still cuddled at my side. It appeared that neither of us had moved an inch throughout the entire night. Though I was likely to feel the full force of battle in the coming days, I felt totally at peace. Everything seemed right. If I were never to find my way home, I decided life in Troy would be fine by me.

      Two servants came to fetch us before long. Both were clearly surprised upon discovering the Princess had chosen to spend the night in my room.

      “Oh, uh . . . good morning,” one of them greeted. “We are to show you both to the bathing rooms. Sorry . . . err . . . to have interrupted if we—”

      “No, you weren’t interrupting anything,” I said.

      Helen was looking over at me with her mischievous, wrinkled-nose grin.

      “I was just thinking about cleaning off, so I’m glad you’re here.”

      “As am I,” Helen said.

      They took us to the bathing area. There were several wooden tubs along each wall. I assumed they had a non-flammable underside because there were low fires lit beneath them to warm the water. I missed the showers back home, but accepted my current option as a suitable substitute. I really had no idea what to expect before then, so I was pleasantly surprised.

      The servants left with a quick goodbye, telling us that they would be right outside the door if we needed anything. Helen watched them as they walked out and turned to me as soon at the door closed. She had that battle-ready feral grin on her face, but I knew she wasn’t anticipating a fight just then.

      “You know,” she began, slowly drawing nearer, “it is customary for all soldiers to bathe together.” She dropped her tunic to the floor. “You are lucky, Troy, to be the only man in this room and to not have to hurry and clean yourself off.” We stood face-to-face, her appraising me with half-closed eyes as if I had just shared an intimate flattering secret. “But you are such a good soldier. It is expected for you to have special treatment.”

      She slid her hand into my pants, her eyes widening a little upon discovering that I was already eager to continue. She began stroking me methodically, rhythmically. I felt the warmth of her breath as she spoke.

      “The other men . . . they cannot hold a candle to you. They will see what you have to offer soon enough.” Stroke. “I know what you have”—stroke—“ to offer.” Stroke.

      She coaxed me backward to one of the tubs and slowly began unbuttoning my shirt. “Let’s get these filthy clothes off of you.”

      It was gone in an instant.

      She dropped to her knees and removed my pants just as nimbly. “Hello again.” She spoke with a dreamy tone, little more than a moan. Stroke. “Let’s clean you off.”

      She began stroking a little faster, adding her mouth as she went. I leaned back and braced myself against the tub with one arm and felt her head moving back and forth with the other.

      Both her hands were on me before long. She took her head away for a moment to look at the door, then whispered, “Mm, I hope they hear us.”

      I grabbed a clump of her hair in ecstasy and pulled it a little. She giggled and took it as her cue to go faster. She rubbed one hand up and down my thigh and grabbed my chest with the other, using only her mouth to please me. I flexed to feel the solid rock of my muscle against her delicate palm, imagining what it would be like to feel her breasts pressed against me in the same place.

      She stood and continued stroking with one hand, saying, “We are only just beginning, Troy. I will not be finished until I am satisfied. Can you satisfy me, mighty warrior?” She let me loose and patted the rim of the tub, leaning against it with her hip curving out to the side, her breasts hanging like two juicy peaches, taunting me.

      “You doubt me, girl?” I said, smirking. I held her chin and pointed her head up to face me, kissing her before climbing into the water. It was hotter than I was used to, but there was an open fire beneath it, after all. I adjusted soon enough.

      She followed my lead and jumped in, more forcefully than I. Water sloshed around, spilling over the side. I sat up, and she wrapped her arms around my head, rubbing my member between her thighs.

      “Ooh,” she breathed. “So warm.” She continued to rub as she leaned in for a kiss.

      I grabbed her dangling fruits and squeezed. She moaned and snaked her tongue into my mouth as I wrapped her in a bear hug, pulling her close, pressing her against me. Her tongue slithered along my neck and followed it up to my face. She used her feet to play with me, which was something I’d never experienced before, but was surprisingly effective.

      “You know, Troy,” she whispered as her tongue found its way to my ear. “My favorite part about being human is all the sex I plan to have with you.” She continued the foot play. “I never knew sexual desire before I met you, Troy. And now, I can think of nothing else. Nothing else . . . but this.” She leaned back and finally sat on me with a loud groan.

      I felt her quiver as she slid down to my base. “Ah,” she gasped, digging her nails into my arms. She hesitated to move from there, so I nudged her, gently pumping up and down. She fell forward onto me again, wrapping one arm around my upper back and the other around my head. “Ah,” she exhaled at the climax of each probe. She pulled herself more firmly against me, letting me do the work for a while. I stretched out with my arms on either side of the tub, focusing all my effort on my pelvic muscles while relaxing like a king above the waist. I could certainly get used to that feeling.

      She took her arm from around my head and caressed the side of my face. Ours noses touched; she consumed my eyes with hers. I felt her hips begin to gyrate, her moans growing louder. She picked up speed, and I let her take over. The water splashed all around, and it got to the point where she was practically yelling. I checked over my shoulder, half-expecting the servants to come in and make sure everything was all right—no, wanting them to come in and make sure everything was all right. I tightened my stomach, the call of her siren song growing almost too strong to bear. I grabbed her plump cheeks and bounced her faster up and down.

      She squealed and raised my bet, giving it all she had. I felt her pulse as she massaged me, and I was sure she could feel me throbbing in unison with her. In response, I pulled my legs in and rose with her still bobbing at my mercy. She grabbed me harder, startled at the sudden motion, but pursued the chase with renewed vigor, wrapping her legs around my waist. She never took her eyes from mine, watching me with that feral grin, challenging me to go the extra mile. Her breasts flopped around wildly, her wet hair clinging to everything it touched in chaotic strands.

      It was then, looking at her with that devious bloodthirsty face, that I realized we were in fact in the heat of battle. One of us was sure to lose, but we would both win in the end, as long as she lost first.

      I grasped her harder at the hips, stretching her legs apart as we continued to wage war. Then I saw it in her eyes; her focus was broken and her will to resist with it. Her lids fluttered, her eyes rolled back, she dug into me with her nails, and then I felt her spasm between the legs. But I did not stop.

      I kept sliding her up and down. She had become a ragdoll in my arms, a toy to play with to my heart’s content. I had won, and not long after, I won again.

      “Mm,” was all she could say, burying her face into my chest. “Mmm . . .”

      I decided it was time for me to let loose, so I sat the both of us back down into the tub and felt sweet release, congratulating myself on a job well done. Good job, Troy. You’ve never done that to a woman twice in a row.

      I lifted her out again and carried her over to a tub filled with water that we had not yet soiled, and we cuddled for the rest of our time there.

      

      Breakfast was waiting in the main hall when we were finished. Helen went to her room to change and take care of some feminine grooming, so I ate alone. A squire met me at the table as soon as I took my seat and told me he would take me to see King Priam at the wall when I finished my meal. I wasted very little time scarfing down my plate, and we were on our way.

      Primed and ready, I met Priam outside the barracks. He had just finished giving instruction to his generals, who were heading off in different directions to fulfill those orders. The war effort appeared to be moving along like a well-oiled machine.

      The King greeted me as I approached. “Good morning, Troy. I trust you have slept well after your long journey?”

      “Yes, sir.” I saluted him by bringing my fist to my chest as I had just seen his soldiers do. “Well rested, well feed—everything as good as can be.”

      “Marvelous,” he said. “We plan to test your strength here soon enough. But first, let us speak of Helen.” He lowered his voice. “Our new Helen, I mean.”

      “Sir. What about her?”

      “It is no secret that she—the other one—is the reason behind all this. As we were saying last night, those two are one and the same as far as everyone else is concerned. Are we absolutely clear on that?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good, good. It would be too much for the common rabble to try and reconcile the difference, and our enemies would never believe it anyway.” He took a moment to look up at the wall. There were dozens of soldiers climbing the stairs and coming in and out of compartments spanning all levels. “She is the axle that keeps this wheel turning. She keeps the battering ram that is our army moving ever-forward. If she were not here, it would all come crashing down. I feared the worst when the other one disappeared. Common folk do not realize the effect morale has on the tides of battle. But without her, this effort would be lost. The men would forget what they were fighting for. They need a face to defend. Do you see, Troy?”

      “Yes, sir. I know all too well the part that a positive outlook plays in the field.”

      “Of course you do. Helen told me last night that you are a powerful warrior in your homeland. She described to me every detail of your battles thus far—with the tribe on Santorini who pledged their fealty to you, the merciless Greeks, the Cyclops from which you saved our dear Cressida. To say I am impressed by your cunning and valor, well, that would be an understatement. The girl makes you sound like a legend.” He chuckled. “And I intend to have you prove these stories to me.”

      “Sir.”

      “I have sent a messenger to the Greeks as a final attempt to come to some semblance of peace before we are neck-deep in all-out war. Can you guess what I have requested of them, Troy?”

      “No, sir.”

      “I have—ah! Look who has come. Welcome, Helen.” He greeted her with a generous smile. “You are right on time. I was just explaining to Troy our next course of action.”

      “Good morning, Your Highness,” she said, bowing.

      He bowed in return. “I was just telling Troy that you shared intimate details with me last night of his exploits during your journey together. The other generals and I have decided that, before we put the lives of all our men on the line, we make an offer to the Greeks to have a series of one-on-one battles with our strongest warriors. Whichever nation wins will have victory in this conflict, and the loser must concede to their terms.”

      “This sounds wise, Sire,” Helen said. “What are the exact terms?”

      “Well, I am waiting for a response from the Greeks as we speak, so their explicit conditions are uncertain, but I know for sure that they will want you, my dear. My messenger was told to inform them of your presence, but also to insist that we were not hiding you and that your previous departure was of your own volition. We must save face at all costs, you see. Reputation is important for a kingdom. So, they will want you—this is a given. If they demand much else, aside from a little reparation for the time and expense they accrued by traveling all the way here, we may have to reconsider the whole thing. All we ask is that they leave us in peace and we forget this whole thing happened. I think that is more than fair, do you not?” He turned to her.

      “I . . . you mean to give me up to the enemy if they accept and succeed?”

      “If they succeed.” He spoke with a coy tone. There was clearly more hidden up his sleeve. “I did not consider that we would lose with Troy here.” He looked to me, a glint in his eye. I was beginning to see his angle. “He will be our first—and only—champion. We have allowed the enemy to send up to three of their strongest men to compete, with one competition held each day. I doubt they will turn down our offer, thinking they have a chance to win this conflict both quickly and with minimal losses.”

      The subtext was clear. I was no one to them yet, a simple pawn on their side of the chessboard. If I died in the challenge, they would have no reason to miss me, and I would have bought them more time to prepare while I did battle, possibly even taking one or two of the enemy’s key players in the process. The chance to sacrifice a pawn for a queen was a golden opportunity. If, on the other hand, I was the hero Helen made me out to be, here was my chance to prove myself and lead them to victory. The stakes were high for me, but for the King it was only an experiment that would benefit his side in some way, regardless of my success. Priam was a clever man indeed.

      “But I jest a little,” the King continued. “We have planned for all outcomes. If by some chance Troy does fail, we will know that he is no more than a mortal man and proceed accordingly. Nothing is certain in battle. It is often that both sides execute many plans to achieve victory. Many such plans are destined to fail, but only one decisive success is needed to win a war. So, if Troy does fail, take comfort in knowing that we do have contingencies in place to protect you, Helen. As I have said, I will not let the enemy do with you as they had intended with your previous iteration.”

      “So,” she said, thinking it over, “you will not keep your end of the terms if they do defeat Troy?”

      “We must keep in mind that our adversary is a known cheater,” Priam said, again looking to the wall, his hands tucked behind his back. “One can never hope to defeat a cheater if one continues to abide by the rules of the game.”

      Helen said nothing. Her expression read as if she were confused, unsure of whether she approved.

      “Tell me this, Helen,” he continued. “Would you feel any obligation to speak the truth to one who lies compulsively? Would you think it fair?”

      “Well, no, I supposed I would not.”

      “Our situation is the same. To put it another way, you cannot expect to fight a pig and avoid getting dirty.” He turned to her, smirking.

      This time she smirked back. I wasn’t sure if she actually agreed or if she was only happy to hear someone talk trash about the Greeks.

      “But regardless of what happens after the competition, assuming they even accept—which I have no reason to doubt they will—you must appear before the people and show them what they are fighting for. We have not released an official statement on what we believe happened to the original Helen, but rumors have spread quickly. Now is the time for you to show your face, Helen, and let the people know they have your full support. If you can do that for the Queen and I, you will be that much closer to our good graces. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Your Highness. I will do whatever is needed, even if I must surrender myself to the Greeks. I hold the good of the people above all else.”

      The King chuckled. “You sound less and less like her every time you open your mouth.”

      After seeing a hint of Priam’s craftiness, I had to assume he was not being completely honest with her. Surely, he would not fight for her at a certain point. There was no value she could possibly provide that any good king would risk his entire kingdom for. That was just common sense. With all his talk of the importance of morale, it seemed likely that was the only use he saw in her at all. I was fairly certain that, although he might not be willing to let the Greeks have the satisfaction of victory so soon, using her as a bargaining chip was still on the table somewhere down the line in his chain of “contingencies.”

      I remembered how she told me about the cannons she designed on her ship back in Egypt and thought it would be worth mentioning to the royal couple. Then they might understand more of what my Helen had to offer. I was confident that, in a relatively short period of time, my girl could make herself indispensable to the city. But first things first. We both needed to show that we could simply follow orders and pull through.

      We waited outside the barracks for the messenger to return. Unlike the one from the night before, this man returned in the same condition as when he left. He sang a different tune than that other one as well. The Greeks accepted the plan, simple as that. The city would blow its battle horns, and the Greeks would send a champion over to duke it out with me right outside the gates. They were allowed to send up to a certain number of spectators to verify the result. If they won, all they claimed to want was Helen and five Trojan warships.

      I had to wonder why they so readily accepted this offer if Dymas had offered Helen to them in exchange for them backing off with no potential bloodshed. I knew it was all still speculation, but it was all I had to go off of. Perhaps, I thought, they were more willing to entertain this idea since it came from the King himself. Maybe one of Dymas’s terms was that they quietly lay off and not rat him out for double-dealing, and they couldn’t handle terms that made it appear as if they were getting cold feet. Maybe the King’s offer satiated their lust for battle. Maybe they, too, saw it as an excuse to bide their time. Maybe they truly were just happy to have five extra ships added to their armada. All of those reasons seemed likely to me, and I really wished I knew what was in Dymas’s letter; it would have made extrapolating so much easier.

      We proceeded to the top of the wall. Soldiers lined it on both sides, surveying every direction for suspicious activity. I could see for miles. The view was breathtaking. I saw to the other side of the hill Dymas pointed to as we entered the city. The Greek soldiers toiled away like ants, fortifying said hill and the encampment just beyond. We towered above, not unlike a child with a hose, ready to rain on their parade. It was impossible to get a semi-accurate headcount from where I was standing, but their army seemed to number in the “shit-ton” category. It would have been awesome if I could make them turn tail just by cracking a few skulls, but as I looked over their firepower, I found it highly unlikely.

      Helen gave a short speech to the troops around us, not saying much more than to state that she was there as one of them and fully supported their cause. The idea was that these men would take her words back to the rest of the troops, and the news would spread through the city as quickly as the prior rumors of her disappearance. The King told her to expect to follow up with more speeches in the coming days.

      The men around us returned to their posts when she finished, and the signal was given to blow the horns. With that, the ball was in motion. All I had to do was await my first challenger.
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      We waited atop the wall for the Greek champion to arrive. I had skipped lunch, not wanting to feel bloated in combat. Dinner was in the process of being brought to us when one of the soldiers called out that six men were making their way to us from the Greeks’ camp. I hurried over to look, and several soldiers blew their horns to declare that the competition was about to begin.

      I really hope we don’t have to do this naked, I thought, remembering back to what I was taught about the original Olympics. I thought it best not to ask and instead just wait to find out.

      “Do you recognize their hero?” Priam asked his men.

      “No, my Lord,” one answered. “It will be too hard to tell until they are nearer.”

      “Let us descend to greet them,” he said, urging me over.

      There was a temporary ladder constructed for easy access to get from the top of the wall to the outside so that the soldiers did not have to climb down on the inside and have the men open the gate, exposing the city to ambush. A cauldron of oil sat nearby so that, if necessary, the men could drench the contraption, light it up, and push it away. This is what we used to go down and meet my competitor—me, Priam, Helen, and four soldiers.

      “Greetings,” the King said as the Greeks approached.

      There was no question which one they had chosen to fight. He towered over me, a real-life colossus, probably eight feet tall. I had never seen such a big man in real life. His muscles rippled from neck to calf like a goddamn comic book character. He wore no armor, covered only by a plain tunic and a silver sash wrapped around his waist, but he did hold a massive hide shield strapped to his left arm that reached all the way from his head to the ground. I looked at my own shield and it felt wimpy in comparison. In his right hand, he wielded a simple sword like all the other Greek soldiers.

