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      “This is real power,” I said in a low voice.

      As Helen and I watched, the crew of a small ship from a not-too-distant Hittite city were gearing up to head back home, their goods unloaded in the city—my city—built from the ground up by a will I had burning within me like Vulcan’s fires.

      Such trade had allowed Port Superior to grow at an astounding rate, bringing not only tools and materials to improve the speed of our work, but also bringing people from far and wide looking to start a new life who were willing to use those tools and materials to make their mark on the land I was offering to them.

      Everywhere we looked, the midday streets of Port Superior—yes, we even had streets—were alive and busy. There was so much happening everywhere I laid my eyes: men making buildings, children sitting outside learning in the warmth of the sun, grocers selling food, women and their little ones tending to private family gardens. Hammers were hitting nails, chisels were shaping stones—everything was alive and happy and full of purpose. I awoke every day with an overwhelming sense of hope for what was to be.

      Moments like these were rare, where my wife and I found the time to walk off together and observe all of our progress in a single view. Most times, we would wind our way over to our favorite hill, like we had then. We would sit in the grass on the edge of a thicket and watch our city buzz, each worker bee going to and fro, contributing to the good of the whole. I would lean back, as would she, and our fingers would find themselves woven together, a movement for the two of us that had become as second-nature as breathing.

      She looked to me and smiled, as she often did, that radiant grin that told me everything she was feeling without the need for words. I shared her happiness. We had come through so much together, and the fruits of our labor were showing more each day. She was my one true queen.

      I let out a long breath, allowing all residual tension of the day-to-day flow from my body. “We’ve come a long way, haven’t we, my love?”

      “Yes, we have, Troy Weston.” Her smile did not falter as she turned back to face the town below. “We have accomplished so much, and in much shorter of a time than I would have thought possible.”

      “I feel like, as long as you’re by my side, anything is possible,” I said.

      Her fingers tightened around mine. Her fingers. Her human fingers. When we first met, she had been a machine crafted by advanced technology and shaped by magic. I had watched her transformation slowly take place over the course of our battle with the Greeks some time ago. She was now a full-fledged woman, more human than even I was with my artificial hands.

      She had spoken all that time, during our first weeks together, of wanting nothing more than to become an individual with a will of her own. I laughed at the irony, thinking how, surely, she already had such a will if she had the ability to desire one at all. But her concerns were more philosophical than I first understood them to be. As long as she was part machine, she worried that there was still a preprogrammed directive she had to follow, a directive that compelled her to follow the will of her creators, the pharaohs of Egypt.

      Now, her machine essence was a thing of the past.

      I looked at our hands; hers slender and delicate, never betraying the deadly efficiency that I had watched them bring to the battlefield many times; mine bulky and solid, no longer made of muscle, but constructed of a carbon-metal hybrid material covered in a thin-but-tough layer of synthetic skin, the science of which was Greek to me. A day did not slip by without me wishing for my old claws. The prosthetics conferred a variety of benefits to be sure—I had even crushed a man’s face in my palm—but, even though they allowed me to feel things as I had before I lost my God-given hands, there was always a void left that they could not feel. Troy Weston could never truly be complete again, though Helen made me feel as close to whole as I could be.

      “I wonder,” I said, looking back to the scene below, “if the magic that made you human could return my hands to me.”

      A musical laugh floated on the air from Helen’s parted lips. “Surely, such a thing is possible, Troy. I must admit that I often forget that these strong hands of yours are not truly your own.”

      She lay down on her side and cradled my arm in both of hers, resting my knuckles against the center of her bosom where her tunic parted. Her heart was beating as rhythmically as her laughter. A wave of calm rushed over me, washing away the remaining puddles of tension that I did not even know were there.

      “Perhaps one day,” she said, “we may ask the Brethren of Stars or the Egyptians if they could do such a favor for you.”

      The Brethren of Stars were now residents of our town. They were a crew of magical engineers that had come to join our cause following my bout with King Mursili of the Hittites in his fortress at the city of Cannakale. They were working on a terrible weapon for him, something that I was told had the power to destroy entire empires in no time at all. I offered them immunity if they came to live in Port Superior and work for me. They had little choice but to accept, and we had kept them busy ever since. Perhaps one day I would ask them to look into restoring my hands as Helen suggested, but for the time being, their attention would be put to better use focusing on other things to improve the quality of life for all of my citizens.

      “That’s not a bad idea, Love.”

      “Yes, that’s not a bad idea.” She laughed again. Helen had taken a recent liking to teasing me over my love of contractions. Where I came from, contractions were commonplace, but here, in this alternate history or whatever it was, most of the people around us seemed to speak fluent English, minus certain words and phrases specific to my time and without all the contractions. It was a peculiar but significant quirk to my situation. Most people understood me just fine, even ignoring my unusual accent and unfamiliar words. I suppose my dress and way of speaking made it obvious that I was a foreigner, so the locals excused me of certain things. But Helen decided that it was funny one day, and it had become something of a joke between the two of us ever since.

      “Indeed, that is not a poor idea, Love,” I responded, doing my best to exaggerate her cadence in return.

      We both laughed. She rolled on top of me, pushing me all the way to the grass and planting a kiss on my lips. Her hand worked its way to my lower parts and began massaging me.

      “Shouldn’t we do this somewhere more private, Love?” I asked.

      “Perhaps.” She gave me a mischievous look that I had quickly grown accustomed to after first meeting her. Her eyes flicked beyond where my head lay. “The trees may be a fun place.”

      She crawled to her feet and slinked over to the edge of the thicket, her hips gyrating from side to side beneath the thin silk of her tunic.

      She turned to me and said, “Perhaps we could have some fun in here . . . if you can catch me.”

      My Queen had disappeared in the next second, and I was quickly on my feet in hot pursuit. Helen had this astounding ability to move like a cat, in both stealth and speed. She rarely wore anything to cover her feet which gave her the utmost control of her footfalls. Everywhere I walked, underbrush crunched beneath the heels of my boots. Anyone could hear my clumsy stomping coming from forever away.

      She was gone when I came into the trees. I stopped for a moment, not wanting to run off in the wrong direction. The growth was not large enough to be considered “woods” in my book, but it was big enough to lose someone in. I looked around for any signs of bent or broken twigs, either littering the ground on hanging from the trees themselves. Every once in a while she would deliberately leave me hints such as this, but there were none that I could see in the moment.

      “Troy . . .” she sang from somewhere to my right.

      I followed the lilt of her voice, using my member as a compass. Each drop of my shoes announced my approach. She laughed as I drew nearer, but I still could not see her. I stopped at a tree and swung around it, yelling, “Ha!” but she was not there.

      The sound of laughter rang out louder and she said, “Try again, my love!”

      I walked a little further and found her behind a big oak. She was leaning with her back against it, peeking around the opposite end, and jumped upon feeling my hand on her shoulder. She squealed and ran on, her arms playfully flailing from side to side like a startled little girl. She was out of sight again a moment later.

      I quickened my pace and soon found her standing behind a bush. I could not see much of her aside from her exposed shoulders and above, but it was enough to tell me that she had removed her tunic. That mischievous grin was on her face again, daring me to come closer.

      “I’ve got you now,” I teased.

      “I’ve got you now!” she mocked.

      I took a step forward, but she met me halfway, leaping on me from her cover. We tumbled back and she was on top of me once again, this time with her bare chest pressing against my shirt.

      “Why are you still clothed, Troy?” she asked. “Let us fix this . . .”

      Her hands set to work unbuttoning my shirt. It was one of the many I had packed on my ship before being magically transported to this strange land. The tips of her gentle fingers ran up and down the hairs of my chest. More blood rushed in to fill the space between my legs. Unexpected intimate encounters such as this were the best.

      She giggled, pulling my shirt off and beginning to pull me off as well once she had undone my zipper. I closed my eyes and got lost in the ecstasy of it all. My hands snaked over to her thighs and rubbed all along them.

      For a moment, I assumed the rustling I heard had come from my rocking against the thicket floor, but I soon realized that it was not close enough to be coming from anything we were doing.

      “Shh . . .” I said. “Do you hear that?”

      We both stopped and held our breaths. Helen looked around but did not appear to notice anything unusual. I sat up with her still sitting at my waist and peered around as well. There were a few moments of silence and then it came again: a rustling of leaves not too far off.

      “Thirians?” I whispered. Our tribal friends would often take to wooded areas such as this in search of berries and small game. I was sure if they were around, they would have made themselves known by now.

      “Perhaps it is only a hare,” Helen suggested.

      I listened until I heard it again and shook my head. “Definitely bigger than that.”

      “Deer?”

      I shook my head again. It was doubtful. There was not a time I could remember seeing game that big in these small bundles of trees. Maybe one had strayed from a larger forest nearby, but I thought it was unlikely.

      There came a loud screech and I rolled around just in time to see something charging for us from the bushes. Helen fell to the side as I jumped to my feet, my pants still unzipped and working their way to my knees.

      Some bird-thing had erupted from the leaves and was coming at me with vicious intent. It was about the size of a large dog and appeared to walk on all fours. Its hind legs and torso resembled those of a large cat, but the rest of its body was closer in shape to an eagle. Its forelegs ended in talons and were the same girth as those on the rear. Its tail was long and flowing like a horse’s. Each white feathered wing stretched as far as my body was tall, and they worked as best they could to hurl the creature forward among the trees. All of these snap observations fell in the shadows behind the rage in its yellow bird-of-prey eyes and the glint of its massive beak which it surely intended to use to tear me to shreds.

      I held my arms up and braced myself against the impact of its tackle, narrowly catching its forelegs above the talons with each of my metal hands. It reared its head back to lunge its beak into me, but I followed it with the upper half of my body, making sure to keep a firm grip on its front legs. It was unable to finish the attack with my shoulder pressed into its chin and its head reared back as far as its neck would allow. It was left with no more range of motion to bring its dagger-beak bearing down.

      The thing screeched and sent chills down my spine. I had seen my fair share of outlandish beasts during my time in this land, but this was the first time I had encountered a gryphon. It was often the case that such monsters turned out to be mechanical in nature, but not always. This one, whatever its origin was, was a more manageable size than most of the mythical beasts I had faced so far.

      It lurched forward, almost forcing me off balance, but I managed to hold it back, my rear foot only sliding a few inches away against the creature’s insistence. My pants were still falling to my knees, and I worried that they would be my downfall if I did not reign them in quickly.

      “Helen!”

      “Yes, Troy?” she gasped. Her voice was tinged with strain. I knew she wanted to help but was worried that any attempt she made might only get in the way.

      “Stay back! I’ve got this.” I pushed the gryphon a few paces back, and it shrieked. “Do you have any knives on you?”

      “No! I am sorry, Love!”

      “It’s fine!” I shouted through heavy breaths. I cursed inwardly. It was rare that I walked anywhere unarmed, but this was one of the few times I took my safety for granted.

      The beast kicked forward again, and my muscles cried out as they tried to maintain control. The thing was no larger than me while on its hind legs, but it had so much primal energy. If I did not change the status quo soon my arms would give in, and it would tear me to pieces.

      While keeping my shoulder pressed against its chin, I yanked it down, planting its forelegs on the ground. As swiftly as I could, I let go of one claw, wrapped my arm around its neck in a chokehold, and swung my whole body onto its back before it had time to swipe at me. I quickly reached out with my other hand and curled my fingers back above one of its claws, pulling its foreleg back behind it as far as I could without allowing its talons too close to my abdomen.

      It was pinned beneath me and squealing like a baby, its free foreleg flailing uselessly off to the side in a desperate attempt to pull itself back to its feet. It turned its head and tried to snap at me, but its neck would only allow so much range of motion. I thanked the gods that the thing was not part owl, otherwise it might have swiveled around far enough to peck my eyes out right then.

      I took a deep breath, trying to muster up all the strength I held in reserve. It had been awhile since I faced combat and this little spat was demanding a lot of me out of the blue. The air choked me as I took it in. The gryphon smelled like it had just bathed in a swamp. I was suddenly all too aware of the slick filth caked on its grimy feathers, now rubbing off onto my arm around its neck. Its head rolled around trying to break from of my hold, the grease on its feathers a slippery lubricant, making it all the more difficult to maintain my grasp. It was not unlike attempting to hold onto a worm covered in slime that was trying to wriggle free between one’s fingers.

      The gryphon’s wings flapped madly, pushing me from one side to the next, trying to buck me like a bull in a rodeo. Its hindlegs kicked up and down repeatedly in an attempt to accomplish the same goal. I held tight as best I could, never loosening my grip or allowing it to toss me too far to one side. I flexed my bicep around its throat, hoping it would pass out before I ran out of gas, but my efforts only seemed to bolster it.

      Dirt and leaves were flying in every direction as it tried to scramble to its feet. One time, it swiped a clod of woodland debris into my face, blinding me. I fought my knee-jerk inclination, which was to try and wipe the obstruction from my sensitive eyes. To do so would offer it the freedom it needed to turn the table on me, so instead I scrunched my eyelids to prevent any more dirt from flying into them and applied more pressure everywhere I could—around its throat, its wrist, and on its back—with the pain of a hundred tiny needles stabbing my eyes.

      It bucked me harder and harder each time, every attempt coming at me like a tidal wave that I had to brace myself for. I pulled my legs in and tried to close them on its massive wings, but it folded them back and my legs only slid down its body to where they had been previously. We went through this violent dance several times until I finally managed to hook one wing against the heel of my boot. This elicited another energetic response from the gryphon as its other wing kicked up a storm of dirt, fallen leaves, and twigs.

      Slowly, my vision was returning to me, at least enough that I could squint through the pain and see what the beast was doing. I had to redouble my efforts to avoid each successive clod of dirt that it flung my way.

      “Troy!” Helen shouted.

      “Yeah, Babe?” There was not much I could do to hide my frustration. I knew she wanted to help, but I really needed to focus if I was going to prevent the thing from flaying me.

      “Please, allow me to assist you! You are blinded!”

      You think I don’t know that? “No, Helen. It’s too dangerous right now! Just stay back. Please.”

      I closed my leg around its wing as forcefully as I could, not sure where to go from there. Its other wing pushed against the ground in unison with its hindleg on the same side, and it managed to flip itself over, much to my surprise. In the next instant, I was pinned to the ground, pressed in place beneath its back. My grip still held strong as it continued to flail its free limbs skyward. If only Helen had a knife on her, she could use her assassin’s aim to gut its exposed belly from a distance.

      Its decay stench invaded my nostrils with each breath, choking me as much as my arm was choking it. I coughed but to no avail. The assault on my senses was becoming more intense with every moment; I was sure that it would rival the physical aspect of my battle with the creature any minute.

      “Troy, it is emitting a foul odor!”

      Yeah, I noticed, Helen.

      “It is doing this because it is scared! You need to finish it quickly because if there are more gryphons in the area, they will flock to the scent!”

      That was helpful to know. I was suddenly able to place the smell’s vague familiarity, knowing what she’d just told me. I had a dog that used to stink like that when it was afraid, only the gryphon smelled ten times worse. It was similar to how dogs smelled in heat, now that I thought about it in that light. The thought that more might be on the way any second frightened me, and I was sure that if I had the means I would have emitted a similar stench at the notion. It was time to take risks.

      I released its foreleg and grabbed its throat with my newly freed hand. I would have preferred to get a firm grip on its beak, but it was too large for me to feel confident in doing that. My fingers closed on its windpipe instead, and in the same instant, its talons reached up and tore a gash in my arm. I grunted at the sudden pain as blood spilled from the 3 fresh cuts in my forearm. My heart was pounding against my chest like a hammer, and I tightened my grip as much as my prosthetic appendage would allow. There was a sound like a tree branch snapping, followed by a pained squawk from the bird-monster. It let loose several final spasms and fell limp. I did not release my hold until a minute later, not wanting to risk lowering my guard too soon.

      I got to my feet and finally managed to pull my pants back up where they belonged. Helen got dressed and brought me my shirt.

      “I was frightened for you for a moment, Love,” she whispered.

      I laughed with relief. “That’s the last time I go anywhere without my sword.” I sniffed the air. “Whew!”

      “Whew, indeed!” She was holding her nose and fanning the stench away. She turned to me and jumped. “You are injured!”

      “It’s not as bad as it looks.” I waved her concern away. “We don’t have gryphons around here, do we?”

      “I have never seen them in all my time here. There were several kept by the pharaohs as pets, but I do not know where they originate from.”

      “Are they organic then?”

      I looked to the creature’s body. All mechanical beasts I had faced had been created by the Egyptians, but if gryphons originated outside of Egypt, it would stand to reason that they were actual living creatures and not some kind of machine or clay-made golem that the desert people had a penchant for constructing.

      “I believe so . . .” Helen said.

      We stepped closer to it. I would have to cut it open to know for sure.

      “This one is smaller than the ones I have seen,” Helen said.

      “Oh yeah? How big were the ones in Egypt?”

      “When walking on all four legs, their heads would have stood higher than yours.”

      Yikes. This one came up to my navel on all fours. I could only imagine having to duke it out with one the size that Helen described. Ignoring the smell, it was really an attractive creature. I felt a pang of guilt for killing it, especially since it might have only been a child, but it left me with no alternatives.

      I took Helen in an arm, but she suddenly jerked her head up, looking to the trees ahead of us. There was more rustling coming near, but I could not see anything yet.

      “There may be more, after all,” she said in hushed tones. I saw her instinctively reach for her belt even though her knives were back home.

      “Maybe we should just take off that way,” I suggested, pointing my thumb over my shoulder.

      She shook her head. “They are too fast to outrun. Turning our backs to them will only make it easier for them to overpower us in an attack.”

      We stood there and watched, bracing ourselves as best we could for whatever was about to come. The rustling grew louder with each passing second. Whatever was coming for us was either much larger than the monster I’d just killed or there were multiple on the way. My first thought was that we were about to be face to face with an angry mother who just lost her child.

      I was right. A moment later, a much larger bird-monster pushed through the thicket, towering over the two of us. It was even larger than I expected an adult to be, from Helen’s description, probably topping off at 8 feet on all four legs. This one was mostly gray in color, with its tail and hindlegs fading to a white gradient. It looked at the little one then to the two of us with fearsome, proud eyes. There was an unmistakable air of majesty about it; I felt compelled to bow under the weight of its eminence but knew that doing so would spell my doom, as its beak would surely descend upon me like a guillotine the very moment I took my eyes from it. The magnificent creature boasted those proud traits that both eagle and lion were renowned for. It was a combination of the two animals, equaling a sum even greater than the constituent pieces. I felt like I was looking at nature’s perfect being. If it did slay me there, well, there were worse ways to go.

      “Do not look away, Troy,” Helen whispered. “You must not lose face before it.”

      “I wouldn’t dare.” I did not move my lips as I spoke.

      More rustling soon followed behind it and soon there appeared three other little gryphons at its side. One was a brilliant mixture of red and orange, another was black and dark blue, and the third was dark and light brown. They watched us with cautious curiosity, not yet having grown to embody pride like their parent.

      The red one crawled forward and sniffed its fallen sibling. It was close enough for me to reach out and grab if I wanted, but I did not dare provoke the wrath of its guardian. It let out a quiet squeak that to me sounded like a form of lamentation and then stepped back to rejoin the others.

      I allowed my hand to venture out slightly to my side in front of Helen—a protective, albeit useless, gesture. The regal being stared us down for an eternity. I did not take a breath until it was absolutely necessary. It took a step forward and my nerves screamed at me to make a move, to either high tail it out of there or charge forward with everything I had, but I held myself still. My heart was pounding again, stronger now than it was while even in the throes of actual battle with the mother’s child.

      Like its offspring before it, the mother bent down and sniffed the limp white corpse. She nudged it with her beak and, after seeing no movement from it in response, flung her head to the sky and roared to the gods. Helen and I could not help but to lurch back. I almost fell over in the booming wake of the sound. There was a lump in my throat and I felt the burning desire to mourn alongside it. In the corner of my eye, I thought I could see a tear streaming down my queen’s cheek.

      The remaining children joined in with their own shrill cries of grief. I wished there was a way to bring their sibling back. I would have given almost anything to put an end to these poor creatures’ sorrow. I found Helen’s hand, and we closed our fingers around each other’s as we watched helplessly while the scene unfolded.

      When the crying died away, the mother turned its attention back to us, and I thought we were about to meet our end, but instead she reared back on her hindlegs as if to jump to the sky. Her wings spread wide, each one twice as long as me, she propelled herself up and did indeed jump to the clouds. Once again, I almost fell back, this time from the force of wind pushing against me. In the next instant, she was gone, disappearing over the trees, leaving miniature tornados of wind and debris in her powerful wake. One by one, her children followed, and they were soon all gone as quickly as they had appeared.

      It was another minute or two before Helen and I found our voices. She was the first to speak.

      “I have never seen a creature so magnificent . . . The gryphons of Egypt had been robbed of their pride in their captivity.” She looked to the fallen cub.

      I turned and saw that she was in fact weeping, so I put my arm around her shoulder and pulled her close. She buried her head in my chest and quietly sobbed. I knew how she felt. The sight was as close to a religious experience as I could remember feeling since childhood. It felt as if I had just murdered an angel, and the survivors, instead of killing me for my sins, left me to suffer in the mortal world under the weight of my guilt. I had seen many men die by then, some less deserving of death than others. Many of those deaths weighed heavy on my mind in the quiet of night, but I knew none would come nearly as close as the guilt I felt over murdering this poor creature. The sorrow I felt seemed unnatural. The gryphon was a mythical creature, after all. Perhaps its inherent regality was a part of its power, and the extreme sadness I felt was an aspect of that power working its magic on me.

      “Let’s get some people to bring this poor thing to Zinni and see what she makes of it. Maybe she’ll have some ideas why they are here.”

      Helen sniffled and said, “Yes, Troy. There is enough waste here for one day.”
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      Zinni was one of the younger daughters of the King and Queen of Troy, youthful and wonderfully beautiful. Most girls her age were attracted to other things, such as the flattery of attractive men or late-night parties, but Zinni was of a different breed. The life of a socialite mattered little to her. Her beauty was only a consequence of being nobly bred, and she thought little of it if she ever thought of it at all.

      Upon hearing of the fabled Brethren of Stars, former residents of the city of Cannakale shrouded in mystery for centuries, moving to Port Superior after I defeated the cruel king whom they served, she wasted no time in packing up her library of arcane tomes and mystical scientific instruments and moving to my fledgling kingdom to be nearer to the legendary engineers. Over the past few months she had been around them, she had already gleaned bits and pieces of their knowledge of magic and machines, knowledge that allowed her to reach higher paradigms of her understanding of how the universe worked and various ways in which to manipulate it. Helen and I thought that she would jump at the chance to aim her magnifying glass along the fresh corpse of a magnificent creature like our gryphon.

      We were not wrong.

      Within an hour of leaving the thicket, we managed to find some Thirians who were not too busy to gather the creature and follow us to Zinni’s doorstep. I laid three hard knocks into the door, knowing I would likely have to wait a minute before she could pull herself away from whatever she was studying to greet us.

      The door swung open, and we were met with the stern face of a girl who did not like being interrupted, but it soon softened upon seeing who was calling for her attention. She looked around Helen and I and her eyes lit up at the sight of the lion-bird lying in the gravel behind us. Zinni rushed over to it and got to her knees to get a closer look, running her hands through the pearly feathers of its head.

      “Where did you find this gryphon cub?” she gasped. “I have rarely seen a thing of such beauty.”

      “It attacked us in the thicket there on the hill.” I pointed to the grouping of trees, but she paid no attention. I could already see her getting lost in the newly forming scientific obsession. “We were wondering if you could tell us how it came to be there. It’s mother—at least I think it was its mother—was there with three other cubs, but they took off. We have no idea where to.”

      She looked to me for the first time since setting eyes on the creature. “You saw its parent? And you lived to tell about it? How amazing.”

      I nodded somberly. “It was . . . an ordeal. We barely made it out alive.”

      “And you found the cub dead like this?”

      “Oh, no . . . It attacked me, and I had to defend myself.”

      She gasped. “Then it is more of a miracle that the mother did not disembowel you on the spot. Gryphons are known for their extreme viciousness and their territorial mindset, among other things.”

      “Yeah, I kind of got that impression. I don’t know why it spared us. We would not have stood a chance had it decided to avenge its young.”

      She took in a sudden whiff of air and said, “Ew! It smells disgusting! I would rather not bring it inside, but I would hate to leave it out here.” She got back to her feet and thought for a moment. “Well, I suppose it is a necessary evil. I have a room that we can keep it in. Please, bring it in.”

      I had regretted telling the Thirians that they could leave us so soon because now I had to carry the nasty thing. I hauled it in behind Zinni, Helen keeping a long five paces behind me. She led us through her living room, which was hardly discernable beneath the tables and shelves full of books, gemstones, colored powders and liquids, and bizarre instruments. I moved as carefully as I could with the hunk of dead weight slung over my shoulder, but there was little I could do to prevent a couple stacks of tomes from toppling over as I carried it past. I made a quick apology, but she waved it away. Judging by several other small heaps of books littering the floor, it was not the first time such a thing had happened.

      She took us to a room in the back of her house. It was mostly devoid of any kind of furniture or topics of study, which was a shock to me because as far as I was aware until then, every room in her house had a use and was practically cluttered from floor to ceiling in a similar fashion to the entry room. The room had little more than a plain wooden table and two slate boards facing each other on opposite walls. Perhaps she had been saving the space for such an occasion.

      “Drop it there.” She pointed to the center of the room, and I happily obliged, grimacing at the fresh muck now caking my arms. “I will be right back.”

      She left for a minute, and Helen and I stood in silence. My wife was still in the doorway, trying to keep as much distance from the creature as possible while still being a part of the conversation. I took a few steps back myself in an attempt to escape the stench that was already radiating outward and filling the room like a putrid smog. Zinni returned with a book in one hand, of course, and a scroll in the other. She put both on the table, placing a stone in each corner of the parchment as she unrolled it. If high school history had taught me anything, I knew with confidence that I was looking at a map of the Mediterranean.

      Zinni opened the book and began riffling through its pages. She had a habit of licking her finger every few turns, which always made me wonder if it was a quirky compulsion she had.

      “Here,” she exclaimed, placing her damp finger on a passage in the tome.

      I looked over her shoulder to see what she was indicating, but it was all words and no pictures—words that I was unable to comprehend. Even though I somehow spoke the native tongue, I had yet to lay eyes on a written word I could read in Troy or anywhere else in the land. I kept telling myself that one day I would sit in with the children on some classes at the local school and commit to learning how to read, but I just had not found the time yet.

      “What’s it read?” I asked in response to her expectant look.

      “Ah.” She grinned. “I forget . . . This is a compendium of rare beasts—not comprehensive by any means. It holds a lot of important information on the creatures and references other works where you can look for a more in-depth exploration on a given creature. This section, as you can probably guess, is on gryphons. It lists things such as their preferred habitats, dietary needs, mating rituals, stages of growth, and other high-level things of that nature.”

      She turned back to the book to do a bit of skimming before continuing. “It says here that they are common to Thrace, which is northwest of here, and the highlands in the lands to the north where it snows almost all year round.”

      She left a finger on the page and flipped to the front of the book, taking note of something on the inner flap. “This book was written less than fifty years ago, so I assume this information is still accurate, or at least it was likely still accurate until recently.”

      She turned back to the original page and continued reading. “Apparently, several hundred years prior to publication, their flocks used to be more widespread, including areas such as ours, but kings and their honored warriors favored hunting them as they made beautiful ornaments. It references another book here where I can find more information on their decline . . . come to think of it, I believe Father has the head of one mounted in the palace somewhere. I think it was an heirloom gifted to him by a prince or some such nobleman ages ago. It is all featherless and ugly now if I remember. It might even be missing an eye—though any eyes it had would have been replaced by glass replicas anyway . . .”

      “That’s very helpful, Zinni. Thank you,” I said. “Where is this Thrace place and these highlands?”

      She turned to the map and pointed out several locations. “Technically this is all Thrace here, just above us.” She circled her finger around a chunk of land north of the peninsula on which Port Superior was built. “Some of its political boundaries are loosely defined, lacking geographical features such as mountains or rivers to demark a fine line separating it from adjoining kingdoms. Some Thracians may even claim that our city falls within their kingdom’s borders, but they have made many such claims to many nations over the years, and it usually amounts to nothing but idle chatter from what I have heard.”

      She moved her finger to circle a smaller section of Thrace a little to the right of its center. “The highlands are a similar area that lies within a zone tenuously considered to belong to Thrace, but, to my knowledge, there are no settlements present there as the environment is far less hospitable than the surrounding areas of lower altitudes.”

      I looked to the carcass and then back to the princess. “Zinni, you are always such a wellspring of helpful information. So, do you have any idea why these gryphons showed up here all of a sudden, so far away from home?”

      She, too, looked to the creature and back to me, saying, “I am not sure. My best guess is that perhaps they are being hunted, but it is only a guess. I will have to do more reading and see what I can find, if anything. Perhaps they migrate?”

      “All right, thanks. Yeah, only bother when you have the time. It’s not anything pressing, just a curiosity I had. It’d be one thing if we started encountering them on a regular basis, but right now it’s not a huge concern.”

      “Well, I already have its stinking body in my place of study, so I will learn everything about it as soon as I can before it begins to rot. Thank you for bringing it to me, Troy and Helen.”

      “Of course,” I said. I opened my arms to hug her, but she held her hands up to keep me at bay, wary of the scum I was covered in. “Oh, right.”

      “I will hug her for the both of us, Dear,” Helen said, moving to embrace Zinni. “As always, we greatly appreciate your help, Zinni.”
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        * * *

      

      Helen and I left Zinni’s, eager to attend to other matters. When I first met Helen, floating in the sea among the wreckage of a ship she had brought from Egypt, she told me of these powerful cannons she had created while serving the pharaohs. Some of those armaments had been lost in a naval encounter, and the rest were stolen from her by a storm. She told me then that one day she planned to reconstruct them for Trojan use, and those plans were well underway.

      The Trojans had formed their own league of engineers under her instructions and set to work rebuilding her powerful instruments of war. We had planned to set out following our little trip to the thicket before we were interrupted by the chaos that ensued our excursion. We would be a few hours later than expected, but it was a setback of no real import.

      She and I boarded my vessel from the future, the Moonshadow, and headed east for the massive walled city. We received a message the previous day that her cannons were ready for their latest round of testing and were told that the tests would commence once we arrived to spectate, if we desired to do so. Of course, we desired to see the tests—we always had. This project was Helen’s baby in a sense, and we were both delighted to have front row seats to observe each step forward. There had been several tests prior, but they were all fetal prototypes, nothing resembling the full cannons we intended to have at the project’s conclusion. Such was the way of science: numerous rounds of trial and error with incremental progress.

      Night had fallen by the time we reached the port of Troy. We were greeted by several men who formerly sailed under the flag of a band of pirates known as the Sea People. I had slain their leader some time ago, and as a result, they pledged fealty to me and presented me with the man’s concubine, a gorgeous woman named Caria. I took the fiery redhead, former princess of a nomadic tribe known as the Ekwish, or Horse People, as my second bride. Helen welcomed her with open arms, more or less, and we’ve been a happy household ever since.

