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AROS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cape Malea

      

      

      The hairs on his arm rose from the faintest of cries drifting on the wind. Aros’ steely gaze shifted across the ship’s deck, hunting for the mysterious whisperings.

      A few steps to the trireme’s edge allowed him to stare down into the sea’s brooding depths. Nothing stirred, so he stood on his tip of his toes to check the rest of the small fleet.

      The six ships were nestled together, only a few hundred paces apart. A few leagues away, the shore continued to be boringly quiet.

      Only three triremes displayed the lambda, which wasn’t a surprise. The might of Sparta was never known for its naval prowess, a fact the Gerousia wanted to change with half-measures.

      In Aros’ opinion, the old scholars needed to heed the advice of the younger generation more often. Sparta shouldn’t surrender the sea to the Delian League. The might of their people demanded excellence, and a subpar trade meant fewer resources to help the war effort. Because of Aros’ unpopular opinions, politics troubled him and his advice mostly fell upon deaf ears—the exception being this exercise.

      All six of the ships, both Athenian and Spartan, showed no sign of special activity that might reveal why he heard a cry, and yet, he trusted his instincts. Right now, a tingling screamed at him to face the hidden foe.

      When a second cry whispered into his ear, he bounded across the deck with an aggressive skid to keep from falling over.

      “Strategos?” Iglos asked.

      Aros’ second-in-command barked out the question with a single word, knowing to trust his commander. The man’s stern gaze matched his concerned tone.

      Theracles snorted, folding his tanned arms over a light leather jerkin. “Acting Strategos.” The Athenian Captain didn’t try to hide his resentment. The recent peace between their people hardly healed old wounds. “You fearless Spartans, so scared of a little storm.”

      Aros glanced up toward the skiff with a small sail heading for shore. The blasted Athenian was correct—he was only acting Strategos because Acrius fled. Even though his superior officer would be scolded for leaving the joint training exercise, the Athenian’s point stung as much as lashes across one's back.

      Aros said, “Strategos Acrius knows land should be beneath his feet. My brother teases me. Since you missed the cue, let me explain. This is my mora, which consists of three logos or companies. I’m their polemarch or commander.” Aros continued to watch the water, trying to find the source of the whispered warning. “I don’t expect you to understand our ways, but I’ll let you know I don’t have any such inclinations toward leaving the fleet like our former overseer. These men are hardened, tested, and exceptionally skilled. Training will resume once the storm passes.”

      Theracles’ piercing blue eyes judged him with daring inclinations. Aros could see him calculating if he was about to be attacked. He wisely kept his mouth shut at this point, fearing the Spartans’ inclination to end an argument with a fight.

      “And your concern?” Iglos asked.

      Iglos stood half a head shorter than Aros, with a fresh scab ready to transition into a scar over his forehead. During the war, an Athenian xiphos dug under his helm and cut his skull. He barely survived the grievous injury, and now found himself side-by-side with his previous foe. The unit didn’t love that their respective kings settled for a fragile peace between the factions. The warriors on the field who did the dying, well, they wanted to crush their foes, not join them months later for naval training.

      Aros stopped his pacing, flustered that he couldn’t find the source of the warnings.

      He noticed Iglos watching intently, understanding his commander’s mannerisms. The heavily armored hoplite was a brother to him. He was a kindred soul who braved the agoge at his side. If there was ever a man who could read his mind, it was Iglos.

      To Aros and his unit, they’d always rather be on edge and stand down from a fight than be caught off-guard.

      “Signal an alert, don helms,” Aros commanded.

      No explanation was given, nor was one needed. A polemarch’s orders were to be obeyed without question. The Spartan society lived and died by its ways, and when it came to combat, a leader's orders instantly became law.

      “Over a storm,” Theracles said snidely. Even though he doubted the situation was dire, the Athenian scanned the horizon. Aros shook his head at the sailor. The only reason he was on their ship was to coordinate their collaboration after Acrius’ departure. Theracles flippantly gestured to the brewing horizon, not finding any threats. “We’re fine.”

      A salpinx blared from Caritmus, a perioeci who’d sound signals as well as play music during evening meals. Across the wooden decks of the three ships, every Spartan stomped in unison.

      “Roo! Hah!”

      The reverberated grunt in perfect unison spoke of Spartan discipline.

      It told any foe who neared that steel would be exchanged before words.

      Aros ignored Theracles, sliding a strap over his forehead until his bangs became pinned to his head. The cold bronze sunk into place, with only a headband for padding.

      With his helm secured, Aros transitioned from a man and turned into a monster of war.

      Spartan soldiers on all the ships transformed from casual stances to tensed for war in less than a minute.

      He grabbed his dory from a nearby leaning position and paced the ship’s edge. Aros’ eyes sought what his instincts told him existed—something dangerous. He hunted but came up empty.

      To sate Theracles’ apprehension, Iglos said, “Aros is the finest of Spartans and was selected to lead this mission. Acrius’ pull with the council landed him the position as overseer, but these men answer to our polemarch. Some say Aros is the reason for the peace. He slipped into Athens after the agoge, studied your ways, and then crushed your armies in seven engagements.”

      “I know who he is. None of those battles will ring through history, because they only stalled our capabilities,” the Athenian Captain said. “Defeating ill-trained reaction troops shouldn’t be applauded.”

      Aros wanted to sneer, but his studies in diplomacy kept his face stoic. Theracles’ words were meant to jab at his sense of honor and elicit a response. A part of him believed both factions wanted the Spartans to kill these sailors and renew the war since the Persians failed to marshal as predicted.

      Aros decided to trust in Theracles’ skills as a sailor instead of scolding his harsh words. “The Gods warned me. It was only a shrill cry, like a woman’s anger when she’s gone mad; no louder than a whisper.”

      “By the Gods, can I not catch a break? Omens are normally ignored. A battle-hardened Spartan on edge from sirens is worth getting the men in armor… I suppose. I’ll return to my —”

      On the horizon, motion cut his words off mid-sentence. A massive gout of water surged into the air near the skiff where Acrius fled the coming storm.

      The small boat rocked violently from the disturbance. Within the small boat’s hull, a half-dozen soldiers fought to stabilize the rocking. Strategos Acrius sprung to his feet, his plumed helm instantly differentiating him. The aged Spartan pointed to the water while shouting words that failed to reach Aros’ ears.

      A violent churning around the skiff suddenly calmed. The small boat sat low in the water and while the fleet watched, the Athenians hurried to prepare for battle.

      Aros expected fish to jump from predation below, or for a whale to surface to explain the torrent of water that rose so high that it still showered down; instead, an aquatic monster with long claws for hands and webbed flippers breached the surface.

      The creature flew right into awaiting hoplites, impaling itself even before it could crash onto the deck.

      A shrill shriek escaped the monster’s throat, triggering a reaction from the swarm underneath. Aros watched in muted shock as dozens of the creatures scaled the wooden hull of the skiff.

      The weight of the swarm dragged the skiff down until water swamped the interior.

      Dories from the sinking Spartans sped out, earning kill after kill with their sharp tips punching through flesh with ease. The fierce warriors fought even as the ocean swallowed their vessel.

      Their efforts were in vain once the water level cracked the skiff’s hull at the midriff.

      In a matter of seconds, all that remained of the area were two floating oars bobbing on the churning sea from the coming storm.

      “You have my apologies, Aros,” Theracles muttered.

      Aros snorted with an amused grin. He cupped my mouth and shouted, “Scan the hulls! Keep them from ascending. Tuck oars! Brace for battle! We are one in this fight. Together we’ll send these abominations to Hades!”
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AROS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cape Malea

      

      

      “What are they?” Theracles asked. No one answered him. “How’ll we stop them?”

      “They bleed, they die, that’s enough for me,” Aros replied, pacing the ship's edge.

      Oars tucked in, and Spartans abandoned the rowing spots as openings slammed closed. The constant shift of soldiers arriving from below added to the rocking from the mild waves. As if the gods felt the situation was too easy, rain began trickling down with the arriving storm.

      The dim overhang turned dark, with only flashes of lightning illuminating the gloom. Polished bronze reflected the crackling skies and for brief instances, Aros could peer into the depths.

      When they gazed further out, the entire unit could see the swarm of creatures swimming directly toward the fleet. Aros watched their wake fixate on a single ship—his.

      He grinned, slamming the dory’s shaft into his shield in greeting.

      “Roo! Hah!” the army bellowed, eager for battle.

      Again, he slammed his spear against his shield, with two loud taps this time. The signal, while minor, meant a lot. The second tap told his troops to avoid overextending for glory. Of course, they knew if they went too far, they’d end up in the sea and since they were laden with armor, Poseidon would claim them.

      “Roo! Hah!” The battle grunts reverberated through his very soul.

      “Signal consolidation,” he commanded.

      Spartans and those Athenians on board formed a single wall facing the sea. In the middle of the ship, eight sailors managed each Spartan ship’s sails. The worn and coarse linen snapped open, with the storm bringing gusts of wind. A lurch in the ship and a spin on the rudder sent their ship on a kissing course with the Athens’ command ship.

      Hoplite heavy infantry stood watch at the rails, unafraid and resolute. They never closed the distance in time. When the abominations soared out of the water, the Spartans braced, timed their trajectories, and lanced their spears forward with uncoordinated grunts.

      Aros stood shoulder-to-shoulder with his comrades, ready to strike. It was at this point that he managed to get a good look at the enemy.

      The creatures’ faces resembled a shark’s mouth. Their flayed fingers ended in long claws with curved tips. Their lower limbs transitioned from ankles into extra-wide webbed feet that helped in swimming but hindered climbing. Their mass was lighter than a man's, their height only reaching a common man’s nipples, and their beady eyes reminded him of a feral animal.

      Up they climbed, up they jumped; right into the waiting soldiers of Greece.

      The glinting tip of his dory sunk into a monster’s face. Spittle splashed onto his cheek, washed down by the increasing rain. He shoved his shield forward with precision while he yanked the dory back.

      The dead creature crashed against the bronze, the tip of the dory exited the flesh, and the monster splashed into the turbulent water.

      Claws screeched across the wooden hull with an intense grating. Monsters by the dozens crawled up the sides of the Spartan flagship.

      Aros stabbed down with his spear, the tip piercing between the creature’s eyes. The softer skull let the tip sink in deeply, with a rapid extraction.

      He spared a moment to assess the situation as a commander. The lochagos of the other ships ordered their oars out, making all haste to aid the fight. Along the lip of the flagship, the Spartans jabbed their dories down without a battle beat being chanted.

      Aros didn’t order a uniform attack, not seeing the purpose. If the lower officers felt like their smaller units needed a cadence, he didn’t override their decision.

      A dozen paces away, long wakes spoke of a second breaching attempt.

      “One step back! Brace!” Aros bellowed as loudly as he could.

      A salpinx echoed his command, and as one, the Spartans retreated from the edge. The second wave of suicidal monsters surged out of the water with enough momentum to clear the ship’s edge.

      “Kill!” Aros bellowed.

      Spear tips punched through tough aquatic flesh until the enemy impaled themselves. Ear-piercing cries of agony rattled through his helm. Aros grinned with glee as hot blue blood coated his cheek.

      When a creature managed to jump over the rail nearby, he kicked forward until his sandaled foot cracked against the creature’s ribs. The monster’s chest caved in from the blunt force. Another hard shove with his foot sent the dying beast under the railing, and it left the battle as quickly as it appeared.

      “Sparta!” Aros bellowed.

      “Kill!” the men replied.

      Dories pierced into the monsters.

      “Advance!” Sandaled feet slammed into the decking, one step forward.

      Spartans pushed the dead creatures and even some who still lived with spears in their bodies until they dropped to the sea below. It was better to lose a dory than to lose a cherished citizen. Those who tossed their spears down whipped out their xiphos.

      The slightly curved iron blades reflected the flash of lightning, always letting the enemy know that soon they’d join Hades.

      Men of war grinned with madness, hungering for blood. Enemies who flung themselves upon the sharpened edges of Spartan weapons were always welcomed.

      Aros gored a monster in the neck with a precise thrust. To his left, Iglos struggled to free his weapon from a creature he had impaled. Aros flipped his dory with a deft twirl, caught it so the butt end lined up with his foe, and drove the creature off his ally's weapon.

      “Sparta!” Aros cried out.

      “Kill!”

      Blue blood coated the decking, draining off the sides until it slicked the ocean’s surface. The storm grew darker, with a gusting swirl. A random monster tried to leap over a Spartan on the opposite side.

      Aros caught the motion and hurled his dory right through the creature’s guts. The power of the blow sent the monster flying backward until it splashed back into the depths.

      His short sword sang when he tore it from its sheath. When he readied to hack at the next audacious monster, a calm quieted the sea.

      No foes remained to assail their ship, and those who lurked dove into the depths.

      A flash of warm sun coated his armor, betraying the savage nature of the squall.

      When Aros glanced up, he saw they now rested in the eye of the storm. Dark black rain encircled them, cutting the fleet off from any prying eyes upon the distant shore.

      The serene and out-of-this-world situation began to make sense when the water boiled not even a hundred paces away.

      A gray-haired man the size of a titan rapidly rose from the sea. His long beard, flowing locks, and immense triple-barbed trident shone in the sun’s rays. Poseidon’s genuine smile made his appearance that much harder to accept.

