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      “The water bends it, so you have to—” I was saying, then I threw my spear in a blur. The shaft broke the surface and pinned the wriggling silver fish to the bottom. “Make sure you account for the angle,” I finished, wading in and pulling my prize up. It was silver and pink, two kilos, and it was also going to be lunch. “Now you try, while your Chief watches with that sour look on his face.”

      The young Thirian boy who had been studying me in ankle-deep water looked to the other man at his side with a huge grin. This good-humored banter had become common for the two leaders, and the boy enjoyed watching it.

      “You have killed pandora, friend. A fine catch, although I find myself irritated with your luck. Your favor with the gods is troubling,” Linos, the older Thirian, said, taking the spear from me as his eyes narrowed, directed out to sea. “A ship comes. It’s one of ours,” he added, his voice low.

      It was just on the horizon. Many such ships had traveled to and from Ilium in the last year as I settled into my new home, the fledgling makeshift village that was to one day be Port Superior.

      The plot, a sizeable chunk of land that spanned the entirety of the peninsula north of the great walled city and the Dardanelles Strait, was gifted to me by King Priam and Queen Hecuba upon my rescuing their empire from Greek invasion.

      My memory of geography and politics was fuzzy at best, especially as the history I knew was being overwritten by my actions here, several thousand years in the past. I was fairly certain that the peninsula on which my small settlement rested was known as Gallipoli in my time. If that remained true after the echoes of my impact on history caught up to the time I knew as “modern day” was anyone’s guess.

      My concern for affecting the future waned after the first few months in this new strange land. I had been living there for over a year, and I was still kicking. The sky hadn’t turned purple, comets hadn’t fallen, and the seas were still free of blood or other harbingers of doom.  My Queen, the beautiful Helen of Troy, had suggested that maybe I was causing this time period to branch off into its own parallel reality, circumventing any paradoxical actions.

      That seemed like a reasonable assumption, and I was eager to believe it. I still was not entirely convinced my world was not already some alternate universe, with magic and technology beyond my imaginings.

      My own hands, prosthetics created in modern times, were at the cutting edge of scientific achievement in my day. They had the ability to look and feel almost like the originals but with tenfold the strength. They gave me a new lease on life, and I thanked God for them every day. The modern science of my time had come so far, but it was nothing compared to the technology—and apparent magic—of the land I currently found myself in.

      Helen was not the original girl known to myth. She was some miraculous fusion of Egyptian technology and mysticism meant to look, act, and feel like the real thing.  During our time together, she had transformed into a full-fledged human being by all accounts. This was her one true goal next to ridding the Trojans of the Greek menace. Neither of us fully understood how or why she underwent this change, but we were thankful for it. With both goals fulfilled, she took her rightful place at my side as we made grand designs for our kingdom-to-be. It still had a long way to go.

      Linos, the new leader of a tribe known as the Thirians, accompanied Helen and I as we founded our new town. With him came many of his people, the rest of whom were settled down in the city at Dardanelles, bringing life back to the port town on the other side of the strait after it had been ravaged by Greek soldiers.

      The tribesmen were eager to start their new lives, and their commitment to the construction showed. I had met them on my way to Troy before the decisive events of the war took place. They lived on a small island known as Santorini. Helen and I were greeted with a test of mettle the moment we set foot ashore, and we quickly earned their highest respect by demonstrating our combat abilities. Their former chieftain, Artession, soon became one of my most reliable allies. It was with a heavy heart that I laid him to rest after the final battle with the Greeks. I was not only able to persuade him and his people to help us in the war effort, but I also warned them of a volcanic eruption I remembered reading about in history class and urged them to relocate for their own survival.

      It took some adjusting, but they were settling in quite nicely, even picking up the local language with relative ease. I had not figured out something about the language that had been puzzling me since I came to terms with the reality of where and when I was. It seemed, as best as I could reason, that the common tongue was English, almost identical to the American English I knew, save for the locals’ foreign accents and their widespread distaste of contractions.

      To the best of my knowledge, any language that resembled my English was not known to be spoken for another 2,000 years, but here it was, beyond all reason. I thought of it as another unbelievable stroke of luck during my long journey through this enchanted land—a seemingly small but invaluable happenstance that would otherwise have made my progress impossible.

      I asked Helen about it on several occasions, as she spoke many languages of the period—the common tongue, Egyptian, and even that was spoken by the relatively small tribe of Santorini—but she did not know what English was. All she knew was that the language we spoke was that of the Mediterranean, preferred by most nations around the great sea. It was a mystery, like many I had encountered, that I would have to be content with not solving, at least for the time being.

      “What do you think it is, Troy?” Linos asked, drawing me back to the real world from my internal musings. “It does not look to be with supplies. We do not expect building material for another week. That is, ah—left? Correct?”

      I laughed, looking at the approaching ship. “You’re right. They wouldn’t be sending us more stones so soon.”

      Port Superior was dependent on regular shipments from Ilium. We were able to get and shape most of our wood from the surrounding forests, but were lacking in about everything else that was not food. Imported stones were a necessity.

      “Right. Not left. I have it now,” Linos said, grinning.

      “No worries. We’re learning. All of us,” I said.

      “You are a natural fighter and leader, Troy. What could you be learning?” he asked me, open doubt on his face.

      “Women, for one thing.”

      “Ahh. That, you will never learn. It is best not to try my friend. You must not hurt your—what did you call your,” Linos said, pointing to his head.

      “Brain?”

      “No, another word,” he said.

      “Melon.”

      “Exactly. Because you have a big head, like a melon,” Linos said, and now his smile creased his face like a broken road.

      I sighed, tilted my head, and shrugged. Fair was fair.

      I looked over my shoulder to where gangs of men were working on our wall. It was not going to hold a candle to that of Troy, but that was not the goal. I simply wanted a strong wall to reach from our new city to the sea so our people could sleep peacefully. It was to be one of many projects Helen and I had planned out for the settlement.

      Port Superior was going to be a modern town in the ancient past, harnessing all the technology of the time that we could get our hands on. Helen had extensive knowledge of Egyptian engineering and was committed to making use of it on these distant shores. While powerful advancements existed in her time, it had not become widespread, confined mostly to the proud desert nation. Its people, she said, made use of the gifts of science, while only the most exalted individuals truly understood its inner workings. That kind of society would soon be a thing of the past. Once my capital city’s roots were planted firmly in the ground, she and I planned to construct special schools so that anyone could learn to use and improve upon the pinnacles of Egyptian achievement.

      Of all the things I imagined becoming, an advocate for school was not one of them. I was. . .adequate at school. Let’s go with that.

      I smiled at the diligent workers, thinking how little they knew of the important foundation they were building—and it started with a wall, tall, deep, and strong enough to withstand ancient warfare. Then would come farms, with all their livestock and vegetation; then would come the paved roads, fortified buildings, sewage, and running water; next would be metalworking, shipbuilding, and figuring out how to generate power; and later . . . I could only imagine. There was no limit to how far we could push.

      It was not only Thirians that settled with us. Many citizens of Troy and the surrounding villages thought to leave behind their old lives as well. The war had caused a lot of grief and destruction. There were scores of people with no home or family to return to after the invaders were pushed back. A new life seemed like the only option, so my invitation to settle in a not-to-distant land was willingly accepted by many. Plots were distributed on a first come, first served basis, and the first five or six ships were filled to the brim with hopefuls looking to stake their claim. At the moment, there were hundreds of people, Thirians and Trojans combined, reaching close to a thousand. The sight of them made my blood sing. I had Helen at my side, and the respect of an actual king and queen, and—well, everything. I was a kid from Michigan who lost his hands and fell through time, or something damned close to it. And now, I was watching a city rise because I felt like it was the right thing to do.

      And it was. I never have to talk myself into good ideas, they just click.

      “You are thinking of Helen,” Linos said with a leer.

      I gave a dignified sniff. “I’ll have you know that is my queen you’re speaking of.”

      “Yes, and you grin like a boy who has tasted his first maiden, too.”

      “You—well. You have me there.” I laughed, letting thought of Helen wash over me. Words failed at her beauty and spirit. I was one lucky sonofabitch, and I knew it.

      There was the sudden sound of wild splashing nearby. I turned to face my companions again and saw the boy stabbing madly at the water, trying to spear a fish.

      “No, not like that, friend, though I really respect your, ah, energy,” I said, holding a hand up. “You’ll scare them off that way. You only have one chance before you have to try somewhere else, or wait for them to come back. It’s best to wait and get one on the first try.”

      “Oh, forgive me,” he said, taken aback.

      The young ones had picked up the language much quicker than their elders. This boy could speak fluent English—or whatever the hell it was—and was no older than nine. He held the spear behind his back and watched me expectantly.

      “Nothing to forgive. You’re just enthusiastic. Linos can show you more. I’m going to fetch Helen to greet this ship. I hope everything’s all right with the boat.”

      “Do you need me join you, Troy?” Linos asked through his thick accent.

      “Sure, you can meet us at the dock when the ship makes land.”

      Our dock was small, but it was big enough to hold the four sizeable vessels that called it home, plus a visiting boat or two.

      My boat, the Moonshadow, was among the four tethered to the humble dock. I had been sailing it during the storm that ripped me out of my own time and planted me in my current situation. It received minor damage during the incident, and had held up well. Moonshadow was a comfort to me in those confusing times, the only familiar part of a life that followed me to an exotic land. I was sure to nurse the tank of gas during my travels, relying only on the sails when possible, which was the majority of the time. There was no telling when I would have an urgent need to get the hell out of Dodge.

      Striking oil was another thing on my to-do list. I knew oil was at least in use in the surrounding kingdoms. Troy burned it for fire on occasion. What I did not know was how to refine it or if it was even the same type of oil used for gasoline back home. I was not a chemist by any stretch of the imagination, but Helen had insight that I did not, and I was confident that she could help me. And if not, I was sure she could at least point me in the direction of someone who could.

      Thus far, I’d proven my worth by smashing things, killing spiders, and making love to Helen at a pace that put most mammals to shame. Actually, all mammals, given Helen’s desire and my healthy back.

      Helen appeared on top of the hill where the wall was being built. Seeing me, she smiled and pointed to the approaching boat, indicating that she would head down to meet it. I joined her at the dock.

      “What do you think it is, Love?” she asked as we came within arm’s reach of each other.

      “I don’t know. That’s what Linos and I were discussing.”

      “I see no supplies,” she said, squinting.

      I had quickly learned to trust the power of her senses over mine. When she was still part-robot, she proved that she could see and hear well beyond what I was capable. After her transformation was complete, she seemed to retain some of these heightened abilities and always jumped at a chance to put them to use.

      “Yeah, our shipment for the week came the other day, so this wouldn’t be them,” I agreed. “Maybe it’s a message?”

      “What would the message be about? Certainly, no more Greeks?” She wrinkled her nose as if the word were rancid.

      Greeks. Helen hated those people. In her mind, they symbolized everything that she stood against. My meetings with them had left me with the same bad taste in my mouth. Nothing was sacred to them but their own vanity and the constant need for external validation that they found through bullying those who could not defend against them.

      The war had ended with a humiliating defeat for the Greeks, in large part at the hands of the Thirians who favored guerilla tactics over the traditional organized Greek style of warfare. We handed the enemies’ asses to them on a silver platter, even though they outnumbered Trojan forces more than four to one on the outset. I expected to see them again after getting smacked with such a blow to their ego, but I did not think it would be so soon since, last I heard, the majority of their forces were concentrated elsewhere.

      “It’s possible,” I responded, “but I doubt it. Yeah—look, the ship doesn’t have a red flag raised, so I think everything’s good.” I pointed to the sails, knowing that if there was a red flag flapping above them there would be cause for alarm.

      “Ah,” Helen said. “I forget to look for such things.”

      “How’s the wall coming?”

      “It is coming along smoothly,” she said. “The Thirians are improving their masonry every day with the help of the Trojan stonecutters. Many have expressed an interest in making new homes once the wall is finished.”

      “That’s great to hear. I was worried they might be hesitant to do things they weren’t accustomed to. I didn’t know if they would see it as an afront to their culture.”

      “They are thinking like Greeks. They have no culture.” She laughed.

      I laughed, too. “I take your side in this one, dear. I’m happy about the Thirians, though. They’re incredible. Can’t believe how quickly they learned.”

      “Masonry is not the only thing that can be learned quickly,” she said. Her leer was getting better. She was still far too elegant to every be trashy, but she was working on it.

      “That is in large part due to the efforts of the Trojan mason Saleus. He has stayed awake many nights to make sure his apprentices learn their craft well,” Helen said, with a more formal tone. Some things weren’t made for jokes. Like defending the city.

      “Oh, I’ve seen Salues.” I smirked. “Most of all, I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”

      Helen blushed and rolled her eyes but met me with a mischievous grin. “Remember, then, that you are not the only one with options, Love. You have the burden of keeping me satisfied, lest I run to the wishful arms of that aged master craftsman.” She winked. “I may develop a taste for wine that has been in the barrel for a while.”

      “I don’t think I’ll have any issues in that department.” I returned the wink and leaned in for a kiss, the first we had shared since that morning.

      Our work kept us busy on most days, and it was rare that we could meet and catch up before evening. We both decided to oversee different aspects of construction with the idea that it would speed up progress. Among other things, I was also tasked with training the warriors to fight both on land and at sea. The techniques I knew proved to be a powerful force in this ancient world, rivaling those of the greatest champions of the time. With my own personal blend of military combat training and Mixed Martial Arts, I was able to teach my citizens to defend themselves against the most brutal of adversaries.

      Linus joined us just as the ship was about to dock. A messenger hurried out to us.

      “Greetings, your Graces,” he said, bowing. “I bear a message from King Priam and Queen Hecuba.”

      “Hello,” I said, stopping myself from bowing in response. I had to stop from bowing. In my ancient style clothing, it made me look like a Vegas parking valet fishing for tips.

      “Greetings,” said Helen simply, fighting a smirk. She really was becoming more human.

      Linos simply nodded without a word.

      “What is the message?” I asked. “There’s no threat of Greeks, right?”

      “No, no, sir—not at all. I have come to inform you that an envoy from Hattusa is on his way to Troy. They wish to present an official case for an alliance between Troy and their nation in light of Troy’s recent victory over Greece. It is expected that the diplomat will bring gifts, as is customary for such negotiates.”

      The thought of gifts entering the city gates reminded me of a little story about a certain wooden horse, but I banished the thought, knowing that was a gift from the Greeks said to have been given during the war which had already ended. Hattusa did not ring any bells, but as far as I knew, it had nothing to do with Greece.

      “The nation of Hattusa? Where is that located?” I asked.

      Helen knocked her knee against mine Apparently, Hattusa was a place I should have known about, although in my defense, I sat behind a hot redhead in history class, and she was far more interesting than empires where men wore sandals.

      “Hattusa, your Grace? Of the Hittite Empire?” The messenger looked from Helen to me and back again, clearly confused.

      “Ah, right,” I said. “Hattusa. Hittites. It just took me a minute to remember.”

      I had at least heard of the Hittites before, but I could not remember anything specific aside from a vague idea that they were aggressive, wore something like a skirt, loved chariots and had a tendency to raise hell with their neighbors. Oh, and lions, too. They were enthusiasts when it came to using lions as symbols, and gates and walls. “Got it.”

      “Yes, your Grace.” He bowed again, lower this time, before continuing. “The ambassador is coming from their great city to the east. The King and Queen thought it would be best to include you in their political discussions. We received little notice ahead of their arrival, so it is not likely we will make it back in time for you to meet the visitors, which is a pity. That said, your presence is still requested at your earliest convenience.” He bowed once more.

      “Sure, we’ll head out before the day’s over.”

      “This is wonderful news, your Grace. Shall you accompany us back, or will you be taking your own ship?”

      “We’ll take our own.”

      “Very well.”

      We provided the messenger and his small crew with food and drink before they departed with the promise that we would soon follow behind.

      I asked Helen to fill me in on everything she knew about the Hittite Empire. She told me that they were a powerful nation whose center of control was to the east, but their reach extended all the way to the coast through a stretch of land south of Troy. They offered many valuable trade goods to Troy, among other nations. Most importantly, they were not receptive to the domineering behavior of Greece, perhaps seeing a reflection of their own empire that they did not like to acknowledge.

      “An enemy of my enemy is my friend,” I muttered, and Helen’s face lit up.

      “Yes! You understand this perfectly,” she enthused, then balled her hands into fists. “I would like to join hands with anyone who feels like I do about those whoresons. I would kick them in the fruits. I would”—

      “Honey?”

      “Yes?” she broke off, looking slightly abashed.

      “Let’s save some for the people who deserve your ire. Also, it’s kind of hot when you’re angry,” I said, smiling and pulling her to me.

      “Troy, I must confess something to you,” she said, eyes downcast.

      “What?” I readied myself for the bad news.

      When she looked up, she was smirking. “When you are, as you say, kicking ass and taking names, it makes me rather tingly. Down there,” she said, putting my hand on her thigh and grinning wickedly.

      “I—well, then,” I said, clearing my throat. “Note to self: kick more ass. Take more names.”

      “Oh, I hope so,” she said, then flicked her tongue across my ear before laughing again. She was so far from the being I’d first met as to be another person entirely, and it was perfect.

      “Why would the Hittites enter an alliance?” I asked her, pulling us back to the strategy session. Our bed could wait. For now.

      The two of us thought that maybe their dislike of the Greeks was behind their reasons for forming the alliance, and maybe they wanted to put Greece on the defensive, taking the fight to the enemy’s homeland while it was focused elsewhere. I didn’t know how I felt about that. I liked the idea of bringing the enemy to its knees, but Troy still needed to recover, and sending the few capable troops we had left would only invite attack from other sources. It was all only conjecture, and we would just have to wait until we got to the city to see what the alliance was actually about.

      Helen was excited to return to her beloved city. It had been half a year since either of us had laid eyes on the place. I myself had fallen in love with it and its people at first sight. The affection Helen held for it was something higher, a kind of love for which no word could provide an accurate description.

      She had proven that she would be willing to die for the city and its people several times over, fighting on the field in the middle of all-out war. Originally, Helen was to be a prize, given away to the winner, but Priam had not actually planned on going through with the plan. Helen didn’t know that, and had been willing to sacrifice everything to save the kingdom.

      The three of us—Helen, Linos, and I—decided to return together. For good measure, Linos picked three of his most skilled warriors to accompany us. I had grown to trust the man’s judgement nearly as much as I trusted his predecessor’s.

      Artession was a giant, and it was doubtful anyone could quite fill his shoes, but that did not stop Linos from doing it to the best of his ability. He led his tribe well enough. He was closer to my height, with long black hair and about as much distaste for clothing as any of his brethren. His body was scarred and calloused, revealing to all his title of warrior. He wore his stripes with justified pride, even deriving his name from the vicious roars he let loose in battle. Many Thirians were lean, clearly fitted for their active lifestyles, but Linos was more, displaying an impressive array of muscles that bragged of his determination to outshine those around him.

      Most of the tribesmen fought with primitive spears, and several did battle with swords, but Linos, true to his nature, preferred the weight of a massive spiked club which made him look like a miniature Cyclops. A sword was sheathed at his side, but it was only for backup on the off chance his primary weapon ended up out of reach. The decision to elect him to fill the role of leader was unanimous and expected. It was said that on several occasions, Artession displayed a strong fondness for the young man. I was more than happy to know he had my back in times of trouble.

      The sun was still high when the six of us headed out, making our way for the port of Ilium. Above us, seabirds wheeled, and a porpoise played at our stern, joy incarnate in waters that looked like a postcard come to life.
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      When I first traveled to the city, Helen and I docked at the port of Dardanelles. That was necessary at the time because we risked increasing odds of encountering enemy ships as we sailed further in to the capital. But it was no longer a concern since the war had ended, so we were able to chart a course straight for the city’s main port. We expected to arrive with relative ease, being hailed upon landing by a small parade of happy citizens. This was not what happened.

      The Moonshadow was challenged by two Trojan ships when it came within sight of the port, and the six of us were stopped by guards when we were finally able to dock. Helen was clearly miffed by the treatment, incredulous that the people did not recognize our boat even from a distance. It was true that my ship was unique, but I did not take the guards’ actions personally. They were only doing their jobs, trying to keep the city safe. Something was obviously wrong, and I needed to find out what.

      The men were not especially helpful when we made land, only saying that the city was in chaos because the King suddenly fell ill. Apparently, Hecuba was stricken with grief and unable to adequately perform her duties. There were rumors going around, as was a daily occurrence within the protective walls, that the King’s sickness had something to do with the Hittite ambassador’s visit. I was told that the diplomat left shortly after dinner on the very day of his arrival, which was unusual for the occasion, especially since he did not at least wait until morning. This fueled everyone’s suspicions, including my own.

      “I don’t like coincidence,” I said, my voice low.

      Linos nodded, and Helen took my hand as we began stepping briskly up the ramp from the docks.

      “There are no coincidences. Only plots and results,” Helen said with disgust. I agreed.

      Some of the men from the docks joined us on our walk to the city. The gates were closed, which was something I had not seen in the middle of the day since the war. They were usually wide open during the day in times of peace, allowing anyone who wished to come and go as they pleased. Had the other guards not been present with us, it might have been more of a chore shouting up to the gatekeepers to get them to let us in. I had hoped our fame would carry weight, but everyone we met so far regarded us with suspicion until they were sure of who we were.

      By the time we got to the gate, I was annoyed by the experience. I was a war hero to these people. They knew me, and if they did not know me, they certainly knew Helen. They trusted and loved her. She proved time and again that she had nothing but the city’s best interests at heart.

      Our entourage left us at the palace doors, in the care of the royal guards who herded us the rest of the way inside. The Queen was hunched in a seat by the fountain in the center of the main room, her face stained with tears. I had never seen the woman lose her cool like that before. There was a time or two where she let a bit of a temper loose under all the pressure of the Greek invasion, but those fits were only momentary and never betrayed a lack of resolve. Here she seemed broken, beaten. For the first time in my life, I pitied the proud woman. I would have gone to great lengths to stop those tears.

      Helen rushed to her, taking a seat at the Queen’s side and gently placing a hand on her shoulder. Hecuba had not directly looked at us since we entered the palace, and she made little effort to acknowledge us now, even after the guards made the customary introductions and took their leave.

      Helen looked to me expectantly. Apparently, it was my duty to make the next move, which was unfortunate for me. I always tried to be attentive when it was needed, but women’s tears were not something I had ever grown accustomed to. I doubted that I would ever be aptly equipped to handle these situations. Nonetheless, I usually tried. I would have taken a seat as well, but there was no space left on the bench, so instead I took a small step forward, hesitant to come within arm’s reach and tower over the Queen.

      “Your Highness,” I said, trying to maintain a calm level tone. “We just heard what happened but haven’t been given many details yet…. I… how is the King?”

      A loud sob broke free. Clearly, she had been holding back the flood for this visit, but any direct reference to the situation made it all the more difficult to mask. I went to her side and kneeled down, placing my hand on the shoulder opposite to Helen.

      “Hey, it’s all right,” I said. “Take all the time you need. We’re here for you.”

      I took a moment, as I often did when encountering the Queen, to appreciate the grace with which she aged. It always amazed me how she had retained many aspects of her youthful beauty well into her adult life. Even during hard times like this, she shined like a star.

      Linos and his men stood further away, halfway between the entrance and the fountain where the three of us were. They had never been inside the palace before and were surely overwhelmed with its size and the artwork spanning the full length of every wall there in the main hall. None of them knew quite how to act in the presence of royalty, so I took the lead and waved them over, motioning that they should kneel.

      They knelt, and the queen never looked up, but the act of doing so settled their nerves.

      “Linos, perimeter. Track and scour this place for anything—I want your noses on the ground like fucking hounds, and if you see anything, straight to me,” I said softly, having stepped away from the queen.

      “It is done,” Linos said, his eyes instantly turning suspicious as he broke away, searching. I gave the order for two reasons. The first was because Linos was a hound, and might find something. The second was that seeing the queen in grief was a shock for him and his men.

      Death and tragedy were commonplace in the wilds of their homeland. The only mourning that they were accustomed to were the ritualistic consumption of the fallen.. They knew the ways of the Trojans were much different than their own, and that when someone died in the Trojan culture, though they were thought to be elsewhere in some dark supernatural realm, the people of Troy considered those people to be lost for all time in a bleak world that was not so different from nonexistence.

      The Queen placed a hand on my knee, an action I would have taken to be unusually forward were the situation different. She had done something similar during our first meeting; the atmosphere was very different then. Then, it was a happy time, a wholesome wine-filled dinner to celebrate Helen’s reunion with the kingdom, a calm moment before the storm brought about by the Greek siege. Now it was an action that begged for comfort, coming from a woman contemplating the grim reality that her husband might be on his deathbed. She was strong, but the mocking hint of the reaper lurking in the shadows was beyond her ability to bear alone. She needed support, and I was determined to provide all that I could.

      Hecuba slowly raised her other hand to her cheek, still using the one on my knee for emotional—as well as physical—support as she as she swayed a little with the motion and wiped away a fresh tear. Through a great effort, she finally said, “I have been with my husband for decades.” She paused, and I rubbed her shoulder. “His love is the only I have known—true love, not that silly notion children have of the word. We have been with each other through the worst of times. And though”—she wiped away another tear before continuing—“he has been with other women, I know in his heart that he stayed true to me. In all these years, he has demonstrated that truth to me. It is expected of a man in his position to spread his seed—so that the line may survive if something were to happen to the true heirs to the throne. I understood that and knew that it would happen when he was crowned. He always spoke of it as a practical matter, but it was nothing more than just fun for him. And I was content to allow him that fun even if I was not overjoyed with the idea.” Hecuba wiped another tear and rolled her eyes. “Though it was not the fairytale I imagined growing up—him spending intimate time with other women—I knew, I always knew, that I was his only Queen. And that was fine, all things considered.”

      She looked me in the eyes for the first time since we arrived and said nothing for half a minute or so. I was not exactly sure what she was getting at but thought it best to allow her to speak uninterrupted, if only for the purpose of helping her get it all out. She turned her head, only glancing at the warriors pacing in the distance as she rested her gaze on Helen. The Queen put her hand under the young woman’s chin, propping her head up a little as if examining her and then running her thumb along Helen’s face, from the side of her nose almost back to her ear.

      Hecuba turned back to me and continued, “Beautiful women are rare, but not among royalty. I was beautiful. Now, I am older, and all I have is the love of for my husband and my people, and the land we inhabit. Even that is a—a target, for those would take it. You know this to be true, Helen, because your beauty will be spoken of forever.”

      Helen’s eyes went a little wide, a look I had seen a handful of times in our time together. She was trying and failing to mask her surprise at the spotlight suddenly beaming down on her. Likely as a way to simply appease Her Highness and turn the focus off of herself, Helen permitted a small half-nod that clearly showed she was hesitant to agree with what the woman was saying.

      Hecuba laughed again. “You know what I mean, dear. I know you know. But it is not good form to acknowledge such things, even if an entire war was fought in the name of the truth you refuse to see.” She waved hand at the young woman as if playfully swatting her away and turned back to me. “Men would have killed for me, I am sure. Just as you will kill for Helen. But know this, Troy- treacherous men will try to steal everything you have until the moment you take your last breath, and behind each of those men is a woman, urging them on.”

      Helen gasped. I tried to suppress my surprise, never having heard the Queen speak like that before. Her grief brought out a side of her I had never seen.

      “I— yes, my queen,” I managed, unsure what else to say.

      “Have you never considered such things before, Troy?” Hecuba smirked, seeming to forget her grief for a moment. “I understand—few but those directly affected do think about it. It is a matter for queens, I think, that we should struggle to find real love that allows us to be kind. To the people we are entrusted with.”

      “And you found this love in King Priam?” Helen asked.

      Hecuba turned to Helen and closed both of her hands around one of the girl’s. “Yes, dear. It was almost immediate that I knew.” The Queen looked down, lost in thought for a moment. “Half of the men I knew with certainty what was on their minds, just by how their eyes were undressing me. All the others would reveal their intentions in conversations, sprinkling our interactions with lewd remarks, glancing to me from the corners of their eyes to see if I approved. I never did.  But not Priam. He spoke of ideas, and plans, and how to help the people. After a while, I even tried to draw his attention to me. He had told some joke, and I laughed a little louder than the others, evening touching his hand for a moment. He noticed and winked at me, but that was all.” She threw her hands up with a bewildered look on her face, reliving the surprise she had clearly felt during her first encounter with the King.

      Hecuba leaned back and grabbed a goblet that was resting on the edge of the fountain. She took a sip, and the scent of wine wafted in my direction. I had not noticed the drink before then, and suddenly her rambling made a lot more sense. When she returned the cup to its place at the side of the pool, I could see that it was empty and wondered how many other cups full of wine had suffered the same fate by her grieving lips that day.

      “You may think it ironic, but his lack of attention drove me crazy. I was like a fish that had been pulled from its place in a small pond. I grew accustomed to my pond and even resented it over time, but once I was out, I felt lost. Nothing made sense anymore. Why was this man not behaving like all the others? Why was he not ‘madly in love’ with me?” She huffed. “So, I did what I had learned to do: I played my little game. After a while, I went to another group of horny men and was welcomed by their sleezy embraces. Some from the other circle followed me, but Priam was not among them. For once, I was the one making covert glances across the room. He seemed to be fitting in nicely with everyone else. He was charming, no doubt. It was not long before I found myself doing something I had never done before; I forced my presence on a man.” This time, her laughter was followed by a hiccup. “He treated me just as anyone else. That night, I knew I had to be with the man. If I could make him love me, I knew it would be real love. Is that not crazy? My way of testing him was to make sure that he was not overcome with sexual desire for me. I would have to earn his affection, and I wanted it more than anything else after that night. In our future engagements I became little more than one of the shameless dogs I had come to despise. What an unexpected turn of events!”

      She reached for her cup again, only to discover that it was empty. She banged it down several times against the stone of the fountain, and a servant promptly appeared to refill it.

      The Queen turned her attention back to us and shrugged. “You at least understand what I am trying to say now. I will not bore you with the rest of my drawn-out blabbering, at least not on this night. The King loves me, truly loves me. And I truly love him. Our relationship”—she began to weep again—“is something you cannot find among many royal houses. Most high-status marriages are passionless transactions, no more than a means of transferring power and land or cementing alliances. But now, as I see that my husband’s life may indeed be approaching its end, I lose myself to grief, and Ilium cannot have that.”

      I rubbed her back and said, “He’s still with us, right? You shouldn’t give up hope yet.”

      The Queen nodded. “You are correct, Troy. I only anticipate that things will take a turn for the worse. I suppose now I should actually tell you what happened.”

      She took a deep breath, and I said, “Yeah, just tell us what happened, and if there’s anything we can do about it, we will. I’m determined to see this through to the end, Your Highness.”

      “As am I,” Helen agreed.

      “Your words comfort me to hear,” Hecuba said. “I trust you two and know that you will do everything that is within your power to see that my husband will survive this sickness.” She took another deep breath and hunched forward, holding her cup between both hands, arms on her legs. “The ambassador from Hattusa—named Zidan—came, had dinner, bestowed gifts, showered us with praise, and left.” She shrugged. “The next morning, I found Priam asleep beside me, which was highly unusual for him. He always wakes before me. He lay there still, largely unresponsive, coughing up phlegm and too weak to move. That is it. This is all I know. Medicine does not seem to be helping. They tell me to give it time, but I have this nagging feeling that what our professionals are doing will not work.”