      I thought it best to have the Sea People serve as a naval line of defense for the King and Queen of Troy, suggesting that it would be better for the citizens to have these people serve as a wall against any sea-going attacks and spare the lives of Trojan soldiers. The former pirates were happy to oblige, having a relatively safe place to stay and reliable access to food and shelter on land when they felt the need to dock.

      They hurried to meet us, not as a safety precaution as the white fiberglass hull of my boat was recognizable even from a long distance, but more as a formality and to greet their official leader. Even though they took orders from the King and Queen from time to time, they still saw me as their true master.

      “Troy! How are you, Sire?” asked one of the men with a gaping, rotten-toothed grin.

      “I am well, friend!” I took both of his hands in mine as I continued for the city. “How are you and the other Sea People faring these days?”

      “We, too, are well, Sir. How is sweet Caria? I see she did not accompany you this time.”

      My second queen hated these men with a passion since many of them were responsible for her kidnapping and enslavement and the murder of her father and many of her people years prior. When they did cross paths, she did her best to avoid eye contact, though none of them ever seemed to notice. I offered to have them executed the moment we brought them to Troy, but even in her anger she agreed that it would be best to have them serve as fodder against attacking forces. I always applauded her level-headedness.

      “She is well. Lately, she has been training some of the men and women of Port Superior in horse combat. She truly has been a blessing to us.”

      “This is wonderful news, Lord.”

      “That it is.” I clapped the man on the back and continued on my way. “Take care, friend, and give the others my regards.”

      “That I will, Sire!”

      The gates of Illium had already been shut for the evening, but that was of no concern since the testing and construction was taking place on the opposite side of the town, outside of the walls. It took about a full hour to travel from the docks to the site at our leisurely pace. Upon our arrival at the tents belonging to the city engineers, we were met by a bright-eyed young apprentice. I’d had the pleasure of meeting the young man several times before, but I could not remember his name, and at this point I was too embarrassed to ask.

      “Lord Troy, Grace Helen, we have been expecting you!” the young, slender man welcomed us. Even in his early twenties, his back was beginning to arch in the hunch expected of learned men in the profession of tinkering. I wanted to tell him to straighten up for his own good but knew it would have little impact in the long run and accomplish even less to endear him to me.

      “Ah, nice to see you again,” I said, shaking his hand. Helen in turn followed suit.

      “Come this way! Master Erion is over at the testing grounds making his fifth last-minute assessment of the prototype today.” He laughed and waved us over to follow him.

      We saw the old man bent over the massive hunk of metal, examining its shell in the light of a torch. His white wiry hair shined in an unruly halo around his scalp in the glow of the flame, as did his exposed crown and the liver spots dotting it. He was mumbling something to himself that I could not hear, surely personal thoughts on the machine his attention was attuned to. The old man turned as he heard us approach and his wrinkled face lit up like the light in his hand upon discovering who was coming to greet him.

      “Ah! Lords Troy and Helen! How wonderful!”

      He barely stood five feet high, losing at least half a foot from his own aged hunch. It seemed with these people that their hunches were worn as a sash of honor, directly proportional to the knowledge stored within the folds of their brains, folds which surely outnumbered the many lining this particular man’s face. He was a comical sight with the signature magnifying glass anchored to his head by a leather strap resembling a thin belt buckle. Behind it, his eye appeared four times as large as its brother.

      “I have been anticipating your visit all day. Thank you, Armand. You may leave us now.”

      That was it: Armand. How would I remember that? Maybe I could think that he was our man who shows us the way to Master Erion almost every time we come to visit.

      “Thanks, Armand,” I said. “It was a pleasure seeing you again.”

      The young man bid us farewell and returned to whatever important work he’d been engaged in before.

      “So,” Erion said, “here we are! I have faith that it will work this time. Stand over there, and I will initiate the firing sequence.” He indicated for us to take a few steps back and made his way back over to the cannon.

      He took his time with the process while recapping everything involved. “As you know, we were able to use the simple ignition spell provided to us by Lady Helen which allows the cannon to fire without a source of fuel. Or rather, the spell draws latent energy from the air around it, both from simple heat radiation and the microbial organisms that happen to be present during startup. Objects such as cannonballs can be placed in the cannon as ammunition, but this is not necessary. In this test, we will simply allow the energy to be expelled from the cannon by itself. If all goes well, we should see that stack of hay explode on impact with the bubble of energy released.” He pointed down the field ahead of us to a mound of haybales stacked in a pyramid. “On second thought, it may be best to take several more steps back,” he warned.

      We did as suggested, and he resumed typing in the commands. There were several buttons on the back of the cannon. One adjusted the intensity, directly correlating to how much energy would be taken from the air; one adjusted the radius of the blast, dispersing the energy in the necessary ways to cause the burst to either expand or stay in its initial bubble as it sailed across the field—this was only useful for pure energy shots and did nothing to assist ammunition in reaching its destination (for ammo, it needed to stay on the concentrated blast setting); one set the timer which allowed for a delay up to ten seconds and was necessary for test runs such as this; and the final button—the shiny copper one—meant “fire.” There were to be mechanisms added later to allow the cannon to adjust its aim on the horizontal and vertical axes.

      “Here we go!” Erion said as he hurried over to join us, beaming from ear to ear. “5… 4… 3… 2…”

      The cannon made a sound like a firework that had just been lit and its tip began to smoke. My heart beat with anticipation. Soon followed a sound similar to a small firework exploding, and I saw from Master Erion’s face that this was not the expected result. He took a half-step back and urged us to do the same with his arm. The cannon let loose another muffled boom, but the hay tower stood unmoved on the other side of the field. Nothing but smoke seemed to have come from the cannon. There was a third boom, this one louder than the other two, and then followed a storm of similar bangs and pops, more smoke, and several sparks at the tail end near the controls.

      The three of us crept further away as the noise grew in intensity, and a handful of apprentices tore themselves from their work in the various surrounding tents to investigate the ruckus. A crowd of a dozen or so hunch-backed engineers from several age groups crowded behind us and watched as sparks exploded from the top of the cannon and the metal of its shell melted like butter before our eyes.

      “Yikes!” laughed Master Erion. “Well, I must admit I was not expecting that to happen. But Lady Science is a fickle woman!”

      “Are you sure it is not Lady Magic?” asked Lady Helen. “Perhaps there was something wrong with your application of the ignition spell?”

      “Perhaps, My Lady, perhaps. But it is doubtful. We tested the spell in a standalone experiment and it worked just fine—you were present for that, I believe. I suspect it has more to do with the interface between the spell and the control console. I suspect the parameters I intended to input were different than what the machine understood the input to mean. I will look into setting an upper limit on the energy inputs and perhaps making that button less sensitive.”

      “That sounds like a wise place to start,” I said, only partially comprehending what the old man was saying. “How long will that take? The cannon looks pretty ruined to me.”

      “Oh, that is no matter. We have plenty of backup parts. Half of the men are working on more as we speak. Once we have a working model, we want to construct them as quickly as possible. Though, I will admit that things would go much smoother with the help of Lady Helen and possibly Lady Polxyena.”

      “Zinni is busy at the moment looking into something for us, but I will return to Port Superior soon and ask when she is available,” Helen said. “I will gather a few essentials and be on my way back here to assist soon after, whether she can help or not.”

      “That would be most appreciated, Your Grace.”

      Helen responded with a sort of curtsey. We took one final look at the pile of metallic lava pooling in the grass and made for the docks, leaving a huddle of stunned onlookers in our wake. The Master continued laughing at the mess, the sound only fading once we were out of earshot.
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      We stayed overnight on the Moonshadow, not wanting to bother the city guard with opening the gates and having to deal with finding a place for us to spend the night, which would likely have been the barracks. It was always well-stocked with wholesome food and drink, but the bedding was modest and privacy was always lacking—not a fitting situation for a lady of nobility like Helen. The quarters on my ship suited us just fine, and on such nights, I was always reminded of our first weeks together aboard my vessel, braving whatever dangers the seas threw our way.

      Helen nuzzled under my arm, and we discussed the day’s events and our next steps. There was a lot to ponder among our growing kingdom, the random gryphon encounter, and the excitement we had for the construction of Helen’s cannons. She decided that she would return on my ship to discuss Erion’s request with Zinni at dawn and come fetch me around nightfall.

      I would stay behind and tell the King and Queen of all the happenings since the last time we spoke. It had become a habit of mine to sit in on their audiences when I came to visit the mainland. At these gatherings, their citizens and foreigners came for all manner of reasons—to discuss trade options, groan about the state of this or that, report crimes, and suggest ideas for improvements to the kingdom. They were usually boring affairs. I tried not to become deaf to the droning of the commoners as I sat alongside His and Her Majesties, but most of their thoughts wore on one quickly, all ideas becoming more or less trite among the crowds of other unoriginal ideas and petty complaints.

      Most of these people simply wanted a little facetime with the King and Queen so that their brown noses would get noticed. The kingdom was rife with sycophants and hangers-on, and the meaningless praises of such soulless, empty people sometimes made me nauseous. I would have felt bad laying such judgements on people like them if I felt that there was any original substance to them at all.

      A ray of sunlight pried at my eyes in the early dawn, ushering me from my slumber. Helen began stirring soon after, and within the hour we had parted ways. I leisurely made my way to the gates of Troy, which had by then been opened to greet the day’s traffic. The guardsmen at the feet of the massive threshold greeted me with beaming grins as I was still shaking off the early-morning grog. I did my best to reflect their perkiness back at them.

      In an attempt to wake myself up, I slapped my face several times when I felt that no one was looking. It had been a long night at the end of a long day, and I felt the little rest I had gleaned from the wee hours did little to pacify my exhaustion.

      The palace guards permitted me entry past the growing line of people seeking an audience with the royal couple. The Congo line of commons was already stretched down beyond the massive marble steps and reaching into the plaza. I had never arrived so early to this event, so this sight was a bit of a shock for me.

      In the main hall sat King Priam and Queen Hecuba upon their gem-studded thrones. These magnificent chairs were portable, carried into the room and sat before the large fountain in its center for the purpose of addressing these audiences on select days of the week. On either side of them sat two less ornate but still impressive seats for anyone else in the royal household who wished to observe and weigh in on these minor affairs of state. The King and Queen’s eyes lit up when I walked through the door.

      “Troy! How wonderful it is to see you, Dear,” exclaimed Hecuba. “Your presence will make the day more tolerable.” Both of them shared my feelings for these mostly tedious affairs.

      I was glad to see the pair in such high spirits. It was not long ago that the King was ailing from a deadly sickness created by a foul mixture of magic and science by men under the command of King Mursili of the Hittites. I still did not fully understand the disease’s role in the mad King’s grand scheme of domination aside from casting our kingdom into disarray, but the attack dealt a heavy hand to the Queen and all of her subjects. The King lay on his deathbed then, and the Queen was in no state of mind to rule. She was drowning in grief at the thought that her one true love may be ripped away from her, and it made her act and speak in desperate ways then. It was a difficult time for everyone involved, and I was overjoyed when my men and I were finally able to put the issue to rest by killing the enemy king and finding a cure.

      “I thought I’d stop by since I was in the neighborhood,” I said.

      “And what tidings do you bring with you, Troy?” asked Priam, the smile between his rosy cheeks as inviting as any grandfather’s.

      “Oh, well, a lot has happened in such a short time.” I took my seat at his side and filled him in on all the pertinent details: the gryphons first, then the cannons, and other random updates on the progress of my kingdom and the most recent trade deals made since my last visit.

      “Ah, I am glad to hear that the supply line from the Hittite empire is still going strong,” the King said. “I will always stand behind the idea that it is better to turn an enemy into a friend—if it is possible in a given circumstance.”

      “I couldn’t agree with that more.”

      Soon, it was time to allow the people in. Most things they brought to us were what I had come to expect: this man stole from this other man; these two guys have a dispute over where one man’s plot of land ends and the other’s begins, and one of them does not appreciate the other’s sheep or cows grazing on his property; this man owes this woman money; this women says she was impregnated by a man who denies the claim; this man patched another’s roof which was still leaking; some guy thinks a road should be added in some such place; and it just went on and on. Several times I had to keep my head from tilting back and finding solace in the cushion of my regal seat. I knew to allow such a thing would invite sleep, and although it would surely be excusable, it would be embarrassing nonetheless.

      There were several travelers from other lands coming to seek new trade agreements. Troy had seen an influx of these people since the port of Dardanelles was beginning to prosper once again after its assault by the Greeks over two years ago. Some of these proposed deals were of mild interest to me because Port Superior was on the other side of the Strait of Dardanelles, and any trade brought to the seaside city’s ports would likely be trade I could get in on as well.

      About halfway into the day, around the time my stomach began grumbling for lunch, we were approached by a well-dressed man that had curly black hair, streaked with lines of gray. He appeared to be in or around his 50’s and walked with a pride not seen in the typical flatterer. His beard was well-kempt and colored in a similar fashion to the hair on his head. He wore a fine purple tunic free of scuffs, tears, and stains and walked with a shepherd’s rod in his hand.

      The man stepped forward and spoke with confidence, saying, “Your Honors”—he paused to bow to each of us—“I am Teucer, a simple Trojan shepherd. I live with my wife and children in our seaside home several hours’ horseback travel to the north of the city of Dardanelles. As you can tell by my attire, I make a reasonable living selling fleece and other farm goods to the traders that dock at that city. Business has been good for many years, all the way back to when my grandfather decided to focus on growing sheep over other livestock. It is my main source of income, and I have come to you today in sudden anguish because I fear that my livelihood has been irreparably damaged.”

      “Explain,” said the King.

      “I am afraid that there is little else to explain,” he continued slowly, almost wistfully. “It must have happened in the night, but there was no evidence to go by. The majority of my flock simply . . . disappeared. It just vanished in the night. My first thought was that more sheep somehow wandered from their enclosures, but I sent my farmhands searching for them, and they found nothing. One of them suggested that wolves may be to blame, and we have had our fair share of wolf attacks, but they are never so tidy and rarely carry off more than one or two of my livestock. I believe it is impossible for wolves to hunt without leaving a bloody mess behind. So, I come to your now in my time of confusion and need. If my sheep cannot be returned to me, I beg you, Your Highnesses, to please help me find who did this terrible thing to me and my family.”

      The Queen must have noticed my sudden engagement in this man’s tale. It was the most interesting story I had heard during all of my sit-ins in the royal court. She asked, “Troy, do you have any thoughts on this matter?”

      I was surprised as all eyes turned to me. “Oh—I, uh, yeah, I doubt it was wolves. I mean, you, sir, have more experience than I do with the animals, but they are certainly not known for their tidiness. Though, I am curious to know why you do not seem to suspect any of your hired help? That seems like the most logical assumption to me. Could they not quietly open the gates at night and carry them off somewhere?”

      “The thought crossed my mind, Sire, but I find it doubtful,” Teucer said. “The help I hire to work with me come from several smaller farming families in the surrounding areas. I have known those young men all their lives, and our families’ bonds to one another go back for generations. I doubt even one of those clans would turn against mine in such a way, but even if they did, the others would know and tell me, and they would have nothing to gain by peddling the distinct fleece of my sheep to any buyers within a reasonable distance. The traders would recognize it and know it was stolen. They would be found out one way or another. Also, I never leave my flock unattended with a man from any single family as a sort of safety measure. They are always watching each other. The same goes for the night guards—they are all young men from the other families, and often my own sons take shifts with them, as had one of them during the night my sheep disappeared.”

      “It sounds like you have a solid system in place to prevent theft. What did your night watch see that night?”

      Teucer shrugged. “My son was with the other boy all night. They do not only watch the flocks but patrol the rest of the estate as well, looking for any signs of danger beyond the fences. It was after one of these patrols that they returned to find about four-fifths of my sheep vanished. That is all I know. There was no sign of a struggle and no break in the fence.” He shrugged again, punctuating his confusion.

      “Well, you have my interest, Teucer,” I said, getting to my feet. “If it is permissible to the royal couple, I will accompany you to your estate immediately.”

      “Best of luck to you,” Hecuba consented.

      “Aye,” said the King.

      “Please, tell Helen to put her task to aide Master Erion on hold when she returns to port with my ship and instead take it to Dardanelles and meet me there.”

      “I’ll send a messenger to the docks momentarily, my son,” said Priam.
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      I borrowed a horse from the royal stockade and headed north with my new companion. We spoke relatively little during our journey, but when we did exchange words, it was usually the shepherd asking about me, where I had come from, what my current goals were, who I held close to my heart. He struck me as an oddly thoughtful man for his position. Most shepherds I had met in the land were quick to speak and slow to think, often having hard opinions on issues of which they understood little. When they spoke, they spoke only of themselves and cared nothing to hear the interests and habits of another man. They were simple folk, taken in by simple pleasures and simple lives. Their lives often followed a linear path, inheriting the profession of their parents and in turn passing their farming ways down to their children. In the affairs of state, most farmers single-mindedly thought only of how policies would affect them, but no matter what path the political climate took, no matter how they felt about it, they were always herded blindly into acceptance with the way of things, much like how they herded their own livestock.

      Teucer was not one of these narrow-minded individuals. His family, he mentioned, had been in the profession of farming for the entirety of their narrative history passed down through the generations. Anything before that was unknown to him. There was a time, it seemed, when they were among the ranks of the common small-time ranchers and planters, back before his grandparents changed their family’s destiny.

      He was told that they used to keep cows as well as sheep and alternated several crops over the years to sell at the market at Dardanelles and feed the family. They still kept a few crops on hand because Teucer was always taught that it was a poor choice for a man to put all of his faith in a single thing, especially when it came to his livelihood. He told me that he was beginning to understand the sentiment all the more now that his main source of revenue had abruptly vanished in the night.

      I asked him to explain what his grandparents did that made their family decide to put such a heavy focus on sheep, but he simply said that it would be a better thing to show me instead of telling. He left me wondering with a comment that his grandmother was a student of a certain order of magic. Before I could inquire further, he was asking me questions about Port Superior, and then the conversation lulled to silence as we became aware of the chirping of crickets ushering in the evening.

      We reached the estate a little after nightfall. There were two teenage boys standing at the waist-high wooden gate as we trotted up to the fence. The enclosure ran far off out of sight on either side of us. I was impressed at the thought of how much land Teucer owned. Fate had been good to this man—up until recently.

      On the inside of the fence was a seemingly endless grassy meadow with several trees scattered here and there. A still pond glimmered in the light of the crescent moon off to the right of the hoof-packed dirt path which thinned off into the horizon, presumably leading to the farmer’s dwelling somewhere on the other side.

      “Hello, boys!” Teucer greeted his young watchmen.

      “Hello, sir!” they called in unison.

      “This is Milo,” Teucer introduced the boy to the right. “His family lives a bit past yon lands there.” He pointed to the horizon line at our right. His phrasing was humorous to me then, as it was the first time that I heard him speak like the other farmers I had met, but he still spoke with his proper well-bred inflection. That brought to light another mystery of this land: the farmers spoke in a similar fashion to the stereotypical southerner back home in the United States, with minor differences. “And this is Hayne, my boy. Neither of them were on duty the other night when the incident took place. Anything noteworthy happen while I was gone, boys?”

      Both boys shook their heads, and Hayne said, “No, sir.”

      “No news is better than bad news. You make your rounds yet?”

      “We were about to,” said his son.

      “Good boy.”

      They let us in, and I followed Teucer to the other side of the pond. We stopped on a sizeable patch of dirt. There was a large tree nearby, surely good for shade in the summer heat, and several torches lining the perimeter.

      “They were here when they went missing,” Teucer explained. “This is one of their favorite places to spend the night because of the pond, so I have a few torches setup to help my boys keep an eye on them. A lot of good that did me the other night.”

      “Where are they now?”

      “I have been keeping them in the shelter near the house since the incident. The boys have been letting them out to graze twice a day. I have two of my sons keeping them under constant watch now, in addition to the two patrols I always have wandering the estate at night.”

      “You’re not taking any risks now, are you?”

      Teucer shook his head. “Truer words have never been spoken.”

      I dismounted my horse and looked around, taking one of the torches from its post to help me look for any suspicious marks on the ground.

      “Did you look for tracks?”

      “That was the first thing I did. It had been done three times over, but feel free to investigate for yourself. It never hurts to have an extra set of eyes.”

      I thought it was lucky the abduction happened in this grassless clearing. If any tracks were to be found, this was surely the best place on the estate to find them. There were hundreds if not thousands of little cloven hoofprints collaged over one another. If there was some sort of predator there the previous night, it stood to reason that it would be on or near the topmost layer of prints.

      I spent a solid twenty minutes scouring the barren patch but found nothing out of the ordinary. Teucer watched patiently as I conducted my inexperienced investigation. I wanted to help him, but it seemed like there were little leads to go on.

      The grass began to grow again a few feet out on the far side of the tree. I walked around its trunk, not expecting to find much of anything by then, but was surprised to discover several faint imprints of horse hooves.

      “Does this belong to one of yours?” I asked.

      The shepherd’s brow wrinkled and he walked over to join me. He stooped closer to the print, hand on chin, and said, “No . . . my horses usually either graze closer to the stables or they are being ridden on the path from my house to the gate. They never come here.” He bent close still and thought for a moment. “You know, these prints are . . . strange. They do not seem real, if that makes sense.”

      “Yeah, I see what you mean. Do you have a shovel and a box or something I can scoop one of these into? I know someone who might have more insight, but she’s back at Port Superior.”

      “That is a good idea, Troy. I’ll fetch some equipment at once.”

      While he was gone, I analyzed the prints as best I could without disturbing them. They seemed little more substantial than shadows, but I covered the air around them with my hands to make sure that it was not some trick of perception and simply a cluster of shadows cast from elsewhere. To the best of my ability to perceive, they seemed real. The dirt beneath them did not appear to have been displaced by the footfalls, which is what one would expect to happen for a footprint to occur at all. I had the odd sensation that I was looking at a set of prints straight out of some old detective cartoon from my time period. By all accounts, they were paper-thin, and I felt as if I could take a pencil or some other small implement and peel it from the ground like a sticker.

      I thought it might not be too bad to tamper with a single print, so I found a twig nearby that had fallen from the tree and gently poked the solid black hoof shape closest to me. It tore against the faint prick of the wood in my hand, like one would expect of the thin film at the top of a bowl of soup or dipping cheese that had been sitting out in the open air. I lifted the print where it had ripped and saw nothing different in its underside. Teucer returned on foot soon after, presumably having stopped to stable his horse along the way. He was carrying a shovel and three wooden boxes.

      “Did you discover anything new?” he asked.

      “It’s strange . . . It almost seems as if the prints have been painted on the dirt or something like that.”

      “That is strange,” the older man agreed. “Well, I brought several boxes for you to take back. It might be good to have multiple samples.”

      “Smart idea.” I took the boxes and shovel from him and set to work gently lifting the dirt and the prints atop it from the ground and placing each scoop into the containers. “It will be an ordeal carrying these back to town without jostling them.”

      “I will come with you and carry one or two,” Teucer offered.

      “I would appreciate that a lot.”

      “Of course. We will store them here for the night and head over to Dardanelles to meet your wife in the morning. I suspect she will not arrive too long before then?”

      “It’s highly unlikely,” I said. “We may still end up having to wait on her if we get there at dawn.”

      “Either way, all is well. Follow me and come see the remaining sheep that I have been bragging about to you so much on the way here.”

      He led me and my horse to a large wooden barn next to his seaside house, which itself was a sight to see. The man’s residence was more at place in a large town as the home of a wealthy aristocrat, with its three stories and four-pillared overhang. The walls were not made of simple stone or clay like those of the other farmers I had encountered. Instead, they were laid with massive bricks cut from a solid grey stone which was polished and shining in the light of the torches lining the path to the front steps. Each window was made of glass, too, which was highly unusual for a common person to have in their dwelling. Capping the manor off were red clay shingles, ostensibly curved in an ornate pattern simply for the sake of decoration. I noticed Teucer smirking when he caught my jaw-gaping stare as we passed.

      “Welcome to my home, Troy,” he said. “I will show you inside soon enough, but first the sheep.”

      I followed speechlessly to the barn. His sons regarded me with confusion as I approached behind their father. One stepped forward and made as if to put his hand in my path, but his father placed a palm on the boy’s shoulder and said, “Come, Thadeus. Use a little sense. Troy here is accompanying your old man. He’s from Illium, looking into the disappearance of our flock.”

      Thadeus and his brother stepped aside as the older man led me in. There were only eight sheep waiting for us within the walls of the barn. I instantly understood their value.

      Their fleece was so fine—perhaps “fine” was not the best word to describe it, but it was the only word I could think of—that my eyes could not look at it directly. Every time I tried to focus on one of the creatures, I found myself compelled to look away. The fleece was like nothing I had ever seen. It was as if my mind could not comprehend what I was looking at. In a way, it reminded me of a mysterious perfect-black box I had discovered during my bout with the Hittites, a box colored with a black so intense that no amount of light could outline any definition on its surface. While this fleece reminded me of that box, it was different in many ways. The box was a source of endless curiosity to me, and it was hard to tear myself away from trying to decode its secrets. These animals had the opposite effect, forcing me to ignore them. I suspected that if I had randomly spotted one grazing in the field, I would have overlooked it and thought nothing of it.

      Now the shepherd’s smile grew even wider. This flock was clearly his biggest point of pride. He turned to me and said, with a hint of irony, “Do you see?”

      “Kind of,” I laughed. “Why are they like . . . this?” I had not yet thought of a way to describe what “this” was.

      He laughed with me. “My grandmother was skilled in a certain kind of nature-based magic. There is a spring near my estate that has been sacred to my family as long as we have been passing our history down from one generation to the next. It is there that she drew the base for a potion that she administered to the ancestors of these sheep, and they and their offspring have been this way ever since.”

      “How interesting . . .”

      “I think so, as do many others. Many traders pay top dollar for their fleece. Can you imagine what it is most commonly used for?”

      “Camouflage?” I said the first thing that came to mind.

      “Precisely!” Teucer’s face glowed. “There is no better material in all the land for hiding in plain sight—at least none that I have discovered. And if I did find such a material, I would either sell that instead or destroy all means to produce it.”

      “This is unreal . . . amazing. I’m—I’m speechless, Teucer, really.”

      He clapped a firm hand on my back. “You and many others, my friend. Now let us get you inside and have some food before bed.”

      I met his wife and two of his younger children once we were inside the manor. I was told he had fourteen children in all, but all of those who were either not sitting with us or keeping guard had already gone to bed.

      The inside of his grand home looked like many aristocratic dwellings I had seen with its polished wooden furniture and marble floors. Though there was much to take in, most of it fell to the wayside since all I could think about was the magical fleece. I elicited a few laughs from Teucer and his wife every time I worked the sheep back into the conversation.

      I felt like I needed that fleece more than anything in the moment. What was more, the man agreed to sell his current stock to me as soon as it was sheared. I offered to pay extra if he would sell it exclusively to me from then on, and he seemed open to further discussion but on one of the following days after the two of us had had some rest.

      After dinner, the shepherd showed me to one of his half-dozen spare bedrooms and then turned in for the night himself, leaving me to my pleasant dreams of the future of Port Superior and how his wool would make my warriors even more of a force to be reckoned with. The future was looking brighter all the time. I only hoped that I could find the rest of the man’s flock for him, especially since I now had a vested interest in it.
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      To my surprise, Helen was at the docks of Dardanelles to greet us the next morning. I led Teucer below deck and we gently placed the boxes of prints on the couch. He marveled at the ship as I showed him around, pointing out the food pantry, explaining how the faucet worked, and going over the toilet.

      “It seems you have some secrets of your own, friend,” Teucer remarked.

      “Don’t we all?” I said.

      We left our horses at the town stables, and I paid for the men there to watch them until Teucer’s sons came to collect them later in the evening. The plan was for them to ride those horses back to Troy, drop the one off that I had borrowed, and return home on their father’s steed.

      I filled Helen in on the way back, and she insisted that she accompany us to see Caria as we investigated the sheep issue further. She told me that Zinni agreed to help Master Erion, but in several days’ time after she was satisfied with her study of the gryphon cub and a few other projects she had been engaged with. Helen herself decided to delay her trip back to Illium in light of this new discovery. The cannons, she said, were definitely a backburner issue for the time being and she would send a messenger to Erion explaining the reasons for her delay.
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      It was a little after lunchtime when the four of us—Helen, Caria, Teucer, and I—were in my office, which I jokingly referred to as my throne room. Parchment and bottles of ink with their respective quills were strewn across my desk and the table hugging the side wall. Those who knew I could not read the language of the land were always perplexed by the sight of my office and the arcane scribbles on the paper scattered around the room, but I would assure them that the notes I took in there were for me and no one else. It was kind of comforting knowing that my written words, using the alphabet I had grown up learning, were protected from prying eyes when I was away.

      I stacked the paper on my desk into some semblance of a pile, laid all three boxes on its smooth, non-porous surface, and began explaining the situation to Caria with intermittent interruptions from the shepherd for clarity.

      My second queen studied the tracks closely and came away just as confused as the rest of us. She had seen all known breeds of horse native to the Mediterranean, and none of them left these bizarre ink-prints.

      I huffed and peered out the wide window overlooking the harbor as I often did when alone in that room lost in thought. “I figured as much . . .”

      The door burst open and in walked Zinni with (surprise, surprise) a book in her hand. She strode over to the table and sat the book down beside one of the boxes. Until then, I had forgotten that we’d summoned her for the occasion.

      “My, this town is filled to the brim with beautiful young women,” Teucer exclaimed.

      Zinni shot him a look that dared the man to say another superficial word. He threw his hands up in apology.

      She glanced at the prints just long enough to confirm whatever hunch she had and turned to me, saying, “Prints such as this could come from a spirit. I am well-versed in ghosts and similar entities. Astral beings have no weight to them as they are insubstantial, but their magic can leave a physical mark on the mortal world regardless.” Ectoplasm, I thought back to Ghostbusters. “If this were not a hoofprint, I would conclude that this was likely left by the spirit such a print represented, but this is a hoofprint.”

      “What’s so special about that, then?” I asked.

      “Horses, when they pass, move onto an alternate plane. At least, that is what all my studies have led me to believe—this book being one of many sources I have on the topic.” She pointed to the tome on my desk. “There has never been a recorded case—in all of my extensive studies of spirits and their ilk—of a horse spirit staying behind to haunt the mortal world. There are several reasons for this, the two most important being a case of sentience and astral energy. In the case of sentience, a horse does not have the will to stay behind—there is never any unfinished business for an equine spirit to tend to before it passes on. That simply does not happen. As far as astral energy is concerned, a horse’s soul does not have the power to keep it in our world even if the horse wanted to. There are energy requirements that a horse simply cannot meet.”

      “All right,” I said. “That makes sense as far as I can understand. So, where does that leave us? Where do you think these prints came from?”

      Zinni looked back to the three open boxes and was silent for a moment before concluding with, “I am fairly certain that these prints are of a magical nature—perhaps from a horse that has been enchanted in some way.”

      She walked over to the map of Mediterranean pinned to my wall and turned to Teucer, saying, “You are the shepherd, correct?”

      The man nodded.

      “Show me where your farm is here,” Zinni said.

      He joined her and pointed out his estate. “Just there, a little north of Dardanelles.”

      “Interesting,” she said, moving closer to the map. “Anywhere but north of your land is deep within Trojan territory . . . And you say there was no other sign of foreign bodies on you land? No solid prints, no struggle with the flock, or anything out of place?”

      “That is correct.”