      Aros snorted, watching Iglos toss a corpse into the sea.

      I just killed merfolk from legends. Why couldn’t a god arise before me?

      “Well done, you magnificent warriors. Even the Athenians helped!” Poseidon said, with warm praise in his booming voice.

      The trireme with an owl on its sail gently smacked into their port side, sliding into a boarding touch only a master crew could manage. Poseidon had a point; one ship became two and moments later, it’d be six ships fighting in unison.

      Aros grunted, impressed by their ability to sail. He strode to the front of the ship, walking to talk to the god without fear or concern.

      If Poseidon killed him for his insolence, he’d be remembered throughout history as the rumored son of Ares, who stood defiant against the god.

      “I’m Ram’Aros, son of none, born in ram's blood, and victor of every battle I’ve engaged in. What purpose do the gods have to assail us with their creations?” Aros’ voice boomed across the sea.

      “We all have fathers. Yours is not Ares… Or is it?” Poseidon teased. He laughed and slapped a thigh as if he’d told the funniest joke in the world. “I miss this period in time, where men stood proud, unafraid, and lethal without reliance on their… magics.”

      All around Aros, the fierce men frowned, struggling to process the god’s insinuations and hidden meanings.

      “Why are you here, oh great God of the Sea?” Aros asked.

      Poseidon shrunk in gradual increments as he approached Aros’ position. While he shrank, something magical happened.

      Wood from sunken ships of old began splashing onto the deck. The sections of wood clattered together until a table with chairs awaited them near the main mast.

      The god surged forward, riding a wave and turning into the size of a man just as he hopped onto the deck with a light coating of water. Poseidon calmly walked by the warriors before he plopped into a seat.

      A casual gesture told them to sit, and Aros frowned at the concept of sharing a table with a god.

      “We have something to discuss, and instead of shouting, how about we talk as warriors?” Poseidon offered. Aros opened and closed his mouth, not sure how to respond. “I promise, you’re going to want to hear what I have to say.”

      Aros nodded, removing his helmet to stick to the customs of negotiation. He hesitantly walked to sit at the table, then suddenly found himself eager to hear what secrets Poseidon held.
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      Iglos loomed over Aros’ shoulder, Theracles sat beside Poseidon wearing the biggest grin his face could muster, and Oracles - the Athenian marine commander - sat on Aros’ left. The assembled leaders waited for the rest of the fleet’s officers to arrive.

      Aros drank a helping of water, listening with one ear while unit commanders told Iglos their reports of injuries, equipment losses, and soldier deaths.

      Most of the reports talked about deep gashes and dories lost, both of which were acceptable to him. No Spartans died on this day, making it another fine victory for their people.

      To pass the time, Poseidon created little water figurines of a ram and an elk, having the two creations butt heads in a competition for dominance. Aros found the display both amusing and soothing.

      A god who toyed with his creations in such ways proved his inherent nature contained a softer side. Aros personally loved a good puppet show or stage scenes acted out. He wished he could create such sights of grandeur with a simple thought. The Athenians always figured the Spartans were very drab and boring, only excited by blood and battle.

      In reality, many of his people loved a sweet serenade. Aros absolutely enjoyed having a woman snuggled into his side during times of peace, where merriment was abundant.

      “A Lycurgus for your thoughts?” Poseidon asked, spinning an iron coin on the table until it wobbled before landing flat.

      Aros smiled at the god, unable to hide his inspection of just how long and white his beard was. “The elders, their hair thins at such an age.”

      “I’m immortal, and your thoughts were not about my hair,” Poseidon said, making the coin vanish.

      An instant later, the iron coin spun again from the exact same spot until a second one danced beside the first. “Sparta rejects the concept of coins rotting in a treasury.” Aros held up a finger, knowing the Athenians would counter with the fact their kings and council did exactly that. “However, I understand trade helps and coins alleviate some of those problems. The coins will be coveted when I return home and would fetch wondrous amounts. As for my thoughts, I was thinking about the next time I’d sit at an orgy instead of looming over the dead.”

      Theracles snickered. “You Spartans love your battle. There’s going to be an orgy before we even get to shore! With no women!”

      Aros shrugged. “Let them celebrate—what use is a dull life.”

      Poseidon smacked the table, leaning forward. “I do miss you! This stage of humanity is the absolute best in some regards. Honest, forward, brave, free with their love, controlled with their wine, and able to make giants topple.”

      “This is the second time you’ve alluded to a shift in time,” Aros said, tucking his fingers into his palms to ensure the coins were given. Two coins slowly rolled in his direction. “Why?”

      Poseidon paused, waving over Damirus and Eston to hurry them to the table. The two commanders picked up a jog, not wanting to displease the god.

      “Is this it?” Poseidon asked. Both Theracles and Aros nodded. “Wonderful, absolutely wonderful. Are you ready for the big surprise?” Poseidon leaned back in his chair, picking the front legs off the deck while stroking his beard. “I’m a god. You following?”

      The group nodded, intently watching the deity.

      “There’s more than the Hellenic pantheon.”

      “Huh?” Eston blurted. The Athenians glared at him, but Aros agreed with his shocked sentiment.

      Hellenism was the only religion acknowledged by the city nations. While other religions existed, most were thought to be created out of a need to be different. Sparta worshiped the gods as all Greeks should, and Aros was no different. To hear Poseidon tell him others existed took a moment to register. He never expected the gods to admit there were other options.

      “Gods are divine creations. For most of us, we stop focusing on our own origins and try to increase our followers. Rules, limits, and unknown factors restrict our interactions with those who worship us,” Poseidon said. “We love our subjects, wishing to always keep your praise, but when real life strikes, we’re limited.”

      Aros frowned for a different reason than the others likely expected. “What you say makes sense, else we’d never lose a fight, all our seed would result in pure amazing warrior sons, and the seas would never claim ships. What doesn’t make sense to me is: why tell us this?”

      Poseidon summoned a dozen gold crowns onto the table. One rolled right into his lap. Aros picked it up, rubbing his thumb over the imprint. A monster that was both spider and woman adorned the coin.

      “That’s Olga; the best term for you to understand what she is would be an Arachne. She’s not of this world, nor from your musings of mythology. She’s from Drakor, a planet that pays homage to her. Nine species fuel their prayers to one god under a religion called the Moon. A species not of the nine prays to Hellenism in small numbers we’d like to grow,” Poseidon said.

      Aros set the coin on the table, letting the god’s words sink in. His tutors always told him to be patient when dealing with intellectual conversations, blurted words would lead to–

      “She’s pathetic,” Theracles said, fixated on the coin.

      “No, she’s in firm control, both in the past and present, and the future can always change. We are not so lucky. Zeus’ pantheon will lose its hold on this planet. Down the line, humanity expands from this planet's surface using something best described as ‘magic.’ Eventually, we will return to the hearts of humanity from this region of space. I see your eyes glazing over. Hellenism will fall on Earth; however, there are other humans amongst the stars.”

      “Up there?” Iglos asked, pointing to the stars.

      “When you travel up there, you eventually will find a planet like here,” Poseidon said. “Just know there are more planets like Earth and upon them, factions wage war. On Drakor, humans are sold to the highest bidder as a slave species,” Poseidon said, with a sad trailing at the end.

      Aros adjusted in his seat, holding a finger out to Theracles when he opened his mouth. “You’ve come to us at this very moment in time to attack our ships as a test?” Aros asked, and the god nodded. “On this planet Drakor, there are humans trapped and enslaved by this spider goddess?”

      “There are only a few openings in Sparta’s history that allow for such a moment. I… We, the gods of Hellenism, need you to travel to Drakor, show the nine species humanity is to be feared, and free the humans who worship us in the name of our religion,” Poseidon said. He winced at this next part. “If you save every human from slavery and spread our religion sufficiently, your entire army, from both factions that must become one, will be returned to this spot.”

      Damarius asked, “We kill some oppressors, rescue humans, praise the gods, and those who die along the way are returned?”

      “Sorry, I should be clearer. Those who survive can return, but your memories of Drakor will be stricken from your minds. Those you save will think they were rescued from the Persians. Those who die, die; Hades is a stickler for his pits. If you fail, this fleet will forever be forgotten about with a few altered minds. Your gods aren’t your friends and we’re officially telling you to go. But I’m unofficially asking, hence why I’m here and not one of the others. I love humanity and I hate how long it took to bring some of you back into the fold.”

      “Wait, what happens to Hellenism?” Iglos asked.

      Aros let his hands rest in his lap, waiting for the answer. Poseidon seemed conflicted until he sputtered his lips. “A new religion comes. One that promises a wondrous afterlife if you behave. It replaces our prayers and we’re forgotten, except in ancient texts. Eventually, as the powerful religions wane, humans return to a niche religion - ours. That is beside the point, though. On Drakor, after many, many prayers for help, we’re here as the answer, and that’s the most I will say.”

      “And if we don’t want to go to this… Drakor?” Aros asked.

      “I’ll summon fiends within these waters for your defiance that will drown you all. I’m trying my hardest to be a softer god, but make no mistake, I’m a god with a purpose, and that is to see these ships, these one thousand and seventy-three men and fourteen women sent to Drakor.”

      “Oh, great and wondrous Poseidon. What’s our incentive?” Aros asked and held up a palm defensively. “Death is inevitable. It is important to remember who sits at this table. Spartans, not meek humans. Even the Athenians have spines. We all die. It is the manner in which we do so that matters the most. Can you sweeten the offer?”

      “Hmm… Zeus and Ares figured you’d jump at the chance to serve your gods. For this fleet, I can upgrade your armor, increase your supplies, select a few for enhancements and promise a noble cause unlike any other, freeing your species. Upon a successful return, you’ll both have ten Persian ships to tow into your ports, with hulls laden with iron, expanding the might of your nations.”

      Theracles smacked his hands together, running the calloused skin over and over. “You have my sword. We’ll be showered in brides and coins, and given the finest estates if we return with ships and iron.”

      The rest of the table glanced at Aros. “I’m a tactician, not a politician. If you want to bribe me, give me a–” A book appeared on the table. Etched into the front cover rested a single word: Drakor. Aros pulled the tome into his grip, thumbing the pages for a quick overview. “The nine species are very human, but also very… animal. Well, this one is something from the nightmares of the weak.”

      “The nine have a storied history. If you go to the back of the book, there’s a glossary,” Poseidon said.

      “Where?” Theracles asked with a smirk.

      “The nine have a storied history. If you go to the back of the book, there’s a glossary,” Poseidon said for a second time. “Trust me, at some point, you’ll want to turn to the back of the book to read about what you’re facing.”

      Ares nodded, taking a pause from the conversation.

      After a deep breath, he handed the book to Iglos, who immediately turned to the glossary.

      “Mythos seems fun,” Aros said dryly.

      Theracles snorted. “The Spartan can make jokes. Not bad for a bunch of kill-or-die fanatics.”

      Poseidon frowned. “Hmm… You have much to learn about the Spartan way of life. Aros, you’ll arrive on Drakor, not Mythos.”

      “Sure looks like stories of Mythos brought to life.” Aros kept flicking through the pages.

      Poseidon shook his head. “It’s Drakor. Mythos exists. This is not it.”

      “And who is my father?” Aros asked.

      While his second-in-command studied, Aros watched the haughty god who jostled his shoulders as if listening to an amazing melody. Poseidon completely ignored his question, even though Aros was sure he’d clearly heard it.

      “The parameters of this mission: is it free every slave or ensure no human is enslaved? How large is this planet? How can we possibly do enough? How many conversions to Hellenic do we need?” Aros asked, seeking clarity.

      “We expect once you kill enough of the enemy, they’ll start releasing humans to avoid your wrath,” Poseidon said. “The answer varies. But I can offer this as a top-end, worst-case scenario: when there is less than ten percent of humanity serving the nine, your goal is complete.”

      Iglos grunted. “Says here there’s magic on Drakor?”

      “Oh, does it? Huh, maybe you’ll learn a thing or two,” Poseidon said with a mischievous smile. “Punish Olga’s followers for thrashing your fellow worshipers and come home triumphant heroes. The cause is just, the mission is set, and in ten minutes, a whirlpool will form to take you to a new world. Trust me, take the portal. Those who don’t will die, those who do will earn glory that will echo through the ages.”

      Poseidon vanished in a flash, leaving the soldiers and sailors at the table in shock. The storm above closed in the blink of an eye. Iglos raced to the shade the wheel provided to protect the Book of Drakor.

      A second later, lightning flashed in the sky and torrential rain wept from the clouds.

      Aros welcomed the rain’s return with a grin.

      “So, Spartans, what do you say?” Theracles asked.

      The other captains sat on the edge of their seats, eager to return to their ships. Aros leaned his elbows onto the cracked table, watching his reflection in his helm.

      “This could be a trap to lure us to our deaths, but… But I believe him. The problem is, there’s not going to be glory, only death.” Aros tossed his helmet on. Before it set into place, the other Spartans did the same. “Ready your ships. We ride for Drakor and the oppressed. Maybe we can teach these Athenians how to fight on land.”

      “Or raid by sea,” Theracles said with an equally sadistic grin.

      Aros snickered, knowing this might be the best of both worlds. He rose from the table, popping his back with creaks from his worn leather. The moment the last sailor left their seat, the wood gently broke apart, gliding over the ship and back into the depths of the sea.