      If I had run into that guy in a dark alley back home, I might have been a little nervous, but ever since my bout with the Cyclops, no mountain seemed too tall. He was just another obstacle to charge through.

      Helen was behind me. She wrapped her arms around my waist as the enemy came closer and whispered, “You will kill him, yes? You will accept no surrender?”

      “Either that, or I’ll die trying,” I said and laughed. “But you know what I can do.”

      “Yes, Troy. I have every iota of confidence that you will see this man dead at your feet before the sun descends.” She kissed me and backed away several paces.

      They stopped in a line, spread out several yards in front of us. The King came to my side, and we made introductions.

      “Ah, I should have known we would be seeing you here, Ajax the Great,” Priam greeted.

      Ajax.. I knew I’d heard that name before. I tried to recall where, and of course, I found my way back to the brief overview of the Iliad I was given in high school. I remembered that he was involved in the Trojan war, but with the evidence standing before me, I assumed that was a given. There was something I faintly recalled about the warrior that really stood out to me as a testosterone-filled young man. I thought I remembered hearing that he somehow fought off an army single-handedly during this very war, receiving minimal wounds, no less. I would have been interested to see that, but it was a shame I was going to have to stomp that fire out before it really got burning.

      “It is an honor, Your Highness.” Ajax saluted him and briefly kneeled on one knee before standing and addressing me. “I am Ajax, son of King Telamon of Salamis.”

      Taking his silence as my queue, I stepped forward, saluted, and said, “I am Troy, son of CEO John of Michigan.” It felt like a strange thing to say, but I hoped as long as I looked serious, he wouldn’t question it.

      Ajax raised an eyebrow and looked to his allies, all equally confused. Damn it. “See-eeyo? Misheegan? What are these? They sound foreign, as does your accent . . . and your garb.”

      “I—yes, I am from a faraway land, called the United States of America. Michigan is one of its many kingdoms. My father is a CEO in that kingdom—a very prestigious title. He wields great power in the court and has many arcane responsibilities that few can even comprehend.”

      “This is impressive,” Ajax said. “So, you, too, are of noble blood?”

      “That I am.”

      “I am honored to see you in battle.” He saluted me. “Your name is Troy, like the city, yes?”

      “That is correct. It is merely coincidence. Troy is a popular name where I come from.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      Priam moved to my side and said, “Helen was traveling with Troy during her time away. Last night, at our reunion, she regaled the Queen and I with tales of his daring exploits. He is the sole reason she can be here with us today, as he defended her life on multiple occasions. I cannot wait to see him perform.”

      “Nor can I,” said Ajax, appraising me. “I must say, it would not be honorable of me to hide behind such a great wall as this.” He indicated his shield, but I suspected there to be a double meaning at play, a jab at the city. “What say you, Troy? Let us cast our shields aside, bringing nothing to the fight but our swords and brawn.”

      “I can agree with that.” I tossed my shield to the ground. One of the Trojan soldiers rushed over to pick it up, then I took my sword from its sheath and unclipped my belt, allowing another man to take it from me. My spear I handed directly to Helen, as it was the only precious thing on my person.

      “Let us change the scenery a little, if it is agreeable to you and His Majesty,” Ajax continued. He looked up to the wall. “I have seen the view from up there only once before. I remember it to be breathtaking. If the Fates have chosen for me to die today, I would like to see it one last time. Shall we test our iron atop the wall?”

      “Sounds good to me.” I looked to the King, who nodded in agreement, an amused smile crossing his face.

      We climbed the ladder back to the top, with Ajax following directly below me, making small talk as we went.

      “I could not help but to notice you were carrying Greek equipment, my friend. Am I correct to assume that those items were not gifted to you?”

      I laughed. “Yes, that’s a good assumption.”

      “How many were there? Were you assisted?”

      “There were eight of them, and another eight the next day. Helen fought by my side. She is a capable warrior, probably much more capable than you would suspect.”

      “That is most impressive—that the two of you defeated eight trained Greek soldiers on two different occasions. My excitement grows the higher we climb, friend.”

      “You’re a very pleasant person,” I said. “You’re not at least a little miffed that I’ve killed so many of your brothers-in-arms?”

      “No, not at all. We are all men here. Allegiances change. Battle is battle. War is war. One side is no different from the other. I bare no hatred toward Trojans. I have no great love of Greeks. I am simply a man who lives for the glory of battle. The minor details do not matter so much to me. The side I am fighting for is merely a matter of circumstance, and, if I live past today, that circumstance is likely to change over time.”

      “Huh, interesting.” He seemed like such a decent guy, it was kind of disarming. I thought it might feel weird fighting him, but as he said, he lived for battle. We climbed the rest of the way in silence.

      He had asked his troops to stay on the ground before we made our ascent, making it clear to us that it was a gesture of good faith, a sign of trust that we would not do anything illicit the moment his men’s backs were turned to us. I thought about what Priam said earlier that day, about how the Greeks were known cheaters and that the only way to beat them was to cheat as well. Ajax isn’t a cheater, I thought. But, then again, Ajax was not really Greek either, at least not in his heart.

      He stood across from me on the wall, sword drawn and ready. The other troops gave us plenty of space on both sides. He tore open the top of his tunic, letting it fall to his waist, covering his sash.

      Oh God, I thought, expecting to see him completely disrobe before me. Fortunately, he did not. Tearing open his shirt was as far as he got. I decided to keep mine on, stained as it was. There was something classy about sword fighting while wearing a nice button-up shirt.

      I saw him beat his chest with his free fist and slowly his expression morphed from “friendly next-door neighbor” to “strung-out skinhead who just injected a large dose of PCP straight into his penis.” Things were about to get real.

      “Ready, commence!” shouted the King.

      The soldiers blew their horns as a signal to all that the competition had begun.

      He roared and leapt for me. I lifted my sword to block with no time to think. His iron met mine, and I had to jump back to avoid the aftermath. My wrist—which was still in large part organic, by the way—ached from the sheer force of the blow against my weapon. It was like I had just punched a tree.

      He swung again, but this time I slid further back, not even trying to meet his attack head-on. He came again—and once more. Seeing that the overhead guillotine slices were not doing the trick, he made several wild swipes at my stomach.

      I almost backed into a cluster of soldiers who scattered away as we came through. He had already pushed me back farther than I was comfortable. I knew I might start to look like a bit of a coward to the home team if I let him force me back much more.

      On the next attack, he made yet another crazed sweep at my midsection, but this time I jumped into his range again immediately after my dodge, as his blade continued on its trajectory away from me. I lunged into him, brandishing the tip of my sword.

      I managed to jab a small wound into his shoulder, but he reacted quicker than I expected. He shifted his weight on his hind leg to minimize the damage as my weapon made contact and bounced back in, slamming his left fist straight into my jaw.

      It must have been an awkward attack for him, using his weak hand at a weird angle, but he got his message across. My vision was drowning in stars, a fitting visualization for a fight with an exaggerated comic book character like himself. It took all I had to prevent myself from falling over.

      I reached out and caught myself on the edge of the wall which, thankfully, rose about chest-high on the outward face. Had that not been there to catch me, I would have found myself tumbling down over a hundred feet below to likely have my corpse spat on by his comrades.

      I looked up to greet his blade, yet again. I lifted my sword to defend and slid along the wall, trying to get the hell away from him. His metal clanked against mine with a hair-raising screech. The back of my hand scraped against the wall as I slid. Luckily, I didn’t feel any of that skin-ripping pain against the artificial flesh of my prosthetic, although my wrist was begging me to tap out or at least switch hands.

      I took half a second to catch my breath, and he was on me again. Another rain of iron from above sent me dodging back to where we started, each miss accompanied by a chorus of gasps from the Trojans. This time, I sent some return swipes his way, but they all missed as well.

      His coked-out demeanor was nothing more than a façade. The speed and precision with which he avoided my strikes was near-prescient. He was analytical and calculating of my every movement, like a machine. I was not fighting a mindless animal, no. My enemy was fully present and more patient than he let on. I was beginning to suspect that his mad attacks were simply his way of testing my timing and level-headedness in the face of constant assault, but the smooth manner in which he defended gave his true nature away.

      On the rebound, he took his handle in both hands and crashed against my blade as if he wielded the hammer of Thor. I, too, grasped my weapon in both hands. Sparks flew, and I could hear the onlookers marveling at the scene. I heard a second reactionary clank of metal and felt a weight press down on my boot. I glanced down to see the upper half of my blade, gleaming up at me in the afternoon sun.

      Ajax made a sound like a growl mixed with a laugh. I dropped what was left of my weapon and threw myself into him, launching my fist into his liver. He coughed and chucked his sword over the outer side of the wall, and went to lock my head under one arm while punching me with the other. I felt the first hit more than anything, as it landed inches away from my healing rib. I had forgotten about it until then, and the pain was enough to make me want to vomit.

      Two more followed higher up my torso. I needed to do something fast because I wasn’t sure I could take another beating like that. First, I needed to get out of his chokehold.

      My arms were left to do what they could as he wailed on me, though my reach and range of motion were extremely limited. I could see Helen anxiously watching me from my compromised position. All’s fair in love and war, I thought and shot a fist straight into his testicles. I felt his pain and howled alongside him as he doubled over, releasing my head from captivity.

      He rolled on his back and watched helplessly as I laid into him, landing hits all up and down his torso with my hammer-fists. I stopped for a moment after I knew he wasn’t getting back up, and he looked at me with a blood-drenched smile and coughed, speaking low enough that only I could hear. “Make it good. Give them something . . . to talk about. Give them all something to talk about.”

      I went around so that my legs were on either side of his head and bent over to grab it with my hands. I lifted his bleeding dome several feet up and roared as I drove it back down into the wall of Troy. His skull burst out from the skin of his face, shards of it poking my fingers behind his ears. The Trojans cheered as I raised my arm in the air to signal my victory.

      I still had to throw the Greeks a bone to gnaw on, so, in an attempt to fulfill my adversary’s dying wish, I placed my foot on his chest and pinned his body down as I ripped an arm clean out of its socket. My men cheered louder, and I strode over to the wall and tossed the limb down for the enemy to feast on.

      Acting like it was no big deal, I turned and went to grab a plate from the dinner table and pour myself a cup of wine. The roar of the enemy soldiers down below was the perfect ambience to compliment my meal. The bitter bite of wine had never tasted so sweet.

      I raised my glass to the King as he came over to meet me, Helen at his side.

      “That was an impressive display,” he said. “I must admit, I am largely at a loss for words. I have seen many battles in my time, but nothing so raw as that.”

      “Compliment accepted.” I grinned, taking another sip.

      The King chuckled. “I suspect whoever else they throw our way will not be nearly as great a challenge as Ajax. I await tomorrow with great anticipation.”

      “As do I, Your Highness.”
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      The next day, we waited on ground level for the second challenger to arrive. Several prominent figures from the Trojan aristocracy accompanied us this time to watch the spectacle. Word had already spread of the hero who had traveled from a distant land to rid the city of the Greek menace.

      Cressida was among the newcomers. She made a show of greeting me from across the field as she hopped off the ladder and went to join the others. I grinned in response. My feats were generating a lot of interest in me. I had never known fame but quickly found that I could get used to it. Not least of all perks was the way women looked at me as I walked the streets. Several civilians had come to meet me the previous night after news of my victory got around. More still greeted me on my way to the wall that morning. They flashed their teeth as I passed by; many made efforts to touch me, to see what a hero felt like, to feel my muscles, to brush against the hair of my arm. I felt like the Pope.

      It would be no exaggeration to say that every woman I came across seemed to want me. I looked to Helen, thinking about how in my world it would not be so easy for a man like me to have multiple women. But here, as a champion of Troy, it seemed expected that I bless its people with my seed. The power of fame was tempting to me even then, and I knew it would grow with time.

      I was having a light snack when several figures appeared from over the hill. Upon seeing them, Helen laughed, a high melodic sound. I could not make out any distinguishing features on the men, but experience told me that she certainly could.

      “I know this man!” She giggled from her seat beside me, lazily laying a hand on my arm. She had been getting better acquainted with the wine over breakfast and it was beginning to show. I wondered if she had ever gotten tipsy since discovering her humanity. She seemed to enjoy the feeling.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yes! Well, I know of him through my connection with the other Helen. He was one of my suitors, puffing up his chest like a pigeon in a flimsy attempt to gain my hand in marriage.” She puffed her chest up in an exaggerated imitation, resting her knuckles on her hips.

      “Ah, interesting. I take it she—uh, you—didn’t think very highly of him?”

      She laughed before answering. “You could say that, Troy. He thinks very highly of himself, and I suppose there are others who do as well, but he seemed little more than talk to me. Just an angry child pretending to be an adult but never able to fit in his daddy’s shoes. Can you guess who his father is, Troy?” She rolled her head around to me and met my eyes with a sly grin.

      “I would have no idea.”

      She laughed again and said, “I will give you a hint: you killed him yesterday.” Then she followed up with more laughter before taking another sip of her drink.

      So, this was the son of Ajax. As he came into view, I saw what Helen meant. He seemed to be a young man of less-than-average build, in height and muscle. I felt a pang of guilt at the idea that I might be about to chop down a whole family tree, but it was their decision to face me.

      “I would not mind it if you toyed with him a little, my love,” Helen said. “In fact, I would prefer it.” She winked. I stood and playfully brushed my fingers across her head, disheveling her hair from where she had carefully placed it earlier that morning.

      “Troy . . . Troy . . .” She vigorously banged her hands against the arms of the chair. “Guess what he is called.” She giggled, waiting to reveal her punchline.

      “I’ll find out in a minute.” I stepped forward, and the King joined me as the challenger and company came near.

      “Ajax the Lesser!” His Majesty called out.

      I heard Helen burst out in a fit of laughter behind us. I had to admit, I found that pretty funny.

      Poor guy, having to live in his old man’s shadow. In a way, I thought I’d done him a service by taking his father out, but it wasn’t like he was going to make anything of the opportunity because I was about to end him, too. I thought it might be fun to try and convince him to turn away and make something of his life. If he refused, I could still get some kicks out of taunting him before whooping his ass.

      “King Priam,” he spat. His face was stern.

      I wondered if he always looked so angry or if he was just mad about what happened yesterday.

      “I am here to avenge the death of my father.”

      “There is nothing to avenge, young Ajax,” the King said. “Your father fought most nobly, as always, and died a noble death.”

      “I suspect foul play,” Little Ajax whined. “No man has ever bested my father in combat, and none of our men witnessed the event as it took place.”

      “That was all you father’s decision, boy. He wanted to fight on the wall and insisted that your men stay down below, as a sign of good faith. We all respected his wishes. Troy here beat him fairly, one-on-one.”

      “I do not believe this for an instant. You!” He jabbed a finger in the air at me. “We shall fight on this spot, to the death!”

      “Yes,” I said, trying to keep my tone even and patient. “Those are the terms we have all agreed to.”

      “Those are the terms we have all agreed to!” he mocked me, speaking in a baby voice shriller than the one I had only just begun adjusting to. “You do not honor terms, you filthy whoreson!” His face was red. I knew this was going to be easy. I never saw anyone win a fight using anger as their source of power.

      “You cannot reason with that child, Troy,” Helen shouted over. “He only hears what he wants to.” She giggled. “He does not understand the word ‘no’, for example!”

      “You will come to your senses soon enough, woman! You will see what a fool you were to reject me once I am finished with this imbecile!”

      She only laughed louder in reply.

      I waved his attention back to me. “All right, let’s focus on the task at hand. I’ll start. Hello, I am Troy, son of—”

      “A whore! Yes, I know. Your mother is a whore, and you are a wandering bastard! Remove your weapons, and let us settle this like real men!”

      I complied, smiling through gritted teeth.

      He did not stop with his weapons and armor. Before I realized what was happening, he was throwing all of his clothing to the ground.

      “Whoa, what the f—what are you doing, man?”

      He stood proud, his little hairless scrotum dangling in the breeze for all to see. He truly did have the body of a child. Well, almost. There was minor definition to his muscles and small tufts of hair sprouting here and there—around his nipples, tiny strands under his arms. I was fairly certain he was younger than me, but still old enough to have made it well past puberty. It was like his body had made an attempt at maturing but gave up halfway through. It seemed to me like his father was hogging all the testosterone.

      Helen erupted with laughter once again. “Are you not ashamed, boy?” She almost fell out of her chair.

      “Quiet, you drunken floozy!” he spat. “Not every man has a full chest of hair.”

      “What you say is true.” She giggled. “But any grown man worth his salt can get an erection!”

      He took an angry half-step forward. “What are you implying, harlot? Are you claiming that I cannot?”

      She just continued laughing. I made a mental note to talk to her about the drinking later. I understood that it was a new human experience for her, but it was not becoming of a woman in her position.

      This guy was acting like a child. I thought that surely there were far more capable men back at his camp, and the Greeks might just be trying to be rid of him. It seemed to me that they played their ace on day one, and everyone else they sent over would just be throwaways. I felt bad for him, but again, it was his decision to fight me.