      She rubbed her chin and stared at the map for a long minute. “I wonder if these steeds have been enchanted with some sort of featherweight spell.”

      “You mean like they can fly?” I interjected.

      “Perhaps . . . or perhaps they are so devoid of mass that they can leap great distances and land without displacing the ground they walk upon.” She looked back to me and said, “We should send out a search party to this man’s land and investigate. I wish to come and suggest that we bring several warriors along with us.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” I said.

      “I will need an hour to gather my things, Troy,” she said. “If it pleases you, I will meet you on your vessel when I am ready.”

      I told her that it pleased me, and we all set to work arranging plans moving forward. Helen and I agreed that it would be most beneficial after all for her to go ahead and assist Master Erion with the cannon development, and for her to get some men to take her in one of the other ships.

      I sent a messenger to fetch several Thirians—their Chief, Linos, and one of the tribesmen I had recently grown fond of, Scander, I specified to be among them. They came to me within the next half hour with three other lean, able-bodied men at their side. The six of us, along with Teucer, Caria, and Zinni, would return to the farm and see if there was anything else to be made from these mysterious prints. Zinni suspected that she had an instrument or two which could shine a bit more light on the details at the scene of the crime. At Zinni’s suggestion of caution, I made sure that the shepherd was appropriately armed and armored before we set out, donning him in the muscly plate mail and vertically slit-eyed helmets customary of Trojan warriors, minus the decorative plumes. He looked fairly menacing for a man in his 50’s when all was said and done. I did not think it likely that any vagabonds would return to the scene, but it was better to be safe than sorry, as they say.

      Zinni met us at the Moonshadow just as we were ready to leave. We climbed aboard and set sail for Teucer’s estate.
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      It was well into the night by the time we reached his fences. We parked the ship downhill from his manor this time, instead of opting for the distant safety of the port of Dardanelles. I could see his guard boys stiffen as the nine of us approached. I pitied them for the misplaced fear they must have been feeling at seeing these fearsome armed warriors suddenly descend upon them from the darkness. One of them turned to open the gate and looked as if he was about to make a run for the manor when he was stopped by Teucer’s call.

      “It is all right, lad! It is only I and some more of the King and Queen’s men come to investigate the disappearance of the sheep!”

      This gave the child pause, and he waited for us to approach, still shaking in the knees. The other was as stiff as a board during the whole ordeal. These two were younger than the ones we had encountered the night before, and I had to question the wisdom behind stationing them here after disaster had so recently befallen the farm.

      Zinni walked to the front of our line to join the shepherd and me. Strapped around her waist she wore a belt with a brass rod protruding from her side. Hanging from its other end was a brass sphere a little larger than my curled first. I asked her what it was for when she stepped off the ship wearing it, but she refused to answer. Now, she flicked it with a finger and it began spinning on its brass axis.

      “Take me to the rest of these hoofprints, and perhaps we can figure out where the riders—if riders they were—came from or perhaps even where they were going.”

      Teucer led our entourage over to the tree where I had discovered the prints. Zinni went over and stooped closer to the marks, flicking her orb as she went. The thing spun faster and faster, eventually taking on a dim blue glow, bringing light to runes covering its surface that I had not noticed previously. She detached it from her belt and held it aloft like a wand to illuminate the prints. They were awash with the cool luminescence, its color overpowering the black of each print, making the spectral marks themselves appear blue. I saw Zinni’s orb pick up speed without further prompting, its etchings now a searing white.

      On several occasions, only for a split second each time, the hooves warped into the shape of human footprints, all the while sliding toward and around the tree and back, disappearing when out of range of the orb’s glow and reappearing once coming back into the light. Several of the men gasped, and I may have even been one of them. The prints became a bloody scarlet for a moment before the light of the brass instrument died away entirely and the prints returned to their original positions. We were all left in the quiet of darkness with only the distant chirping of crickets providing a sort of auditory relief to the tension.

      Zinni placed the object back in its clip and looked to me. “What you saw were spectral echoes.” The chills in my spine told me as much. “They tell me that it was likely these beings came from the north, as I suspected. The color red is not good. Magic often works on the power of symbolism and association, and red is usually not a good sign, representing blood, suffering, and war, among other things. It can also mean love and passion, but I do not think those interpretations apply here.”

      “So, what do you think all of this means, Zinni—beyond that?” I asked.

      “I think we can assume that these creatures were not enchanted simply to steal sheep, however precious the flock may be. I fear that it is only the beginning of something much more sinister. I do not know if it involves these poor people here any further, but I suggest we keep them safe until we can know for sure what to make of this.”
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      Teucer agreed to take his family and the rest of his flock back to Port Superior until we could figure out where these hoofprints were coming from and what they meant. It would be a challenge to ferry everyone back to town in one ride, but I was sure it could be done. There were the nine of us plus Teucer’s fourteen children, his wife, and eight sheep. I was just thankful that we decided not to bring the horses this time.

      The shepherd suggested we sleep in his residence for the night so that we could start out early and refreshed in the morning. I was not one to argue against a bit of sleep and, after soliciting the opinions of the rest of my crew, we all headed for the big house.

      I heard their murmurs of awe behind me as we approached the mansion. Surely, none of them had expected to meet such a sight so far out there in the country. There was a group of a dozen or more figures standing at the steps to meet us. They were cloaked in the shadow of the towering structure, and I mistakenly assumed them to be Teucer’s children waiting to greet their father. When a full-grown man stepped into the light of the moon, I discovered how wrong I was. Immediately after, my eyes began to adjust and I could see the figures behind him with more clarity.

      They were not children. They were not even dressed in any styles one would expect of Trojan citizens, high born or not. Their pants were made of some baggy black or dark blue cloth—it was difficult to tell in the dim lighting. Topping the lower section of their outfits off, each man wore sort of silky waistband that reached from just above his hips to his navel. These were of all different colors and patterns—some solid greens and red, and other comprised of two or more colors of intersecting zigzagging lines. Their tops seemed to be made of similar stuff to their pants and varied in color as much as the sashes they wore around their waists, a handful sporting decorative hems with flowery shapes or diamond patterns stitched into them. Some of these shirts were long-sleeved, reaching down to cover a man’s knuckles, and some sleeves ended just after the shoulders. Half of the men wore another layer over this one—vests of red, black, dark blue, or green, also sometimes with decorative hem designs. Most of them wore bandannas atop their heads as well. I could not tell if I was looking at a group of cutthroat pirates or a bunch of Bulgarians ready to throw a party. Either way, this was neither the time nor place for them.

      “What is this?” Teucer stepped forward, his words riddled with tension. “Who are you people?”

      My men clutched their weapons, and Zinni, unarmed, crept to the back of our group. They had only just realized that these men were unexpected.

      The stubbled man before us spread his arms out and looked our motley crew over, saying, “This is a surprise.” His accent was thick, and I could not place it. It was all I could do to understand what he was saying. “We did not expect anyone to be outside at this hour . . . aside from those stable boys . . .” He looked over his shoulder to the barn awash in darkness.

      My eyes followed his. I expected to see the crumpled forms of the young men charged to guard the flock, but I could make out little in the shadows.

      “What have you done with my sons?” Teucer shouted. He made to step forward, but I held out an arm to stop him. That Trojan armor had the habit of making a man feel invincible, but I knew from secondhand experience that this was a common misconception. I had seen too many corpses littering too many blood-drenched fields in such attire.

      The man held up his hand, shaking his head. “Do no worry, sir. Your boys are quite all right, merely . . . incapacitated. Though I must admit that it is unfortunate you have found us here. This requires a change of plans.”

      His hand moved to the hilt of his sword, and mine followed suit. In the next moment, every one of us were brandishing our weapons—all except for Zinni who had quietly inched even further away at the point.

      All of them charged us, blades held high, rushing past their supposed leader. One came straight for me, and I held my sword at an angle to his as it sailed down. Some dozen clangs of metal rang out in the night. Several candle lights flicked into existence in the higher windows of the household.

      I kicked the man back just in time to meet another approaching me from my right. My blade came down and swiped his to the side, sending it down into the pebbles at my feet, missing a nearby Thirian foot by inches. That tribesman—I had no time to look and see who he was—was engaged in the throes of battle himself, using his spear to deflect a volley of attacks aimed straight for him.

      I lifted my leg and brought it down onto the sword now piercing the ground near my ankle. The man dropped it, and I hacked his neck before he could regain his balance. He cried out as blood spurted from the fresh wound and he tumbled to the little rocks to join his weapon. This all happened in the span of two seconds, after which the first man came back around to fill the void left by his brother. I brought my sword to align vertically with my sternum and stepped inward on one side to minimize my enemy’s area to target. His blade met the opposite end of mine and slid past. Mine would have sliced his fingers had there been no guard attached to the hilt of his. When he came close enough, I reached out with my free hand and wrapped my fingers around his throat. I saw the gryphon cub in his eyes as I tightened my hold and put an end to him just as I had the poor confused creature.

      My adversary dropped to the ground with the other man, flailing and grasping at his windpipe, trying uselessly to undo the damage I had done. I hopped back to avoid his mad kicking, almost tripping over the other man I had felled. I considered for a brief second to expedite his departure from the mortal world but worried that I would not have enough time before another of his allies took an interest in me.

      There was a sudden clang of metal behind me, and I swung around to witness Teucer blocking the blade of a man who intended to stab me from behind. I kicked the guy back and laid into him with my own implement. He was on the ground and suffering from five or six deep gashes along his torso before I pulled myself away and began looking for another man to bury. Teucer was several yards away, cheering me on.

      Something glinted up at me from below, and I instinctively jumped away to avoid whatever it was. In the next second, I was able to process what I was looking at: a man on the ground, wildly swinging his blade in a puddle of what I assumed was his own blood. Crimson oozed from his mouth, caking the edges of his teeth as he manically smiled up at me. He swiped several times more, but no one was within his limited circle of range. I thought to jump on his arm when it came back around and chop his head until he quit moving, but in the next instant, Scander had come up from behind and skewered him with his spear. The man dropped his sword, and his limbs reached out in pure agony as far as his body would allow. He grunted and fell flat, looking at me one final time before dropping his face into the puddle of blood that was waterfalling from his parted lips. Scander winked at me before hurrying on to find another victim. Thirians were at their best in the heat of combat, and that particular one had a penchant for taking my kills.

      Someone tackled me from behind. I toppled forward, and both of us were on the ground within arm’s reach of the man my Thirian friend had just slain. I swirled around where I lay and slammed the hilt of my sword into the assailant’s cranium. He grunted and set to work thrashing my ribs. I howled and we exchanged several more blows until I managed to knee him in the stomach. Air fled his lungs, leaving him gasping to replace the void left behind. I gave him no time to recover before I dropped my weapon and firmly grabbed his head between both of my metal palms and brought it into the knee that I had just thrashed him with. The resulting sound was similar to the snapping of a thick tree limb, and in the few seconds that followed, he moved no more.

      I was on my feet in the next breath, looking all around me, not sure where to expect the next attack but certain it was coming. I was hyperventilating; my chest felt like it would rather explode than be subjected to further stress; sparks swam in my periphery and my head teetered from side to side, on the brink of joining the man on the ground.

      There he was. The next guy was probably the largest of his entire crew. He towered an entire head above me and, thankfully, was without a weapon. I thought it unfair that I should have one while he did not, but there was a lot more at stake in this fight than my sense of honor, so I decided to hang onto my advantage over him.

      I ran to meet him head-on, and he reached out with both arms to grab me. He succeeded, lifting me high over his head. I do not know what he planned to do with me at that point aside from showing off his giant’s strength, but I did not allow him to show me. My foot lodged its way into his stomach, which felt like kicking a rock, by the way. I brought my blade down to where his neck met his clavicle, and his eyes almost bulged from his head when he realized what had happened. He dropped me and stood there for a moment as blood squirted from the gash. He reached up slowly to feel, clearly in shock, and then brought his other hand over the cut in a sudden hasty effort to stop the bleeding. But there was nothing he could do. The wound was too great. For good measure, I lunged forward and stuck my stinging reply straight through his abdomen. The beast man fell forward as I pulled out and stepped away, giving him a wide berth. That was easier than I expected, and I even felt a pang of guilt over capitalizing on my advantage.

      I finally felt as if there was enough of a lull in the fighting to check my surroundings. To my amazement, it seemed as if most of my men were still alive, save for two of the three Thirians I had not officially met. Zinni appeared to not have moved from her spot at the tail end of the scene. Shock and worry lined her face from her hunched position as she cradled her brass sphere like an infant.

      Not far away, one of the enemy men was crawling along the ground. I doubted that he would survive the night even if we did let him go, but I at least wanted to ask the poor fool some questions first. Linos was casually walking up behind the man with his massive spiked club. When he caught up, he raised it overhead and made ready to clobber the guy beyond recognition before I called out.

      “Linos!” I held up an arm. “Hold on. We need to get some answers from him.”

      I quickened my pace, and the man looked up at me, eyes wide.

      “All right,” I said. “Who are you? Who sent you? What are you doing here?”

      The man shook his head, so I kicked him in the balls.

      He yelped and said, “I was hired by the Trio, and there is nothing you could do to me that scares me more than their dark magic!”

      With renewed vigor, he hopped to his feet and darted off to the sea beyond. I would have worried that he was heading for my boat if it was not further down shore, and if I thought he could turn the engine on and take off with it.

      “What the fuck is he doing?” I asked, looking around at the others who were as equally perplexed as me. The man was up to his ankles in saltwater at this point. “Is he—is he trying to drown himself?”

      I did not know if such a thing was possible by sheer force of will, but I did not intend to find out right then. I bolted after him and caught up in the next minute. He had managed to swim out to a decent depth and submerge himself fully, but I could still see where he was because of all the air bubbles trailing to the surface. I sank until my hands felt him and were able to pull him closer, kicking and screaming as our heads simultaneously broke the surface. The others, including Teucer’s wife and some of his older children, we watching us from the edge of the water. Caria was up to her knees as if she expected to have to jump in and save me, but she stayed in place upon seeing that I had the situation handled.

      “Hey, Babe,” I said as I carried the gasping man past her, his arms locked in mine and heels dragging through the sand.

      I dropped him a few yards from the tide and gave him a moment to cough up the remaining water in his lungs before resuming questioning.

      “So,” I continued as if nothing out of the ordinary had just happened, “I’m going to need some more details. I’ve never heard of ‘the Trio.’ That’s what you called them, right?”

      He looked up at me for a long silent moment, after which, I assume, he saw how futile it was to fight. “The Trio? You do not know of them in this land? They—they serve the god Ares! No one has—”

      He was interrupted by my laughter, or perhaps it was simply because I rolled my eyes. It always caught me off guard how some of these nations were so scientifically advanced and at the same time coexisted with other civilized communities that still worshipped legends. The pharaohs of Egypt, who embraced both science and their plethora of deities, would likely always remain somewhat of an enigma to me.

      “No, no,” the man insisted, “it is true! The Trio—gah! Ugh . . .”

      I heard a clicking sound, and he fell limp, a small stream of blood trickling from his mouth down the side of his face. Several onlookers gasped. Red spots began to soak through his shirt, so I lifted it up and found three circles cut out of his chest over his heart, as if someone had taken a hole-puncher to him. A quick double-check assured me that whatever had caused the damage had not torn through his shirt in the process, leading me to believe that whatever it was came from inside him. I turned to see everyone looking at me stunned.

      Zinni offered to take his body back home to her lab, but I waved the notion away. It might have been some kind of magic, but I doubted it would help us find the culprit. The man had given us our biggest lead so far: The Trio. We needed to ask around the kingdom and see if anyone knew of them first thing.

      Teucer reasserted his offer for us to stay the night, and, oddly enough, I felt a bit safer taking him up on it now. Since all of those attackers had been vanquished, threat levels appeared to be fairly low. I knew the Thirians wanted to consume their fallen brothers as quickly as possible, so I opted to camp out with them near the stables and provide a little moral support. As always, they were happy to have my company.

      I suggested that Caria take one of the spare rooms since it was so rare for her to have such luxurious accommodations. Zinni followed suit, eager to have a secluded place to crack open one of the books she had brought for the journey. That left Linos, Scander, the remaining Thirian whose name was Ogma, and I. The three offered for me to take part in their death ritual as usual, but I refused this time, as often was the case.

      Teucer had checked on his sons in the barn and found that the leader of our attackers was not lying. They had only been knocked unconscious and were now quietly resting in a pile of soft, if not dirty, hay among the remaining sheep—all eight of which were still present. He called his boys from the gate, told them the situation, and that they would all be sleeping the rest of the night in the manor. I do not know for sure if both of those boys were his children, but he led them both inside and said nothing of returning either of them to their actual home, so I was only left to assume as much.

      When all was said and done, my Thirian friends and I were left to tend to the dead and contemplate the events of the evening. I hauled the non-Thirian deceased over to a pile off away from any structures, counting sixteen men in all. Once I had a nice fire burning, I returned to my tent to have one of my pondering sessions, as I was prone to do.

      “Hello?” called a soft effeminate voice from outside, pulling me from my ocean of thoughts. “Troy?”

      I sat up, not recognizing this voice. A pretty face was looking back at me, peeking through the flap of my tent. A short, olive-skinned girl crawled in and sat at my side. Her countenance was playful, yet at the same time thoughtful. She looked to be in her younger 20’s and without a blemish on her smooth skin. I recognized her purple silk tunic from the interrogation on the shore—she was one of Teucer’s children who had come to spectate with her mother.

      “Hello, Troy. I am Karsi, daughter of Teucer.” She extended a hand, and I took her dainty fingers in mine. I resisted the urge to kiss it, thinking that such a gesture might be inappropriate for women of the time period.

      She let her hand linger, watching me with big hazel eyes. A ponytail of auburn hair wrapped around from the back of her head and draped over one shoulder. I could see that it was pulled together in a bronze ring made of arrowheads peeking out just over the edge of her head.

      “It is nice to meet you, Karsi. Your father . . . he is a great man. Your home—your land—is beautiful.”

      She blushed. “Thank you, dear Troy. That means a great deal to hear. I am often involved in managing it—from a financial standpoint. I am my father’s eldest, you see, so he has been grooming me in the ways of business for as long as I can remember.”

      “That’s amazing. I know that such a skill would apply to many professions.”

      “This is true.” She grinned. “But I did not come here to speak of business.”

      I did not have the chance to ask her actual reason for coming before she disrobed right in front of me. Her eyes held me rapt, but her perky petite breasts drew me in. She crawled over and made to remove my clothes.

      Her eyes half-closed in that alluring, mischievous way a lot of women do, she said, “I have come to thank you for everything you have done—and will continue to do—for my family and me.”

      My shirt was on the floor. My pants soon followed. My body was ready.

      “Oh my . . .” she breathed. “You truly have the body of a hero, Troy.” She was blushing harder now, and I am fairly certain that I was as well.

      She placed a tiny hand on my member and began to stroke, her eyes climbing my chest back up to meet mine, rendering me stiff in more ways than one. Miming using my rod for leverage, she pulled herself close, pressing her nipples firmly against me. A faint smile curled at the sides of her lips.

      Her other hand was on my chest, pushing me back. I followed its gentle suggestion and was soon on my back. She climbed on top and began rubbing me against her inner lips, bending herself forward so that her breasts dangled over me, caressing my torso as she rocked back and forth.

      She moaned and whispered, “Just relax while I grant you your reward.”

      I felt her little pea tickle my tiny head as she continued to rub it against her most sensitive part. The heat intensified with the friction of the motion and I soon felt myself covered in her wetness. After a moment more, she slid me in.

      Her eyes bulged as she worked her way down my shaft. I reached out and rested my hands on her hips. She took notice of my prosthetics as they dimpled her thighs and buttocks but paid them little mind. My arms followed her up and down as she bounced on me. I began to thrust my hip on each ascent, and her chest flopped in response to my added force.

      She slurped me with each ecstatic oscillation. I closed my eyes and tightened up to prevent myself from releasing too soon. She felt like heaven. A coolness washed over my body as we went, and I opened my eyes to see her breathing deeply onto me. Her hands were resting limply on the hairs of my chest. I thrust her harder, and she lurched forward, falling all the way onto me.

      I reached around to more fully grasp her plump ass and held it firm as I took up the slack, forcing myself in and then retreating for a second only to ram her once more. She yelped each time, her chest sliding up and down mine now in harmony with the motion. Karsi grabbed my arms, trying to brace herself against the rocking of our ship, but it was no use. With each thrust, she was forced to let go with the sudden surprise of it all, her yelps sometimes substituted with whimpers.

      At times, I allowed my arms to do all the work, moving her body backward and forward like a ragdoll, or more like a sock puppet in our case. Her eyes once again swam up to meet mine. Little droplets were forming in them this time, pleading me to go on but fearful of how far I might push. I reached an arm up and held her close. My hand climbed up to the back of her slender neck and guided her in for a wet kiss.

      Her tongue snaked into my mouth, and the two of us danced the dirtiest of tangos for a time. Without warning, I followed the action up by rolling both of us around so that I was on top. My arms were on either side of her shoulders, and she was looking up at me with a mischievous grin, not unlike the ones I was used to receiving from Helen when we were up to something naughty.

      I continued thrusting and she resumed yelping, her mouth taking the distinctive shape of an “O.” I knew I was close and thankful for it because I doubted that I could hold myself much longer. More juices poured out of her as I plunged in searching for her treasure.

      The yelping grew so loud that I was sure my men were tempted to come and check on us, even if it was just an excuse to get a peek at the action. This was not the first time a band of Thirians were left sitting outside a tent while I went to town on a mysterious woman who showed up in the dead of night.

      Faster . . . faster . . . I was beginning to huff, sweat rolling down my face, when she reached up and pressed both hands into my chest, grabbing fistfuls of my flesh. I felt her nails begin to break my skin, but I did not care. Her leg began to bounce up and down beneath, her heel slamming into the floor of the tent. I leaned in and stole a kiss, placing a hand around her neck in a playful sign of dominance. The droplets in her eyes became full-fledged tears and ran down the sides of her face. I kept thrusting until neither of us could take it any longer.

      It all happened in a single moment. I grunted. She screamed. We both fell flaccid, both having climaxed in unison. I suspected—or at least, I hoped—that this signified the beginning of what was to be a beautiful relationship.
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      Karsi was gone when I awoke the next morning, but her scent lingered. I lay awake looking at the furs that were stitched to form the roof of my tent. Birds were chirping outside. The morning sun was shining through the tent flap blowing in the gentle breeze. I felt as if I had been born anew.

      “Troy, dear?” It was Caria calling me from outside. “Teucer and his wife are waking the younger children, and they will be ready to leave soon.”

      “Good,” I called out. “The sooner we can get a move on, the better.”

      I climbed out of my nest of furs and saw my beautiful fiery-haired queen standing over me, her outline glowing like an angelic aura in the daylight. I squinted and raised a hand to shield my face as my eyes did their best to adjust.

      “How did you rest?” I asked.

      “It was marvelous. That was probably the best sleep I have ever had.”

      She stretched her arms out and yawned in a way that sounded like something halfway between a moan and a yell. This was an early-morning habit of hers that had grown on me during our time together. I could not say the same for Helen. It was not often that the three of us shared a bed—overnight, at least—but when we did, Caria’s morning ritual was Helen’s biggest reservation. She did not understand why the woman had to announce her awakening to the entire world.

      “Maybe we can ask Teucer what those beds are made of later,” I suggested.

      My eyes were finally working reasonably well, and I made my way to the manor. The Thirians were already clearing the debris from the previous night and packing up their tents. Zinni was sitting on the front steps of the house, leaning against one of the towering columns. Her little brass instrument was in her hands, and she was idly looking it over. She did not appear to notice me approaching her.

      “How did you sleep, Zinni?”

      She raised an eyebrow and turned to me. “Oh, hello, Troy . . . It was well—I mean to say, it would have been well, but my thoughts kept me awake, as is often the case.”

      “You mind is a busy place, and there’s been a lot to think about in the last few days.” I laughed and added, “Master Erion may have to wait longer still for help from you.”

      “I am sure Helen can manage on her own.”

      “True. You’re both very capable women,” I said. She had turned back to the sphere at this point, clearly still consumed by whatever was on her mind. I asked, “Did that thing not give you all the answers you were looking for last night?”

      She frowned. “Well, it was helpful. Sometimes it can provide more, but it can only work with what is provided to it. I still feel as though there are many unknowns and do not know how to proceed aside from cautiously.” Her shrug was girlish and frustrated.

      “Well, you’ve got the rest of us here, too. And I feel like we know a lot more now than we did: we know those prints came from the north; we can assume those guys last night had something to do with this mess; one of them told us that they were hired by ‘the Trio’, whoever they hell they are; and that guy”—I pointed over my shoulder to my new Thirian friend who was finishing off the last bit of one of his deceased brothers—“is named Ogma.”

      “Hm . . .” She had stopped listening halfway and resumed her internal pondering, once again taken in by the allure of the brass ball.

      The door opened behind her and out stepped Teucer. “Troy! I was just coming to you. We are about ready to go.” He looked over to the barn, and two of his sons were herding the eight sheep over. “Ah, there we go. We are now ready to depart.” He was smiling despite the abrupt disruption to his way of life. “So, tell me, will your boat be able to carry all of us in one trip?”

      “I was thinking about that,” I said. “We should be fine now.” I looked over at the ashes from the night’s fire. “We’re even down two men, I’m sad to say. We’ll make it work.”

      The farmer looked over at the burnt remains. “Yes, I am sad that tragedy happened last night. I do not understand what these people want from me. They could have had my sheep and just gotten their dirty arses out of here before we even noticed.” He looked to his feet. “These . . . foreign men of yours seem very dedicated to your cause, Troy. I would be interested to hear all about them on the way to Port Superior.”

      “There will surely be time for that, friend. I appreciate the sympathy.”

      “Of course, of course.” He looked back up to me. “My wife told me some things she saw from the window last night—what your men did with the bodies of the others. Very . . . interesting.”

      I nodded my head and half-smiled. “It is a form of communion for them. It helps them feel closer to their dead. You are not the first to raise an eyebrow at it. I hope it wasn’t too . . .”

      He waved my concern away, shaking his head. “No, no, no—their ways are their ways. It shows real, ah, devotion.” His lips pursed, but he held his tongue.

      Everyone was on the Moonshadow in the next hour. None of my people had gotten a good look at the sheep the previous night. They still couldn’t get a decent view of the animals even in the middle of my deck in broad daylight. Such was the flock’s power.

      Stealth sheep, I thought, grinning. Of all the oddities in my new life, if was the small things that took me by surprise. Like sheep with their own cloaking devices built in to their plump, wooly bodies. Teucer proudly took a few minutes to explain how the sheep came to be, and went over several common uses for their wool. Linos was eager to know when we would be able to make use of their fabric; he was practically salivating as he asked, fantasizing about all the battle applications the fleece would have. The Thirians were already the best sneak-and-stab warriors I had ever met. This material would take their guerilla tactics to a mythic level, to a tier literally unseen in all of history—to the best of my limited knowledge. They’ll be like ghosts. But ghosts with knives.

      After a while, I tried to guide Linos’s enthusiasm away from the sheep long enough to have him explain a little about his people to the curious shepherd. It was an unlikely union, it seemed. Each man was very interested in the lifestyle of the other. I left them be as my eyes fell upon Karsi standing at the starboard rail near the front of the ship, looking out to sea.

      “G’morning,” I said.

      She jumped and let out a quick sigh when she realized who was greeting her.

      “Sleep well, or. . .?” I asked.

      “Well,” she said and turned back to the water smiling. “As I usually do. You seemed to be as well when I left you.” Her smile curled further into a more self-indulgent, satisfied kind of grin.

      “Indeed, I was.” I laughed.

      Her eyes closed partially in that alluring way they had the previous night and she spied me from the corner of one. “What would your wife think?”

      “Wives,” I corrected her.

      I had a pang of nervousness at her question. I knew my wives wouldn’t care, especially not Caria. Helen might be slightly miffed, at first, but we had talked about me having relations with other women several times, and there was an understanding between us. What made me wary was the thought that Karsi might be trying to blackmail me, which, needless to say, would really taint the whole thing. I wasn’t assuming that was what she was doing, but I was a little suspicious.

      She raised an eyebrow at my correction and turned to face me completely. “You have many wives?”

      “Only two—well, and a concubine of sorts.” I spoke in a nonchalant tone in an attempt to mess with her head further. “Though, at this point I think we all consider her an honorary wife.”

      She was smiling again. “My, Troy. You are a man of many . . . surprises. I can see why women would flock to you, so I should have assumed as much. Maybe one day I could be your fourth.” She playfully poked me in my belly.

      “I like your chances.” I winked, and the two of us laughed, but it wasn’t funny because we were both looking at each other with a newfound hunger. I wasn’t really joking, and I didn’t think she was either.

      Caria was drawn to us by the sounds of our amusement. She introduced herself before I got the chance to, and they seemed to hit it off well enough. No more mention of the last night’s fun was made. It was not long before Caria said something about the sheep and the two girls were in the throes of that conversation. Those animals were all anyone wanted to talk about, but there were other things weighing heavily on my mind, like who the hell those carnie-looking motherfuckers were.

      I went to find Zinni, knowing she shared my curiosity. My search led me below deck where I found her sleeping on the couch, catching up from a sleepless night. I thought it best not to disturb her. She may need her strength yet. There was no telling what the next few days—or even weeks—had in store for any of us.

      The rest of my time on the ship was spent in the captain’s seat, idly steering the wheel. It would have been a great day for sailing if I was in the frame of mind to appreciate it. Instead of letting the warm kiss of the sun and the gentle caressing of the breeze take me to my happy place, I stared off into space while everyone else milled about below me, discussing mostly sheep with light sprinkles of personal history mixed into the conversation here and there. I at least had some more time on a pleasant day to sit alone with my thoughts, and I was thankful for that.

      My main focus would be to gather up a team and head north. I did not want to waste any time. This “Trio” seemed to mean business, whatever their intentions were. My mind kept going back to the guy on the shore the previous day. I couldn’t erase the sight of him suddenly dropping dead—and after all the trouble I went through to keep him alive, no less. Something had pierced him so perfectly, making those tiny incisions. Right before he died, he mentioned something about the magic that the Trio wielded. It seemed reasonable to believe that what happened to the mercenary had been the result of some kind of failsafe the mysterious group had cursed him with. I just hoped they could not do such a thing at the snap of a finger. If that was the case, all of us were already dead.
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      There was no time to stretch my legs when we arrived at Port Superior. Before I even tied my ship off, I was approached by a tall lanky Thirian who I only knew by face.

      “Sir,” he said in that rough islander accent. He knelt to one knee, but I insisted he rise, never being one for theatrics.

      “What’s going on? Has something happened?” I could see he was panting fairly heavily, and Thirian endurance was unmatched. He must have either just gotten out of a fight or run a great distance.

      “Sir, I am with hunting party. We travel north often. Me and my brothers were returning from recent hunt and saw little town under attack.”

      “Attack?” My eyes went wide. “From who? How far north?”

      The other passengers, save for some of the shepherd’s children and his wife, had joined us on the dock. They had all witnessed my outburst and come close to hear the news.

      “Two ships we could see. None of us know who, but ship sails had a horse head with metal rope behind it.” I knew “metal rope” translated to “chains.” He gulped in air and continued. “We were on foot. Spotted them little after sunrise and ran here since. We only just return at same time as you, Sir.”