      With the storm raging, Aros headed away from the gathering, watching the others hurry to return to their prospective ships.

      He jogged across the deck, arriving under the rudder wheels’ cover. Iglos patted him on the back and lifted a secure compartment under the shading roof to show Aros the book.

      “Some of those species will put up more of a fight than Athenians, and definitely more than Persians,” Iglos said in concern.

      “The gods are the gods. We fight for each other and a better tomorrow. Who knows, we may die the glorious deaths we always talk about, becoming legends on this Drakor,” Aros said with a grin.

      Iglos grunted with a nod. The rain slowed until it dried up. Aros opened the Book of Drakor and flipped to the back, studying the enemies of man.

      A salpinx’s call belted out a long tune that signaled all the ship captains returned to their helms.

      Aros only managed to read half a page when the ship lurched forward. He glanced ahead, seeing a large swirl of water sucking their trireme into the vortex.

      Kegro, the head sailor for the flagship, bellowed out a series of commands to his sailors. The whirlpool increased in strength, taking hold of the flagship’s hull with immense power. Aros spread his legs and bent his knees to absorb the force.

      The front of the ship swerved toward the bottom of the whirlpool and they quickly dove below the surface of the ocean.

      The ships behind them spun at higher elevations on the outer edges of the whirlpool. The Athenian sailors screamed in frustration, not understanding the deal their leaders had struck. Aros grinned from the experience of a lifetime.

      A splash of water shot over the bow, drenching the entire deck.

      “Sparta!” Aros shouted. A vibrant green water shimmered into creation at the bottom of the whirlpool. The portal opened, and the crews saw Drakor. Right before they entered the breach, the Spartan hoplites on the ship shouted, “Kill!”
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      “Angie, ya needin’ ta be careful out there,” Garim said with his usual charm.

      She couldn’t help but smile. His intentions were from the heart, even though she always was extremely careful. Within the clearing, she readied to depart. The shifting residents of Rami stirred from their slumber. Angie stole a glance over her shoulder before replying.

      Twenty small structures nestled in the middle of a dense forest. She couldn’t see anything besides stone-covered ground, simple huts, and the thick, green foliage of bushy trees. Amanda, one of the older women, rose to prepare tea, getting an early start on her day.

      Angie returned her gaze to Garim. “I could use a fourth trap. I’ve been meaning to ask, but you seem to always be busy repairing the land traps.”

      Garim paused, his weavings leaning against a crudely constructed bench so just the bones of his butt connected with it. The older man’s wrinkles went well beyond the corners of his eyes, and the lacking teeth showed his age. He had this way of whistling when he breathed, always letting her know when he was near.

      “Maybe. Cassy’s pregnant an’ the older boys are eatin’ more than ever.” He slowly placed his hands on his thighs with self-nods of agreement. “Yours never seem ta break, so I guessin’ I can do exactly that. Give me a few weeks.”

      “I can help.”

      Garim flatly stared at her in a way that she loathed. While Angie wasn’t completely ostracized, she wasn’t loved. “Maybe.” His answer was about as good as she’d get. “I mean it, Angie, all it takes is one stray ship an’ we’re done fer. No frolikens.”

      He meant frolicking, but Angie never corrected him. She pursed her lips together, kept her reply inside, and pretended to be mindful of his words.

      The sun rose just enough that it was time to go. Angle gently slung the small traps meant for fish and crabs over her shoulder, before stepping toward one of the few openings to their hidden settlement.

      The early morning sun coated the sky in a lovely reddish hue, with dotted clouds soaring high into the air. Mornings were her favorites, and for good reason too; it meant she’d get to visit the water.

      The fact she’d be exposed while in the sea was a cause for concern within certain parts of her community. The people of Rami were skittish on a good day, downright petrified of a bad one. This all came about because they weren’t supposed to be on Rami Isle.

      Angie watched her step, heading out of the secluded outpost in the woods, just as she had for the past decade. Thick hemlock trees were pruned to help create a path. She knew every root, rock, and cranny along the way. She could even walk through the small maze with her eyes closed at this point in her life.

      The solace of the woods, the rote journey, and the spring morning brought joy to her heart. Yes, she fully understood what Garim was worried about. The fated nine species who enslaved the tenth - humans - could be sailing by. When anyone left the sanctuary, they all were at risk since humans weren’t supposed to be free. According to the nine other species, humans belonged in chains. They were a blight upon the surface of Emisal.

      Nearby squeaks grabbed her attention.

      “Good morning,” Angie said to the resident chipmunks who followed her progress. “I may try to fetch some nuts later.”

      The island, while decent in size, was still an island. All life upon its shores knew the locals, who foraged with care. They worked hard to keep the natural beauty of their secluded home as close as it was at the start for an obvious reason: to hide.

      A slight descent on her path meant Angie adjusted her feet at an angle to slow the pace. A few turns through the bushy forest brought her out of the proverbial walls of Rami and into a less-dense section of oak trees. The fresh scent from the sea washed away the decaying leaves recently exposed from a thawed snow.

      Every few paces, she stole fleeting glances at the calm waters of Moonlight Bay. A series of islands dominated the area, with this being one of the smaller ones along the chain. The archipelago ensnared her with its vibrant greens, dense browns, and stone grays. Occasional flowers flared with color just when it was needed to liven up the view.

      She stared at the largest of the islands with longing. Brado - her communal brother - was currently hunting on Scripson, the only isle with speckled hogs. He swam the distance over a week ago in an attempt to gain anything he could, and she had hoped he would have been home by now. Such trips were rare and definitely something she longed to join one day.

      At seventeen, with an eighteenth summer just ahead of her, Angie dealt with a lot of angst about venturing away from her home. Where she’d go and what she’d do was always the issue. Her community of forty hideaways needed her, even if they judged her. No one else could talk to the ocean like she could. No one else could return home with full traps when the seas should be empty.

      A cliff’s lip brought about one of the biggest problem points for her journey to the shore. She gently set down the twig traps, scampered over the edge with loud scraping, and used the footholds to lower herself down.

      She had to hop up to grab the traps and this part worried Angie. Not only was she high up on the island, she was moving about a lot, with noticeable shifts to anyone watching the area. Once the traps were in her hands, Angie scanned the waters yet again.

      The calm sea was empty of any craft that might belong to the slaver species.

      She didn’t know them; Angie hadn’t grown up around them like the elders had. She was raised in isolation, becoming free as a very small girl. Her parents hadn’t made the trip, and neither had Brado’s. He remembered, though, and his description always seemed to get more grandiose as time went by. While she wanted to think her parents were out there, safe and happy, she knew better.

      Only so many of the escapees had managed to fully evade recapture, with many giving their lives to help others board the fabled boat. What did survive the trip to the island was a series of books that became her lifeline to the greater world. Each one of the tomes could only be read when the skies were clear and away from all water. She devoured all of them, learning everything the dryad masters of old could teach.

      One book stood out, though. One book brought them all a different context. One book was shunned by the elders.

      The Book of The Forbidden Gods.

      A spreni darted between the trees, pulling her from her thoughts. She smiled at the colorful four-winged bird. They normally only came to hunt, preferring the taller trees on the larger islands to make their nests in.

      Angie paused to wait and listen. If the spreni scattered, it could have been her footsteps sending it to flight, and it likely was, but she always was cautious.

      Her drifting thoughts kept her company like a warm blanket during a snowy night. Angie spent many hours turning the same pages over and over. While the general knowledge she learned added to what the elders had taught her, it was the unknown that drove her curiosity.

      Within those pages contained the story of gods from a forgotten time.

      A religion where some of the gods were known for their savage ritual sacrifices. Others were known for love. Still others, agriculture. She didn’t like what Dionysus represented. Aphrodite didn’t interest her because the boys here were half her age, or her unofficial siblings. Demeter was an interesting goddess, but the limited agriculture available made her hard to pray to with her whole being.

      Angie paused in her descent, not far from the water’s edge but still within the trees. A single stray rock rested along her path. She studied where it had rolled from, not finding any tracks to cause the relocation. She gently set the stone off her path to monitor it later. Such small endeavors brought her joy.

      A few paces later, she reached a chest-high boulder covered with crude engravings she’d written when she was a young girl. She’d remembered the lecture she received when the elders found out she'd defiled the stone’s surface. Beside those old etchings rested the true purpose of the boulder.

      Her fingers traced the pattern of a trident, dug out from years of work. Poseidon had been her god since she could remember. Her devotion was resolute, her surrender to his cause complete. The others, they thought she was mad, but Angie knew better.

      If certain gods were forbidden to the nine enslaving races, she wanted to show her devotion to the Forgotten Gods, and in particular, to Poseidon.

      While her finger flowed through the groove, the power of the trident seeped into her flesh as if to thank her for coming yet again.

      “Good morning,” Angie said in a cheerful tone.

      Angie set down the traps, removed her very simplistic loin cloth and light cloak, and stretched with a slight back pop. Behind the rock rested the wonderful creation she prided herself on.

      A bone trident with three sharp points hid in the shadows. She retrieved the sturdy weapon and used one of the needle’s sharp points to prick her finger. Blood welled atop her olive skin, and she suppressed the urge to suck on the finger to stop the bleeding.

      A while ago, she determined this was how she’d praise Poseidon because, within the Book of the Forgotten Gods, there wasn’t a ritual or a specific way to connect with the deities. She layered the blood in a spot in need of fresh red.

      “Thank you, Poseidon, for your gifts. I’d thank you even if the traps were barren. Let it be known, you’re not forgotten, I’m not crazy, and you’re loved in my heart. May the sea bless the both of us, in your name, I pray,” Angie said in a solemn voice.

      She returned her trident to its home, grabbed the traps, double-checked the bait, and cautiously approached the water.

      A gulley between two large trees was lined with rocks to prevent tracks in the mud and allow a smooth entry into the water. Her reflection stared back at her when she paused to listen. She couldn’t help but judge what she saw.

      While some of the elder females teased her for her unkempt blonde hair, her bushy armpits, and her lack of trimming any body hair, she never minded. The current tease was that all the hair kept her warm in the winter waters.

      Her steely blue eyes matched her spreading smile as Angie shrugged off the judgments of the others. She loved this part of her day because she loved Poseidon and the sea.

      Angie scanned around the bay, seeing the same view as always; it was flat, quiet, and boring. She slid into the chilly waters without feeling the cold they brought. Nearby, small fish darted around her legs, picking at her feet to welcome her.

      Maybe the hair did make her immune to the cold. Or maybe her body grew tolerant of her daily dips into the depths. Except no one else could do what she could. No one else was able to swim in the water in the middle of the snowy season and feel as if they were in the middle of the heat season.

      Angie could.

      The dark blue water contoured around her, helping her swim out to sea, much like the flippered creatures who frolicked in this area. She swam out into the deeper channel, dropping her three traps one by one. The driftwood bobbed on the surface for her to grab this evening.

      A light tug on each of the traps confirmed they’d found the bottom, with ample room to stay in place.

      “Wonderful,” Angie whispered to the sea.

      She submerged, swimming back to the shore with a smile on her face.

      A light nudge against her leg startled her. As a frequent swimmer, and a resident of these waters, she had encountered all sorts of curious animals, like the whiskered mammals called esco. Eight-legged octopuses would say hello on occasion, but they’d always announce their presence first.

      Whatever bumped her this time… 

      It was big.

      Poseidon protected her.

      She trusted the waters as much as she trusted her god. If something meant to attack her, a bump only served to warn her.

      She slowed, submerged, and glanced into the clear, but dark waters. Visibility was only a few paces, but what awaited her was within arm’s reach.

      A massive whale of white and black stared at her, shaking its head with concern.

      “Interesting,” Angie said, bubbles rising to the surface from her expelled words.

      She breached for a breath, seeing a half-dozen large fins not far away. This whale had brought its pod, and besides seeing them in the distance, this was the first time they’d ever visited her.

      Angie tilted her head and asked, “What do you want?”

      The whale chirped to her. Whatever love Poseidon showed her, it wasn’t to be blessed with whale speech. She swam forward, away from the land, and toward the immense mammal.

      The whale smiled with a flip. Angie rubbed its belly for a few seconds before deciding to head back to shore. While it was wonderful to experience new marine life after all these years, their arrival concerned her.

      Once again, the whale nudged her leg. She spun, seeing the large female shaking her head.

      Angie surfaced, contemplating what had occurred. Then it hit her so hard it hurt. The whale wanted her to swim away from the island.

      She was being warned.

      “Why?” Angie hissed.

      The whale chirped out a plea. The tone said it all.

      When a blood-curdling scream rang through the peaceful morning air, her blood chilled. Birds erupted into flight as a creature she didn’t recognize bellowed out a war cry.

      Angie understood. She really did. The whale wanted to save her.

      And yet, she couldn’t abandon them.

      Her family, her people, they needed her at this very moment.

      She grimaced, hunched over, and swam aggressively for the shore.

      While the others thought she was crazy, Angie knew she could prove them wrong. Poseidon himself blessed her trident, and with it, she’d save her people.
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      Her hand wrapped around the shaft of the trident until Angie’s knuckles turned white. Whoever had started screaming from her commune had suddenly stopped. A pregnant silence coated the island. A sense of danger flared in her chest, and a wave of concern washed through her.

      Angie seldom felt hopelessness, certain she could bend destiny to her whim.

      She rarely became scared, but right now, she feared for herself, and for whoever’s cry went quiet.