      “Do you think it has anything to do with the Hittites’ visit? The messenger said they wanted to talk about some kind of alliance?” I asked.

      “They did mention the alliance, yes, but they insisted we take time to think it over and said they would return in a month to discuss it in more detail. I thought they may have wanted to rally together to pursue the Greeks, but they were more concerned with having us help them in their disputes closer to home. There are several kingdoms bordering their empire that have become more than a minor nuisance as of late, and they think that simply having our banner on their side of the affair will discourage their enemies. Do I think my husband’s illness has anything to do with their visit? I have not the slightest idea. I do find it suspect that they would leave so abruptly and then the King would become ill the next day. Yes, that does raise an eyebrow, but I do not understand why they would do such a thing if they were trying to earn our favor.”

      For a second time, I thought of the story of the Trojan horse.

      “Can I see these gifts?” I asked.

      Hecuba ordered her servants to bring us the gifts. There was an array of many fine things—among them was tableware, clothing, jewelry, and ornamental blades. One thing in particular stood out to me above the rest, though I wasn’t sure why. It was by far not the most dazzling of all the prizes, being only a small bracelet with a silver chain, around which hung pieces of bone. One of these chunks of bone was carved into the shape of an ox, something I would have expected to see decorating the naked body of a Thirian rather than the fair, pampered skin of a person of nobility.

      Hecuba was saying something as I looked the items over, but her words faded to background noise as I analyzed the bracelet. It was in my hands before I consciously decided to pick it up, and in another unconscious motion it was around my wrist. There was a sudden sharp prick on my arm, as if I had been stung by a wasp, and my senses rushed back to me, making me all too aware of how distant I had been.

      “Is something the matter, Troy?” Helen asked, concern in her voice. “Can you hear me?”

      “I—uh, yeah.” I turned my attention to the stinging feeling and quickly realized that it was not a wasp, but the horns of the decorative ox that had pierced my flesh. I removed the thing as soon as I processed that information. “Something’s off with this bracelet.”

      “How do you mean?” the Queen asked, trying and failing to mask her eagerness.

      “It just poked me.” I shrugged. “I put it on and it just poked me without me doing anything to make it poke me. It was like it just latched on to me.”

      “How bizarre,” the Queen exclaimed.

      “Zinni can look into it, right?” I said. “This thing . . . it has some kind of power. I can just feel it. She might be able to learn more.”

      Zinni, or Polxyena as she was named at birth, was Priam’s youngest daughter. She was one of the many children Hecuba had provided him over their long marriage, with at least three times as many stepchildren to call her own. Even in my year around their city, I’d only met about a fourth of their family, but the moment I met her, I was impressed by Zinni’s curiosity.

      The mysteries of the universe kept her awake at night, and her quest for knowledge led her to pursue a life of science and mysticism as she tried to find a way to make sense of it all. I knew if anyone in the kingdom could find something out about the bracelet, it would be her, and she would jump at the challenge.

      “Yes, I think it would be wise to ask the girl,” Hecuba said.

      “I could help, too,” said Helen. “You know I have a strong background in both technology and magic.”

      We thought it best to carry the bracelet in a metal box as we transported it to Zinni’s study, which was nothing more than a cluttered room in her own home. She lived on the edge of the wall, in a house bordered on both sides by the dwellings of other aristocrats. While many of her siblings chose to live in more esteemed places, both in the town and in other large cities under the kingdom’s rule, Zinni was perfectly happy to live a life of relative modesty, needing only her books and testing equipment to keep her happy. That being the case, she was surround by all manner of arcane equipment that I could not make heads or tails of. Every space that lacked the suffocating company of her glass and metal artifacts was covered in books, most of which were filled to capacity with content on topics of research I had never considered.

      “A bronze age nerd,” I said.

      “What is a nerd?” Helen asked.

      “Someone who—well, they like things. Intensely, and sometimes, those things are more academic in nature,” I answered.

      “Then I, too, am a nerd. But you are not,” Helen said with complete certainty.

      “I’m not?”

      “No. You like my breasts too much, and those are most certainly not academic,” she said, pushing her chest up with both hands. I smiled, kissed her, and then Zinni was upon us.

      She greeted Helen and I at the door, and ushered us inside. We explained the situation, and I was surprised to see that she had not yet heard the news about her father.

      “My studies keep me so busy,” she explained. “Entire days pass by where I do not leave the house. It is not uncommon for me to not see anyone for a week. This saddens me to hear, and I hope I can help Father. Let me see this bracelet.”

      She took the box into her study and removed the bracelet, holding it up to the light of a nearby window before placing it on the table and examining it under several different magnifying glasses. I did not think magnifying glasses had even been invented yet, but then I remembered I was living in a world of androids and Cyclops, so I decided it would do no harm to suspend my disbelief for this minor issue.

      “Hmm,” she said, bending closer to the object and poking it with a thin metal rod. “I will need to look into it in more detail over the coming days, but it does appear to have a magic power about it. You said it pricked you, Troy?”

      “That’s right. Up until then, it kind of drew me in, I think. So, please, be careful with it. There’s no telling what it can do. I half-expect to fall ill any second now,” I said with a nervous laugh.

      “I would  be on the watch for any negative effects,” she said, not taking her eyes away from the object of her study. “Many enchantments are a one-off kind of thing. This bracelet may indeed have multiple enchantments on it—one to lure the victim, one to prick them, and one to transfer the curse that Father may be suffering from. I have no sudden urge to wear the bracelet now. Perhaps the magic of several enchantments was waning when you laid eyes on it, and maybe now it has been fully spent, but sorcery is often a layered, evil thing. You were right to bring this to me.”

      “I would still be cautious,” I warned. “Even handling it. At all.”

      “Naturally,” she agreed. “I’ll be keeping a close eye on it. Like I said, I can see hints of magical signatures on the item right now, but it does not appear to be any I am familiar with. Many eastern magics are still a mystery to me. I have a stack of books on them that I have yet to delve into. Now may be a good time to crack a few open. I’ll let you know when I know more.”

      “Thanks, Zinni,” I said. “It really means a lot. Do you mind if Helen stays here and helps you?”

      “Of course, she can.” Zinni smiled. “It will be nice to have some assistance for once, and I know Helen is well-versed in many subjects.”

      “Good, it’s settled then,” I said. “I’m going to make a quick run to my ship and get some medicine that might at least ease the King’s pain, and then I’ll take the rest of our crew to hunt down that ambassador and see if I can get some answers out of him. Stay safe, ladies. I should be back in a few days.”

      “Please be safe yourself, my love,” Helen said before kissing me. “I personally will come looking for you if you are gone longer than four days without word.”
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      I made a brief stop to see Priam as I returned to the palace with the medicine from my ship, which was just some numbing stuff you could purchase over-the-counter at any store back home. He was asleep, and his aide told me that he would administer the pills once the King awoke.

      His Majesty did not look well at all. If I was not reassured by the slow rhythmic rise and fall of his belly, I might have mistaken him for dead. His skin was a ghastly shade of pale, more fitting of a vampire than of a man. Like his wife, he seemed so fragile now. The physical state of the royal couple was mirrored by their subjects, every one of them stricken with grief or panic, like children who had lost their parents in a supermarket. The aide himself seemed as if he had been crying before I arrived.

      I put a hand on the King’s head and was shocked at the warmth I felt. It made me worry that I would not have enough time to find this Zidan and reverse the effects of this supposed curse. Wanting to do something to help him, and knowing I was unable to where I currently stood, I bent down and whispered, “I’m going to fix this.”

      I returned to the main hall, where Hecuba and my Thirian entourage were waiting.

      “So,” I addressed the Queen, “this ambassador, Zidan. Am I to assume he was heading back to Hattusa?”

      The Queen shook her head. “That would be a reasonable assumption, as that is the direction they were taking when they made their leave. It seems to not be the case though. One of our scouts happened upon them not long after they left the palace. Apparently, Zidan circled around once he was out of sight of the city and made for the direction of Dardanelles.”

      “Has he made it to Dardanelles yet?” I was thoroughly confused. From what I was told, a trip to Dardanelles would take him farther away from his empire. “Do the guards there know to be on the lookout for them?”

      “They have been informed, yes,” said the Queen. “We have had several scouts track them down, and they were ordered not to make contact. The last scout to return from the area informed us that Zidan and his company have setup camp in the wilderness bordering Dardanelles. Why they have done this is anyone’s guess. Even if they had the element of surprise, it is unlikely they could do much damage to the port city with all the men stationed there.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “That’s a predominantly Thirian city as well, and they often venture into those woods to hunt and play wargames. I’m surprised they haven’t found the camp yet.”

      Dardanelles was the first city officially settled by the Thirian immigrants after the war. Its population had been obliterated during the conflict, and the tribesmen were sent to repopulate the settlement and maintain the port, which was a key tactical position for the Trojan army and the closest mainland port to my fledgling settlement.

      “They very well may have since we learned of the Hittite presence, but I sent a messenger to inform them to give the camp a wide berth and not engage unless provoked. They will of course be kept under constant surveillance, but at a distance.”

      “Why not have them just go in and capture Zidan?” I asked. That seemed to be the simplest solution to me.

      “I am hesitant to make any rash decisions here. I gave it careful consideration, but I want the diplomat taken alive. I could not care less about the fate of the rest, but Zidan must be kept alive for questioning at all costs. The Thirians are a dependable people, but I am wary of their methods. They are not known for taking prisoners in the heat of battle.”

      That was true, but I was sure my friends would be able to handle such a task if it was entrusted to them. The Queen’s sentiments were commonly expressed by most locals. Almost everyone seemed to respect the Thirians because of their efforts in the war, but the citizens of Troy had a hard time fully embracing the idea of their coexistence with the “savage” people. Many people thought that their way of life was far too different from that of the “civilized” nations.

      I did not like to fuel such notions, but I understood that sometimes foreign ideas could be scary to a lot of people. Many people had a hard time coming to terms with notion that the tribesmen cannibalized their deceased. I did all I could to prevent that from becoming common knowledge, but it was a difficult thing to hide after a large chunk of their population had been killed in the war. The week after the final battle was an uncomfortable time for everyone as the Thirians gathered in the plains downwind of the walled city and feasted on the flesh of their loved ones in full view of hundreds of Trojan witnesses. Such behavior left a bad taste in everyone’s mouth, so I could understand the Queen’s sentiments.

      I glanced in the direction of my companions; they were watching us with blank stares. It was hard to tell how they felt about their public image. Knowing what I knew about their people, I assumed they likely did not care all that much as long as it did not interrupt their daily lives. Surely, they raised a few eyebrows at some of the Trojans’ local customs.

      “Fair enough,” I said. “Show us the way and we’ll make quick work of this whole mess.”

      The Queen introduced us to one of the scouts that had seen the camp. He was to lead us back to it so we could do the job. Easy enough.

      I remembered the first time I travelled the roads from Dardanelles to Troy. It took about two days, if I remembered correctly, but at that time I was suffering from the pain of a broken rib, had two run-ins with enemy soldiers, needed time to rest, and, most importantly, was without a horse. We were able to make this journey in less than one fourth of that time, arriving around midnight on the same day we set out.

      There were only six of us: me, Linos with his three men, and our guide. I had been told that eight armed guards accompanied Zidan on his visit to the palace but that I should not worry as there would be many Thirians on the lookout if things were to get out of hand. I was not worried. I rarely worried at all under the threat of these small skirmishes, and my hands twitched in anticipation of a fight.

      When I first found myself in that strange land, I was hesitant to engage in combat with trained soldiers, but as it became a routine occurrence during my first few weeks there, I grew confident in my ability to handle myself, having only met a few close calls, even then only at the hands of the most renowned fighters of the time. These small fries would surely not be a challenge for me, even if they outnumbered us four to one. I was excited for this particular fight; it had been so long since I really got to flex my muscles, and on top of that, these guys were going to learn what it meant to mess with my King.

      It turned out that revenge suited me.

      We left our horses in the city and made our way to the woods. The local scouts told us that they had carefully followed the instructions given to them by the Queen and filled us in on the latest details, confirming the enemy’s numbers and where their lookouts were last seen posted around the camp. We would be going into a side of the camp that sat in the periphery of two of the watchmen, with the intention of shooting them full of arrows before they could cry for help. If we could pull that maneuver off, it would take care of a fourth of them on the spot.

      Navigating the dense woods in the darkness was no easy task, especially while being cautious not to snap any twigs or rustle through too many leaves underfoot. I let Linos lead the way, as such forms of stealth were second nature to his people. Where he stepped, I stepped. As long as I did that, there was not much left for me to be concerned about.

      For most of the way, I could only see the outlines of trees, shaded by their own leaves from the light of the nighttime sky. Here and there, a moonbeam would shine through the packed forest ceiling and illuminate an exposed root or a cluster of underbrush. We steered clear of such spotlights, ever careful not to make our presence known.

      Over time, my eyes adjusted to the darkness as best they could. I was actually able to see the back of the chief leading me forward. Prior to that, I had to be content with following the subtle path of his footfalls as he crept along, silent as a leopard. Not long after his form took a recognizable shape in my eyes, we found the enemy camp.

      The sleepy embers of a fire marked the clearing’s center. After travelling all that time in near total darkness, I found it amusing that these men would setup camp in a bald patch of the forest, the most illuminated spot I had seen since venturing into the trees. Their night watchers would be of little help sitting on the edges of their encampment, peering out into the darkness, made ever darker in contrast to the light shining down on their campsite.

      We had come to precisely where the local Thirians suggested. On either side, I saw glimpses of the foreign men stationed on the edge of darkness, staring into nothing and looking bored. I had to stifle a laugh as the thought crossed my mind that I might be able to stand within a foot of one of them and wave my hands in his face without him noticing.

      My Thirian brethren fanned out on both sides as I dared a few yards closer, still under the cover of the thicket. I heard a surprised gasp, followed by a thump to my right, and looked to my left just in time to see one of the watchers take an arrow to the side of his head. Two down.

      A man on the opposite end of the camp whispered something that I could not make out. My allies and I stopped moving. The man hissed his comment again, clearly not satisfied at having received no answer. I saw all three of Linos’s men with their bows drawn, aiming for the last watchman on the far end, ready to let loose in a moment. I tapped the one closest to me on the shoulder, urging caution. I could not see the last guard yet, and, though I doubted it was the diplomat himself, I wanted to be absolutely certain of that before we ended him. Perhaps there was a little truth to Hecuba’s reasoning. My Thirians were hard men, and needed a strong hand to keep them on point. I snapped my fingers at the others to get their attention and make sure they understood not to fire just yet.

      It seemed the guard heard me snap, as he began talking louder, more frustrated. Among a cluster of obscenities, I heard him command his fallen allies to answer him. Then I heard some kind of clicking and realized he was trying to light a fire with flint and steel, possibly for a torch. The Thirian closest to me looked to me for instruction. I did not know whether it would be more helpful or hurtful for us to all see each other. We would still have the element of surprise since we were still under the cover of the forest. There was no way they would quickly be able to tell how many of us there were. Also, the light would make it easier to tell which of our targets was Zidan. I decided to allow it, holding my hand up to the Thirians as a gesture to wait.

      I leaned close to the warrior and whispered, “If he’s dressed like a soldier, shoot him.”

      The Thirian nodded that he understood.

      After several attempts at starting his flame, the man successfully lit his torch but was left with no time to celebrate as an arrow pierced his heart in the next moment. He was clearly not our man. I breathed a sigh of relief. They had shot him too fast for me to know whether it was the right decision or not.

      The soldier fell forward onto the freshly lit torch, and the cloth and leather of his armor was soon swallowed by the flames.

      “What is that?” came a voice from one of the tents. “What is going on out there?”

      A balding pudgy head peeked through one of the tents, and I knew immediately who I was looking at. Zidan saw me watching him in the flickering light of the corpse fire and hollered, “Attack! We’re under attack!” before disappearing back into the curtain of pelts.

      “Don’t kill that one!” I shouted as Linos and I moved in, leaving the other three warriors behind to pick the enemy off with their arrows. As an afterthought, I glanced back to make sure our guide was still there and said, “Stay put.”

      He responded with a stream of frantic nods.

      The other tents exploded with life when I turned back around. If my math was correct, there were five battle-trained men left to handle, making our numbers even.

      One burst out, sword held high, and charged straight for me. I was prepared to stab him in the next instant, but one of my men sent him flying off to the side with a shot to the ribs. Our enemies were running out, and I had been anticipating this fight for too long to come away without a single kill.

      Another came at me, lunging forward with his blade aimed at my stomach. I brought my sword down on his neck, cleaving him nearly through with a spectacular shower of gore. Before he hit the ground, his rib met the sting of an arrow, just as his brother had before him. I looked over at the archer providing me cover fire, and grinned. “He’s down. Save your arrows.”

      I turned my attention back to the action just in time to see Linos club one of the soldiers in the temple with his spiked bat. The man’s head moved under the coercion of Linos’s weapon, now with several of its metal barbs lodged deeply into the poor wretch’s flesh and bone. Upon his victim making contact with the ground, the Chief placed a foot on the corpse’s throat and yanked his club free, taking half the man’s face with it. He grinned as the blood sprinkled over his bare chest. Yeah, I thought, I could understand Hecuba’s hesitation to allow the Thirians to work without supervision.

      I looked to Zidan’s tent to make sure he hadn’t been killed in the crossfire. As far as I could tell, the prick remained under the covers, hiding. A soldier nearby suffered a sudden shot to the abdomen and looked up in confusion to see where it had come from. His eyes widened upon spotting the culprit across the camp, crouching among the trees in the hellfire light that was emanating from his fallen ally. The man who had shot him winked as the soldier fell to his knees clutching the wound, and he shot another arrow into the man’s chest for good measure. I was not sure if that was done out of mercy or enjoyment on the Thirian’s part, but it got the job done because his target planted his face in the dirt a second later and did not stir again.

      The final soldier was screaming as two of our men closed in on him. He feebly brandished his sword from side to side, futilely waving them and their spears back with no more success than one might have threatening two cobras with a fly swatter. Each of the men let loose a couple of playful jabs at different intervals, wanting to savor the moment. This was the last one, and there was no telling when they would get their next chance to have fun like this.

      The soldier’s blade made contact with the point of a warrior’s spear, but he barely tapped it and didn’t even force it down an inch. The other Thirian took this is an invitation and stabbed the shouting man in his side. He screamed and dropped his sword, which prompted the other warrior to spear him in the opposite side. He dropped to his knees, blood pooling in his mouth.

      “End it! Dear God, please, just end it!” he gurgled.

      One of the warriors twisted his spear, which drew out another stream of helpless cries from the man. He gripped his hands together as if in a desperate prayer, begging whatever god he followed to put him out of his misery.

      “End it already!” I shouted. My stomach was beginning to churn. I was no fan of torture by any stretch of the imagination. Typically, I would rush to end my opponent’s suffering. There was no need to continue to hurt a man once you had already beaten him.

      In response to what I said, Linos approached the man, took his sword from the ground, and tore a deep gash into his neck. Blood waterfalled out, and the other two warriors removed their spears from his stomach. I was not quite sure, but before he fell, he seemed to be mouthing the words, “Thank you.”

      With all that done, I gestured for everyone to surround Zidan’s tent. Even our scout crept out into the light of the clearing to get a closer look.

      “Zidan, come out!” I shouted.

      I was not in the mood to get stabbed in the face by a cowering aristocrat, so I was hoping he would make this easy on us and just come out of hiding without forcing me to go inside. I waited a moment and was met only with silence.

      “I’m serious, Zidan. We can make this a lot more difficult for you if you don’t cooperate.”

      Still nothing.

      “All right.”

      I stepped forward but then realized there were more cautious ways to go about this. I pointed to one of my men.

      “Flick the tent with your spear,” I ordered.

      The Thirian moved in an did as instructed, placing the tip of his spear beneath the hides of the tent and lifting it up as much as the thing’s weight would allow. He did it gently at first and then more vigorously. I motioned for the others to join in, and they did, even jabbing into the tent now and again.

      “Really, Zidan? What are you planning to accomplish like this? We’re going to get you out of there one way or another.”

      There was no answer.

      “Zidan?”

      It crossed my mind that we may have given the man a heart attack, or perhaps he even committed suicide to keep safe some secret we were not meant to discover. I took a few steps closer and held out my blade, slowly pulling one of the tent’s folds to the side.

      “He’s not here,” I growled. “How the hell does a buy shaped like a pot roast move that fast?”

      My men lowered their weapons.

      He must have fled when we were occupied, most likely at the beginning of the fight when my attention was focused on my archer friend stealing my kills. Things were not looking good for the King.

      It appeared as if some of the diplomat’s things were left behind. I crawled inside and was quickly drawn to an object sitting at the far end. It was unusual, like nothing I had ever seen. The words “like nothing” would alone have provided an accurate description. It was an understatement to call it black. No, it was blacker than black, as if it did not allow light to reflect off of its surface, instead gobbling up every photon it met like a black hole would. I was hesitant to touch it, not even sure whether it was solid or some tear in the fabric of reality leading to oblivion. My mind could not make sense of what I was looking at. It was just this emptiness sitting on the floor of the tent. All reason led me to believe that it occupied space there, but my eyes could not recognize any sort of dimension to the thing.

      “What in the . . .?” I breathed.

      Against my better judgement, I took a seat in front of it and reached over to pick it up. I was surprised to feel my fingers stop when they came into contact with it, as I was expecting them to just go straight through. It was a block of some kind. It tapped my knuckles on it and heard a hollow sound in response. Perhaps it was a box, I thought.

      I took it in my hands and discovered it weighed no more than five pounds. It was surreal to see my fingers disappear behind this seemly flat thing, devoid of dimension as far as my eyes could understand. My mind, trying to stitch together this conflicting input of sight and touch, felt as if it was expanding, reminding me of the giddy high I felt from the painkillers I was given after losing my hands. My eyes began to hurt as if they were looking at a color that was a little too bright, but I found that I could not pull them away. This logic-defying mystery was far too intriguing to turn my attention from it for even a moment.

      “What do you see?” I heard Linos say. I did not face him, but it was clear that he had lifted the fold of the tent to investigate after I fell silent. His question was not muffled by the walls of pelt like it would have been otherwise.

      “I’m not sure,” I said in almost a dreamy fashion.

      “Is it another bracelet?”

      I laughed. “No, I don’t think it’s anything like that. Look.”

      I held it over my head for him to see, still not removing my own eyes from it. A smile crept across my face when I heard him gasp. In the next couple seconds, he was sitting on the plush floor of the tent at my side.

      “Can I touch?” he asked.

      I held it closer to him, and he placed his index finger on top of the thing. When he found that his finger could go no further, he grinned like a child witnessing a magic trick.

      “What is it?”

      “I have no idea,” I said with a laugh. “I guess it’s some kind of box.” I knocked against its cold surface to demonstrate the hollow sound. “Seems like metal—definitely not wood. Other than that . . . beats me.” I shrugged.

      I shook it as gently as I could. Several objects rattled inside, confirming my suspicions.

      “Maybe there’s something in here that can help the King,” I said.

      “How does it open?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      I shook it again, a little more vigorously this time. I do not know how or why, but that did the trick. There was a click, and the thing popped open to reveal an internal void mirroring its exterior design.

      There were a handful of objects inside sitting in what appeared to be empty space. The sides of the box were not recognizable from its base, so it looked like the items sat clustered together in the center of some dark matter platter. Previous inspection revealed to me that this was not the case, but just for good measure, I reassured myself by feeling along the walls of the box to make sure that the items would not come sliding out if I were to tilt it a little in any direction. Before looking further, I amused myself for a moment by holding the box close to my face and turning it so that one of its sides blocked my view of the objects within. Seeing them disappear in that way with no warning gave me an excited thrill I could not quite explain.

      “This is magic!” Linos exclaimed.

      “That, or science . . . or both.”

      I forced myself to focus on the contents of the box. Inside there were a handful of colorful gems. I was no expert, but there seemed to be sapphires, rubies, and an emerald among them. Other than the stones, almost everything else in the container was a bronze-colored implement I could not make heads or tails of. I thought I remembered seeing similar tools in Zinni’s study, but that was only a vague recollection. She would be able to tell me for sure. The only other object in the box was an organically shaped hunk of what appeared to be skin, but felt more like metal to the touch. It reminded me of Helen, and I wondered if that was how her artificial skin felt before she began her transformation that would make her a human.

      I was sure Helen could tell me more about it. She had explained to me when we first met that she was created by the Pharaohs of Egypt, using their exclusive technology. It puzzled me to see it here in the camp of some sleezy eastern diplomat. Perhaps she would have insight into the Hittites’ relationship to the Egyptians as well.

      My thoughts were interrupted by a faint humming. It seemed to be coming from the crystals. I lifted a blue one in my hand and felt the tingle of its vibration tickling the synthetic skin of my fingers. This was some sort of magic, I was sure. It seemed that the box was full of both magical and scientific elements. Hopefully, something in there was the key to fixing the King’s problem. I would not know until the girls looked into it, so I decided to prioritize our return over chasing Zidan.

      Before we set out, I instructed the Thirians of the Dardanelles to scour the countryside for the wandering diplomat, and, under absolutely no circumstances, were they to kill him. They gave me their word that they would not harm him, and I was satisfied with that.

      My crew and I rode to Ilium, eager to unravel the mysterious we had just discovered.
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      Helen and Zinni were no less eager than I was to understand the meaning of my discovery. The King’s daughter took it from my hands before I even cleared the threshold to her home and was able to explain the situation.

      “By Zeus! What is this marvel?” Zinni gasped.

      She held the box up to the light of a nearby window in an attempt to inspect the object further, and huffed at her lack of success. One of her hands mapped out the thing’s shape while her other held it up.

      “Never before have I seen such a curiosity. What does it do?” She looked to me, her mouth agape.

      “I was hoping you could help me figure that out,” I said. “We found it in the Hittite camp at Dardanelles.”

      “Dardanelles?” Helen asked. “What were the Hittites doing in Dardanelles? That is forever away from Hattusa.”

      “We’re not sure why they were there,” I explained. “But it’s where our visiting diplomat decided to set up camp for the night. He escaped, by the way. The rest of his gang wasn’t so lucky. The Thirians at Dardanelles have sent out several search parties in hopes of finding him.”

      “I am sure they will find him,” Helen said, arms crossed. “Their tracking abilities are unmatched by any in all of Troy.”

      “Yeah, I have every bit of confidence that they will,” I said, “but I’m hoping we won’t need the coward to help us fix whatever’s wrong with the King.” I pointed to the box. “There’s plenty of random mysterious crap in there that I’m hoping could clue us in on exactly what’s ailing him.”

      “So, this is a box?” Zinni asked. She gently shook it and heard the sounds of the items jumbling around inside. “Let us hope that this thing is not cursed as well.”

      The thought had not occurred to me until just then. I did not know a thing about how the magic of this world worked, but I assumed it was possible that Zidan could have cast some kind of spell on it before he snuck out. Nothing felt amiss to me yet, which was reassuring.

      “I—uh, I feel fine at the moment,” I said, taking a quick mental survey of all my faculties.

      “Let us hope you stay that way,” said Helen in a tone that was more of a command than a wishful remark.

      “Did you open it?” asked Zinni. “How does it open?”

      I shrugged. “I just shook it a bunch and it popped open.”

      Zinni tried my method, and it worked for her as well. She led us into her study and placed the box and its contents on the main table in the center of the room.

      The bracelet was still there from earlier. “Oh, did you find out any more about that?” I asked.

      “Unfortunately, I have been unable to learn anything more about it,” Zinni said, only half present as her attention homed in on the new mystery I had brought her.

      I was surprised that she heard my question at all. The girl was known for her legendary tunnel-vision that blocked out everything not directly concerning her task at hand. It was because of that character trait that many people thought of her as rude on first impression. I knew better though. She was not the kind of person who would willingly ignore people; it was only that her curiosity overwhelmed her senses, taking the reigns until she found the answers she sought.

      She took up several of the stones and placed them under the discerning interrogation of her many peculiar instruments. With each stone she handled, she took a few moments to grasp it firmly in her palm, close her eyes, and feel the rhythm of the vibrations they emitted.

      “This one does not vibrate like the others,” she muttered, probably more to herself than anyone in her silent audience. “It hums at . . . irregular intervals. Unusual.” She placed the gem on the table away from the growing pile of stones she had already handled.

      “What is this?” Helen said, eyes wide as she strode to the enchanting box, leaving Zinni to her own explorations.

      She picked up the hunk of fleshy metal, her jaw open, much like Zinni’s upon seeing the box. Helen squeezed it between her thumb and index fingers, discovering that it did not give under the pressure. She pressed it against the table and ran it along the grainy wooden surface as if she were drawing with a piece of chalk. The thing was about the size of one of her fingers, and it was hard to distinguish the object from her hand at a glance. As far as I could tell, nothing of any significance happened during the few seconds of drawing, and she did not appear any less intrigued. Afterward, Helen took it between both hands and tried to snap it like a like skin-colored pencil. As before, it did not give in to the force she applied.

      “This looks like . . . me,” she finally breathed. “Or rather . . . it looks like the material used to make Egyptian androids.”

      “Those were my thoughts exactly.” I nodded.

      “That means it is likely the Egyptians may know what is ailing the King. But, what are the Hittites doing with this technology?”

      “I haven’t the faintest idea.”

      “I”—she thought for a moment—“I know that the Egyptians have established trade with the Hittites’ kingdom, but I have never known them to trade items such as this. They have always closely guarded their more powerful technology.”

      “Wait, they trade with the Hittites?” I asked. This was news to me. Honestly, I had not really even known who the Hittites were a few days prior and was beginning to realize what a huge blind spot that may be for me throughout the rest of this little adventure.

      “Of course, Troy.” Helen almost laughed at my ignorance. “They are both massive empires. They trade with many nations, one of which is our own. This is not to say they are on the best of terms with the Egyptians, though, but such relationships are always complicated.”

      “Right, that makes sense. I just did not realize. I don’t know how I’ve lived here for an entire year and haven’t heard a thing about them until now.”

      “Well, we have been rather busy establishing our own little kingdom, so I will let your lack of political awareness slide . . . this time.” She winked at me and put the chunk of robo-flesh back in the box.

      “So,” she continued, “it appears that our next step will be to find an Egyptian sorcerer and see what they can tell us. You can do that while Zinni and I continue to look into these items.”

      “You mean I have to go to Egypt?” I asked. “I’m more than willing, but I don’t think the King has that kind of time to spare, especially if I’m only chasing down a hunch.”

      Helen shook her head. “No, Troy. There is a port south of here. Yes, it is a hunch, but if you are lucky, you will find an Egyptian vessel docked for one of its regular trading routes. Sea traders typically stay at port for several days before returning home, and the Egyptians are no different. There will likely be a priest among them who can give you the information we seek.”

      “Okay, that’s better,” I said. “Where is the port, exactly?”

      “It should take you no longer than a day’s travel by ship along the coast. It will be the second port you come to, and it lies within the stretch of Hittite territory that reaches to the coast. You should have no trouble finding it, but if the Hittites do wish us ill will, as it seems they do, you may be met with opposition once you land.”

      “Eh, we can handle them,” I said.

      Helen gave me a knowing smirk. “Troy, I remember a brave man once told me to never underestimate my enemy. I think it would be wise to exercise his advice even now—especially now—as this enemy is clearly capable of the unexpected.”

      I had to laugh. On rare occasions like that, Helen would quote something I had said to get her point across.

      “Sometimes I think you listen a little too well.” I clasped a hand on her shoulder, grinning. “I’ll watch my back, Dear.”

      She rubbed my hand as it met her skin. “See that you do, my sweet.”