      “All right—how many men do you think there were?”

      “I do not know, Sir. Many.” He looked off to the side as if in thought but only returned with a shrug and repeated, “Many. More than fingers on my hands—in each ship.”

      That meant there were at least twenty, which in all honesty was not horrible, assuming it was close to twenty.

      “Would you say there were possibly thirty?”

      He thought for another moment. “I do not know, Sir. I am sorry.”

      “It’s all right.” I laid a hand on his shoulder. “Get some rest. I appreciate you rushing back here to tell me. Did everyone who left with you come back all right?”

      “Yes, Sir.” He got to his knee again, presumably as a gesture of good-bye.

      “That’s good. I may call on you again.”

      “Yes, Sir.” He rose and took off.

      I saw Zinni and Caria both at my side. “Are either of you familiar with the emblem he described? A horse head with chains behind it?”

      They both shook their heads, Zinni adding, “I have not the slightest idea, but I suspect it has something to do with our sheep thieves. The hoofprints and the horse symbol are a little too coincidental in my opinion.”

      “I definitely agree. Linos, Scander, Ogma—you guys up for round two?”

      “Sir!” they shouted in unison.

      “Good, we’re going to take three of our faster warships. I don’t want to risk mine getting damaged. Linos, you round up twenty-two more of your men to come with us, and make sure at least half of them are familiar with the reinforced ships. Zinni, you stay here. I plan to return soon, and maybe we’ll have some more info to aid your research. Send word to Helen and your parents to let them know what’s going on. Caria, you come with me. Maybe you’ll be able to recognize their breed of horses or something if they have any onboard. Do you think you could tell us what region a particular breed of horse is native to?”

      “Yes, Troy. Many breeds are intermixed with different cultures, but there are a handful that typically stay within the borders of certain nations.”

      “Good.”

      “Troy, what would you like me to do? And where can my family stay?” Teucer had spoken up just as Linos took his leave. I almost forgot about the shepherd in the heat of the moment. “I am sorry if our presence here is already becoming something of a burden.”

      “No, Teucer, we are happy to have you here.” I laid a firm hand on his shoulder to punctuate the sentiment. “Zinni can show you some available buildings we have for visitors. We may not have enough room for your entire family in a single building, but we’ll make do with what we have. There should be some fences available for your livestock as well. If we have to, they can stay with the horses. Does all this work for you?”

      He nodded. “Yes, Troy. Thank you, a hundred times, for all that you continue to do for me and my family.” He bowed humbly, his head almost lowering all the way to my waist.

      “No need to thank me. Again, I am very happy to have you here. Now, you and your family follow Zinni and try to take your mind off all of this for a while.”

      Zinni led them away and I turned my attention back to those who remained: Caria and the two Thirians. “All right, we’ll take one ship and get some other Thirians to man it with us when the Chief returns.”

      I took them over to the three ships I had in mind. They were similar to Viking boats, but smaller than the ones I had seen, or at least smaller than what Hollywood had led me to believe. They were equipped with sails as well as oars, like any unmotorized sailboat should be, and we would be using both means of propulsion. The hulls of these ships had been lined with steel, each ending in a blunt nub at the front. I often referred to the ships as stingers. This was one of the first projects I had the Brethren of Stars take on upon their relocation to my settlement. I instructed them to reinforce the hulls while at the same time weighing them down as little as possible. Admittedly, the task was a little below their level of expertise, but I had them do it more as a test of their willingness to cooperate than for any other reason. They proved to be enthusiasts.

      They accomplished it in record time, even improving on the ships’ aerodynamics. We tested them on several occasions against dummy ships, which they tore through almost like paper. This would be their first real taste of battle, and I was confident they would lay waste to any foreign ship we would encounter. The biggest concern of the crew would be to brace for impact. It was a very jarring process and not unheard of for a crewmate to be thrown overboard on collision. All of the Thirians had since been taught to swim, which was apparently a skill common everywhere in the surrounding area except for their island of Santorini.

      Linos soon joined us, with others. We totaled twenty-seven, which meant there would be nine of us in each ship. I would command one, Linos another, and a random Thirian who the Chief appointed would command the third. We set out a moment later, after I gave everyone a quick rundown of the situation and reminded them of the dangers of this particular kind of naval combat.

      We sailed north through the Dardanelles strait, with the land of my peninsula to our left and the mainland of Troy to our right. At times, we could see both on either side of us as the strait narrowed.

      The raiders had made considerable distance by the time we came across them, as we scarcely had to deal with two hours of rowing before their masts were on the horizon. Their sails were a blood-red, not unlike the Trojan colors, and their emblem was as described: a horse head with chains behind it, which were crossed in an x-shape.

      As the distance closed between us, I ordered the Thirians on the third ship to stay behind and ready their bows. Once they got a good view, they would unleash everything they had while our other two ships rammed those of the enemy. Our opponents would be too busy with the hail of arrows to even consider that the rest of us might be trying to ram them. If Linos and I were successful, we would then climb aboard and tear the crew to pieces.

      I heard their battle horns cry out as we picked up speed. Nine arrows sailed overhead, answering the call, and then nine more joined them. There was shouting and a lot of metal knocking against wood. I was sure among all the noise that I heard at least one man let loose a dying breath.

      “Shields!” I shouted as several foreign warriors peeked out from the edge of each ship and returned the fire.

      Half of my men formed a shell of shields above us while the rest of us rowed on. We would lose speed, but it was necessary to stay alive. In the next second—CRASH! I lurched into the man in front of me. He was already getting to his feet. Our layer of shielding was down, and I could see the damage we wrought: a massive hole in the starboard side of an enemy hull. Water was pouring in and its crew was shouting vehemently.

      More friendly arrows flew by, felling several more carnies—yes, they were dressed like the men from the previous night—in the ensuing disorder. We climbed aboard, and I saw that a few of the enemies were still struggling to get to their feet from the impact. That was another bonus when taking on a ship whose crew was standing—there was a greater chance of them toppling over and even dropping into the water.

      My men and I shouted with the giddiness of battle, Scander being the first to climb over the edge onto the enemy boat and sinking his blade deep into a virgin chest. Blood flicked onto the Thirian’s sneering face as he ripped his weapon back out of the wound with a ragged twist. The victim fell back, limp as a puppet without a master. A man came from the side to avenge his fallen brother, but more Thirians had already come aboard, one of which sliced this man in the side in passing. He screamed in agony and joined his friend on the floor in his next pained gasp.

      A man approached me, and I met him head-on. I raised my sword in a block perpendicular to his. Our metal clanged in a shocked ringing, and I kicked him savagely away while charging into the vacuum he left behind. Before he regained his balance, my blade was in his stomach, punching up inside him until he was spitting blood from his mouth, a gob of it drenching his beard. His eyes went wide with shock, and he dropped like the rest.

      By the time I was able to focus on anything else that was not directly in front of me, I found that we had already killed their entire regiment. My friends in the other boat could not say the same. It was immediately clear that they had damaged the hull of the other ship, but they had not entered at an angle sharp enough to lodge their ship in place. The remaining enemy vessel had made its way to the shore during the fight, and Linos’s crew stayed put, not wanting to approach them from the sea once the enemy had made land, as that would provide them with a substantial advantage.

      Our third ship had come near, its crew now awaiting further instruction. My men and I got back into our boat and used the butts of our oars to dislodge ourselves from the sinking hunk of wood with its fresh cargo of corpses. By then, the second enemy ship had begun to give in to the beckoning of the water invading its hull. Its crew was swimming the rest of the way to shore, and our three boats were speeding ahead with renewed vigor, hoping to further capitalize on their misfortune.

      “Stop!” I ordered my men.

      There was another group of people coming from over a hill, heading for the beach from the safety of chariots of some kind. As they neared, I could see that they were of the same dress as the others. This new party was at least 40 strong. I held my breath, hoping we were out of reach of their arrows.

      The first enemy to swim to shore turned to glare at us. I was surprised to discover that it was a woman. Even from such a distance, I sensed a regal essence about her, much like my concubine Matanaza when we first encountered each other. And much like my honorary queen still, this woman sported oily dark hair, hers ending in curls just below her shoulders. Her complexion was olive, also like that of my Hittite woman.

      A man rode forward from the land party. His hair and skin tone were similar to hers, but his complexion was rugged and weathered. He stood at least as tall as I, if the men around him were any comparison, and wore his muscles with the unmistakable proudness of a battle-hardened warrior. I could not help but think of my late Thirian friend, Artession. It was immediately apparent that there was a lot of him in this man. The two exchanged words and watched us, their eyes filled with rage barely held at bay.

      What intrigued me the most about the whole scene were the chariots the land party rode in on. There were no horses leading them. I squinted, trying to make sure that my eyes were not deceiving me, but I only came away more confused. It seemed as if there were indeed reins that reached out into open air. I had no idea what I was looking at and thought it best to exercise caution.

      “Troy.” Caria leaned in and was whispering into my ear. “Do you see those chariots?”

      “Yeah—is that a breed of horse you’re familiar with?” I forced a laugh.

      “No, I am not familiar with horses made of air.”

      “I didn’t think so. It’s probably best that we head back while we still can.”

      “I was thinking the same thing, Love.”

      I called my men off, and the enemy silently watched us depart. I could only hope that they would go back the way they came, or at least set up camp for the evening. It would take a little time for me to gather more men and decide on our next moves.
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      The moment we touched down in Port Superior, I set to work rounding up several squads of Thirians that would serve as scouting parties. With three to a group, they would scour the peninsula keeping tabs on our mysterious enemy. I did not want those people taking a shit without my knowledge of it.

      I sent another messenger to the King and Queen to provide an update and request any assistance they were willing to provide. Later that night, Helen returned with the messenger I had sent earlier in the day. Worried for my well-being, she had opted to be at my side while we dealt with the menace. Her eyes went wide when I told of the scene we had just come from.

      “This is all so sudden,” she said. “What are we to do, Troy? It sounds as if these people could be at our door any minute.”

      “We’ll just have to hold down the fort for now and see what they throw our way.”

      Luckily, they allowed us to sleep through the rest of the night, during which I received several updates from my scouts. It turned out that a few hours in bed with an exquisite queen or three really does wonders for my attitude. I woke up with half-smile and dreams of soft skin and Helen’s sweet breath close to hand, echoes that made me damned glad to be a man.

      It seemed as if they had retreated a little further north and away from the shore and setup camp with several watchmen posted along the coast. I hoped they would stay put for a day or two, giving us enough time to scrounge up more warriors and head back to face them in force.

      The coming dawn was a blessing to our cause. The last messenger I had sent to Illium returned with a hundred skilled Trojan rangers to supplement our troops. From what we had seen, those reinforcements alone should have been enough to get the job done, but I did not want to take any chances. I wrung out every drop of capable men my humble settlement would provide for the effort, leaving behind only the bare minimum needed to keep the place running smoothly and guarded. Even Teucer offered to accompany us, but I insisted he stay with his family, protesting that it would be too much too soon for his loved ones to risk losing him after already facing such drastic changes to their lives.

      In total, we had a group of 183 strong, composed of the 100 rangers, 40 Thirians, and 40 other citizens of Port Superior, plus Helen, Linos, and me leading the way. Caria wanted to come again, but I urged her to stay behind and rest while Helen joined me on this little excursion. I thought she might be put to better use for the time being to continue establishing a rapport with Teucer and his family.

      We divided ourselves into three groups, each lead by my queen, the Chief, and me, and spread out to cover as much ground as possible, staying just within each other’s view on the horizon. The Thirian scouts accompanied each of us to lead us to where they had last spotted the enemy. Though these men had a solid idea of where the camp was, I thought it might be advantageous for our party to split into three as it did, so that we would have a better opportunity to flank the foreign army.

      We had traveled a great deal over the course of the day but still did not come across the camp. This was the furthest north I had ever traveled on the peninsula. The grassy plains with the occasional smattering of woodlands thinned until we found ourselves in a dry rocky wasteland full of steep ledges and canyons. Not long after the change of scene I realized what a mistake it was to divide our forces.

      Linos’s party was met by a large force to the east. My group was in the middle of our three subgroups, so Helen’s party could not see what was happening to the Thirian’s little army. We blew the war horns to make her aware, and then took off to aid our allies, galloping at full speed.

      I was at a loss for ideas. There were at least a hundred of them, probably more. By the time we came close enough to assist, Linos’s men had already been cut down by more than half, and they were too intermingled with the enemy for our archers to get an accurate shot. It was total pandemonium and I found myself cursing my stupidity, once for dividing our army and once more for blindly charging in to help my suffering brothers in arms.

      They had come again with those bewildering chariots. The hairs on my arms reached for the sky as I took in the sight, plowing forward to help in whatever way I could. I didn’t know how to approach the war vehicles and was hesitant to draw too near to them out of fear of being stomped by some ethereal steed.

      Fucking ghosts. My own corporeal mount echoed similar sentiments, reeling away as we came within yards of the first chariot, its reins reaching over to us like viscous tentacles ready to constrict and squeeze the life from whoever came near. One of the two men steering this vehicle pointed to me in challenge. It was time to really wet my feet with this strange new kind of foe.

      My horse leapt to the side as the chariot charged us, its hull missing us by little more than a foot. I held on for dear life as if my mount was no less than an enraged bull. I had clearly lost control of it. I couldn’t blame the damn thing, but I did not have to be happy about it. It bucked wildly, and I felt myself inching further down its back. The odds were growing that, in a moment or two, my face would meet the iron of its shoes. I had to think fast.

      The chariot swung back around to finish what it had started, and in a desperate attempt to save myself, I pushed off from my horse as it reached another crescendo, using its momentum to my advantage. I sailed overhead, far higher than I would have thought possible. My head began to spin as I flew upward, and panic started to take hold of me.

      I looked down to find the chariot passing beneath me, its crew staring up at my airborne figure as if I were some bird of prey. This was my chance. As I plummeted down, I stuck out an arm and grabbed one of the men by the hem of his vest. He yelped as his body jerked backward and he was ripped from the protective embrace of his vehicle. His brother looked back, still wide-eyed as ever, and the chariot carried him away without its rider having the presence of mind to protest.

      The man and I slammed into the dirt, sending a cloud of dust flying. My side felt as if it had collided full-speed with a brick wall, but he still got the worst of it, having landed head-first on the packed dirt. The man was unconscious, possibly dead on impact, but I drew my blade for good measure and jabbed it into him.

      The other guy had regained his senses by then and veered back around to greet me again. This time I was ready.

      When he came within throwing distance, I chucked my sword at him, sending him to the ground as the chariot hurled itself forward. I slid to the side to avoid whatever invisible mass might be propelling the thing and grabbed onto its metal edge. It pulled me with it, the sudden force barely giving me time to hop aboard and take the reins.

      Driving a chariot was a new experience for me, especially a horseless one. The concept seemed simple enough. If I wanted to steer it one way, I yanked that way. The harder the yank, the quicker the turn. If wanted it to speed up, I performed a kind of whipping action, and if I wanted to slow down, I simply pulled back. It was fairly intuitive, and I picked it up in a matter of seconds.

      My first deliberate action was to spin around and retrieve my sword. It stuck up out of the man’s chest waiting for me to come back by and reclaim it, which I did with relative ease. The trick was to not bend too far over the edge and lose my balance.

      Just as I was about to turn my full attention back to the battle, a spear sailed overhead. My heart skipped a beat, and I spun my head around to see the shocked expression of a Thirian who had almost taken the life of his ally. Commandeering an enemy vehicle would undoubtedly pose such a problem. I sent a stern look his was and returned to the task at hand.

      Helen’s group had not yet come to join us, and I feared the battle may well be over by the time they could make it. Our guys were dropping left and right, but not without the enemy suffering their fair share of casualties.

      Another chariot spotted me, one of its riders wielding a long lance. I once again found myself at a bit of a disadvantage. The glinting tip came near, and I barely managed to turn to the side and push the pole away. The other guy manning the vehicle-- a short, muscly grey-haired individual—spat a string of vicious curses as the two of them passed by. That was a man I would not want to play bumper cars with, but a part of me relished the challenge.

      Not far to the port side, I saw Scander swiping at an enemy foot soldier. I saw that his trusty bow was slung on his back, adjacent to the dozen arrows he carried on him at all times. His penchant for ranged attacking was something I could make use of in my present situation.

      “Scander!” I called.

      He broke his focus for a split second to acknowledge my greeting.

      “Hop on!”

      I charged forward, thinking this would be the perfect time to test my invisible horse’s trampling power. I whipped the reins, and Scander’s opponent hardly had time to acknowledge what was happening before he was under the wheels of my ride. It was not the mass of some invisible beast that forced him down, but the hull of the chariot itself. It defied all logic that the reins were clearly attached to something physical, something powerful enough to bring this massive hunk of metal forward with its riders, yet this invisible force appeared to be nothing more than open air when meeting the screams of a surprised soldier in the heat of battle.

      I meant to extend a hand to Scander as I came by, but the situation proved too much of a distraction for me to take my attention from it. The Thirian managed well enough without my assistance though and was standing at my side before I even realized my mishap. His hand clapped down hard on my shoulder, and he was shouting with the glee that only war could bring out in his people. “What now, Troy?”

      “Shoot the fuck out of ‘em!”

      His bow was in hand in the next breath, and I drove us around the field, Scander letting loose arrows as quickly as his arms would allow.

      “Got one!” he shouted. “Another!”

      “Yessss!” I cheered, whipping the reins several times over.

      The wind was in my hair and, for a moment, I felt like a champion. But that feeling was short-lived as an opposing chariot collided with ours from the starboard side, sending both Scander and I to the dirt.

      “Fucking ghosts!” I jumped to my feet.

      A quick glance to my side showed me that my ally was all right, save for a few minor scrapes on the coarse ground. The culprits’ own chariot had come to a sudden stop and both men were dismounting.

      “Say goodbye to this world!” one of them shouted in the same rough accent I had heard from the man at Teucer’s estate.

      They did not take a step closer before Scander sunk an arrow into the other man. It had been a perfect shot to the throat. The warrior hastily grabbed at the wound as blood trickled down his neck, and then he fell to his knees and kissed the ground.

      This did not deter the other.

      As a matter of fact, it served to bolster him, and in the next breath he was charging me full speed, sword held high. Scander could just as easily have put an end to him right there, but I was not about to let him have all the fun.

      I drew my blade and laid into the assailant with a blinding combination, but he was an excellent swordsman. Sparks flew as my weapon met his, both the physical embodiments of our opposing wills vying for domination. Our blades were inches away from our faces, and we locked eyes with a primal intensity known only to men in the midst of combat. Rather than becoming enraged, I turned inward, letting my eyes watch the man with a fevered intensity as I sought an advantage.

      A flash in his expression betrayed his intentions, and I was able to act preemptively, pushing his blade to the side and closing in so that my body was pressing directly against his. Dropping my sword, I slammed a fist into his stomach and held the wrist of his dominant hand with the other. He was forced to drop his own weapon to try and counteract my moves, but it did him little good. I felt his arm tighten, and I met it with greater force, strengthening my grip on his wrist as we danced. Scander was cheering me on some distance behind.

      I brought a knee up into his gut and he bent over, wheezing and gagging. Next, I grabbed a clump of his hair with my free hand and brought his face down to meet that same knee. He groaned and then yelled, so I did it again, and then again until I saw blood. When I decided he’d had enough, I tossed the bastard back and let him fall to the dirt. He didn’t move, and I decided to just let him be, though that did little to prevent my Thirian friend from rushing in to finish the job.

      I heard a sudden thundering of hooves approaching from behind and turned to see that Helen and her men had finally caught up. But it was too late. Upon seeing them, the enemies took off further north, leaving behind a sea of dead men and blood-soaked ground. There would be crows here later, and they would feed well.

      We decided to set up camp a little further south, just out of sight of the battlefield. The final tally informed me that I had lost 25 of the 60 men I brought, and Linos lost a substantial 49, leaving him with only eleven. Poor Ogma had perished in the struggle as well, and many of those who remained were severely wounded.

      I sent word back to Port Superior asking for medical assistance and for half of the men guarding the town to join us. From there, my messenger would turn to Illium for additional assistance, first to fortify my town and then to join us as we pressed the enemy.

      Just as I finally lay my head down to rest that evening, I received word from a Thirian watchman that several enemy scouts had been spotted. To the best of the man’s knowledge, the enemy was not aware that they had been seen. I gathered eight rangers and Linos, and the ten of us set out on horseback to chase the men down.

      They saw us before we were within firing range, and we proceeded to tail them for a solid hour before chasing them into a canyon where the only way out was the way they came in. The same applied to us, and I only realized my mistake when we were too far in to do anything about it.

      A horn wailed behind me and I saw a massive gathering of chariot riders spread out at the top of the gradual slope that led to the bottom of the canyon. Their sinister eyes watched us in the flickering light of the torches they carried. Among them, at the group’s center, was the man I had seen from sea—the one who came to meet the woman from the second ship we sank. I could only imagine how much he was enjoying the scene from his vantage.

      He raised his sword high and dropped it, leading the charge as he and his entourage descended upon us. My mind raced. I looked all around for a way out but could find none. There was nothing behind us but the wall of a canyon too steep to climb in the short breath of time allotted to us. The scouts we had chased there were backing away toward the wall, laughing at the irony. I was tempted to go in and kill them just because of how pissed off I was, but I had more things to focus on that were in immediate need of my attention.

      They had made it halfway down the slope when I noticed that something was wrong. Several men in the front line of the wave were thrown from their vehicles, trailing to the ground to be trampled a moment later by those who followed behind. Their allies tried to swerve to avoid running over those who had fallen, but this only forced them to collide with the chariots at their sides, multiplying the chaos tenfold. Many of these men were then subsequently flung from their vehicles and run over or dazed.

      Some of the survivors who had fallen were scrambling to their feet, only to be knocked back down by some unseen force. I scanned them over for arrows, trying to make sense of what I was seeing, but the light was either too dim to reveal them to me or there was simply nothing to see.

      Then one of them shouted and pointed to the cliffside. There were some two dozen figures standing in the starlight looking out over us. I could see no distinguishing features in the darkness. One after the other, they raised some whip-things over their heads and slapped them down. Following that, a man on the field would fall. They must have been assaulting them with some kind of sling, but at such a range . . . at such a range and in the dimmest of lighting it was difficult to believe they had any success.

      “Fucking ghost weapons or something, too. What a world,” I grunted, as new anger began to boil in me. Everything about this new player was wrong, right down to their means of killing.

      The shouter finally got the attention of a few of his brothers over the cacophony of the others’ incoherent screams. They spun around and fled back up the slope, several of them getting picked off along the way.

      I could barely believe our luck but was also hesitant to get too excited. I had no idea what these surprise visitors wanted. They may have seen us as a similar threat.

      The enemy scouts were still behind us, now desperately trying to climb the canyon wall. One of them even stepped on his brother’s back in his mad race for the top. The stepstool man fell back in response to the kicking and lay on the ground, apparently resigned to his fate.

      I was tempted to let them live, even though they did lead us into this trap, but I was doubtful my friends would feel the same way. I approached them, and the three who remained standing turned, prepared to make their last stand.

      There was not time to converse before one charged me with his little sword. I swatted it away with mine and he stumbled forward, tripping over his own lanky legs. The other two came, and I raised my blade to block one and grabbed the wrist of the second man before he could bring his weapon down on me. Crack. My hand clamped down and his bones broke apart, then I kicked the first guy back and chopped into the side of the other man while still holding his arm above my head. He dropped like a sack of grain, and I lunged back to the one I had just kicked, stabbing him in the chest with a savage forward strike just as he was beginning to regain his balance.

      I turned my attention back to the first guy who attacked me, only to find that he had been taken care of by my men when I was not looking. All that was left was the stepstool scout who was still lying motionless on the ground. I walked over to him.

      “You made a wise decision,” I said. His eyes were closed, and upon hearing my words, he squinted one open and peeked up at me. “Now get the hell out of here.”

      His eyes went wide, clearly unable to comprehend his fortune.

      “Go on,” I insisted.

      The little man jumped to his feet and took off running. One of my Thirians grinned at me and took aim with his bow, but I discouraged the idea with an airy wave of my hand.

      In the distance, the mysterious ranged warriors were descending the slop toward us. There were more of them than I thought—at least twice as many. Some were still posted along the upper edge of the canyon, surely to keep watch if the foreign troops were to return. I was surprised to see that none of them raised their weapons as the scout ran past and eventually disappeared beyond the slope.

      A stunning woman was leading the party coming to greet us. Her hair was black and straight, her eyes green—a beautiful concoction that never failed to hold me rapt. But it was not the color of her eyes that stuck out the most. It was the maniacal look in them—not maniacal in the mad scientist kind of way, but more like in the sense that this woman was capable of anything and was fully aware of that fact. She stopped one pace away from me, closer than most men would be comfortable with when addressing me. I resisted the urge to take a step back. Her allies stood behind her, just out of her arm’s reach.

      “I am called Whistler,” she said with a smile. “I lead this band of warriors known as the Slingers.”

      She waved an arm over the crowd behind her as if she were some gameshow model showing off a fancy new car to the bright-eyed contestants. As far as I could tell, none of these warriors were even thirty years old, most of them appearing to be in their young twenties, and a few of them looking to be even younger.

      “You will tell us who you are now and explain why you are here,” she said. It was not a question, but there was no hint of malice or agitation in the command.

      “I’m Troy. I run a settlement to the south of here called Port Superior. It’s at the tip of the peninsula.”

      “I see. Now tell me why you are here, Troy of Port Superior.”

      “I’ll play. For now. Those men you saved us from—they were attacking allied towns and villages along the coast. We had come to push them back, but their forces outnumbered us. We fought them earlier today but only expected to come across half the men they showed up with.”

      She nodded. “Thrax and his ilk are a cruel people. I have seen them commit many atrocities with their unholy magics.”

      “So, you know of them?” I gasped. “Who are they? What do they want?”

      Whistler shook her head. “Not now—we will discuss this all in-depth later. Take me to your town of Port Superior. I will bring thirty of my Slingers and send the rest back home. We will aid you in this fight against Thrax.”

      I still could not believe our good fortune. Despite our incredible losses, it seemed that we may stand a chance with the help of this odd new girl and her warriors.

      She returned with me to camp, and we packed up and headed out. Many of the troops were not happy with our sudden departure, but they all agreed it would be better than waiting for the enemy to return and clean out the rest of us.

      Whistler and her people did not travel with horses to the canyon, but that was hardly an issue, as we had several to spare after the fighter rendered many of the surviving mounts riderless. Several of my men opted to allow some of the pretty young ladies to share their horses, as long as they promised to hold on tightly—to minimize their chances of falling off, of course.

      Helen joined me on my horse and lent her steed to Whistler, and the Slinger captain rode alongside us for the return journey. The trip back gave us ample time to answer each other’s questions, of which I had many.

      Whistler told me that she was born of nobility, but from whereabouts she would not say. Her family, she said, hid her away for safety. She laughed as she explained this, thinking it ironic in light of all the sticky situations she found herself in of late. Apparently, this was not her first run-in with the men of this Thrax fellow.

      Their homes—she refused to refer to the places as a town or village—were nestled away in the grassy highlands a little further to the north of the rocky canyons. They had been keeping an eye on our enemies over the last handful of days, making preparations to defend against them if they decided to lay siege to the Slingers’ homes. They decided that the trap we had been led into was the perfect opportunity to make themselves known.

      At the mention of the fight, I brought up their weapons, marveling at their ridiculous range. She gave me a prideful grin and pulled her sling from its slip on her belt. To my untrained eye, it looked no different than a whip except for the little pocket-thing at its end. The secret, she said, was the ammunition they made especially for these weapons.

      From a pouch at the other side of her belt, she withdrew a little metal ball. It had all manner of carvings that I could not make sense of. She tossed it to me, but Helen reached out and grabbed it before I had time to react.

      “What do these markings mean?” my queen asked.

      “They mean that those little balls can travel a great distance through the air.”

      “Ah,” she said. “I see. So, they reduce resistance from the air.”

      “Precisely.”

      Whistler explained that they were made mostly of lead with other precious metals, such as copper, sprinkled in to focus the weight in certain places. These metals, she said, were mined by her people in an assortment of highlands caverns known only to them. She explained that this is one reason she was so eager to help us in our fight against Thrax—he was an immediate threat to those secret mines.

      “You know,” Helen interjected, tossing the little copper ball back to the girl, “Master Erion mentioned that he could use more copper. And I am certain he could make use of some other metals as well. Would your people be willing to trade some of your metals, Whistler?”

      “It depends on what for, but that is certainly something we would do. We do trade with coastal towns to the north every so often, with our main export being copper.”

      “This is wonderful news!” Helen was beaming. I knew she was excited at the prospect of finally being able to finish construction of her cannons. “That will certainly go a long way in helping us to finish my own special ranged weapons.”

      “Oh?” Whistler said.

      Helen smirked. “Perhaps we can show you later. A few of them might be finished in the coming days. But . . . would it be too much to trade for some now?”

      “What are you willing to trade?” Whistler asked.

      Helen pulled a pouch from her side, which was filled to capacity with drachmas. “Do you accept this currency?”

      Whistler’s eyes bulged. “Most assuredly. How much are you willing to part with?”

      “How much will all of that bag get us?”

      “I would have to take time to count, but I imagine it would at least fetch you a ton and a half of copper.”

      “Then take the whole bag and fetch us copper with samplings of your other ores, if you will.”

      The girl’s look of surprise did not lessen. It was clear that she was unsure whether Helen was being serious or not, but she called for one of her men to come near and explained the situation to him. She handed him the bag of silver and sent him back to the highlands with instructions for her people to count out the coins and weigh an appropriate amount of metals to ship to Port Superior, which they would find at the tip of the peninsula.

      Helen was ecstatic. She explained that the copper would help the Illium engineers correct the issue with the cannon interface—something about the conductance value of the copper being able to more appropriately mitigate the erratic spasms of electricity set loose on the circuitry every time someone changed cannon parameters. It was a touch magical to me given my roots in physics rather than sorcery, but I was happy that she was happy. It sounded like we would have our weapons soon enough.
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      The shipment of ore arrived just before evening the next day. It was a welcome occurrence amidst all the tragedy our settlement had suffered of late. Many of the men had died in the preceding conflict and the settlers we returned to were not taking it well. A lot of loved ones had been lost.

      The King and Queen had sent more men back per our request. These were hardy Trojan warriors, ready for their blades to taste blood. In all, we had about 200 hundred soldiers at our disposal, everyone considered. Whistler told us that her Slingers were 550 strong, and they would join us upon our return to the highlands.

      She offered to accompany Zinni, Helen, and I to Illium as we brought the ore to Master Erion. He almost fell over at the sight of it all, his eyes on the verge of popping from their sockets in the unbridled manner so often associated with fanatical men of science.

      He and his workers set to work smelting the ore to add to the cannon interfaces, explaining that it was far more than they needed but that they could find uses for what was left over on many of their other projects.

      Linos had come with us as well. At every lull in the conversation, he would grab me by the shoulder or elbow and urge me to allow him to take his men back to face Thrax. Whistler had provided enough of a description to identify him, and he was sure that they could get the job done. I had my own reservations about his ideas. The Thirians had a habit of over estimating their battle prowess. They were skilled warriors, sure, but there was no way that a handful of them could take on this army, even if the element of surprise was on their side. I insisted that he and his men wait until the rest of us were ready.