      A final glance back at the large fins in the water showed friendly whales presenting an option. All she had to do was slip back into those calm depths.

      “I’m going to find you!” a deep voice bellowed from above.

      Like a violent storm’s eye passing overhead, everything calmed for Angie. A firm determination settled within her core, and her path became as solid as stone. She bunched her legs before leaping into a sprint.

      The trees zoomed by while she raced up the slope.

      A terrified shriek from Casmus, a boy of only six summers, pierced the air and her heart because it once again came to a sudden stop. She scaled the lip on the small cliff, racing up the vulnerable part. Nearby chuckling came from within the thick oak trees only a dozen paces away.

      Her heart slammed against her chest, her breathing struggled, and the beat of her heart thrummed in her ears. She focused.

      Angie sped to a large tree trunk to hide behind. She listened intently while two nearby voices talked casually.

      “He bit me,” the first one said.

      The range told her he was only eight or so paces uphill. A second voice grunted and said, “That’s good bronze, ya nitwit.”

      “I can’t bring him back from the dead. Magbee might, but she’d charge me more than the runt’s worth,” the first voice said.

      A few things caused Angie to tingle with a flooded heat coursing through her body. The most obvious was, Casmus had been murdered. She adored his sweet demeanor, endless questions, and constant requests for hugs.

      The slavers killed him, which is what they did, and why her people hid. Angie held in her whimper, knowing she had to be strong. Death, it scared one to the point it could chew at one’s soul. Angie knew this. She knew to take every situation with caution, to be certain of what she did.

      Poseidon blessed her. Poseidon protected her. Poseidon gave her the strength to push past the wide-eyed, motionless corpse not far away.

      Angie listened, upset that she understood Casmus’s murders. She always held onto this notion that while they were so vile, her language was special.

      It was not.

      She spoke the common tongue of the slavers, which wasn’t too surprising, but it did dash that long-held hope of being truly free.

      The final reality that sunk in was that maybe Casmus could be saved.

      On the surface of Emisal, certain individuals among the slavers held magic, a fact Angie knew, but had never seen. One in every few hundred residents of the planet was born with the ability to cast two types of magic: nature or weather. Fabled stories wrote of a third type of magic, fire, but according to the texts, this was a lost ability.

      A plan formed in her mind to the point it solidified, bringing her purpose to a sharp point. A ray of sunshine reflected off the slavers' armor with the crunch of decaying leaves shifting from a pivoting foot. They intended to leave Casmus to rot, turning for the settlement.

      “Put in a good word with Amelni and I’ll say he tripped and broke his neck,” the second voice said.

      Angie flowed around the tree trunk, each of her steps carefully placed. The slavers were two gnolls, ugly humanoids whose gray and black fur almost completely covered them. The duo walked up the hill and toward the maze, never looking back. They wore tan kilts with over-the-shoulder leather straps to keep their waistbands up.

      Swords and daggers hung beside water flasks, attached without sheaths or special holders. Simple knots connected the important items to their belts. Their bare feet left clawed indents with little holes created by every step.

      A wretched smell assaulted her nostrils. Their unwashed bodies almost gave off a visible permeation.

      The one on the right gripped a dagger with blood dripping off the blade. She could see the lifeless form of Casmus out of the corner of her eyes. She ignored his sprawled body, focusing on his killer.

      Her light steps expanded into a sprint with the trident leveled right at the point where the gnoll’s heart should be. The flies in their matted fur saw her well before the gnolls did. The two of them kept chatting about females at home, completely focused on their conversation.

      The killer sighed and said, “I promise to try, but she’s not into gnashers like us. She wants -” He stopped talking as he turned to inspect the sound of Angie’s approaching footsteps. 

      His steely gray eyes widened when they connected with Angie. Unafraid, she didn’t shy away when his lips peeled back in a snarl. She lunged the final distance, brought the weapon up at the last second, and drove the trident into his neck.

      The middle spike slid through his thick furry neck with ease until it smacked into something tough enough to send reverberations through her arm.

      He gasped in shock, horror filling his eyes.

      When his hands shot up to snatch the trident’s shaft, the dagger fell to the forest floor. She let go of her weapon, tucking into a roll to steal the dagger.

      The second gnoll roared out a battle cry to alert his friends. The killer ripped the trident out of his neck, staggering, while blood jutted in pulses from the mortal wound.

      While he quickly died, Angie sped away from the alert gnoll. She crashed into the bushy hemlocks, knowing them far better than any invader ever could. She pushed through with her heart smashing against her chest from the exertion and from the fact she had just killed someone.

      Each breath was a grunt, each step an exertion she thought might drain all her energy.

      She shoved aside the branches until Angie found the exact tree she sought. She scampered up the trunk as quietly as she could and waited with trepidation.

      “What is it, Xemi?” a voice shouted from above.

      The other gnoll from below muttered, “So fucking dense. By Mysio, it’s unpassable.” He shifted out of the hemlocks and back onto the path like she hoped. The second he returned to the trail, he shouted. “Single slave, running up top. Xemi’s going to need a revival unless he’s lost too much blood. There’s a lot of it down here. Like enough to make me want to vomit.”

      The second gnoll rapidly approached, swatting at the branches with his sword in frustration. Angie stared down at him with no fear.

      This slaver didn’t deserve pity.

      He didn’t deserve compassion.

      He deserved death.

      The gnoll continued shouting with an irritated voice. “The idiot killed a kid, then -”

      Angie gently hopped out of the tree with a slow arch. For a brief second, she flew down with the blade, ready to strike. She plunged the dagger into the nape of his neck at an angle that let the blade slide against the bone and sent them both tumbling.

      The gnoll shifted from talking to howling in an instant. A long gash along his back revealed each of his ribs until the lower back spilled out blood down his kilt.

      He collapsed to his knees with a heavy thud, not once slowing with his long cry to the heavens.

      Angie retreated down the hillside, eager to retrieve her trident. The gnoll's howls faded, slowed, then stopped altogether.

      “Krish! What the flames! Krish!” an authoritarian female shouted.

      Angie backtracked until she found the first dead gnoll, who lay in a pile of his own blood not too far from a dead-eyed Casmus. She snatched the trident from the leaves next to the frozen hand of the gnoll.

      The picture of what transpired earlier became clear.

      The gnoll slit Casmus’ throat. He didn’t accidentally kill him. He killed Casmus out of rage. Then he and Angie had fought, and he struggled to live. When he removed the weapon from his neck, he dropped her trident in a futile attempt to stem the flow of blood leaking from his neck.

      His death… it oddly brought her joy. When she glanced down at the trident in a mix of horror and pride, it hummed happily in her hand. Or maybe those reverberations continued to gyrate from earlier. She honestly didn’t know.

      “Angie!” Lilo shouted from above.

      Lilo was one of the women who raised her. While not the closest to Angie, or the most motherly, her distraught voice caused a pang in her heart.

      Angie dared not shout back. Her best weapons at the moment were her stealth, her speed, and her knowledge of every nook and cranny of Rami. Since all the commotion she and the gnolls had caused came from this direction, she sped around the hemlock enclosure.

      While she darted through the oaks, a flurry of emotions washed over her. She struggled to process anything more than anger. That primal urge for violence called to her as if it came from an outside source.

      Her entire life, Angie was always the pacifist. Sure, she’d gutted fish, driving spikes into their brains for quick kills. And yes, she helped skin spotted pigs, but she’d never hit anyone, let alone stabbed them.

      “They’re going to kill us if you don’t come up here,” Lilo said, her voice a bit further away than the first time.

      Angie immediately knew they were walking her through the hemlock maze. Her journey around the settlement brought her to an evening-facing entry. The split in the trees opened up, with the path looking far too worn to be a game trail. The deep grooves should have told each of them they needed to create a new path.

      “We were so foolish,” Angie whimpered.

      Her resolve pushed her up the trail until she deviated to an approach she hadn’t used since she was a little girl. She crawled her way up the slope and under the bottom limbs. It wasn’t exactly the stealthiest option, but it did let her get close to the side of their settlement where they grew vegetables.

      When she could finally peek into the clearing, hope surged in her chest. Every person she knew, besides Casmus and Loli, sat in an orderly row with their hands bound and collars around their necks. This told her the slavers wanted to keep her people alive.

      Five gnolls watched the maze entrance, where she had killed two of their kind. An extra-large female gnoll with golden fur and black stripes waited by the layered firepit that diffused smoke. On his knees, right beside the matriarch, was Brado. Her brother wore a leash, with his neck craned up to talk to the gnoll with whispered words.

      Angie bravely slithered forward, crushing the soft carrot stalks with her motion. The instant she cleared the branches, she leaped to her feet into a dead sprint. Her elongated stride tore across the clearing and rapidly closed the distance on the big matriarch.

      Bardo shifted, seeing her attack. While she figured he’d help her, he instead panicked.

      “Mistress!” Bardo squeaked out a shout in shock.

      The female gnoll rewarded his warning by picking up her brother and flinging him toward Angie. Brado’s eyes shot wide, the confusion mixed with sadness until the trident dove into his chest.

      He’d always been jealous of the weapon, a fact she hated. Now, it’s three barbs lodged firmly in his chest.

      “By Poseidon! Brado, you daft bastard,” Angie shouted in a rage. Her emotions overwhelmed her from the instant turn of events. “No!”

      Angie’s mind whirled in panic.

      Brado ripped the trident out of his chest, glanced over his shoulder, and said, “I found her, mistress!”

      Brado died a second later, falling face-first into a growing pool of blood.

      “What a darling!” the leader said, with a cooing in her voice and a saunter in her steps.

      Bardo’s left leg twitched while Angie stood there, frozen in shock. The female gnoll dropped the leash she held with a clap. Angie tensed, readying the trident, when a male gnoll approached from the side.

      “Poa, give her space. Look at her. See how lost she is? It’s precious,” the leader said.

      “Run,” Garim hissed from his knees.

      “Ah! No! No! No! No one else speaks another word or you die,” the leader threatened. She paced around Angie, putting herself on the far side of her troops. “Decades spent being mistreated by you and yours. A week of being my prisoner, and he not only sacrifices himself for me, he thanks me for letting him prove his devotion. The inner slave hides within you all.”

      The matriarch’s confidence punched Angie right in the guts. She snapped out of whatever haze Brado’s death held over her, adjusting to see her options.

      “I can bring him back,” the leader offered with an arrogant flick of her wrists. Green magic snaked out of her palm to curl up her arm. “I promise I’ll return him if you surrender right now.”

      “Your gnolls killed a little boy, a boy!” Angie shouted. Her voice lowered and her resolve hardened. “Vile slavers aren’t to be trusted.”

      The gnoll stood on her clawed toes and leaned to the left. She glanced over Angie’s shoulder, looking at the trail as if to verify this accusation. Angie considered taking her eyes off the leader, but she instinctively knew better.

      Step by step, Angie retreated toward the vegetable garden.

      “Oh, Angie, don’t be silly. Loli is coming back up that path and I’ll kill her if you run away,” the leader said.

      Angie decided she’d seen enough. Her odds of winning drastically went down with the element of surprise ruined. Angst roiled through her about numerous things. She should have stayed in the water. Attacking the slavers cost Bardo his life. They might execute Loli even if her life held value and if the gnolls killed her, they lost, but it might be worth it.

      When she reached the edge of the garden, she only had five paces left to go.

      An elongated face peered out of the bushy tree she planned to dive under. Angie whipped her trident around to face the new threat.

      The gnoll in the trees said, “I found her, Mocri. Her scent was odd, but I’ve got her pinned in and -”

      Angie threw herself at the gnoll hunter. He grinned, as if excited about this prospect. While she thought he was a fool, he snatched her trident before it could slam into his chest. He performed a half-turn, letting the strike pass him by.

      “You…” He shuddered with violent convulsions from seemingly out of nowhere.

      Angie ripped the trident out of his grasp and plunged it into his chest. Rapidly approached footsteps snuck up on her and Angie realized her error.

      The trident had incapacitated the hunter, giving her a chance to run. If she fully used the time, she may have made it to the waters.

      Instead of using the distraction to flee, she killed him in the heat of the moment.

      “Arggg!” Mocri cried out, only paces behind her.

      Angie tucked into a roll to her left. When she tried to scramble into the underbrush, flaring pain shot through her left foot. A fraction of a second later, she realized a blade had pinned her foot to the ground.

      She screamed in agony, whipping the gnolls dagger off her belt. Before she could spin, something powerful struck the back of her head.

      A dizziness overwhelmed her.

      No matter how hard she tried, her mind lacked focus with a constant wander and her eyes violently drifted. When another impact cracked against the back of her skull, the blackness consumed her.
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      Water sloshed repeatedly, and the constant sway slowly jostled her awake. Angie groaned, carefully peeling her eyes open. It took a moment, but when she regained her senses, what she saw didn’t surprise her.

      The people of Rami huddled together in a musky ship’s hold. Most of them slept, with Loli’s head resting against the wood directly beside her. Oars splashed right outside the hull with creaking footsteps echoing into the hold.

      Garim peeked an eye open, becoming alert by her stirring. “Welcome back ta the world of the livin’.”

      “My head,” Angie complained, rubbing the back of her hair. Two big bumps greeted her cursory inspection. Even though she knew she was on a ship, Angie couldn’t help it and asked, “Where are we?”