      He turned his attention back to me. “Fine, keep your clothes on if you are too embarrassed to stand naked before me.”

      At that point, I was halfway considering getting naked just to show him up.

      I took a deep breath and said, “Are you sure this is what you want?”

      “What do you mean?” he barked.

      “I’ll let you just walk away right now. I would hate to end the life of a man on one day and end the life of his son the day after. It just seems wrong.”

      “Well, then it is fortunate for you that you will do no such thing. Now let us stop this idle talk and do battle.”

      He charged forth, fists up. I thought to simply stand there and let him get a few hits in, confident there was nothing he could really do to hurt me, but I decided it was best to just end things quickly. I got the impression that the little guy’s life was a long chain of disappointment and anxiety. It would be humane to put him out of his self-inflicted misery as soon as possible.

      I reached out and clobbered him square in the temple as he approached. He flew to the side, dropping to the dirt. A cheer rang out from my side. I looked to his troops and saw that they were already leaving; no ounce of surprise marked their faces. I waited half a minute for him to get back on his feet, but he did not stir, so I sat back down and continued eating my snack. Helen was cackling.

      She put a hand on my arm and said between bursts of laughter, “What a pleasurable display, Troy.”

      I could see Cressida watching us from the crowd of aristocrats gathered off to the side. All of them were watching us, applauding and raising triumphant fists in the air. Oh yeah, I thought. I could get used to this.

      “Hey, Helen,” I said. “How much of that wine have you had?”

      “Um, let me see.” She lazily wrapped a finger around the pitcher handle, lifted it a few inches from the table, and let it drop. It landed on its side, but no wine spilled out. She giggled. “Looks like all of it. Why, did you want some? I can get you some—servants!”

      “No, no.” I waved the servant away. “It’s just . . . you need to take it slow with alcohol. What you’re doing now, it’s embarrassing.”

      “But it is so wonderful,” she said. “I wish to be this way all the time!” She held her arms up like she was on a rollercoaster. “I could never feel this way”—she lowered her voice to a whisper and leaned in to me—“as a robot.”

      “Yeah, I get that, but you just can’t be doing this all the time. Maybe once in a while in private, but not out in public. Not like this with everyone watching.” I gestured in the direction of the spectators. “It will affect their opinion of you. You don’t want your people to think poorly of you, do you?”

      “No, no, you are correct, Troy.” She nodded. “I will never drink again.”

      “I mean, that’s not—you don’t have to swear it off entirely. Just take it one step at a time is all I’m trying to say.”

      She hickuped. “Yes.” Hic. “Of course.”

      “Good girl.” I looked to the crumpled form of Ajax the Lesser. “Oh, look.” I nudged her arm, pointing. I had not killed him after all. He was beginning to move.

      He slowly tried to lift himself up off the ground but failed under his own weight. Helen’s eyes grew excited, and she clapped her hands together, looking from him to me and back again. It was obvious she wanted the honor of ending him, and it would not have been very nice of me to refuse her that pleasure.

      “Go on,” I said, nodding in his direction.

      She jumped up and took a knife from her belt. “Servant! Spear!” She snapped her fingers, and a servant brought her Artession’s spear. She smiled at me excitedly, like a teenage girl about to get a picture with her favorite boy band member, and strutted over to the struggling mockery of a man.

      “Ugh . . . Helen,” he groaned in pain, peering up as her shadow stretched over him.

      “No, no,” she hushed him, bending close. “Do not speak. Only listen. You, Ajax the Lesser, are the embodiment of everything I so deeply despise in the Greeks. You, boy, are the perfect argument against why they should no longer continue to draw breath. I could not explain my distaste for their wretched kind any more clearly than to simply point to you as an example of what they are to me. Do you understand?”

      He only groaned in response. She raised her voice and stood, saying, “The man who just bested you is Troy Weston. He is a true champion. You were a fool to think you could challenge him and walk away. He swatted you down like the annoying insect you are, and he will do the same to the Greeks.” She stooped down and began tearing at him with her blades while she spoke.

      He screamed a deafening, high-pitched wail.

      “It is you, Ajax the Lesser, who is the whoreson! You will leave your shade on the Dardanian plain, gone and forgotten in a matter of days.”

      I watched her work, worried at first that she was creating a poor image for herself, but then I heard the renewed cheers of the crowd egging her on. I had to remember that I was in a different time and place. Their values were not the same as mine.

      She was really going to town on the kid, shredding him to ribbons. It reminded me of how she disemboweled the Thirians in our first combat encounter. I wasn’t turned on then like I was now, seeing her hack away at Little Ajax like a proud lioness.

      She sailed home her coup de grace, stabbing him through the eye with Artession’s spear, straight through to the unforgiving ground.

      In the heat of the moment, all I could think about was piercing her with my spear later that night.
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      I did not wait for her invitation that night. The moment we were alone in my room at the palace, after all the fanfare died down and the crowds had dispersed, I threw her to the bed and lay siege like never before.

      “Helen, that was fucking hot.” She was bent over with me steering her from behind. Her buttocks formed a nice round curve at the end of her spine as she arched forward, graciously accepting my reward after the day’s hard work. “I know it’s wrong on so many levels . . . but watching you go to work on that little punk was the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. Period.” I gripped the sides of her hips and continued driving home.

      “Thank you, Troy,” she said between gasps. “Your praise is the highest honor to me.” She paused to take another string of deep breaths. “Please, do with me as you will. I only wish to please you.” She meant it, and my mind went blank for a moment at the reality beneath me. She was alive, dangerous, giving, and real. There was no game in here. Only pleasure, aimed my way, and she meant every fucking word of it.

      We rocked back and forth on the mattress, her yelping now and again as I plunged to new depths. She grabbed a fistful of sheets in her hands to brace herself against my reentry. I smacked her backside to get my point across, and she moaned with pleasure.

      “Did you like it when I told him—when I told everyone—how mighty you are?” she breathed.

      “Oh yeah . . .” Pump. “That was a nice touch.” Pump.

      “Not that . . . oh . . . you need anyone to . . . oh . . . speak for you . . . oh.” She braced herself again as I picked up speed. “Your—Oh!—actions speak—Oh!—for themselves.” She bent lower and buried her face in the covers. I could still hear her muffled yelps as I plowed her fields.

      I tried not to dwell on it, but the encounter was reminding me of my time with Cressida. I had never quite seen Helen so submissive. A lot of the things she was doing in response to my actions echoed the mannerisms of the other girl. I thought it might be likely that I would experience this behavior from other women many times over in the coming weeks now that I was becoming such a local hero. I hoped Helen would not mind, but we would cross that bridge when we got to it.

      “Imagine that puny excuse for a man,” she said between gasps as she lifted her head back up. “Sitting over there”—she pointed to the vanity table and continued—“watching us. Longing for me as he was in life. Longing to be you, surely as he was before I ended him.”

      I felt a little guilty thinking about it, but I’d be a liar if I didn’t admit she was turning me on more and more with every word.

      “He was not fit—Oh!—to face you in—Oh!—combat as he did.” She reached a hand back and caressed my stomach with the tips of her fingers.

      I gripped her harder.

      “He deserved nothing more than to die on the battlefield like all the other faceless boys with something to prove.” She turned to look at me with her wide eyes.

      I met her stare and kept up my pace, Helen lurching forward with every thrust, her hair swaying at her side.

      I took her over to the vanity set and bent her against the table, this time fondling her breasts. We watched ourselves in the mirror. She forced a dirty smile between thrusts and reached a hand back to brush against my cheek. I reached up from her chest with one hand and gently curled my fingers around her throat, a playful gesture of dominance. She received it well, leaning her head back with my minimal coercion and offering her lips for a kiss. My other hand continued to cup her breast. Though we stood, I had her at an angle where she was almost sitting on me. From the corner of my eye, I watched our reflection in the mirror. It was amazing, like nothing I had ever seen, her curved figure willfully submitting to the demands of mine.

      I thought to take things a step further, so I pulled back and moved her over to the wall. Her chest pressed against it like she was wearing a corset tied too tight. Her lower back arched out to accept everything I was willing to throw at her. She placed her hands against the stone and grunted while I pushed. I ran my nose along her neck, soaking in her sweet cinnamon aroma, and then trying to taste it on my tongue.

      She gasped and looked to the chair at our side, saying, “Imagine—ah—that boy—ah!”

      I covered her mouth with my hand. “Stop talking about him. He’s nothing anymore. Understand?” I moved my hand from over her lips but kept a hold on her face, my thumb on one cheek and my remaining fingers on the other.

      Her lips slightly scrunched together at the sides, she answered, “Yes, Troy.”

      I kept going, and she began scratching at the wall and then slamming her palm into it. I let off her just enough for me to reach up and wrap an arm around her chest. I moved my other hand down between her legs and started to fondle her. She stomped on the floor. I could see a faint hint of our reflections dancing beneath us in the marble as fluids began to drip out into a small puddle.

      She moaned, reaching back to pull my hair. I went full throttle until she was done and persisted for a while after, kissing her until I reached my climax. I took her back to the bed, and the two of us plopped down, sweaty and spent after a long, hard day. We drifted off in a tangle of limbs, gone to the world for a few blissful hours.
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      I awoke to the sound of horns blaring. Helen stirred at my side.

      “What is it?” she mumbled. “Are we under attack?”

      “Might be.” I jumped to my feet. “I’ll go check it out.”

      I was ready in a flash, spear on my back and sword at my side. In my haste, I decided to leave my shield behind.

      It was still night, probably early morning. I heard shouts from the wall, so I made my way there to see what all the fuss was about, grogginess tugging at me as I went. It seemed that I arrived right on time. In the dim light of torches carried by men on the ground, I saw three figures descending the side of the wall. At a quick glance, I noticed that two such attempts had already been foiled, as there were two bodies crumpled on the dirt, each beneath a chaotic mess of rope. It seemed that the guards atop the wall had cut the lines loose before the intruders could make it safely down.

      Huh, I mused. So, Priam called it after all. They are cheating.

      The remaining three had almost touched down when I showed up on the scene. One, dangling a few yards above, suddenly found himself on the ground as his thread was hacked in two. He took a second to get his bearings, surprised to still be on his feet after a ten-foot drop, and took off running deeper into the town.

      I didn’t know what his plan was after being spotted by over two dozen enemy eyes, but I didn’t intend to let him get any further. He sped right by me, close enough for me to reach out and scoop him up by the neck with one arm. He yelped and choked as I squeezed him between my bicep and forearm, applying more pressure than needed simply because I was a little miffed at being woken in the middle of the night.

      I channeled my inner 1990s action hero and applied torque to his head, using as much of my hands’ strength as the motion allowed. It rolled with ease, well past his spine’s physical limitations. I heard a deafening crunch in response to the force, far more satisfying a sound than I could ever manage by popping my knuckles. He dropped where he stood, and I took off for the next guy coming my way.

      I rammed into him like a bull, forcing him off his path. He flew to the ground, and I wasted no time in stomping over and making short work of him, just like I had with his buddy mere moments ago. Snap!

      I stopped to have a moment of appreciation for my prosthetics. They were strong before, but now, my hands allowed me to end these guys almost effortlessly. I wondered where the cutoff to their power was. Every time I thought I had them figured out, I pushed them to new heights and found the bar raised.

      The last one cleared past me entirely while I was distracted. Obviously, that frustrated me a little more because the sleep was already starting to wear off, and I really wasn’t in the mood to run around the city playing tag with some random guy I had only just met.

      “Come here,” I growled, lunging for him from behind.

      I struck home and brought him down with an arm around his head. It happened pretty fast, but I was fairly certain he was dead before we got to the ground.

      “Whew,” I breathed, and shouted to anyone who could hear, “Three for three!”

      The Trojans howled with applause, and I helped them disarm the downed foes. We de-handed them as well, using our swords to saw away at their wrists. I wasn’t in the mood for the climb, but I kind of felt obligated at that point, so I went with them to the top of the wall. We strung up their swords and severed appendages, then we hung them high for the rest of our enemies to see. Several of the guys patted me on the back when it was all said and done. I had yet another item on my list of feats for them to brag about. Life was getting better all the time.

      Helen awoke when I got back to the room. Still naked from earlier, she climbed out of the covers and met me by the desk. She used the bowl of water to wash the blood off my hands as I told her what happened. I chuckled at a bit of morbid humor, amused at how none of the blood was from the fight itself, but instead from what the men and I did with the bodies afterward.

      “Something amuses you?” she asked, rubbing my palms with the rag.

      “Oh, it’s nothing. Just dumb stuff.”

      When she finished, she led me back to bed and wrapped herself around me, and she was more comfortable than any blanket money could buy.

      I felt her deep breaths against my neck, and she whispered, “You are more than I imagined, Troy Weston. I am so delighted to have met you.” We drifted back to sleep, undisturbed until the sun rose the next morning.
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      The next morning, we met Priam and Hecuba in the main hall and discussed our plans moving forward. They decided that the competition was off, and there would be no final match since the Greeks clearly could not stick to their end of the deal. No mention was made of how, only two days prior, Priam practically admitted his plan to keep Helen safe even if the city had lost the competition.

      The King assigned me a small platoon of sixteen men to accompany me wherever I saw fit. Things were going to get a lot more fun with capable soldiers under my command.

      The King’s gift didn’t come a moment too soon. Before our breakfast was finished, we got wind of another attack on the city. First the horns blared, and then a messenger burst through the palace doors.

      “Lords, the enemy has attempted a surprise attack on the east wall!”

      Apparently, a large force from the Greek camp had been sitting outside the gates for that last couple hours as a distraction, while a smaller group snuck over to the other end of the city. There were a few guards posted on the eastern side, but they were expertly dealt with by several well-aimed and well-timed arrows. It was assumed that the Greeks had constructed some makeshift ladders of their own on that side of the wall out of sight of the men and stowed them away until the right moment.

      My men were already in the palace with us when we heard the news, and we were all out the door in an instant, Helen included.

      There were around thirty of them, all charging into town as a loose cluster. I stopped one in his tracks with my spear and swiped at another with my blade, using such force that his feet flew out from under him. My men took that as their cue to engage, and did so with applaudable efficiency. I could see this crew wasn’t just a group of throwaways and acknowledged what that meant: the King and Queen were beginning to show faith in my abilities.

      The fight went down without a hitch, finished before it had really begun. My team suffered little more than a few minor scrapes and bruises. Adrenaline coursed through my veins. Helen even got a few kills in—her first fight since we found the city, unless you counted the giveaway from the previous morning.

      Refreshments were brought to us while the boys heaped the remains into a nice tall pile. I cut a slice from an apple using the clean side of my sword and fed it to Helen. She snatched it from my fingers, playfully grinning, still teeming with energy from the fight.

      “You did very well just now,” I said with a laugh at her feral behavior. “What a woman you are.” I scratched under her chin playfully, and she beamed at the shared joke, then nipped at my hand, smiling with a newfound confidence.

      “You performed amazingly, as always, my darling,” she sang before tearing a bite from the apple I had cut into. “I cannot wait to see our next battle.”
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      We did not have to wait long. Helen and I talked strategy with the royal couple while the servants were preparing dinner. We were interrupted by another messenger who told us of a second attack along the southern side of the wall. I rounded up my men, and we started toward the commotion, only to discover it had already been dealt with.

      Less than ten enemy troops cleared the wall and were shot down before they reached cover. It was apparently an attack made out of desperation. I was confused about why the Greeks would waste troops like that, knowing any damage they might have caused would not be worth the loss to their side.

      One of my men reasoned that perhaps this group was acting independently of the head of operations. It was a common practice for many generals in the surrounding nations to kill their own troops if they survived a failed strategy. The Greeks were notorious for this. My man suggested that maybe this small team was part of the larger attack we squashed earlier, and that, for whatever reason, they did not follow the rest of their brothers over the wall during the first raid. He thought it likely they preferred to die “in battle” now rather than return to their superiors and face the shame of defeat and a high probability of death.

      We returned to the palace to continue talking strategy with the King and Queen. I could tell that something had been eating at the Queen all day, but only after the second attack did she come out and say it.

      “It is clear that they will not relent as long as Helen remains within the confines of the city,” she said solemnly, leaning forward and bracing herself against the edge of the table. “And even if we were to dismiss her at this point in the conflict, they would likely seek to punish us further.”

      Her attitude confused me. I believed that what she said was probably true, but I did not understand why it worried her so much all of a sudden. This was the first time she spoke of giving up, in a sense.

      “My dear,” Priam said, clearly as confused as I was, “are you suggesting we leave Helen to the wolves after all we have done to protect her so far? After all brave Troy, our rising star, has done in her name? If nothing else, think of the effect it will have on the men. If the Greeks decide to continue their siege, our men will not have any will to fight.”

      “Forget these talks of morale,” she spat. “There are many other factors to consider. Yes, it is true that our young hero here has done a great deal for the girl, and for us, in this effort, but I do not believe his actions outweigh the likely possibility that the city will fall if we allow the siege to continue.” She took a few breaths. “I know the enemy’s attempts so far have been laughable, but they have thousands of men camped over that hill. Even if we do defend against them, we will suffer substantial losses in the process, and they will return in greater numbers to finish what they started.”