      

      Before I left Helen and Zinni to their research, Helen pulled a necklace from the pouch that she made a habit of carrying with her on these excursions to the mainland. From the chain hung a small coin with the embossed profile of a pharaoh on one side and her name emblazoned on the other. She told me to present it to any Egyptian priest, and they would know I had her backing. Apparently, she had carried the trinket with her all the way from the place of her construction, but in all the time I had known her, this was the first I’d seen of it.

      I was hesitant to accept that an Egyptian priest would drop all suspicion simply by me showing him her necklace. It might have worked for the girl back in the day, before she went abroad, but a lot had changed in that time. For starters, she told me that the pharaohs had not intended for her to transform into a human—the magic responsible for that was still an unknown to her. It was likely that they would not trust her after learning of this evolution.

      Secondly, she had not kept in touch with them since she left. I do not know what her exact commands were when she departed—I never asked—but I was sure that she was expected to communicate updates every once in a while. That aside, I did not know how she should could possibly be working toward any Egyptian directive; she was setting up her own kingdom north of Troy with me. There was no way that course of action fit into the desert empire’s schemes. Last, but not least—well, maybe least, I wasn’t really sure yet—I killed an Egyptian Cyclops in an effort to protect her not long after the two of us joined together. The Cyclops, by the way, was an artificial construct known as a golem, which had no more brain than a grasshopper, but was nonetheless a complete horror to deal with and likely took a lot of manpower to create. I was sure they would not take kindly to my interference with one of their precious machine-things, the purpose of which we had been unable to understand.

      I made a visit to see Priam before embarking. He was awake and stable, though showing no signs of improvement. His aide urged me to not take too much of His Majesty’s time because he needed as much rest as he could get; the previous night had been fitful for the old man, and only made him weaker the next day.

      “Ah, Troy . . .” the skeletal figure wheezed when I entered. “Please, come in. Close the door behind you.” He coughed.

      I slowly approached the bed. Though he was awake, his body looked no more alive than the last time I checked in. I was happy to see him conscious but was worried of the strain it put on him. Even the slightest movement seemed to throw him into a world of agony. I wanted to make some conversation with the man to at least help take his mind off of it for a few moments, but I was worried that his efforts to respond would only make things worse for him.

      “Take a seat, my boy, please.” He glanced to the cushioned chair at his side.

      “Sir, do not speak if it hurts you so much. I can see you’re in a lot of pain right now.”

      “That I am, son.” He was overcome by a fit of coughs again before he was able to continue. “But leave the worrying to me. I may not have much time left, and I want to say everything I’m inclined to say before that time runs out.”

      “Please don’t talk like that, sir,” I whispered. “I’m committed to figuring this mess out. We’ve already found some promising leads in the last day alone.”

      He nodded. “Good. This is good to hear, but I am not holding out hope for my condition. Just . . . look at me . . .”

      He tried to raise an arm, I assumed in a display of his frailty, but even that was too much exertion for him. His failure to do so got the point across well enough. I did not like to hear him talk in such a pessimistic way, but the King was always known to be a pragmatic man, never one to take comfort in reassuring lies. He trembled before me with each breath, his teary red eyes unable to focus on me for more than a few seconds at a time, before wandering back to the ceiling as he dealt with the crippling pain that plagued his body.

      “Did they give you the medicine I brought?”

      “Yes, my son.” He nodded almost imperceptibly. If he was going to say any more, he was interrupted by another spasm of coughing, which sent shudders all over his torso.

      I wanted to ask if my medicine helped at all, but the answer seemed obvious.

      “The Queen,” I began, placing an arm on his shoulder. “She really loves you.”

      A faint smile appeared across his wrinkled lips.

      “She was telling us about how the two of you met, and she went into this whole story about how she had such a hard time trusting people—specifically men—before she met you. It seems like you’ve been sort of a rock for her all this time.”

      Another barely-perceptible nod. He said, “Yes, she will miss me sorely when I go, I am sure. But she has to remain strong. She is a strong woman. I trust you will help her when she needs it.” Again came the coughing. “She has been by my side during most of my bedridden hours it seems. She tries to hide her sadness, but I know my wife well.” He let out a sound that I thought might have been a laugh. “So . . . where has your investigation led you thus far?”

      I filled Priam in on all the details: the fight at Dardanelles, the mysterious black box and all its contents, and my next destination with the Thirians accompanying me.

      “Egyptians you say . . .” the King rasped. “All my years, I was never quite sure what to make of them and their ways. But to think they have some animosity towards me . . . well, the notion leaves me confused. I do not know what they could hope to gain politically from my assassination. Only the Fates would know what dealings they have with the Hittites, I suppose.”

      I was surprised that the idea had not occurred to me earlier, but it made sense from a logistical standpoint that the Egyptians were working with the Hittites to harm the King, for whatever reason. I didn’t know what I thought might be going on before, but that was the most logical assumption if it was indeed Egyptian magic in the hands of the Hittite ambassador that was responsible for the King’s ailment.

      Perhaps, I thought, the Hittites wanted to move in on Trojan territory and expand their empire. They were known to be aggressive. Maybe they coerced the Egyptians into helping their plans for expansion along. Hopefully my next trip would give me more information to work with.

      The King and I sat in silence for a while longer, both of us enjoying the warmth of the midday light shining through the window. A wave of exhaustion hit me then. I wanted nothing more than to crawl into one of the guest beds and curl up for a few hours, but time was fleeting. I did not want to rest until I knew I had done everything in my power to help the King.

      As if he’d read my mind, Priam turned to me and said, “Troy, how long has it been since you slept?”

      “A while.” I forced a laugh. “We traveled all night to get to Dardanelles, and on my voyage here before that, I maybe got in a few hours of shut-eye. It’s been about two days since I’ve had any real sleep.”

      “You are no use to anyone in that condition. Your mind must be drowning in fatigue.”

      “I’ve been through worse.”

      “Get some rest, Troy,” he urged. I could hear the strain in his voice over the struggle to breathe.

      “No, sir. Not until I get you taken care of.”

      His faint smile appeared again, and he stared straight ahead at the wall. “It is a lost cause, boy. I am almost certain of that.”

      “I’m not going to hear anymore of that talk from you, sir,” I stood to take my leave.

      He let out a hoarse chuckle and said, “At least promise me that, if I do die, you will accept there is nothing more you can do and get some rest. I do not wish to burden you with my problems now, and I certainly do not want this curse to haunt you from beyond the grave.”

      I really could not understand why he was pushing the subject. My lack of sleep was my own concern, my own responsibility. This guy was not my dad. His concern seemed unwarranted. I nodded that I understood and made my way to the door.

      “Troy,” he called after me, so faint I barely heard him.

      “Yes, Your Grace?”

      “Please look after my Hecuba.”

      I turned back to find that he was watching me with a pleading, earnest look in his eyes. He seemed so desperate and powerless there in his bed, and I was struck with the realization that, as helpless as he appeared to me then, he likely felt a thousand times worse. I had known this the whole time we were talking together, but in that moment, it truly hit me. The situation was all too real all of a sudden.

      All I managed to say was, “Sir,” before walking out the room.
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      For all my big talk, I found myself in bed not long after returning to Moonshadow with my Thirian companions. I thought it might be best to listen to the King’s advice after all, and there was no telling when my next opportunity to recharge would be. From what Helen said, we had a day’s worth of seafaring ahead of us, and Linos was more than capable of steering my ship parallel to the shore.

      As I lay there among the sheets, my thoughts were crowded with Zidan and his pudgy aristocrat’s face. I was likely to never forget his indignant expression when he peeked out of his tent and saw me looking back at him the previous night, which was good because I would need to remember that face as I hunted him down.

      I mildly regretted not bringing the box or that strange hunk of metal with me to present as a reference for any Egyptian priests I ran across, but I decided it would be better off in the girls’ hands. That way, we would all be steadily working to find a cure for the King. I was confident that if a priest knew anything at all about the objects, he would be able to work off of my descriptions. That may have been a hasty assumption, but it comforted me to take some things for granted like that.

      With any luck, I thought, the Dardanelles Thirians would catch up to our old pal Zidan and bring him straight to Ilium for interrogation. If that were to happen, there was a chance everything would be solved before I even got back, which would be a nice surprise to come home to.

      Home. I chuckled at the thought. Troy was my home now. I was officially Troy of Troy, or Troy of Ilium, to spare anyone from confusion. Not much more than a year ago, I was sailing the Great Lakes back “home” in The States. My new hands had given me a new lease on life, a second chance at waking up and grabbing life by the balls, so to speak. I was charged with sailing around for a year, living a life of what I considered to be ease and luxury, while I broke in my new prosthetics. If everything worked out, the navy would see about welcoming me back into the fold and putting me back on active duty, pending positive reviews from my psychiatrist.

      I was never one to seek out shrinks to solve my problems, but having your hands flattened in the heat of combat like roadkill under a steamroller had a pretty good chance of messing with your head. Luckily, I hadn’t noticed any unusual behavior in myself over the last year, and it was not for lack of the world putting me to the test.

      My first day at sea, I found myself in the middle of this bizarre storm that lifted my ship from the water and flung me around, knocking me unconscious. I woke up in a different place and time and was greeted by my beautiful Helen. The rest was literally history. Needless to say, I have not been able to check back in with my shrink or any commanding officers, but I did not really miss them all that much.

      I must have slept five or six hours before coming back on deck. The guys were taking turns sleeping on the couch in shifts. I passed one of them far away in dreamland on my way up the stairs. Linos hailed me as I appeared.

      “Any updates?” I asked.

      “No, sir,” he said.

      “Well, no news is better than bad news, I suppose.”

      I looked to the shore and surveyed its green hills and the road running between them and the water.

      “No one’s even been walking out there?” I asked, squinting at Linos in the light of the afternoon sun.

      “Few travelers,” he said. “Two at most in each group. No soldiers, all normal from the looks it.

      I nodded. That was fair enough. It would not be an efficient use of time to chase down every Bob and Sue that crossed our path.

      One of the men was leaning on the rail, also watching the road. I joined him. He was archer from back at Dardanelles, who shot the soldier I was in the process of beheading. I thought he might make for good conversation to pass the time.

      “What’s your name, warrior?” I asked.

      “I am called Scander,” he said, glancing at me before returning his attention to the shore. I did not take this action as dismissiveness, just dedication to his duties—a trait common among all Thirians I had crossed paths with so far.

      “What does ‘Scander’ mean?” Most Thirians had names that let a person know something about them—things such as: what their best skill was (Sees-All, although that name was also bestowed upon the man with a bit of humor in mind as he had no eyelids, rest his soul); a behavior that was unique to them (Linos, since he roared like a lion); or if they did something important for the tribe (Spits-Venom, a daring woman who sucked the venom from a snake bite in a child’s leg). I never asked Artession what his name meant, and Helen, who knew their language, never told me. I assumed it was something held in high regard though.

      “It means I poop in inappropriate places,” he said with no hint of humor. If he had ever found it funny, it had surely run its course over the years.

      “Oh.” I was curious to know the story, so I followed up with a question that likely had an obvious answer. “So, what did you do to earn that name?”

      He looked at me from the corner of his eye, not bothering to turn his head. “When I was a little child, I pooped at night near Mother’s bed.”

      “Why did you do that?”

      “Afraid of the dark. I did not go outside and was too young to hold it in.”

      Poor bastard. He had to live with that embarrassing name for the rest of his life because of something he could not control as a child. I thought back to Sees-All and how his name was bestowed upon him as a joke. From the moment I met him, he’d struck me as a guy who had something to prove. That wasn’t to say he was inadequate in any way. He proved whatever he was trying to. I taught him a handful of MMA moves back on Santorini, and he soaked it up like a sponge, as fast as the best of the Thirian warriors.

      I always wondered if his name fueled his win-or-die-trying attitude. It reminded me of an old song from back home that my dad was fond of, about a man who was given a girl’s name by his father in the hopes that he would take the humiliation that came with such a name and use it to grow stronger. I always thought that was an interesting concept and wondered if it had any merit. Here I was, standing next to another bit of evidence to support that theory. Scander had clearly done something to earn his chief’s favor over all the other warriors. Linos had only hand-picked him and two others to join us on our trip to the mainland.

      “Do the other guys give you a hard time about that?” I asked.

      “No longer. If they do, they know they will have to say hello to my fists.”

      “Sounds about right.” I laughed.

      “You are called Troy,” he said. This time he did turn to look at me. “Why are you named as the city? Trojans do not pick their names as Thirians do. If they did, it would not be good to have a name after the place of your birth. There would be over one hundred of you all walking around at once named Troy.”

      I laughed again. “Yeah, it’s probably for the best that they don’t do that. I’m not actually from Troy. I forget that not all of you know that. My home is far away. Troy is a common name where I come from, and as far as I know, it doesn’t really mean anything. I mean, I’m sure it means something, but I doubt my parents had a specific meaning in mind when they chose it for me. It’s purely coincidence that the city and I have the same name.”

      “Coincidence?” He squinted his eyes at me, confused. “What is this?”

      “Oh, that just means ‘two things that seem to have something to do with each other but don’t’. You get it?”

      He continued to stare me down with the same expression.

      “Okay . . . so, like if I were to wake up tomorrow morning and say to the sky ‘I order you to rain today’ and then it happens to rain later that day. Someone might think it was raining because I told the sky to, but in reality it was going to rain anyway, and me telling the sky to rain had nothing to do with it. The fact I told it to rain and then it actually rained was a coincidence. You understand?”

      “I still do not know the meaning of coincidence.”

      I waved it away. “Never mind. That was probably a bad example. I’m not good at thinking up stuff on the fly like that.”

      “You fly?”

      “No, no—never mind it all.”

      “Okay, Troy,” Scander said, turning back to face the coast. “On this day and after, you shall be called, in your language, ‘He-Who-Makes-Bad-Examples-Of-Coincidences’.”

      A slight smirk crept out along the corner of his mouth. That was a decent attempt at humor, for a stone-faced Thirian like him.

      “Then I’ll call you ‘He-Who-Makes-Bad-Jokes’.”

      He looked at me, and we exchanged full grins this time. It was not long after that that Linos called out. There was a large cluster further along the shore, just starting to peer up at us from over the horizon. I could not tell quite what it was just yet. It did not look like a caravan, and most likely was not a city. The shapes looked to be man-made structures but did not fit the template of any buildings I had seen in the land prior to then. As best as I could make out, it seemed like we were looking at a camp of some kind, but it would be strange to set up right along the road like these people had, especially just at the edge of the tide.

      As we drew nearer, I saw that it was not only a campsite inconsiderately placed for any random travelers who might happen by, but it was a Hittite campsite adorned with proud flags bearing the unmistakable symbol of the two-headed bird that I’d been acquainted with during my last meeting with a Hittite camp.

      “That’s them!” I shouted. “The Hittites.”

      The warrior who was sleeping below deck had awoken to the noise and was now joining us, watching the site with a fierce intensity.

      “What do we do?” Linos asked.

      “Let’s wait until night and get the jump on them while they sleep. Sound good?”

      Everyone agreed. While we waited for night to fall, we sailed off out of view of the camp. The idea was that we would row to shore when most of the camp was asleep. We decided it would be best to wait well into the night before heading over. Naturally, guards would be posted all over, but it was not likely they would raise any alarms at the sight of a single rowboat coming their way. False alarms would piss a lot of people off, so chances were that they would come over to us and see what we were doing sailing to this shore without a port in the middle of the night. That would give us plenty of time to cut down any conscious opposition. That was what I hoped would happen anyway.

      Over the past year, I ended up having Moonshadow fit with two rowboats. I just thought it would be handy to have as a backup. There was a common saying we had in the military: “two is one and one is none.” I figured I would take my chances with two, since three rowboats on my little ship would be reaching the point of impracticality. We used both for this mission.

      Linos and I took one and rowed straight for one of the night watchmen’s torches. The rest of the gang rowed a distance away from us, aiming for the end of the camp on the opposite side of the road. There was at least one watchman posted there as well, but the plan was that Linos and I would make land first and distract all of the guards while our other guys snuck up behind them.

      We hit land, and the guards showed no sign of seeing the other rowboat.

      “What is this about?” said one of the soldiers approaching us.

      There were four of them in all, two of whom had indeed been called over from the other side of the camp to investigate. The camp itself had somewhere between twenty and thirty tents at a glance, each one housing anywhere from one to four soldiers—maybe more, but I doubted it. Regardless, that was a ton of people to contend with if they were all to wake up right then.

      I held my hands up as the soldiers appraised us, saying, “Hey, we were just passing through and thought we’d check out whatever was going on here. I thought this might be a trading caravan—I can see that it’s not now.”

      The guys smirked at each other. The one who addressed us initially said, “Is that to say you intended to rob such a caravan in the dead of night?” His comrades were chuckling.

      “No—what?” I kept my hands up, insisting that I meant no harm, which was of course a complete lie. “Just the two of us? Does that sound like a smart plan to you? Any caravan worth its salt is going to have at least twice as many combat-ready men as the two of us rowing to shore. I saw your torches. We knew there were people awake here. That would be ridiculous.”

      “That is a fair point, sir, but criminals are not known for their intelligence,” laughed the first man. “Well, you have your desire to look fulfilled, so be off with you. This is no place for you.”

      “Sure,” I said, seeing our other three tribal friends creeping up behind the unwilling soldiers like a pack of silent panthers. “I have a quick question though.”

      “What?”

      “You wouldn’t happen to know a guy by the name of Zidan, would you?”

      The soldiers suddenly became alert, their hands on the hilts of their swords.

      The first man said, “Who asks? Are you from Troy? Have you seen him of late?”

      Before he finished his questions, he was already beginning to unsheathe his blade, but it did not matter because before he was able to take his next breath, an arrow darted straight into his back, sending him into the sand with a surprised grunt.

      The others turned just in time to meet their speedy demises, all from surgically placed cuts to the throat. That was probably the quickest end to an altercation I had seen so far. It was comforting to see the soldier’s reaction to my question about the diplomat, because I was honestly a little hesitant to fight with these people, not knowing for sure if they were my enemies. His response was evidence to support my suspicions, and also led me to believe that Zidan was not there. Perhaps their commander would know more, I thought.

      His tent was easy to spot as it stood twice as tall as all the others. We hurried over to it and crept inside. There were torches lighting either side of the room, but the man was sleeping soundly in a bed of furs on the ground with a woman snuggled up to his side. I could not get a good look at the woman nestled under the pile of covers, but this man was clearly no fighter, himself looking much more like Zidan than any other Hittite I had met so far.

      I don’t know why in that moment, but something tipped him off and he jerked awake to a room full of people prepared to kill him if he made a sound. I wanted answers, but I was not going to risk a fight with dozens of trained men breathing down my neck. Unfortunately for him, he did not understand this and immediately rose to ring the bell that dangled overhead. One of my men—I think it was Scander—shot him in the arm before he could complete the action. He began to yelp but was quickly silenced by Linos’s backup blade.

      The woman was awake and standing now, her hands up in surrender. One of my guys moved to shoot her, but I waved him down. It was a bad call as I soon discovered she was faking just as I had with the watchmen minutes earlier. Her hand was on the chord of the bell in the blink of an eye, and the alarm wailed.

      “Go!” I shouted.

      My men and I left her behind, our primary objective now being survival. The sleeping Hittites were just beginning to come out of their tents by the time we were in our boats and rowing back to Moonshadow. A couple of arrows fell short of my rowboat by the time the guys at shore realized what was going on, and then we were out of their reach.

      We took shifts keeping watch from the ship for the rest of the night but were not met with the sight of any visitors until dawn. To my surprise, it was the commander’s woman heading toward us in a rowboat, accompanied by four soldiers. Strapped to their boat was a flag of truce. I guessed they wanted to talk.

      This should be interesting, I thought as I watched them inch our way.
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      “This is a most unusual ship,” the woman said. Along with her men, they climbed aboard as she ran an appreciative hand along the polished fiberglass of the railing.

      That was the first time I had gotten a good look at her. The aristocrat we met the previous night sure knew how to pick his women. She, like all the other Hittites, looked to be what we would call Middle Eastern back home. I supposed that label was still accurate in the time and place I was standing. The tip of her head was at my chin level, and from it her long raven hair fell in a cascade of curls over one shoulder, reaching down to her chest. She had a dainty pointed nose, large lips, and big brown eyes that demanded my total attention. At first assessment, she appeared harmless, fragile, but once an onlooker found himself trapped in those almond orbs, there was no doubt he would see the fierceness that lay just beneath the surface. I could not help but think of my first few days with Helen, when I was eager to see more signs of the hint of danger she had been taunting me with since the moment we met. It was soon clear to me that this woman was no mere concubine. Her bearing was far too proud of such a lowly position.

      “Where is it from?” she asked, turning to me.

      In my appraisal of her, I had almost forgotten that she was talking about my ship.

      “It’s from a faraway place called the United States of America.”

      “I have never heard of such a place.”

      “I . . . wouldn’t expect you to. It’s very far away. Very secluded and secretive.”

      “Hm . . .” She mulled my words over for a moment and said, “I see no armaments, yet you come to land and attack my men in the middle of the night. You are warriors, yes? But this appears to be a vessel for pleasure.”

      Her men. Apparently, the aristocrat we had ended the other night was only a pawn and not the leader of this organization. I thought about him, and his balding head and watermelon belly bumping out from beneath his food-strained robes. The two of them were clearly sleeping together. He must have been a charismatic fellow, but perhaps that was what made him an effective member of the ruling elite.

      “That’s correct. We are warriors, but this is my private vessel,” I said. “We did not come looking for trouble when we set sail, but we did not expect to see a Hittite encampment along the banks.”

      “I see.” Her voice showed no outward hostility, only quiet reflection. “And what is it that you hate about my people so much that you would row to shore and murder them?”

      “I have a strong reason to believe the Hittites are behind my king’s ailment,” I said, maintaining a firm tone.

      “Your king’s . . . you are from Troy? I do not understand—you said you are from this other place.”

      So, she knew what I was talking about. If the Hittites did not have anything to do with the sickness, there was a slim chance that she would understand the reference. There was a chance word would have gotten to them by now even if they were not involved with the situation, but it did not seem likely given only a handful of days. I would admit there was still a possibility that I was jumping to conclusions, but more and more signs were pointing to them being at fault.

      “I live in Troy now. It is not where I was born, but I have had the honor of earning the title of Trojan prince. They are my people now. My name is also Troy, if you can wrap your head around that. But enough about me. What do you know about Priam’s sickness?”

      She grinned, but I could see through it that she was trying to not appear nervous. Apparently, this was news that she was not prepared to handle. She said, “Your attack on us last night makes much more sense now. Yes, I know of the sickness, and I may even have the answers you seek. But first, let us hail our larger ship so that we may discuss it further.”

      She signaled to one of her men, and he blew a horn that was strapped around his neck. I did not have time prior to that to ask why this was necessary.

      “Why can’t we just discuss it here?” I asked.

      “That is not how we handle diplomacy at sea,” she said. “Hittite naval law dictates that all political discussions must take place on neutral ground.”

      “Okay, so why is my ship not ‘neutral ground’ but yours is?”

      “It will be once the soldiers manning the vessel climb aboard your ship, leaving our barge to the two of us. Does that sound fair to you, Troy of Troy?”

      “If that’s what you insist, then sure. I can jump through this little hoop for you, but on one condition.”

      “What is your condition?”

      “I don’t want all of your guys on my boat while I’m gone. That would be way more tension than is necessary. When your barge comes here, have all of your men get in that little rowboat you came in on.”

      She looked to her other men. They did not seem happy at the prospect of being sectioned off to this little craft.

      She turned back to me and said, “We can do that. The boat may not fit them all comfortably, but I think it should stay afloat.”

      “Well, all right then,” I said, forcing a fake smile. I made an effort to uncross my arms to appear a little less standoffish. This whole situation was getting sketchy, and they had more than enough reason to retaliate after what we did to them. I needed to proceed with caution, but I did not want to scare her away or force things to turn sour in spite of my own suspicions. If they could help Priam, I needed that more than anything else at the moment. In an attempt to help release a little tension, I said, “You never told me your name.”

      “Ah, what am I thinking?” She shook her head at her own absent-mindedness. “I am Matanaza, Hittite princess and daughter of King Mursili.”

      She turned her head back in the direction of the shore, and my gaze followed hers. We could see her barge approaching us now, but there was still plenty of time to blow with superficial conversation.

      “So, Troy, what is this secretive place of your birth like? What did you call it?”

      “The United States. It’s wonderful. We have technology you probably would not believe and more freedom than people know what to do with. That’s not to say that all that freedom is a good thing. It often gets a lot of people in trouble because they don’t know how to run their lives, but those people have no one to blame but themselves when things go south.”

      She looked around the ship and said, “If your boat is any indication of the kind of wonders that your home can manufacture, then I can only imagine what else it has to offer.” She giggled but had not turned back to me when she said, “It is funny what you say about freedom. I do not fully understand what you mean.”

      “It’s a broad subject. But, as an example, people have the freedom to do whatever they want for a living, as long as they meet the requirements of the job. There are schools that teach you what you need to know for just about any kind of job you can imagine, and most of those schools are open to anyone, assuming they have the means to pay. Around here, I see a lot of people simply doing what their parents do for a living because they have no other real option. It’s not like that where I come from.”

      “That . . . flexibility does sound appealing,” she said and then laughed again. “So, does this mean you could go to school and learn to be a king if you had enough funds?”

      “I mean, kind of, yeah,” I said, hoping to see the shock of my response outlined on her face. I was only mildly disappointed because I think she managed to hold some of her surprise in. “Our political system is different than what you see around here. Where you have members of a ruling class—I’m assuming your government is similar to Troy’s—the United States has elected officials. You can go to school to learn politics, which I imagine has a lot to do with catering to voters, and from there you can try to get elected somewhere, which usually only happens if you can get one of the main parties to back you as a candidate. Theoretically, anyone can do it, even climbing all the way to the top as head of the nation, assuming you meet the age requirement and are native-born.”

      “That sounds . . . disorganized,” she said. “Who elects these officials? Do other officials do this?”

      “No, the people do the voting. I mean, the other officials vote, too, but their votes don’t count any more than anyone else’s. Candidates are even allowed to vote for themselves.”

      “The people vote?” she said, looking disgusted. She had clearly given up on hiding her emotions at this point. “That . . . that sounds like what I hear they do in Athens.”

      Oh yeah, I thought. I had completely forgotten that ancient Greece had a lot of democratic ideas. I found it interesting that Matanaza specifically mentioned Athens instead of the entire nation in general. Perhaps, I thought, the city-states of Greece were allowed a bit of freedom in how they conducted their politics. I decided it would be best not to mention any of this to Helen. She hated anything that reminded her of the Greeks with a passion, and the last thing I needed was for her to feel that way about my homeland.

      “Maybe it is similar,” I said. “I don’t know. I haven’t been there.”

      “I do not understand why anyone with an iota of brains would think it smart to allow the common person to have a say in politics. They do not know how affairs of state work. How can they be trusted to elect people who do?”

      I had to laugh. “That’s a topic of hot debate. A lot of people feel the way you do back home. It definitely has its ups and downs, I’ll admit. But what form of government doesn’t?”

      Instead of responding directly, she rolled her eyes and changed the subject, saying, “How is it that you came to Troy, then?”

      “That’s a long story. How about you tell me a little bit about what you know about King Priam’s sickness while we wait on your boat to get here?”

      “All in good time, Troy. I would be breaking my laws to discuss it further right now.”

      I exhaled in frustration. “The man is dying. I need answers as soon as I can get them. Can I trust that you will tell me how to heal him when we get on that ship? That is, assuming you know how to heal him.”

      “If I know,” she said, “I will suggest an arrangement that is agreeable to the both of us once we are on the ship.”
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      The barge had arrived ten minutes later, and Matanaza stayed true to her word, telling her men to board their tiny rowboat while we discussed the situation.

      There was not much to the ship. It was rectangular, flat, and made of wood. Its longest side was about the length of my boat from front to back, and the other side was not much smaller, though the difference was enough to be noticeable. In the center of the barge was a small structure that kept the outside world from view. It was here that we both took a seat across from each other, the distance between us bridged by a polished wooden table.

      This room was well stocked with weapons. Racks of swords, spears, and shields spanned its walls. According to the Princess, this was “neutral ground.” I supposed the dozens of weapons surrounding us were considered to be neutral so long as they did not end up in anyone’s hands. I had disarmed myself at her request before boarding, and she handed her previously concealed knives to one of the men that had accompanied her in the rowboat. Her weapons of choice were another sudden reminder of Helen, though the Princess’s were not so jagged and crude.

      “So,” she opened, “how is Priam’s condition?”

      “It hurts for him to move. He can speak, but only in short bursts. From what I’ve seen, he sleeps most of the time, but his mental faculties all seem to be there when he’s awake. Let’s get to the bottom of things. Can you fix it or not?”

      She replied with a half-nod and said, “Yes, my people have the means to undo the curse. Only a handful in our kingdom know how the magic works, and I do not know how to undo it myself, but I can fetch someone from Hattusa who can.”

      “Okay, good. So, the Egyptians aren’t involved in any way with this?”

      “I have heard that the Egyptian priests have many powerful magics at their disposal. They may know about the specific crafts practiced by our elites, but they have had no involvement with your king’s sickness.”

      “All right, so what do you want from us?”

      There was a long pause, during which she looked me over, seeming to fixate on parts of my body other than my face. It appeared as if she had something else on her mind than pragmatic politics.

      “Our nation is looking to expand, Troy. It is always looking to expand. You say you are a Trojan prince. What benefits does this title bestow upon you other than status?”

      “The most important thing, to me anyway, is that I was given a nice chunk of land just north of Dardanelles on which to build my own kingdom. I call it Port Superior. It’s not much now, but in a year or two, well, we’ll see what happens. I have a lot of plans and high hopes for its future.”

      “You sound like an ambitious man, Troy.” She grinned. “Our nation could help your small kingdom a great deal, if you were to help us in return.”

      “Okay, but how?” I was intrigued but was almost certain that she was about to ask something of me that I would not be willing to do.

      “My father is old—older than the king of Troy. Like you, he is a man of ambition. He intends to leave his mark on the world before he is gone and wants to guarantee that his empire will be left in the hands of capable men even after he has left this earth. If you, Troy, swear fealty to him, we will cure your king of the curse he is suffering from and leave your haven of Port Superior to its own devices. I would have to consult my father on this last part as I do not have the authority to grant such a claim, but I know that he will accept. It is likely that he will want to establish trade with you. What do you say to this?”

      “That sounds nice so far, but I know there’s something you’re not telling me. What about the kingdom of Troy? Will you guarantee peace for them?”

      “I make no guarantees as far as they are concerned. They have a substantial amount of territory under their control, and as I have said, my father wishes to expand. Bloodshed is always our last resort, so it is fortunate that you happened upon us last night. Even though you murdered one of our political officials, I think my father would agree that it was a fair trade if we are able to establish an agreement because of it. It sounds as if the King and Queen put a great deal of trust in you. That could be of invaluable diplomatic use to us if you were to convince them to give us part of their kingdom. No blood would need to be spilled if you were capable of that, and I know my father would look at you fondly.”

      “Yeah, I’m going to stop you right there,” I said, abruptly standing. “I’m not going to betray the people of Troy. I appreciate the offer, but I’m not about to sign my soul away to a king who indiscriminately poisons people that have what he wants. I can’t trust a person like that.”