      “I don’t rightly know,” Garim admitted. The old man licked his cracked lips. Angie glanced around for water, with her parched throat croaking for relief. “They didn’t give us any water since this mornin’ and it's all gone, sorry.”

      “What happened?”

      Loli awoke from the chatter, a slight groan escaping her lips. “Oh, my sweet angel.” Loli stroked Angie’s hair with tender love in her eyes. “You were so strong.”

      Tears rolled down Loli’s face as emotions overwhelmed her. Angie struggled to sit up, the pain from her head injury combined with the slight rocking of the ship making that challenging. A few of the others stared at her with a mix of grief and pride. Their dirty faces and displayed fatigue told her she’d been asleep for quite some time.

      “Casmus?” Angie asked.

      Loli covered her mouth with a headshake. Angie didn’t join in her tears. Between Bardo and Casmus’ deaths, she should be trembling with grief, and yet she was more worried about her current predicament instead.

      Garim poked Angie’s leg for attention. He said, “Kalima’s grateful ya tried ta save her, boy.”

      “I… I did try. I didn’t succeed, though. Where is she?” Angie asked, leaning forward to try to find her in the poorly lit ship’s hold.

      Garim pointed up to the ceiling. “Rowing as punishment. Maybe worse. Best we can tell, there be a dozen oar folk above us. Their piss leaks down on occasion.”

      “What do you mean, maybe worse? And by the Moon, what happened? I was so careful in the water,” Angie asked.

      “We can only piece together what transpired,” Loli said, recovering from her bout of grief. “Brado was captured, seduced, and promised rewards for our location. Most of the slaver races are… easily stimulated. We think she exploited his…”

      “I killed four people, Loli. I’m not a little girl. The gnolls are known for being exceptionally horny with a low pregnancy rate,” Angie said in a factual way. “Just like most of the slavers. And maybe worse suddenly makes sense. Kalima is up top, being forced to row and probably worse to help her community.”

      Both of them nodded at her words.

      “Sorry about Brado. He… he deserved what he got, even if he was a good lad fer a long time. We tried to convince that Mocri leader lady to return Casmus. Offerin’ everything in the world we could. She revived dat last fella ya killed instead,” Garim said unhappily.

      Angie slammed her eyes shut and screamed into her sealed lips. If others weren’t sleeping, she would have let loose. That was the kind of person Angie was, and so she released a muffled shout instead.

      Loli hugged her from the side. “When she grabbed your trident, it broke into a bunch of pieces, ruining her hand. She cursed up a storm because it meant she’d be unable to revive another body due to the repair drain, or some such.”

      “Serves that gnasher right. I can’t believe this happened,” Angie said with a sigh. She glanced up at the trapdoor, watching it bounce with the rocking waves. “It’s probably best to focus on the situation. What do we know?”

      “There’s fifteen of them, with a dozen slave rowers, like Garim said. We’re too raw to help row, whatever that means. The other humans who were on the top deck rowing benches were forced to wear bags over their heads while we were marched into the hold. We’re in a trade ship, but they brought some crates onto the main deck to stuff us down here,” Loli said.

      Garim shifted, trying to get comfortable. “It’s been two days. We get one bucket of water a day. Dat’s it.”

      “The double sails and rowers mean we should be getting into a port any hour now. My best guess is, the ship saw Brado and made a detour. The rest, well, we know what happened,” Loli said, before staring suspiciously at Angie. “Did the forbidden gods teach you to fight?”

      “No, I just got lucky. I think.”

      “Yer fast,” Garim said proudly.

      Angie shrugged, once again rubbing the back of her head. “I’m just a girl who loves the water. I’ll earn my freedom again. In Poseidon’s name, I pray.”

      “Ya still spoutin’ that nonsense,” Garim said with a head shake.

      “Yeah, Garim, I am. He… You know what. I have a feeling we’re going to a market to be sold and we’ll never see each other again. If you ever reach a dark pit and need a helping hand, pray to Poseidon and he may help you kill some gnolls, or whatever slaver race vexes you,” Angie said, laying back down.

      Loli snuggled into her, comforting her as she shut down. Angie’s head throbbed, her heart ached, and yet, she knew she’d recover one day. Poseidon would test her faith in him and he’d learn she was worth the effort.
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      The vortex spat the lead trireme onto the smooth surface of a foreign ocean. Aros gripped a nearby pillar that supported the helm’s shading to brace himself. A few of the Spartans stumbled and fell against the decking from the ship smacking into the water.

      A beautiful setting sun cast its orange glow upon the horizon with the splash of the sea soaring over the decking. When Aros licked his lips from the spray, the salty water contained a different aroma and taste to it. He ignored the bitter difference, shifting to watch behind their ship.

      An Athenian ship shot out of a shimmering sea-green portal, splashing onto the ocean’s surface with a jarring impact. The crew staggered before they coped with their rough arrival. As soon as the second ship cleared the entry, the third followed behind it.

      “The sail!” Iglos said, pointing to the owl stitching.

      The only way Aros could describe what he witnessed was that the gods themselves applied sorcery to the canvas. Bit by bit, the sail became a blank slate with golden hues of magic unraveling previous threads. Where the owl once defined the canvas, black stitching blossomed into creation. The entire process only lasted a few seconds, and when it finished, a final layer of red embroidery highlighted a ram’s head.

      Within the eye slots, two angry red eyes glowed fiercely before turning a muted maroon.

      “It’s glorious,” Aros muttered.

      Iglos snorted. “Clearly the gods favor -”

      He stopped with a wet hacking cough. Iglos staggered until his knees slammed into the decking. The stout Spartan clutched at his heart, drilled his steely eyes into Aros’ soul, and begged for help.

      “Not like this!” Aros rushed to his best friend. Iglos crashed onto his back, convulsing, with foam frothing out of his mouth. “Fight it! You’re a Spartan and your death will only come from -”

      Sudden agony racked Aros.

      Life blurred as pain reigned supreme. The motion of falling escaped him, but the jarring fall told him he twitched on the decking just like Iglos. His eyes clouded over, his body lost control, and in the very center of his core, a fire burned.

      Anger consumed him, joining the intense pain. This was hardly the first time Aros had faced grueling pain, and he knew exactly what to do.

      While he shut himself into his inner prison where mind controlled matter, he deduced what transpired. That crafty bastard Poseidon mentioned enhancements were coming for some of them, and this had to be one of them.

      Whatever the gods did to alter him, he suppressed the pain as best he could. No matter how strong one was at tuning out the intense flares of pain, he still felt the sting.

      Time melded, life becoming a blur of quaking anger.

      Then, as quickly as it consumed him, the sorcery of the gods released him back to his body.

      When he opened his eyes, Iglos stood guard over him, watching the horizon. The Spartan wore brand-new, pitch-black armor with red trim, something he’d never seen before. As a morning sun rose on the horizon, the armor drank the light in without a reflection.

      “Well, that just happened,” Aros said with a grumble.

      Iglos offered a hand down and the duo clasped forearms before Aros was yanked to his feet. He stretched, sparing a moment to take in the changes.

      As one, the Spartans all wore the new armor sets, including him. Now that he was on his feet, Aros knew his armor weighed less. The exposed spots still existed to allow freedom of movement, but he could feel the metal’s intensity.

      Like the master of war he was, he immediately inspected his improved xiphos. A dark wood replaced the hilt, a choice he hadn’t expected. The increased guard added more weight and balanced the lighter hilt. The blade extended a finger’s length, making it a touch longer.

      The dory didn’t change in length, but the tip was forged in this new mystery metal that seemed lighter, yet stronger. Once again, the shaft consisted of a dark wood he didn’t recognize. The honed edges of the blades and spear tips refused to glisten in the sun. Whatever the metal was, it definitely was beyond anything he knew about.

      On the ship’s upper deck, two Spartans smacked dory shafts into each other, trying to break them. Their efforts rang through the air, and where the old wood would have shattered, the new stuff held firm.

      Aros twirled the blade, instantly getting a feel for the weight. The balance was no different from his old sword, likely something the gods achieved on purpose. It was longer, though, which meant some training would help perfect any alteration to his flows and strikes.

      “Forged by the gods,” Iglos said, slamming the butt of his fist into a ram’s head imprinted over his heart. “In your image.”

      “By Aphrodite’s sexy tits!” Aros cursed with a laugh. “That’s a bit much, seeing as I’m not a demi.”

      “Poseidon didn’t answer on purpose, so I’m not so sure about that. Are you?” Iglos asked.

      “If I were a demi, I’d have withstood whatever the hell happened just now,” Aros replied with a snort.

      “Fair. But you’re not the same anymore. Watch this,” Iglos said, grinning in a way he hadn’t seen since he showed Aros his son when he passed inspections. His friend extended his hand in front of Aros’ face. He created a little tornado of water that barely rose over his skin. “All those who fell upon the deck, they gained magic.”

      Aros struggled to react. The Spartan tales told of mythical creatures. They spoke of heroic demi-gods, magic, and the battles between good and wicked. A god himself visited Aros and now… this.

      While he processed it all, he slowly spun. All six ships formed a cluster around the entry point. The sails were pulled tight with the oars tucked in. Across the decks, the Spartans and the Athenians stood ready to start the day. Unlike before, every soldier, every ship, every sail, and every weapon matched. His eyes sought someone similar to him, but no other soldiers lay on the decking undergoing a transformation.

      “I wonder why mine lasted so long.”

      Iglos shrugged. “I awoke a few minutes after falling. You’ve been asleep for half a day. You missed it, Aros. The moon here is tiny and Theracles said the stars were all ‘shit stew’, whatever in the pits of hell that means. While you took your nap, the sailors spent all night plotting.”

      “So much to process. They studied the stars all night?” Aros asked, and Iglos nodded in reply. “And they’ve figured out we’re not near home?”

      “No, not even close,” Iglos replied, pointing to the calm seas. “The water is still salty, but vastly different from what we’re used to. The seas are calm and if you saw the moon, you’d have zero doubts too.”

      “I believe you, my friend. Trust is earned, and acceptance helps a soldier cope. Now, since you piqued my curiosity, how did you figure out magic?” Aros asked, staring at his palm.

      Iglos spun up another waterspout above his outstretched hand that quickly died. “It’s fleeting. The consensus is, the gods gave us the abilities but required us to be patient with the expenditures.”

      Aros toyed with his palm, running a finger over it just in case that would do the trick. When nothing happened, he asked, “Just air and water so far?”

      “Karius can heal and it’s everything we’ve ever hoped for. Can you summon yours?”

      Aros spent the next five minutes or so trying to call forth whatever the gods had done to alter him. He still felt that burning anger from deep within, but whatever it was, it stayed dormant for now.

      “I struggle, which is unusual. Expand on what you’ve learned so far and how the healing works,” Aros commanded, walking away from the helm to inspect his troops.

      “There are two types so far. Weather, which is wind, water, and ice. Maybe lightning, but we don’t know yet. Then there’s nature, which is healing; again, we think it may do more, but don’t know yet. The healing changes a lot for us, though, Aros. A whole lot.”

      “How so?”

      “Garto’s broken fingers, they’re repaired,” Iglos said in a joyful tone.

      Aros sternly nodded, not letting the moment or the magic excite him. Garto broke his fingers during a training strike gone wrong. They’d repair with time, but a one-handed Spartan lacked combat efficiency. A lot of Spartans went home with their shields held proudly, but their broken bodies were marred with injuries. They’d never stand in a formation again and it altered who they were forever. With magic, that changed.

      Iglos gestured for Aros to follow him back to the helm. He extracted the Book of Drakor and handed it to Aros.

      “Turn to the back,” Iglos said.

      Aros opened the book, thumbing through the pages while scanning those that turned quickly. He arrived at a fresh page, one with new runes etched upon it that he didn’t understand at first. A few seconds later, the runes unscrambled and Aros gasped in awe.

      

      Dear Earthlings

      

      You’ve arrived in Drakor. To different species, or different kingdoms, empires, and outposts, the world has different names. One consistent fact stays the same: Olga, the Moon Goddess. While she appears to be singular, she is not. Her pantheon thrives in the shadows, empowered by the love of their people.

      Your mission is clear: free humanity so they can prosper as their own race. In doing so, spread the word of Hellenism. But… Look, you Spartans are the worst at being inclusive. Lean into the new beginning. Imagine being a nobody slave for all your life and then these amazing warriors free you.

      If you bring them into the Hellenistic fold, it better not be as slaves, or your new fancy armor will crush your organs in a slow, agonizing death, where Hades will provide extra torment. You’ll need to accept there are citizens and there are ruling soldiers. No more. Your leader, Ram’Aros, was specifically chosen for this mission. His worldview is broader, and his philosophical leanings are more appropriate to what we need now: a new nation for all humanity in this world, founded on Hellenistic principles.

       His will is our will. His commands are our commands. Failure to understand this will result in your death. A leader must lead and a divided force will splinter and likely fail.

      Now, what Poseidon failed to mention was, he has a very special devotee. Her name is Angie and when you see her, you’ll know. She’s his chosen priestess, capable of providing sacrifices to increase your energy accumulation. If your warriors pray enough with reverence, this may occur when you reach a vaunted status. It certainly occurs for those who worship the Moon Goddess.

      Also, you have magic now. There are two main forms, nature and weather. A third form, fire, is possessed by a few hidden mages on the planet. Most do not disclose their gifts with this form of arcane, for it is exceedingly rare and highly sought for military as well as political reasons.