      “Then what, pray, do you suggest we do?” His Majesty asked her, looking over at Helen and I, presumably trying to gauge our reactions to what was being said.

      “I do not want to do it, but I do not think it would be sufficient to leave her to them. The Greeks want to make an example of her. Perhaps we go ahead and do it in their honor. Maybe they will see our actions as a gesture of good faith and leave us be.”

      “What do you mean by this, Your Highness?” Helen gasped. “How do you intend to make an example of me on their behalf?”

      “It would be customary for the sea to claim you in such a situation—we bolt an anchor to your leg and drop you from a ship.”

      Helen gasped again and looked to me, her eyes pleading. I wrapped an arm around her and held her close. What the Queen was saying was total nonsense. It came out of nowhere. I had to wonder if there were other motives behind her suggested course of action.

      “Surely, this cannot be the best solution, Your Grace?” I said, trying to keep a level tone.

      “This is the most direct course of action I can think of,” she said. “I do not wish to do this, but if we were to go through with it, we could make it as painless as possible for you, Helen.”

      “How?” she said, on the verge of tears.

      “There is an herbal mixture we would administer to you. It would be in secret—the Greeks would not know. It would dull your senses and lessen the pain.”

      “My love!” the King interjected. “This is madness! We would not even know if such a concoction would work on the girl, but all of that madness aside, we simply cannot do such a thing. It is not an option. Let us not lose our heads at the first sign of danger.”

      “If it would not offend you, Your Highness, I wish to speak my mind and say that I agree with the King. There are other ways to solve our problem,” I said. “I already have my own reinforcements on the way, as you know. They alone will lessen the toll on the city.”

      “Yes, my dear. There are many more solutions,” the King said.

      “Well, what is it that you would propose, my love,” Hecuba said flatly. “I am not in the mood to lose more innocent civilian lives. The countryside has already been laid to waste in large part. What do you propose we do to bring this mindless destruction to its end?”

      The King was silent for a moment. He looked to Helen and I and then back to the Queen. Her expression was stern, impatient. He looked like a lobster counting its few options of escape while being lowered into a boiling pot.

      “I suggest we take the fight to them—outside the city,” he finally said. “Helen included. That way, all essential figures—aside from you, my dear—are out there on the battlefield. Our citizens within the walls will not be caught in the crossfire.” He looked to us, again trying to discern our body language, before continuing, “How does this sound to you, dear?”

      She crossed her arms and took a long hard look at Helen and me. Her stare weighed heavily on me, enough to make most men run for cover. I did not know what would be best; to turn away and give her the satisfaction or to meet it head on. I decided the latter, strengthening my grip on the girl at my side as I did. At that point, her decision no longer mattered to me. If I had to take Helen elsewhere to keep her safe, making myself public enemy number one in the process, that was what I would do.

      This Queen was not the laughy, chatty woman I had introduced myself to over dinner the other night. In that moment, a new reality set in—a paradigm shift, I might call it. I remembered how Priam spoke at the wall the other day; his plans on top of plans, his test of my might presented as a show of faith by selecting me as the city’s champion, his deceptive craftiness. The two were cut from the same cloth, always playing a complicated social game. When they needed to laugh and charm, that was what they did; when they had to apply the thumbscrews, they would turn up the heat. I began to wonder if there was anything genuine about them. I had already started to doubt if the King was concerned for Helen’s wellbeing when he offered her to the Greeks’ in the competition. Even now, one of the first things he mentioned when Hecuba was literally suggesting they throw Helen to the sharks, was how he worried what Helen’s disappearance would do to morale if the Greeks were to continue fighting. They both wanted to beat the enemy in this game of chess, but it seemed more and more like they were playing an internal game against each other to see who got to move the next piece against the real enemy.

      Seeing that I would not be moved, that I was willing to meet her challenging gaze for the foreseeable future, Hecuba exhaled and let down her arms, turning her attention back to the King. “I suppose if all other parties are willing”—she waved a hand in our general direction—“then that is what we shall do. But you will stop at nothing to prevent the enemy from entering the city. We have already had two close calls on this day alone. I will change my mind if it happens again.”

      “Yes, love,” the King said. “Trust me, this will work.”

      Helen buried her head in my chest and breathed a sigh of relief before turning to the Queen and saying, “Thank you, Your Majesty. I will not let you down. I promise that I will make myself of use to you.”

      “Then do so, girl,” Hecuba said. “We have enough pretty faces in this kingdom. Prove that you have more value than this fanciful talk of boosting morale. My husband puts far too much weight on that idea. Now leave me. We will gather again in the morning and discuss the next steps.”

      “Yes, Your Highness,” Helen said, bowing.

      I said nothing, and we made our way back to my room for the evening.
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      There was a terrible storm. The Moonshadow tumbled at the mercy of the waves. If Poseidon did exist in this world, he was not happy with me. Thunder boomed all around, lightning illuminating the black sky. I did not know where we were or how to get home. My only option was to hope and pray.

      “This is our last and only chance at peace!” Hecuba shouted over the tempest, her tunic pulling this way and that at the beckoning of the wind. “The gods are frowning upon us now.”

      She looked up to the angry clouds, their edges briefly outlined every few seconds by the violent light. If I looked hard enough, I was sure I could see two massive eyes looking down on us from up there.

      “Come here, girl,” the Queen demanded.

      Helen answered the call. She was stark naked except for the strap that held her weapons. The Queen pulled one of Helen’s twisted knives from the girl’s belt and held it to her throat. I wanted to shout out, to stop it, but something held me still, a captive onlooker. If it had to be done, I did not understand why they felt I had to watch.

      But no, I thought, I have to be here. For her. She needs me.

      “Take this, girl, and swallow it all.” Hecuba let down the knife and handed Helen a clump of something I did not recognize.

      She wordlessly obeyed.

      “Show me!”

      Helen opened her mouth and held out her tongue to show that the clump had gone down.

      My attention was drawn over the edge of my ship. There were four large fins cutting through the surface of the water, swimming in a circle like vultures homing in on a fresh carcass. I hoped that herbal clump would kick in fast enough to dull my girl to that kind of pain.

      “My Queen!” Priam hurried forward, worry etched in every line of his face. Resting atop his head was a crown I had not seen him wear previously. It was shaped like the king piece in a game of chess. I noticed then that the Queen, too, wore a crown—a different one, shaped like the queen piece. It was like they weren’t even trying to hide it anymore. This really was all just some sort of game to them.

      “My Queen!” Priam repeated. “Please . . . there is another way to win.”

      “Go on, dear, but hurry. I do not have all day.”

      “Yes, love.” Priam took the other wicked blade from Helen’s belt. “We must show them how much we loved Ajax the Great!”

      The King took Helen’s arm and began to saw away at it with her dagger. Helen cried out but held up her other hand to stop me, saying, “Please, Troy. Allow this. It is for the good of the people. It is for Ilium that I do this.”

      I nodded to her, again saying and doing nothing to stop this nightmare from happening. If it was what she wanted, I was no one to stand in the way, even if I wasn’t happy about it. I thought of what my life would become without her. We had only known each other for such a short time, but I felt as if I had loved her all my life. I was conflicted. To help her, to disregard her wishes, would make her resent me. To allow this to continue would leave me without her.

      Priam continued sawing at her arm. It broke loose from her, exposing internal wiring. He chucked it over the rail, and a shark launched from beneath the waves to intercept it, gobbling it up before it even made a splash.

      “Now they will know,” Priam said.

      I could not argue. Now the Greeks would surely know how much we honored Ajax, their mightiest warrior. I did not like it, but it was all we could do to appease them.

      “Are you quite finished?” the Queen asked flatly.

      “Yes, love.” Priam hurled the knife to the sea.

      “Then I shall continue.” She reached out and sliced Helen’s throat with the other knife. Blood flowed out this time, not wires.

      Helen cried as the life poured from her body. The Queen guided her over to the edge and pushed her off. I did not see the sharks go after her, but I knew they had.

      “Troy,” Priam said. He had come up to me when I wasn’t watching and was now looking directly into my eyes. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but she’s gone.”

      My heart was pounding. I wanted to cry. I had not felt so bad since I awoke to the news about my hands. I reached up to cover my face, to wipe away any tears that might escape my lessening grip, and saw nothing but two bloody, bandaged nubs at the ends of my wrists.
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      I jerked awake. Sweat soaked my face. Stars twinkled at me through the window. I could not have been asleep for more than a couple hours. Helen was slumbering calmly at my side, blissfully unaware of the scene I had just survived. She appeared to be gone to the world just like any other human, just as she had the other nights following our arrival in the city. An odd thought struck me then; I wondered if perhaps her humanity might not be gained simply over time, but instead by how close she came to filling the shoes of the original Helen. It was nothing but a guess, but it piqued my curiosity.

      I pulled her close, holding her as tightly to my chest as my arms would allow. If she was a normal woman, I would have been worried about the harm my strength would cause, but she was not a normal woman. All the robot stuff aside, Helen was a true daughter of Troy—strong and resilient. I intended to keep her that way, alive and well, no matter the cost. Nothing resembling my nightmare would come to pass if I had any say in the matter.

      She stirred. “What is the matter, Troy? Does something bother you?”

      I was silent for a while before I answered. “Do you dream, Helen?”

      “No, Troy. I hope to one day. I am only now just beginning to sleep in a way which I feel is more suitable for a human.”

      I smiled, caressing her arm. “So I’ve noticed. It was just a bad dream is all. I’m sure you’ll know all about those soon enough.”

      She dozed back off soon after, but I lay awake, my mind too restless to return to slumber.

      We stood outside the city gates early the next morning. At our command was a force of over 3000 men. The King and Queen’s two remaining sons were there, Hektor and Alexzander.

      It was not long until we received word from the scouts on the wall that the enemy’s army on the other side of the hill was moving back, presumably to regroup with other forces camped a little over a day’s ride to the west.

      We decided that the princes would each take one fourth of the forces. Hektor would head south and force any Greek troops back to their camp; Alexzander would go north and do the same. We suspected they had more sneaky machinations planned and wanted to head that off as soon as possible. They would not necessarily be easier to fight as a single unit, but if we could round them all back up at their encampment, we could draw them out in disjointed pieces from there, having greater control of the battlefield.

      While the princes were taking care of that, Helen and I would lead the rest of the men westward and set up camp closer to the one that the Greek forces on the other side of the hill were retreating to. If everything went smoothly, the generals would meet back up with us there before sundown.

      By the time dusk was approaching, it had been a long day. With so little sleep the night before, exhaustion tainted every move I made, but I was determined to see my duties through to the end. Helen and I were just finishing up pitching our tent when Hektor returned from his patrol. It did not take long for me to recognize the scant Thirian tribal wear of the man walking at the prince’s side.

      Artession had come at last. I was beginning to wonder if he had lost his way. I looked further down the line of troops and recognized many familiar faces from Santorini among the few hundred tribesmen that followed behind their chief.

      The towering man stopped before me and bowed, then he spoke in his native tongue.

      “He says that he told you he would come, Troy, and that now he is here,” Helen translated.

      When he stood again, I extended my arm to greet him. He took my hand as we looked into each other’s eyes for an awkward amount of time.
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      Hektor and Artession followed Helen and me into my tent. The Chief left his people outside while we brought their leader up to speed on the situation, Helen translating for us.

      “Tell me what has happened since you saw us last, friend,” I said, offering a skein of wine.

      He graciously accepted the drink and explained in great detail everything he had experienced since we parted ways. It took a day longer than they’d hoped before the tribe was ready to leave Santorini—a place they had called home for generations immemorable. The women and children cried even long after the island was behind them and out of view. They took everything they could manage to carry on their ships, but there was not enough room for all their possessions.

      After several days of rowing with little rest, they were overcome with joy at not only the sight of the mainland, but also the sight of my ship at anchor not far from the coast. They could not believe what luck they had in following my path and knew it was ordained by the gods.

      When they made land, they were immediately alarmed by the smell of smoke and rotting flesh. They soon found many dead bodies littering the ground, with vultures eating their fill everywhere one looked. They traveled to the village nearby to see if there were any survivors or at least any supplies they could make use of. Most everything hand been taken or destroyed, aside from a few handfuls of food here or there.

      It was a heavy decision, but the tribe decided to leave their ships behind—near mine—for the time being. They followed the biggest road they saw leading out of the city, thinking it would lead to Troy. Artession had heard stories of the city as a child, so he had a general idea where it was. Many elders from his youth had traveled the country when they themselves were young and brought back treasures and tools with fantastic stories of their adventures. He explained that many of the tribe’s better weapons and some of their most beautiful jewelry came from such trips to the mainland.

      That made a lot of sense to me. Helen did her best to give him directions to the city when we were on Santorini, but it was difficult to gauge if he understood as well as he was letting on, and she was unsure herself of exactly how to get there from the direction we were coming—at least without having to take days to sail around and make land at a place she was more familiar with than Dardanelles.

      The tribe traveled further into the mainland until they came to a crossroads. They were puzzled, not knowing which way to go, and decided to camp for the night while scouts ran in both directions. When Artession awoke the next morning, he discovered that only one of the scouts had returned, and that one had no helpful information to provide. The Thirians headed the other way, thinking that whatever prevented their scout from coming back might be related to the war. They were lucky and unlucky all at once, because, though they found their scout’s headless body down that road, they also soon learned that they were traveling in the correct direction. Artession vowed to avenge his fallen brother, and the tribe took time to devour him so that he may live on as a part of each remaining brother and sister.

      The ceremony was not yet finished when a party of troops happened upon them. Artession did not know many words in the language of the mainland, so he simply repeated “Troy” over and over again until one of them pointed him in the direction he was already leading his people. Artession told me that, upon seeing me at the camp with the Trojan soldiers, he realized that those other troops were likely enemy forces, and if he would have known that, he would have killed them. I told him that was fine and that there would be plenty of opportunities to make up for that in the coming days.

      His tribe marched on until they came across another, much larger force of men. This time it was Hektor, who knew to expect them. Through his body language, Artession understood that Hektor meant for the tribe to follow him and his men back along the smaller road from which the troops just came, but he was surprised to see me waiting for him at the end of the journey.

      As the Chieftan recounted his tale, I filled Hektor in on the relevant details, most importantly the specific reason this giant savage man and several hundred soldiers were ready to give their lives for the city’s cause. The prince was amazed, especially when I described our first encounter with the tribe and how they tested our competence in battle.

      “The two of you have something special, Troy,” Hektor said. “No one will fight harder than a soldier who loves the man—or woman—at his back.” He took a sip of wine and slammed it down on the table for emphasis. “What a journey thus far. I am honored to be a part of it.”

      “Then we are a pair,” I said. “I consider myself fortunate to be here, taking up arms with you, your brother, and this wonderful kingdom.”

      “Here, here!” He raised his goblet, and we made a toast. “I truly believe that there are only two emotions—some would argue the case for others, but I hold my position that all other emotions are derived from these two: fear and love. Some might say ‘hate and love’ would be a more appropriate pair, but this is not the case.  A man cannot hate without fear, so fear is hate’s source, its precursor. And war . . . war brings both of these primal emotions to the field. I pray to the gods that our fear will be left in the dust when the blood begins to spill.” He nodded, satisfied with his speech. “So. What are we to do with the rest of the Thirian tribe? There are among them at least 300 men ready for battle, but twice as many who cannot fight.”

      “They are to be kept within the safety of the walls, of course,” Helen answered. She turned to me, and I nodded in agreement. “Hektor, show Artession and his people back to the city, and bring him and his warriors back here. Be cautious, as we may have overlooked enemy troops on the way here.”

      I thought it kind of silly for her to be telling this to a general—to look out for enemy troops for such-and-such reasons—but I had to admire that she was fulfilling her role nicely and trying to prove her worth as much as she could in the circumstances.

      She translated her message to the Chief as well, and the four of us took some time to go over a map and discuss the best routes for them back to the city—the ones that would likely keep the Thirian people unnoticed by the enemy. Hektor was clearly not happy with some of the options we outlined, as they were out of the way and involved traveling through the denser forests of the area, but he agreed that they would probably be effective in keeping the Thirian civilians safe.

      Beaming ear to ear, Helen turned to me when they were gone and said, “We might now have enough men to do what needs to be done.”

      “Yeah, our chances just got a hell of a lot better.”
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      I had a messenger accompany Artession and Hektor to make sure they made it safely to the city. I worried that travel would be difficult for the tribe since they had no horses and the constant threat of attack lingered at every turn. I had hoped that the cover of night would hide them for most of their way to Ilium.

      A second messenger waited at camp until the moon was high overhead, and then, per my instruction, he traveled out to catch up with the tribe and send the first messenger back to inform me of their progress. That way, I was receiving information as they went, and the Thirians were kept under constant watch. Every hour or two, I would find time to take a quick nap, sleeping as much as my nerves would allow, anxiously waiting to see how my friends from Santorini fared in this strange, war-torn land. The time after dark was filled with a constant string of updates from my men on the enemy’s behavior. Between my worry and strategizing, sleep was in short supply.