      She stood, too, but was not finished with her offer. “I understand your position, Troy, but do not think of it as a betrayal. You would be helping everyone this way. Not only would it give your Port Superior the boost it needs to grow, but you would be saving thousands of Trojan lives if you could bring about a peaceful resolution. Do you not understand this?”

      “I hear you, but it wouldn’t be me saving those people. It would be me selling out. Your daddy could save them a whole lot easier if he just didn’t plan to attack Troy to get land. What you’re implying he plans to do if I don’t go along with you is borderline evil. It’s practically blackmail.”

      I went for the door, but she met me halfway and stopped my escape, placing her hand around my wrist.

      “Troy, I agree with you that my father’s methods are senseless and barbaric, but please listen.” Her eyes showed a sense of earnestness that caught me off guard. I was beginning to wonder if she was not entirely happy with the way her dad ran his kingdom. What she followed up with told me as much. “My father has killed many innocent people during his reign, and he talks as if he has no plans of stopping. Yet, as I have explained, he is very old. He will not be with us much longer. I doubt he even has the time to follow through with any more grand plans to bring another proud nation to its knees. The energy is simply not in him any longer.”

      “What are you really suggesting I do, then?” I was starting to get irritated with her and wishing she would just get to her main point already instead of dancing around it like she appeared to be doing the whole time.

      “If we were to reach some kind of agreement,” she said, “not only would you have the backing of the entire Hittite empire and the cure which you desire, but I would insist that my father allow you to take me as your bride.”

      My hands were both at my sides then. She took one and placed it on her breast. I could feel her tender flesh bow to the pressure of my metal hands, the layer of red silk between them providing no more of a barrier to the sensation than empty air.

      A thousand thoughts flashed through my mind then. She was beautiful, and there was nothing stopping us from doing what she wanted. I wondered for a moment what it would mean to her if I followed through, but I decided I didn’t care. It did not matter to me what she made of it. Her offer of this tentative peace was a sword held over Troy’s head, too slimy for me to ever consider. I put my reservations to rest for the time being and allowed the moment to take me where it willed.

      My other hand found its way to her buttocks, again with the fabric of the dress providing no resistance to the sensation. I squeezed and drew her in closer, moving my hand from her chest to her back.

      She placed both arms on my chest then with a quiet gasp, bracing herself against my pull. That was funny to me. She initiated the action, but here she was seeming to resist my advances on impulse. I waited for her to make the next move to make sure that she had not decided against it after all.

      Matanaza looked up into my eyes, paralyzing me with her gaze as if it were a siren’s song, and hung her arms around my neck. She pulled on my head, beckoning it to drop a little lower, and I accepted the invitation. Our lips locked in a long passionate kiss that I should have felt less comfortable with. To me, this was not a moment of passion; it was simply and exchange of lustful desires. Something about the kiss made the whole thing seem more heartfelt than I wanted it to be. But, again, I decided to let her make what she wanted of it.

      I invaded her mouth with my tongue. She wrapped her arms around my neck tighter, pressing her body more firmly against mine. I could feel her nipples pressing against my shirt, which she removed seconds later. She was feeling my chest with her hands, and then my stomach, running her palms greedily all up and down my body wherever she could reach. I wondered if her evening with the aristocrat the previous night had started much the same.

      It was not long before her hands found their way into my pants, vigorously stroking my member back and forth like it was dispensing gold coins with every tug. I undid the button and unzipped them myself, doubtful she was familiar with clothing in the style of my time. All the men I had encountered during my time near the Mediterranean either wore tunics or simple trousers held in place by belts of rope. She giggled as my pants popped open, allowing her easier access.

      Matanaza moved one hand back up to my neck while she continued stroking me with the other, and I guided her back against a wall. There was not much place for us to rest against it without colliding with a weapons rack, so we had to be content against the constant groaning of spears and swords as we rocked from side to side, locked in our building passion.

      I will admit there was a special appeal to me at the idea that Hittite warriors would come into contact with these weapons later, having no idea what was forced upon them by their Princess and a foreign enemy.

      I gave her no hint when I went inside, sparing only a second to lift her dress and dive right in. Her fingers were still curled around me as I plowed through, her eyes widening to capacity in surprised realization, their spell constantly forcing me to keep contact. I felt her hand find its way to my back, sinking her nails in as she braced for repeated impacts.

      It was then that I saw the feral side of her which had been lurking beneath the surface. She moaned like an animal, both hands clawing away at me in wild cries for more. Her hands pulled me further in with each thrust, the hanging weapons scraping against each other, dancing to our violent rhythm. My skin began to shine with sweat, and a lock of her hair spilled down, bobbing with the motion of our union.

      She wailed, and I grabbed her neck with one hand. Her glare of defiance mirrored mine as we rocked back and forth, our faces so close that our noses were touching. I realized in that moment that we were on different pages when it came to issues of statecraft, but she was not yet done trying to convince me of her view.

      In an almost comical fashion, she brushed my hand from her neck and pushed me backward. She could not have pulled it off if I did not allow her, but I was willing to see where this fierce Princess wanted to lead me.

      I bumped against the table, discovering that it was anchored to the floor. Her hands were on my shoulders, and she pushed me all the way down so that my back met the counter. I laughed out loud then, but that only encouraged her to bolster her efforts. She was riding me on top in a way, except for the fact that my legs were still planted on the floor. Her hands made their way to my wrists as if she thought she could actually hold me down.

      I let her have the moment.

      The thrusting was all because of her. I wondered if she actually thought she had any power over me and had to laugh again, this time thinking of her as one of those miniature dogs that acts like they can take on any Rottweiler that crosses their path.

      She continued the futile display of dominance for several more minutes until I decided she had had enough. With no more effort than it took to pull the bedsheets off as I rose each morning, I took back possession of my wrists and was on my feet. She was startled and paused long enough for me to swivel us around and place her backside against the table.

      “I’m going to show you how that actually works,” I said.

      I tore open her blouse and held her hands above her hand in one of mine. With the other hand, I lifted her the rest of the way on the table and climbed on top myself, allowing my full weight to press down on her. I then cupped her breast with that hand and squeezed it to punctate each thrust. The spell of her gaze was broken as her eyes rolled back in ecstasy. If were negotiating, then I would do so form a position of power.

      After a moment, I felt her begin to twitch beneath me, her hands struggling to break free. Her moans grew louder, egging me on, and I was happy to oblige. Matanaza practically screamed upon climax, and I half-expected her men to come rushing in to the sight of their precious princess being violated. I thought it best not to linger as they might not realize it was consensual by the way we were positioned.

      She lifted her head for a fierce kiss, grinding against me with echoing desperation. I allowed myself to come hard, watching her eyes go round as she experienced her moment of triumph. I knew she thought she won; that I was simply a man enslaved to my balls, honored to be her royal person for as long as it took to make a deal.

      When my orgasm faded to a memory, I climbed down from the table, not wanting to even allow her the satisfaction of thinking she had succeeded in pleasing me. The debate was over, and there was no question who came out on top.

      “The people of Troy—my people—will never be objects of you or your father’s pleasure. You can tell him to stick that idea up his decaying ass.”

      She hopped to her feet, looking angry but failing to show an ounce of dignity with passion rash streaking her body from my rough kisses.

      “You will be sorry for this, Troy!” she shouted.

      My back was to her then. I had already zipped my pants and was walking out the door, waving her words away with a careless swing of my arm.

      She continued after me, saying, “The Hittite empire will burn Troy—and your pathetic Port Superior—to the ground!”

      She had chased me out of the room and was standing in the bright morning sun. All eyes were on us as she made her empty threats, shaking her fists in the air. I could not have hoped for a better start to the day. Not only did I have more information to go on in search of a cure for Priam, but I also left an enemy princess red in the face and exposed with her perky chest bouncing around in full view of a handful of her soldiers.
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      The Hittites were quick to leave after the exchange, clearly not wanting their princess to suffer anymore embarrassment. Matanaza crossed her arms over her bare chest and watched me from the tail of their barge until they were out of sight.

      The Thirians howled with laughter, all four sets of hands clapping me on the back in praise.

      “You are a legend, Troy!” shouted Linos. “What shall we do now that that is done?”

      The next course of action seemed simple: we still did not have a cure, so we would continue our search for an Egyptian vessel along the coast. The Princess gave no sign that the Egyptians had anything to do with the curse, but I wanted to seek them out and know for sure if they could help or not. Even she seemed to think there was a chance that they would recognize the magic. It seemed easier and quicker than the alternative, which was to charge into Hittite lands and demand a cure from the people of Hattusa. I was not about to find myself neck-deep in enemy territory if I could help it, and it would likely take more time than we had to spare.

      We carried on south, our tensions mounting as the sky grew dark. The last thing we needed was a storm, but, as it were, nature didn’t give a rat’s ass about what we needed.

      The torrent fell upon us, rivaling the rage of the woman I had just left behind. My ship knocked about at the mercy of the waves, each one towering skyward at a minimum of five stories. At each’s trough, we plummeted time and again down to the dark surface of the water, the crashing of our hull itself booming like thunder. My skull chattered at each crescendo of this deadly opera.

      Needless to say, the winds tugged us far from our course. How far, I could not guess, but the shore was no longer in sight, which itself was a foreboding thought. I tried not to dwell on it, my main focus being to keep everyone alive and the ship in one piece. I yelled for the men to grab the ropes of the sails with me, and we heaved them this way and that, trying to neutralize the force of the winds and the crashing of the waves coming at us like backhanded slaps from Poseidon himself. If the god existed, I wanted to have a few words with him when the whole ordeal was over.

      We went up and came down time and again. Up. Boom! Up. Boom! My men and I held the ropes tight, and I prayed we’d come out all right. There were several times I closed my eyes as cannonballs of water rained down and thought about how so much of a hero’s journey relied on luck, or fate, or whatever anyone wanted to call it. It would only be pure chance if we made it through this, but I was sure it would be recorded and retold as if it were one of the legendary feats that I miraculously pulled off in my quest to save the King, if indeed I was able to save him. Such aspects were common in legends, especially those of the Greeks, where tales were told of the hundreds of times their heroes received some support from a god or goddess that favored them, allowing them to overcome surmounting odds in moments of despair. What I wouldn’t have given for some godly favor right then in the face of another god’s apparent wrath.

      The wind screamed in my ear, like the screech of a thousand harpies reminding me of all my sins, explaining that I brought this horrible fate upon myself and had no option left but to deal with the consequences. I tried to block it all out, several times reminded of Odysseus strapped to the mast of his own ship, tortured by the cries of the sirens in the midst of a storm.

      Wham! A mass of water slammed into my face like a cinderblock, sending me to the rails. I heard the shouts of my companions and looked to make sure that they were all still on board. The threat of being lost to sea was very real, and I did not think many Thirians even knew how to swim, not that it would have done them much good there.

      Wham! Again, I was met with the force of a stone shot from a cannon, this time as I was already braced against the railing. It knocked me from my feet, and I was faced with the decision of maintaining my grip on the rope or chancing a better grip on the rail with less of a distance to pull myself up. I decided that the rope would be my safest bet and took it overboard with me. I thought I heard the panicked screams of my men, but was not sure if it was only the wind, never relinquishing its self-righteous accusations.

      I held on for my life, my body bashing against the side of the ship as it tossed about the waves. A hand reached down from over the edge, and I looked to see Linos desperately stretching for me.

      “Go back!” I shouted. “Save yourself! I can do this!”

      I didn’t think he heard me, but if he did, he did not listen.

      “Grab!” I heard him command. His belly was extended all the way over the edge at that point. It would have taken a lot less force than I’d met to send him over. A determined gust of wind alone might have done the trick well enough.

      Now, I did not only have to worry about my own safety, but that of my Thirian friend as well, and I was not about to lose the life of another chief. Artession’s death was painful enough.

      The ship ascended upward at the behest of another towering tidal wave. This was my chance, and I knew even a success was going to hurt like hell. Slowly, so slowly that it felt like an eternity in those crucial seconds, the Moonshadow rode the water elevator up to its peak like a rollercoaster climbing to the top of its rails, building the suspense until its riders could hardly bear it.

      The waved rolled on, and we dropped down for the hundredth time as if a trapdoor in the floor had suddenly swung open beneath us. I kicked away from the hull with all the strength my legs could muster and used the rope to swing me above the ship, praying that I would land on deck instead of over the other side. I pulled it off, the whole thing happening so fast that I was only able to process it several moments after the fact. My intention was to wrap the line around Linos on my descent using it to pull him away from the edge, but I knew that was a longshot. That did not work out as I had hoped, but he was still on the ship and that was all that mattered. The Chief hurried over to me and lifted me to my feet.

      “You are amazing, Troy!” he shouted over the torrent. “I have never seen another like you!”

      The praise was starting to wear on me, but I was grateful for it, knowing Thirians did not pass it out lightly. Though, I was sure he could have pulled off the same stunt if he were in my position.

      “Grab back hold!” I commanded, tightening my grip on my own rope. My hand had almost come loose in all the action. The water was making it difficult to keep the line from snaking away in the middle of all the tugging.

      In the next instant, we were all back to our original positions, and I resumed my prayers. It stayed that way for the rest of the storm. Time lost its meaning as we fought for control of the boat. What felt like an hour could have only been a few minutes as there was nothing to mark the passage from one moment to the next in our constant game of tug-of-war.

      A time came when I felt my arms giving slack, and I came to terms with the idea that I might not make it out alive, but soon after, the storm began to weaken until it finally faded, growing tired of tormenting us. I supposed storms needed rest, too.

      No epic journey was complete, I thought, without at least one fierce battle with nature. I had hoped this storm was my adventure getting its fight with the environment out of the way early. I was doubtful I could do that again without a week or two to recover.

      When it had all finally settled, the five of us were bent over and gulping in air, our hands propped against our knees. I looked at Linos and laughed out of sheer joy. It had been a while since I faced what I thought would be my death.

      “Well,” I said, my breath slowing to a more tolerable pace, “let’s figure out what to do from here.”

      I walked over to the dash to consult the compass. We would need to head east to get back to the mainland, but there was no telling how far. That ignored the fact that we also did not know if the storm had taken us south past our destination or north backward to Troy. We would have to worry about that when we found land.

      The sky cleared as we sailed on, and I discovered that the storm had carried us into the night. My ship’s console had a clock on it, but it had quit functioning ages ago, and I had never bothered to get it fixed. That was a minor annoyance in the moment, but the time of day was little more than a curiosity to me then.

      It was probably an hour or so before we spotted land. It was Scander who saw it first on the eastern horizon. My hopes were high, but we soon discovered that this was not the mainland, only a close group of three or four islands. My ship had, to my amazement, only suffered minor damage, but it was not completely cosmetic. I decided it would be best to land and patch up the holes with the supplies I had onboard. Perhaps there would even be people there who were able to point us in the right direction.

      I was not disappointed. A group of some two dozen islanders came to greet us as we made land. They explained that their people, who had small settlements on all but one of the four islands, were not aligned with any political power and often traded with any empire that crossed their shores. They offered to take us back to their village and trade, and I thought it would be a good idea to see what kind of food and other supplies they had to offer. Unlike the Thirians, these islanders were dressed in garb common to the nations of the mainland and spoke the common tongue with only slight variations in their dialect.

      They led us to their settlement, the five of use carrying things from the ship we were willing to barter with—some extra rope, a few swords, a floatation device (I had several more), and a couple of meal packs. We did not have much on hand, but I did not expect to be in immediate need of anything they would offer us. It was the kinds of items I assumed—jewelry, clothing, tools, and food for the most part. We only traded a few things for some of their food. They offered us lodgings for the duration of our stay, for a price, but I preferred to keep an eye on my boat and hoped it would not take longer than a day to make repairs.

      Their accommodations did seem cozy from what I saw though. Their architecture favored wood over stone unlike what was common to structures on the mainland, but everything looked carefully planned and constructed using the materials available to them. I could not say the same for the former home of my Thirian friends who were accustomed to living in meager huts of mud and clay. That was not to say I thought less of them for it; their lifestyle was simply an expression of their hardy nature.

      The repairs took more work than my first assessment led me to believe, but there were no complications that prevented me from patching everything up with what I had. The most painful part of the whole process was draining all the water from the galley and drying everything off once that was done. My mattress, for one, was soaked to the core. I bent it over the edge and squeezed as much water from it as I could, but there was no getting it totally dry in the time I was willing to spend on the island. It was most likely going to get moldy before we found our way back to Troy, but that was something I decided to worry about later.

      The islanders were very hospitable, but they were always looking for a way to make a little coin. It turned out that they used the currency of several empires, including the drachma found in Troy, Greece, and Sparta. Constant trade with many nations kept the people abreast of exchange rates. That might have been good information to know before my men and I hauled armfuls of stuff to town to barter with, but it was only a minor annoyance. It occurred to me that maybe they valued the items we brought to barter more than our silver because they could turn around and trade our items to any nationality that came for a visit.

      On more than one occasion each day, I was met with a villager or two, hands out, asking if there was anything that they could do for us—bring some food back from the village, help with the ship, tell us stories. There was even a young woman who came and offered herself to each of us in exchange for a modest fee. On a normal day, I probably would have accepted, but their persistence was wearing on me at that point, so I turned her away, still satisfied with my most recent sexual encounter and also not wanting to feed into these people’s nagging.

      By noon of the third day, I decided that the repairs were as good they were going to get. The sun had not been able to dry everything to my satisfaction, but I did not want to waste any more time. The holes were patched, and that was the main thing.

      Just as we were about to slide the ship back into the water and set sail, we were met once again by a team of villagers. This time there were six of them. I assumed it was one last sales pitch, so I was admittedly dismissive, giving them a half-assed, over-the-shoulder wave as I climbed aboard.

      One of them called after me, saying, “Beware of the serpent that stalks the waters here!”

      That got my attention. This was the first I had heard about any serpent. I expected the next words out of this man’s mouth to be that they could keep it away from my ship for a price.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked. The man had drawn in the Thirians’ attention, too.

      “A massive serpent was spotted not far from the shores of our islands. It has swallowed two of our small fishing boats in a month’s time.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yes, sir. It is a very serious matter. Luckily, you are the first trader to travel to our shores since it was seen, but we fear our home’s livelihood will suffer if it is not taken care of soon. No one will wish to trade with us at the risk of dying.”

      “How do you know it’s still out there? It could have moved on, right? I mean, it came from somewhere. Maybe it went back to wherever that was.”

      “This is true, but we do not know if it is still near or not. We have only come just now to give you a warning and implore you to slay the damned thing if you happen across it.”

      It sounded like I might not have any option but to fight it if it showed up. I was reluctant to though. I did not have any time to spare to handle these people’s problems and shuddered at the thought of having to spend even more time repairing my ship after a bout with some sea snake.

      “If I see it, I’ll take care of it,” I said.

      “Thank you, sir! We will pay you handsomely for its skin if you can manage to bring it back to shore.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I said, having absolutely no intention of hauling some big-ass snake back in the opposite direction of where I was heading. “How big would you say it is?”

      “I am not sure. Those that got the best look at it are no longer alive. It is big enough to break a rowboat that fits four in half.”

      That was not helpful at all. “What do you mean, like with its mouth or with its body?”

      “Its mouth, I believe.”

      That was not comforting. “Yeah, I’ll see what I can do.”

      We set sail, and I crossed my fingers, hoping against anymore unnecessary interruptions.
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      Our luck had not turned around yet. Before the islands were out of sight, Linos called our attention to ripples in the water off the starboard side.

      “What do you think the chances are that that’s not the serpent the islanders mentioned?” I asked, knowing very well that I was always cursed to meet the toughest challenge my adventure could throw at me.

      As we watched the ripples grow larger and more rapid, I remembered when I first awoke in this strange land. Back then, over a year ago, I entertained the idea that I was stuck against my will in some immersive videogame experience. The suspicion faded over time, but I every so often something would happen that brought it back to the forefront of my mind. This situation—hearing about this leviathan, this “boss fight,” and then immediately coming up against the thing—was one of those times. It had the word “quest” written all over. I just hoped the reward was worth it.

      Just as I had finished my musings, the beast’s head broke through to the surface, spraying us with an explosive burst of water. In all honesty, it was not as big as I expected, but it was worse than I had hoped. Its head was about the size of the floatation device we bartered a few days back—big enough to tear a chunk out of a small boat and definitely swallow a person whole. At least three rows of dagger-sized fangs lined its mouth, and I begged the gods that the monster was not venomous, not that I was likely to survive a successful bite either way.

      Its bronze skin shimmered in the noonday sun, giving it the appearance of being more statue than beast. Behind its head stretched two stubby bat wings, likely vestigial but possibly helpful in maneuvering around in the water. The fins that ran down the rest of its body surely handled the majority of its mechanical inclinations. I could not see how long its body was, but the part I was facing already brought the tip of its head level with the deck.

      No more than two feet below its jaw protruded two stick-arms that would have looked more at home on a tyrannosaurus rex. Like the giant dinosaur, these poor excuses for limbs would have been comical had the rest of the creature not appeared so threatening. A brilliant red crest flared at the center of its head, signaling to us that it was ready to fight. I definitely was not in the mood for it, but I was not about to let this punk take a bite out of my ship, and much less out of me.

      We all had our weapons in hand. Linos opted for his sword this time, and I thought that was the best idea, unsure of how useful the blunt swings of his club would be. The other guys ran below deck, Scander and another reappearing in seconds wielding bows, and the third guy with a spear.

      It climbed higher from the water until it stood seven or eight feet over the railing. I would have to jump to get at its head, and that would likely cause my swipes to lose too much force to do any reasonable damage. I decided instead to cut straight for the section in front of me.

      Its skin was tough, but not so tough that I couldn’t break through. My men took my action as queue for them to attack, and before I knew it, Linos was at my side hacking away as well. Two arrows lodged into its scaly hide higher up, and the spear poked a small hole inches above my head, its wielder having lunged the weapon forward instead of tossing it.

      We could not have hoped for a better initial attack, but it was not enough to subdue the beast. Fights such as this were never over so quickly.

      It reeled back and let out an ear-splitting hiss before descending on the three of us huddled at the side of the boat. We all jumped out of the way in time; Linos and his man went to the right, and I went to the left. Its fin almost made me lose my footing, but I slid further away, avoiding the sideswipe by a hair. I took that as my chance to dig my blade deep into its side. There was reasonable resistance at first, but I pushed harder as I met it, forcing my sword so far in until the snake’s scales met the hilt. It screamed in agony and slithered toward the other end of the ship, and I glanced over the side closest to me, noticing that it had come fully out of the water. When I looked back to find its head, it had already found its way back to the water over the opposite rail. It must have been 30 feet or so in length, which was a sobering realization for me.

      “You guys all right?” I shouted to Linos and the Thirian with the spear.

      Just as they nodded, the serpent was on us again, for a second time bursting to the surface from the starboard side. We readied our weapons, and it charged us with a vengeance. I aimed for its eye as it came in range, but it was too fast. The tip of my sword glanced off its side, and the creature pulled back and disappeared as quickly as it had arrived.

      “I missed it! You get any good shots in?” I asked the rest of the guys.

      Their eyes were wide in terror, an expression I was not accustomed to seeing on their people. They were likely not used to dealing with dragons though, so their reaction was understandable.

      “All right, fellas, get your game faces on. I doubt it’s finished with us yet.”

      I nodded to Linos and noticed that the spear wielder was missing.

      “Where’s the other guy?” Fuck! I thought.

      “Eaten,” Linos said. He was scanning the water.

      “Well, shit! Do you think there’s a chance he’s still alive?” I joined him at the rail, knowing it would not be a good place to be standing if the snake came back for an encore.

      “No chance. Thousand teeth stabbed him at once. No chance.”

      Ripples preceded its coming for a split second, but that was enough warning for us to jump back. The snake roared as if to brag of its kill. The only sign I saw of our fallen man was the blood dripping from the thing’s gaping mouth. I lunged forward and tore through it once more, this time about a foot higher than my first blow. Instead of falling on us as it had the last two times, it dropped back down to the water. I was not quick enough to either loosen my iron grip from my sword or pull it out, so I followed the beast down and prepared to die.

      Below the surface, I braced my feet against its belly and yanked my weapon out. It immediately snapped at me, but I kicked against its chin and dived lower, narrowly missing the attack.

      It snapped again, and this time I was not in a convenient position to use any of its body for leverage, so I took the only chance I had and jabbed my blade into the roof of its mouth. This prevented it from closing its jaw for the law few inches, sparing my arm from being completely ripped off. I jerked it back as deftly as I could, but was unable to avoid my tender flesh scraping against a dozen of its fangs. I would have laughed at the irony if I was not so worried about dying. Perhaps, I thought, the thing was venomous after all, and even if I slayed it, those minor wounds would do me in. That would have been a sad way to end the legacy I was making for myself.

      I could hear its scream even under the water and would have been more than happy to put it out of its misery right then, but there was no way I was going to be able to get my sword back. I was lucky braving its mouth the first time but was not about to test that luck more than I had to.

      Just then, I saw the severed remains of our fallen comrade floating on the side of the serpent opposite me. There was not much left of the poor guy—only his legs were intact—but what caught my attention more than the murky gorefest was his spear treading the surface directly above him. The bottom half had snapped off, but the point was entirely useable.

      I pushed myself back against the boat and kicked away in the direction of the spear. The snake dived for me as I went, and I had to pull my knees to my chest to avoid losing them. I swam the last few feet to the surface, grabbed the spear, and took a deep breath before going back down to finish it off.

      It snapped at me once more, this time following the action all the way through and swimming past me, its fins creating whirlpools in its wake. I spun around at the mercy of the swirls, getting ahold of my bearings quickly enough to see it wrap around and charge for me again. I had to admire its perseverance.

      As it came close, I pushed to the side and aimed my spear at its eye. It hit home, but I had not struck gold yet. The tip had gone in, but it was not deep enough to kill the thing. As before, it bolted past, this time taking my weapon with it, ripping it from my hands.

      I watched as the spear broke loose from the creature’s oozing socket and stayed suspended in the water yards away from me. It was already coming back, and I reasoned that if I swam straight for my weapon, I might be able to grab it just in time to get gobbled up.

      Seeing as I was running low on options, I hauled ass, praying something surreal would happen to save me in my moment of need.

      I was able to grab the handle moments before the leviathan was on me and, seeing no signs of divine intervention, I realized it was only up to me to help myself out of this mess. I was not about to risk losing my weapon in its mouth again if I could help it, so instead I decided to dig my fingers into one of its nose slits and try to position myself on its head like I was riding a bull. The feat was easier than I expected as the force of the snake’s body charging ahead provided me with more than enough momentum to kick myself up and let the resistance of the water pull me back. It was reminiscent of how I got back aboard my ship during the storm the other day.

      One hand on my spear and the other in its snout, I rode for a few moments, trying to decide where I could land a decisive blow. The creature spun around. It seemed confused, and I wondered if it even realized I was on top of it even as I held its nose in a vice and flattened its crest where I sat. Perhaps the pain in its eye overshadowed such minor sensations.

      Apparently unable to locate me, it darted for the ship, eager to finish off what remained of the crew. Meanwhile, I had decided it would be best to strike the other eye, leaving it at least blind if not dead.

      I plunged in and could feel its screech echoing through my bones. I bore deeper, and it writhed in response, lying motionless moments later, mere feet below the surface and not much further away from my ship.

      I popped my head out of the water and held my arms high. The men cheered.

      Linos was still looking over the edge and said, “Well struck, Troy! My men wished to shoot arrows from here but we were too scared of hitting you.”

      “That’s all right,” I said. “It’s all taken care of now. Help me get this thing on board.”

      I climbed onto the deck to get some rope and had the massive hunk of bronze lashed and ready to pull in fifteen minutes. The men were not much help as they could not swim. They offered to assist me from one of the rafts, but I decided against it, thinking it would take too much time to lower them and hook them back up.

      “I’m sorry we lost one of your men,” I said to the remaining Thirians as I swam around the snake, tightening my rope.

      “As are we,” Linos agreed. “It is a shame that nothing is even left to feast upon.”

      I moved to the beast’s head and yanked the broken spear free. “This is the weapon that dealt the killing blow. It was the one he was using when the thing got to him. I would not have been able to kill it if it were not for this spear.” I tossed it to the deck and the men gathered around where it lay, studying it with solemn reflection.

      I climbed back on board, and they set to work, helping me heave the beast up. It must have weighed at least two tons. We were able to pull it close to the starboard side, but there was no way we were going to get it out of the water. I decided that we would simply drag it back to the island as it was and figure out what to do with it from there. Even that was an awkward course of action as our boat leaned at the added weight.

      It seemed as if the group of islanders had not left the shore since we departed, or if they had, they’d hurried back before we noticed them from sea. Horns blared as we approached; cheers erupted when they got a better look at our haul.

      I jumped to the sand and was greeted by the man who warned me of the serpent upon my departure.

      “This is magnificent!” He patted my back. “I must admit that I did not expect you to survive an attack by this foul beast. It is even bigger than I had imagined!”

      Everyone crowded around the monster, some of the men assisting me and my crew as we pulled it the rest of the way to shore. I was surprised that none of them asked for payment when the job was done.

      “So,” said the spokesman, “shall we discuss trade then?”

      I studied the thing some more before answering. My sword was still lodged deeply into the roof of its mouth, and I elicited help from my men to help me pry its jaw open and pull the blade out. Upon seeing how deeply my weapon had stuck itself in there, I was baffled that the snake did not drop dead right then. The only thing that saved it must have been the angle of entry.

      I used my reclaimed sword to slice away a section of skin above its mouth, curious to see what the inside of such a menace looked like. It was not what I expected, but I had already seen enough strangeness in my time in this land that it did not surprise me anymore. Among the ooze, beneath its fleshy exterior, was a mess of wires and circuits. There was no doubt in my mind where this creature had come from.

      I thought back to my battle with the Cyclops. The mindless giant was more magic than machine, but it rivaled this new foe of mine in power. They were both clearly sent here by the Egyptians, but for reasons I could not comprehend. I did not know what that mysterious nation stood to gain by terrorizing these islands full of defenseless people. Perhaps Helen would have some insight.

      I turned back to the spokesman and said, “All right, you can keep the hide, but I want the head and its innards. And it would be great if your men could help us get it on board.”

      I was hoping against hope that the thing would be light enough for transport once we removed its hide. I did not want to spare any more of it than I had to because every internal piece could prove to be invaluable once Helen and Zinni had a chance to study it.

      The hide turned out to hold the majority of its weight, leaving me wondering if it was infused with some kind of metal alloy. The creature’s skin was tough but not so tough to stop an arrow or blade from cutting through. I decided to keep the bit of skin I had cut away during my initial examination, hoping that the girls would be able to glean something useful out of that as well.

      Its belly was filled to the brim with the rotting carcasses of sea life, and our fallen companion was among them. It was anyone’s guess how the snake digestive system worked. I knew that Helen, prior to becoming a full human, was able to eat food, but I did not think it was necessary for her to. I wondered if this machine simply puked everything back out once it was filled to capacity. Linos had reservations about consuming his brother upon seeing him submerged in all the decay. He said the body was already defiled and likely would not keep for the journey home. The Thirians decided to burn him further down the shore from where we continued to gut the serpent, saying they would have to be satisfied with carrying his ashes back.

      We settled on a price of 200 drachmas and assistance to lug the thing on deck. The islanders were more than happy to accept, not hiding the fact that they thought of the price I named as a steal. Truly, I was mostly unconcerned with the money, already having a powerful nation backing me. I planned to give most of the silver to the Thirians when I returned home anyway; it was the least I could do to help ease the pain of their loss.