      The populace of Drakor, while united in a common god, are not united as a singular force. Much like on Earth, the land is fractured into many regional leaders where nations battle each other. I’d consider using this to your advantage.

      These words will need to be shown to every sailor, soldier, and member of your fleet. Once seen, they’ll speak the local language. Even those who could not read before can do so now.

      Your mission is clear: free humanity and spread the word about how the Gods of Hellenism are tough but loving. Your side mission is also clear: find Angie. She’ll glow with a watery hue. Keep up the pressure, show no mercy, and grow your force.

      Your task is daunting for many reasons. You really can change the course of a species since Olga and her pantheon spit on humans. They find our forms to be laughable and pathetic.

      PROVE THEM WRONG!

      

      Zeus.

      

      “Alright, that helps a bit with calming the troops and uniting with the Athenians,” Aros said, reading the words twice.

      “We don’t have a way to test the local language, but I found an Athenian who couldn’t read and showed it to him. He rocked on his feet for a bit, then became very agitated. I forced him to secrecy,” Iglos said.

      Aros nodded, closing the book. His friend knew him better than most. He withheld the book until Aros could read it, and that made a lot of sense. However, the more he thought about it, the more Aros wanted the others to read Zeus’ words. They’d help bring two units into one.

      “I likely can use the fire magic it mentions, but am short on magical sorcery nonsense. We’ll pass the book around here soon. Come, I wanted to walk through the troops again,” Aros commanded.

      A few paces away from the helm, Kergo joined his side, walking with him across the decking. It wasn’t lost on Aros that Kergo wore the armor of a soldier and not the loose leathers of a sailor.

      “Strip out of that and back into your sailing outfits. Have your men ready to sail at my command. And Kergo,” Aros said with a pause in both his walk and his words.

      “Yes, polemarch.”

      Iglos immediately said, “Strategos, Kergo. He’s not a polemarch anymore.”

      Kergo dipped his head in acknowledgment, not apologizing or quibbling about the matter.

      “I want you in that armor when on land. You’re to train with the dory and xiphos while in full armor with the men. You sailors may not be Spartans warriors, but neither are the Athenians. Starting today, we elevate the training of everyone,” Aros commanded, continuing his walk.

      Iglos smiled at Aros’ words, staying one pace back and to the left. Aros glanced at him with a raised eyebrow. “Speak.”

      “Well, Theracles already sent over an envoy. He figured you’d want to fight out overall command.”

      “Ha!” Aros snorted with deep laughter. “He’s right.”

      “Theracles concedes. He rambled on for an hour or so about how we needed a central leader to survive. The fact you knew the monsters were coming only solidified it should be you. So… You’re in charge, Ram’Aros the Strategos. And once he read the note - that sealed the decision.

      “I’m the acting polemarch for the Spartans, which we want to call the primary. Theracles will be the fleet admiral. He answers to you unless it's a naval event that requires his expertise. Oracles will be the polemarch of the auxiliary unit of Athenians.”

      “All decisions I’d have made. To help build unit cohesion, while we’re in this strange land and strange land only, we’ll no longer be the Spartans and the Delian League Athenians. Going forward, we need to pick a singular name. When we reach home, that will be the end of the name,” Aros said with certainty. Then he wavered. “I… I could accept them as Spartan citizens, too. The Spartans at home may revolt over granting them dual citizenships, but that is a bridge we may never cross.”

      “That’s very… open-minded of you. The others may be startled by the offer, but the gods willed it. And if they want to be Spartan Soldiers instead of citizens?”

      “We can establish a system to make it fair. We just need time. Look, Iglos, my position is clear. I need to bring us together,” Aros said with a sigh.

      They walked among the troops, watching the soldiers inspect their new weapons and armor.

      Aros inhaled deeply and shouted, “Basic drills!”

      “Roo! Hah!” the Spartans belted in unison.

      “Giving us a single identity is nice, but it won’t do much,” Iglos said.

      Aros tucked his arms behind his back and bobbed his head in agreement. “I know. We’re Spartans until the day we die. But those Athenians don’t live like we do. They don’t breathe, sweat, and bleed an ethos for a better tomorrow. They won’t ever become Spartans unless we let them try to be something more. But… they can find a way to take pride in our combined forces with a simple name change. The Rams sounds bad. Maybe the Tridents? Regardless, the days of thinking of the Athenians as inferiors will need to stop.”

      “I - I - I understand.” Iglos struggled with the concept, not as resolute in the need for change within Sparta as Aros was.

      Aros continued. “The men will too, given time. I’m different. It’s going to be okay with a commander who can adapt versus the rigid Strategos’ we’re used to.”

      “In you I have faith. It’s them that bothers me.”

      Aros paused their walk, turning on his friend with a warm smile.

      “Polemarch Iglos, I need a report on all those who underwent magical transitions. I need everyone who can cast magic to explain how they do it. Inventory supplies—Poseidon said we were getting additional items. The more we know, the better. Oh, and assign Macru to Theracles, he’s our best star charter. And bring Theracles and Oracles to our vessel. Too. The flagship needs the officers. Once that’s done, I intend to spread out the fleet and lower the sails.”

      “Where do we go, Strategos?”

      “The direction the gods pointed us, my friend.” Aros pointed toward the horizon all six ships faced. “We sail to war.”
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      “This book is wild,” Aros said, finishing the title for the third time.

      His gaze rose from the aged parchment to scan the area. The six ships sailed slowly across the soft seas, tacking a crosswind toward a random spot on the horizon. The soldiers set their weapons in racks, the helms rested on their hips, and the oars were tucked in. Aros snapped the book closed, handing it to Theracles.

      The sailor’s blue eyes glanced uncomfortably at the book. “You really believe that this world is run by monsters?”

      “The gorgons in all the stories I read have shown intelligence. The minotaurs are a mix between brute and beast in tales. But more importantly, I don’t see a reason for the gods to lie here,” Aros replied.

      The four men stood at the back of the ship near the helm. Oracles joined them, mostly staying quiet. Aros understood his predicament. Oracles not only needed to bring the training of his soldiers up, he also had to contend with pious Spartans.

      Oracles scratched his beard of black and gray, his blue eyes settling on the horizon with a distant stare. “I agree with Aros. There’s far more benefit to making the enemy seem like animals instead of civilized species. I just wonder why humans are so pitiful.”

      “To be fair, while we studied mythos, we didn’t treat it as much more than fairy tales. Humans were always the true monsters at home,” Aros responded.

      “I’m bothered by the fact there might be a minotaur smarter than me,” Theracles said.

      Iglos chuckled. “Yes, Theracles, that’s a possibility. Our world is drastically different now. Either we all died and are on another plane of existence, or we are on this Drakor. Either way, the gods are watching, so what we do matters.”

      “They’re hideous though. I can’t imagine a refined cyclops and I figured they’d be towering giants.” What Theracles said resonated with the small group of officers.

      The honest truth was, they didn’t have a good answer. Theracles opened the book, picking through the pages again. Every soldier, sailor, and even the female support staff aboard the Athenian ships were shown Zeus’ words.

      Afterward, the ships set sail with the knowledge that every crew held at least one nature and one weather mage. Ever since then, the ship crews conducted inventories, sending signals across the fleet to the flagship while underway. The last of the messages stopped a few minutes ago, and Cicero approached with parchment.

      The young Spartan stood half a head shorter than Aros, with a jagged nose and hard hazel eyes. Cicero just earned the right to venture out of Sparta, and on his first mission, he became Acrius’ scribe.

      Since the former Strategos died, Aros intended to treat him fairly as his own assistant. Aros accepted the young scribe’s report with a quiet thanks. He scanned the paperwork once, then a second time.

      Aros squinted to double-check that none of the other ships had tried to adjust their messages. The news was blessedly good. Normally, the gods ignored prayers, letting good men and women die far too young.

      Aros smiled but then frowned at the report. “Theracles, the hulls are deeper?”

      “Not by much, but yes, there’s a lower deck now. They’re filled with supplies and a few slotted bed racks. I… There is much to do to organize and properly prepare the ships, but it seems the gods knew the Triremes would be vital to us for more than short trips,” Theracles said.

      Aros sighed and nodded. Iglos grumbled, hating the sea so much he let his frustrations be heard. He patted his friend’s shoulder before summarizing the report. “Food for a month, saddles for horses we don’t have, tools we don’t fully understand, wine turned to fruit or preserved seeds. There’s extra oars, plenty of dories in case we hurl them into the sea by the dozens, and enough xiphos to stand up a new company minus armor. Nothing seems out of the ordinary if we were wanting to start a colony.”

      “We’re going to need a whole lot more building supplies,” Theracles said.

      Cicero snorted. “Fool.”

      Aros backhanded the warrior instantly, the smack reverberating through the air. While Cicero glared at Aros with a fire in his eyes, he didn’t counter-attack, merely rubbing his cheek.

      “Theracles does not connect the dots in the way a Spartan would. Here, he’s an ally. The Athenians killed your father. We killed his brother and—”

      “Cousin and father,” Theracles said. Aros shifted to let Theracles know his interruption was unwarranted. “Apologies, Strategos.”

      Aros nodded in acceptance. “There may come a time when I make a grave order, not seeing a clue you do. When you need to tell me about my oversight, what’s better: to call me names or explain your point?”

      “I… You humble me. I ask for forgiveness,” Cicero said with a sincerity Aros believed.

      “Pick a partner,” Iglos demanded, without a growl or hint of anger. The officer’s voice brought a finality to the moment. In addition to the physical smack from Aros to awaken the young man's senses, Iglos wanted more punishment. “The two of you will row until sundown.”

      “Yes, polemarch,” Cicero shouted in reply, running to grab a random Spartan who was about to suffer in tandem with the young man.

      When it quieted again, Theracles dared to ask, “What was I missing?”

      “Here’s your clue. The tip of a trident is sharp. It is meant to stick into its target and lodge itself. A removal is going to cause more damage than an insertion,” Aros said with a grin.

      Theracles glanced at Oracles with a raised eyebrow. The two exchanged whispers while Aros shifted away from the huddle.

      “I’m going to row. I’m feeling lazy from all this riding on the sea. Signal the oars, all ships,” Aros commanded.

      The fire in his chest turned into a tiny ember and, for whatever reason, it riled his anger. Instead of fighting on the ship’s deck, he’d earn a sweat helping to bring their fleet that much closer to the enemy.

      

      ∞∞∞

      

      Aros used a rag to cleanse the sweat off his upper torso. Since the flagship pulled ahead, it slowed for the others to catch the pace. He was forced to leave his rowing spot when the bell rang to signal a sighting.

      Iglos greeted him with a massive grin. “Theracles thinks you went below because you felt bad for scolding one of your soldiers.”

      “Ha! No,” Aros replied with a headshake. “That’s good though. We should probably humanize ourselves to the Athenians while on this trip. Let them think we’re secretly soft.”

      His friend unleashed a quiet cackle from deep within his soul. “Diabolical.”

      Aros tossed the rag into the saltwater bucket. “What’s on the horizon?”

      “A trader sloop, about twice the size of what Arcius fled on,” Iglos said, handing him a glass sphere filled with water. “We estimate there are a dozen rowers, cargo in the hull, and a dozen soldiers on the deck. She’s heavy and fat. Not a great target for most, but…”

      “Wonderful for a fleet of hardened soldiers with large sails and three decks of oars,” Aros replied.

      While they walked up the steep stairs, Aros glanced down at the enhanced vision ball. The device wasn’t perfect, and yet, it had helped him win his battles. Being able to see further than the human eye always served to aid him in his strategies.

      He bounced the solid orb in his hand, a bit bewildered that he’d see a mythical beast for the first time. While he finished the final steps, one thought rang through his mind: he wanted to capture a cyclops. Based on the text the gods delivered, their single eye could see far more detail at distant points.

      At the end of the stairs, the upper deck washed them in a welcoming breeze. Aros inhaled the scent of tangy salt air mixed with the heated deck permeating an odor of cedar and oak. Theracles stood at the helm, waving them over with excitement.

      “Our first target,” the Athenian admiral hooted with glee. “Your orders?”

      Aros held up a finger and walked to the front of the ship. He adjusted the sphere until he could enhance the view of the vessel on the horizon.

      What he saw…

      Well, it did startle the battle-hardened warrior. 

      The trading sloop was only a third the size of a trireme, with a sail full of air. A dozen rowers sat on three rowing benches on each side, for two per oar. Their motions impressed him, sloshing the water in perfect rhythm.

      Each of the slaves were humans who wore collars connecting them to the decking. Their muscles were lean, speaking of insufficient diets to go with the rigorous work.

      While the sloop was a dot to Aros, their six massive ships had to stand out with the black sails against the rich blue horizon.

      Around them, a dozen mythical humanoids stood watching their approaching fleet. Once again, Aros saw monsters in the flesh. Well, fur in this case. Large curved horns without curls jutted out of two of the creatures. These would be the minotaurs and the tallest of the bunch. They wore thin leathers meant for sailing. Their jerkins were buttoned down the front, with thick strings to keep their shorts up.