      While we were over by the metal workers, Whistler gave me a high-level rundown of how her lead ammo was crafted. The gifts, as they were called, were not only carved to expertly sail through the air as Whistler had explained before. Their dimples and etchings also allowed the little balls to scream while on the path to their mark. She flung one loose over the grassy field at my left to demonstrate. The noise drew the attention of everyone around, and the metalwork paused for a moment while the workers tried to see who had been hurt. I would admit that my own heart skipped a beat, even though I was warned of the sound. The girl laughed, satisfied with everyone’s reaction. Some of the others rolled their eyes before returning to work.

      The two of us walked to the nearby cliffs overlooking the sea. Helen and Zinni were assisting with the completion of the cannons, and there was not much left for us to do. Linos and Scander and their tribal brothers had set up a campfire and were preparing their evening meals.

      “Thrax is a terrible man,” Whistler said.

      “Please, I’m eager to know more about him.”

      “He uses dark magic to get what he wants. Now that his children are of age, he has been able to multiply that power by bestowing it upon them.”

      “His children? They use this dark magic, too?” I asked.

      “Yes.” She paused and rolled one of her gifts around in between the fingers of her left hand, holding it between us. “There is Nisos, his son.” She hurled the ball into the sea and drew another from her pouch. “He is vicious and cunning. He is nothing like his father, but terrible in his own right. And then there is Silea, daughter of Thrax.” She let loose the second ball.

      I wondered if this Silea was the girl I saw from the strait after we wrecked her ship.

      “She is an adept sorceress and is the one responsible for the spectral mount,” whistler said.

      “Spectral mount?”

      Shock flashed across her carefree countenance. “Yes, Troy. Their horseless chariots. Do you not know?”

      “I’ve seen them, but I truly know nothing about these people,” I said.

      “Well, then I shall tell you.”

      Whistler explained that the spectral mount was more than a vehicle of war. Each one was a living entity, in a sense. More accurately, it was a conglomeration of semi-living entities, a patchwork of almost-souls stitched together, their ethereal energies called upon in unison to do Thrax’s bidding. These souls, Whistler explained, were ripped from the bodies of beings known as Mechanical People, just as they were on the cusp of gaining the essence of humanity. A lot of what she said went over my head, but I got the gist. These Mechanical People seemed, at least to me, to be similar to Helen when I had first met her, an android seeking her freedom from the preprogrammed shackles of her masters in Egypt.

      Whistler told me of a tragedy involving Thrax’s son and one of these Mechanical People. It was well-known that Nisos used to be a soft-hearted boy. One day he fell in love with a beautiful mechanical woman, but their relationship was doomed to fail from the start. When Thrax discovered what his son was up to, he took the woman and had her publicly executed, channeling her lifeforce into his own chariot. Nisos had never been the same, and was now always in a rage. These days, it took nothing for him to kill an innocent passerby—a misinterpreted glance, a failure to acknowledge the Prince’s presence, or simple boredom. All such actions or inactions were the cause of many senseless deaths at Nisos’s hands over the past few years.

      “Together,” Whistler continued, tossing a third gift to the sea below, “they form what is known as The Trio.”

      The pieces were finally beginning to fall into place. The Trio. These were the people the mercenary spoke of at Teucer’s estate. I finally had names. The picture was becoming clearer.

      “And what do they want exactly?”

      “The same thing all the corrupted people of the world want, Troy. Power. Land. Riches. They are what happens when bad people are allowed to take control. They have a major foothold in Thrace and are always looking to expand their domain. It seems that your beloved peninsula has been on their radar of late.” She laughed. “There are those who believe that Thrax is a son of Ares. I do not believe such lies. He is merely a man who knows a little magic and is good with a spear. I hear he uses special short spears to aid him in battle. I suppose they help his range like my gifts here, but it is no matter. I do not fear the man.”

      “You don’t? You’re not at least a little concerned about his magic? I saw one of his own men die instantly from some spell—at least I think that’s what I saw. I can still barely make sense of it.”

      She grinned, handing me a gift. “I, too, have certain magical abilities. My connection to the spirit world gives me little cause for concern over the man. Perhaps I can show you what I mean sometime soon.”

      I chucked the lead ball into the sea. “Sure, I’d be interested to see what you mean.”

      Master Erion called for us not long after the sun set. He had taken an interest in several of the sample ores we had brought with us and was wondering if we could return to Whistler’s highlands for more so that he could study them. We were happy to oblige and set out within the hour.
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      Whistler and I arranged to travel to the highlands, just as a pair. We did not plan to stay longer than it took to gather the ore and fill her people in on the latest developments. She assured me that she would be able to round up more of her people to bring the load back with us. Helen and Zinni stayed behind in Illium to add the final touches to the cannons.

      The two of us rested on the boat to Port Superior. Once we touched down, I scrounged up another bag of silver and handed it over before we took our leave for the highlands. Whistler insisted we only take one horse, seeing no need to waste two for the trip.

      Her hands gripped my waist more firmly than I would have thought necessary. She pulled herself close, and the smell of her skin filled my senses with spice and something at the edge of my recognition, like a fading memory made new by her closeness. I knew of nothing to compare it to, much like Whistler herself. Her chest rubbed against my back as the horse carried us along, and after a while she let one of her hands drop to my lap, casually leaving it there for a time while her other arm still held her close to me.

      It was well into the next day when we reached the area that she called the highlands. There was little more grass than on the rocky expanse we left behind, but there was more. Every so often we would come across some towering rocky cairn or a primitive scene of stick-animals drawn onto the surface of a smooth natural stone wall, giving the land an ancient, raw feel. There were signs of people, but it was wild and fragile, as civilization had made no inroads beyond simple drawings that claimed we are here.

      We dismounted to stretch our legs and followed an old path for several hours as the evening sun descended upon us. This was an old place, to be sure. It was a cold place as well, and dry and forbidding, given enough time to consider the expanse around us.

      “Who made these monuments?” I asked, pointing to one of the stone structures as we passed it by.

      “I do not know. I imagine they were made long before any of my people came here.”

      “Are we close to your home?”

      “We are, but I think it would be best to camp for the night.”

      I had only packed a few furs for the trip, but tents did not seem necessary. The night turned out to be clear, free of any unfavorable weather. We built a fire atop a rocky hill and spread out our furs at the fire’s edge. The view left me without words. Wolves were howling far below us in the valleys, only adding to the scenic feel. Patches of grass and other foliage accented a half-dozen shimmering ponds which reflected the light of the stars. The fire crackled at our side as we took in the vista. I felt more at peace than I had in the days since my run-in with the gryphons.

      I had set some salted lamb bits over the fire to roast, and I sampled one to see how it was coming along. Almost perfect for my tastes. A few minutes later, I handed one to my companion, and we had a nice little meal.

      Whistler opened up to me more then, telling me of her first journey to this land. It sounded to me as if she had come from somewhere around the area that would become Persia, but my knowledge of history and geography were both tenuous, so that was hardly an educated guess. She still refused to explain why she was fleeing her homeland, instead opting to tell me that she had brought a lover along with her during her flight.

      Along the way, she had met many capable people who would become her Slingers and settle the highlands with her. This lover she brought did not take a liking to the prospect of his beloved willingly entering into a life of danger, and, eventually, she had him exiled for all of his complaints. He was weak, she said, a coward. To me, it sounded like a sudden and extreme turn of events, but she struck me as a woman who knew what she wanted. I assumed there were other misgivings she had about the man that she did not mention in her tale.

      “Are you a coward, Troy?” she asked. Her tone was more playful than serious.

      I laughed. “There are not many things that I am afraid of, no. There was this storm at sea that almost killed me one time, but that’s about it.”

      “I thought as much,” she said, grinning. “And what makes you such a fearless man?”

      “I guess it’s just the fact that I have a cause now. Port Superior and the people of Troy have given me a new lease on life. There are goals worth achieving that are bigger than just little old Troy Weston. I guess it’s hard to be afraid of things when I’m working toward a noble cause that I know will live on after I’m gone.”

      She finished her lamb and snuggled up closer to me, laying a hand on my chest. “That is. . . noble of you, Troy. And do you crave power like many noble men?”

      I laughed again. “I feel like most people like to have a sense of control over things. I would like to unify as many people as I can under the same banner so that we can all grow together without politics mucking everything up. I will accept power offered to me, sure, but I’m not going to steal it like some tyrant.”

      “So noble . . .” Her words were softer now. “And would you impose your laws on those who sailed under your unifying banner, Troy Weston?”

      “No, never. You’ve seen my Thirian friends. You can ask any one of them how they feel under my rule. They would all tell you that things have only gotten better for them since joining me at Port Superior. I have not asked them to change or even tone down their customs—for now. There will be justice under my flag, and it will have to be justice as I see fit. I take counsel form the good people around me, but in the end, yes, it will be my decision.”

      Without another word, she took her blanket and pulled it over herself, climbing on top of me. My chest and head were left exposed to the night sky as she worked under the covers. I felt her hands loosening my pants, and then I was free, held in her hands with a delicacy that made my breath leave my body.

      Her touch was gentle, arousing, as she ran fingers up and down my shaft, and then there was motion as she began to change positions. In seconds, I felt the shock of warmth as her lips wrapped me, her tongue sliding up and down in a rhythm of pure pleasure.

      I groaned then, and one of her hands climbed up to my chest, rubbing my hair with that same gentleness that she gripped me with from below. I clasped one of my artificial hands over the back of hers as it came to greet me and followed it as it caressed my chest.

      The outline of her hips taunted me through the furs, and I wanted to grab them so badly then, but the sensation between my legs held me still, clinging to every morsel of pleasure as if each might be my last. Her grip tightened and she began to slurp me faster, the sound of it drowning out even the calls of the wolves.

      “Don’t stop,” I begged.

      I put a hand on her head and felt her work. Up and down. Up and down. Some of her fingers loosened their hold as others doubled down while she continued to run them along my rod. I felt as if I would release any moment, and it took every ounce of will I had to prevent that from happening. My heart hammered in my chest as I felt her lips pull back in a smile, tongue giving me one last defiant lick.

      “Climb on,” I said, forgetting my request from a moment ago.

      I pulled the cover away, and she straightened up, lifting her tunic over her head to reveal a toned body blessed with supple breasts, their curve more elegant than a crescent moon. In the next breath, she closed her lower lips around me, and I began to pump her up and down, my arms lifting her easily.

      Whistler fell forward as we began going faster, caught up in the moment as she braced her arms against the ground on either side of my head. Her breath washed over the hairs of my chest and rushed up to greet me, the alluring scent invading my nostrils, strengthening my resolve.

      “Troy” she hissed. I had apparently hit a sweet spot. “Please . . . there.”

      I pushed up with more urgency as she began to tighten, our mouths in battle with a heated kiss that only ended when I stood without warning, lifting her slim form into the air

      She yelped with laughter, and I continued to pump while standing. Her legs splayed out on both sides of me as she reached out in panic, grabbing my arms for more support.

      “Troy. Yessss.” The hiss again, a call to the air around us, not meant for me.

      Her back was at an angle as I relaxed my arms, spilling her hair back in a silken curtain that rocked back and forth. The view from where I stood was spectacular, and I realized that she was missing out looking up at the sky. I sat her down for just long enough to spin her around and scoop her up again, this time facing out looking over the valleys below.

      Her legs were hooked over my arms as my hands snaked up under her armpits and locked together around the back of her neck. She was in a truly powerless position, but, for me at least, that only added to the eroticism, and I heard no protests from her.

      She was panting like a dog then. We both were. My heart was pounding like a battering ram, but I stayed the course, her plump cheeks slapping against my pelvis with each exertion, and I saw her fists ball up, her knuckles growing white, bracing her against the constant invasion.

      “Yes. Yessss.” A final word from her, the sound trailing away as a smile spread over her lips, along with a flush that colored her with passion.

      A cool slickness washed over my nethers, and I knew that she was done. I finally released the pressure that had been building between my legs since the moment she dropped under the covers and then lowered her back to my blanket.

      We lay there, our panting slowly returning to something resembling normal breathing patterns, and we soon dozed off under the starlight of the clear highland sky, but not before she asked me one final question.

      “Will there be a place for my people under your unifying flag, Troy?” She drew circles on my chest with an idle finger.

      “Of course.” I ran a hand through her hair. “There will be two, actually. One where they live now and another at Port Superior. Any who wish to may come and go as they see fit.”

      There was a beat of silence, then for the last time, a single word from her. “Good.”
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      I awoke to the sound of wings flapping. Just birds, I thought. It was still dark, so I closed my eyes and tried to get back to sleep. Then came a shrill screech from overhead.

      I looked around but saw nothing out of place. The bird was nearby, but I could not tell where exactly. Probably just a nest in the cliff’s edge, I thought.

      “We have visitors, Agara,” rasped an old woman from somewhere overhead.

      I jumped to my feet, forgetting that I was still naked.

      “I see, Grigga—this one’s cock dangles limply between its muscled thighs!”

      The voices alone were almost too much to handle. I scanned around and finally found the source of the noise. There was a small plateau behind where Whistler and I had been sleeping. Atop it was a massive nest woven together with tree branches and what looked like remnants of clothing. Sitting in the middle were two haggard old women—one bloated, the other gangly. Their skin was wrinkled and leathery, as if they had spent the previous five decades chain smoking in a tanning bed. Their sagging breasts and loose bellies were bare, but everything below the waist was covered in what I at first mistook to be radiantly colored skirts. I soon realized that I was actually looking at their own feathers, and the more I looked at them, the more I felt compelled to turn away. The blues and reds of their plumage were too bright, too sickly sweet, for me to feel at ease. Their grotesque skin was a pale blue, an almost perfect contrast to the obscene yellow-orange gradient of their teeth. They watched me through the beady black pits that were their eyes, and I looked on in horror, at their mercy if only for a few minutes.

      I heard Whistler begin to stir near my feet, but I dared not look away from these late-night visitors.

      “This one is afraid, Grigga,” said the thin one.

      “Yes, Agara. I see, I see.” the fat one squawked. “I can smell it!”

      “I can taste it,” screeched the other. “His tainted heart cries to me of his hypocrisy.”

      “Yes, I can hear it,” Grigga spat. “Just hours ago, he told that whore there that nothing scares him anymore.”

      The other let out a loud rasping sound that I took for laughter. “Yes, yes. What a load of horseshit. And he also told her that he has some grand purpose which keeps fear at bay. But, no, this man is a coward like all other men.”

      “Yes, Agara. An insecure coward. This man’s only purpose is to please his cock with as many women as he can before he is taken from this world. He simply wishes to spread his ego—his repulsive, self-assured, ass-chinned face—across the land, spoiling young women like a beast.”

      “No surprise there, Sister! Such is the way of all men.”

      “The whore is no better.”

      “Troy?” Whistler was at my side now, speaking to me through waves of grogginess. “What is happening?”

      “I . . . I don’t know.” I didn’t want to jump to conclusions, but I was fairly certain the old birds were bad. As in, lethally bad. They certainly had shitty manners, which was reason enough for me to pluck their shriveled tails.

      Agara shrieked with delight, “Look! She stirs now. The fuck doll is finally awake. Hello, harlot. Tell us, how was your most recent fucking? Better than the last, I hope? How was the view from up here? Do you think you will fuck again up here in my home?”

      They both clapped their wings together. It was then that I noticed their claws, surely poor tools for carrying out human activities but perfect for doing vulture things, like tearing flesh and muscle from bone.

      “Wh—harpies!” my apparent fuck doll said with sudden realization. Her sling was in her hand in the next instant. “Troy, do not listen to these cretins. They feed on tormenting honest people with their warped half-truths.”

      “Half-truths?” I said. “So, ugly birds who are full of shit? Tough break, gals.”

      Their teeth-clenching laughter pierced my eardrums again. One of them screamed, “The dense lug refuses to acknowledge his true self! He was about to deny the truth of our words. What a deliciously dense fool.”

      “Yes, Grigga. Dense. How does that lump even dress himself in the morning?”

      “He does not, Sister. Look at him standing naked now in the wee hours of the morning.” She screamed with laughter. “And the whore, too. Though she chooses not to dress so that she may advertise her lecherous ways to all the cock-hungry dogs that roam these rocky wastes. Such depravity,” the harpy said, somehow managing to try for the moral high ground.

      They cackled some more and then Agara picked up the slack. “Yes, her body still drips with the wretched juices of her lust. Why, I would wager that it had not even been washed from her previous—squaw!” She was cut off as the harlot delivered a gift to the cretin’s sunken loose-skinned stomach in the form of a well-thrown bullet. “It struck me! You fucking wench!”

      Their wings fluttered, and they both fell upon us from their ridge. I held an arm up to brace myself against the talons of the fat one’s feet-claws, and she swiped right through my flesh, leaving a nice set of gashes, which only served to flip my combat switch to on.

      I howled and reached for her ankle with my other arm, batting away more strikes from her free foot. She screeched and flailed as I pulled her closer. Feathers were coming loose left and right, and the wind she swept my way washed over me like a tidal wave of putrid dumpster stench. The smell was almost enough to make me relinquish my hold, but I held firm, knowing that she would likely disembowel me if given the chance.

      “Got bad news for you, skanky chicken. This is probably your last day,” I said.

      Her free claw swung my way again and I grasped it between her front talons and the hind one, preventing her from balling it up completely. Panicking, she flapped her rotten wings harder and tried to yank out of my hold with her legs. I lurched forward, bracing myself with a foot, and spread my arms wide. There was a loud crack, and I was sure that I broke something around her pelvis. She yowled and fell to the ground.

      Agara was trying to take her vengeance out on Whistler but not having much luck. It seemed as if the girl was able to unleash another gift or two upon the harpy before she could cover the distance between them. Her pale blue skin was now riddled with several fresh wounds, from which dark blood oozed.

      “Fuck you, whore!” she shrieked, spittle flying from her mouth. Her mouth was a nightmare of germ warfare, not to mention the smell was just south of a dumpster fire.

      Whistler had a knife in her hand and was taking swipes of her own at the wounded monster-woman. The harpy returned with more strikes, but Whistler was too quick, hopping back and dodging them by miles. She even caught one midway and cut into the creature’s wrist.

      Grigga went for my ankles from her spot on the ground, but I was able to jump away just in time. I followed my momentum to the ground and rolled further away. I looked around for the horse, forgetting that we had tied him off to a tree far below. My sword and everything else were on him. This was the second time in a week that I found myself weaponless while under attack from a flying clawed mythical creature, but I shook out my fists and considered how I was going to take apart this ostrich from hell.

      She was crawling for me, apparently not one to know when it was time to admit defeat. As soon as proximity allowed, I lifted a leg and stomped down hard on one of her hand-claws. She spat and went for my ankle with the other, but I lifted the same foot and brought down the heel of my boot of justice onto that claw as well. She shrieked again, and I decided that it was time to finish her off, in the fashion of all irritating vermin, albeit one with a remarkable ability to hurl curses.

      My shoe came down once more, this time on her face. She writhed and managed to successfully gouge my ankle with a single talon. I ignored the pain and slammed my heel into her again, and this time blood began to trickle from all of her facial orifices. She fell limp, all nagging condescension seeping from her lifeless form.

      Whistler had just severed a main artery on her foe, and the hag crumpled to the ground as I walked over.

      “Damn,” I said. “What a mess.”

      “Do not feel bad for them. They are the embodiment of evil itself.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Just look at them. Smell them! They go around all high and mighty bestowing insults on everyone that crosses their paths. Few things make me sicker than the words of a harpy.” She was quiet and looked at me for a moment. I suspected she might have been feeling a little guilty about throwing the first stone, or at least she may have been worried about what I now thought of her for doing so. “They would have attacked us sooner or later. Probably when we turned our backs to them.”

      “I’m sure they would have,” I assured her.

      “They eat people, you know. And horses. We should check on yours and make sure the poor thing is all right.”

      “That’s a good idea. Let’s roll the furs up and get out of here.” I cast a gimlet eye at the corpses, then decided against burning them. Let them rot.

      Before we made our descent, Whistler insisted we climb up and check the harpies’ nest, explaining that they were potential treasure troves since the hags often robbed their victims.

      The nest was the size of a small house and reeked as badly as those who inhabited it. I was surprised at all the objects littering the floor. There was no room to walk around without your foot hitting something. There were piles of clothes; tools, such as shovels and scissors; weapons—daggers, small knives, swords, and spears; shields; shiny stones; and coins of various denominations—some were drachmas, which I was familiar with, but there were many others that were foreign to me. We scooped up as many as we could. I used one of the tunics lying around as a makeshift sack to hold it all.

      “Holy shit,” I said. “You weren’t kidding.”

      Whistler returned my amazement with a self-satisfied smile. At my foot, I found two of the fowl beasts’ feathers—one colored in that obscene crimson and the other in that eye-hurting blue. I picked them up, gave them a quick sniff to make sure the odor was not too much to bear, and pocketed them for later.

      The horse was safe, resting under the tree where we left it. I took it to one of the nearby ponds and let it drink before Whistler guided me to her settlement, which was less than an hour away.

      I didn’t understand why she refused to call the place a village. It was full of structures and brimming with life. All of the buildings were made of stone and appeared well-kempt. Several of the homes had sizeable crops growing off to the side, many of which were large enough to feed at least ten people for a month.

      Whistler’s people really seemed to love her. There was not a person we walked by who did not greet her, even if they all looked at me with a wary eye. It seemed that outsiders were not a common occurrence in this place, which made sense with all the woman’s talk of their secretive mining operation.

      She brought me to a young man with short, curly, red hair. He was younger than me, and greeted us with a grin.

      “Whistler! I do not think any of us expected your return so soon. Who is your friend here?” He extended a hand to shake, and I took it firmly.

      His grip was impressive, no doubt the hands of a man who mined and worked with ore.

      “This is Troy of Port Superior,” Whistler explained. “He is the governor there. Or . . . its king, I suppose?” She turned to me with an inquisitive look.

      “Eh, one of the two. It’s not quite big enough to be considered a kingdom, so I suppose governor works well enough. Though my wives are queens, and they better not hear you say otherwise.” I laughed.

      The other man laughed as well and said, “Well, it is a pleasure to meet you Governor Troy of Port Superior. I am Wren. I am the highest-ranking metalsmith we have, and the trade of such metals and metalwork are also my responsibility.” He turned to Whistler. “And I assume that is why you have brought Troy here, Whistler? Does he wish for more copper, like the last shipment you sent for?”

      Whistler explained the situation and how this time our lead engineer wanted some of the other precious metals they had sold to us in sample quantities. I decided to take some more copper along, as well with the extra money I found in the harpies’ nest (Whistler and I had agreed to split what we found roughly 50-50, using weight as our main measurement since many of the coins were foreign to us and their values were unknown). Wren had a crew of 60 men load the ore up in the satchels of 60 horses within the hour.

      While the loaders worked, Whistler went on to explain the latest developments with Thrax, and how the people of Illium and Port Superior would go to war with them soon. She told Wren that he needed to spread the word for the Slingers to prepare to meet us in battle when we called. The Trio were spotted raiding all along the peninsula and north of it, as Wren and all the other Slingers already knew, barely overlooking their homes on multiple occasions. Whistler hoped that this would continue to be the case, and that they could get a jump on the enemy army like they had in the canyons several nights prior. She then arranged for a line of Slinger messengers to go back and forth between the homes in the highlands and Port Superior to keep a constant line of communication going.

      Wren suggested that the loaders, all capable warriors, stay with us for the time being and aid our forces in case the Trio’s men caught us off guard again.

      “But what if they do find our homes here?” Whistler asked.

      Wren shook his head. “I doubt that will happen, but you know more than anyone all of the clever hiding places we have around here. We will be fine.”

      I had to wonder why she was asking this self-described metalsmith-trader all of these important tactical questions. It seemed that the man had more authority over the settlement than he let on. I was unsure if he withheld such information simply out of caution or humbleness.

      We headed out after lunch, this time with a little over two tons of ore in tow.
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      We only stopped twice to stretch our legs and allow our horses to drink from the ponds we passed. We traveled all through the night with no rest and made it to town the next day an hour or two before noon.

      Whistler’s Slingers—the ones we had left behind at Port Superior—ran to greet us, happy to see the sixty loaders trailing behind. I saw that the Thirians had set them up with temporary accommodations—tents on the edge of town. I was sure that there would be more available for the newcomers.

      My tribal brothers offered to handle the ore from there and set to work loading up two of our larger ships to transport the cargo to the port of Troy. I intended to accompany them back so that I could personally check in with Helen and Zinni and see how the cannons were coming along, but a sudden unexpected occurrence gave me pause just as I went to climb aboard the ship.

      There was a bone-chilling cawing from high overhead. In my mind’s eye flashed images of the filth-ridden harpies that I had encountered only a day earlier. My gut told me that Whistler and I had either not finished the job or perhaps they had sisters who were coming to take revenge. Both guesses were wrong.

      I looked up and almost fell over at the sight of something falling down to me, but its descent was gentle, indicating that it was light enough for air resistance to have a significant effect on its fall. If it did end up landing on my face, it would be of no real concern.

      “What is that?” Whistler called, her hand appearing in my periphery to point to the object.

      “I can’t tell,” I said. “Maybe a scroll?”

      “No, not that—that, over there!”

      I scanned the sky and almost fell over again. “Holy shit! What the fuck is that?”

      The sight of a pterodactyl-sized creature roaming about the air above almost sent me to the ground a second time. Its bronzed exterior shined in the light of the midday sun. I squinted to pick out finer details and realized that it was not some Jurassic sky-lizard, but actually a massive eagle. Its inorganic sheen led me to believe that it was mechanical in nature, like so many of the larger-than-life creatures I’d faced in this land. I thought back to my fight with the massive leviathan not too long ago and how its scaly hide gave me much the same impression as this beast’s plumage. I had suspected that creature was constructed by Egyptian engineers, but Zinni and Helen were never able to confirm my suspicions.

      Upon seeing the bird, all thoughts of the scroll fled my mind until it bonked me on the nose. It was a magnificent beast, and my eyes could not leave it until it turned in an elegant arc, sweeping away on an unseen thermal. Whistler hurried over to scoop up the scroll and unroll it.

      “What’s it say?” I asked.

      “It says that you must surrender Helen and your warships so that Port Superior may continue to live under your flag. That is all.” She lowered the note and looked to me, confused.

      “What? Surrender Helen? What’s she got to do with . . .”

      I looked back to the eagle. It had flown over to a hill on the horizon. There was a man beside the monstrous bird watching us.

      “Nisos!” Whistler spat.

      There were at least three Thirians keeping watch near that hill. I could only imagine what the wretch did to them to claim that spot. He bowed to us and disappeared over the other side.

      “Let me send my Slingers to track him. It would be a simple task for my men.”

      I held up a hand. “It’s likely some kind of trap, and I’ll need you under my flag for future actions.”

      “We always step with caution. My men would smell the danger before that scum could lay a finger on them.”

      “If you’re certain of that, then send some men out. But I need you here.”

      “Of course, Troy.”

      She went to gather her men, leaving me at the dock to decide how to handle this new information. It seemed like no matter what I did, some dude wanted to get his hands on my queen.

      It was another hour before I decided to go with my original plan and accompany the shipment to Illium. Whistler and Linos joined me, along with a handful of Thirians and Slingers to help carry the supplies to shore.
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      The engineer apprentice, whose name I had forgotten yet again despite my clever mnemonic, rushed to greet us as usual.

      “Sir, Troy! Welcome back! Master Erion was going to send for you before long. The cannons are ready for another demonstration, Sir!”

      “This is great news.” I wanted to call him Nathan, but that did not seem right.

      “It truly is, Sir. It has been a long time coming. Follow me to the Master. This way.”

      Erion and the girls were making some last-minute touch-ups to the cannon as not-Nathan led us over. Helen and Zinni were bickering over some adjustments to the console. I could not remember ever seeing the girls get frustrated with each other, but I imagined the project had been trying for everyone involved.

      “No, not there,” Helen said. She swatted Zinni’s hand away from the machine.

      “I was only going to tighten the knob, Helen. You saw how it was wobbling earlier.”

      “There will be time for that later. It is only a secondary concern.”

      “Master,” called the apprentice. “Look who has come.”

      “Ah.” The old man turned around and his face lit up at the sight of me, as it always did. “Troy. And . . . Whistler, was it? You two have brought quite the audience. Thank you, Armand. That will be all.”

      Our man! That was the memory device. I committed to not forgetting it again, but I had a feeling I was only lying to myself.

      “Armand said its ready for the next round of testing?” I asked.

      “Oh, I would think so,” said the engineer. “We have been working day and night to bring it this far.” He looked around me at the rest of our crew. “So, did you manage to retrieve those other ores?”

      “Yeah.” I turned and pointed down to the edge of his camp. “We dropped everything off over there. I even managed to snag some more copper.”

      “This is wonderful news, Sir Troy.” The man was almost jumping with glee. “We will certainly put it all to use.”

      Helen and Zinni had only just come over. They noticed us at the same time as the Master, but their touch-ups held them occupied for several minutes longer.

      “Hello, dear,” Helen said, her lips curling in a smile.

      I filled her in on all the latest news. She was as shocked as me to hear that these foreign enemies wanted to claim her for some reason.

      “I will always stay by your side, Troy.” She embraced me, burying her head in my chest.

      “Well, I imagine at this point you’re kind of stuck with me,” I joked, rubbing my hand along her back. In an attempt to lighten the mood, I said, “So, let’s see this cannon.”

      We all gathered around—at a safe distance, of course—and Master Erion went to work fiddling with the firing parameters.

      “All right, I have set the delay timer!” he shouted, walking over to join us onlookers with pep in his step. “Let us see how it goes this time.”

      There was an explosive blast, and in the next instant the pyramid of haybales erupted into a pile of airborne debris. Cheers rang out and the other engineers came to watch.

      “Fantastic!” shouted Helen. Her eyes were glistening. “Load some ammunition.”

      Master Erion sent for two of his apprentices to get a cannonball, while a larger crew set to work gathering more bales for us to blast to smithereens.

      “You may want to stand back further for this one,” he warned. “The physical ammunition will have more of an explosive effect upon release.”

      A young, hardy apprentice loaded the ball in, and Master Erion set the new parameters. Once again, he joined us, urging us to step back further than we already were.

      This time the explosion was ten times as loud. The resistant force of the cannonball sent the whole machine wheeling several feet back. Several of the surprised onlookers jumped away as the artillery lurched in their direction.

      The ball itself flew across the field and out of sight. It obliterated the target, setting the dry debris aflame, and sailed ever onward. Master Erion sent a man to find it and estimate how far the shot had traveled.

      “It wobbled a little,” he mumbled.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “It was a wonderful test run, but the ball wobbled in the air a little. Did you not notice?”

      “I did not, but I will take your word for it. Is that much of a problem?” I asked.

      “It is just . . . unpredictable. It clearly hit the target, but I want it to travel in a straight path to reduce any guesswork about where it will make contact.”

      Upon hearing that, I had an idea. “Whistler.”

      “Yes, Troy?”

      “Do you think you could make a gift the size of one of those cannonballs?” I asked with a grin.

      She returned my smile and said, “I think that would be simple enough.”