      When all was said and done, the snake’s metal skeleton was curled up into a nice pile in the center of my ship. As it turned out, its core was mostly hollow, with metal segments of vertebrae fashioned in a honeycomb pattern. Each segment was connected by some translucent plastic material that reminded me of IV bags. These were filled with some kind of amber liquid, which accounted for some of the ooze that seeped out when the creature suffered its deepest wounds. All of us were careful not to puncture more of these puss sacks while we carved away at it.

      With everything finally in place and the bag of silver in my hands, we set sail once again, in search of an Egyptian ship that might give us some answers.
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      We sailed east and met nothing but open ocean until the sun was almost below the horizon. It was then that we spotted a small fleet of three ships in the direction we were heading. I had never seen an Egyptian ship before. I did not know what to look for, but these ships were foreign to me. I could tell even from such a distance that their sails bore no resemblance to any of the nations I had come into direct contact with in the past year.

      As we approached them, I spotted a bay not too far off in the distance and wondered if there was a trading post there that these sailors were either coming from or going to. I hailed the ship at the head of the fleet, and a dark-skinned man, who I assumed was its captain, called out to me.

      “Greetings,” he shouted.

      His crew of eight gathered around, all carrying swords at their sides. One of the other boats sailed in on my opposite side, flanking me. I would have been in a bad position if they decided to attack. The third ship stayed back, preventing my immediate forward escape. They could have only been taking precautious measures because of my unusual craft and its unusual crew, but their actions alarmed me right from the start.

      The lead man continued, “I am Laxos of the Tursha. Many know us only as the Sea People. Where do you come from, stranger? Where are you going? And where, I am most interested to hear, did that massive pile of bones come from?”

      “I am Troy,” I said, keeping my voice firm and authoritative. “I am also from Troy. We are sailing these parts hoping to come across an Egyptian vessel because we wish to seek counsel with their people. These bones”—I gestured behind me to the skinned beast—“are from a leviathan we slayed earlier today. It was terrorizing a small village of islanders not far west of here.”

      “That is very commendable of you, Troy,” Laxos said. He smiled at me, but it was hard to tell if it was not intended as a sneer. I did not like this guy; he seemed slimy. “And why do you seek guidance from the Egyptians, may I ask?”

      I wanted to tell him that no, he may not ask. It was none of his business, and I did not want to share potentially compromising information. In an effort to keep things civil, though, I gave him a watered-down version, saying, “I wish to learn about their magic.”

      “Ah . . . Egyptian magic. Powerful stuff, I have heard, but I have never had the pleasure . . . or misfortune . . . of seeing it firsthand.”

      “It is pressing business, so if you will kindly excuse us, we will be on our way.” I headed back to the wheel.

      “Not so fast, Troy of Troy,” he said.

      I did not stop walking until I was in front of the console.

      He raised his voice. “Perhaps you have never heard of us?” He asked this with an eyebrow raised.

      “Can’t say that I have.” I had a bad feeling about where this was going, so I cut the engine on—the first time I had done so since the storm that brought me from my world to this one.

      “This is most surprising,” Laxos said, “but it is no matter. You shall soon learn how we earn our bread.”

      He raised an arm, and his crew sprung into action, jumping into position at the sails, readying arrows. The men on the opposite boat did the same, and I assumed those on the third did as well, but I could not see them very clearly.

      The Thirians hurried below deck and reappeared seconds later with bows slung around their backs, carrying body-sized shields to defend against the ranged fire. All three of them huddled around me, protecting us all in a metal shell. I could hear Laxos laughing.

      “The wind does not blow in your favor here, friend! You have no chance of escape. We may let you live if you simply do as we ask.”

      “Yeah, you can eat my ass.”

      The motor burst to life, and the Moonshadow sped forward. If I had to dent my girl to get past this punk in front of me, then that was the price I had to pay. I wished I could have seen the looks on their faces as I pulled off a stunt the likes of which they had surely never seen before, but I was way too busy trying to stay alive.

      A second before we plowed directly into the wooden hull ahead of us, I veered to the right, attempting to slide between this boat and the rear of the one Laxos commanded. My men spread their feet out to steady themselves as the side of our ship knocked against theirs. In my periphery, I managed to see several members of the enemy crew fall backward from the unexpected impact. There was no way they saw that sudden acceleration coming.

      Several arrows pounded against our protective shell, and twice as many sailed across the plexiglass of the console. It was then that I noticed Linos behind me, holding his shield over everyone’s heads.

      “Linos,” I asked, “is your backside protected?”

      “Not all the way, Troy.”

      “Everyone, pull in closer! Stand next to me, Linos, and angle it down more. I don’t want your ass turning into a giant pincushion.” I was not about to lose one of my most valuable men due to some silly logistical oversite.

      “What’s a pincushion?” Linos asked, hunching forward.

      “Your ass, if you get shot!” I barked.

      They scrunched in closer, and I bent lower in my chair to allow the shield to come down as low as possible. It was practically wearing it as a hat at that point. Arrows continued to batter our metal layer.

      The Moonshadow’s hull screeched as we drove through the two enemy vessels. The one that had been flanking us was already making its way around the one that tried to cut off our escape. Laxos’s ship was turning around as well. In the next minute, both ships were again on either side of us, sending a constant barrage of fire our way. I wanted to break out and continue our journey east to the mainland, but I did not know how long they would be willing to pursue us, and the gas was not going to last forever; the tank was not even full to begin with. I imagined their eagerness to take what we had was only bolstered after seeing what my ship was capable of. As it stood, we were heading directly for the bay.

      Laxos’s ship rammed us from the side, again forcing my men to steady themselves. I knew their hull was made of much tougher stuff than mine and wanted to avoid as much of that as possible, praying it had not already suffered any serious damage.

      “You are testing my patience, Troy!” Laxos shouted. “And I am not a patient man! This is a clever trick your ship has, but it will not do you much good!”

      His taunts were punctuated by the banging of more arrows.

      “Everyone all right so far?” I shouted.

      I was answered by a chorus of affirmitives.

      “Good—hang on just a bit longer. I’m heading for that cove. It looks like our best shot is to take this fight to shore!”

      We sped on through the entrance of the bay, whose c-shape permitted no escape aside from the one we had just come through. My plan was desperate and tenuous at best, but it was all I had.

      I did not slow down as we darted towards the shore. As I had hoped, our pursuers broke away, not wanting to beach their own ships. This would indeed leave us in a compromising position, but it would give my men and me enough time to gather more weapons for the fight.

      We hurried around the deck, stepping through the amber muck oozing from the leviathan. At least one of its sacks had been pierced in the action. That sticky slime was going to be a bitch to clean, but I just hoped I would be alive to do it.

      Laxos’s ship was approaching the shore, having changed his mind once he saw us go to shore. As we were climbing down, the captain shouted, “You have nowhere to go now! You can still surrender to minimize the bloodshed.”

      Scander answered his request with an arrow of his own, which missed one of Laxos’s crew by half a foot—a decent hip-fire shot from such a distance.

      “As you wish, whoreson,” called Laxos.

      The boat slid over to mine, and his men made ready to board. We drew nearer, Linos and I holding two shields in front while the other two sent more arrows their way. As one of their men fell to the piercing of an arrow in his side, the rest of them hurried away, half making for the steps to go below deck. I had hoped they were not going to reappear with shields of their own.

      “Okay,” Laxos said, “how about the two of us settle this, Troy? What would you say to that?”

      “What do you suggest?” I asked from behind my shield.

      “We fight one on one to the death. If I win, everything you own is mine. If you win, you have everything that is in my possession. Deal?”

      “What of my men?”

      “If I win, they are free to stay here on this island, assuming they do not interfere.”

      “How about you ferry them to the mainland instead?”

      “You are asking too much, Troy. You are in no position to be bargaining.”

      “I don’t know about that—we just took out one of your men, and you haven’t hurt any of us yet. Looks like we’re holding most of the chips from where I’m standing.”

      “You say that as you are hiding behind a shield. That metal plate is the only thing keeping you from death.”

      “It’s apparently more than you have. Guarantee that you will see my men safely to the mainland and we have a deal. Otherwise, we’re going to make this as difficult for you as possible.”

      There was a pause after which Laxos said, “Fine, if that is the way it must be, then we will agree to those terms.”

      “Troy, you cannot trust them,” Linos hissed in my ear.

      “I know, but I’m doing all I can. I’m kind of just talking out my ass here. This is going to be a hard situation to get out of. We’re backed into a corner. But listen, if the unthinkable happens and he somehow manages to kill me, you guys need to spring into action immediately. I doubt they’ll stick to their end of the deal, but don’t waste time trying to figure out if they will or not. This is life or death.”

      “This child-man will not harm you!” Linos argued.

      “I’ve definitely handled worse, but you never know what will happen. If he does end up winning, you guys go down fighting, understand?”

      “I understand.” The others grunted their agreement.

      Half of his crew accompanied him to the shore. The captain himself carried no weapon that I could see, but his men stayed at the edge of the water with their arrows ready. The other two ships drew in, their crews also poised for battle. Laxos had explained the situation to them before coming to land, adding extra emphasis when he told them that they were to ferry my crew to the mainland if I lost. I did not know if that intonation was meant to be a sort of wink to his men, but I suspected it was. My guys were going to have a hard time getting out of this if the crews decided not to honor their end of the deal.

      “Here I am,” Laxos said. “Let us do battle bare-fisted, shall we?”

      “That’s fine by me.” I strode forward, dropping my shield and loosening my belt, letting it fall to the sand.

      So far, none of his guys made to attack, which was mildly reassuring. Laxos took it a step further and removed his shirt. He was fitter than his outfit led me to believe; the bulges of his muscles shone in the fading sun. He cracked his knuckles and leaned from one knee to the other, stretching his legs. I would have popped my own hands as well if they were organic, but I was satisfied with only cracking my neck. It boomed out over the relative quiet surrounding us, an effect I had always been proud of.

      “Do you suggest any rules?” he asked upon finishing his warmup routine.

      “Nope—anything is fine by me as long as you’re not hiding a knife on you somewhere and your men don’t get any bright ideas.”

      “All right,” he said, “the let us not waste any more time with idle talk.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      I charged him like a bull, reaching out to scoop him in on either side, but he was quick and ducked low as he slid out of the way. He left a leg behind, trying to trip me as I hauled past, but it only provided minor resistance as my shin knocked it to the side. It was a sloppy initiation, but I was only getting the ball rolling.

      He was literally on my back before I had time to turn around, his arm around my neck in a chokehold. I reached up and grabbed a fistful of his hair, yanking him forward as I dived to the ground. His head met the sand first, and I continued into a roll until he was completely beneath me. His grip was strong—I’d give him that. He had still not released me by the time he was buried in the sand under the weight of my body.

      His fist slammed into the side of my head, urging me off. Feeling my breath running short, I took hold of the arm around my neck and dug my prosthetic fingers in. They tore straight through his flesh like a wedge of cheese, leaving him yelping in surprise as blood streamed from his bicep. I heard some of his men gasp. The Thirians were cheering, egging me on.

      He had no option but to let go, and I decided to spare him a moment of mercy as we got back to our feet. We stood facing each other two yards apart.

      “You have an impossible grip!” he yelled. “I have never seen a man do something like that!”

      He was huffing, his left forearm now completely covered in a thick red film that was dribbling down to the sand. This fight was going to be over soon. He looked at the hand the had caused him so much pain.

      “That—your hand is strange. What is that about?”

      “Oh, this?” I lifted my hand nonchalantly so that he and his men could have a better view. “This is made of metal. I lost my real hands in combat.”

      “Impossible! I have never heard of such a thing! Metal does move like flesh and bone! Were they gifted to you by the gods?”

      “Something like that.” I thought it best to keep things vague, hoping on the off chance that their imaginations would make it out to be something more than it was. Perhaps that could be our ticket out of this mess.

      “Maybe I shall earn their favor in defeating you then,” he said and lunged for me.

      “I doubt it, dickhead. Sally forth and all that,” I said, meeting his lunge.

      I caught him around the waist with one arm and covered his face with my hand. His fists pounded against my back, but he did not have enough range of motion to do any harm.

      “I could crush your face as easily as I tore your arm,” I warned, applying a little pressure to his head.

      I pushed him away, but he rushed back in immediately. This time, I brought my knee up to meet his stomach. I heard the wind flee his parted lips, and he doubled over. My foot was on his back, and he pressed his arms into the ground, trying and failing to push up against my weight.

      “You know, I really don’t like killing people if I don’t have to,” I said, suppressing the urge to yawn. “I’ll let you surrender, and we can just go our separate ways.”

      “Over my stinking corpse!” he screamed.

      “Suit yourself.” I released him, never being one who enjoyed killing a restrained man. If I was to die in battle one day, it would likely be the result of such a display of generosity. People were not always willing to take the second chances offered to them and just walk away.

      We were back to where we were a moment ago, standing within a couple yards of each other. His eyes were red from the sand and tears streamed down his cheeks. Both his fitst were clenched fists, knuckles gone white from rage.

      “It’s not going to get any easier for you,” I said. “My offer still stands.”

      “Die!” he shouted, once again charging forward.

      I decided that would be his last chance. It would not be best to tempt my luck and risk dying, leaving my king behind with no one to save him. He ducked low this time, but I reached down and grabbed him around the throat using only my hand.

      He was on his back in the sand in the next instant, and I only spared a second trying to decide how to end him. I did not like to make people suffer if I could help it, but I was low on quick and humane options without a blade. Hand-to-hand combat was his decision, so I had to honor it, and he was going to have to live with the consequences.

      As one last display of godly strength, I covered his face with the palm of my other hand and begin to squeeze. I had never actually crushed a man’s face with a single hand before, but I was confident my prosthetics were up for the challenge.

      My knee was on his chest, and he wildly clawed at my upper leg, his screams muffled under my artificial skin. My grip tightened, and his wails grew louder. This definitely was not the most humane way to take a man’s life in hand-to-hand combat, but I was already doing it now, so I had to follow through.

      I looked to his men to make sure they weren’t readying their bows. Every one of them was watching me in stunned amazement as I overpowered their fearless commander. I hoped they were the kind of people that lost the will to fight after losing a leader.

      There was a snap, and my four fingers dug their way in. I pressed my thumb harder against the other side of his head, and it soon followed. In the next moment, his entire face collapsed inward into an unrecognizable mush. Shards of bone stabbed my hand but did not break through its surface. Sounds of agony still echoed up from the man’s throat, so I pressed deeper in, my hand now curled into some semblance of a fist grasping a chunk of tissue and bone. It felt kind of like I was gutting a pumpkin, but Halloween preparations never gave me such an adrenaline rush. It was then the thought occurred to me that I could have simply snapped his neck, but it was already far too late for that.

      My leg was bleeding all over by the time his arms dropped away. Strips of my skin were packed under each of his fingernails. I barely felt it though. His horrified yelps died, and I slowly got back to my feet, expecting his men to descend upon me before I could take another step. But still, they only watched me, shock etched in every face. It seemed as if they were waiting on me to make the next move.

      I raised my voice, saying, “I’ve beaten your leader in fair combat. You heard the conditions, so I expect you to honor them!”

      After a brief pause, one of the men from one of the other ships addressed me, saying, “The Tursha are nothing if not honorable.” I stifled a laugh at such a comment coming from a pirate. If they were honorable, none of this would have happened. “You have bested our leader. It was his dying wish for you to claim his belongings.”

      “And what comes with that?” I asked. “He did not mention any specific details.”

      All of the men exchanged glances with one another and were murmuring among themselves. I could not pick up on anything they were saying.

      The crewman responded, saying, “These ships all belonged to Laxos. We suppose that they are yours now.”

      “No shit!” I did not mean that in a sarcastic way. I was only unable to contain my excitement. This was an unexpected turn of luck. “Well, what are all of you going to do now since that’s the case?”

      “I cannot speak for all of the men,” said the speaker, “but I would be willing to join you wherever you wish to lead.” Many of the others nodded their heads and murmured agreement. “It seems that everyone else feels the same. None of us have any homes to return to, so we might as well journey on under another commander.”

      “Well, that’s just the best news I’ve heard all day.” I picked up my belt and shield and began making my way back to the Moonshadow. “Sure, I’ll take you and your men along.”

      I was admittedly a little leerier of their sudden eagerness to join me than I let show, but I had hoped that if they planned to turn on me, they would have done it right then. They stood nothing to gain by dragging any plans of deception out longer than they needed to. If they wanted to get the jump on me, there was not much I could do either way.

      “So,” I continued, trying to play it cool, “what else do I get?”

      “Laxos had several valuable artifacts in his possession—mostly jewelry—but, of likely more immediate interest to you”—he grinned—“is the slave girl chained in his quarters.”

      My jaw almost fell open. I said, “I have no need of a slave. Release her from her bondage and send her to my ship.”

      “As you wish, Captain.”

      All of the Sea People had similar skin tone and facial features. I had no idea what became of their original home or if more of them existed elsewhere, but they were not a mere motley crew of wayward individuals who had teamed up with a pack of pirates in hopes of finding adventure and fortune. They gave me the impression that they were much more like a family. This girl they brought to my ship was clearly not one of them.

      Her skin was tanned, but I was sure it would have been far fairer had it not been exposed to so much sun on the open ocean. Loose smatterings of freckles marked her body. Her red hair, which shone even in the modest light of the stars, fell down to the middle of her back. She approached me with the utmost caution, piercing me with suspicious green eyes.

      The girl wore nothing more than a purple cloth strap around her chest and a short skirt of the same color around her hips. I was doubtful she had much of a say in how she dressed while chained up in Laxos’s chamber.

      “Hello,” I said, “I’m Troy. It is nice to meet you.”

      All eyes were on us. I extended a hand for her to shake.

      She accepted my hand and said, “I am Caria, princess of the Ekwesh, also called the Horse People. How is it that you have come in  . . . possession . . . of me?”

      “There’s a short version and a longer version. I’ll let you pick which one you want to hear once we set sail.” I signaled for everyone to prepare to depart. “Oh, and I don’t own you. I’m not big on slaves.”

      We moved out, and I filled my new companion in on the details, her electing to hear the long version of it. I told her just about everything that had happened up to where we were now—as far back as my meeting with Helen, only leaving out the time-traveling part. I decided it would be best to drop that bomb on her after we earned each other’s trust, if she decided to stick around.

      In return, she told me how she came to be a slave to her former master. She was aboard a trading vessel with her father when it was attacked by Laxos and his men. Her father and the rest of their crew were murdered, and she was the only survivor. That was over three years ago, and she had been a slave to Laxos ever since. I asked her what she wanted to do with the men when we came to the mainland, saying I could have the Trojans punish them for their crimes in a moment. She thought that, while it would please her to see such a thing, it would be best to use the men to my, and her, advantage. They were capable seamen and could guard the coast from attack as a first line of defense. I agreed that it would be no loss to trade their lives for a Trojan’s in defense of the kingdom. I was impressed by her pragmatic reasoning, knowing that to allow such a thing must have been very difficult for her.

      She went on to explain that her people likely still survived without their ruler, but it would be no home she wanted to return to without her father. Her mother had passed when Caria was very young, and she had no other family left. She asked if I would be willing to allow her to stay at my side, and I said that I would be more than happy to accept such an arrangement.

      “Our people have traveled a great deal,” she said. “From our journeys, I have learned many languages of the surrounding nations. I think I may be of some use to you, Troy.”

      “I’m sure that you will be,” I said.

      “You say you are a prince now,” she said, pausing. “Is there any chance you would consider having me as your queen? I know that you said this Helen is already faithful to you, but it is not uncommon . . .” She trailed off, apparently hoping for me to pick up the loose end.

      “I think that would work out just fine,” I said. “It’s something Helen and I have discussed over the past year. You have to understand though, Helen came first, and she will always hold a special place in my heart because of that. Does it still suit you knowing that you will come second to her?”

      “I expected no more, Troy. I am simply honored that you would even consider taking the hand of girl like me from a small unknown tribe. I expect that your Helen will want some say in the matter, so, out of respect for her, I will not discuss it further until it is brought to her. Instead, let us talk about your troubles with King Priam. Have you considered seeking guidance from the Brethren of Stars at Cannakale?”

      “The who at where?”
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      The two of us went down into the galley while the Thirians attended to things above deck. I made us some soup while she went into detail about these people she mentioned.

      The Brethren of Stars were, according to Caria, a group of magical engineers that lived in Cannakale, which was a city conveniently located on the eastern side of the Strait of Dardanelles. The peninsula to the west of it was my own, upon which Port Superior was being constructed. I was surprised to discover that this place existed only just now since I practically bordered it.

      “What nation owns Cannakale?” I asked.

      Caria shrugged. “It has changed hands over the years. I thought it might have been under Trojan control, but I am unsure.”

      “Interesting. And you’re sure these engineers are still there?”

      “I cannot be certain, but I have heard stories about them all my life. Their order goes back for centuries.”

      “And you really think they can help fix the King’s illness?”

      “Again, I cannot be certain, but it seems like they would be the most likely group to help outside of Hattusa, if what this Matanaza told you is true.”

      “Then we will seek them out first thing.” Seeing that her bowl was empty, I took it to the sink. “You should get some rest. I’d like you to join me on this trip, and there’s no telling when we’ll get another night of uninterrupted sleep.” I led her back to the ship’s bedroom. “You can sleep here. If you would prefer to wait until I officially take you as my queen, I can sleep on the couch when I’m finally ready to settle down.”

      She took my wrist as I turned to leave and said, “I am not tired yet, Troy, but I would love more than anything to have your company a little longer.”

      She loosened the strap hugging her chest, and it fell to the floor.

      “I will never be able to repay the kindness you have shown me on this day, but I hope this gesture can show my gratitude.”

      She stepped closer and pressed her chest against mine, moving her arms down to undo her skirt. She dropped to her knees and quickly learned how my zipper worked, sliding it open and pulling my pulsing shaft into the open.

      I swung my head around to make sure none of the men had come downstairs, and closed the curtain.

      “This is the size that I would expect of a man such as you, Troy,” she whispered, staring at it for a few seconds before taking it in her lips and rocking her head back and forth.

      She began fondling my testicles with one hand and stroking me with the other as she slid back and forth. Her eyes never broke contact with mine as she moved up and down my length with skill that verged on pain. After several minutes of this, she moved her hands to her knees and continued sucking, her full breasts swaying between her arms. Her long hair bounced as she worked, a rhythm set the beat of my pleasure.

      I was taken in by the sight of her hips curving out on either side, inviting me to swim between them. When I could no longer resist the urge, I had her turn and get on the bed with her butt sticking up in the air.

      “Do with me as you will, Troy,” she said. “You are my master now.”

      I pushed in and she moaned at my entry, almost bolting completely upright surprise.

      “I have never felt one so big before,” she yelled, reaching back to cling onto my legs.

      “I wish I could pretend I don’t like hearing that,” I said, smiling, “but, you know.”

      We rocked back and forth like that for a long while. I wrapped an arm around her waist and grabbed her by the chin with my other hand, turning her head backward to kiss me. She looked at me with those startling green eyes, which were now glazed over in ecstasy. Every once in a while, a thrust came harder than she expected and her lips broke away from mine for a moment as she gasped.

      “Are you all right?” I asked the first time, slowing my pace.

      She nodded and said, “Yes. Do not stop.”

      Her moans turned to pleasured grunts, and she eventually fell forward once again, this time letting her head fall to the mattress as her arms lay at her sides. I grabbed her hips and pulled her to me with each thrust, her buttocks flattening against my pelvis each time, every inch of her skin a stain masterpiece. She took the sheets in her fists, bracing herself against them before pulling a pillow to her face and biting into it.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” I asked, not slowing down as I had before.

      She said nothing this time, only nodding, so I pressed on.

      I went on, each stroke bringing me closer to the end. She was hot, slick, and perfect. A triumph of femininity, pinned beneath me and pushing back for all she was worth. One of her hands found its way back to me and was caressing the front of my leg where her former master’s nails had torn gashes into my skin. The wounds had only just begun to stop bleeding completely in the past hour, and her rubbing opened some of them back up a little.

      Her face was on its side then, and I saw her eye go wide upon feeling it.

      “Was this from him?” she gasped, as I continued pounding into her from behind.

      “Yeah, that’s about all he did,” I said with a grin.

      Her eye turned to look at me as best it could from where she was lying and she grinned, moaning the words, “I am yours now,” before grabbing another two fistfuls of covers to help her weather the storm I was unleashing upon her.

      Seconds later, I reached around her waist with one arm and scooped her legs up in the other, holding her back against me where I stood, then I lifted her up and down. She was little more than a limp doll in my arms. Her hand was on the back of my head as she rode up and down, and she pulled me closer for an over-the-shoulder kiss. Our tongues locked, and saliva slid down her chin.

      I tossed her to the bed again, and she spun around, propping herself up on her arms with her elbows on the bed. She was watching me expectantly with a mischievous grin. I dived back in, laying with my torso directly over hers.

      My motion was encouraged by the rising sound of her delighted moans. I increased my pacing until I was going faster than I had ever remembered. She was screaming so loudly that I would have been surprised if the men on the surrounding ships could not hear her.

      She wrapped her arms around me and hugged me close, flattening her chest against mine before letting out a howl un unbridled lustful pleasure. It was also her last for the evening, as immediately afterward she fell limp. I took that as my queue to release, coming hard enough that my vision blurred like I had gone underwater. In the next minute we were lying side by side, both spent to a degree that made battle feel like an afternoon walk. I had not planned to go to sleep so soon, but in the moment, it seemed like as good a time as any for a nap.

      “Thank you, Troy,” she said, slowly coming back to her senses. She cuddled up close to me, placing a hand on my chest. “That was wonderful.”

      “That’s one word for it,” I groaned, and then, we slept.
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      We reached Ilium before noon the next day. My men and I had taken shifts sleeping and manning the ship throughout the night. Caria stayed in my cabin for most of the nighttime hours, but came on deck soon after the sun started to rise.

      She spent some time examining the remains of the leviathan in silence, making sure not to step in the sticky puddles of amber ooze that had pooled on the deck the day before. This was the first chance she had to get a decent look at it.

      “This serpent truly is massive,” she said. “I cannot imagine how you managed to slay it. You must be a powerful man. I only wish I could have witnessed your combat with Laxos.”

      “That was an embarrassing moment for him,” I said from the console.

      “All the more reason for me to have seen it. One of the men who fetched me said that you had crushed his face with a single hand.”

      “Yup. It was the first time doing that. I’m not sure how I feel about it,” I said, more to myself than anyone else.

      “Magnificent . . .” She squatted down to get a closer look at the snake. Her back was to me and I could not avoid feeling aroused at the outline of her hips taunting me from beneath her skirt. “We are to take this to Ilium first?”

      “That’s right. And then I guess we’ll head to Cannakale once we get everything squared away with Helen, Zinni, and the King and Queen. I’m sure they’ll have some input on this place so we don’t go running in blind.”

      “That sounds wise.”

      The Trojan guard met us when we docked at port. We gave them a quick summary of what was going on and asked for a hand in lugging the snake’s innards to Zinni’s house. It took twelve of us to comfortably move the beast’s inner remains around, and, of course, there was no way we were going to fit it through Zinni’s door—not that there would be any room for it inside if we could.

      Helen heard the commotion first and came to greet us, calling for Zinni to come out and see what we brought. I explained where it had come from and what we had learned about the King’s sickness.

      “And this . . .” I said, gesturing to Caria, “is Caria. She was a slave of a roaming group of brigands known as the Sea People. I killed their leader and freed her. His crew pledged their loyalty to me and are waiting for further instruction at the docks.”

      Helen’s face showed no emotion as she studied the pretty redhead.

      Caria smiled and said, “I am pleased to meet you, Helen. Troy has spoken very highly of you.”

      “As I would expect,” Helen said with a half-laugh. “Where are you from, Caria? Your features are unusual for people of these parts.”

      “I am from a tribe known to most as the Horse People. Our true name is Ekwesh. Have you heard of them?”

      Helen nodded. “Yes, I have heard of these people. I believe I did hear mention of their fiery hair. Well, now that you are here, what do you plan to do?”

      “Oh, well, I . . .” She turned to me with an anxious look in her eyes.

      “She is a princess to her people,” I said, “but now that her father lies dead at the hands of her captors, she could not bare to return home without him. I told her that, if it pleased you, Helen, she could stay here with us and possibly become my second queen. What do you say to that?”

      Helen was silent for a moment, then said, “I suppose that is well.” She paused a moment more and let out a long breath, releasing the tension that had been in her jaw since setting eyes on the girl. “Yes, that is all right by me, Troy. I told you before that such an arrangement would be agreeable as long as I remained your first priority.” She turned to Caria. “Do you understand this, Horse Girl?”

      Caria laughed. “Yes, Troy has explained this to me. I would expect nothing more and am honored that you would accept him into your proud home.”

      Helen opened her arms and said, “Then hug me, Sister. May we spend many happy days together.”

      They embraced, and I let out a sigh of relief. That had gone much better than I expected.

      Helen and Zinni set to work on the creature immediately, telling me that it would take some time to learn about it. Helen recognized it as Egyptian technology right away and was just as puzzled as I was about why it was found prowling the waters so far away from its home. She doubted that the Egyptians would have sent it abroad with malicious intent, but she could think of no logical rationale to the contrary. She suggested we go inform Hecuba of the news and take my new bride to her. The Queen would have a better idea on our next steps.

      I was already taking my leave when Helen called my attention back to her, suggesting that maybe Caria could take some of Zinni’s clothes to make herself more presentable to the Queen. I laughed, thinking how she must look more like a prostitute of the time than a queen-to-be. That would not have been a great first impression.

      Zinni was only too happy to fetch a stylish tunic from her dressing room. It was an off-white color with golden embroidery lining the hems. The sleeves fell a little over halfway down her upper arms where they would have almost met Zinni’s elbows. It was a little short on Caria, but with all the different sizes of tunics that were acceptable to wear, it was of no concern, only providing a more casual look than the outfit was intended to present. Zinni brought out a golden rope to match the accenting colors, and with that, Caria was looking much more presentable.

      “Thank you so much,” she said. “I will return it as soon as we are finished.”

      “No need,” Zinni said, waving her hand away. “I have at least three more like it. Keep it, dear. Consider it a gift after all you have been through.”

      The three girls hugged each other goodbye, and the two of us were off.

      Caria gasped at the sight of the palace and its massive braziers that lined its stairs. “This city is full of wonders!”

      “Have you never been in the gates in all your travels?” I asked. I had not thought to ask her until then. I encountered so many people who had been to Troy—save for the Thirians—that I took it for granted. It seemed insane that she would not have in all this time.

      “No, I have never been inside. I have only looked on it from a distance.”

      “Why is that? The gates are always open during the day to anyone.”

      “There was a war happening at the time, so that was not the case then.”

      I had experienced the same thing during my first time to the city. Still, in all her years, it baffled me that she had not once set foot within the walls. I wanted to probe her more about it, but we were already at the top of the steps. I told the guards our business, and they allowed us in.

      The massive doors swung open to permit us entry. Caria craned her neck to see the top of the threshold as we passed under it. The Queen was already in the main hall, as was typical. She met us halfway as we drew near.

      “Troy, it is a blessing to see you.” Instead of stopping at her usual arm’s length, she came all the way in for a hug, which caught me off guard. I had never been so intimate with the Queen before, but I understood that it was an emotional time for her. “I hope you bring me good news,” she whispered into my ear before letting me go.”