      Beside those hulking minotaurs stood gnolls, whose fur was differentiated by their unique colorations. Their elongated faces revealed nasty teeth when they talked or sneered. They also wore the same outfits of plain leathers with sailing shorts. Both species had two arms, two legs, two eyes, two ears, a nose, and a mouth, and based on their mannerisms, they certainly acted like humans would.

      Aros drifted the sphere to the left, seeing the trading sloop lacked a ramming device to provide any counter-attack that he’d need to worry about.

      “I concur. It’s a trader or transport,” Aros said, tossing the sphere back to Iglos. A junior-ranking Spartan hurried over to accept the device from the polemarch. Aros rapidly strode to the back of the ship. “Sound the drums, full speed, broadside boarding, javelins from the best throwers are to be on standby!”

      His shout reached the lower hold, as he wanted it to. A salpinx blared its call across the fleet. Flags were raised to relay the Strategos’ command. Every sail unfurled, the pace quickened, and a set of drums from below the deck thrummed through the air.

      Theracles grinned and said, “And here I thought you Spartans would be scared of the unknown.”

      “Sometimes you deserve the slap,” Iglos said what Aros thought.

      The Strategos pinned back his shoulder-length hair with his headband. His lighter, but stronger helmet slid over his scalp, sealing with a quiet thunk. He walked to the rack of dories, plucking one out of the holder. He shifted over to grab a shield, sliding it onto his left arm.

      When he finished gearing up for war, Aros stretched quickly. Additional Spartans equipped their gear with precision from arduous training.

      A young Spartan of around ten, who was a rare addition to the campaign, handed him a pitcher of water. Exuri and four other boys with broken collar bones, jaws, or wrists helped the unit. They’d be there to help until they healed and rejoined their agoge, which now seemed like Aros’ word would determine how they were raised.

      The Strategos downed a pitcher of water before he walked to the ship’s port side to piss with the wind at his back. Now that he was properly prepared for battle, Aros twirled around the dory for an increased feel for the weight.

      “Theracles, we are one now. That has never been more important than the moment before we go into battle,” Aros said.

      “I stand corrected,” Theracles said with a grin. “They’re turning.”

      “Note the direction,” Aros commanded Cicero. He turned to Theracles. “Did you figure out why we did not bring building materials?”

      “We can live off the ships with the infinite water from magic and harvests from the seas,” Theracles guessed. “We ruin their shipping lanes and become the trident in their sides.”

      Aros nodded with a chuckle, mostly because he knew Iglos hated the water. Sure enough, when he glanced at his friend, the man blanched at the statement.

      Iglos widened his gait to stretch sideways and said, “At least the seas are much calmer than I ever expected. However, that is not it. Why do we not have tools to build new ships?”

      The sailor furrowed his brow with a deep frown. Theracles glanced at Aros and his second-in-command with judging eyes. “Well, capturing a ship and capturing a home are… different. Sailors can be turned into rowers or sold to Dominus’.”

      Aros joined Iglos in his stretches. “Ah, I see the problem. Oracles will understand. We were sent to save humans, not to ensure the nine other slaver species persist.”

      “We’re slavers,” Theracles said.

      Aros nodded. “Yup, and for a long time, it really, really hurt Sparta. Do you think that the army slaughtering our helots helps our nation? It doesn’t.”

      Theracles lifted his hands off the helm defensively. “Look, Aros, I’m not trying to debate you over the prudence of slavery. With the amount of war both sides conduct, there has to be something done with the prisoners. My concern is they… They’re monsters.”

      “If they’re civilized, they have nice homes,” Iglos guessed. “Homes we won’t have to build.”

      Theracles winced. “I’m just saying that if you capture a city, you’re going to either cut down women and children, or send them outside the walls where they’ll suffer.”

      “Maybe,” Aros said, watching the sloop pick up a bit of speed. The drums continued to set the pace, and the triremes sliced through the water at double the sloop’s speed. “Those minotaurs are beefy. Maybe we use them as rowers. I… I never determine what to do with a battle's gains before the fight.”

      “That’s fair. There’s a lot I don’t know about your ways. To us, in Athens, you kill until others lay down at your feet. Any who questions your ways dies. Any outsider is scorned. Every foe is better off dead.”

       Aros inhaled deeply, allowing a grin to spread under his helm. “Because I win every duel, every tournament, I get to speak my mind to the elders. It is the right of the arena. For the last four years, upon my return,” he turned to Iglos, “I said what?”

      “Elevate the helots. Give them land, give them status. Build a navy, raid the seas, and establish trade. Allow defects to become mothakes. You screamed at them that we’re going to be outbred for numerous reasons.”

      Aros gripped his dory until the wood creaked under his hand. “Assimilation outweighs isolation.”

      “Sounds like a statement from an Athens politician,” Theracles said with a snort.

      Iglos frowned because the Gerousia had said the same thing. Aros let it go, seeing the distance closing on the sloop rapidly.

      “I want to jump down from the left side,” Aros said, pointing.

      Theracles opened his mouth, then merely nodded.

      Aros ignored the commands Theracles called out for the boarding action. Sailors leaped into action, half furling the mighty ram sail. The drums ceased on the flagship, with the left side oars retracting.

      The hundred paces closed quickly.

      “Just me, ready a volley, discipline or face the lash!” Aros cried out, sprinting across the deck.

      He timed the distance perfectly, flying off the deck of the flagship. For a fleeting moment, he soared a dozen feet across the water, until he slammed onto the front of the sloop. The impact jarred his knees and his thick leather boots slid across the decking with enough friction to slow him down.

      His sudden arrival startled the sloop’s crew. On the deck, a middle walkway of tan wood wrapped around a mast. The three benches filled with rowers rested on each side, and Aros ignored those he was meant to protect.

      The minotaurs edged in front of the gnolls, with one female gnoll so far in the back she could fall over the edge with a single wrong step. No uniformity or cohesion came from their defensive stances. They truly were untrained goons, if Aros had to guess.

      “Who commands you?” Aros bellowed.

      “What the fuck! It’s a human,” said a minotaur with a rich voice.

      Aros leveled his shield, dancing his dory from target to target that he stared down. “I’m Aros, a honed weapon of the gods. These humans belong to Hellenism, and if you lay down your weapons, I may turn you into rowers.”

      “Funny little fella,” the minotaur said. “Mocri, we can fight these runts in their fancy armor. We’ll send ‘em to hell alright. Might even capture some nice ships.”

      “Teach this slave a lesson in manners,” the female gnoll in the back commanded.

      Aros sneered, tucking himself lower into his battle stance. “Hades loves volunteers.”

      A muffled cry from a rower who was gagged disturbed their standoff. During the fleet’s approach, the minotaurs placed bags over their slaves’ heads in an effort to keep them calm. Whoever screamed into her gag desperately wanted to speak.

      Her eagerness told him enough to warrant protecting her. Aros advanced with heavy footfalls, demanding attention return to him before she could be isolated.

      The chatty minotaur raced forward, his axe held high. The blade came down at a respectable speed. Aros swiftly raised his shield and hopped back at the last moment.

      “Puny shit,” the minotaur bellowed.

      The axe proved to be a distraction when the minotaur lanced out a kick. Aros remained calm, watching his enemy’s hips and shoulders. While fast, the sweeping leg became easy to counter.

      A quick jab of Aros’ dory scored a long cut on the outside of the kicking leg’s thigh. The minotaur bellowed, its beady black eyes fixating on Aros with rage. The instant he yanked back the dory from his strike, he lightly threw the weapon with a flick of his wrist.

      The tip sunk only a few inches into the neck. The minotaur roared, shaking his head. His foe batted out the dory, sending it clattering across the decking. Blood spurted out of the wound in repeating splashes across the deck.

      The reality of the situation hit the minotaur - he’d just been mortally wounded with the slightest of movements.

      Hands shot to his neck, and he raced back to the gnoll leader in the back of the boat. Her hands glowed green before she shoved them onto his chest.

      “Who’s next!” Aros bellowed.

      The Spartan wisely kicked the minotaur’s dropped axe behind him.

      A second ship boxed in the stern while a third slid into a bow. Across all the decks, soldiers who donned the black armor of the gods watched their commander face off against a dozen mythical beasts with no fear.

      The gnolls scanned the soldiers, likely concluding the truth; the fierce scowls of the human army matched the violence in their eyes. As if this wasn’t enough of a show, Aros plucked his dory off the deck and smacked it against his shield.

      The last two ships that arrived were from Athens, and yet, they smacked their dories into shields in unison. Aros raced forward, completely unafraid of the gnolls. Right when the lead gnoll hunkered down, his dory flew out of his hand.

      A blur of motion shot across the deck. The gnoll ducked with a grin, impressed with himself for dodging the attack. “Stoopid humie, ya missed.”

      Aros snatched his Xiphos with a smooth retrieval. The blade drank in the sunlight as it sang freely. He stopped with a skid and pointed behind the gnoll.

      When the gnoll hesitantly glanced over his shoulder, he saw the minotaur staggering with a dory through his eye.

      “Heal him!” the other minotaur demanded.

      The leader shook her head. “I did what I could. It’s a miracle he’s still on his hooves.” Whatever magic healed his neck wound stopped that mortal blow. The dory in his eyes proved to be beyond the healer's capabilities, and after a few awkward steps, the minotaur tumbled over the railing.

      “I can kill you all, but here I stand with hundreds of my kind on standby. Lay down your weapons, submit to the gallows, or I’ll order a volley of dories and live with the results,” Aros said.

      The gnoll healer straightened her back and said, “I’m ready to speak with your master. He did wonderfully in equipping and training you.”

      The muffled cries from the hooded lady grew louder.

      Aros watched the gnolls with anger.

      “Lay down your weapons. Three, two–”

      “Do it,” Mocri ordered, almost dying for her hesitation.

      Iglos and other elite Spartans dropped down to the sloop. Each of their landings released reverberating thuds, sending a finality to the violence. The veteran smiled and said, “Wise choice. I’m surprised you didn’t fight to the death.”

      Aros yanked the hood of the clamoring woman and unbound her gag. The woman spat a chunk of wool out of her mouth and eagerly said, “It’s because she thinks you’re pirates who will sell her back to her daddy.”

      “Of course they’re pirates,” Mocri said. “Far more organized and armored, but there's been rumors of a new pirate lord.”

      “No, you daft inbred,” the human woman said, fighting her collar. “My settlement was home to a young woman you removed at the last port.”

      “Oh, the ornery one?” Mocri replied in a ‘so what’ tone.

      “She etched a trident into a stone, giving a blood sacrifice of love to some hidden god,” the woman said. “I think these men are here for Angie.”

      “Yes and no,” Aros said, picking up the minotaur’s axe. With an almighty swing, he shattered her chain to the deck. With the tension gone, her collar popped free. “And so it begins, the first of many.”

      “I don’t get it,” Mocri said.

      Her gnoll face was twisted with very human-like confusion. Aros rationalized that Olga wanted her species to be something more than feral beasts. In the end, he didn’t care about their personalities or personal problems. The gods chose him to be the tip of their spear and, for a Spartan warrior, no greater blessing could be bestowed.

      Aros chuckled and replied, “I’ll make you a deal. You speak freely and I’ll help you understand.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Torture, mutilation, and then I feed you to the fish.” Aros continued breaking chains without even batting an eye. “But we're going to be friends, aren’t we?”

      The woman whose bag he removed spat on the decking. “They murdered my five-year-old son and laughed about it.”

      Aros sadly sighed. “There’s going to be a lot of death. Right now, I need answers and no matter what I do, your son is with Hades. One thing is for certain, I know which direction we’re sailing.”

      The gnoll tucked her chin and blurted, “Huh?”

      “He’s taking his army to Angie, you daft bitch. Your fucking city with burn for angering the Forbidden… No, they’re not that anymore. They’re empowering. The Hellenic Gods are coming to burn your cities and I couldn’t be happier,” the woman unleashed a mad cackle, and not a single Spartan countered her point.

      Aros felt Theracles’ gaze upon his back. The man nodded in approval. Maybe it was seeing the monster species up close. Maybe it was hearing about the slain son. Aros figured it was Zeus - he asked for them to save Angie and they found a clue that led to a ripe port city.

      “What is your name?” Aros asked the woman.

      “Kamila, your lordship,” the woman said.

      He stared at her with a hard gaze. Her brown eyes, simple hair, and plump cheeks spoke of a soft life up to this point. Her fiery attitude raised her a smidge in his eyes, but compared to Spartan women, she was far from astounding.

      Aros nodded. “Help your fellow humans get on board. You’ll call the Aso your home. It’s that ship; it has the best accommodations and the only other females on it.”

      “No women folk?” Kamila asked.

      “We’re an army, not a colonization force,” Aros said.

      “I shall do as you command, then I’d like to speak about Angie.”

      Aros nodded, gesturing her to walk to the ladder that connected the sloop to the trireme. While Kamila began organizing the freed humans, he walked over to the bound gnoll who stood with her back straight and eyes defiant.

      “You wish to meet my master?” Aros asked.

      A relief washed over her face. “Yes… your lordship.”

      “I’m a champion of Sparta. Lordship is not the right term. ‘Bringer of death’ is far more apt,” Aros said, yanking on her bindings. She crashed into the decking with a grunt. He forced her to scramble to her feet while dragging her. “I better be pleased by our conversation.”

      The words hung heavy in the air. When he glanced at her from over his shoulder, he saw her stealing glances at the water. If she jumped with her hands bound, she’d drown and he’d simply move to the next gnoll to interrogate.