      We worked well into the night, Whistler guiding me on how to make a cannonball-sized gift of lead and copper. Many of the engineers, Erion included, stopped their other projects to watch us, curious to see what would become of our design.

      Erion’s scout returned about thirty minutes into it and told us that the ball had traveled over a kilometer. That was impressive, to be sure, but if our new cannonball could do for this artillery what Whistler’s gifts did for her slings, we would be able to top that with ease.

      It was past midnight when we were ready to put it to the test. Whistler wanted the honors of loading it herself. She heaved it into the cannon and stepped away. The previous pile of hay had been replaced by one that now stood twice as high, presumably for theatrical reasons. Master Erion strode over and began punching commands into the console while the girls and I waited with our fingers crossed.

      This time the explosive blast was drowned by the screaming of a banshee. It was so overpowering and horrific that I felt as if my ears would bleed. Despite this, a smile crept across my face as I saw the haybales abruptly burst, sending their remnants flying in every direction. Several people around me covered their ears, a delayed response against the mad racket that had already laid siege to their senses.

      “I think we have a cannon,” I said to Master Erion.

      The giddy old man clapped a hand on my shoulder and said, “I think we have an instrument of pain itself, Good Troy.” His ever-present smile was wider than I had ever seen, and I could only imagine how he felt as an inventor seeing the last piece of this puzzle finally click into place.
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      We stayed at the camp the rest of the night and summoned an audience with the King and Queen early the next morning—Zinni, Helen, Linos, Whistler, and I.

      “What news do you bring us, Troy?” Hecuba asked. “Do you require more troops to aid you?”

      “I do not think so, Your Grace. At least, not yet,” I said. “We’ve come to provide an update and seek your counsel before we take our next steps against the army of this King Thrax. I trust our messenger filled you in on his whereabouts so far?”

      The King and Queen confirmed that they were recently informed of Thrax and his dark army. I went on to explain the incident at Port Superior with Nisos and the eagle, asking if they knew why the Trio might want to claim her out of the blue.

      “If I may, Father, Mother.” Zinni stepped forward.

      “Yes, Polxyena,” Hecuba consented. “What thoughts do you have on this matter?”

      “Well, Whistler has explained that the Trio uses the souls of a race known as the Mechanical People. Was it not the case that Helen would be considered such a person not so long ago?”

      There were several gasps let loose all at once, one of which was mine.

      “You think the pricks want to shackle her soul?” I asked.

      “I think it is a possibility, yes,” Zinni said.

      “But Helen is a human now. Regardless of how these fiends know the secret of her origin, they should understand that she is no longer a machine,” I said.

      “Perhaps they do not see it that way?” Helen offered. “I do not understand how such dark magic works, but perhaps it is enough to know that I used to be such a person.”

      “Well,” I said, “whatever their reasoning, I’m not going to let them turn you into a slave.”

      “I would hope not,” Helen said, putting a hand on my arm. “I would rather die than suffer such a fate.”

      “Helen is more woman than any of those filthy vermin,” Priam said. “The Thracians are scum. No better than the Greeks, they are hardly people themselves! You must meet them and put an end to their madness, Troy.”

      “I will end them or die in the attempt.” My voice sounded like iron, even to me.

      The royal couple closed their doors to all others who called on them that day. There would be no petty squabbles to interrupt us while we planned our offensive assault against the Thracian menace.

      Priam called several servants into the main room to scrounge up a table, a map of the area and surrounding nations, several quills, and a bottle of ink. I took a writing implement and started circling and dotting key locations along my peninsula.

      “We encountered them over here several days ago,” I explained. “It was sort of an ambush, not that I think it was premeditated. I’m fairly certain that they just happened to be in the area and caught us off guard. But anyway, it seems as if they are still somewhere in the area. I doubt Nisos traveled to us by himself. It was a miracle we missed him on our return journey with the second shipment of ore.”

      “We will know if he is still near once my scouts return,” Whistler added.

      “Right. For the sake of this plan, let’s assume that he is still somewhere in the area. If he isn’t, then we will come up with something else. But at this spot where the ambush happened, there was a sizeable sandpit not far to the west. I’m thinking that we should try and lure them there. Once they get close enough, we can have some ships come in and land behind them to flank, giving them no choice but to press forward into the pit. There rest of us—the Trojan soldiers, the Thirians, and Whistler’s Slingers will be waiting just out of sight on the other end of the pit. Their mobility will be extremely reduced in the sand, giving us a huge advantage on top of the fact that they will already be surrounded.”

      “And how many troops do you suspect will be with Nisos this time around?” Hecuba asked.

      “At least as many as before. I’ll guess he will have about a hundred or so, but even if he has twice that amount, I don’t think we’ll have any issue beating him into the dust.”

      “And how will you lure them?” Priam asked. “What if they see your ships?”

      “Well, as far as the ships go, it is likely that they will see at least from the shore, but I think we could position them so that our largest one is in direct view of the land while the others—our ramming ships—will be tucked away behind the big one out of sight. As for luring them . . . I will walk with Helen to the edge of the pit, perhaps accompanied by Linos or Scander. I will pretend to offer her to them as requested, calling their attention our way with a horn. This is of course assuming that they are within earshot of the horn. If they’re camping around somewhere but further from the pit than we would like, I’ll walk closer, blow the horn, and walk back to the pit, blowing the horn several more times as I go. I suspect that they will send some scouts to investigate, and I will send my false surrender to them from there.”

      “All right,” Priam said. “And what if they insist that you bring her to their camp.”

      “I simply explain that I do not wish to walk into a pack of wolves. That would be a convenient excuse for the sandpit dividing the place where I’m requesting to meet them—I want there to be a boundary between me and their forces. A clear line makes for a clear plan, and I intend on leaving none of the enemy alive on the field,” I said.

      “I supposed we will sit back and see how everything unfolds,” the King said. “There are still too many unanswered questions, but I trust your, ah, resolve. These situations always make me uneasy. If you do not succeed, Troy, they will surely be on our doorstep next. Once again, the fate of our kingdom rests on your shoulders. I wish you the best of luck, from the depths of my heart.”

      They offered for us to stay the night in the palace. The loaders were left to either sleep on the ships or camp with Erion and his engineers. Helen and I were led to the room I had been provided upon my first visit to the palace so long ago.

      The milky light of the crescent moon shined through the parted drapes as my queen sat on the edge of the bed lost in thought, looking both askance and forlorn.

      “What’s the matter, Love?”

      “Need you ask?” She looked to me with a half-hearted smile. “So many things.”

      I put a gentle hand on her back. “It’s all going to turn out all right. Things always do.”

      “There is a first time for everything, Troy.” She flopped back on the mattress and let out a long exhale. “Everything could be gone in a moment.”

      “Don’t talk like that. We’ve even got your cannons now. You better believe they’re going on those ships tomorrow. They won’t have a problem blasting those assholes from the sea. I bet that alone will clear out half of them on the spot.”

      “Perhaps.”

      I lay down beside her and leaned over, my eyes looking down into hers. I touched her on the cheek and drew myself in for a kiss.

      “Helen, I would never let anything happen to you. We’ve been through so much together. This is going to be nothing, all things considered.”

      She leaned up and returned my kiss with a heat that was pure invitation. I cupped her breast and pressed my tongue into her mouth to play.

      We lay there for several minutes massaging one another. Her nipples hardened through her tunic, and I parted the top to fondle her further, moving down to taste the stippled flesh. She started to moan which only served to encourage me, her body rising to meet my mouth.

      I took the hand that had been playing with her chest and moved it between her legs. She was already wet, leading me to believe that I had already succeeded in taking her mind miles away from its worry, at least for the time being. I twirled my middle finger around, dancing across the delicate flesh in tiny circles, the pace changing as her breath drew in sharper with each passing second. Her moaning grew, then the pressure of her grip on me, soft but demanding.

      My member became a rock under the power of her gentle persuasion. It was not long before the urge to lift her tunic and slide myself in became too much to resist.

      I gave in, and was welcomed home.

      I began to pump, slowly at first. My chest rubbed against the gentle swell of her breasts, the she wrapped her arms around my neck and let them hang on loosely as I worked. They followed my movements up and down, a gesture to let me know that their master was at my mercy.

      She closed her eyes when I began to pick up speed. I grabbed her hands and held them over her head, pressing them into the sheets. The two of us started to sweat, and her tousled almond hair became a damp mess, licking her face. I thought that was a decent idea, so I bent closer and began kissing the side of her face as well. Her skin was exquisite; the heat like a furnace made by our own two suns.

      She panted more with every thrust of my hips, her excited breaths puffing up into my nostrils. Her scent was intoxicating. It felt as if it had been years since I smelled that spicy cinnamon known only to her. I couldn’t get enough of it in that moment.

      I wrapped and arm around her waist and lifted her up as I pulled back and got to my feet. My other hand supported the back of her neck with the tenderness one would use to cradle an infant. Her legs curled around my sides, and I held her still as I continued to pump my pelvis against hers, my thighs slapping against her plump butt each time.

      “Troy,” she said, her voice a distant sound. My blood was running hot, my ears filled with the rush of a pulse made faster by every touch of her flawless presence.

      I went on in smooth certainty as we devolved into that curios place between lust and love; a primal state only lovers can know. We both knew. We both wanted to know more.

      Her eyes found their way back to mine in the chaos of our union, and we stared into each other’s eyes until our bodies—those machines of flesh, working hard and made one—began to shake together, our final moments in complete synchronicity.

      I pulled her in for a kiss, and our lips locked as passionately as ever.

      “Never let me go, Troy Weston,” she whispered when our lips finally parted.

      “You know I never would, Helen,” I breathed.

      I took her over to the wall by the dresser where we had sex all that time ago. Her back pressed against the cold stone, I pressed myself into her—not just my member, but my entire body as well.

      She tensed up as I climbed back in, her eyes widening but only slightly. She braced her little palms against the wall as I pushed, and then reached back up around my neck. Her forearms fell across my chest, but they offered no resistance each time I closed in on her, only spreading outward as our bodies linked, touched, and remained in contact, heated to breaking as the echoes of our pleasure raced across her skin with the speed of a summer wind.

      This was no Mechanical Woman. This was a very real woman who I had pledged every fiber of my being to. I used to jokingly call her Pinocchio, but that label no longer applied. She had long since broken free of her strings and was walking around unassisted, with a will of her own. And what a determined, fiery will it was.

      It was a long time before either of us returned from the clouds to exchange mortal worlds. That release had sent our souls beyond the petty concerns of the mortal realm. Our bodies lay entangled in each other while our spirits soared through the heavens. Every fiber of my being hummed and vibrated. No other woman had made me feel the way that Helen did, and there would never be another woman who could.

      Slowly, ever so slowly—just as sleep was about to overtake us—our souls glided back down to our exhausted organic forms. She looked up at me from where her head lay on my chest.

      “Troy?”

      “Yes, Love?”

      “Who am I?”

      “You are Helen. You are my queen,” I whispered.

      Her head dropped back down, and sleep took us both as one.
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      We did not talk much as we awoke the following morning. Helen and I quietly slipped into our clothes and went to greet the King and Queen. They were already awake and waiting in the main hall.

      “Good morning, Troy,” Priam said.

      “Good morning, Your Highness.”

      “Are the two of you ready for battle—if it indeed does happen today?”

      “We are as ready as we can be, Sire,” Helen said through the fading barrier of grogginess.

      “This is good,” Hecuba said. “We have arranged for several hundred more troops to meet you at the docks and accompany you back to Port Superior. We will end this threat once and for all.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness,” I said, bowing.

      “Keep our young Helen safe, Troy,” Priam said.

      “I will turn the sea red before I let them have her, Sire.”

      “I know you will, son,” he said. His voice was even more tired than his body looked. It was clear that he and the Queen had been up all night deliberating over this coming fight. “I am worried about what you will be after this, once the blood has finished raining down.”

      “Why is that, Sire? What do you think I will be?”

      His answer was slow and deliberate. “A tyrant. Killing so many rulers often has ill effects on young, driven men. I wish the best for you, my boy. But I fear the worst.”

      “I will do all that is in my power to prevent that from happening.”

      We bowed and took our leave, and air of uncertainty swirling behind us.
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      At Master Erion’s build site we found dozens of red-eyed engineers scrambling around. Apparently, they had worked through the night to prepare more cannons for us. I had hoped we would be able to take the one with us to help in battle but almost fell over in shock at the sight of six magnificent pieces of artillery.

      “How did you . . .” was all I could think to say as the chipper old man made his way over to us.

      “Surprised, eh?” He grinned. “As soon as you left, we set to work making the rest of these beauties. Would you like to take them back with you? Consider it a thanks for bringing all that ore.”

      I simply nodded and went over to inspect the machines, each identical to its brothers. Images flashed through my mind of Thracian hordes being blown to smithereens. These cannons would likely be able to take out hundreds of men before they could even get close enough to touch us. It was hard then not to get my hopes up about the upcoming battle. From where I was kneeling, it felt as if the war had already been won.

      “Surprised . . .” I turned to the old man. “That word does not do my feelings justice. Shocked . . . inspired . . . incredulous . . . those might be better.” I got up and walked over to the aged wizard and did something I rarely did with a man who was not my father. I spread my arms and embraced him in an iron bear hug. There was no way I could show my real gratitude for his efforts. He grunted and took a half-step back, but my grip would not allow him to retreat any further. Now it was his turn to be caught off guard.

      He lifted a hand and pat me on the back. “I am happy to see that you are happy, sir.” His voice quaked a little, not used to expressing such sentiment. “I hope that you will get a lot of use out of these devices.”

      “Oh, I know we will, my friend. We may very well do battle today, and I think your efforts in the night have just won it for us.”

      Helen joined in and the three of us were huddled together for a time, the gratitude of my Queen and I infusing the humble engineer. He chuckled nervously, never one to feel such praise from such high-ranking people.

      Our loaders, all of whom had decided to camp with the engineers instead of sleeping on the ships, soon joined us and set to work moving the artillery to the docks for transportation. Each one must have weighed at least 500 pounds, and I was happy to see a mass of Trojan soldiers waiting for us with three additional ships. We divided the cannons more or less evenly among the five ships we would return home with, putting two on one of the Trojan vessels.

      Helen felt more inclined to speak once we were at sea. I had explained the plan to the others and went to join her at the front of the ship when all was said and done. The two of us were looking forward to the morning horizon, and, without turning to me, she said, “What if the plan does not work? What if they have returned to their land? Will we pursue them?”

      “I think we should.”

      “But we do not know their land.”

      “That’s true, but the Slingers do, and we have such a large army now. We also have the cannons. There are many factors we can use to our advantage.”

      “I hope you are correct, Love. Everything depends on this fight.”

      I put an arm around her shoulder and pulled her in, gently kissing her brown hair. She turned to me with those all-consuming almond eyes and stood on the tips of her toes to return my kiss with one on the mouth. Time froze as we merged with each other, knowing that this may be the last such moment we would have together.

      It was midday when we spotted Port Superior, and even from far out in the sea, I could tell that something was amiss. As we neared, I heard horns crying out, but it was not to announce our return. The enemy was already at our door, and I watched wide-eyed, thanking the gods that we had not returned an hour later and that the Thracians were only just approaching as we were. This was going to involve a serious change of plans.

      As soon as we docked, we were met by dozens of panicked citizens, as well as Caria, Scander, and Teucer and his wife. Helen, Whistler, Zinni, Linos, and I did the best we could to explain the situation to everyone as they raced to tell us what the enemy had been up to in our absence.

      They had made camp the previous night on the other side of the hill where we saw the eagle and Nisos. Several messengers had been sent to Illium to alert the rest of us, but none of them made it past the enemy’s ships. No one could comprehend why, but apparently the ships had stayed out of sight and allowed us to return unassailed. Even as this was explained to us, we saw several warships off in the distance coming our way. I smiled in a sadistic sort of way, anticipating the violence that was about to come. We would get to test our new weapons out sooner than I had expected.

      I looked to the hill and saw an army of chariots and their riders gathered there. Among them, at their center, I thought I could see the stoic face of young Nisos watching us. I held my breathing, waiting for his attack, but after several minutes it appeared as if he was not yet ready to do battle.

      “What is he waiting for?” asked Caria.

      “I imagine he might want to talk first. Maybe he’ll give us one last chance to hand over Helen before we fight.” As I said it, I understood why his ships had allowed us to return safely. He did not want to damage the beautiful woman aboard. In my mind, his actions had only delayed the inevitable destruction of his boats at the hands of our cannons. He probably felt pretty big standing on that hill right then, but he was in for a bigger surprise.

      Scouts reported an estimate of around 2000 enemy troops on the other side of the hill. No one was sure how many troops manned each ship, but it was assumed that some 300 to 400 more awaited us among the crews of the eight vessels that had been spotted so far. They would drown soon enough.

      I heard a thunderous cawing overhead and looked to see the bronze eagle circling us high above the dock. Another scroll descended to us, and the beast made its way back to the hill to join its master.

      Helen picked up the message and read it aloud. “Nisos wishes to speak with Troy to hear his response to the request for me. He says that no more blood has to be spilled if only Troy will accept the offer. Nisos gives his word that Troy will not be harmed during their audience.”

      She looked to me. Everyone did. I gave them a look that described just how willing I was to give up my queen, and there was a visible recoiling from the anger on my face.

      Caria said, “There is no point in even going to see him since you would never surrender Helen. Is that not correct?”

      I nodded, mostly as a means of defusing my anger. “It would be dangerous for me to walk into the mouth of the beast, as it were. But perhaps there is a chance that I could talk some sense into him.” I turned to Whistler. “Whistler here has explained that Nisos likely has some animosity toward his father, Thrax. The King killed Nisos’s lover in a fit of rage, and apparently he has not been the same since. If there is any chance at all, I would like to convince him that there are other ways to deal with his grief instead of affecting others with it. Especially since I find myself in a mood that is far from charitable.”

      “Troy,” Whistler said, grabbing my arm, “he would never listen to you. He is too far gone for such reasoning. You would only be walking to your death, my king.”

      Both Caria and Helen looked at the girl with raised eyebrows. My king. They had not expected to hear her address me in such a way. That would be a conversation we would have to have after all this mess was over. It would have been best for her to exercise a little prudence there, but it was a trying time and the stress of the situation was preventing all of us from thinking clearly.

      “My mind is made up, Whistler. I’m going to try. If he kills me, then he kills me. Carry on as you would. If I convince him to aid us against his father’s forces, then victory is without a doubt ours.”

      The women gasped at notion that I might die within the next hour, but I gave them a smile that described my enthusiasm for bringing a violent end to the entire affair.

      Helen said, “Dear, allow me to join you.”

      I laughed. “You are the last person I want to accompany me. If I bring you, it doesn’t matter what my answer is because they would already have you.”

      She was shaking her head and looking at the ground. “I do not like this at all. This is not part of the plan. They should not be here.”

      “We knew it might happen, my sweet. We have to play with the cards we’ve been dealt.”

      She reached in and wrapped her arms around me, nestling her head in my chest.

      “Then allow me to come,” Whistler insisted.

      “Yes, and me,” added Caria.

      “I can’t. If he does decide to kill me, then he would kill you as well—or do worse.” I looked at Caria, who had spent years as a sex slave aboard the ship of a merciless pirate. It was her turn to bow under the weight of the disconcerting implications.

      I raised my voice to address the crowd. “We all have a lot at stake here. Our property, our lives, and perhaps even our souls are on the line. I will do what I can to turn these forces away before we have to engage with them any further. And I will do it alone.”

      Every face was somber, but there were no more protests. I took the nearest horse and made way for the hill where the enemy troops were still gathered. Several of the chariots drew near as I trotted up to their leader, but Nisos raised an arm and they soon backed away. His face betrayed no expression, only an outward stoicism. He waited for me to speak.

      “You must be Nisos,” I said.

      He nodded and then spoke in a thick accent like that of the men we had killed on Teucer’s estate. “That I am. And you are Troy. So, tell me, what is your response? Will you surrender your beloved to me?”

      “Those are really steep terms,” I said.

      “They are, but I hope that you will find they are worth the price.”

      “Was your loss worth the price?”

      “Pardon?” He looked confused. It was likely that he assumed I was talking about his most recent defeat at the hands of the Slingers in the canyon.

      “You once had a lover who was . . . of a similar nature to my Helen.”

      Realization dawned on his face, and he soon resumed his stoic countenance. “Yes, this is true. They were both . . . inorganic. But your question confuses me. You ask if my loss was worth it, but I am left to wonder what ‘it’ is. What did I get with my beloved’s sacrifice?”

      “Obedience to your father. Rage. Heartache. Ruin. Were all those worth the price of losing the one you loved? I hear that even now your father uses the poor girl’s soul to power his abominable machine. Do you think he does that out of love for you? Why would you tolerate that?”

      I saw anger flash across his face for a split second, but he reined his emotions back in. “You seem to know a lot about me, but I know so little about you.”

      “I have only recently heard bits and pieces, but I will admit that what I do know about you has given me a sense of pity for your situation.”

      “Do not pity me, Troy. I have just about everything I have ever wanted. I would pity you and your people for the axe hanging over their heads. I would pity what they will think of you for refusing to make such a minor sacrifice to save them all. Your loved one will die anyway if you do not release her to us.”

      The eagle swooped down. I started as I heard it approach but soon realized that it was not headed straight for me. It landed at the front of Nisos’s chariot and watched me with hungry eyes. I stared back, refusing to give in to the intimidation the beast was exerting on me. Only then did I fully appreciate how large the thing was. It rivaled the gryphon cub in size when standing, and I was certain that it could carry me away on a whim or rip me to shreds quicker than a harpy.

      Its bronze exterior glinted in the midday sun, and I wondered if the feathers truly were made of some sort of metal or hybrid material. Again, I thought back to my fight with the leviathan. Its hide was similar in appearance and fairly tough to cut through, but I managed to slice it in several places with a little bit of elbow grease. I was curious to see if this bird would stay still long enough for me to test my blade against it.

      My hand almost absent-mindedly wandered down to the hilt of my sword, as it often did in such tense situations, but I made a conscious effort to stop myself from following through with the action lest I provoke an attack from my onlookers. My palms fell short and found a place to rest on my side a little above the waist.

      Several of the other chariot riders watched me with a bloodthirst comparable to that of the eagle. Their eyes followed my hand on its way down, and for a moment I feared that my action was already too much for them. Their front line spanned the entirety of the hill, at least 50 men on both sides of their leader. I could not see the others on the opposite end of the slope, but I could hear them moving about, shouting and laughing like all soldiers brimming with the anticipation of a good fight. I wondered if these men would even follow Nisos if I could somehow manage to convince him to stand down or even help us fight his father, or if these men owed their allegiance to Thrax.

      The King’s son did seem separate from the men around him, and not just in the sense that he was noble-born and of a higher military rank. There was sort of an aura about him that gave me the impression that he didn’t really want to fight. I felt that he was suffering and simply knew no other way to deal with it. I looked back to his bird and noticed something that I had not before. I was not sure if it was only my imagination, but I saw something of the Prince in the creature’s eyes that time around. Perhaps the two were cut of the same cloth, in a sense. If a soul could be bound to a chariot, perhaps one could be bound to a creature such as this bird as well, even if the man who owned the soul was still among the world of the living.

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked.

      “Every man wants power. Your land will help to complete our kingdom. It is nothing personal, though I must admit that I was a little perturbed when you interrupted our raiding several days ago.”

      “Well, I was a little perturbed that you were raiding those peaceful allied settlements, so I suppose we’re even.”

      “Perhaps we are.”

      “If you’re so intent on taking over the entire peninsula, why do you even offer peace if I were to give you Helen? That doesn’t make any sense to me.”

      “Everything has a price. She is a being of exceptional power. We would use her to strengthen our machines. It would be worth it for use to trade your peace in return for her.”

      “I figured as much. And your father is all right with this course of action—if I were to give her up to you?”

      The Prince nodded. “Yes, he is in the camp behind us as we speak. He is the one that suggested the terms.”

      “And you really don’t care that he would be doing to me what he did to you? Do you enjoy watching other people suffer now?”

      He responded with a passionless smile and said, “It is not so much that I enjoy suffering, but more that I care nothing for others. Power is my only true purpose anymore. And if you have heard of my victories, then you would be wise to give the woman to us without further protest. We outnumber you several times over, even with those reinforcements that you brought along. So, tell me, what is your response: do you choose to lose Helen, or do you choose to burn?”

      I paused for a long moment and looked everyone over once again. The others were sneering now, expectant of my response. There was no assurance that they would do as Nisos said and leave us in peace anyway. These men were itching for a fight.

      “I would never allow my loved one to come to harm like you did.”

      I knew that was going to sting, but I did not care anymore. This fight was coming regardless because there was no way in Hell that I was going to give Helen up to these cretins. Nisos almost reeled back at the comment, and I could see his knuckles turning white as his grip tightened on the reins. I hoped that the poor souls powering his carriage could hear me and at least feel a little satisfaction from seeing their executioner being insulted in such a personal way. He, too, began to sneer at me, but it was only a mask to cover the pain he felt. I was not sure, but I thought that I could see his eyes begin to water.

      “Have it your way then,” he said through gritted teeth. “I will tell my father and sister, and we shall descend upon you soon. Bid your loved ones—Helen and all—farewell, for none of you will live to see the next sunrise.”

      I left before the Prince made a move. I was half expecting to receive an arrow between my shoulder blades, but nothing came. They watched me silently as I walked away, and I could feel the excitement welling up inside the enemy troops even from yards away with my back turned. I felt a little of it, too. This time, we were fighting on my turf. Things were not going to be as easy for them as they seemed to think.

      I saw that Helen and several others were waiting around outside of my office. Among them were Linos, Whistler, and Caria. None of them said a word as I approached, all waiting to hear the news I had to tell, all surely surprised to see that the enemy had allowed me to return.

      “They’ll be here soon,” I said. “It sounds as if they intend to leave no one alive, not even taking prisoners. They either wanted Helen surrendered over, or they plan to kill her during the fight.” I put a hand on her shoulder, then she lifted her other palm to my face and looked wordlessly into my eyes for a long moment. “Of course, I told them they could suck it, and that we’re not going down without a fight.”

      “Did you get a look at their men? Can you confirm their numbers?” Linos asked.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I could not see over the other side of the hill, but Nisos assured me that his father, King Thrax, is waiting among the troops in the camp. I could hear all of them laughing and shouting at each other though, and from that alone I could tell that there were many of them. With all of our men and the reinforcements we just received, I’m thinking that we have over 1000 men ourselves. I have lost count to be honest.” I turned to Whistler. “How will your men back in the highlands know to come to our aid, Whistler? How could they possibly do so on such short notice?”

      “It will take them some time,” she admitted, “but I dispatched several messengers the moment you left to answer Nisos’s call. It is unlikely that they will be able to meet us in time, but I am sure that they will receive word and make for us as soon as they can. My Slingers move with stealth unmatched by any other. Though, I fear that it will be at least two days before they will be able to meet us here.”

      I shook my head. “We can’t count on them then. The enemy will likely be prepared for battle in an hour or two. Nisos threatened that we won’t be able to see the sunrise tomorrow, if that tells you anything.”

      Helen and Caria gasped. I took both of them in my arms.

      “So, what is the new plan?” Caria asked.

      “I’m going to fight, and they’re going to die. The order of their end is unimportant,” I said. “They’re going to be coming to us from over that hill and also from the north down the strait. I’m sure that we can handle their ships without an issue. That’s a few hundred men down right there. Some of our cannons can turn toward the shore and blast them as they come across the field. I’m confident that we can clear many more of them that way. We can station some ranged attackers—Thirian and Trojan archers and a handful of Slingers—on the hills bordering town. They can pick off more of the enemies as they come close. For everyone that remains, we just fight it out where we stand and try to minimize them getting as deep into the port as we can. Helen, I want you to wait on the far hill over there.”

      I pointed to the cliff at the edge of the peninsula. It was on the side of town opposite to the enemy camp, meaning that it was the farthest point they would have to travel to in order to reach her. I would have several troops guard her and pick off anyone that tried to ascend the hill. She would no doubt be a prime target. I was not about to assume that they simply wanted to kill her like Nisos said either. If they could still capture her and turn her into an energy source, it stood to reason that they would do that. No other course of action would make sense. I had to make it as difficult as possible for them to do that.

      I continued, saying, “They will likely still try and take you prisoner, and I want you as far away as possible.”

      “But Troy!” she shouted. “I must fight with my people.”

      I held up a hand. “No, you need to stay alive for your people. You are no use to anyone dead—no one except the enemy, that is. You will wait up there under the protection of a couple dozen warriors. In a sense, we will still use you as bait like we planned to before. You can still put your fighting skills to use, but only up there as they approach you. Understood?”

      Her eyebrows were pinched together, her arms crossed. “If that is the way it must be, then yes, I will do as you ask. You know what is best, Troy.”

      “Good.” I turned to Caria. “Where is Matanaza? I have not seen her in days. Is she safe?”

      Caria said, “I went to her after you left for Nisos. I assigned several men to guard her in her room. I think it will be unlikely that the enemy will begin raiding houses until they have dealt with the majority of us out here. Do you think that was wise, Troy?”

      “Yes, that’s probably a good assumption. I think it will be the best thing to do to keep her out of sight. She is not a fighter and would be easily overcome. Where’s Teucer? How will he and his family manage?”

      As soon as I asked the question, I saw Teucer and Karsi appear from around the corner of a nearby building. Each of them carried something in their arms, but I was inclined to look away each time I tried to focus on what it was they were holding. Karsi strode forward with a knowing grin, and I wondered then—perhaps a little inappropriate given the situation—if she had mentioned to her father, or anyone for that matter, what had happened between us several nights prior.

      “Troy,” the farmer called. “We have something for you.”

      Everyone, myself included, watched eagerly as they approached. It soon dawned on me that I was no doubt looking at several piles of sheered wool in their hands. I wondered what they intended for those.

      “Teucer,” I greeted as the two approached. I was hesitant to greet Karsi and let on that I knew her by name, but then I remembered that we had talked aboard the ship on the way from their home to Port Superior and I could just play it off as if I’d met her for the first time there if her father grew suspicious. “Karsi. I am glad to see that you two are well. What do you bring? Is that wool I see?”

      “Oh, it is more than wool, my friend,” Teucer said, beaming from one ear to the other. “Karsi and my wife have been working hard these past few days. We have been wondering how we could contribute to the war effort and we hope that these gifts will go a long way to help you in battle.”

      He unfurled one of the wooly masses in his arms, and it cascaded down to where it was almost touching the dirt at his feet. I stared at it for the longest time, still trying to make sense of what I was looking at. I could see the others doing the same. No matter how hard I looked, I could not decipher the image. I heard Karsi laugh and looked to her with a clueless grin.

      “They are cloaks,” she explained. “To help you move unseen in battle.”

      That was the best news I’d heard all day. I had no idea that they were working on battle attire, but the gifts could not have come at a better time. Any warriors wearing these would be formidable on the field. My only concern was that, if one of the wearers were to be defeated, then the enemy would have a cloak of their own. Even if an enemy was spotted wearing the camouflage, it was likely that he would be mistaken for one of our own.

      “This is wonderful!” I said, wanting to hug the two of them. “How many are there?”

      “There are only four thus far, but my wife and children are spinning more as we speak,” Teucer said. “We should have at least two more for you by tomorrow morning.”