      “Sort of, but it’s nothing definitive yet,” I said. “We came across a Hittite camp on the way to that trading port and managed to kill one of their political elite. They wished to discuss things with us after that—which was a surprise for me. As it turned out, a Hittite princess was at the encampment as well. She told me that the magic that ails the King it a construction of their own empire, and, if she is to be believed, comes from no Egyptian involvement. Since I was already out there, I still thought it would be best to look around for an Egyptian ship and see if there was any way they could help, but I came across some raiders instead. That’s where I met Caria here.”

      The Queen turned to my bride-to-be, as if only noticing her right then. She raised an eyebrow, saying, “And am I to understand that this girl is one of those raiders?”

      “No, Your Highness,” I said. “She was captured by them, and I was able to free her.”

      I proceeded to go into more detail about where Caria was originally from and what she told me about seeking out the Brethren of Stars in Cannakale.

      “Very well,” said the Queen. “Is this all you have come to tell me?”

      “No, Your Highness. That was only the abbreviated version—the most important things.”

      I mentioned some of the details I felt were minor compared to anything having to do with the King’s illness. More eyebrows were raised as I spoke of the leviathan and then of the pirates awaiting my command down at the port.

      “And you trust these criminals?” Hecuba exclaimed.

      “Not very much, no, but they did honor their word. And Caria made a good point that they would make good fodder if we were to find ourselves under attack. We would shed no tears for their loss, but they may save valuable Trojan lives.”

      “That is a cunning assessment, my dear.” The Queen nodded her head in approval. “I trust you to command them to the best of your ability.”

      “Of course. How is the King’s condition?”

      She sighed. “It is much the same. I have not been able to sleep more than an hour here or there during the whole mess. I can only hope you will find some solution soon, Troy. It seems more and more likely that his life rests on your shoulders. We are once again counting on you to save our precious kingdom from ruin.”

      “I’m doing all that I can. We’ve only stopped here to see if the girls made any more progress in their research and to fill you in on the news. It’s looking like our next stop will be Cannakale. I have to admit, I had no idea it was so close to Port Superior. Is there anything you can tell me about it or these engineers Caria mentioned? Her knowledge only comes from word of mouth.”

      The Queen thought for a moment. “I do not hear of that city too often. It has exchanged hands many times over the years, and as of late, its people have grown quite reclusive. It lies just north of our borders and is currently self-governed. I have very little helpful information to provide, most everything I know only coming from rumors. If there is any chance to save my Priam by visiting these engineers, I would suggest you seek them out before marching deep into Hittite land. Hattusa is very far away and”—she attempted to stifle a despairing whimper—“I fear our King does not have the time to spare for you to travel there and back.”

      I looked to Caria, her face the picture of concern.

      Hecuba said, “Excuse me, dears. I will be back in a moment,” and walked to an adjoining room, presumably to sob in private.

      “I hope I am right in thinking these men can help,” Caria whispered. “I find myself doubting more and more. So very little is known these days about the people of Cannakale.”

      Every time I heard the name of that place, I experience a fleeting sense of déjà vu. I knew I had heard the word before, most likely in one of my high school history classes, where most of my knowledge of ancient peoples came from. I had a vague memory of a picture in a textbook associated with the thought, but I could not quite put my finger on it.

      “Hey, it’s the best we’ve got right now,” I said. “I’m glad you mentioned it, otherwise my only option would be to charge headfirst into Hattusa, and, like the Queen just said, that’s not much of an option.”

      Caria nodded. “I will be with you every step of the way, Husband.” She took my hand. “I can be of more assistance than a simple translator. As you can imagine, I have much experience with horses and know many battle tactics that can be carried out on horseback. If you are willing, I can lead your riders wherever they are needed.”

      “That would be a great help, Caria. My experience on horseback is admittedly lacking, so I would welcome a helping hand.” I squeezed her hand, and our fingers lay interlaced until the Queen regained her composure and joined us in the room once again.

      “Forgive me my moment’s weakness,” she said. Her eyes were red, cheeks stained with tears.

      “There is nothing to apologize for, Your Grace. We are all grieving, but you bear the heaviest burden of us all.”

      “Thank you for your understanding, Troy.” Her eyes rested on our hands clasped together. She said, “Ah, I think I am beginning to see what has formed between you two. I imagine you owe Troy a great debt after saving you, girl.”

      “I do, Your Majesty,” Caria said, “but this is what I desire. Troy has asked me to be his queen, second to Helen. She has accepted the offer and already welcomed me with open arms. A small part of the reason I accompanied Troy to your grand palace was to seek your good graces.”

      “Who would I be to argue against the will of both Troy and Helen, then? They are both of sound judgement, and you are not the only one who owes them a great debt, girl. May the two of you see nothing but happiness for all your days.” She let out a small cynical laugh.

      I did not take her comment personally, understanding that she was in the middle of great emotional distress and that seeing a happy young couple probably made her think back to her own happy times in her youth. To wish us a life of happiness was expected of her, but it was more than a tad ironic given the circumstances with her own husband.

      I took my hand from Caria’s as realization dawned on me and said, “We will postpone the happiness and celebration until we see you and the King in each other’s loving arms once again.”

      “You are too sweet, dear Troy.” She reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Your words mean much to me.”

      “I will do everything that is within my power to assist your husband’s return to health, Your Majesty.” Caria bowed.

      “I trust that you will, girl. Under Troy’s guidance, I am confident that you will succeed. Luck seems to chase him like flies on cow refuse, if you will excuse my crude comparison.” She forced a laugh, as did we.

      “We will leave before the sun is low,” I said.

      “This sits well with me,” said the Queen. “Do you need any men to accompany you?”

      “I don’t think so. I will be taking Caria and the four Thirians I brought from Port Superior with me. That should be enough.”

      “All right. I wish you well, dear. We are all counting on you.”

      We bowed and took our leave. All that was left to do was bid Helen farewell, and then we would be on our way.
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      Things happened fast after we left the palace. I had just finished filling Helen and Zinni in on all the details when a messenger approached me with news that an Egyptian fleet had been spotted off the coast.

      Apparently, they were only passing through from one trade route to the next. The Trojans that hailed them asked them to stay put because they knew that the kingdom had interest in speaking with the Egyptians. I was surprised that our soldiers knew this but realized that Hecuba must have been keeping them on the lookout for any suspicious activity, and also keeping them abreast of the high-level details of the discoveries I brought her.

      I sent the messenger back to the men on the dock, telling them to ask the Egyptians if they knew anything about the magic that ailed the King. In response, they sent a priest to shore to investigate the matter further.

      Caria and I were on the dock when his rowboat approached, manned by four muscled Nubians. Each of them must have stood at least seven feet tall. Thick braids fell from their heads, reaching down to their chins. They each wore a stoic countenance, the kind of look that made me think they could kill without batting an eye; it reminded me of my friend Artession in wartime. No shirts were on their backs, but each carried an off-white sash draped over one shoulder which held an assortment of knives and bottles. From their waists hung some kind of skirt of the same color with golden hems. I did not know what I expected of them, but this was not it. What I was looking at seemed more at place in Hollywood than in this strange plane of existence. These people had supposedly created my dear Helen, but there was no sign before me that they were advanced enough to do such a thing.

      Their priest was no different. He sat in the middle of the four warriors—two at his front and two at his back. His robes were a cleaner white than his companions’ and trimmed with the same gold of their skirts. His skin was a tan that made me think of leather, and on it, running from his wrinkled face to his hands, were painted golden markings that I was unable to decipher. Not that I would have been able to read them, but they did not look like any hieroglyphs I had learned about growing up. His face was as solemn as the others.

      The old man stood and began speaking in a language I did not understand. It caught me off guard, because I had become accustomed to everyone but my Thirian friends miraculously knowing English. I looked to our messenger for interpretation, but he returned my glance with a wide-eyed shrug.

      “Perhaps this is some sort of a joke on their part?” he suggested. “I spoke with their captain—he knows our language. I . . . expected them to send someone to translate.”

      I heard Caria giggle at my side, and then she said, “He is greeting us and would like to see the King. He has not said anything you would not expect of this encounter.”

      “Tell him to follow us then,” I said, smiling. Caria was already coming in handy.

      She responded to the man in his native tongue. He and his warriors disembarked from their boat and followed us to the gates.

      Helen was waiting for us at the wall when we arrived. I had a knee-jerk concern that her presence might cause problems. Neither of us were clear on how the Egyptians felt about her course of action during the war, and it probably would have been best to leave the reunion for another time. She was sent by them to impersonate the real Helen—take her place or something like that—but she was not sure to what end. As she became more and more human, she found her desires separating from her pre-programmed imperatives and wanted to stake her own claim in the fields of destiny. In all that time, she had never communicated with her constructors. The two of us were sure that the time of reckoning was inevitable, and that one day she would learn what they thought of her, but I hoped her sudden presence at the gates did not hasten its approach.

      There was no doubt that all of this was going through her head as well, and perhaps that was the whole reason she came to us. Maybe she just wanted to be done with whatever words or potential punishment they had for her. If that was her motive, she was to be disappointed. The priest did look at her as we passed under the massive threshold, but there was no sign of recognition or surprise in his fleeting glance. He said nothing to even acknowledge her presence, and after a moment it appeared as if she was gone from his mind.

      We walked silently until we were face-to-face with Hecuba. She had already been informed of the situation and was expecting us. She led the priest, Helen, Caria, and I to the King’s chambers and allowed the Egyptian religious official to do his work.

      The King had not changed since the last time I saw him, looking like little more than a ghost-white corpse. He watched us wordlessly as the priest removed some sort of blinking metal device from a fold in his robe and began scanning it up and down the length of Priam’s body.

      At one moment, the King spasmed under a fit of pained coughs. I instinctively took a half-step forward, but Hecuba held me back with a gentle touch of her hand. After this, he somehow found the energy to speak.

      “Troy, my son,” he wheezed.

      “Yes, Your Highness?”

      “You are looking well.” He smiled. “You managed to find some rest, I hope?”

      “Yes, Your Highness.” I let out a brief chuckle, a sound that seemed unnatural in this nightmarish room. “I was able to get some sleep at sea while my men took turns guiding the ship. I appreciate your concern.”

      He nodded and looked to the priest who was still leaning over him, scanning the King’s body with his gadget. At times, it would blink from green to red, and the priest would stop and pay special attention to the area that had caused the change. He made no sound in all that time. The whole analysis took about fifteen minutes in total, but it stretched for what seemed like years. I watched with bated breath, expecting the man to turn around and tell us that there was no time to save our King.

      When finished, he tucked the device back in his robe and addressed the Queen, with Caria serving as translator. “This illness is a dark mixture of magic and science. There is nothing the Egyptians can do for your King, as is it not magic that is familiar to them. The kings of Hattusa have always been known for such corrupted dealings with the alternate plane, and their people are likely the only ones who know how to undo the curse. They will never part with their secrets without a struggle. There is nothing more that I can do here.”

      His face was as solemn as the moment I met him. During his brief time with us, the man showed no signs of emotion, and here, as he dealt this heavy hand to the kingdom of Troy, he behaved no differently. When he had finished speaking, he made to leave, and no one stopped him.

      Priam appeared to have gone back to sleep, and we all looked to the Queen for further input. Exhaustion marred every line of her once proud face.

      Her stare was on her ailing husband, and she said, perhaps more to herself than the rest of us, “Then this is the way it must be. We are to go to war with the Hittites and find a cure for my beloved king.”

      “Just give the word, and we’ll go there,” I said.

      “But Troy, what of the Brethren of Stars?” Caria interjected.

      I shook my head. “You heard the priest. Only the Hittites will know the cure.”

      “But the Brethren are powerful. Perhaps they could find a way around—”

      I held up a hand to cut her off and shook my head again. “We may waste too much time on a hunch. I feel now that our best chance is to head straight to the source.”

      She did not protest again. After a minute of quiet reflection, Hecuba turned to me and said, “Troy, I will give you as many troops as I can spare. You are to ride into Hittite lands—on a course straight for Hattusa—and spare no expense in finding the cure. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Your Highness. I’ll leave tonight with Caria. She has extensive experience on horseback and I am sure she will be of great use to us.”

      “Just see that you do not return empty-handed.” The Queen was mustering more resolve than I had seen of her lately. She stood poised before us, prepared for her empire to make its last stand in defense of its king. “If you do not find a cure, then do not return at all. Do you understand?”

      I bowed. “Yes, Your Grace.”

      Helen and Caria said nothing, only looked at their queen with eyes wide. Her change of tune was sudden and unexpected. My honor was on the line here, as was the fate of my own little kingdom. The subtext was clear: if I did not succeed in this mission, I would be no longer be anyone to the Trojans. I would no longer have their backing, and my humble Port Superior, which depended on a constant stream of resources from Troy, would die before it even had a chance.

      We left the palace in a hurry, the Queen sending word ahead of us for the troops to prepare themselves and meet us at the gates within the next hour. Things were happening too fast for comfort, but no one had any choice but to obey—no one had any desire but to obey. The fate of their nation was at stake.

      Helen latched onto my arm as we rushed down the steps. “Troy,” she said, “what if you do not succeed? You will not be welcome here.” Her eyes were pleading and glossy. With all that was going on, I did not know if I could bare to see her tears then. But as it were, she found the strength to hold them in.

      “That’s a very real possibility,” I said. “But it is what it is. If I fail, it will be because I died in the attempt, so it will not matter either way.”

      “You will never die in battle, Troy!”

      “Don’t be foolish, Helen. I’m not invincible. We’re going to war. People die. I’m only a man. I’m going to do everything I can to get this cure, and we will see what happens. Don’t worry about it until we know the outcome.”

      “But how am I not to worry? Does it not pain you to think that the two of us could be no more?”

      I found myself holding back a tear then. “Helen, nothing pains me more, but worrying isn’t going to help anything.”

      “I will come with you,” she said. “That way, if you are banished, I will still be at your side.”

      I shook my head. “No, the people here need you, and you pledged yourself to them, remember? The last thing they need is for you to disappear in their hour of need like your predecessor did. Don’t make the same mistake she made.”

      She was quiet for the rest of the walk to Zinni’s, as was Caria. The equestrian princess walked several paces behind us the whole way, allowing our conversation to take place uninterrupted. She seemed taken aback at my dismissiveness in the King’s chambers, and I wondered if she was worried that she was overstepping her boundaries when she provided input like she did then.

      We were in front of Zinni’s door when I rested both of my hands on Helen’s shoulders and said, “Stay here, all right?”

      She nodded.

      “I will do everything that is within my power to return here safely, but if the unthinkable happens and I don’t come back, you need to carry on. Understand?”

      She nodded again, only daring to look at me between sentences.

      “Your duty is to the people here—and our Thirian friends. If I die, think of that as my final request: make sure that our Thirian friends are cared for here. I do not want them getting swept to the wayside under a new order.”

      “Yes, Troy.” Her eyes met mine. “But I will see you here again safely after this is all over.”

      “We can only hope,” I said, kissing her. “Pray for me, or maybe”—I forced a laugh in a poor attempt at trying to lighten the mood—“look up a spell in one of Zinni’s books and cast it for me.”

      “I just might do that, Troy.” Her lips creased into a pained grin.

      Caria spoke for the first time to bid Helen a quick farewell, and the two of us headed for the gates to meet up with my Thirian friends and the men the Queen had sent for.

      I was told that there were 600 of them—not the best I could have hoped for, not by a long shot, but they were all that could be gathered at a moment’s notice. Most of the other soldiers were spread throughout the kingdom in its tributary cities, and there was no time to gather them. The general I spoke with told me that these men in the far reaches of the empire would be sent for, and a second wave would trail behind my troops in the coming days. Again, this was not the best scenario, but it was all we could do as each invaluable second ticked by.

      There were horses for all of us, and several men who knew the way to Hattusa were assigned to ride at my side. I pictured our modest but bold entourage strolling up to the city’s gates and me knocking on the door asking if their king could come out for a little chat.

      Linos, Scander, and the remaining Thirian whose name I had yet to learn were already saddled up and ready for action. The Thirian eagerness and enthusiasm in the face of overwhelming odds was always a reassurance to me during such trying times. I could only hope that we would all see one another come out on the other side.
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      The sun had barely risen the next morning when we came upon them. A long line of horsemen strode out from over a hill on the horizon, directly in our path to Hattusa. More of them filed down over the hillside as the full regiment came into view. At the sight of their flags waving high above their heads, there was no mistaking it: these were Hittite soldiers, they were prepared for war, and there was nowhere else along their directed path but Ilium. My men estimated that their numbers were somewhere close to twice as many as ours, but it was difficult to tell as their troops were not moving in an orderly fashion that made estimating easy.

      “Should we send a messenger to ask what they want?” asked one of the men at my side.

      “I think their intentions are clear,” I said. “but we might as well. I don’t want to shed unnecessary blood. Send a report back to the city, too, and have a man on standby ready to send a follow up to the Queen of the outcome.”

      “Sir.” The man acknowledged my command and relayed my orders to several messengers down the line.

      Within the next minute, the men were dispatched, one of them hurrying ahead of us on horseback to meet the coming horde. I knew that, whatever message he returned to us with, things were about to take an ugly turn.

      I watched as he stopped several yards short of the legion’s commander. Their exchange was brief, but the Hittites’ response was clear. The commander raised an arm, and a man several horses down drew his bow and shot our messenger down. He fell to the grass as every one of our men let out a unified astonished gasp. His steed took off in surprise, heading over the edge of the hill and out of sight. The enemy crawled forward, savoring the moment.

      “To strike down a messenger . . . such a thing is unheard of unprovoked,” the man at my side breathed.

      “It is a cruel thing to do,” I agreed, “but it seems we have our response.”

      He was shaking his head, looking down at the grass. Linos rode nearer to us, his massive spiked club crossed over his lap.

      “Shall we go to battle then?” he asked.

      “Yes, but let’s take a moment,” I said. “We’re seriously outnumbered here, and we don’t have the advantage of surprise like we did with the Greeks.”

      “If I am allowed to speak freely, sir,” began the Trojan at my side. “I do not think we have much hope here. The odds are simply stacked too high against us.”

      “If you think that, then why are you here, soldier?” I asked. I agreed with him, but the last thing I was going to do was prematurely admit defeat in front of my men.

      “I am sorry, sir.”

      Time was waning. I needed to think of something clever fast. If we charged in headfirst, it was doubtful we would make it to the other side alive. Retreating was no option either. We had nowhere to go but back to the city, and then the citizens would be in danger. Everyone was still recovering from the conflict of only a year ago. Another bloody fight on the palace’s doorsteps would not be welcomed. Besides, even if we did draw back and win, it would cost us time that was too precious to spare.

      I looked to my left and saw a small forest. It was loosely packed, with spaces between the trees large enough for our horses to fit comfortably. And there was a hill not far behind us. These were the only two environmental factors that could have been of some use, so the hamster in my head began spinning in its wheel on overdrive as I stitched together a plan.

      I said to the men around me, “We’re all going to make as if we’re retreating. We will go as a group to the top of the hill we just came from. They’re likely expecting us to do as much since we are so few.” Everyone within earshot leaned in, listening intently. “Once we get to the top of the hill, the men at the back half of our battalion will continue down the other side of the hill—the plan is that the Hittites will not see this going on behind the motion of our front-facing half as we make for the woods over there. Understand so far?”

      I glanced around and saw two dozen heads nodding. “Good.” I continued, “Once we’re deep enough in the forest to obscure their view of us, we’ll prepare our ranged weapons. I know most of you have bows, but those of you who have spears should not be afraid to throw them. We want to pick off as many of them as we can before they’re close enough to make accurate shots.”

      “But, sir,” said one of the men, “what if they continue following our other men over the hill?”

      “If they do that, then those men will keep running until the enemy legion has completely cleared the hill. From there, the rest of us will reemerge from the forest and flank them from atop the hill, raining arrows down upon them. But I doubt they will do as much if we can hide the fact that half of our troops are breaking off toward the other side of the hill. Either way, our goal is to flank them. If they do as I plan and pursue us to the forest, the rest of our men will come back to the top of the hill, and they will do the flanking. Does everyone understand?”

      Again, I saw many sets of heads vigorously nodding. To be sure, I had several of them repeat back to me what they had heard. At that time, the Hittites had covered half of the distance to us.

      “All right!” I said. “Give them another minute so that they will be in range of the hill, and we’ll set our plan into action. We should know early on what they plan to do because they will either chase us to the woods or continue to the hill.” I did a lot of repeating myself in those crucial minutes, wanting to leave no chance of misinterpretation.

      The seconds ticked by. When the enemy came as close as I could stand, I gave the signal and the plan was set in motion. All of us hurried away and up the hill, and, when half of us were on the side obstructed from the Hittites’ view, that half continued down the rest of the way while those of us that the enemy still could see made a sharp break to the right, heading straight for the woods.

      It seemed that they took the bait. After a brief stall, the commander reoriented his men and they were coming straight for me and the others making our way to the trees. My heart was pounding. Like many battles, this would either lead my team to a brutal end or a very satisfying victory. There was no doubt that we would incur substantial losses either way. This particular encounter really had my blood pumping because it was so sudden and my tactics were little more than a gamble. Even though the enemy seemed to be falling for it so far, a lot of our success depended on the other half of our army’s timing. They would have a small window to figure out what the enemy was doing and climb back up the hill to meet them before they were too far out of reach of their arrows. If our guys were to appear too late, the Hittites would have to take time to catch up to us, and many of us would likely already be dead.

      If they appeared too soon, the enemy would see them with enough time to turn around and lay a heavy hand on their numbers while my crew hurried over to meet them from the trees. The latter was still a reasonable flanking scenario, but it would likely give the enemy enough time to reach the top of the hill and gain numerous advantages.

      We had all made it into the line of trees and turned to face the enemy as they approached. I ordered my men to spread out as widely as they could so that we could make the best use of our ranged weapons from under cover. Every so often, I would glance to the hill in search of a horseman prematurely peeking over to check up on the enemy’s movements. So far, no one had checked, and I breathed a sigh of relief that our plan had not yet been exposed. There were still a hundred ways that it could go wrong.

      Caria was by my side. She had been there the whole way and through the brief but important deliberations that had brought us to our current course of action. She had said very little since we left the city, and I wondered what was going through her mind then. As the situation stood, we had nothing left to do but wait for a few more minutes, so I turned to her.

      “What’s on your mind?” I asked.

      “I am afraid that I might die here.” I could hear her throat tightening as she spoke and was sure that she was fighting back tears. Among her, Hecuba, and Helen, it had been a day full of the threat of tears.

      “No one would blame you if you went to seek safety, Caria.”

      She shook her head. “No, Troy. I want to be here by your side.” She looked me squarely in the eyes and said, “I am forever grateful for your kindness, and I owe you my life.” She sniffled, but still no tears broke free. “As a prisoner aboard that cursed ship, I was not truly living. I had considered ending my life a hundred times over just to be through with it all. Being that evil man’s slave was the most shameful situation I could find myself in, and I am sure that if you had not come along, I would have gone through with relieving myself of that shame before the year had ended. You saved my life, Troy, and it is now to do with as you please. I owe it to you, yet I offer it to you freely, knowing that it is my decision to make.”

      I digested her words. She granted her trust to me so quickly. Under the circumstances, I was kind of able to understand where she was coming from, but that did not stop the pangs of guilt. Trust like hers was a heavy burden to bear, given her history. I only hoped that her trust was not misplaced.

      I looked around at my men, all devoted to our cause. Their faces were etched in seriousness, betraying nothing in their minds except for pure dedication to the battle before us. Surely, thoughts of death plagued their minds, even though their expressions were lacking in such fear. I thought back to some of my first encounters with the King. He was always one to talk of how big a part morale played in warfare. It was times such as this that I prayed he was misguided. There was no doubt that the general feeling was one of hopelessness, and if the men’s feelings played a substantial role in the battle, then the fight was already lost for us.

      I gave Caria a long, hard look and said, “I hope I can make you proud of your decision.” Then I raised my hand as well as my voice to address all my men, saying, “Archers!”

      At least 100 pairs of arms drew their bows and made ready to fire as the Hittites drew near. The enemy quickened their approach upon seeing this, to which I responded, “Fire!”

      The bolts flew loose, many burrowing deep inside the bodies of enemy soldiers. They did not balk, only charging forward with more determination than before. My eyes constantly flicked from the field to the hill, hoping to see my men come galloping over it at any second.

      “Fire! Fire at will!” I shouted.

      Wave after wave of arrows shot forth, their targets dropping like the flies they were. It was as good of an initiation we could have hoped for, but it had little impact on their numbers. If I had to wager a guess, I would say we took care of a little shy of one-tenth of their forces, but even so, we were still vastly outmanned.

      “Caria, I would rather you move to safety,” I insisted to my queen-to-be, not risking taking my eyes off the battlefield and the hill, my salvation, beyond.

      “No, Troy. I ride with you.”

      They were almost on us. I was prepared for the worst, knowing it would be complete pandemonium to fight among the trees but counting on it to be more difficult of an adjustment for our enemy to make. I had several men tie tripwires of rope at the forest entrance to further impede the enemy riders’ advance. Half of our ranks climbed down from their steeds to allow for more flexibility, carrying spears to stab any horsemen that made it through the initial wave of chaos. I expected a good number of their men to be there for the taking during the first couple minutes of head-to-head combat, but it would not have made much difference if the rest of our men did not come around to flank soon.

      My eyes flicked from the field to the hills. The window was closing to get the most out of our flank. I had left too much to chance timing, not even thinking that we could signal when the time was right. I was not accustomed to signaling, so, although it was an embarrassing oversight, it was mine alone. I cursed my stupidity. During the war with the Greeks, I had never used a signal in any of my strategies. Truly, Artession planned a great deal of our final battle which relied on the kinship among the Thirian culture. Much of the planning had been out of my hands. Beads of sweat formed at my temples and forehead. We needed to do something fast. I needed to do something fast.

      I looked to the man at my left, one of the guides who had rode alongside me on the front lines, the man who had expressed doubts over the outcome of the battle. Around his neck hung the instrument of our salvation, a horn that I had been oblivious to during my whole dispersal of the plan to two dozen eager pairs of ears. Not once the entire time did someone think to ask what we would do if we needed to urgently draw the other half of our battalion’s attention to us. Perhaps it was something the rest of them took for granted, assuming that of course we would give the signal when the time came to attack. I hoped now that it was all they were waiting for, and, if not, I hoped that it would deliver the message to them.

      “Blow the horn!” I commanded.

      “Sir!” The man jerked to attention, pulling himself away from the approaching onslaught.

      His horn wailed out, and in the same instant I ordered my men to back away from the outermost line of trees to give the enemy space to trip over the traps we had set. Though the time of reckoning was almost upon us, I found my attention tiptoeing its way back to the hill.

      They were twenty yards away, and still no allied riders were in sight. Ten yards away—a distance to be cleared in a second. My spearmen readied themselves, gripping their handles in anticipation, squatting down to brace themselves for impact. The first of the enemy broke through the line perimeter, and, as if to signal their arrival, a horn rang out on the other side of the hill. But it was not coming from the enemy. The rest of our men came storming over the hill in the next second. The enemy had already ridden too far out of arrow range of the hill, but my men did not balk as they sped down the grassy slopes, charging to engage them head-on.

      The first enemy soldier to greet us, and the next twenty that followed him, stumbled over our traps. Our spearmen wasted no time in running them through. I winced at the sight as the next wave of horses burst through the tidal wave of chaos, several of their riders laying blades into the spearmen they crossed, and several more simply trampled in the stampede. I saw for a moment the enemy men at the tail end of the horde were distracted by the sudden appearance of 300 Trojans at their rear. Many of them broke off to stop their advance, some of them meeting their ends at the wrong side of an arrow mere seconds after realizing what was happening. That was the last I was able to watch before plunging headfirst into combat myself.

      A man had fallen at my horse’s feet and was skewered by one of my allies on the ground. Not a second later came another behind him, leaping over his comrade’s corpse straight for me and my horse. I wondered if they had trained their horses for such maneuvers because his knew just where to put its feet to knock me and mine prone.

      I rolled away, careful not to get crushed by the several sets of hooves dancing around me. I held my sword out, ready to give my adversary everything I had, but he had already moved on, apparently content to have dethroned me. There were shouts in all directions, but one in particular drew my attention to it—yet another uniformed Hittite charging straight for me.

      In one move, I slid to the side and raised my sword to meet his as it came crashing down at the spot where my head was a moment prior. I followed up with a swipe, but he too had already moved on. Damn.

      I turned in time for my face to almost meet the blade of another enemy. He proudly rode past with this shit-eating grin that I wanted to cleave from his face, but I only had time to sidestep again before he was able to separate my head from my shoulders. He was long out of my grasp before I regained my composure and readied my weapon to counter.

      I roared my disgust, seeking a target.

      Men from both teams were falling all around me. I glanced to make sure Caria was safe and found another of them charging her. I moved to intercept and managed to run my sword through his ribs before his blade could cut her. He wailed in pure agony and fell from his horse to my feet as I pulled my needle from him. Caria gave me a nod of thanks and rode on, eager to engage another. I said a quick prayer for her, knowing that it would be impossible to follow her around during the entire fight and make sure we both stayed alive.

      Scores of enemies continued to pour in over the piles that had fallen for the rope trap. Many of those initial victims—the ones who had not been speared through—were trampled in the process. I did not take time to see what was going on beyond the edge of the woods as that was no longer my immediate concern.

      I heard a rageful shout at my side and swung around to see a Hittite soldier coming at me. His approach caught me off guard because I had yet to notice one of them fighting off of his horse, and, for a moment, I confused him for one of my men.

      He struck from overhead, and I raised my sword perpendicular to his, both of them crashing together with a force that made the bones of my arm vibrate. I strengthened my grip on the handle and swung back at him the moment his blade lowered. This time, he met mine from below, stopping my descent, but I followed up by thrusting my free hand into his stomach. His eyes bulged as the air fled from his lungs, and I ran my blade through his spine from over his hunched form. Blood dripped from his mouth, splattering at my feet. I let him fall and placed my foot on his back, holding him down while I yanked my sword free.

      Another broke through the growing pile of fallen warriors and their steeds and was gunning straight for me. This time I was ready. He jabbed for my sternum, and I raised my blade, forcing his to slide right past. Before he was out of my reach, I grabbed him by the belt and yanked him from his horse. He yelped as he fell to the ground, his horse carrying on without him, either not noticing or not caring in its panicked fight for survival through all the sudden madness.

      The man looked up at me and held his hands high, issuing utterances that I could not hear over the sounds of war, but ones which I understood all too well. If he wanted mercy, he should have turned away before getting caught up in this mess. If the situation were different, I might have been inclined to spare him, but as it were, he might have ended up killing Caria or another one of my men, and I could not risk that. I thrust through his heart, and he was gone from the world of the living several moments later.

      A blunt force slammed into the side of my head, knocking me prone right next to the man I had just watched die. The blood pouring from his gaping mouth, the pain in his eyes, his entire countenance seemed to me then as a shadow of the destiny I was about to meet. For half a second, I resigned myself to my fate, ready to be trampled under the weight of hooves or be ran through with something sharp, but nothing of the sort happened in the short time it took me to gather my senses and get back on my feet. There was no sign of who struck me, so I found someone else to take it out on.

      Several men were crawling from where their horses had fallen at the trip line. Just as two of them were getting their bearings, just getting back to their feet, I ran each of them through. Another met me from the side on foot, stabbing straight for my ribs. I dropped my blade down to meet his, mine running parallel to my side. I turned inward as our edges met, making myself as small of a target to him as possible and then sliding my blade down the length of his to where his hand was gripping the handle. His weapon had a guard that was supposed to minimize damage to the user’s hand, but his was angled in such a way against mine that it was not a difficult task to surf right in and sever a couple of important fingers. He howled, and I allowed my sword to continue its journey until it cut through his throat. I kicked him back into the pile where he belonged, jabbing through the scapula of another man nearby who was squirming under the weight of his own horse which had already met its end.