      That night, we sent out eight teams to light fires in deceptively conspicuous places—ones that might appear to provide protection at first glance but were actually exposed to any who might be passing by. These fires were to act as a sort of lure for the enemy scouts, and the men who lit them would wait a small distance away, in hiding until such a victim came by to investigate. I was not sure how well this would work, or if it was even worth the effort to try, but our experiments paid off before the night was over. Two of the fires received enemy scouts. One was not able to be brought back to life, but the other was.

      I was not experienced in interrogation, so I sat by on the side and asked a few questions while a man with more experience in that area extracted information from the guy. It was not a pretty thing to watch, but few things in war are. The scout proved to be of use to us because he told us a great deal of the Greeks’ plans. One important tidbit was that upon learning of our current encampment so far from Ilium, the enemy had taken a substantial number of troops, numbering nearly 4000, the scout believed, and made a massive circle that would close back in on the city while so many of us were left out there in the country. We did not think such tactics likely at first because it would be a huge risk to the Greek camp if we were to discover such a plan, so the princes and I did not want to expend the resources to explore that far in either direction, but our captive was shedding new light on the enemy’s tolerance to risk.

      After we were through with the scout, we sent a messenger to the city to warn them of the coming attack and sent a group of men to pinpoint the location of the enemy troops as well as a scout to check on their camp. If what the scout had said was true, we were looking at a golden opportunity. We could demolish the camp and any left there to defend it, and we had a considerable start to head off the other battalion if we used the main road.

      At first light, I sent Alexzander and his men out to patrol the countryside and intercept any troops they found bridging the line of communication between the enemy camp and the forces heading for the city. If all worked according to plan, some of us would lay waste to their camp the next morning.

      When Alexzander was well off in the distance, my scout returned with the first batch of information on Artession. He told me that the warrior Chief had taken his tribe through the path of most environmental resistance. They travelled under the cover of a thick forest, parallel to a tributary road that connected to the main one leading into Ilium further down the way. I was surprised to hear that they met handfuls of Greek parties as they went, most of which were the size of the two groups the girls and I faced while journeying to the city ourselves. Many of the enemy troops were dead before they knew they were under attack, as their bodies fell face-down in the road, arrows protruding from their backs. Artession and his crew were less than three hours’ walk from Troy when the other messenger came to relieve this man. He told me that, though they were slowed by the woods in which they traveled, it was still hard for him to keep up with the tribe, and he was concerned for Hektor’s well-being. The prince was visibly not happy about the Chief’s travel decision. I only laughed and sent the man into the camp for refreshments and rest.

      The day passed, and Alexzander returned with news of relative success. They had intercepted four scouts and ended those men’s mission prematurely. We hoped that was enough to keep both halves of the Greek army in the dark. During that night, we made plans for stomping the enemy camp to the ground.

      The idea was that, once the other prince and Artession returned, we would allow them a brief rest and send them to head off the forces going for the city. Alexzander, Helen, and I would catch up with them when we were through with the enemy camp. Our exact course of action weighed heavily on when Hektor and the tribe returned.

      Not long after night had fallen, my second scout returned with updates on Artession’s progress. He and his men had made it safely to the city and the warriors were on their way back. The Prince urged them to take one of the roads, as he felt they were surely able to handle any small parties they found along the way. The Chief seemed to understand the basic idea of what the Prince was communicating, but he refused to listen. Hektor told the scout to let me know that he feared Artession’s reluctance to cooperate would hinder our plans. I was not worried in the slightest, having every confidence Artession knew what he was doing. Hektor had not proven himself to the man, so it stood to reason that Artession would have a hard time taking the well-groomed aristocrat seriously.

      The tribe made it back the next morning, bloody from battle and ready to taste more. Alexzander and I were in the middle of preparing our raid on the camp. I walked up to the Chief, and we took each other’s hand in greeting.

      Helen was by my side to translate, as always.

      “He says that they killed over fifty Greek troops on their way to and from the city. He also says that the wall of the city is massive beyond imagination and that he would think it the dwelling of the gods if he was not told otherwise.”

      I laughed. “You have already helped us a great deal in our efforts, friend. I applaud your proficiency in battle.”

      I filled him in on the recent developments and led him and his men over to food and vacant tents we had setup for them to use during their time in the camp. We discussed more over a meal.

      “He says Prince Hektor is a whiny little boy and that he, Artession, does not understand why the little prince thinks he knows better than him on how to protect his men. He says he thought the Prince was only by his side to show him and his tribe the way to the city, not bark orders like some yappy little pup.”

      “That’s the way of things here,” I said. “Though he is young and lacking experience, he is well-respected in this country and has learned many things about war that few others know, through the vicarious experience of his father, a clever and noble man.”

      Artession waved the idea away upon hearing Helen’s translation.

      “He wants to know what your plans are from here, Troy. Will you go with Alexzander to assault the camp?”

      “That is the plan, yes. We were thinking that while he and I were doing that, you and your men could take a brief rest here, and Hektor could take his troops back to the city, to defend against the mobile enemy battalion. When you and your warriors are ready, you could rejoin Hektor, this time with his men at his side, and do what you do best. I doubt the enemy will be expecting you, and we can use the element of surprise to great advantage.”

      Artession nodded that he understood and sat silently for a moment, sipping his wine and munching on a mouthful of roast duck. I looked him over again, admiring his battle scars. I chuckled at the idea of the confused fear his recent foes must have felt as they witnessed hundreds of foreign tribal warriors explode from the trees to end them.

      “You truly have the heart of a lion, my friend,” I mused, clapping him on his massive shoulder. “Eat and rest. The war will be waiting for you when your belly is full.”

      I stood to leave, but he grunted between slurps of his drink, giving me pause.

      “He asks if you would instead come with him—you and I, your warrior woman.” Helen giggled, her usual musical tune.

      He wiped his face off with his arm and moved to me, waiting for my answer.

      I barely took time to think. “Sure,” I said. “I think Alexzander can handle the raid by himself.”
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      That evening, Helen, my crew of sixteen, and I went with the Thirians along the path they had blazed to the city the previous day. All the way, we found frequent reminders of their handiwork. My scout had described in accurate detail the fates of the enemy soldiers the tribesmen had met. Their bodies lay strewn all along the tributary road, many of them totally unaware of the hand that sealed their fate.

      Artession was his chatty old self, recounting exactly how each man’s life was ended as we passed the corpses by. On more than one occasion, he halted our march to run out into the road and act out a scene with one of the corpses so that I was sure to understand what he meant when he described an attack.

      It amazed me how much the Chief lived for battle. For him, a fight to the death was like Average Joe watching an evening sitcom back home after a long day’s work or watching Sunday football before another busy week. It brought joy to his life and made the usual humdrum a little more tolerable.

      I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to meet the exuberant gaze of Sees-All, my friend who lacked eyelids.

      “He says he tried to use some of the moves you taught him on Santorini when he faced these men,” Helen translated, “but he has not yet been able to find an opportunity. All of these other warriors died too quickly.”

      I laughed and said, “There will be plenty time for that when we catch up to the rest of their army.”

      “He hopes so. And he would also like to spar with you again when the war has ended. He thinks you will not be so lucky this time.”

      I smiled, looking straight into his bloodshot eyes, and patted him on the back. “I will be looking forward to that day, my friend.”

      I understood why Hektor was complaining about the route Artession chose. Every few steps, either my shins or my face were doing battle with a tangle of brambles or some other sharp woodland object. My body was under the constant assault of flying insects, jumping insects, crawling insects—any kind of bug that either drank blood or had a taste for flesh seemed to single me out for dinner.

      I looked around to the others to see if they were having any trouble, knowing they must have been used to this back home. Artession walked on, often talking, sometimes not, all the time unbothered by the life of the forest trying to devour him. It was not that the bugs avoided him—no, he was covered in them from head to toe, most of them not even moving, unworried about retaliation—he simply did not seem to notice them, much less care. I wondered if I would ever grow accustomed to such things. My life in the modern world had afforded me many luxuries the absence of which would take time to adjust to.

      The story down the line of men behind us was the same. All were being dined on; none cared. Helen was the only exception to the rule. Not a single bug dotted her smooth feminine perfection.

      “There’s a perk to being a robot,” I said.

      She looked at me, confused by my sudden comment. “What do you mean, Troy?”

      “These bugs aren’t eating you alive. This is a very unpleasant experience”—I looked around, remembering that my statement was based on my subjective opinion—“if you’re not used to it. Which I’m not.”

      “Oh,” she said, leaning in to study the miniature ecosystem that my body had become. “How do they feel? Do you wish for me to kill them?”

      “Nah, they’ll only be replaced by more. That’s how it works with these things.” I swatted at my neck. “I’m only swiping at them to keep them on their toes, so to speak . . . and just out of pure annoyance. Usually, a small spot on my skin will feel a sudden irritation that I feel the need to take care of right away, but sometimes these mothers bite right into you, and that’s more than a little annoying. Like these horseflies here—these bastards suck, and they’re everywhere. But mostly, it just feels itchy. Do you ever itch, Helen?”

      “I do not, and I do not understand the need for a human to.”

      “I’m not a hundred percent sure myself, and I think the jury’s still out back home, as far as professional opinion goes. I have heard some people think it’s the body’s way of removing dead skin cells, but I really don’t know. I mean, clearly it lets me know when I need to take care of a bug, but most of the time, itchiness just happens for no apparent reason. So, there’s another perk to being a robot; you don’t have to deal with little stupid stuff like that.”

      “Even so, I would still greatly prefer the advantages of being a full human, regardless of such minor annoyances.”

      “Oh, I know.” I laughed. “You’ve convinced me of that many times over.”

      We marched on, eventually having no choice but to leave the cover of the forest for the open exposure of grassy plains. Artession told us he felt naked, being able to see and be seen practically everywhere he laid his eyes. I told him that he was naked and no number of trees would change that fact. It took him a second to realize the meaning behind my joke, but when it registered, he almost doubled over with laugher.

      “He says that he does not know how we can go around wearing such burdensome clothing, and how is it not a constant source of irritation to us?”

      I shrugged and laughed in response—not because I thought he made a good point but because we had literally just marched for several hour hours through legions of relentless blood-sucking pests and he and his men did not so much as blink. I found that a little ironic in comparison to what he just said—that, and also because half his men were sporting unconventional bone-through-skin piercings in uncomfortable looking places. I could see they liked their meat bone-in and was unable to make sense of why clothing would be a turnoff if their only objection was discomfort.

      “Look, over there.” Helen pointed to the horizon off to our right.

      “What is it?” I asked. “I don’t see anything.”

      “There is a small group of Greek soldiers off in the distance. No more than eight, I believe. Shall we take care of them?”

      Artession looked at us, a wrinkle in his brow. He said something, and Helen responded. The Chief gestured for some of his men to go check it out, and Sees-All was eager to shed more blood. Twelve of them broke off and made their way over. We continued our pace until they returned.

      It turned out to be nothing more than another lone cluster of soldiers, no doubt terrorizing the countryside. Sees-All told us that they were able to make short work of the men, hardly suffering a scratch in the process. Things were going unbelievably well, but I was sure the pressure would be on once we met their army.

      “Artession,” I said. “It seems like you have more than made up for those men you let escape on your journey here, don’t you think?”

      “He says that he intends to make amends for his mistake a hundred times over, if not a thousand.” That was a good answer.

      We came to a river, which Helen told me was called Axius. If we had taken the original road Helen and I had walked with the troops to get to our campsite, we would have had access to a bridge for crossing, but as it was, we were facing several hours added onto our travel time if we tried to follow the water back there.

      We plowed straight through, taking lead from Artession who barely stopped to think about it. Fortunately, the deepest part of the river only came up to my neck. Some of the others, Helen included, were assisted by their taller allies. She hopped on my back, taking joy in pretending she was riding a horse while I was soaking below.

      Talk of battle strategies was a recurring theme the nearer we got to the city. Artession was admittedly unfamiliar with the land, but he had a few ideas from the glimpses he had during his first encounter with Ilium. There were many places, he said, where his men could lay in wait and ambush any unsuspecting soldiers, especially in the hilly, tall-grass-covered fields a quick jog from the city.

      “Yeah, but that’s assuming you have enough men to finish the job,” I said. “We’ve been doing great up to now, but remember all the Trojan soldiers you saw back at camp. The Greek army is bigger than that in total. Even the chunk of it we’re heading back to face is larger than our whole army, from what I’ve been told.”

      Artession told me he had never seen so many warriors before he arrived at camp the other night. He was overcome with excitement at the thought of the huge battles we were about to face. Even if he died, he said, it would all have been worth it.

      We made camp when the city was on the horizon. His men had carried tents and other supplies of their own for the occasion, as did the men in my entourage. I was hesitant to get closer to town, knowing Hecuba would not be pleased that we were bringing the fight back to them, though I was sure she expected it to happen. There was only so much we could have done to prevent it, after all.

      “What do you think, Artession?” I asked. “Should we start setting up posts for ambush from here?”

      He thought that would be wise, but added additional suggestions. He explained it would be best to make our current camp a decoy, having it also serve as a main point of ambush. The rest of us, Hektor’s men included, would wait closer to the wall to pick off any remaining forces that made it through.

      “That risks the lives of all the warriors who participate in the sneak attacks,” I argued. “I promise you, there will be far too many enemy troops marching together for our guys to pick at them in disjointed bands.”

      Artession did not think so. He said his men knew not to stay and fight for those encounters. When the enemy approached, they would jump out, fire off a few rounds of ranged attacks, and then scatter in all directions, regrouping not too far away so that they could sneak up and do it again when they saw the chance. They would have smaller secondary bands providing cover fire while the main groups retreated. He said it would be as if the Greeks were charging through an ant hill.

      “If you’re sure your men can coordinate that, then let’s do it,” I agreed. “What of Alexzander’s men, when they return from the Greek camp?”

      The Chief said they could help us clear those that made it through to the flat fields before they reached the high ground of the city.

      I wanted to be optimistic. Everything had worked out very well for us so far, but I had to look at our forces and compare them with the numbers I had on the enemy troops. Alexzander had half our army half a day’s worth of traveling away from town. I could see Hektor near the wall with his troops at that moment. If his brother came back, we would definitely have a fighting chance, but without him, I felt like the outcome was up in the air. As things currently stood, we would be sorely overpowered with at least four enemies for every ally troop.

      Helen and I went to the gate to explain the plan to Hektor and the wall guards while the tribesmen prepared.

      “This is a plan which sounds as if it would work, but in reality, it will be squashed before the tribe can even pull back their bowstrings. There are simply too many enemy troops for his plan to be effective with such small numbers,” Hektor argued. “If he wants to throw away the lives of him and his people, that is his decision. Just know that I will not support it on principle. That is not to say I will not do battle down there in the field as you wish, as that was my plan anyway.”

      “And that’s all we need you to do. Just stop the ones that make it through from climbing the rest of the way to the wall. Hopefully your brother will be here in time to assist you. We suggest half your archers stay below with us at the base of the wall and the other half go up top to assist the guards.”

      “I cannot abide by that. I will need archers in the field, otherwise we stand no chance at all. You may have one fourth of them at your side atop the hill here, but the rest will be with me below. That leaves me with a hair more than 600 men to fend off . . . how many? Over 4000?”

      “True, but there are 300 others standing between you and them. Hopefully they can make a dent, and let’s pray your brother returns in time.”

      “Three hundred bags of fodder,” Hektor grumbled. “We could put them to much better use if that beast man was willing to listen to reason. He does not understand warfare at this scale.”

      “It may be true that he’s inexperienced in this area, but he has made a life out of battle. I trust his judgement.”

      The more I considered the numbers, the more my doubts grew. I was really banking on Alexzander to make a timely appearance, and I knew Hektor was, too. Artession may have been in over his head, but I was not going to share my doubts with the Prince. That would only strengthen his convictions and might lead to further complications.

      I added, “Just remember that those 300 warriors are here to help us. They’re a gift. It’s 300 men we could have just as easily not had by our side. Anything they do to help benefits us more than if we were to fight without them.”

      “I know this,” Hektor said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “What you say is true. I must be thankful they are here at all. From what I have seen, they are not shy about taking Greek lives, and I applaud their valor. Their ways are different than mine. I am only trying to adjust to their . . . unconventional methods.” He thought for a moment. “They have had swift success against smaller numbers of troops. Let us see what they bring to the table here, in a real battle.”

      In the evening, a scout brought us news of the enemy’s approach. They would likely be on us by nightfall.

      From atop the hill, I looked down over our army. Artession’s men were as prepared as they were going to get. At the far end of the fields, just on the horizon, was our decoy camp. We would see the light of its fires before long, tempting the Greeks to come near. On either side of it were stationed groups of tribesmen ready to pounce when the army came within range. The city provided oil, both to soak their arrows and to drench the enemy. I was hopeful that addition would increase our odds.