      I shook my head. “Four is good enough. The enemy has made it clear that we do not have until morning. I suspect that they will be upon us within the hour. I must ask: how can you knit such things when one cannot even bare to look at the material?”

      “Years of practice,” Teucer said. “My wife has had very many years to adjust to the sight of them. It is like looking at a brilliant light, in a sense. My children have seen the wool their entire lives. Growing up around it and seeing it so often, they have become immune to its effect. Seeing as we are the only ones who can reliably craft with the material, it makes things very difficult for any people who were to get ahold of our sheep and try to go into business on their own.”

      “Ah, that’s very clever,” I said. “It seems that you have complete control over your product. That makes me even happier to have you on my side.”

      “I would have it no other way, Troy. I owe you my life—as does the rest of my family.”

      “Well, let’s not count our blessings yet. Where is your family staying? I have not had much time to check in on you amid all the warring.”

      “Your eccentric Thirian friends have provided several tents for us, and we have been staying there and supping with them.”

      “Not on any bodies, I hope?” We both laughed.

      “No, not at all. They are excellent cooks, especially when it comes to game. They are very good for conversation, too, never lacking in questions about the lives of my family and me. I have had just as many questions about their people. It has been a mutually beneficial living situation.”

      “This is good to hear,” I said. “I’m glad to see you’ve settled in so well in such a short time. I will make sure that there are several warriors stationed at your tents to keep you and your family safe. As long as you all stay hidden within your tents, it is likely that the enemy will overlook you during the fight.”

      “Oh, Troy, you have me all wrong, my friend,” Teucer said. “We have a blanket of this wool for such emergencies. My wife and children will stay tucked safely within it, but I am a man who holds his ground. I have a cloak such as these here, as well as that armor you provided me. I will be wearing both and standing guard around my family among any men that you are willing to spare to assist me.”

      “Fair enough. I will not try and dissuade you from protecting your family.” I turned to Linos and said, “Make sure that there are at least ten men stationed around Teucer’s tents, send another ten up to the hill where Helen will be, and then spread 40 archers around the hills on the other side of the town to pick off the invaders like I mentioned. Also, bring another twenty to the dock to man the ships. We will use the three rammers plus three larger ones to hold the cannons and fire at both the enemy ships and the troops riding across the land.”

      “Sir!” Linos saluted me and then rushed off to fulfill his orders.

      “Now we need to decide who will get these cloaks. I will admit that I am biased, but I think they should go to Helen, Caria, Whistler, and either Linos or Scander. The Thirians would be in the middle of it, and it would help immensely for them to be able to get up close unseen, but I also want you women out of sight if at all possible.”

      “I will be riding into battle myself, Troy,” Caria said. “Nothing you can say will keep me from doing that.”

      “Fair enough. Though, I will admit that it seems a bit of a waste to give you a cloak when you’re on horseback. They might have trouble seeing you, but the horse will surely clue them in when they notice something wrong with it.”

      “I would rather Zinni have my cloak,” she said as the princess entered our little group.

      “Cloak?” Zinni asked.

      “Yes—those,” I said, pointing to the clothing still held by Teucer and his daughter. “I will take those from you now. You two need to go back and prepare.”

      They handed me the cloaks and left. No one but me noticed the young woman look over her shoulder and blow a kiss in my direction. I tried as subtly as I could to return her gesture with a wink.

      “Ah,” Zinni said. She sounded exhausted, and I had to wonder how much sleep she had gotten since this whole mess had begun. “Cloaks made of the enchanted wool. Why should I be honored with this protection? There cannot be that many of them and there are scores of people more in need of its protection than I am.”

      “There are four,” I said, “And I offered for Caria to use one, but it would be less useful for her on the back of a horse. I want all of you safe, but you cannot fight, so it might be best that you take one of them and then go to that hill with Helen. She will also be wearing one. How does that sound to you?”

      “Why the hill?”

      I explained my reasoning and that the two of them would be protected by a group of warriors in addition to the camouflage.

      “But how will the enemy be lured to the hill by Helen if she is hidden beneath the cloak?”

      “I would rather her be hidden away than used as bait. She can remove it if we decide that we need to draw their attention to her. I think it is best to have the option.”

      “Fair enough,” Zinni said. “I will join her there, though I must admit that I feel utterly useless in this situation.”

      I laid a hand on her shoulder and said, “Don’t worry, Zinni. There will be plenty of time for you to help soon enough. Speaking of—there will be several dozen troops preparing ships for battle in a moment. I would like you to go over there and explain how the cannons work before you go to the hill. That would be immensely helpful.”

      “Of course, Troy.”

      I handed her a cloak and she rushed off to the docks.

      “All right, so she has one,” I said. I handed one to Helen and then another to Whistler. “And I will give this last one to one of the Thirians when they return.”

      “Why do you not take one, my dear?” asked Helen. Concern was etched in every line of her face. “You are one of the most important people here. You must survive.”

      “I am the leader of this settlement, Helen. I must do what is best for my people, even if it means sacrificing myself. I would not dare wear one of these if it could instead be used to save the life of another.”

      “You are too noble for you own good!” She pressed a fist into my chest as tears welled up in her eyes. She buried her head in my chest as she had earlier and whispered, “I do not know what I would do if you were to leave me. I cannot bear the thought of such a thing.” Her words came through the waves of strengthening sobs.

      I took her firmly in my arms and hugged her once more. “Be strong for me, Love. We’ve been through this before, and we will likely go through it again. Don’t worry for me. Just make sure that you stay safe, and we will see each other on the other side of this war.

      “I hope that you are right,” she said.
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      The pieces were slowly beginning to fall into place. Helen rushed to the far end of the peninsula and Whistler went to rally her Slingers, placing them strategically along the hills bordering the town as well as throughout the town itself, spread out, hidden behind buildings and walls. The main wall of the town was a formidable obstacle for sure, but it was nothing compared to that of Illium. Slingers and Thirian archers stood guard along the miniature watchtowers lining it. The chariot riders would either have to dismount or break through the gate to get into the town. Either feat would cost them precious time and allow our warriors to pick scores of them off in the attempt.

      Linos had returned within a half hour of the others leaving and I presented his new battle attire to him. The tall man almost fell over with joy. He could not believe what he was looking at—or rather, what he was hardly able to look at.

      “Troy, this is the happiest day of my life!” he shouted. “Even if I am to die today, I will die a happy man.”

      “That’s good to know, but you better not die with that thing on,” I half-joked. “We don’t want that falling into enemy hands. It would make things a lot more complicated for us.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “Did you send some of your sea-savvy brothers down to the docks?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. Zinni is down there right now showing them how to use the cannons. I expect we’ll make short work of the enemy navy. Where would you like to be during the fight?”

      “Scander and I will be on the wall. Scander likes firing arrows. Me, not so much, but my club will be there when they come over the wall.” He held up the cloak and laughed thunderously. “Now they will not see what hit them.”

      A smile stretched across my face. “May you fight well, brother. This war is far from won, but I believe we have a good chance.”

      “May we feast together when this is over, brother.” He saluted me and put on his cloak. “Scander will be envious of this. I may let him wear it some during the fight, if that is good?”

      “Yeah, it’s yours. Do with it what you want.”

      “Good.” He was grinning as he turned to speed off toward the wall.

      I was left standing alone then, stewing in my plans. I spent so much time focused on telling everyone else where to go and what to do that I had not thought of where I should put myself when the dam began to break, even if I knew what I would be doing. My hands twitched in anticipation. Fight and win, I thought. Simple, when I considered it that way.

      I wanted to use the cannons, but there would be time for that in later battles, I was sure. I did not like the idea of being confined to a ship while my settlement was under siege. The wall seemed like a good place to start, but I was not very good with a bow. I could just do as Linos was doing and pick off anyone who came close, but I felt that there were other places I could be of more use. Then an idea struck me, and I focused on an overlooked detail that could go a long way in helping us win this battle.

      I quickly made my way over to the docks. Zinni was hunched over a cannon explaining the controls to a handful of Thirians and Trojans. She turned to me as I approached.

      “Zinni!”

      “What is it, Troy?”

      “I want to bring one of the cannons to the wall. It’ll be a lot closer to the action there. The ships will only be so accurate from sea.”

      “I see the benefit in that, but will it not be more easily claimed by the enemy?”

      “Master Erion has perfected the design. I’m not worried about losing one of the six we already have, especially when we can pop out more of them in a day or two,” I said.

      “That is fair, but what if the Thracians take the cannon and reverse-engineer it? Or worse, use it against us on the spot?”

      “We’ll still have five at sea, and the ships can just unleash hell on the enemy if they get control of the cannon. As far as reverse-engineering it, they would have to take it back to their kingdom and spend a great deal of time studying it. At the point, we would have lost the war. As long as we don’t lose, we’re fine. We are in no more danger if they do take it because we would already all be dead. Now, they could turn around and use it on Illium, but the kingdom would have many cannons of their own and blow the Thracians away from a mile off. It’s not a perfect plan, but I am confident that mounting one of these to the wall will go a long way in helping us win this fight.”

      “You are the leader, Troy. If you think it is wise, then it is what we will do,” Zinni agreed.

      I was not really asking for her permission, but it was nice to have her blessing because my people mattered in all things. Especially love and war.

      “All right,” I said, pointing to ten of the men gathered around, “you guys take that cannon and come with me to the wall. Return here afterward and proceed as you were.”

      “Sir!” the ten men shouted in unison.

      They went to grab a cannon that was a little further down the dock and began hauling it away.

      “I want the other five mounted on three of our war vessels by the time these men return,” I ordered. “And when you set out, the three rammers need to take the lead and provide a barrier for the other ships. I don’t want the enemy getting within throwing distance of the rest of our precious artillery. And Zinni, please join Helen as soon as possible.” With that, I followed after the ten men.
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      “Mind if I join you guys?” I called to Linos and Scander as I approached their little watch stand.

      The two Thirians turned to me, beaming. I could see the excitement of the upcoming battle welling up inside of them. If I thought the enemy soldiers were eager to taste blood, I had forgotten for a moment that no man could hold a candle to the Thirian bloodlust. The chieftain raised his spiked club to greet me and his right-hand man did the same with his bow.

      “So, you come to join us at the wall, Troy?” Linos said. “This will truly be a glorious battle.”

      “I brought a little help,” I said, gesturing with my thumb toward the cannon. Then I said to the men carrying the thing, “Put it up there with Linos and Scander.”

      “Ooh, this will be a sight,” Linos exclaimed.

      Scander said, eyes wide, “I have heard so much about the power of this cannon, but I have not yet seen it. I am excited to see what it will do.”

      I laughed. “It’s going to make short work of these assholes, that’s for damn sure.”

      Scander reached over and lifted Linos’s cloak a little, saying, “I must admit that I now feel useless next to this and your boom machine. You would not have another cloak or cannon lying somewhere, would you?”

      “Afraid not. We only had a few cloaks to hand out, and the other cannons are on the ship. But maybe I’ll let you have a turn with mine.” I winked.

      The haulers and I heaved the metal mass up onto the platform. My Thirian friends stooped down and assisted them for the last half of the maneuver. They plopped it down on the wooden platform with a loud clunk, and every man let out a sigh of relief.

      “Good job, gents,” I said. “Now back to the docks.”

      “Sir!”

      I began tinkering with the input parameters. I had decided that I was only going to use the energy blast, so I did not bother having the men carry any ammunition. The plan was to set the blast radius to a wide burst to hit as many enemies as possible, like a shotgun. I set it to maximum power, which would force it to use a lot of the heat and bioenergy in the surrounding air, minus the energy in us humans. Such energy requirements would require the air to refill with both heat and microscopic lifeforms before the cannon was ready to fire again. The heat would fill the cold pocket left behind relatively quickly, and the microbes would likely follow a minute or two afterward. I should have plenty of time to fire off several blasts before the enemy even reached us, and with any luck the artillery fire would either give them pause or make them reconsider the attack altogether.

      All we could do from there was wait. At any moment, the foreign troops would come streaming down the hill. The best we could do was shoot and pray. I looked off to the east and saw eight enemy ships sailing toward the docks. Odds were that they planned to land before getting that far, which would allow them easy access to the town without having to get through the gates. Behind me I saw the ten carriers hauling ass back to our warships. They needed to hurry up if they were going to make it with enough time to set out and stop the enemy vessels.

      Down on the dock, several men were pointing to the approaching ships. They were clearly unsure whether they should wait for the other men or set out to head the enemy off. Some of them—between ten and twenty—were boarding one of the larger ships while eight others were climbing into one of the rammers. It seemed as if they might set out ahead of the other four ships and do what they could. That was risky, even with our advanced firepower. The odds would be against them with numbers like that. They could only fire so much before the other enemy ships fired back.

      The haulers seemed to notice the others boarding because they quickened their pace immediately following the movements of those on the docks. The enemy ships were only just beginning to clear the wall then. One of them was close enough to one of the archers stationed at that end for the man to feel comfortable unleashing several arrows on the crew. Another Thirian and a Trojan joined in. My vision was limited from such a distance, but it appeared that at least one of the shots landed well. In response to this, the crew began firing off a dozen of their own arrows. All of these fell short, but it was enough to keep my men engaged. Several more ran up and began adding their efforts to the shootout. This encouraged all of the ships to back away a reasonable distance from the shore and try to find a safer spot to land elsewhere further down the peninsula.

      By the time I turned my attention back to the docks, I saw that the carriers had made it before the manned ships had gotten too far out. The two that were already at sea slowed their pace while the other four ships caught up. The odds were suddenly looking better.

      The three rammers sped forward to create a wall between our allied forces and the enemy. I could hear them shouting even from where I stood.

      “It is beginning,” shouted Linos from under his enchanted cloak. In his excitement, the hood fell back and I was able to clearly see his face. He did not seem alarmed at this, and I hoped that the cloak would still conceal him well enough when we engaged with the enemy.

      He hopped up and down, landing on the flats of his feet, a common warmup routine among his people to get their blood pumping. Seeing this, Scander joined in. Then I thought what the hell and began doing it myself.

      Linos let out a loud whooping sound and all the other Thirians followed suit, jumping and in anticipation for the coming fight. I could hear my heart beating. Hell, I could hear their hearts beating. Things were about to get serious.

      I was about to turn back to the ships when I felt a hand on my shoulder. It was Whistler. She had snuck up behind me with the stealth of a cat, making me thankful that she was on my side. Despite being out of breath, she was grinning, an expression I had not expected of her during wartime.

      “What is it, Whistler?” I hoped she had some good news to share.

      “Troy, look.” She pointed to the western shore, and I saw four ships sailing in the distance.

      I narrowed my eyes in anger. More ships meant more danger—and more people to kill, unless they were friendly.

      I pointed. “We’ll need to welcome them ashore,” I growled.

      “Of course,” Whistler replied.

      It was then that I realized my mistake. I took note of the sails and her expression, and a sly grin pulled at my lips. “Those are yours, aren’t they?”

      “Yes, Troy. My scouts from the highlands must have been keeping a close eye on the Tracians and set out yesterday. I was worried that they would attempt to travel by land because surely the enemy would overpower them, but they accounted for that. They must have even known that the enemy ships traveled along the straight and not the western side of the peninsula. How fortunate we are,” she said with the air of someone who knows damned well that good planning makes for good fortune.

      “Indeed. I accept your kind offer of strong arms and stout hearts.” The other Thirians had ceased warming up and were watching the Slinger ships. Those close enough to hear the exchange between Whistler and I began to cheer at the news. The others further down both ends of the wall soon began cheering as well once they were able to put two and two together.

      “Where shall I put them?” Whistler asked.

      “Send half of them over here to the wall and liberally spread the rest across the hills with the other ranged attackers. We want to stop as many of the enemies from getting to the gates as possible.”

      “Will do, Troy.” She turned to run off to meet them at the shore but stopped suddenly. “Wait, what is that?”

      She pointed to a place in the sky far above the ships. There were dozens of black shapes that appeared to be a flock of massive ravens. My first though was that perhaps Nisos’s eagle was not the only large bird of prey the Thracians had at their disposal, but then I realized another likely explanation.

      “Are they harpies?” I asked, only hesitating a moment as I drew the words from my mouth.

      Whistler gasped. “They must be.”

      “Why would they be following your men?”

      “Harpies are an angry race. They must have discovered their sisters murdered, and my people are the only ones who live in the highlands. It is likely that they assume my Slingers responsible for the deaths and are now seeking vengeance,” Whistler said, her voice rich with disgust. I understood.

      “Ah, for a second I thought that they might be working for the enemy.”

      “Harpies are loyal to no one. This is simply unfortunate timing. We will have to deal with them before the fury of Thrace is unleashed upon us,” she said.

      “All right, well, try to draw them this way when your men land, and we’ll send them packing once they get within a stone’s throw of us,” I instructed, following the hideous beasts across the arc of the sky.

      “All right, Troy. I will be right back.” She resumed her race for the edge of the shore.

      “Troy, what are those things? You call them harpies?” Linos asked. Several others were standing nearby, speechless and looking as confused as their chief.

      “Yes. They’re half-bird, half-woman. All stench. They’re hideous creatures that hang over all who encounter them like rainclouds, screeching everything you have to feel guilty about. Whistler and I encountered two during our trip to her homeland for metal ore. They meant to kill us, so we had no choice but to take them down. It seems the other harpies got wind of our actions and are seeking to vent their rage on us. Whatever you do, don’t let them swipe at you with their claws. They are sharp as knives and covered in filth. Even if you survived a scratch, there is a chance the wound would make you sick and kill you.”

      The men returned my explanation with somber looks. Linos glanced from me to the flock and back again several times. The Thirians were brave, but they were also a superstitious people. I could see that the idea of having to fight mythical bird-women made them uneasy.

      “Just think of them as people with wings. They are almost as easy to kill as any other enemy you may face today.” This did not seem to comfort them, but I could think of nothing else to say.

      I looked back to the Thracian ships and saw that they were about to engage with my own. My men wasted no time. Crack! A modified projectile exploded from one of our cannons, leaving a deafening crash of thunder trailing in its wake. I saw several men of the allied crew reel back and shield their faces. The flash had proved to be more than they could tolerate. The cannonball missed the target by only several yards, but the bubble of force that surrounded it was enough to rock the enemy ship as it passed by. Both sides were shouting and cursing, and I could see the enemies preparing their own cannons to fire.

      Crack! Another of our warships launched one of Whistler’s large gifts, and this one hit home on the ship that the first shot had barely missed. There was a blinding white explosion as the ball sailed straight through the ship’s hull and continued its journey onward, seemingly unaffected by the resistance. The front half of the ship was completely obliterated, as were the men standing there. I had never seen anything like it before. It was as if everything the cannon came into contact with had simply been wiped from existence.

      “Holy fuck,” I said, and meant it. What an impact.

      The Thirians all around me were exclaiming with excitement, their voices blurring into a dull roar of wonder and joy. I turned to check on Whistler’s reinforcements and found that she had almost reached the shore. Her ships had covered considerable distance, but they still had several minutes before they reached land. The harpies flew in circles overhead like vultures getting ready to descend on prey, or diseased Komodo Dragons waiting for a juicy meal to succumb to the infection of a bite. The wind itself carried on it a symphony of their raging screeches, full of near-blasphemous obscenities, I was sure. The crew below was unleashing a constant barrage of metal gifts to hold the evil bitches at bay, but they would only be able to for so long—either they would run out of ammo or have to deal with the additional threat of the Thracians. The harpies would be on them—they would be on all of us—then. Crack!

      I whipped my head around in time to see the sinking half of the damaged enemy ship bear the brunt of another enchanted cannon. At that point, it would have been better for my men to focus on the seven remaining vessels, but this final shot guaranteed that there would be no crew left among the wreckage of that ship to swim to shore. Nothing was left of it but a small smattering of splintered planks, the masts, and the flaming tattered remains of the sails. Both sides were shouting still—those from my end were full of elation, while those on the opposing side stood in sharp contrast.

      Boom! The enemy finally managed to let loose a cannonball, but it was of no use. The projectile missed, flying directly over the crew sitting in one of the rammers and plopping in the water some distance off, out of the reach of any allied ships.

      There was a war horn sounding from the ship that had just fired. That could only mean one thing. Their other six ships joined in, and I was drawn to the hill on the horizon that marked the boundary of the Thracian camp.

      They slowly rode to the top of the hill, at least a hundred vehicles to a line. They inched down the slope until I could clearly see three, then four, and then five lines of chariots, each carrying between two and four soldiers. There was at least another line of men peaking over the hill when the army stopped and assessed the scene before them.

      Crash! The ship that had blown the initial call to battle had a massive hole blasted from its center. Like a spider meeting its untimely demise at the end of a fly swatter, the fractured remains of the ship began closing in on itself, forcing the surviving crew to slide to the middle and into the water as it sank. The men screamed as the crew of the nearest rammer paddled a little closer and began to unleash a volley of arrows on them to finish the job.

      There came the wailing of another horn, but this time is was from the hill. Then several thousand battle cries rang out, and all at once the Immortal Wheels charged forward, intending to kill or be killed.

      Linos twirled his club in his hands as Scander readied his bow. I took in a deep breath, finding that I had forgotten to breathe in all the chaos.

      “Watch this.” I told them and then pressed the fire button on my cannon.

      In my excitement I forgot to close my eyes. When the spots in my vision cleared enough for me to piece together the scene ahead, I was left speechless at the devastation I had wrought. An entire chunk had been blown into the hillside straight across from where I aimed the cannon. All the men who were charging in the direct path of the blast had been vaporized. Those on the edge of the blast radius had suffered severe wounds, many of which were fatal. Hordes of chariots—ones that had not been entirely vanquished—sat still and broken, the sheen of their enchantment nowhere in sight. I could only hope that the souls imprisoned within those infernal contraptions found some release at the destruction of their holding cells.

      All of the survivors who had been affected by the shot lay screaming on the ground. I could not hear them, but their cries were as visible as grass upon the fields. Many of their limbs were either twisted in ways that made my stomach churn or were blown clear off, with fountains of blood and gore trailing from the gaping wounds. I had witnessed a great deal of bloodshed during my time in this land, but nothing prepared me for this caliber of violence. I did not know whether to jump with joy at the prospect of an easy victory or curse this powerful artillery as an inhumane instrument of war. Nonetheless, I would press the fire button at least once more if I had any say in the matter. If it meant that my Helen would be in my arms when dawn rose the following day, then I would press that damned button.

      The ringing subsided enough for me to hear the shouts of my Thirian companions. I turned to Linos. He returned my stare with a forced smile. His ears were bleeding, I noticed with sudden shock. I instinctively reached for mine and found blood coating the tips of my own fingers. Scander’s situation was similar, but he was already focused again on the enemies ahead, arrow knocked and ready to fly with the slightest coercion.

      There were several more crashes, and two more enemy ships crumbled into the strait of Dardanelles. I saw that they had managed to sink one of our boats as well—one of the bigger ones, in fact. I prayed that it was only the one carrying a single cannon, which would be simple enough to fish out when the battle was over. The crew of the vessel was split, either swimming for the nearest ship or heading to the shore, presumably to secure it with cover fire. My men would not be subdued so easily.

      I thought for a moment that the ringing in my ears was picking up again but turned to see the harpies closing in, the shrieking growing louder as they drew nearer. I reached to fire the cannon once more but realized that I would need to reposition it to take out another swath of enemy soldiers, and I did not have the time. I drew my sword and made ready for close-quarters combat.

      Whistler and her Slingers were with us then. Most of the harpies had followed them, but several scores had broken off to chase the other Slingers to the hills.

      “Get ready, Troy,” she said. “We must shoot them down before the Thracians make it to the wall!” She loaded her sling and shot a gift to the nearest harpy. It screamed past, missing its mark by mere inches.

      The harpy swooped down in a rage and I met it with my blade, cutting a gash so deep in her neck that her head almost fell off. She dropped to Whistler’s feet like a sack of bricks, and the warrior girl turned to me with a look of thanks.

      We were left with no time to celebrate as two more came down to take their sister’s place. A massive claw swiped at my sword-bearing arm, and I jumped back, suffering only minor scratches in the process. A gift hurled through the air and pierced the crone below the chest. She spat up blood in the next breath and fell to the ground, still alive but struggling.

      The next harpy focused on my bullet-slinging companion. I stepped forward to refill the vacuum I had just left behind and brought my sword down on the wretch’s putrid feathered leg, almost slicing it clear off. Missing her mark, she dropped several feet, flapping madly with her limb hanging only by several muscles and tendons, the bone shattered upon contact with my metal. Their pained cawing was enough to make me want to blow the cannon at full-blast just to drown them out, and then I realized that might not be such a bad idea.

      I turned back to the scene of the Immortal Wheels charging for the wall. So much had happened so fast—the skirmish with the bird-women had only lasted a maximum of 30 seconds, but in that time the chariots had cleared a great distance, though they still had several minutes before they would be upon us. I looked back to the cannon, hoping that the air had had enough time to recharge with the heat and biofuel necessary to fire the next blast.

      “Linos!” I called. The chieftain jerked his head my way. “Push this. I need to reposition it.”

      He railed into the back end of the cannon, and I grabbed it from my side, which was opposite to his, and pulled with every ounce of muscle that I could muster. The thing scraped against the wooden platform, moving centimeters at first but was soon turning several inches at a time.

      “Okay, that’s good,” I barked over the shrill cawing, the sounds of cannons at sea, the thundering of the chariots drawn by pseudo-ethereal horses, and the painful ringing that was still in my ears. I hoped we had not moved the damned thing too much. “Cover your ears!” I tapped Scander on the shoulder as I said this to make sure that he heard the command. He nodded and turned his attention back to the field.

      I thought to turn the power down a few notches just to save my men and I from a little of the blowback, but I decided that it would be worth the sacrifice after all. I made to press the button but was suddenly ripped away from the platform and thrown to the ground.

      I gasped and saw another harpy claw descending upon me. My sword intercepted it in the next breath, more luck on my part than skill—I could have just as easily brought my blade too low or too high to pull off the block. The talons wrapped around the metal and tried to pull it away from me, but my grip was iron, almost literally so. Instead, the thing’s claw slid along the blade, sawing several cuts into my enemy’s appendages. The woman-thing screeched and was shot from the air the next instant by one of Whistler’s gifts. As I got to my feet, I looked my foe over for any signs of movement and realized that this was the one who Whistler had shot down a moment ago. Neither of us had the presence of mind to make sure the job was finished then, and we were paying for it now.

      “Thanks,” I said. Whistler responded with a wink and a reassuring smile. “Cover your ears. It’s about to get loud.”

      Linos was jumped from the platform as I climbed it. He landed next to the fallen harpy and brought his spiked club down onto her hideous face for good measure. We would be suffering no more wounds from her.

      “Cover your ears,” I shouted once more before slamming my fist into the fire button.

      Lightning flashed and thunder boomed. In all my haste, I had not managed to steady myself against the force and fell back to the ground again. Whistler had rushed over to help me, but I was already on my feet by the time her fingers were wrapped around my arm. I climbed back to the post to witness the result of my shot.

      There must have been over a hundred of them missing from the field. An eye-widening chunk had been blown from the field as it had with the hill before it, but this one was considerably closer than the last. The upper edge of the impact had been cut into a sharp drop-off of at least ten feet at its highest point. Dozens of riders were waterfalling over this miniature cliff, each of the men surely rendered momentarily blind by the brightness of the attack and unable to prevent themselves from falling because of their inability to see the sudden change in the landscape.

      The metal of their vehicles boomed and crashed, adding to the orchestra of battle. At first, they met only the ground, but more of their brothers followed suit, landing on top of the ones who had already fallen. What would have been a small, easily-recoverable incident soon turned into a bloodbath in itself as the first wave of falling riders were crushed multiple times over like bugs where they lay under a growing pile of metal and other confused, helpless bodies, most of which were sure to suffer the same fate.

      As before, there were scores more enemy soldiers left twitching and screaming on the edge of the blast area. Many of their limbs were either vaporized or in the process of being consumed by flame. Most looked around for assistance in their panic, not yet truly aware and in shock.Scander had paid little attention to my warnings and was now suffering for his lack of regard. More blood was streaming from his ears, and on his face he wore a look of anguish. I wanted to do something for him, but there was no help that I could provide. Hopefully he would pay more attention next time, I thought. His pain seemed like too much of a burden now for him to focus on the battle, which was a major loss for us as he was rendered useless just as the enemy was coming into firing range. He looked to me, and I saw what seemed to be pleading in his eyes, though I could not guess what he wanted aside from the pain to end.

      “Can you hear me?” I shouted. He said nothing in return, only looking confused. I screamed louder. “I said, can you hear me?”

      His eyes widened and he nodded his head.

      “Good—pluck several of those feathers and take them to Zinni’s house! Did you hear that?” He nodded again. “She won’t be there, but just drop them inside!”

      “Why?” he asked, shouting. “I must fight here!”

      “You’ll see why soon enough! It will help, I’m sure. You’ll be back in time to fight. You better be!”

      He jumped down and set to work doing as commanded. I looked to where I had last seen Whistler and found that she had moved down the field to assist he people in containing the harpy threat. The Slingers on the hills were just finishing off the last few that had pursued them. I was thankful that the bulk of the disgusting creatures had joined us at the wall because it was doubtful that the men on the hill would be able to defend against many more. From where I stood, I saw at least four torn and slashed allied corpses were bleeding into the grass of the hills. I suspected that there were at least twice that many that I could not see.

      Crack! Another enemy ship had been wiped from existence. Its crew did their best to disperse in all directions, fanning out as far as possible from the wreckage, but my men were not having it. Those aboard the rammers, as well as those on the nearest large ship, were unleashing wave upon wave of hellfire upon the struggling survivors

      There was only one enemy ship left floating, and the crew had clearly been demoralized after witnessing the deaths of hundreds of allied soldiers in the span of several minutes. They had shifted their sails and made to get away, but there was no chance of escape. Instead of blowing them away with a final boom from one of our cannons, two rammers charged forth, intent on skewering the hull through.

      I heard the crash of the first contact from where I stood. Half of the enemy crew were knocked to the deck against the sudden force of the ram—even a few fell over the sides. The second rammer bore its way into the wooden hide. The paddlers of the first ship began firing arrows aboard to clear a path for the second crew as they climbed the side of the already sinking mass. Those who were not pierced by the cover fire—and even a few who had been—met quick demises at the ends of the other crewmen’s blades and spears. I felt as if I were watching an army of fire ants lay siege to an animal a hundred times their size. It was horrible, chaotic, and beautiful all at once.

      My attention was once again drawn to the field ahead. The Immortal Wheels would be on us with a minute or two.

      “Linos!” I shouted, gesturing to the cannon again. “You pull, I push!”

      He reached out and pulled the cannon back toward him while I pushed its rear his way. I waved his hand away when the heavy instrument of death was pointed to the opposite half of the field. I did not have to say it this time; his fingers were already jammed in his ears upon being released from assisting me. I did not know if I could take another blast without going deaf—or blind for that matter—but I was determined to find out.

      I punched the button a third time but was slapped with only disappointment. It needed more time to charge—or rather, the air needed more time to refill.

      “Fuck, I should have brought two,” I ground out.

      I turned to see the rammer crews finishing off the rest of the poor fools on the last enemy ship. The third rammer and the other warships were swimming past the havoc, and the larger ships were beginning to take aim at the battlefield as planned. Earlier would had been preferred, but this would surely still be effective.