      I ducked as another horse cleared the pile, leaping above me. I likely would have been crushed had I noticed a moment later. My weapon found its way into the horse from where I crouched, leaving a wound that was likely not fatal in itself but was jarring enough to cause the steed to buck its rider and flee. The man landed on his head, and I was surprised at how quickly he was getting back to his feet, but I was unwilling to allow him to finish the act. My blade entered him from behind, piercing up above his waist toward his heart. He went rigid, likely as unaware of what happened as I was when I had been knocked prone a minute before. His arms spread out, his knees bent, and his head looked to the sky through the leaves overhead as if he were asking the gods why such a terrible fate had befallen him out of nowhere like this. It was moments like that where I felt the worst about war. At the nightmarish sight of each fallen man desperately clinging to life, I felt another sliver of my soul being shaved away. I ripped my blade from him and hoped, as I did with most of my foes, that his transition to whatever awaited beyond was as smooth as possible.

      The sounds of death were deafening. My own life’s end seemed to be teasing me from behind every tree and on the backs of horses as they galloped by. The urge to flee was almost overwhelming. Every man around me—Trojan and Hittite—wore masks of brutality, the only acceptable emotion to reveal on the field. If I were to see myself then, I was sure I would recognize the same tones etched into the lines of my own face.

      “Caria!” I shouted on impulse, suddenly remembering my new bride. How foolish of me to allow her to come, I thought. A beautiful woman like her would be a highly sought-after target for this horde of foaming-at-the-mouth dogs.

      I fought against myself, trying not to lose my mind to the crimson rage of battle. It was too easy to forget oneself in the midst of conflict. I decided then that I had had enough aimless fighting for the day and that it was time to search for my queen.

      I made my way toward the last direction I had seen her go, leaping over corpses of both allies and enemies as I went. There was far less movement in the forest now than there had been a mere ten minutes earlier. She was either already dead, or there was a good chance of getting her out alive as the enemy’s numbers had dwindled a great deal.

      A scream announced a foe at my side. There was a blood-drenched Hittite charging me with his sword gripped between both hands, ready to impale me like a stinger. I held my blade horizontally across his path and directed him downward. His needle buried itself a few inches into the underbrush, and he peered up at me in sudden surprise. I could see that his head had already suffered a severe cut, and the wound was still trickling down to his chin and dripping to the ground. He must have felt great relief in surviving such a close call; I was almost ashamed to take that victory away from him, but he had charged me after all. My foot was on the flat of his blade, anchoring it to its new home. He did not bother to release the handle and pull himself away as I slung my instrument of war across his neck. His death cry—not a choked scream from his mouth, but a drowning gurgle from the fresh hole in his throat—seeped out into the forest air and joined its brothers in the surreal mists of battle that hung over our heads like some ever-present soul-devouring demon. I tore myself away, just as red began invading my periphery. I needed to focus on finding Caria.

      There was some kind of skirmish not far ahead of me, but I could not see who was involved as my vision was obscured by trees and turned backs. I quickened my pace to investigate but was once again cut off by another challenger.

      A spear soared past my chest, so close that its tip almost cut my shirt. I turned to see a soldier coming at me brandishing a dagger in his right hand, glinting in the rays of sunlight scattered by the clusters of leaves overhead. He lunged in and upward toward my stomach and I, falling back on my introductory self-defense training of years ago, dropped my sword and simultaneously grasped his wrist with my hands, coming in from the sides and hopping away so that my back was arched like a cat’s. His knife was held in place by my grip, meeting nothing but empty air where my torso had been a second ago. I yanked him down by the arm, and his head jerked back in reaction to the force as he plummeted to the dirt with me hulking over him like an enraged bear. Still holding onto his wrist, I spun around him so that my legs were on either side of his shoulders. Nothing more than my puppet at that point, he had no option but to turn with me from his compromised position and look up in horror as I brought his own weapon down and into his chest. Like his brothers before him, blood pooled in his mouth and trickled down his cheek to nourish the plant life of the forest floor. The light of life left his eyes moments later, and I, after digging my discarded sword from beneath him, continued my advance toward to skirmish, leaving his weapon buried deep in its new home.

      It was a line of enemies whose backs were turned to me, so I had little qualms with slicing three of them across their spines before the rest even knew what had happened. There were five more at a glance and, of course, my sweet Caria was the center of their attention. It appeared that this group had broken away from the main fight and surrounded my bride. Her horse was nowhere in sight, and she herself was backed against the hollowed trunk of an old tree, flailing a sword madly at any of the men who inched nearer. Her screams only worked to entice them further. At some point, her tunic had been torn and now her exposed breasts were jiggling around with every attempt she made to keep the hungry dogs at bay.

      I told her to wear armor before we left, but she refused, claiming that it would have been more of a burden to try and adjust to it after a lifetime without such heavy protection. I myself wore no armor for the same reasons, which set a poor example for her. Now we were facing the scenario that I had dreaded most, one which I am certain she feared with even greater intensity.

      The remaining men had no more warning than the sounds of their three brothers dying. I jumped to the fourth, forcing him to the ground before impaling his solar plexus with my blade. One of his allies’ swords missed me by a hair and cleaved into his shoulder as I ducked and rolled to the side. In a seamless transition, I brought my blade up and made a long cut across the attacker’s torso, drawing a line from his hip almost all the way up to meet his opposite collarbone.

      The others charged me at once, one advancing no more than three steps before Caria’s blade was in his back, sending him to his knees as he dropped his weapon. I jabbed up into the one at my left, trusting that the blow I dealt was fatal, and left my sword behind as I gripped the blade of the one at my right and wrapped my fingers around his neck with the intention of popping his head like a pimple.

      I would not have dared to attempt something so stupid as grabbing the blade of the enemy’s sword, but, as it were, my hands were mere robotic tools constructed to complete whatever task I set them to. I had never tested them to the point of failure, but I knew they were made of tougher stuff than my flimsy skin. They did not disappoint as they met the iron edge of my opponent’s implement, taking no more damage than one might by running their palm across a butter knife. I doubted he noticed any of this while looking his death in the face as the appendages of my other prosthetic constricted his airway like tiny metal anacondas. He choked, unable to even muster a scream, and I pressed him to his knees, not letting go until his face was blue and his eyes turned to the back of his head.

      Caria approached me with cautious steps, panting heavily. Her cheeks and chest were flushed under all the strain.

      “Troy . . .” she whispered. “I . . .”

      “Cover up,” I said. “Stay close to me now. We’ll talk when this is over.”

      I retrieved my sword and took her by the hand. She did her best to wrap her tattered tunic around her cleavage but had to hold it up with her free hand. We walked at a fast pace toward the edge of the woods. The two of us had gone deeper in than I realized. I kept my eyes peeled and my mind on full alert, scanning for any signs of danger in the unnatural fog and shade of the trees. Inviting sunlight was winking through the leafy metropolis above us; the pleasant weather would have been more welcome had our situation been different.

      Caria scanned behind me as I led her through the tangles of human limbs at our feet; two times she almost tripped over an outstretched leg or a discarded sword, but I held her firm, my arm a rock for her to brace against any sudden fall.

      “Almost there,” I said. It would have been a horrific end to the day for one of them to jump out and stab one of us now.

      I wiped away from my brow what I mistook for a bead of sweat. When my forearm was in view again, red streaks were smeared across it. Something had cut my head, but it did not appear too detrimental. Perhaps I had only marched through a thorny vine or something of the like in my rush to free Caria. Images of the blood-red face I had watched die flashed through my mind.

      “Are you hurt?” I asked, embarrassed that I had not thought to check earlier.

      “No—just a few minor scratches,” Caria said. “Thank you for coming to my rescue back there . . . for the second time.”

      “Of course.”

      I pulled her arm closer and we were walking side by side.

      “Your head is bleeding,” she gasped.

      “It’s fine. I think it was just some thorns or something, actually.”

      No one challenged us as we made our way to the edge of the wood. The scene in the plains ahead was much the same as the one we had just left behind: scores of bodies piled on top of one another, and ponds of blood soaking into the ground. Here, carrion eaters were circling overhead, waiting for those of us that remained standing to either drop dead or clear out. On both sides of me, I saw several more men appear from the trees, and we all made our way to the men gathering into a huddled mass in the field. Miraculously, we had won, but there were not many of us left to return home and brag about it.

      Among the men who followed us from the forest were Scander and Linos. Their other man was nowhere to be seen, and I would later learn what had become of him as the other two Thirians returned to search for his body to prepare it for consumption.

      I recognized none of the others who watched as we approached. None of my guides were left to show us the way to Hattusa, but it was unlikely we would get very far with less than three dozen men, half of which were suffering serious wounds.

      As Caria and I came close, some of the men raised their arms in a half-hearted gesture of victory. One of these men fell where he stood in the next moment and, as was discovered upon a quick investigation, he bled out from a cut deep into his side. There was a long silence as we reflected on the events that had just unfolded.

      I was the first to speak, saying, “Did anyone see anything significant to our mission during this brutal fight?”

      “Sir.” One of the men stepped forward. He was holding a scroll out to me.

      “Can you read it?” I said, no emotion in my voice. This was one of the mysteries I had encountered during my time in this land. Though they spoke a language familiar to me, their written word was like nothing I had ever seen before. It seemed, at least, that many of the surrounding nations used the same script, so if one of my men could read the language of the Trojans, they could read the written word of many other civilizations as well.

      The soldier nodded, taking the scroll back, and said, “This was found on a Hittite messenger. It seemed that he was traveling to the army here to deliver them this message. It says, ‘The King plans to lay siege in four days’ time. Weapon is almost ready at Cannakale. Send word if there are any impediments on your way to Cannakale that will prevent you from arriving within two days.’” His gaze returned to me expectantly.

      I had no doubt that the target of the siege was Ilium, and of course the king mentioned was Matanaza’s father, Mursili. It was clear that the battalion was heading toward Cannakale. That was definitely news to me. By the way the letter read, it seemed as if Mursili was going to have them carry some kind of weapon from Cannakale to Ilium. That was an unexpected bit of information. I needed some time to reflect on that, now knowing that Cannakale might actually play a role in these events. From what I had gathered so far, it seemed reasonable that we could travel to the secretive city in two days’ time, but it would still be taking a risk as the cure might still not be there, even if the city was occupied by the Hittites. The message was unclear on whether the King himself was in the city or not. I needed a second opinion.

      “One of you, deliver this news to Helen and Her Highness. See what they think of the matter. It seems that it might be more beneficial to make for Cannakale if that is their base of operations. Send for a man who knows the way there if none of you do. We’ll set up camp here for the night and wait for the Queen and Helen’s response. I want the watchmen to keep a close eye on the horizons, and I want patrols sent out every couple of hours. There are likely to be deserters of the enemy army camping out among the hills and woods with nowhere to go. They of course would not be welcome back home.”

      “Sir!” saluted my men in unison.

      “I’ll keep first watch with my Thirian brothers. Who else volunteers?”

      We quickly planned the logics for the evening and set up our tents, having to rely on some of the enemy’s as most of ours had sustained severe damage. We were able to round up enough horses over the next three hours, and four of our men set out in search of deserter camps. Any news the fleeing soldiers might tell us could prove invaluable.

      As I knew they would, Scander and Linos immediately began preparing the body of their fallen comrade for consumption, knowing they likely would not have time to take him home in one piece and share with the rest of their tribe. They consumed some of him on the spot, much to the disgust of the Trojan warriors who had reluctantly tolerated the “barbaric” custom over the course of the last year, and, as with their previous deceased companion, they burned the rest of his corpse to ash to carry home.

      Our camp was strategically placed atop the hill that had helped us achieve our modest victory. When all the tents had been pitched and everyone was settling into the flow of things, Caria and I sat in the grass and looked out of the fields strewn with the bodies of both friends and enemies. Neither of us said a word. I only sat and waited for something to happen—the return of our messengers from Troy, news of deserter camps—anything to give me a better idea on what the next course of action should be. I had a feeling we were all in for a long night.
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      I did not get much rest, but I had not planned to. After the sun was low, I insisted that Caria get some sleep to be better prepared for the next day, again not setting a good example with my own actions. I sat with my arms hugging my knees, surveying the scene for any movement—allied riders, the lights of foreign campfires, stuff like that.

      Several hours after the sun was down, a scout returned to camp with news of a handful of Hittites hiding in one of the patches of trees nearby, just out of sight from our encampment. I ordered a dozen men to hurry over and surround them, and to bring as many back alive as possible.

      The deed was carried out in a little over an hour, and I was soon looking at four enemy soldiers on their knees with their arms bound behind them. Interrogation was never something I enjoyed. During wartime, it was necessary to kill to protect the ones you cared about, but interrogation often led to drawn-out torture sessions, and that was a hard thing for anyone with an ounce of conscience to do. That being said, it was sometimes a necessary evil to extract crucial information from the enemy. This was one of those times. These men might have known what I needed to know to save an entire kingdom, not least of all Helen and the King and Queen. I was not going to put all of that on the line because I was unable to pump some guys for information—some guys who would have surely done the same to me had the situation been different.

      I looked to my tent where Caria was sleeping, less than three yards away.

      “Let’s take this to the woods,” I told my horsemen. “Not everyone needs to hear this.”

      We went as deep as the woods allowed, stepping over 50 to 100 carcasses on the way. Six of my soldiers accompanied me, as well as Linos. I really hoped I would not have to hurt these guys, but if they really did not know anything, there was not a good way to verify it, so it left me in a weird position if they denied any knowledge. At the outset, I honestly did plan to let them go if they gave me what I wanted. It was not likely that they could return home and do us any harm from there. My only concern was that they would flee to Cannakale and warn them of our approach, but we could keep an eye on them easily enough to ensure that did not happen.

      There we were again, this time in the woods, with the men looking up to me awaiting judgement.

      “Do you see these bodies around you?” I held my voice stern, like an angry high school teacher about to sign his entire class up for detention.

      The men nodded their heads, some of them looking around at the corpses I was gesturing to. That was a start, but I wanted a more vocal response. None of us had time for sheepishness.

      “Answer me!” I took a half-step toward one of them.

      Every man squirmed like a child. “Yes!” they cried.

      “That’s better. I like it when you . . . vocalize.” I paused for a moment and looked each one of them dead in the eyes. “Look, I’m not a fan of interrogation. I’m not a fan of torturing people. I’ve killed a lot of men, but I always try to make it as painless as possible. As far as I’m concerned, you guys did the right thing. You made it easier on me and my men by deciding not to get involved in the fight. I actually appreciate you for that, if you can believe it.”

      I stopped for another extended pause. Three of them showed little emotion aside from slight signs of the expected anxiety which tugged at their lips and the edges of their eyes. The fourth man looked as if he were about to cry. He was the only one not meeting my gaze then, opting to stare at the ground to hide his shame. I decided to let it slide for the moment.

      “Like I said: I’m no fan of torture. I mean that whole-heartedly. But this is war. I need to protect my people—and I will do anything to make sure my people are safe, as I’m sure you men would.” I ignored the obvious irony of that statement directed at a group of deserters. The key was to appeal to their good natures, or at least the good nature each man perceived himself to have. “You guys want to make sure your families and friends live as long and happy lives as they can, right?”

      “Yes,” they said. The man on the verge of tears whimpered his response. This was good. It was better that he cried his answer than me having to extract it through blood.

      “Good. We’re on the same page, then, because that is what I want for my people as well. So, I’m going to make this very clear: it’s completely up to you if you return to your loved ones from here. Tell me what I want to know, and you’ll go free. Otherwise . . .” I trailed off and waved an arm around to indicate all of the dead soldiers around us. “Understand?”

      “Yes.” One of them even added “sir” to the end of his response.

      I thought it would be best to open interrogations asking questions I already knew the answers to, just to make sure they were open to providing accurate information.

      “Okay, good. You’re doing good. So, first question: tell me where you were going when you came across our army.”

      They all looked at each other, each man likely hoping one of his allies would crack before he did.

      “If you don’t answer quickly, I’m going to have to start getting rough,” I warned.

      “Cannakale,” one said.

      I nodded my head. “Correct answer. And what were you going to do once you arrived?”

      “Make for Troy,” said another. “We were going to attack Troy.”

      “Why?”

      The second one spoke again. “The King wants to control it, and, s-since Troy is so weak from the Greek invasion, we all assumed he decided to attack now for that reason.”

      I nodded and crossed my arms. “That all adds up. So, how many troops are already stationed at Cannakale?”

      They all exchanged glances. A third man spoke up—it was the one who was on the verge of tears. “N-not many,” he whimpered. “Only the King’s guard are present at the city . . . as far as we know.”

      I was amazed how smoothly this interrogation was going.

      “Wait,” I said, “so you mean to tell me that he planned to charge for Troy with this little army? Do you really expect me to believe that?”

      The crying one looked terrified at the sudden aggression directed specifically at him. This time, though, he remained quiet, so I pressed him further.

      “Your throat’s getting dangerously close to my blade with these lacking responses.”

      “He has a weapon!” the man shouted.

      “What kind of weapon?” I barked.

      He shook his head, unable to hold back the tears now. “I do not know! We were not told as much!”

      I looked to the others. “Which one of you does know?”

      The all shook their heads. We were getting to the iffy part of the encounter that I had been afraid of. It was looking like I would need to make an example of one of them to show that I was not bluffing.

      “Am I supposed to believe that none of you can tell me anything about this mysterious weapon?”

      They continued shaking their heads. I could see the sweat running down some of their faces. Another man’s eyes began to water.

      “Look, I was going to start letting you go one at a time when you started giving me some good answers. That’s looking less and less possible each time you shake your heads like that. This is your last chance. If you can’t tell me anything about this weapon, you better let me know something equally as important.”

      I tapped my foot. By then, only one of them had maintained some semblance of a calm composure. He still looked nervous, sure, but no more than one might in an office lobby while awaiting a job interview. I decided to turn the thumbscrews on him next.

      “You, tell me something good.”

      His eyes went wide, and he looked at both sides to his brothers.

      “Don’t look at them; look at me.”

      “Y-yes, sir,” he said. “I know nothing else, sir.”

      “Think. I’m going to count to three, and if you don’t give me something by then, you’re going to die. I will try to make it as easy for you as I can.”

      I was really hoping he would give me anything to stop me from making good on my word.

      “I really don’t . . .”

      “One.”

      I spared him a few seconds. I could see the gears in his head turning but would never be sure if he was trying to come up with a convincing lie or remember something that I might like to know. After several seconds, I had no choice but to keep counting.

      “Two . . .”

      “The King—the King!” he shouted, eyes wide with sudden realization. “The King is at Cannakale. He planned to be present for the siege.”

      I shook my head. “I figured as much when you told me his guard were at the city. You’re going to have to do better than that.”

      I made a show of unsheathing my sword, both to intimidate my prisoners and to stall so that the man could think.

      “We’re getting really close to the number three,” I said.

      “I do not know anything else! I am sorry!” the man wailed.

      “Then I’m sorry, too.”

      I looked to Linos, who was watching with a smirk on his face. I would never have his love of bloodshed. There were things necessary in wartime, I kept having to tell myself that, but it did not mean that those things had to be enjoyed. In the end, this poor sap would have been prepared to crumble my great city, my new home. With it, he and his friends would more than likely have raped and murdered scores of innocent people. I had to keep that in the forefront of my mind as I carried out despicable deeds such at this.

      I raised my blade high, hoping an outburst from one of his fellows would stay my hand, but no one shouted out to save him. My blade came down in an arc, and the man screamed as his doom rushed in. In the blink of an eye, I had sliced his head clean from the rest of his body. His screaming stopped immediately, and those of his brothers rushed in quickly to fill the void it left behind.

      “I keep my word,” I said to the remaining three. “Can none of you tell me anything else?”

      “Truly, we do not know anything else that would be of use to you!” one of them pleaded.

      I closed my eyes and dropped my head in silent contemplation. I expected as much to be the case. I knew that, from a bunch of deserters, the truth was likely easier to lure out. They had already betrayed their country, so cluing me in on a few details would not be much worse from where they sat. Death likely awaited them regardless, if they were to return home. Still, I had to make sure I knew they were telling me everything they could. Separating this man’s head from his neck made me confident that I’d drained them of all they knew, which was very little. I opened my eyes and addressed them.

      “All right. As an act of good faith, I’m going to believe you’re telling me the truth.” The pleas stopped as they listened intently to my coming decree. If I was a cruel man, this would have been a great way to end the interrogation before bestowing the same fate to them as I had their friend. But I did not like to think of myself as a cruel person. “I’ll let you live, but there will be conditions.” No one interrupted. “Two of my men will stay behind and watch you tonight. Once we are ready to leave, we will cut you loose and send you on your way. My conditions are that you do not head for Cannakale and you do not try to escape before we are ready to release you. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir,” the three of them said. One of them added, “Thank you, sir.”

      “Your buddy there—I did not want to do that, but it was necessary whether you believe it or not. If you guys can hang tight until we’re ready to go, I guarantee you that you will each make it out of here with your lives.”

      I left Scander behind with one of the Trojans, explicitly telling them not to kill the men unless they absolutely had to. I thought it might also provide a bit of immersion therapy for the Thirian as well, having to fight all night to resist his urges of bloodlust.

      Caria was still sleeping as soundly as when I left. I waited outside for the rest of the night. There was at least one occasion where I dozed in the grass, but it did not last long and provided no relief from the encroaching exhaustion that was beginning to weigh heavily on my sore muscles.

      I received no word from anyone until the early hours of the next morning, just before the sun was beginning to rise. It was the messenger I had sent to fill the Queen and Helen in on the developments. A guide to Cannakale had accompanied him as well, if we decided to travel there.

      Hecuba had said very little, only that she gave us her blessing in whatever course of action we decided to take, but she stressed that if we did find out for sure that Mursili was in Cannakale, we should seek him out at all costs. The messenger also informed us that they would still need time gathering troops from the surrounding towns and villages, and that he would return to Troy to tell them where to go once I had decided our next move.

      Helen had sent an update on her and Zinni’s research. Zinni had begun reading her books on Hittite magic and found little that seemed to help us with our dilemma, but, after hearing that Caria had mentioned the Brethren of Stars, she scoured her collection of tomes for any information on the secretive order. She came across a book that referenced several of the tools that we found in the black box, leading her to believe that the engineers at Cannakale were somehow involved with the Hittites. Whether they had only provided the instruments for Hittite use or had a more direct impact on their schemes, she did not know, but it was beginning to paint a clearer picture for me knowing what I did about Mursili’s plans.

      “So, you know the way to Cannakale?” I asked the guide after sending the messenger back with my response.

      “Yes, sir,” he said. “I have been there twice by sea. It is hard to miss with its citadel’s towering spires. I would bet that some of its towers reach as high as the walls of our great nation’s capital.”

      “Spires, you say . . .?”

      I was struck with a wave of déjà vu, just as I had been upon first hearing about the city. I closed my eyes and could see this vivid image of a ruined fortress alongside the sea. I could not place where I had seen the building before, but it must have been back in my childhood during one of those droning history classes, either in a textbook or on the teacher’s smartboard. Something told me that this was the place to go.

      “Yes, sir. Very tall spires.”

      “If we headed out now, how long do you think it would take us to reach Cannakale?”

      He put his hand to his chin and thought for a moment. “As I said, I have only been there by sea, but I do not think it should take longer than a day and a half of constant travel. Account for a partial night’s rest, and that would put us at about two days’ travel time.”

      “That’s what I was led to believe.” I stood and said, “We’ll head out within the hour. Everyone! Make ready to leave! Someone, get those prisoners and set them loose!”

      The camp burst to life, and we were packed up and ready to go in no time at all. Most of the men were in poor shape, some of them barely able to walk. Four were wounded so badly that we left them behind to rest. Our final headcount brought us to 28 troops plus me and Caria. With the element of surprise and a little luck, it was seeming like we stood a sliver of a chance. I thought it was still likely that the King’s guard outnumbered our small band, but we had already come too far to back down. As an extra bit of tactical leverage, I thought to relieve a few enemy carcasses of their armor and also bring two of their battle flags along for the trip. There was no telling when a quick impersonation could come in handy, and we would need to rely on everything at our disposal if we were going to win this war.

      With Caria once again riding at my side, we made for our new destination.
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      I had not wanted to rest, but the further we traveled, the more I felt the fatigue setting in. All my lack of sleep was beginning to take its toll. There was nothing that would have pleased me more than to return to Port Superior with my two wives and carry on with our fantasy lives, but my King needed me now more than ever.

      Noon came and went. We did not break for a meal, only snacking on our rations here and there when our horses tired of running and slowed to a steady plodding pace. There was little discussion, most of which came from our new guide, whose chipper attitude stood in strong contrast to our beleaguered crew. He talked mostly of the city to which we were heading, and of how he had dreamed of seeing it again one day before he died. He was happy to hear the call for a guide and blah, blah, blah. Normally, I would have paid more attention, but, needless to say, there were more pressing things on my mind.

      As night began to fall, I could not bare my tiredness any longer. I knew the men would not protest another night of sleep, so we moved away from the road and setup camp once more. I remembered Priam’s almost comical fatherly concern for my well-being as I rolled out my cot of fur. I told myself that I would not rest long as I lay down and let the night take me where it willed. Caria cuddled up next to me, and the two of us were gone from the world for a time.

      It was still dark when Linos shook me awake.

      “Ugh . . . what is it?” I swam through a pool of grogginess.

      “Troy, we have found a man.”

      “A man?” His face was just beginning to take shape in the dim light of the stars.

      “Yes, an enemy. A Hittite.”

      I was on my feet, shaking off the tiredness that still remained clinging at the hems of my clothes.

      “Take me to him.”

      Our watchmen had the man bound, one of them holding a knife to his throat when I approached. He was an old, gray-haired, balding man. His face was passive even as his life was threatening to be ripped away without notice.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      He glanced at me with no hint of concern and said, “Just a messenger.” His tone gave the impression of a dead man—not a man unable to bare the fact that his life might come to an end, but rather a man who had decided for himself that there was no longer any reason to live.

      “A messenger for who?”

      He rolled his eyes. “You know I am with the Hittite army. I was sent to check on some troops out east.”

      It struck me as odd that he answered with so little hesitation. I asked, “Why are you offering this information so freely?”

      He shrugged, his sudden motion drawing suspicion from several of my men. The man with the dagger pressed his blade closer to our captive’s neck but pulled back realizing that the messenger was only making a common gesture.

      He said, “I just . . . I do not know who is the good guy anymore.”

      “Explain.”

      “Mursili . . . I used to revere the man. He was always a ruler I thought capable of achieving the impossible, but—I suppose in a way I still do see him in that light—but he has gone mad in his old age.”

      “How so?”

      “This attack he plans to lead on Troy . . . It’s not like his other conquests. Those poor people are going to be lab rats for some crazy experiment. Not a lot of people know this, but some of us heard one of his science men talking in the pub in town the other day . . . They are working on some kind of weapon that can create plagues at the snap of a finger. And not just that—but he is using his own people to power it!”

      “What does that mean, ‘his own people are powering it’?”

      “He sacrifices his loyal subjects—people like me—to feed this weapon! I hear that evil bitch Supila is pulling a lot of the strings on this project, too.”

      “Who is Supila?”

      “Do you know nothing, boy?” He looked at me, incredulous. “Supila has been his right hand for decades. She is one of Mursili’s most trusted advisors. It is said that she knows much about both magic and science, but I have only heard stories.”

      “So, you are worried that you might be used to power this weapon? Is that why you are so ready to tell us all this?”

      “I will admit that I have my own best interests at heart, but I am not a man without conscience. I do not know the people of Troy, but it does hurt to think of how many innocent people will suffer because of my King’s plans. He has always allowed surrender, but it seemed like the Trojans will have no option here. He plans for all of them to die. I am old. I have served under His Majesty for a long time. I am tired of seeing innocent people die.”

      I remembered Matanaza’s offer to me of a bloodless resolution. I wondered what would have happened if I had taken her up on her offer. She made it clear that there were no guarantees that Mursili would be willing to compromise with the Trojans, but she had expressed hope for that scenario. It seemed now that she was either lying to me or that she had a misunderstanding of her father’s designs.

      “So, how do you think we can stop this from happening?”

      “I am a simple man,” the messenger admitted. “I know that they must be working on this weapon in their fortress . . .” The citadel. “. . . The only way I can think to stop them is to storm in there and kill everyone you see, especially the science men.”

      “Then that’s what we will do,” I said. “You, sir, have been a great help. As a reward, we will take you with us instead of killing you. How does that suit you?”

      “That sits well with me. I must admit, I have no one to even go home to. My wife and children have all died and this most recent news of my King’s plans has me not caring too much about my fate.”

      “Well, perhaps I can take you home with me on the other side of the Dardanelles when this is all over. What do you think of that?”

      “I might as well. A new life could be interesting. But . . . the Hittite military is on the way to Cannakale as we speak. What will you do to defend against them?”

      “They have already been dealt with.”

      His eyes went wide.

      “In all honesty, we were lucky to have made it out alive. They outnumbered us two to one.”

      “By the gods,” he gasped. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Troy, and I am an honorary prince of the city with the same name.”

      “I think I have heard of you.”

      “I’m flattered, but let’s talk more on the way.”

      We were back on track before the sun began to rise. I for one rode with a new sense of vigor, having more knowledge to work off of. The newest member of our company took Caria’s horse, and she shared mine, as we did not carry any extras with us from the battlefield. I got him to tell me everything he knew about Mursili and this Supila woman he’d mentioned.

      Apparently, the King’s right hand was rumored to have had dealings with the Brethren of Stars for a number of years. Such news was meant to be kept under wraps, but word always had a way of spreading. The messenger told me that an old friend of his had a son who was in the guard, or something like that, and had overheard tons of secretive conversations among the prominent figures of the Hittite ruling class.

      “This guard you know . . . will he be in Cannakale?”

      “No, no,” he said. “He is back in Hattusa. The King has many children that need to be looked after in his absence.”

      “How many guards would say are present in the city, then?”

      “Oh . . . at a guess I would say 40, but that is really only a guess.”

      That would not be too bad, I thought. We had already overcome far worse odds.

      “And you know that we may have to kill these guards, right?” I asked.

      “Of course,” he said flatly. “That is not something I wish to think about, but if it is what must be done to save the lives of thousands or more, then it is what must be done.”
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      It was well into the night by the time we reached the city. We stopped at the edge of a crowd of trees atop a hill overlooking the port town, its spires glinting like a half dozen metallic fangs in the light of the full moon. There were little signs of life, with no more than a few smatterings of flickering firelight. Even from our vantage, I could see no watchmen.

      The messenger looked at me expectantly. I had only learned his name an hour before; it was Tewan. He had cheered considerably during our talks since the idea of ending his senile master’s reign of terror seemed more and more possible as we traveled closer to the city. He sat hunched on his horse, a slight smile creeping across his lips.

      “It is about time,” he said. “You and your men will either win everything or lose it all. I do not understand how you soldiers have the heart to go to battle one time, let alone multiple times.”

      “Some of us just like to tempt fate, I suppose.” I reached over and patted him on the knee. “You have been a great help, Tewan. Truly a blessing. We were fortunate to have crossed paths. Could you bear to accompany us while we go down and dance with destiny once more?”

      “I will follow you wherever you may go, friend. My allegiance is now yours.”