      Just beyond the lure, more groups lay in wait. It was expected that the Greeks would break ranks in an attempt to pursue their attackers. Some of these parties were prepared to handle the larger chunks as they came, while others would keep low until the main force wound its way across the field. Most of these groups ranged from five men to twenty, with the two largest having as many as forty each on either side of the camp.

      Closer to the city, in a flatter part of the plains which provided less cover, Hektor stood with his men, all lined up and ready for war. I saw him riding back and forth on his horse, giving them a pep talk. I could not hear him from where I stood, but every so often the crowd would erupt in cheer. His father would be proud of the troops’ morale level, I thought.

      I looked to the path leading back to camp, hoping any minute to see Alexzander and his men appear on the horizon.

      “I was expecting that scout to be back by now with news of Alexzander,” I said.

      Helen was the only person in earshot. The archers Hektor was willing to part with were waiting for instruction further along the wall, as was the modest-but-capable entourage the King put in my charge.

      “I am sure they will come,” Helen said. “Alexzander is a competent general, and it did not sound as if there were many enemies left at the camp.”

      “Let’s hope so,” I said. “This battle is going to be a lot tougher without them.”

      “We will crush them. I stand firm in my convictions that the Greeks are scum. They have not presented a challenge for us so far.”

      “Remember what I said about underestimating your opponent, Helen.”

      Night fell, and Artession joined us, assuring me that everything was in place. Any minute the enemy would be on us. I was beginning to worry that they had some other tricks up their sleeves, but then Helen saw them in the distance.

      “There they are,” she called. “There are so many.” There was no hint of fear in her voice, only astonishment. “Let us see our plans play out.”

      The three of us stood in a line, shoulder-to-shoulder, with me at its center. With any luck, they would not be expecting us here, still thinking we were far away at camp, unaware of their plans. I just hoped none of their scouts slipped through the cracks.

      The watchers did not make a peep high above us. We had told them to not sound the alarm so that the Greeks would think they still had the element of surprise. The city was quietly made aware of the enemy’s presence by a team of messengers who sped around and told all the necessary officials, who in turn told the people under their care.

      They headed straight for the light of our little fake camp, surely thinking it was no more than a small band of soldiers keeping watch in the fields. Their congo line stopped abruptly upon reaching the tents. Surely, they were surprised to come across a dying fire with not a single soul tending to it.

      Realization dawned on them seconds too late as the front of their brigade erupted in flames. I could hear the cries of the fight all the way from where I stood. They were flanked on both sides, under fire from a hailstorm of arrows, some flaming, some not. Many of them drew closer together into smaller groups to shield themselves from the onslaught. Some of these groups were answered with another generous dose of oil and hellfire. A few shields were discarded as the flames grew too hot for mortal arms to bare.

      “Your men are staying too long. They should have drawn back by now,” I said to Artession.

      “He says that they know what they are doing and would not take such risks if they did not think they could succeed.”

      I shrugged and looked on. His men’s actions were out of my hands by that point. They were marking their mark; I could not argue with that.

      The Greeks crawled forward, shields braced for impact. Several renegade squads broke off intermittently to chase their attackers, only to be shot down by the cover fire of the smaller groups. I suspected they were beginning to realize we were wise to their scheme, but this knowledge did not hinder their progress.

      The two larger groups of Thirians swooped back in, one leading first and the other taking its cue from there. Each time, men from both sides fell, but it was obvious my near-naked brothers were dealing far more damage than their adversaries. I guessed they must have at least mowed down 200 enemies by the time the head of the line made it through the camp, but the sight of their forces stretching out of view off in the distance was still discouraging. We had so many more to go.

      In, out. In, out. The Thirians were relentless, making their way all up and down the line, popping out and firing off arrows in places even I was surprised to see them. Their speed was unreal. Every time, enemy troops would break away from the line and charge after them, only to be slain outright by a follow up attack or to find their feet stuck in muck or to trip over one of the many gopher holes that were dug for the purpose and then be slain by a follow up attack. Artession’s men expertly whittled away at their massive numbers, but still the enemy marched on, taking a few heads where it could.

      The front of the line cleared the ambush perimeter. Hektor and his men waited patiently across from them on the other side of the plain. He knew to stay put until the enemy was within range of the city’s guards, as well as the archers he had lent me.

      More and more troops steadily cleared the perimeter. At first it was only a hundred, then more like five hundred, then a thousand. Hektor’s army was already outnumbered two to one with no sign of his brother in sight. The enemy drove forward.

      “This will end soon, hopefully,” Helen said. “Peace needs to come to these poor people.”

      I chuckled, though it was not the time for humor. “Optimism. I’ve seen you express it several times today. That’s very human of you.”

      She smiled and hugged my arm.

      “This war will end soon, one way or another.” I held my other arm high and shouted to the archers, “Ready!”

      I saw Hektor’s men do the same in the back of his formation, while those in front readied their shields and short-range weaponry. The enemy continued to close the distance. Every few seconds, I looked over to check for signs of backup, but still there was none.

      A few more paces, and the time had finally come.

      “Fire!” I shouted.

      Arrows broke loose from the wall, both beside and overhead, flying like their freedom depended on it. Many of them nested deep in the warm bodies of Greek soldiers. They were surprised by this, not paying any special attention to the wall among all the other chaos they had come through. Hektor took advantage of their moment of being caught off guard, and his men rammed into the line as a single unit, with the rest of his archers laying waste to a section of the army further down.

      “Again!” I shouted. “Away from the fighting!” I assumed they knew not to risk shooting their own men but did not want to take anything for granted.

      Again, arrows poured down from the night sky. The archers had instilled enough fear to separate a sizeable chunk at the front of the line from the rest of the troops. Many of those who were under fire broke off into smaller defensive groups as they had during the first surprise attack at the camp. This led to a lot of confusion further down the line where troops were still clearing the ambush perimeter. They obviously did not know whether to march on or cower in fear like their brethren.

      Many of them had their minds made up for them, as several bands of tribesmen stepped out of their designated zones to clear the men away. It seemed that they were itching for some short-range combat. I hoped Sees-All would get his wish and have some stories to tell me when we all met up again.

      Things were going as well as could be expected, but I was doubtful that we had cleaned away a quarter of the troops by that time, and they had already reached the clearing—much faster than I anticipated. I put my hand on the hilt of my sword, trying to decide when would be the best time to go down and assist.

      “Again!” I shouted as I weighed my options. “Fire at will! Keep going ‘til you run out and then holler for them to drop you down some more!”

      The fight waged on for another hour or so at a steady pace. I decided to hold my ground for the time, marveling at the effect Artession’s men were having on the conflict. Despite their numbers, the enemy did not know what to do as they were pummeled and battered on all sides. Our forces were surely dwindling, but the Greeks were being torn down left and right.

      Finally, far off in the distance, I saw the movement I had been praying to see since before the battle began.

      “That is not Alexzander,” Helen warned.

      Shit. “Don’t tell me . . .”

      “It is Greek reinforcements!”

      I cursed our luck. We all considered the assault on the camp to be in the bag. I hoped Alexzander had survived but knew that was unlikely. The war horns blared, no longer needing to keep quiet.

      There were not nearly as many reinforcements as there were troops in the first wave, but any addition to the enemy’s already overwhelming forces would have been bad news. At a rough estimate, I guessed it was somewhere between 1200 and 1500 strong. My figures were verified once the scouts on the wall compared their headcounts and yelled it down.

      The horde was aimed straight for the gates, and the road they were on skirted the area we had setup for ambush. I thought it most likely they would make it to the edge of the flat plains and charge in to aid their brothers, more than doubling the number of enemies on the field at the time. We could not have had over 500 men left down there, and they were getting tired.

      “Archers! Prepare to fire on the reinforcements!”

      My men readied their bows and waited. The enemy behaved just as expected, and pushed for their allies across the prairie. The arrows flew loose, felling a handful of them in the process, but it was a negligible amount on the whole.

      Spears held high, Artession’s men rushed over from the cover of the hills to intercept these newcomers. The Chief shouted something and ran down himself.

      “He said he is going to fight with his men.”

      “I figured as much.”

      My head jerked right and left, trying to see everything all at once.

      “Men!” I yelled, specifically trying to get the attention of my crew over that of Hektor’s archers. “Make ready to go down. We’re going to help the Thirians fend off the reinforcements.”

      “But, sir—look,” one of my men said. “They seem to be retreating!”

      Indeed, they were. The two masses of Greek soldiers had closed the distance between them and were backing away toward the hills, taking advantage of the fact that the Thirians were out in the open.

      They headed back to where the fake camp had been.

      “The reinforcements still have camp supplies with them,” one of my men said. “Perhaps they mean to use it not far from here.”

      “Possibly,” I said. “I doubt they’re giving up now. We took out a shit ton of them, but they still outnumber us fivefold.”

      Several Thirians chased after the retreaters, lobbing spears and firing arrows at the stragglers. All of our men, tribesmen and Trojans, gathered in the field to discuss our next steps and setup our own camp. I was relieved to see Artession still among them.

      “You fought well, my friend,” I told him.

      “He says it is a shame you did not get to flex your muscles this time around.”

      “There is still plenty of time left for that. Regardless of how we do it, I’m going to have some strong words with them the next time we make contact.”

      It was going to be an uphill battle, but I was going to see it through or die in the process. If only Alexzander had made it through, I thought. Then, someone called out, “Look! On the horizon!”

      Every head turned to see a string of figures off in the distance.

      “It is Alexzander!” Helen shouted. “He has survived! It seems a number of his men have as well!”

      Cheers rang out. The odds were looking a little better.
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      Alexzander returned with nearly 300 men at his side—not the best we could have hoped for, but it nearly doubled our chances. We were all eager to know what had happened with his attack. He said that the enemy left behind larger forces than we were led to believe. Our scouts’ numbers were clearly inaccurate, and even now he did not know why. He could only guess that another battalion was camped somewhere not too far off when the scouts made their initial run over. Alexzander’s men were lucky to make it back alive, but they had to flee as it was their only true option upon realizing the size of the enemy’s forces. Hektor and I welcomed him with open arms, both of us happy to see his safe return.

      At dawn, the King and Queen sent several dozen troops stationed at the city to join us. Among them was a small group of grizzled veteran soldiers who called themselves the Wild Boars.

      “We are at your command, my liege,” said their presumed leader. “We have seen many battles in our time, and would be honored to come to the city’s aid in this one, even more so if it turns out to be our last.”

      I laughed. “Where were you guys earlier, then?”

      “We were inside the walls, armed and ready to defend our families if the enemy broke through. It would not be wise to leave the inside of the city undefended with them charging for the gates. Now that they have been pushed back, we feel more comfortable leaving our families and taking the fight to them.”

      “I’m only joking,” I said, patting him on the shoulder. “I’m relieved you’re here. As you can all see, we’ve done a lot of damage, but even with our new headcount, I think we’re still outnumbered roughly two to one. I’m not saying we can’t handle them—I think we all saw what went down last night—but it will be tough. Especially now that ambushing them isn’t much of an option.”

      The crowd around me murmured agreement. I looked at the hundreds of bodies littering the field. We had cleared a spot for our camp, leaving a handful of piles that would need to be taken care of after the battle.

      I turned to the leader of the Wild Boars and said, “So many Trojans have lost their lives today. How can the kingdom make up that loss? Even if we win this war, we would be virtually unprotected against any reasonable army.”

      He shook his head. “Half of these men are from the city itself. The other half are from the surrounding areas. The kingdom is wide-reaching. It is true that the enemy has burned settlements around the kingdom’s domain, but there are very many able-bodied men in the communities that are still standing. Like us, many of them have chosen to stay home and protect their families. Some men were made to come here; others were not. We cannot sanely leave every settlement unguarded, you see?”

      That made total sense and gave me a lot of hope. I felt kind of dumb for asking the question, but, oh man, that was a load off my back.

      Though we pitched our tents, we decided against taking any more time away from fighting than we needed to plan our next moves. The Wild Boars were insistent they join me on the front lines. My small group would accompany me, as was their duty. After much pleading, Helen assured her place at the front. I did not want her to come for her own safety but knew I could not keep her away. The princes would take their men and flank the camp on either side, and Artession would take his warriors around the back of the camp to prevent escape. We would have them enclosed on all sides. All we had to do was wait for night to fall and sneak over. Several tribesmen would snake ahead and take out any scouts they found.

      On any other day, I would have been tired out of my wits, but that night I had more adrenaline running through my veins than blood cells. I was ready to make quick work of the remaining enemy soldiers and knew I wasn’t alone in feeling that way. They might have had us outnumbered, but I knew their conditions for victory weighed heavy on their shoulders. All my team had to do to consider ourselves victorious was kill all of them. The other team didn’t only have to kill all of us but then take the city as well. That alone would be no easy task. There were many soldiers still guarding the walls, and they weren’t going to let any unwelcome guests in without a fight. I hoped Priam was right to put so much faith in morale because ours was pretty high for the situation, and it was reasonable to assume theirs was pretty low.

      The plan went into action. My crew moved straight for the enemy camp, preceded by Thirian scouts who cleared the way. On both sides we heard faint sounds of skirmishes behind groups of trees or on the other sides of hills, all ending within seconds. One time, I turned to look back at our tents in the flat plains. As the day before, we turned our camp into a decoy, but this time we did not expect to lure the enemy in with it. Instead, it was an illusion to make them believe we were not on our way to them during the night. Four men stayed behind to tend the fire and make the camp appear alive with activity.

      The Greeks must not have expected us to take the fight to them because most of them were sleeping when we showed up. Their wakeup calls were the death cries of the poor saps dozing in the first tents the Wild Boars set to work on.

      The site erupted in chaos. Our men firing from three sides; my team and I charging in like we had nothing to lose. Helen danced through the madness, making an artform of battle as she always did, stabbing Greeks with the sword she had lifted back at Dardanelles. My guards formed a semicircle around her and I, keeping a close watch but allowing enough space for us to have a little fun.

      I could see Artession and his men at the other end of the camp doing their job well. Any shred of morale the enemy had left was ripped to shreds as the alarm of our surprise attack pulled them from their moment’s respite. Many of these demoralized soldiers did not waste any time fighting a battle they were sure they would lose and darted straight for the exit, only to be sent to the ground by eager tribesmen.

      The odds evened before my very eyes. I reached a new level of understanding then. Surprise created chaos, chaos created fear, and fear forced the opponent to defeat themselves for me. Many of the men were scared enough to flee without regard to their safety or that of their brothers. After having a battle forced onto them where they were unprepared, many more were too afraid to think rationally, and therefore they could not adequately defend themselves. This erratic behavior effectively reduced the enemy army to half before the blood really even began to pour.

      I wanted to laugh at it all. If the Greeks could have taken a moment to pull themselves together, they still would have likely been able to destroy our army, but it seemed like what Helen had said all those times was true; they were a spineless people.

      I must have killed over thirty men myself when all was said and done. At first, I was raging full throttle just to make up for my lack of action in the previous battle, but after the first fifteen or so kills, I was simply going for speed, trying to set my personal best as high as I could. I pounced on screaming men like it was whack-a-mole, silencing them with single blows. The battlefield was a symphony of pain for a solid two hours, and I was its conductor. I danced around swinging my blade, high on a twisted sadistic euphoria.

      Their forces drained to sparsity and we hammered the remaining men down to none. All of us survivors stood in silence when the last Greek head hit the ground. It was finally over, and we had actually won.

      I looked to Artession and held my arm up as a signal of victory. He returned my call with a similar gesture. Helen ran to me and kissed me on the lips, reminding me of our first encounter, but this kiss was without reserve. Both princes had survived. They surveyed the remains of the camp, appraising their work. As for the Wild Boars, none of them remained.

      I had a feeling many of them planned for this to be their last fight. It was expected that old warriors such as themselves would want to go out with a bang. I do not think they could have asked for a better last stand. I would make sure their families would hear of their valor and how essential their part was in winning the fight that ended the Greek invasion. Helen and I had a prolonged moment of silence for those brave old souls, saluting them one last time.

      Most of the soldiers returned to the city shortly after, save for the Thirians, a few exhausted Trojans, Helen, and me. We figured we might as well get some rest before we launched into celebration mode, and there was no place more preferable than where we currently stood. With minimal conversation, we cleared some tents and settled down, the first time we were able to relax in days.
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      A quiet sound woke me in the predawn hours. Cautious footsteps, it seemed, almost like a deer. Helen rolled away as I sat up. She was determined to see a full night’s sleep. I thought it would be best to check on the men keeping watch, so I left the tent but stopped short the moment my head cleared the front flap.

      I was met by the sight of a beautiful young woman with long blonde curls. The fire danced in her golden strands. Her pearly skin reminded me of Cressida. The look in her blue eyes reminded me of Helen when she wanted me to ravage her, but without the savage overtones. This was clearly a woman of the aristocracy, used to the gentle courtship of gentle men.

      The night watchmen were sitting away on the other side of the fire, each looking off in a different direction over the surrounding area. Surely, they had seen this young girl approach, but they must have realized she came from the city and posed no threat.