      Crack! Crack! Crack! One after another, the ship cannons blasted forth, reshaping the field. Hundreds more enemies were reduced to less than ash, and the air was brimming with the overwhelming stench of ozone—a smell I had yet to experience during my tenure there in the past. The remaining riders, of which there were still many, rode forward no longer with looks of determination but with faces full of horror, knowing they had no choice but to press on but with little hope of survival.

      Thirian and Trojan arrows cut through the sky as the enemy came within bow range. I glanced over my shoulder to see that Scander was just returning from his quick trip to Zinni’s. I was happy that my friend was about to see some close-up action. His eyes went wide with realization as he watched the scene ahead of him, and he broke out into a full-on sprint for the wall. This was what he lived for, after all.

      With the distraction, I had almost forgotten my own cannon. I whipped my head back around and slammed my fist on it again, shouting, “Fire!”

      It exploded forth and wiped out another entire squad of foes, leaving the survivors to deal with the aftermath of the devastation. The scene happened much like it had before, with dozens upon dozens of riders cascading into the newly-formed pit.

      Wall after wall of allied projectiles rained from the sky—arrows, gifts, and even a few spears here and there. They came from the wall and the hills on either side of the field. I could not imagine the sheer terror our enemies felt at being trapped in the middle of it all. It truly must have been Hell on Earth, but their aggression meant I would lose no sleep over their deaths. This was my land—and my people, and my queens. Their choice would be paid in blood.

      Whistler joined me at my side and unleashed gift after gift, striking riders dead left and right with hideous wounds that sprayed the air with crimson arcs of blood. Without taking my eyes from the scene, I asked, “Whistler, do you see Thrax or his children?”

      “No, Troy,” she said. “I have been looking, but I do not see any of them. Perhaps they already perished.”

      I was silent for a moment, then said, “I hope so, but I doubt it. Something seems . . . off.” I trust few things in life, but my gut was one thing I listened to. In a series of flickering glances, I scanned the water, then the land, and finally, the sky. There was nothing, and I gave a decisive nod. “We might win this thing—"

      As soon as I said it, there was a change in the air. More men were gathering on the hill. This had only been the first wave, and I knew that the enemy hadn’t shot their bolt. They were just getting warmed up. The enemy numbers had been greatly underestimated. What they lacked in firepower, they compensated for in sheer quantity, and warm bodies pointed in the right direction can turn the tide of a battle.

      Over all the other sounds of battle, their war cries echoed out and they descended the hill, driving forth like a horde of Vikings called down from Valhalla to fight in Ragnarök. Their wheels rolled like the thunder of a thousand hooves, and for a few moments my heart stopped.

      There came another series of thunderous crashes, all aimed for the remaining riders of the first wave. The land was reshaped again. Several more blasts like that, and the strait would flow to the river on the other side of the peninsula—a convenient buffer against future ground invasions if my colony would survive to see them.

      Most of the first wave have been obliterated then, and the stragglers were losing what little reserves of nerve they had left. Their chariots carried them ever forward to their waiting doom. Scander had resumed his position, now on the side of Whistler opposite to me, and was firing bolt after bolt into the scattered stragglers, his shots hitting their marks more often than not. The pain on his face was replaced by that Thirian joy of satiated bloodlust.

      “There he is!” shouted Whistler, pointing to one of the chariots in the center of the coming horde. “Thrax!”

      I followed her finger and saw the unmistakable leader of this army of cutthroats. He stood alone on his massive chariot, which was two times as large as all the others. The metal of its front was shaped to resemble a human skull, the color of the entire vehicle—skull and all—being ash grey, while all the others were cast-iron black. His chariot seemed to radiate in a way that the others did not, almost as if there was a great deal of heat emanating either from or around it.

      The man himself was swollen by his own muscles in a display of raw strength that I had not thought possible. He looked like a drawing of muscles, not a real mand, every vein writing on skin that was taught across a body verging into cartoonish dimensions. With him, he carried his signature shortened javelins that Whistler had described to me. I wasn’t about to let him get close to anyone with those if I could help it.

      “Linos,” I said, calling for the chief to help me aim the cannon again.

      We had our new target in the cannon’s sights in a matter of seconds. Maybe, I thought, if I stopped the leader in his tracks right there on the spot, the rest of the army would turn and get the hell out. Maybe.

      “Cover thine ears, brothers. And sister.” I would admit that I was probably uncharacteristically enthusiastic, but I figured fuck it—this was awesome. I was about to end a war with the press of a button.

      I made sure that the machine was cranked to the highest power setting available and jammed my finger into the fire button. Crack! I closed my eyes for a solid five seconds, but even so, the flash registered through my eyelids. When I opened them, I wanted to close them again and ignore what they were showing me.

      Thrax still rode forward, like Odin incarnate. The radiant glow around his vessel shimmered like a brilliant corona. To the best of my perception, there was some sort of magical shield around him that absorbed the blast. Several men near him had been harmed, along with a little of the land under which they rode, but the brunt of the attack had been absorbed by his powerful magic. Everyone within earshot gasped.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed. I had gotten my hopes up too soon.

      The Thracian king clamped his javelin back into his belt and pressed his hands together, forming arcane symbols with his fingers. A ring around his hands began to glow and grow steadily brighter as he continued working them into a wide array of configurations.

      “Run!” Whistler shouted at the top of her lungs. “Run, run, run!”

      She pulled me from the platform, and I began echoing her cries in hopes of saving my people. “Run!”

      The Thirians around us—those who were not too taken in by the scene—noticed our sudden distress and followed us away, many of them shouting things in their native language, presumably warnings for those who had yet to hear.

      Then there was a blast equally as devastating as those of the allied cannons. I didn’t stop running until the booming had ended, but when it was over, I turned in horror as I came to fully appreciate what we were up against.

      My cannon, the platform it rested on, the middle section of the wall, and several Thirians had all been blown away. I could feel the heat from the blast even as I stood there, some 50 yards away, totaling up the damage. He had, literally at his fingertips, a power that took us about a year of intensive study and construction to harness—and that was after input from Helen, who had originally designed the devices years prior. We may all be dead the next moment if Thrax decided to snap his fingers.

      I was at a loss of ideas. My cannon was gone, and I had no firepower to match it, not even a bow which I could shoot in a futile effort to hold the man at bay. As he closed the distance between us, he set to work casting the spell again. There was no escape for any of us this time around; I had the overwhelming urge to drop to my knees and pray for some sort of divine intervention, but I did not want the last thing my allies saw of me to be a public admission of my weakness and fear. That aside, I had to remain strong as long as I could for Helen’s sake. I would draw my last breath defending her.

      The rings around his hands grew in intensity, and Thrax suddenly turned to the east and unleashed his satanic wrath on the ships whose cannons were still recharging. This time I did not shut my eyes. It was my duty as the leader to see my own demise, if that was indeed what was happening.

      The middlemost ship exploded, its outermost pieces bursting out and lodging into the ships on either side and into the water below. The crew vanished in a wall of smoke, as had so many enemies before them. The crews of the remaining warship and the rammers were shouting in panic. Loyal to the end, the rammers hastily paddled to intercept whatever may come, acting as a wall between the cannons and Thrax.

      The King was grinning with malicious satisfaction, his eyes wide with madness. It was then that I saw the other notable figures of army. Nisos and Silea rode on either side of him in their own chariots, his son riding alone and his daughter accompanied in her chariot by the man who had met her at the shore. If only it were not for that damned shield of his, I thought, they would all have been blown away in one efficient shot.

      “Fuck!” I screamed. There was nothing else to do. All seemed to be going so well, but then in the span of a minute or two, I felt as if all was lost. “Fuck!”

      I felt a gentle hand on my shoulder. It was Whistler. Her eyes were glistening as if she were on the verge of tears. “Troy, it is not yet over.”

      “It might as well be,” I said through gritted teeth.

      She shook her head. “No. Remember, I am not afraid of his magic. If we can survive long enough for him to get close enough to touch, I can render his shield useless. Then . . . then we may have a chance.”

      She was asking a hell of a lot, but it did not sound impossible.

      “Let’s split up then,” I said. “It’ll be a lot easier for him to kill us if we’re all just standing clumped together in the open like this.” I turned and saw several Thirians, Slingers, and Trojans peeking out from around the corners of buildings where they were stationed, ready to do battle once the wall was breached. “Let’s get behind the houses!”

      All of us took off to hide, fanning out in different directions. There were eight others waiting behind the dwelling I chose, all wide-eyed and frantic.

      “What is happening?” one of the Trojans asked.

      “The enemy is using magic,” I explained. “He is shooting energy from his hands that is similar to our cannons. He has a shield that protects him from our cannons as well.”

      They all exchanged terrified looks but said nothing further.

      “Whistler has guaranteed me she can take his shield down once the enemy leader gets close. From there, we’ll have a fighting chance—but he is a beast of a man. We’ll need to throw everything we’ve got his way.”

      One of the Slingers, a young woman with short blonde hair, mustered enough courage to speak, saying, “If Whistler says she can do it, then she can do it! I would follow her to the end of the earth!” The words were not spoken with the confidence that the situation called for, but I wanted to believe them regardless.

      “Let’s hope so,” I said, turning back to the edge of the house to survey the enemy’s progress.

      They were just about to meet the wall, or what remained of it. The chariots on the outer edges were beginning to slow so that the entire army could funnel through the opening that its leader had created. Thrax was already working up another blast to unleash on something or something—presumably the remaining ship. The crew at sea had ceased the useless clamor and were all gathered around their cannon. As luck would have it, our only remaining ship was the one that housed a single cannon—a single cannon that was useless against our primary target.

      In the span of a breath, both parties unleashed their fire upon the other. Thrax let loose another horrendous strike from the palms of his hands, and several members of the crew slammed their fingers into the fire button on their cannon. The shots sailed past each other. That of the crew tore into the ground, annihilating a large swath of enemies on the eastern edge of Thrax’s company. Though it was a near-perfect shot, the crew stared blankly ahead as they met their own demise when, in the next second, the Thracian king’s attack hit home, consuming the vessel and leaving nothing behind of the men aboard.

      I could not see Linos or Scander, but I heard their cries ringing out over everything else. They had been somewhere nearby watching the devastation as I had. So many of their brothers had already died today, and the war seemed far from over. To add insult to injury, there were many Thirians who had vanished without a trace, so there was nothing left of them for the survivors to make a communion of during their death ritual. To many outsiders, this would seem inconsequential in light of all the other devastation that had been unleashed upon the tribal people, but I knew that they would be feeling a painful void at the loss. There would be no closure for them.

      The thundering Immortal Wheels cleared the opening in the wall, with their merciless leader paving the path forward. I looked to the nearest house but could not find Whistler. I had been paying little attention in my haste to find my own cover. As it currently stood, there was no way for me to know when Thrax would be within range for her to work her magic.

      I took my eyes away only for a moment to check on the men covering the hills. It seemed as if Thrax ignored them, choosing to focus his energy on bigger obstacles. Those brave men and women on the front lines were now hurried toward the town. When they arrived, they would be flanking the enemy in conjunction with those of us who stood scattered around the dwellings.

      When I turned my gaze back to the enemy, I was devastated to see that they were almost upon us. Less than ten seconds and I would be able to reach out and grab the crushing wheel of Thrax’s chariot. Nisos and Silea were now riding close at his rear.

      The hulking madman cleared the first row of houses, and as he did, I saw Whistler jump out from behind one of them. He did not seem to notice as she reached for his glimmering forcefield and placed her hands upon it, only for the fraction of a second that his passing would allow. Its intensity multiplied tenfold and then faded altogether. His eyes widened with surprise, and he jerked his head around to discover the culprit.

      The King raised a javelin to end his silent assailant, but she was immediately knocked to the ground by the pole of the spear carried by the man accompanying Thrax’s daughter. It was clear that the man had tried to skewer the leader of the Slingers, but his aim was off by a hair, causing the weapon to slide against her instead, pushing her to her knees as his chariot carried him by. Thrax apparently decided that it would be too much of a hassle to force a brake in his momentum and see the action through, so he carried on, riding past me before I was able to fully understand what had happened.

      It was at this point that several of the riders began veering off in different directions, aiming to take the entire town at once by storm. Silea and her companion stopped perhaps twenty yards from where Whistler had fallen and seemed intent on finishing her off. The warrior girl was only just beginning to get to her feet. I could see the pain in her face now that the hood of her enchanted cloak had fallen away. Though she was spared the pierce of the spear, that blunt impact at such a speed was surely a heavy blow in its own right. My ribs ached simply at the thought.

      When the line of chariots streaming between us broke up enough for me to cross the street, I took off at full speed, ready to intercept Whistler’s attackers. They paid me no mind until I was right up on them, sword drawn.

      I yelled as I brought my weapon down upon the man, but he must have seen me moments earlier in his periphery and not let on because he was gripping his pole with whitened knuckles and already spinning around to block my strike before I started to howl.

      The metal of our weapons clanked against each other. His pole was vibrating against the force, and he staggered backward several paces.

      “Silea!” he shouted. “Stay back, my love!”

      I glanced in the princess’s direction to see her watching us with a bemused grin. She rested a hand on her hip and held her eyelids level as if his act of bravery on her behalf was only a source of mild interest which was soon to fade. I got the feeling that his love was not reciprocated and that she actually cared very little for the man.

      Before he was able to regain his footing, I flew into him again. He hunkered down and blocked my blade for a second time, but I anticipated as much. Instead of reeling my weapon back and trying a slightly modified version of the same attack, I slide it down alone the metal of his pole until the tip had cleared the thing entirely and then brought my talon up once again with a sharp thrusting motion—this time coming in behind his spear. He jerked his arms down in an attempt to catch my wrist with his spear, but he was too slow. While he did manage to bump his metal against my hand where the prosthetic ended and the wrist began—which did hurt like a total bitch, by the way—it was not enough to prevent me from lodging my blade deeply up and into his ribcage.

      He let out a pained groan as his spear fell from his hands. I could hear Silea laughing behind him, but I was too focused on making sure the man did not have any final tricks up his sleeve to turn my attention to her. He dropped to his knees and then fell forward onto my sword, forcing it even deeper inside, I turned him over and pulled it out.

      None of the warriors charging past us even seemed to notice what was happening as one of their leaders looked up into the clear blue sky blinking and slowly taking in his final breaths. Silea walked over to him, her grin wider than before. He tried to reach up and touch the hem of her dress as she came within reach, but his waning strength would not allow him to complete the action.

      “Silea . . .” he rasped. “I have always loved you.”

      He paused, as if awaiting a response from the girl. I was surprised that she did not seem to care that I might run her through any moment, but she was unarmed and I was not a man devoid of principles.

      Hearing no response, he spoke again, saying, “Everything I have done . . . it has always been for you.” He coughed up blood. I could see the blueness of the sky reflected in his eyes. “Ever since you were a little girl, I knew that you were special. I am . . . proud of the beautiful young woman that you have become. Silea . . . I love you.”

      His last words were cut off by her thunderous laughter. She kicked a pile of dirt into his eyes and spat in his face as if he were no more than putrid carrion lying in the middle of the road. His eyes closed and he said no more. She continued laughing as she remounted the chariot and turned to me before taking off. This was the first time I noticed that she actually acknowledged my presence.

      “Do not fall in love, boy. As you see, love is only for the weak.” She laughed once more and whipped the reins. The chariot jerked to life and began taking her further into the city, but her gloating escape would be short-lived.

      While I was hesitant to strike a defenseless person—especially a woman—Whistler apparently had no such moral qualms, at least not with this particular female. Something struck Silea on the back of the head as she sped away. Her spine straightened as if her whole body had been pulled to attention by an invisible string running through her center. The chariot continued on as she released the reins and fell into the cloud of dust trailing behind.

      “Fuck her!” shouted Whistler. “That putrid sow.”

      My jaw came loose and hung open for a time. That was such an unexpected turn of events.

      “You are lucky I am a good shot, Troy. But you really should have killed her when the opportunity presented itself.”

      “She might be a cold person, but she was defenseless,” I argued, not taking my eyes from the crumbled figure down the road.

      Whistler stood by my side. “There is nothing defenseless about that monster. She could have ended your life in a second without you being able to do a thing about it. Her magic rivals that of her father—some say that it is greater than his even.”

      I did not know how to respond. I knew nothing about Silea except for what Whistler had told me. Either way, she seemed fairly powerless now lying prone on the ground.

      “You have no idea how important it was to kill her, Troy, but just wait a moment and see. Her magic is the reason these damned contraptions are possible. Now that she has been defeated, her magic will dissipate and all those trapped souls will be free.”

      As soon as she said this, I began to take notice of the chain reaction that started the moment Silea was cast from her ride. Her own chariot, while still moving for a time, seemed to lose its drive, only carried forward by the momentum it had already accrued. It soon crawled to a stop, its wheels falling with a loud clunk to either side.

      All around us, I began to hear the sounds of the machinery breaking down. Where Whistler and I stood offered a decent vantage over a large swath of the town, and everywhere we looked we could see the surprised reactions of the riders as their vehicles suddenly stopped, rendering them helpless as hordes of our guerilla warriors sprung from hiding and laid into them from all sides. The sudden changing of the tides was almost enough to bring a smile to my face, but then I saw something that made my heart jump into my throat.

      Thrax and Nisos were far off in the distance. Their chariots broke down like everyone else’s, but that only slowed their pace toward their target: Helen. Their vehicles both came to a halt at the foot of the hill upon which Helen and Zinni stood. I could only detect the two women by the constant urge I had to look away from the cloaks protecting them. Somehow, Thrax must have been able to find them with his magic because he immediately began to ascend the hill where the girls and several handfuls of guards were waiting. I wondered then if more of them had the power to see through the cloaks’ protective covering, thinking back to how Silea’s guardian had knocked Whistler away at a moment’s notice and then thinking that perhaps the cloak was the only reason his attack did so little damage to her. Perhaps he could only see a hint of her presence when she brought down the King’s shield and he struck out wildly in an attempt to spear whatever it was that launched the attack.

      “Troy, look,” I heard a Thirian voice at my side. It was Linos. He was still wearing his own cloak but had never managed to return the hood to his head. He was pointing to the scene I was already witnessing, watching the two fearsome Thracians climb the hill at the far end of town. “Are Zinni and Helen not at the top of that hill?”

      “They are,” I shouted. “I need to get there fast.”

      I bolted off as quickly as I could, my eyes never breaking contact with the King and his son. It seemed as if the two of them wanted to savor the moment, strolling up the steep slope at a leisurely pace. The warriors guarding the girls did everything within their power to discourage the attackers, but there was little that they could do.

      One man launched a spear down to the King, but he miraculously caught it in midair. Whatever Whistler had done to drain his magical barrier certainly did not rob him of all his power. He twirled the weapon around in his fingers and returned it to its sender with a simple flick of his wrist. The spear shot straight through the man’s abdomen and he fell forward, tumbling down the hill past his two enemies.

      One by one, more of our men started to fall. Four Trojans charged forward with swords drawn. Thrax stopped one shot with the end of one of his javelins and wrapped his impossible fingers around the wrists of another, stopping his sword from coming down. In the next breath, he tossed the first man away, freeing his javelin in the process, and then brought it into the second man’s side, soon casting him away in a similar careless fashion. The other two went to assault Nisos with equally bad luck. The prince drew his own blade and severed one of the men on the spot, cutting his torso clean from his waist. His sword lost little speed upon meeting the resistance of a grown man’s body and sailed on to the next man, who was able to meet the blade with his own, but the force was enough to push him to the ground. After this, Nisos laid into him anew, and the poor guy had no chance to defend this time as he lay prone. All the while, I charged forward, desperate to meet them before they reached the top of the hill.

      There were another twenty men or so ready to give their lives for the girls, but I knew their protests would hardly serve to slow the enemies’ approach. Several of these men shot arrows down to the assailants, but their bolts were somehow forced to the sides as if blown by a powerful gust of wind radiating out from the two men.

      I was aware of nothing but the hill as I ran ever faster to save my Queen and dear friend. The wind roared in my ears, and the exertion made me feel as if I were about to vomit, but it was of no consequence in my desperate pursuit.

      Half the remaining fighters were gone in a flash—literally. Thrax cast some sort of spell that killed the men instantly. I could see the others losing nerve, like any sensible man would. I just needed them to hold out for another minute. I had no idea what I would do once I caught up, but I was willing to die to protect my Queen.

      I reached the foot of the hill and was about to begin the climb when I heard Whistler call out from behind me.

      “Troy, wait.”

      I turned only for a moment, hesitant to even let a second slip by while Helen and Zinni’s lives were in danger. Whistler rushed over and touched my arm. I felt a cool wave wash over me as if an angel head breathed new life into my lungs.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “It is all the power I have left for now. It will help to protect you against theirs. They will not be expecting it, so use the surprise to your advantage. Now go.”

      I nodded my thanks and sped up the hill. The Thracians had already reached the top, killing everyone in their path. I had come on the scene just in time to see both men rip the cloaks away from the girls. Helen glared at the two of them, defiantly bold as ever. Zinni’s face was marked by fear but also a reluctant acceptance of her fate.

      I heard Linos call below. He was beginning to ascend the hill himself, but I held up a hand, insisting that he stay where he was. The situation had suddenly grown much more delicate, and I did not think there was much he could do to help.

      The two savage nobles inched forward as the girls backed away to the edge of the cliff, where jagged rocks jutted out from the sea awaiting them some 60 feet below. In my periphery, I saw a sudden movement far off in the water. It was Caria and a crew of a people manning a cargo ship. They were sailing from the docks for the cliff, apparently in an effort to help the two girls. At first, I thought I was looking at a crew of battle-hardened warriors, but I quickly realized that these were no more than Teucer and his family. I was overjoyed to discover that they had come out of the fight in one piece, but the stress of the current situation did not provide any pause for me to celebrate.

      All this I noticed in a hasty glance, never taking my total attention away from my beloved and her attackers. The two men were sneering at me, waiting for me to make the next move and decide the girls’ fate. My next actions would surely mean life or death for any or all of us.
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      I held up a hand, taking a half-step forward, and a rope suddenly appeared in Thrax’s hand.

      “What would you do to save the woman you love, boy?” he barked. Nisos watched us with that same impassiveness I had seen of him during our prior engagement.

      “Anything,” I breathed.

      “Is that so?” he sneered. “Well, then. It will hurt that much more for you to lose her.

      With a rogue’s deftness, he tied the rope around both women’s necks and kicked Zinni off the edge of the cliff. The princess screamed as the ground came out from beneath her and she plummeted down.

      Her fall was broken by Helen alone, who had planted her feet firmly where she stood. The full force of Zinni’s weight was tugging her down, and I knew she would not last much longer. I did not have time to glance back to Caria’s ship, but I was sure that she had not yet come close enough to provide any help.

      Thrax waved a hand in from of Helen, pretending as if he were about to push her off the ledge, laughing as he did so. I screamed and charged forward, but his son came to intercept me.

      Our metal slammed together like a hammer on an anvil, echoing loud enough to make the gods of Mount Olympus want to plug their ears. He reared back and lunged for me, aiming straight for my solar plexus. I brought my sword down perpendicular to his, forcing it all the way to the dirt.

      Before he had any more time to react, I grabbed his weapon-wielding wrist and ushered him to me, bringing the tip of my blade up and through the roof of his mouth in one swift motion. I forced it deeper for good measure until I saw blood streaming from his eyes, which dropped lifeless soon after. Following this, I twisted my weapon while it was still lodged into his skull and tore a sizeable chunk of his head from the rest of his body.

      I slung the blood from my blade, leaving tiny puddles of it splattered on the dirt at our feet, and then looked to Thrax. He had surely not expected his son to be defeated so easily, and his face showed it. I savored the look, and the sensation of blood leaving my blade to clot in the dirt.

      The monster of a man cried out and charged for me without a word. My instinct was to block the incoming attack, but I knew such an effort would be useless against this hulk.

      I braced myself for what was to come, ready to roll out of the way in a moment’s notice. His javelin was ready to thrust straight through my stomach, and the fingers of his other hand were shaping themselves into more arcane arrangements. The glow around that hand increased in intensity as it had all the other times, and I knew that there would be no chance to dodge what he was about to throw my way.

      He stopped short and hurled a bolt of pure energy my way. I closed my eyes, ready to be removed from existence, but felt nothing as a blinding light invaded my vision. When I opened my eyes moments later, I discovered that I had come to no harm. Whistler’s magic must have done its job. The evil King stood several yards away from me, jaw hanging open, flabbergasted.

      My attention was drawn away to the sounds of Helen gagging, gasping for air against the weight of Zinni hanging below her. A horn cried out from below the cliff, and I reasoned that there was only one thing it could mean.

      “Helen,” I commanded. “Jump.”

      Her eyes were wide. She had done everything possible to prevent herself from falling up to this point and now I wanted her to jump. I could understand her confusion. She did not move initially. Her face was turning red, and I could see the blue of her veins bulging out around her neck and up her face. She desperately pulled at the rope tied around her airway, trying to suck in as much air as possible, but it would not help her much longer.

      “Helen, do it. Trust me.”

      Still, she did not budge. If only she had the ability to turn and look down the edge of the cliff, she would see the crew waiting for her below. I did not know how they planned to break her fall, but I had to trust that they had accounted for this.

      The signal horn was blown a second time, and this seemed to be enough to kick Thrax into action, pulling him from his momentary confusion. He resumed his charge for me, resolving to deal with me the old-fashioned way. I turned inward as his javelin lurched forward, still in the brawny man’s grasp. He had missed me by a hair, and I was doubtful that I would be so lucky the next time.

      I hunched down under his madly swinging arm and darted for the girls. The panic on Helen’s face grew as I came nearer. I was finally close enough to touch her with the tips of my fingers, and I did, but not before saying, “I love you.”

      All it took was my gentle persuasion to send her tumbling down. The look of betrayal in her face pained me more than anything to witness, but she would soon know the reasons behind my actions.

      In my haste, I lost my footing and fell forward, almost tossing myself over the edge. For a moment as I lay there, I saw what the crew had concocted below. They had borrowed some sails from another boat and spread them out like a net. Both women landed in these sails as gently as the situation would allow, the successful save bringing about a series of cheers from all who had participated in the effort. My heart finally felt as if it could beat untethered again, and I rolled around to attend to my immediate threat.

      Thrax had watched the whole thing unfold, apparently deciding to let me save the girls without his intervention. He stood on the other end of the hill across from me, wearing a pained smile. Things had not gone his way.

      “The war is over, Thrax!” I shouted. “Both your daughter and son are dead. Along with that guy who rode with Silea.”

      “Kyrus,” he spat. “That fool’s one job was to protect my daughter and he failed. But the mistake lay in my own misjudgment to trust him.” He paused and looked to the two lifeless chariots at the foot of the hill. “So . . . you killed my Silea.” He laughed. “It is only fair, I suppose. Here I was trying to end the life of your lover.”

      I was surprised. I did not expect this man to think of things in terms of fairness. Nothing he did seemed fair to me.

      “Why are you doing all of this?” I asked.

      He laughed again. “Every man who has even risen to power has had the drive to attain more power. Surely, you understand this, boy. It is as natural to a man as breathing.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “So, shall we continue or lay down our arms and call it a day? We can both walk away and pretend like this never happened.”

      He erupted with laughter. “If I did not know any better, I would assume you were scared, boy. You have every right to be . . . even if you are somehow protected from my magic.”

      “Have it your way.” I was really hoping that he was just ready to give up.

      The two of us howled as we closed in on each other. We were no longer men but animals. Animals with no will other than to survive. His javelin came to me, and once again I stepped to the side, this time bringing my blade down on his weapon like an executioner’s axe on a guilty neck. His tip pierced the ground and dug in deep.

      I brought my knee up to Thrax’s face, slamming it directly into his boney nose. It had clearly suffered several breaks throughout his life, but I reasoned that it could do with one more. He reeled back, leaving his weapon where it lay, and grabbed another from his belt. That was handy, I thought.

      Blood spurted from both nostrils as the man charged for me again. This time, as his spear thrust for me, I leaned my body back and away. The tip sailed over me, coming within inches of my flesh. I lost my balance and fell to the ground.

      He took the javelin in both hands and made to bring it down on me to end my life in one decisive strike, but I rolled to the side as it came down and sent my sword up to meet his hands where they gripped the pole. He ripped his hands away to dodge my blade, but I managed to cut a small slice across his left knuckle.

      He seemed bewildered that I had actually landed a shot on him, and I thought to do it again. I rose to my feet and lunged for him, catching him right in the abdomen where he had intended to skewer me mere moments ago. His hands reached down to intercept the attack, but they futilely grasped at a blood-drenched blade in the process of driving ever deeper into his belly. His palms themselves suffered more and more slices as they scrambled to remove the foreign object from the wound. After several failed attempts, he finally managed to get a sturdy hold of the blade and pull it out. The handle was still firmly in my hand, but I allowed him to finish the motion, knowing that it was already too late for the man.

      He looked to me in horror, still standing with blood bursting from his enormous wound. Slowly, a smile crept back across his face and we looked at each other for a long time. The Earth itself seemed to stand still as we soaked in each other’s presence. Once again, we had returned from the world of animals and stood as two men, having given each other all they had. My adversary was forced to acknowledge his defeat, to acknowledge that all he had was not enough. He had been bested fairly. Not yet speaking, he simply stood there nodding his head. I began to nod mine, too. We understood each other without words, but they would come soon enough anyway.

      There was a cawing overhead. I looked up to see the glint of bronze that was Nisos’s giant eagle. It was circling around us as its master’s father drew his last breaths. I had completely forgotten the thing. If it had come down to assist Thrax earlier, I might have very well been a dead man right then, but something told me that the bird wanted only to watch, to see how things played out. I felt the overwhelming presence of the prince once again as I had when we spoke before.

      Thrax coughed a pained, bloody cough. He spat blood and grinned at me one last time before saying, “It was all fair. Everything . . . fair.”

      Without further warning, his eyes rolled back and he fell with a slam into the grass. The bird descended and immediately set to work gouging the man’s eyes with its beak and tearing the flesh from his face. I had a feeling that this was a long time coming for the two of them.

      I turned to see a group of smiling faces looking back at me. Caria, Helen, Zinni, Linos, and Teucer and his family were all standing near the slope of the hill. Seeing my friends alive made my chest feel lighter than air. I felt as if I could float off in the next moment and never come down. I almost wanted to cry with the sheer sense of joy I felt in that moment. We had actually pulled it off. Against overwhelming numbers and magic, my friends and I had actually won the war. Truly, few things felt sweeter.
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      My queens sat in the chamber, their eyes watching me as I walked, hands clasped behind my back. The next few moments would be critical as I rendered a decision.

      How far would I go? Past my ports, and streets, and the lands I knew, into the wild places where twisted olives and lonely citrus trees scrabbled for a hold on soil older than time itself.

      “What do you think?” Helen asked.

      I looked out at the sun, its light fading into the distant water. When I turned to my queens, I knew my purpose. I understood my path.

      “We build here, and hold what we have, but it’s not a safe world. It’s a world of unseen dangers, and there’s only one way to make sure it’s a place for us far into the future,” I said.

      “Which is?” Zinni asked. She spun a ball of gold in her palms, and idle use of magic and science all in one.

      I stared to the unknown waters beyond Port Superior, the drew my sword. “We fight.”
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