      I nodded and asked, “Where are the watchmen? I know they must be somewhere.”

      “There are always two at the gates there.” He pointed to a section of the wall cloaked in shadow. “You probably cannot see them, but trust me, they are there. And there are others—maybe eight more—stationed along the inside of the wall. There is scaffolding they stand on to peek over the stone. It would be difficult to see anything of them aside from the tips of their helmets even in the light of day. At least two of those have a good chance of spotting us when we come down the hill. I am no strategist, but I see no way around that.”

      “I planned for as much,” I said. “It helps that we move under the cover of night.”

      I called for everyone else to gather around and explained the plan. Me and several others would don the Hittite armor we had picked up after the last fight. There were only five outfits in total, but those who did not have a set to wear would follow behind and remove any fabric that was distinctly Trojan in color. I hoped that the guards would think little of this minor detail as they spoke with those of us who were wearing the official attire. Tewan and I would lead the others as we traveled down in a line two horses wide. The third pair of men in our line would be the last to have Hittite soldier uniforms, and they would hold the two battle flags high to help obscure the guards’ view of the rest of our men trailing behind.

      We would only carry the two Hittite tents down, leaving the Trojan ones out of sight in the woods. Those of us that were obviously out of place in a Hittite regiment—namely the Thirians and Caria—would be tucked in the tents that our men were hauling. If combat was initiated at the gates, which I suspected it would be, Caria and my tribal brothers would escape from the folds of the tents—she covering us with arrow fire, and the two men jumping the wall to pick off the guards on the other side while moving to open the gate from within.

      Tewan would do most of the talking. We had concocted a story about how we encountered a battalion of Trojans, and our small group was all that managed to survive. Tewan met us along the road to Hattusa and delivered his message, offering to usher us back to town. It was difficult to plan for every possible thing the gatekeepers might ask us, so we thought it best to hash out a general story to present to them and wing it from there.

      I doubted they would fall for it, but my main goal was to get my men to the gates without having to dodge a storm of arrows. If we could simply do that, I would consider the bluff a success. The big thing that would likely make or break our advance to the wall was if a scout had been able to report back to the city with news of our group of Trojans coming their way. None of us had spotted any enemy scouts in the two nights we camped, but that did not mean we were in the clear.

      With everything and everyone in place, we doubled back to a section of the main road far enough out of sight of the town guard and rode in file to Cannakale as if we had been traveling the road this whole time.

      “It works in our favor that the Hittite battalion was expected to arrive around this same time,” I said to Tewan as he rode at my side.

      “Yes, that is fortunate,” he agreed. “Just make sure to keep that helmet low so that they do not notice you are not Hittite.

      I looked back at the rest of my men. They, too, tried to mask their faces as best they could. Even those not in disguise rode with their heads low. We were careful to have those with darker hair, which was common among Hittites, ride closer to the front while those with lighter hair were kept further back in the shadows.

      Several horses down the line, four men were carrying the two tents with Linos, Scander, and Caria hidden inside. At a glance, no one would have any idea they were there.

      Tewan raised an arm as we came within view of the gatekeepers. I looked to both sides of the wall on either end of the iron doors and saw two heads peeping at us from behind the stone arches. The wall was perhaps twice my height—difficult but not impossible for a moderately athletic person to scale. The Thirians would surely have little trouble doing so.

      “Greetings,” said one of the guards. He nodded to Tewan as if he recognized him. “I see you have brought some of the army along with you. Where are the rest of them?”

      Tewan shook his head, trying his best to channel that despair he felt when he first encountered us. “This is all that is left. The general here could tell you himself”—he gestured to me—“but I doubt he wishes to relive the defeat again, especially so soon.”

      “Defeat?” The gatekeeper looked from the messenger to me and back again. “What do you mean? You do not jest? This is truly all that is left of the battalion?”

      Both of us nodded, and Tewan said, “Truly. For reasons unknown to us, the Trojans had their own soldiers on course for Hattusa. These brave men defeated them, but only barely, as you can plainly see.”

      The second gatekeeper said nothing but leaned to the side to look further down our modest line of soldiers. My heart skipped a beat at the thought that our cover was about to be blown, but it was a flimsy deception to begin with.

      The first man said, “The King will not be pleased to hear this.”

      “On the bright side,” Tewan suggested, “this means that there will be less opposition at Troy, does it not?”

      “No.” The guard was shaking his head. “We cannot lay siege to the great walls of Troy with such a small gathering of men. It would be impossible to traverse the gates! The citizens themselves could pick us off from above.”

      Tewan forced a forced laugh, trying to pretend as if the thought did not make him happy. “I hear that weapon of His Majesty’s would take less men than the fingers on my hand to deliver to Ilium and clean out the entire city.”

      “Perhaps,” hissed the guard. “None of us are supposed to know such things. It is foolish of you to speak of it here.”

      “Forgive me, but word travels fast, as we all know.” He held his palms out at chest level to gesture that he meant no harm. “So, are you going to let us in or not? It is late and these men are tired and wounded.”

      The guard thought for a moment, not breaking eye contact with Tewan as he stood in silence, his lips pursed. Finally, he said, “That was not the plan. These men were to camp in the fields here once they arrived.”

      “But that was before things changed,” Tewan suggested. “I understand the concern for overcrowding when the men numbered to over a thousand, but look at these poor guys. Some of them could use decent medical attention, and I think you can agree that they are all deserving of some quality sleep.”

      This time, the first guard leaned outward to get a better look at all of us. I clenched my jaw. He huffed and said, “Look, on any other occasion, I would say go for it, but I was given explicit instructions and I do not want to invoke the wrath of our King by disobeying him. These are trying times for all of us.”

      “You cannot simply send someone to ask him?”

      He shook his head. “No. I hear he is working away with his precious science men in one of those towers as we speak, and I know I do not have to tell you what it is believed he does with people up there. It might mean death if I were to send one of my men to him now asking if he minded us disobeying his direct commands. These men are to wait out here until we receive further instruction, which will likely be in the morning.”

      Tewan looked to me and shrugged, saying, “Fair enough. Fair enough. I only thought I would ask on their behalf. I for one am ready to call it a night though. You will let me back in, will you not?”

      “Of course.” He raised his voice and shouted, “Open the gates!”

      I almost burst out laughing when I saw the slight smirk on Tewan’s face. This outcome worked just as well. The gates swung inward to permit him entry. He rode forward, and I bobbed my right knee up and down, which was our silent signal to attack. The men directly behind me knew to look for it and spread the message down the line.

      At the sound of the wooden poles of the battle flags hitting the road, I drew my sword and charged ahead. The first guard had no time to react before my sword was buried in his chest and yanked away as my horse sped past. Tewan pulled out a dagger and cut the second gatekeeper’s throat with a violent shout.

      Upon entrance, I spun around in time to see the two guards closest to the gates atop the wall fall from their scaffolding as an arrow met each of their faces. Even though the gate was open, I saw Linos follow through with our original plan and hop the wall, landing with a malicious grin less than a yard away from where one of the fallen men had stood on the scaffolds.

      A man further down the rickety contraption was running over to meet him, his sword held aloft. Linos roared as he held his spiked club high overhead, but the soldier wailed in agony and was pushed from the support beams himself as Scander appeared from over the edge of the stone. The man slid from the Thirian’s blade as gravity took him down. Scander winked at his chief. He truly did have a penchant for stealing another man’s kills.

      I rushed back in to handle the two men who had opened the gates. They were now trying to undo the action, but once Pandora’s box was open, it could not be closed. I jabbed straight through one man’s side. The other stopped his futile attempts to delay the inevitable and drew his own weapon. The rest of my men came pouring in, dividing the two of us before we could clash.

      When the space between us was clear once again, he lay dead on the ground, nothing more than a gruesome doorstop at the foot of the heavy door he tried so desperately to shut. Linos was coming down from the wall to meet me, and Scander had hurried further down to wipe out more watchmen.

      Caria was still outside, walking toward me with her bow in hand, and Tewan had not traveled far. He wore a proud grin on his face as his horse trotted near.

      “Great job, man!” I shouted. “But it’s only just beginning. You can wait outside if you like. You played your part well.”

      “No, my friend. I intend to see this through to the end.”

      “Fair enough—Caria, Linos, let’s all make for our final showdown with His Majesty. It won’t be long now. For Priam!”

      Caria joined me on my horse, and I raised my sword high, charging deeper into the city with my faithful allies close behind.

      We followed the rest of our party to the fortress, passing houses and other buildings on our way. There was no sign of the firelight we had seen from atop the hill. No torches lit the road; no one was wandering about. Our surprise attack was so sudden that the watchmen did not even have time to sound the alarms. It would have made sense for the citizens to have hidden inside and remained quiet during an invasion, but the place seemed too devoid of life with so little time for them to prepare.

      Even in the dead of night, I expected to see embers of household hearth fires or laundry hung up to dry. There were no signs of daily life anywhere along the stretch of road we traveled to the fortress. It made me wonder if some horrible fate had befallen the original citizens of this place when Mursili claimed it. The prospect of putting my foot on that man’s throat seemed more gratifying as I thought about it.

      The moment we came within view of the black gates of the fortress, I pulled Caria with me to the ground. Several arrows zoomed past us, one of them missing us by no more than a couple inches.

      “Take cover!” I shouted.

      My friends coming in behind took that as their queue to roll off their steeds as well. Caria and I got to our feet, both of us crouching low looking for the assailants. I pushed her to the side.

      “Hide behind that building!” I commanded.

      “Troy, no, I—!”

      “Don’t argue—go!”

      She ran for cover, and I turned back to scan the black mass in front of me. It was a complete disaster. Half of my men had already suffered tragic ends by the tips of those damned arrows. I cursed my stupidity for not proceeding with caution once we were inside.

      Four men were piled in front of the doors, shot down where they stood. One of them was still clinging onto his last ounce of life, wincing against the pain that invaded his senses. Another soldier was thrown from his horse, the beast suffering from a shot to the ribs, the arrow still hanging limply from its mark. It bucked madly, and on more than one occasion landed with heavy hooves on its rider. The poor man wailed like a child as sections of his body were crushed under the weight; his sobs stopped immediately when his skull finally met the metal of his pet’s shoe.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck!

      Others were still under fire up ahead. It seemed that, for the moment, my sniper had turned his attention elsewhere. I tried to focus on where the shots were coming from, but it was difficult in the midst of all the chaos and darkness.

      I followed my eyes up the wall of the citadel and saw something flash in the moonlight for a fraction of a second several yards above the gates. I squinted, trying to force my eyes to focus on the black structure ahead of me, insisting they discern some definition of shape where there appeared to be none.

      I ducked in time to avoid another shot. Only after the fact did I realize another glint of motion in the moonlight served as my warning. Slowly, my eyes were beginning to adjust to what I was seeing.

      The brief flashes were coming from open windows above the fortress gates. The men who were firing at us, it appeared, were covered head to toe in black armor—that was what I saw each time one of them moved to shoot: the black metal on their forearms as they reached out from the windows to release their arrows. We were in the dark of night, their castle was black, and their armor was black, making it extremely difficult for intruders unfamiliar with the fortress layout to know what they were looking at. Suddenly, the lack of lighting in the city made more sense to me. Any sort of illumination would diminish the effect and potentially give the men away.

      “Everyone!” I shouted. “Come to me—quickly!”

      I hauled ass over to the building Caria was hiding behind. Thankfully, Linos and Tewan were in one piece, the messenger already waiting for me when I approached. Five other soldiers made it over soon after, but there was no sign of Scander. I hoped he was still winding along the wall fighting watchmen away from this mess. Everyone watched me intently, their breaths coming in anxious gasps.

      “Okay, they’re wearing black to blend in with the fortress. We’ll need to light a fire to see them. Once that’s done, those of you with bows are going to have to pick them off before we can advance. Got it?”

      They all nodded.

      “Where do we find a torch?” asked one of the soldiers.

      “Yeah, I’ll admit that’s kind of up in the air at the moment.”

      “Does anyone have flint and steel?” asked another trooper.

      “I don’t—do none of you?” My plan was seeming less feasible with each passing second.

      The men all looked at each other, shaking their heads. Only Tewan seemed positive, wearing that smirk I was quickly growing accustomed to.

      “I have got you covered there, my friend,” he said, reaching into a pocket in his robe and pulling out exactly what we needed to light a fire.

      “Great,” I exclaimed. “So that leaves us only missing one thing: something to burn. Maybe we can find a torch in one of these . . .”

      I trailed off. Tewan’s smirk grew larger. He already had it figured out. He tapped his index finger against the stone of the house we were huddled against and then pointed to its roof—its thatch roof. I almost slapped myself upon realizing the oversight.

      “Of course,” I laughed. “Do it.”

      Some of the men propped him up as he set to work igniting the straw in different places. The others and I blew and fanned the small embers until the fire grew in size. Arrows flew overhead several times, but we stayed low enough to prevent them from hitting us. When we had a couple decent flames going, I ventured a peek around the corner of the house.

      The light was already lending more definition to the castle. I was able to see where many of the stones began and ended. The windows themselves were still cast in shadow, but I was sure that once one of the shooters moved into view, his armor would make a nice reflective target.

      “I think that’ll do it!” I said. “One of us needs to lure them out. It looks like they’ve stopped shooting for now.”

      Before anyone else had time to think it over, one of the soldiers said, “On it!” and ran out into the main road.

      Caria and two others snapped into action, readying their bows. When our man began shouting, baiting the guards to act, our archers switched places with me and waited for a sign of movement from the tower.

      They all released their arrows at once, and Caria turned to me. “We got one!”

      I laid a hand on her shoulder. “Good job. You guys cover us while we move in.”

      Linos, Tewan, and the other two soldiers followed me into the open. I gestured for our man who was playing the distraction to accompany us. I paid little attention to the windows as we charged for the gates. Every so often, an arrow would soar ahead of us. I did not notice any more coming from the fortress itself.

      We slammed into the gates, almost tripping over the bodies of our brothers and their steeds in the process. The doors were, of course, locked.

      “What now?” asked one of the men.

      “I’m thinking our best bet is to get up in that window,” I said.

      All heads turned upward.

      The guy who asked the question said, “That is very high for any of us to climb.”

      “I know, but we’re going to have to—at least one of us who can let the rest of us in.”

      “I will go,” said Linos. He leaned his club against the wall. “Someone, stand here.”

      One of the men stood against the wall and the tribesman used him as a ladder. When Linos was standing on the soldier’s shoulders, the Trojan slid his palms under the Thirian’s feet and thrusted him up as high as his arms would allow. Linos jumped the rest of the way and slipped out of sight.

      There were startled screams immediately after and a torrent of clanking and thuds. Soon, we heard scraping on the other side of the doors, and then they swung open. Linos was standing there to greet us with a mischievous smirk. He went to collect his club, and the six of us hurried inside.

      It was lucky that no floor separated the windows from the doors. There was only a walkway lining the front half of the main room which allowed easy access to the windows. Two guards lay dead along this narrow strip of stone—one pierced through the eye by an arrow, and the other in a pool of blood which still poured from several significant lacerations along his body. I called for the other three to join us.

      Ahead of us lay two spiral stairs that met on either side of a landing from which another set of stairs started and reached over our heads to the next floor. The nine of us ascended these steps, hoping we would find Mursili at their end.

      The second flight of stairs was enclosed by two walls, one of which was illuminated with a row of torches. I was relieved to finally be able to see without squinting. The steps led to an ornate set of wooden double doors. Gold symbols were inlaid along the edges of each door, and I hoped they were not part of some kind of protective spell that would blow my foot from my ankle when I kicked the barrier open.

      I charged ahead and did just as I’d planned, forcing both doors wide open as the wood around one door’s latch splintered against the will of my boot. The gang rushed in behind me, and we all stopped in our tracks to take in the sudden change of scene.

      This room was surprisingly well-lit from what the outside had led us to believe. I saw no windows, so that explained that much. Crystal chandeliers hung overhead, spread out every three yards or so. They were so high that I could not touch them if I jumped. The floor was covered in a smoky emerald green marble, so clean that I saw my reflection peering back at me. The room was large, but it did not take up half the space of the main hall below us. On either side of the wall at my back were several doors similar in appearance to the one I had just broken through. It looked as if we might have to explore these one at a time.

      “I wonder if these were the former rulers of Cannakale,” Caria mused. She was referring to the dozen or so paintings lining the wall in front of us.

      “No idea,” I said. “But let’s keep our eyes on the prize. We can come back and check it out later.”

      I made for the closest door to my left but spun around at the sound of one opening further down the wall behind me. A black-clad guardsman was walking into the room. Upon registering what he was looking at, he spun around quicker than I did and almost slipped on the smooth marble in his haste to retreat. The door slammed shut behind him.

      “That looks promising,” I said.

      We gathered around the door, and I prepared to kick it in. My foot met only open air as the door swung back open and ten of the King’s guard rushed out to greet us. Two were on top of me in an instant, pinning me down and making ready to disembowel me.

      Linos’s club wiped them from my field of view, and I managed to kick my legs in the air and rock backward onto my stomach. The gang rushed in to the space I left behind as I pushed myself up.

      Linos had killed one immediately, but the other was rising to his feet, having only been knocked down by the weight of his comrade who suffered the brunt of the Thirian’s weapon. The guard was on his feet before the chief could reclaim his weapon, so Linos drew his sword and parried the blade heading for him in the next breath.

      My attention jerked to the others. Caria was positioned furthest away from the enemies next to me, her bow ready to end a life as soon as she felt she had a clear shot. Tewan’s hand was covered in another man’s blood as his dagger dived deep into its victim’s throat. The messenger fell to the ground as the guard at the tip of his knife flailed his arms aimlessly and doubled over into his attacker.

      One of our Trojans had already died at the hands of two enemies, and the rest were doing their best to hold their own. I swooped in to avenge my fallen brother, the tip of my blade leading me forward. My sword sailed into one man’s stomach in a gap between the metal covering his torso and that of his leggings. The other man raised his weapon to attack but flew back as an arrow pierced his unprotected neck.

      I turned just as another of my men was run through by an enemy blade. I cursed and cut him down, cleaving into the back of his neck. He dropped straight down as if the gravity anchoring him to the floor had suddenly multiplied tenfold.

      The two combatants beyond him had not finished their fight. My guy held his sword overhead blocking the enemy’s weapon that was bearing down on him. Most of the Trojan’s weight was on his hind leg as the enemy pressed into him, forcing his back to arc more with each second. I darted up to them and slid my blade into the foe’s exposed armpit. He hollered and his weapon clanked against the marble. The Trojan regained control of his balance and finished his adversary off with an unnecessary but humane slice to the throat.

      The two of us hacked away at the next man down the line, freeing another of our brothers from the struggle. The enemy collapsed as three needles bore their way into his torso.

      I glanced at Linos to see that he had taken care of his opponent and was on his way to join us. There were only two left now. The seven of us surrounded them and closed in.

      The guards dropped their weapons and held their hands high. I raised a hand to stay my men.

      “Where is your King?” I barked.

      “Upstairs!” one said.

      “Where are the damn stairs?”

      He jerked his head to the door they had just come from. “There’s a set of stairs in there—the only one that leads to that room.”

      “And the King will be in that room?”

      They both nodded vigorously.

      “What else is up there? Who else is up there?”

      The other spoke this time. “The science men, the King and six of his personal guard, His Majesty’s witch, and Princess Matanaza!”

      The first man added, “They are making preparations for a weapon up there. We do not know what it does. Please, let us go—this is everything we know.”

      “All right,” I said, gesturing for my men to let them through. “Get the hell out of here—and that means leave the city!”

      Without another word, they sprinted for the stairs and disappeared.

      “Do you think that was wise, sir?” asked one of the Trojans.

      “It’ll be fine. They’ll probably run into Scander anyway.”

      We carried on through the door. The next room was much the same as the last, only smaller. As the men had described, there was a spiral staircase waiting for us in the middle of the floor. I approached with Linos at my side and the others close behind.

      “I’ll do the honors.”

      I ascended the stairs as Linos fell in with the rest of the crew and cautiously crept up with me. Like before, this stairway led to a wooden door lined with gold sigils, but this door was not doubled like its predecessor, only wide enough to permit entry to one person at a time. I had no doubt that the people on the other side were aware of our presence by now, and I knew that the first person to burst through the threshold would likely meet a swift death. So, I didn’t burst through. I lifted a hand and knocked.
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      “Come in,” rasped an aged voice following a click in the door.

      It popped open, and I nudged it the rest of the way, leading my entourage into what I was sure would be the final showdown.

      The room was cozy with all of us inside. The walls were made of polished grey marble, but little of the glossy material shone through from behind the massive slabs of slate covering them. Every inch of these slabs was filled with foreign symbols, but not like the ones I had seen on the doors. I did not know whether I was looking at written words or mathematical equations. A plain wooden table hugged the wall to my left below one of these boards, and it was covered with pieces of parchment, on which were etched similar signs.

      Other tables were spread around the room, and on them sat all manner of instruments. There were too many glass vials to count—half of them were empty, and the other half contained liquids of varying colors. Around these were scattered many unusual tools that reminded me of the ones I had found in the black box at Dardanelles. The room was illuminated by a single chandelier, bathing us in an ethereal blue. I could only guess at what this mood lighting did to contribute to the dark practices that were clearly taking place here. Everything I saw fit what I had expected of an evil king’s lab, except for one essential ingredient: the scientists.

      Watching us from the opposite end of the room were seven figures—an elderly man who I assumed was the King, and his six guards. The man wore a tall green turban and matching robes that draped to his feet. He stood with a slight hunch and silently watched us with the kind of knowing look only permitted to crafty individuals. There was a glass of glowing cyan liquid in his boney fingers.

      The men on either side of him stood like statues. Their armor was similar to that of the guards we had just faced, except that the visors of their headgear ended in a single point, making them look like big menacing birds of prey.

      “We’re here to find the cure for King Priam,” I demanded.

      Half of the old man’s lip curled upward. “My scientists could help you with that,” he croaked.

      “Where are they, then?”

      Without looking, he pointed a thumb to a red curtain draped behind him. I had not noticed before, but now I realized that it did not simply serve as a wall decoration, but also as a divider between two room.

      “They are in the next room,” he said nonchalantly.

      “I have a feeling you aren’t just going to hand them over.”

      “Clever boy . . . No, that would be far too easy . . . but you have come all this way . . . It would be a pity to send you home empty-handed.”

      I pointed my sword to him, and the two guards closest to either side of their master lurched forward. He held up a hand, and they stepped back in position.

      “We’re either leaving with that cure or we’re not leaving at all,” I said.

      Mursili nodded. “That is understandable. What would you say to a contest, young man? Make things interesting?”

      I held my sword in place. “What kind of contest?”

      “It is simple: you and I fight to the death. My men will keep their distance, and your men will keep theirs. Hm . . .?”

      I did lower my sword upon hearing that. “Are you serious? You . . . and me . . .?”

      “That is correct. What more could you expect of an epic showdown?” he cackled. “We would fight with our bare hands, of course.”

      “And if I win . . .”

      “Yes, yes—if you win, you may take your precious cure and leave unharmed. If I win, you die and are out of my hair. Simple as that. Do we have a deal, young man?”

      I huffed. “Sure, then. Have it your way.”

      I dropped my sword and waved my allies back. In return, Mursili gestured for his guards to stand against the wall on their side of the room. The King chugged the glowing liquid and tossed the glass over his shoulder. He then removed both his turban and robe, leaving nothing covering his skin but a loin cloth that looked more like a diaper. Even his scalp was bare for the world to see, with all its peeling skin and liver spots.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “What? Do you mean my drink?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It was just the start of my little field test. You’re my rat, boy.”

      The final word exploded from his lungs, punctuated by a sound that was a mixture of a belch and a moan. I took a step back as Mursili grabbed his stomach and bent forward and then suddenly jerked upright and fall back to the cold stone of the floor. From there he writhed around in agony as if something was devouring him from the inside. His veins grew dark and I could see them pulsing even from where I stood across the room. He pounded a knuckle into the floor, and I thought for sure he was about to break his own hand. After several agonizing moments, he lay flat and then jerked up into a seated position.

      Mursili was looking in my direction, but I was not sure if he was seeing me. His eyes were blank, or glazed over. I could not tell in the strange lighting if I was only noticing his advanced cataracts for the first time or if this was . . . something else.

      His mouth dropped open, and from it came this long continuous moan like the wailing of a vengeful spirit. The veins popping in his neck grew even larger as if they were parasitic worms feeding on the frail old man. They climbed all the way to his eyes and forehead even as I watched.

      He jumped to his feet with a dagger-toothed sneer and roared, “Come, boy! Give me everything you have!”

      I did not know how to react. Even with all the veins and the lack of pupils, he still just appeared to be a crazy old man. He charged for me with outstretched arms, and I stepped in and grabbed him by the neck with a single hand, stopping him in his tracks.

      His smirk never wavered as he wrapped his fingers around my forearm and pressed them into my skin. I howled, incredulous that his knobby little stick fingers caused me to bleed. Out of pure reflex, I punched him in the face with my free hand. He flew to the ground, releasing my arm.

      “Okay, old man!” I said.

      He did not have time to rise before I was on top of him, delivering blow after blow. In an attempt to make a final decisive strike, I raised my arms high and brought them rushing down with the intent of smashing his face in, but they were stopped prematurely. He grabbed both of my wrists and squeezed with the strength of a machine. He cackled as I shouted in response to the unexpected pain welling up in my arms. That was the first time I remembered being afraid of losing my prosthetics.

      Lacking the use of my hands, I opted to slam my head into his nose. He only cackled louder as blood poured from his flaky nostrils. My knee met his testicles, but still he howled with laughter, tightening his grip.

      Caria called out my name, but I shouted for her and the others to leave me be.

      I pressed my arms against his, desperately trying to break his grip. It was no use; he wouldn’t budge. I began to scream, knowing that if I did not break free soon the fight was over. But he was like steel. Whatever was in that glass had given him this unnatural power.

      I decided to give up on resisting his grip alone and spread my legs on either side of his waist. He still had the body of a frail old man, and the potion had not added any pounds to him. That was a fact I could leverage.

      With my feet planted firmly on the floor, I lifted him up from where he lay. Still refusing to relinquish his grip, his whole body stayed rigid despite my persuasion. Not a single muscle loosened against the pressure I applied to him, but that was all right because he still rose when I lifted up.

      He seemed to be in a trance then, his only mission to maintain his hold on my arms. I raised him high as if he were my newborn that I was offering to God, diaper and all, and almost laughed at how wild the whole situation was. Drooling, still with that maniacal smirk on his face, he held his arms straight at a 90-degree angle to the rest of his body, which itself was as stiff as a board.

      He could have tried to kick me away, but the idea did no occur to him, I guess. He seemed satisfied with maintaining his grasp. I carried him over to a table displaying a half dozen neon concoctions and looked at his guards to see if there were any signs of protest. They only watched us. None of them were exactly standing at ease, but no one had his hand on the hilt of his sword either.

      In the next instant, I drove their King down onto the glass, stepping back to try and prevent any of it from splashing or spilling on me. The response was almost immediate. His fingers loosened, and he began writhing in response to what I assumed was the pain of a hundred shards of glass cutting into his back. I quickly discovered that I was wrong.

      Mursili’s skin began to bubble and dissolve as it came into contact with one of the liquids, and he shrieked loud enough to wake the gods. I had never heard such a bone-rattling sound before and would never have suspected a human being capable of making the noise.

      I backed away into the comfort of my friends and watched the King melt before my eyes, eaten alive by the dark experiments of his own devise. I looked at my wrists and saw the marks of his hands imprinted on them. It was a good reminder to never underestimate my enemy, no matter how puny he seemed. I remembered back to when I told this to Helen soon after we first met, and then when she reminded me of my own advice at the beginning of this more recent adventure. It was a lesson that needed repeating. My arrogance had almost cost me everything just then.

      Caria embraced me from behind.

      “We’re almost there, Love,” I said, reaching back to run my hand through her hair.

      The King’s guard watched their master shrink into virtual nothingness. Whatever was in that vial made no distinction from flesh, muscle, or bone. It indiscriminately devoured all, finally running out of juice after his torso and most of his face had been consumed.

      I addressed his soldiers when things had settled down, saying, “I think it’s clear who won that fight. Are you going to stand in our way?”

      They turned to me in unison, saying nothing. One of them walked to the curtain separating our room from the next and pulled it aside. This was their answer.

      I stepped forward and was met by the anxious faces of five old robed men who were clearly not used to conflict, a middle-aged woman in a black silk dress, and Matanaza. Everyone was accounted for.

      I extended an open hand and said, “All right. Hand over this cure.”

      The older woman leaned to the Princess and hissed, “Do not listen to him! They will kill us once we meet their demands! The cure is the only leverage we have!”

      Someone was jumping to conclusions. At that point, I was ready to collapse. All I wanted was to go home and get some damn sleep.

      I shook my head and said, “No, no, no. Here’s the deal, Mata-- the tables have obviously turned. I hate to be the one to tell you this, but your father is dead. He came at me all coked out; I didn’t have much choice. That’s all water under the bridge now. Listen, I try to be a good guy. If you offer me up the cure and come quietly, everything will work out for you. I understand you don’t have much to go home to now. You can even come live with me. I just want to fix my king up and kick my feet back. How’s that all sound to you?”

      The Hittite princess watched me for a long silent moment and slowly began to nod her head. She opened her mouth to speak but was cut off by the middle-aged woman, who screamed, “Lies! He is lying!”

      A knife was in her hand, and she charged me like a banshee starved of souls. Unlike with her king, I was able to fend off her attack. My hands were around her wrists.

      “Back off, woman. It’s over,” I warned her.

      “Die!” she replied.

      I did not see any alternative; it was either me or her. I redirected her knife into her own chest, the blade parting her aging tissue without resistance. The ease with which I pulled the feat off made me feel guilty, but I would be lying if I denied feeling a wave of relief when she stopped breathing. It was finally over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The cure for Priam was in that same room. We met back up with Scander at the fortress entrance and delivered the medicine to the King in the next two days. His recovery was miraculous. He was back to his old self by noon the following day, a smile on his face as his body was suffused with radiant good health. Hecuba expressed multiple times how she could never repay her debt to me, but I tried to make light of the whole thing, saying all I wanted was to see those shipments of food and raw materials every week.

      Matanaza agreed to accompany me back to Port Superior, not at my side as my third queen, but more of a concubine of sorts—a respected concubine with certain privileges shared by my wives. It was complicated and we still had a lot to figure out, but there would be plenty of time for that.

      I was impressed to see how much work had gotten done on my own little kingdom in my absence. The wall was well on its way to being finished, the foundation for several important buildings had been laid—the meeting hall and classroom among them—and my men were looking chipper as ever. We had gained five new subjects as well, in addition to Tewan, who had a new lease on life. The five scientists we found in Cannakale were indeed the Brethren of Stars who Caria had heard so much about in her youth. After ensuring that they destroyed all of their evil work under the command of Mursili, I invited them to live with me in Port Superior. They were happy to oblige, as their only other option was execution. They would be a great help in making my city into what I wanted it to be.

      Once again, the future was looking bright. I was sure that many trials awaited me in the years to come, but such was the nature of life. I would meet any challenges head on and do my best to come out on top, but I felt a satisfying wave of optimism given that I would not do it alone.

      My queens stood beside me on a spit of land overlooking the port, salt spray on our tongues as we watched the endless roll of waves.

      “What comes next, lord?” It was Caria, her curiosity too great to silence when we stood before the yawning possibilities of our future.

      My answer was a single word, delivered over my shoulder into the ocean wind. “Everything.”
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