      “Leave here,” I whispered. “This is no place for a girl like you.”

      She continued standing there watching me as I gazed up at her from the tent, and said, “I am the daughter of Priam.”

      That came as a surprise. It was a few days after my arrival before I had learned of Priam’s other sons, Hektor and Alexzander. I assumed that they were all of the royal siblings since Paris had died, but here I was, face-to-face with yet another. I found it odd both that the King and Queen did not speak of their children unless it was necessary, and also that none of them appeared to live in the palace. I thought it over and realized that this girl had said she was Priam’s daughter, making no mention of Hecuba. Perhaps that had something to do with why I had not been made aware of her. It was believable that many such half-royal children were spread across the kingdom.

      “Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you—I think your dad’s a great guy—but you really should not be here. This is a warzone, and you’re putting yourself in danger.”

      “I see you and your future,” she continued, still ignoring my warnings. “You will take me now.”

      Her tunic dropped to the ground in a pile around her feet. I stifled a gasp and brought my head back inside the tent to look at Helen, sleeping like a baby blissfully unaware of the temptation her lover was facing. The two of us were something. We had both seen some serious stuff in our time together and grew from it. The foundation our relationship was built upon was getting stronger each passing day.

      I tried to bury my carnal desires, not wanting to risk everything we had built for a little fun. I still thought that later down the line I would be open to the advances of other women, but I didn’t want to lie to Helen about it, especially not now. We would discuss it later when the time was right.

      I popped my head back out and tried not to stare at the full breasts waiting above me, outlined by the light of the fire. The men keeping watch, all Thirians, had their full attention on us now; mischievous smirks marked the corners of their mouths.

      “I really can’t,” I told her. “Maybe another time, but right now is just not—”

      She reached into the tent and urged me up, her chest brushing against my face. I relented and came out. If I had an Achilles heel, it was gorgeous women. I think most men could empathize.

      She took my hand and led me over to a nearby tent. The watchers whistled after us, cheering us on. She opened the front flap and crawled in, stringing me along behind her. The tent was vacant, and I wondered if she set it up herself for this purpose.

      She lay flat on her back and said, “Take me.”

      I dropped my pants and climbed over her, intrigued by her total submission. The other girls had at least guided me in the right direction—not that I needed it, but it was nice to have their say in the matter. This situation seemed a little unusual to me. She clearly wanted me but seemed unwilling to make a move beyond displaying her body to do with as I pleased.

      I looked down into her eyes. She met my gaze with her own and pleaded, “Take me. I will be honored to have you as my first, Champion.”

      Oh. She was inexperienced. That explained everything. I had mixed feelings, but as I admired her glowing youthful figure, it became increasingly harder to think.

      “Are you sure this is what you want?” I asked, my member throbbing inches from her pubic hair. “Your first time . . . that’s really important. And I—Helen . . .”

      She reached up and covered my mouth, nodding that she understood. “I know what I want. Now take me—for tonight.”

      Without another word, I set to work. My fingers slid in with ease, letting me know she was ready. I pressed my pelvis against hers and slowly crept inside. Her eyes widened; she reached up and grabbed my waist. I took it nice and slow, responding to the movements of her hands. She would tap me in rapid succession, and I would lessen my pace; she would pull me close, and I would pick up speed.

      Gradually, she grew accustomed to the sensation, so I was able to go faster. She moaned and hugged me against her.

      “There?” I whispered after an especially emphatic show of pleasure.

      She smiled and nodded.

      Her hand wandered down to touch the action as it was happening. It surprised me at first, and I almost laughed. She was curious to feel me as I slid in and out of her. She giggled, pulling her hand away, her fingers covered in the stickiness of earthly delights.

      I turned her on her side and cuddled from behind like we were spooning before darting back into the action from my new position. She laughed, feeling my hand cupping her breast, and turned her head to face me, offering a kiss. I obliged and was introduced to her tongue. I moved my hand from her chest to hold her cheek as we kissed, trying to prolong the gift of her full lips.

      Wanting more, she pulled herself from me and pushed me on my back. My member was in her iron grip as she climbed on top and stuck me in from below with a loud squeal. Her sudden boldness was exhilarating. She rocked her hips back and forth, falling forward and reaching her arms out to brace herself against my chest.

      She continued to squeal, and I heard the men catcalling from outside. Helen was sure to be awake from all the commotion.

      She clawed at my chest and fell forward the rest of the way, hugging my neck and nuzzling my face. Her speed was picking up. I grabbed her thighs and added my own motion to the mix. The giggles returned to moans, which morphed into satisfied grunts. There was the animal that had been hiding inside when we first met eyes.

      Warm, excited puffs of breath hit my ear each time I plunged inside. She lurched forward with each swing, her breasts pressing firmly against the hair of my chest, buoying the rest of her upper body as she moved.

      “Ah—ah—ah!” she yelped, spasming all over before settling down.

      She breathed long, relaxed breaths, feeling the beat of my heart against her head. Her attention was elsewhere for several moments, her eyes staring blankly to the side at something that was not there.

      I watched as her head slowly turned to face me again and heard her whisper, “Listen to my words; if you fight the hidden king while standing, you will die.”

      Before I could ask what the hell she meant, she had already crawled from the tent. I heard more calls from the men outside as she presumably got dressed and took her leave.

      Helen was awake when I returned to our tent. The guilt hit me like a sack of bricks. I told her what happened and how conflicted I was, how it was going to take some time getting used to my new fame.

      She looked at me for a long minute, her face etched in stone. She finally exhaled and said, “It is okay. I still stand with you, Troy.” She cocked her head, as if listening, her eyes focused somewhere in the distance, and added, “Shadows never stand, but you cannot escape them. I think the same might be true of you and your sword . . . and my place is beside you for that if nothing else.”
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      The next morning, I decided to stay behind and start burning the bodies. I planned to celebrate upon my return that evening, but I needed time to mull over what I had been told the previous night, and the monotonous activity suited that need well.

      I sent my guards back with the other Trojans who had spent the night with us. Artession and the Thirians elected to stay behind until the work was done, wanting to leave nothing for later. Helen, true to her word, remained at my side.

      Priam sent a messenger to ask me if everything was all right, and he wanted to know my take on the situation. I told him I believed peace was finally at hand and that his people should be able to live their lives again. I did not mention my meeting with the girl who called herself his daughter or what I had learned from her.

      My friends from Santorini were efficient with the cleanup, working in sync like a hive of bees. They had taken a heavy hit in the battle. The Trojans may have had other warriors tucked away all over the kingdom, but the same could not be said of my proud, naked friends. They arrived with an army three hundred strong. Now their warriors were less than fifty, but they did not seem to lament this loss.

      They marked a separate plot for the bodies of their brothers. A few of the remaining warriors set about preparing those men for consumption, as was their custom. I was curious to see if they actually planned to eat all of them since there were so many. I told myself that if I was asked to partake this time around, I just might, out of respect for the fallen.

      I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see Artession observing the scene as well.

      “We . . . eat,” he said, the first words I had ever understood coming out of his mouth. He pointed to the city and grunted, “Tribe.” He waved his other hand to indicate his men around us and said, “Tribe.” Then he pressed both hands together, looking me in the eyes, and said, “Tribe. Eat.”

      I nodded. I was not sure if he meant that he was inviting the Trojans in the city to eat with them because he considered them part of his tribe now, or if he was only referencing the tribesmen in the city, saying they all would join his warriors here and dine on their fallen brethren. I assumed he meant the latter, since the practice was held so dear to them, but I did not know how sharing the battlefield alongside a foreign people fit into their belief system. I thought it a little insensitive to ask, so I only nodded that I understood. He clapped me on the shoulder and drew me in for a hug, murmuring something in his language.

      Seeing the exchange, Helen had come closer to empathize.

      “He says this is the greatest loss of life he has ever seen. He says that war is both beautiful and terrible. He loved these men, and hopes that they died satisfied with the way they fought. He is proud of them and will remember their courage until the day he dies.”

      I returned his embrace, letting his pain flow into me. His face appeared undisturbed; he showed no signs of tears, but I knew those bodies lining the ground were a hard sight to bear.

      We went over to get a closer look at the faces of those brave heroes. In my short time with them, I had gotten familiar with only a few. There were many faces I recognized but had not interacted with. One of these men alone stood out to me above the rest.

      Sees-All was among them. His arms had been straightened at his sides as if he was at attention. He stared up to the clouds overhead, his face the definition of solemnity. We never would get to have that sparring match he wanted. I thought back to the first time I saw him on the island, looking at me like he had something to prove. He had proved it. I wished I could do something for him then, but he did not even have eyelids for me to close, so I just stood over him, remembering the times we sparred back on Santorini.

      My other thoughts returned, only briefly balked by the gruesome distraction. The hidden king. I could not figure it out, and it bothered me thinking I might have to be on my guard for someone waiting to kill me at every turn, someone who I could apparently not kill while standing. What the girl said was so ambiguous, but my whole life I had been led to believe that was the nature of prophecies. I just hoped, if there was any merit to her words, I would figure out their meaning with enough time to make use of the message.

      One of the tribesmen was shouting, running to us from across the field. He stopped at Artession and explained.

      “He says there is a large tent in the woods over yonder.” Helen pointed to the trees where the man had just run to us from. “He swears it was not there during the battle. Someone must have come in the night and pitched it. He would have looked inside, but there was no one to watch his back, so he thought it best to report it before taking action.”

      We called the men together and moved in to investigate. The woods had largely been avoided during the fight, with the Thirians sparingly using it for cover during their retreats between attacks. It had been thoroughly explored then, which was not difficult since it was only a small patch of woods. They would have seen any enemies hiding there, especially in the clearing with a tent as big as the one we discovered.

      It sported the unmistakable proud markings of the Greek military, standing taller than any of their tents I had seen until then. The structure was not unlike a portable cottage, definitely with enough room to stand in. Whoever was inside, if anyone at that point, had to be an important figure. I thought it might be best to handle the situation delicately. At this stage of the conflict, I decided it could be beneficial to take some high-ranking members of the Greek military alive, both for information and leverage.

      I asked Artession to have his men stay back while he and I closed in to see what the deal was. The others, Helen included, moved to the trees and watched.

      “We have you surrounded!” I yelled, pausing for a response.

      No one answered my call, so I motioned for Artession to continue forward with me.

      “Come out and talk. We do not have to shed any more blood. The war is over.”

      Nothing. We stood a finger’s length away from the closed flap. I had my sword out; Artession gripped his spear. He looked to me for a sign, and I nodded.

      The two of us ripped the cover open, ready to kill, but quickly lowered our weapons at the sight of two men sitting at a table in the tent’s center, sharing a drink. They looked us over, a bemused smirk on each man’s face. Both looked as if they were about to erupt in a fit of laughter, neither cowering in a battle stance like I expected to see.

      Each man only carried a sword at his side and was without a shield. Their clothing was no more than a tunic that stopped above the knees, adorned with similar elegant, official-looking markings of the Greek empire that were on the tent. Both appeared roughly middle-aged, with the one on the left showing slightly more signs of aging than his companion.

      The man on the left slammed his cup down and stood, saying, “I am King Patroclus.”

      The one on the right followed suit. “I am King Achilles.”

      My brain was about to explode. I was looking at Achilles, who was supposedly one of the greatest fighters of all time. There he stood, ready to fight me out of the blue, along with his buddy who I had never heard of.

      My eyes switched between the two. One of them was my hidden king, I knew, but I did not have time to try and figure out which because they were on us in an instant.
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      My shield met Patroclus’s blade with a loud clang. I immediately cut at the man’s stomach with my sword, but he hopped back, avoiding damage by a hair. He was on me again before I could make another move, my shield rising just in time to deflect another blow.

      We had divided into two groups, still inside the tent. Artession had forced Achilles back while I was made to stay at the entrance, focusing all my energy to prevent my enemy’s attacks from landing.

      I followed through with another swipe of my blade, this time stepping forward as the King moved away. He bounced to the side and punched me square in the jaw like a boxing kangaroo. The taste of blood filled my mouth, and his laughter filled my ears. I slashed again but to no avail.

      We circled each other. I could see Artession and Achilles mercilessly going at it each time I looped around. The beast of a man thrust his spear with powerful jabs, but, like his partner, Achilles was quick on his feet. Now and again, he would use his sword to knock the spear aside and move in to follow up with an uppercut or an elbow bash, but Artession would have none of it, slinging his leg out to prevent his enemy’s progress.

      “The war is not quite over, my friend,” Patroclus said before meeting me with another jab.

      It was I who stepped back this time, not wanting to block out a large chunk of my field of view with my shield.

      “Oh, I think it is,” I said. “It’s the two of you against an entire city. Not like you’ll make it past us, though.”

      I closed the distance, faking an overhead attack with my sword followed by a kick to his stomach. I tried to knock him to the ground, but he only staggered backward—good but not great. I came down with another overhead attack, this time intending to land. He was quick, reaching up with his weapon to block in time, but I made use of his distraction once more and swung my shield into his side. This time he did fall over. My blade sailed down to meet him, but he rolled out of the way and was on his feet again before I even had time to bring my sword back up.

      “You are a worthy adversary,” he said, panting. “What is your name, foreigner?”

      “I am Troy.”

      He laughed. “Fine. Do not tell me then. I will think of something clever to have written on your grave in your name’s stead.”

      He came at me again, right on cue. I slid to the side and swiped my leg under his. The improvised attack made contact, to my disbelief. He tumbled forward into the side of the tent.

      The entire structure collapsed around us, and a chorus of gasps rang out from the woods. I blindly jabbed down to where I thought Patroclus had fallen, but I struck empty air. Each man scrambled to break free from the layers of interwoven hides. I lifted the entrance to see that I was the second man to find his way out, after my adversary. He had his back to me, taking in the sight of all the strange onlookers but, most of all, the beautiful women at their center.

      “You!” he shouted, pointing his sword at Helen. “You are the reason we’re all here! Your head will make a worthy trophy indeed.”

      He charged for her, but I went after him. I tackled him to the ground, dropping my sword and shield to make better use of my close-range MMA skills. He, too, left his weapon behind in favor of his fists, and we tore at each other like two lions whose tails had been sewn together.

      Dirt and dust spewed in all directions as we rolled around, stomping and kneeing, swinging and bashing. At one point, he had me on my back with the shaft of my spear pressing hard across my spine. I howled and pushed him off; he used the opportunity to rise and kick dirt in my face.

      Forest filth choked me and clouded my vision, but I did not need to see to hear his growling as he came back in to stomp down on me. His foot slammed into the ground just as I lurched away to the side. This dance was repeated several more times before I finally had the momentum to rock forward and bring myself to my feet.

      He disengaged to run for his sword, and I decided to allow him to have it so that I could go for mine. I left the shield where it was, planning to use that arm to choke him before we were through.

      A flash of orange flickered in my periphery. I glanced over to see that the tent was on fire. There must have been a lantern or something that got knocked over when the sheet fell. The entire structure was already ablaze, igniting the underbrush around it. My heart raced even more. I swung my head around to see if Artession had made it out, and—to my great relief—saw him not far from the growing inferno.

      He and Achilles were still going at it full force. His spear lay in two pieces not far from him, but he had managed to replace it with a sword, doubtlessly provided by one of his men.

      When I turned my attention back to Patroclus, I saw that he was already looking my way, as if waiting for me to signal that I was ready to resume.

      “I could have killed you just now, Troy,” he said. “But that would have been an unfitting way to end this fight. It would not have given me much to brag about.”

      “And do you have that—a lot to brag about?”

      He chuckled, and said, “I have led a simple life, but I consider it an honor to have such a friend in Achilles.”

      “The only thing you have worth bragging about is that you’re a sycophant, riding your pal’s coattails?” I began to move in an arc toward him, and he mirrored me. We were circling each other once again.

      “Are you always so cynical, Man-Named-Troy?”

      “Not usually, no. I’ll admit recent events have shaped me a little, but I still prefer to leave that kind of thinking to the Greeks.”

      I charged in, swinging for the neck. He ducked and made a counter-swing at my legs, which I was able to hop over and follow up with a low-momentum cut from above. He kicked himself to one side and rolled out of the way like a soccer ball.

      “Good attempt,” he said. “It is a shame you fight for these weak people. You could have truly made a name for yourself in Greece.”

      “You can put in a good word for me in Hades with all the Greeks these weak people sent there last night.”

      “You can tell them yourself.”

      He bolted forward and skidded to a stop just short of me while at the same time letting loose another swipe at my shins. Again, I managed to jump over his blade as it soared past, glinting in the light of the fire.

      The fire. It had spread to the trees and was consuming them with an insatiable hunger. I was so distracted before that I did not notice the heat creep up on me, but now it was glaringly apparent.

      He came for me another time, putting his body into a full-on lunge for my center. I swirled ninety degrees where I stood and smiled as he sailed past his mark, his face a fist’s width away from my navel. I sent my knee into his ribs the next instant, and he staggered backward.

      I spit out the glob of blood that had been pooling in my mouth since the tent and closed in. My sword struck the dirt; Patroclus had jumped away, as far from me as he was when I reengaged. He was bent over, hands on his knees, panting. I was starting to feel it myself.

      We observed each other with the rare respect you find among skilled competitors of any sport, our appreciation for the game overshadowing the superficial animosity that was common among younger challengers. All that smack talk we exchanged earlier—that was all it was. I was just playing the game like he was, trying to get into my opponent’s head. I had no hatred of the man. Yes, my aim was to kill him, but that was a simple matter of circumstance. Battle was our artform, and if a man played well, then he played well, regardless of which team he happened to be aligned with. I was reminded of Ajax the Great.

      “You tired?” I asked, making no effort to mask my own exhaustion.

      He smiled. “It comes with the job, No-Name.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “I wasn’t lying. My name really is Troy.”

      “What? Truly?”

      “Yeah.” I took another deep breath. “It’s fairly common where I’m from.”

      “And where is that?”

      I shook my head. “We don’t need to get into all that right now.”

      “Troy!” Helen called to me. “Do you wish for us to help you?”

      I shook my head again. “No. Artession and I need to do this on our own.”

      I know some people would think of that as some meathead macho bullshit, but that was just the way it had to be. I was in this fight for the long haul, and I needed to prove to myself that I could see it through, if for no one else.

      “But Troy—!”

      “No!”

      “That girl seems to care about you a great deal, Troy,” Patroclus said.

      “Don’t worry about her; worry about me.”

      “Maybe you should worry about your friend over there.”

      We turned to watch the other two.

      Artession was having a rough time. Each heavy swing of his blade came slower and slower, to the point where it was downright pitiful. Achilles was just playing with him at that point, taking his time stepping out the way of each attack.

      “Come on, man,” I said under my breath.

      I wanted to run in and come to my friend’s aid, but I knew that the moment I did, Patroclus would pounce. Also, I would look like a total hypocrite after what I just told Helen, but honestly that idea fell to the wayside upon seeing Artession’s life in danger.

      “If you move to help him, I will kill the girl,” Patroclus warned.

      It was tough knowing that I had to make the conscious decision, but I wasn’t about to sacrifice my queen to save my rook.

      He kept swinging, and I understood it was only him trying to save face. The fire roared behind them. I watched helplessly, knowing the woman I had grown to love would die if I ran in to help, and knowing that my closest friend in this strange land would surely die if I didn’t. As the heat grew, an appalling realization dawned on me; I was in Hell.

      Achilles wasn’t even doing Artession the favor of ending it swiftly and saving his pride. It could have been over minutes ago—not that that was what I wanted, but anything was preferable to the torture of having to watch this drawn-out game Achilles was playing. I could only imagine how it felt for my Thirian friend.

      One of his men called to him, and the Chief held up a hand, responding between gasps. I did not know what he said for certain, but I assumed it was along the lines of what I had told Helen, because she shouted, “You men are too proud for your own good! Why do you not allow us to help you?” I could barely hear her then over the bellowing of the flames.

      Artession was on his hands and knees. It seemed his energy had finally run out. His opponent watched him, arms crossed and lips pursed, apparently dissatisfied with the beast-man’s performance. He looked to Patroclus, who nodded in return.

      My friend’s head was separated from his neck in less time than it took me to blink. His men cried out moments later, a delayed reaction to an event they never thought possible. The man’s head had been chopped clean off. The man himself was the head of the body that was their tribe.

      Achilles turned to us without a word. Now it was time to watch his partner in battle.

      I tried not to let the anger well up inside me, but it was the hardest thing I had ever done. Patroclus grinned at me from across the way, waiting for my next move. I charged in to meet him, just as I had many times before.

      I made a diagonal slash with his sternum as my target, and, true to form, he breezed out of my way. Before I had time to turn and unleash another move, my focus was interrupted by a scream loud enough to shake the trees.

      There was no way my hit landed, I thought. I spun around to see my world collapse. His sword had penetrated Helen’s stomach and shot through her back, coming out the other side by a solid foot. The blade winked at me in the light of the flames, taunting me. She hunched forward, motionless, supported by nothing more than the strength of my enemy’s right arm, holding her up like the last bite of meat on a shish kebab.

      His other hand rested on his hip, triumphant in the feat he’d just pulled off. He laughed to Achilles, who grunted his approval.

      This man was not Ajax. He was not my buddy. He was not some worthy, skilled adversary who appreciated the art of the game. He was just some random asshole who had just murdered—for all he knew—a helpless young woman. He was a true Greek. And in the half-second that followed my coming to grips with reality, he was dead.

      I gave him no time to loosen his blade from its new home. He had not yet taken his eyes from Achilles by the time my sword was in his side. His hand had only moved to stop me when I cut halfway through, stopping at his spine.

      He dropped to his knees, Helen’s body falling to the dirt beside him. I regretted that I wouldn’t be able to choke him after all, and that I did not have the time to make him suffer more for what he did.

      All I thought to say was, “Just know that it was personal.”

      Achilles was making his way to me, in no particular hurry.

      “Life is pain, boy,” he said, stopping in the center of the clearing several yards out of my reach.

      “That was unnecessary.”

      “All is fair in love and war, as they say.”

      “She had nothing to do with this, you arrogant prick.”

      “She had everything to do with this.” He laughed. “Patroclus did what he came here to do. He told me before we even embarked ‘I will kill that woman, even if it is the last thing I do’! I thought his anger seemed a tad unwarranted, but she did turn away his advances some time ago, so . . . all’s fair, I suppose.”

      I tried not to think about her lifeless body crumpled in a heap behind me. There would be time to grieve later.

      “It’s just you and me now, Achilles.” I didn’t know what I was stalling for at first, but then it hit me. I still had a riddle to figure out. “Have you heard any good prophecies lately?”

      “I cannot say that I have,” he said with a wrinkle in his brow, a half-smirk tugging at the corners of his face, confused and amused.

      “I heard one last night about how I would have this fight with a ‘hidden king’. I didn’t think much of it, and I guess I still don’t, but here we are. I was trying to figure out which of you were my king. I don’t care much for prophecy, but I guess it’s you.”

      “I will gladly be your king,” he mocked.

      “Well, then I’ll be sure to get a nice and shiny crown to put on your corpse.”

      I spoke with as much conviction as I could muster, but I doubted my words. I wanted to believe I could take down one of the great warriors—and apparently one of the biggest assholes— known to mankind, but the odds were looking slimmer every minute. And I still needed to figure out that riddle.
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      We dove back in for the next match. I fought like I had nothing to lose, which was almost the truth by that point. The fire surrounded us, a deadly perimeter to our hellscape arena. The Thirians had retreated to safety, after I vigorously waved them away, taking Helen and their Chief’s body with them.

      The flat of one man’s sword met the razor edge of the other with each blow. My arms gave a little more under the weight of each successive strike. It was like defending against the nonstop pendulum swing of a wrecking ball.

      I found myself backing away as we continued. In my periphery I saw a boulder several yards to my rear and thought to use it to my advantage. Clang! I defended, feeling the burn in my arms as well as the air. Clang! And again. That particular set of muscles was wearing out. I needed to switch things up soon if I was to hold my ground.

      Clang! It came once more and then—chink!

      “Moonsword!” Achillies shouted, jaw agape with the first sign of distress I had seen in him since we met. I thought it was a little weird that his sword had a name, but I didn’t have a lot of time to dwell on it. My ship had a name after all, so to each his own, I suppose.

      To my shock, my plan had actually worked. I had moved back into the boulder and spun out of the way instead of blocking. His sword shattered on impact, sending shards of metal flying everywhere.

      He turned to me, furious, and said, “Our play has only begun, boy!”

      If he was bluffing, I was unable to tell. Things weren’t going to get any easier for him without a sword, but he seemed sure of himself.

      With the intact half of his sword in hand, he continued swinging. In a way, it was more difficult defending against his shorter blade because I had less sword to make contact with. I only hoped he found it more difficult adjusting to the sudden change than I did.

      I soon found my chance. At the end of one swipe, I did not extend far enough out to stop his weapon but was able to turn the mishap into a positive by stepping in once his sword was out of the way. There was only a foot between us. I jabbed my tip up into his ribcage.

      He fell back, taking my sword with him, and dropping what remained of his to the dirt. I expected to see him on his knees at any moment, but he just stood there looking at me with my sword hanging from his wound. Something seemed off, and it did not take me long to figure out what. There was no blood. The full width of my blade was lodged into his torso, and there was no blood. I took a step back, breathless. Suddenly, I was overwhelmed by a sense of fear that rivaled my encounter with the Egyptian golem.

      His hands moved to the hilt of my sword, gripping it like a vice. Slowly, he drew it out from his flesh, showing no signs of pain as the sharp edge slid along his body. It was out, and the wound was nowhere to be seen, as if it had never happened. It was all too clear why Artession did not fare well against this man.

      In the next breath, the flat of my sword was on his knee and snapped in two like a twig. He carelessly tossed the pieces away like a child with a toy he’d grown bored of. I felt my heart racing, and my exhaustion was beginning to pull me to the ground. My adrenaline could only keep me standing for so long. I needed time to breathe.

      “You’re not human,” was the first thing that came to mind. “You can’t be—not with strength like that.”

      He stiffened, his eyes widened slightly as I called his bluff. It appeared I had struck a nerve. Slowly, his surprise curled into a smile. “I sometimes forget to hide my full power, but this is the first time anyone has spoken of my true nature with any accuracy.” He clapped twice, a mocking applause. “The others always just see me as some demigod, gifted with supernatural abilities. But they always assumed me to be a man.”

      “Yeah, well, I’ve had some experience with non-humans lately, so I’m just getting used to it, I guess.”

      “I have noticed.” He glanced in the direction that Helen was before the Thirians took her body away. “Surely, you know of the girl’s true nature, yes?”

      I nodded. “And what would you know about that?”

      He didn’t need to answer the question. I figured he was not human—that was a believable assumption because of everything I had seen in that strange land—but it wasn’t until then that it registered how similar he may be to Helen.

      “How familiar would you say you were with Egyptian technology?”

      He laughed. “I believe it is safe to say that I know more about it than most people around these parts—more than most people around the entire Mediterranean, for that matter. I think you know what I am. There is no need to play coy.”

      So, he was an android. How interesting, I thought. It seemed the Egyptians were planting their seeds all over this conflict. I wondered what their true angle was, but that was not my immediate concern. My immediate concern was taking care of the guy in front of me, and there was one thing I was suddenly sure of that might help me accomplish that: he must have had a port on the back of his neck like Helen. I saw that there were places I clearly could not harm him, but I hoped I wasn’t jumping to conclusions thinking that port might be a weak spot. It was definitely used for some important function. I intended to find out soon.

      “All right,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

      “Yes, I am losing my patience.”

      We slammed into each other, scrambling around on the ground like Patroclus and I had not half an hour earlier. I mustered up every last bit of energy in my reserves, knowing that it would take everything I had to kill this human impersonator.

      My palm went into his throat, and his knee crashed into my side. My ribs screamed in agony. It seemed every time my rib was just beginning to heal, something would knock it loose again, but I ignored the pain—to give in to it would spell my doom.

      I reached up, groping the back of his neck, feeling nothing but skin—or rather, the Egyptian imitation of it. I clawed in desperation, feeling my opinions running out. My fingers went for his eyes, but his hand stopped them short. He had my arm locked in his, twisting it as if he meant to tear it off, which was likely his intention. The pain shot through me. I thought for sure my arm would break.

      I’m not standing, I thought, but it still feels a hell of a lot like I’m about to die.

      I yelped. Images of the girl from the night before flashed before my eyes, distracting me with things I should not have been thinking of in the moment. How she consumed me with her eager innocent eyes . . . The guilt I felt over leaving Helen behind for her . . . How her clothes dropped to the ground and I suddenly found myself unable to resist her allure . . . Beautiful women were my weakness. They had always been my true Achilles heel. Then, of course, everything made sense.

      I wanted to laugh at my obliviousness. My weakness may have very well been what could save me then.

      I rolled forward, ignoring the pressure applied to my shoulder joint, warning me that it would snap if I did not bend to my adversary’s will. I didn’t care. It snapped, and I still intended to do what I set out to do. There would be time to cry like a baby later.

      Achilles was laughing, clearly not expecting me to go through with it, thinking no man would sacrifice his own arm to get out of a hold. But he had not met Troy Weston, and he didn’t know that I was on to his secret. That must have been why he didn’t think much of it when I wrapped my fingers around his ankle. I felt the metal of his exposed robotic orifice on the first and only leg I grabbed. Now it was his turn to witness some inhuman strength.

      My organo-metal digits tightened around his heel, and he stopped laughing. His silence was the sweetest sound I had heard all day. I yanked, and he reached for my face to try to pull me back up to him, but it was too late. His entire foot broke free, exposing a slew of internal wires at both severed ends, just as I had seen Helen’s arm in my dream. I chucked it into the flames.

      A second later, he was done, lying there as stiff as a mannequin. It was finally time to let my laughter loose. And my tears—both of joy and pain as my arm dangled limply at my side. I lay back and looked into the smoke-filled afternoon sky, knowing I would need to leave soon before I choked to death.

      I breathed in the smoky air as the gravity of my accomplishment set in. There was no doubt I would go down as one of the greatest fighters in history, but more importantly, I had won the war. I had won the war for Ilium.
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      The fight was well behind me, and I still could not fully believe everything that happened. After I had defeated Achilles, I slugged my way out of the burning woods to meet the Thirians. They had been waiting for me right outside the perimeter. I took Helen’s body, using my only capable arm at the time to carry her the rest of the way to the wall, sending away the messengers that came to offer assistance from the city.

      The sun set on us, her head in my lap. I ran my fingers through her hair and looked out over the brilliant horizon. She had suffered an extreme version of the wound I had given Achilles, and I felt something in my core that I had not known was possible.

      I ached for Helen

      She was more than a woman, and more than a cruel trick of science and magic, knitted with blood and spirit and soul. She was my lover, my fighter, and an ally in a life that would be filled with dangerous times. I let the ache seep into my most quiet places, because pain was something I had known since the day my hands were taken.

      Loss, however, was something entirely terrible and new.

      My mind reeled when she stepped from the woods, raw emotion on her beautiful face. She had not been fully human when the sword pierced her body, so she lived. It was as simple as that.  A wash of sickened relief flooded me in a hard tide, replaced in the next wave with the realization of how much she meant to me. The woman coming to me was flawless again, and I closed my eyes in thanks.

      The gash in her stomach had healed, and there wasn’t a drop of blood in sight. I breathed a sigh of relief at discovering that. Her heart was still beating; her breath came in shallow but steady gasps. She was going to be all right. Later that night, she awoke in my lap, and I told her everything that had happened.

      In the weeks that followed, I helped the Trojans establish their navy, starting with the port of Dardanelles. The Thirian warriors were a part of that navy, and the kingdom put them to work at the coastal town, keeping its ships under their constant protective eyes and establishing a new population there. That was to be their new home, to live in as they pleased, not having to compromise their old ways.

      The Moonshadow had survived all its time alone there, to my great relief. I was excited to outfit it with battle weaponry, hoping Helen could show me how to construct some of the cannons she had made back in Egypt.

      The King and Queen made me a Prince of Troy for my contributions to saving their kingdom, and they even bestowed a sizeable plot of land to rule over as a special gift. I laughed, never thinking I had much “royalty” in me, whatever that meant. Helen leveled an eye at me, seeing my surprise and hesitation at receiving such a generous gift, and told me I would need to get used to it. I was a hero now, on my way to becoming a legend. I’ll admit, that did have a nice ring to it.

      We were on a hill one evening on the outskirts of Dardanelles, overlooking the harbor. I was musing, as I had on many occasions of late, over what had been and what would be. Life had become so much grander than I had ever hoped, a reality I never would have realized back home.

      Helen was scratching at a bug bite on her arm. I reached a hand out to caution her, but a spot of blood dripped out onto her fingernail. She looked up at me, her mouth the shape of an “O”. We grinned at each other.

      “Looks like you made it to ‘full-human status’ after all.” I leaned in and kissed her.

      “The timing could not have been more perfect,” she said. “I now feel as if I can be your queen . . . if you will allow.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” I paused, thinking of Cressida and of Priam’s daughter. “You know, I may need to take many queens. The kingdom will need to replenish its stock of strong warriors, and I know many Trojan women who would be honored to bear those warriors for me.” I figured I might as well give that a shot. It was a fairly common practice there.

      She returned my suggestion with that feral grin. “I have given this much thought since that night at the camp. I have decided that the idea suits me . . . as long as I come first above the others.” She leaned in for a second kiss.

      I pointed to my side, saying, “First here”—I put my hand over my heart—“and first here.” And then I drew her to my side with my free arm. She was mine.

      “My queen.” We kissed once more in the light of the rising moon, and I hoped that, if I was dreaming—and life surely felt like a dream—that I would never wake up.
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