      Drakor had truly proven to truly be a land of mythological creatures, beings he didn’t care for alive or dead. What truly mattered was to teach this world that humans could conquer other species.
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      A brewing storm brought a light chop to the sea, but the crew managed through the evening. To let everyone settle in, and to establish a proper plan, Aros called a camp for the night. That evening, while the freed humans were given food, water, and clothes, small talk helped alleviate concerns that the Spartans were another slaver outfit who had captured them. The crew knew they had a ways to go to earn their trust, but for a quiet night, it was a good start.

      In the morning, clear skies blessed the growing fleet with a wondrous sunrise. Everyone shifted about the decks with a pep in their step, happy about the first captured ship and eager to continue on.

      “That moon definitely is different,” Aros said to Iglos after his morning routines.

      Iglos patted him on the shoulder with a grin and a bob of his head in reply. Oracles pointed to the table where Mocri and Kamila waited. The two females were starkly different. The homely human woman stared daggers at the gnoll magic-caster. The gnoll merely basked in the sunlight, almost uncaring of her predicament.

      Theracles, Iglos, and Cicero the scribe waited behind the benched table that had been dragged up from within the hold. Aros slid into a seat directly across from Mocri with the Book of Drakor on the table.

      “Kamila, I want you to carefully open this book and read the very last page,” Aros commanded.

      The woman nodded, opened the leatherbound book, and frowned at the initial pages. Before she commented, she flipped to the final page. A few minutes of reading later and her brow further furled.

      “Who’s Zeus?”

      “Flip to the front,” Aros said.

      She did as ordered and let out a huff. “I can’t read it.”

      “Interesting,” Oracles said, sliding into the seat beside Aros. The Athenian commander rarely said much, always having this gruffness about him. “We can’t bless them all?”

      “It may be a devotion thing. We don’t exactly have a temple,” Iglos replied.

      “Very interesting indeed. It mentions Angie—you said you knew her?” Aros said in a way that made it a gentle question.

      Kamila sadly nodded. “We escaped from Bair almost two decades ago. It’s less than that, but life was so good, I lost count of the season's turns. We…” The woman hesitated, glancing at the gnoll.

      Theracles picked up on the situation and gingerly helped the bound gnoll to her feet. “Signal us back later.” The duo slowly walked toward the ship’s bow, weaving between the training Spartans, who also enjoyed the lovely weather.

      “What happened? We do find it important,” Aros said in a reassuring way.

      “In Bair, it was a farming commune. The kind where there were a hundred slaves and still more work to do than we could manage. I milked cows in the morning, shoveled shit in the evening, and slept above the animals in the barn. Lord Estimer, he was a nice cyclops,” Kamila said.

      “What went wrong?” Oracles asked. She squinted at him with a heated fire in her eyes. “Whoa. I’m not the villain here.”

      Eventually, she cooled. “I… I’m raw. My son, and now reliving this, but you find it important.”

      “The more we know, the better our chances are of success. I wish I could make it easier, or help you understand how much your words matter, but for now, you need to trust us. Please continue,” Aros said with a warm smile.

      While his charm normally worked, it fell flat here. However, she ran a hand through her hair and nodded. “Lord Estimer was good. Really, he was. We wore collars, but that was it. We had our own spot to call home. It was crowded, but we cooked our own meals, told stories by the fire, and stayed mostly out of trouble. The issue was the rotations.”

      “Rotations?” Theracles asked for clarity.

      “Most estates and farms tend to keep the same crew for extended periods. It makes sense. You get to know the land, the buildings, the ways of the area. Lord Estimer would sell us in dozens, buy in dozens, always cycling. At first, we figured it was because of something sinister. Individuals would get called in, they’d have a meeting in private, then they’d get shipped out.”

      Kamila sighed, taking a long drink from her water bladder. She dragged the sleeve of her new tan robes across her lips with a frown before she continued.

      “There’s always stories of shameful sex with slaves, then the owners remove them. The rumors built up with only the ugliest of us never being replaced. That was the logical conclusion in the end. So we plotted an escape. With farm tools, a bit of luck, and a fear for the young and beautiful who joined us, we killed our guards.

      “I arrived in the master’s quarters to find Lord Estimer on the ground with his arms up defensively. While I wasn’t the one in charge, I’d been around for a while and the cumulative events were mostly because of me. The thing is, he revealed the truth. He was fattening us up and helping restore our images.

      “He did this to sell us for more. Now, at first, this left me devastated. Because, here this cyclops was, admitting he’d treat us wonderfully for just financial gain. Then Garim had the smarts, which he’s not known for, to ask where they were being sold to.

      “And the underground brothels were the answer. They only wanted the best of the best to be used, and the meetings were him telling the others to pose provocatively at the auctions to help the next cycle receive extra care.

      “We obviously killed him.” She sighed. “He was dead, no matter what. We stole his river ship, everything of value, and then sailed out into the sea. Eventually, we found a nice chain of islands with thick cover that were away from trade routes. Pirates pushed traders off the normal path, and they got lucky spotting one of our hunters.”

      “And this Angie?” Aros asked.

      Kamila smiled through her sorrow. “Fought like a demon while the rest of us surrendered right away. She was… four, no, three. Born on the farm, but she stayed while her mother was sold. Angie loves books and one of them talked about a god of the sea. Since she loved the sea, she became crazy. I mean crazy in love. Then odd things started to happen.”

      “What kinda odd things?” Oracles asked.

      “Well, you have to understand, her whole life was dedicated to Poseidon. In ways most would or couldn’t fathom. We struggled with food for a bit, but suddenly, at seven, maybe eight, Angie could swim in frigid waters as if they were warm,” Kamila said.

      The table of officers gasped. “Did he ever visit her?” Iglos asked.

      “I… I don’t know. But she entered the dangerous seas twice a day and never encountered anything harmful. Each day she’d bring home exactly enough food to sustain us all. I… I should have seen the signs. Poseidon loves her, too. I mean, how could he not? That girl never wavered, not once. She slew four of Mocri’s crew with a trident and their weapons. Eventually, she was defeated because we did nothing,” Kamila concluded sadly.

      “The gods work in mysterious ways. However, this one is cut-and-dry. Where’s Angie now?” Aros asked.

      “Sabitha Port. She was dragged off for auction about a week ago. She’s pretty, young, and a virgin. All those things,” Kamila inhaled deeply, only to heave out a sad exhale, “are not in her favor. To make matters worse, she has blood on her hands. The right kind of slave master will get joy from her torment.”

      “Poseidon can only do so much. I need to talk to the gnoll. I need you to understand. I’ll slap a fake smile on my face, but I have zero qualms about running a blade through her heart.”

      “Uh, okay,” Kamila said, somewhat relieved that her portion of the talk was over.

      Aros waved over Theracles, who returned with the gnoll prisoner. Once she neared, she gestured with her bound hands at the book. “May I?” Mocri asked.

      Aros shook his head. The book contained magic and she could fling it overboard. Her life was worth far less than the book, and if she was smart, she’d know this. He may let her see it in an enclosed room, but that would come later, once her rebellious fire became tampered.

      He said, “No. However, I need answers, and this is probably the best way.”

      Mocri inclined her head toward the minotaur who rested nearby. A bag with horn cutouts draped over the prisoner’s head, while his hooves and hands were bound. “Is that why Partoni is nearby?”

      “He is going to become something more than a prisoner,” Aros said with an earnest smile. “Ignore his fate for now. What is the name of this region?”

      “There’s no harm in saying this. The Vosca Kingdom controls this section of the Zaspuri Sea,” Mocri said.

      Aros glanced at Cicero, who jotted down notes. Afterwards, he grabbed the book from a bored-looking Kamila and handed it to Iglos. Aros stuck both hands on the table as if his wrists were bound to show Mocri what he wanted.

      When she copied his gesture, he freed her from the restraints. She watched him speculatively with her hazel eyes, uncertain of how to react to this sudden kindness. “This means your master is not from Kehor.”

      Aros spooled the rope onto the table with a sly smile. “Or he is, and we’re playing dumb.”

      “But you’re not,” Kamila said. Iglos flicked her ear aggressively. “Ow! What the fuck was that for?”

      Iglos replied with a finger to his lips, saying more with the gesture than words could.

      “Assume our master is not of your kingdom and we’re lost. I can make it beneficial to you if you help us,” Aros said, waving Theracles forward. The sailor spread out a map they had acquired from the sloop for Mocri to inspect. “Where are we?”

      The gnoll glanced at Kamila first, knowing if she lied, she’d be fact-checked by the woman who hated her. The gnoll’s gaze drifted over to the bound minotaur in the boat’s back corner. Her shoulders slumped in defeat and she pointed to the map.

      “True, or close to it,” Kamila said.

      Aros saw they were a few days off the coast and that they intercepted the merchant ship heading across the sea toward a port town called Osci. This trading city was run by elves, if the icons and legends were up-to-date.

      “There were grapes in the hold,” Aros said. “The elves in Osci pay well for them?”

      “Yes. Of all the species, they’re the biggest alcoholics. Which means they love turning grapes into wine, and they pay a premium for the little squishy fruit. They drink daily, party every evening, and tend to use their wealth to have others do their bidding. I’d say they were your masters, but the Osci elves have been neutral traders for… well, forever,” Mocri said.

      “Those are the pointy-eared humans who live long lives?” Iglos asked.

      Mocri shrugged. “They’re different in additional ways: they have six fingers, molars for front teeth because they’re all vegetarians, their bones are brittle, their minds are sharp, and they dislike children. I don’t blame them.”

      “How did they gain their wealth?” Iglos asked.

      “Trading, slavery, mining. If it can make them gold coins without physically working, they do it. Look, I’ll play along for now and pretend you humies know nothing. Think of the elves as that shady friend or relative you have.”

      “I got a few of those,” Theracles said, sharing a toothy grin with the gnoll. “They do whatever it takes to earn enough, even if it hurts them long-term.”

      “Spot on. We should drink to that.” When no booze landed on the table, she frowned. “The elves think in the long-term only, though. They’d rather lose money now to earn more later. We ridicule them, but they supply all sides. It’s all about the gems!”

      “I’ve heard mention of gems and gold coins now,” Aros said, pulling out the coin Poseidon gave him. “Is there a standard currency?”

      “Solid gold is worth less than gems. Silver is worth even less. The dryads trade flowers with each other, but never us. Basically, if it has value, it can be traded without a universal coin,” Macri said, confused a bit by her own words. “Trading is new to me.”

      Oracles nodded and asked, “These elves seem weak. How do they stay neutral without being raided?”

      “Oh, uh. Obviously, they spend their wealth employing a mercenary force for national defense. Their peninsula is well-defended and their harbors are some of the best in the world,” Mocri said.

      Theracles took a turn to ask a question. “I… I may have read a story about gorgons.” He seemed ashamed to admit this. “They had snakes for hair in the story. The images in our book have them with regular hair and body parts like a human.”

      “Snakes for hair?” Mocri said in dismay, giving Aros a funny look.

      The Strategos shrugged. “Legendary tales.” He abruptly changed topics. “I noticed some of the gnolls almost wanting to be protective of Kamila.”

      The homely woman blushed, as if she wanted to hide. “I willingly volunteered my… services to spare the others.”

      “I’m not judging. Spartans breed with helots with abandon. Can you be carrying a gnoll child?” Aros asked. Both ladies stared daggers at him, as if he were crazy. “What?”

      Eventually, Mocri calmed, giving him a meek smile. “Children always resemble the mother’s species. Olga rarely blesses a pregnancy from cross-species breeding. If you… If you…” The female gnoll struggled. She inhaled deeply, then exhaled. “Please don’t use us for such… things.”

      Iglos burst into a laugh and the officers joined him. Eventually, they slowed and Iglos said, “Say ‘stop.’ This is a standing military, a honed blade of the gods. We have rules, and one of them is to simply stop if your target for lust is not interested. Mind you, don’t say ‘no’ or ‘please don’t.’ Say ‘stop’. Understood?”

      Kamila snorted. “Understood. That’s far better than how they treat humans.”

      “We don’t want to fuck animals,” Theracles said with a shrug.

      This displeased Mocri, but no one seemed to care. Oracles cleared his throat and asked, “While it’s great to establish there're no mixed breeds to worry about, I am more concerned with the details of this elven city with all the wealth. Is what the… Mocri, is what she says, is it true?”

      Aros shifted to glance at Kamila for verification. She shrugged. “Sorry, your lordships. I never left Vosca, nor am I a trader.”

      “Understood. We can probably trade with the elves,” Aros said, dancing his fingers on the table. “If our goal is to free slaves, then buying them with items we loot is always an option.”

      Mocri snorted, sneered, then frowned. The waves of emotions were clear. “They actually might do that even if they find out you’re on some holy mission on behalf of one of the nine superior species. Maybe it’s Olga guiding you?”

      “Guessing won’t help, but I can disclose this. We don’t serve Olga. My master, as you like to infer, is not in tune with the moon goddess,” Aros said.

      “Well, that’s just not possible. A heretic band within the civilized would surely have been rooted out by now. Look, I’m just a drinking gal who is doing her father a favor and running a trade ship. Ask the others, it’s the truth. Which, unfortunately, means I’m not worth much for ransom.” When Mocri said this, Aros believed her.

      Kamila opened and closed her mouth, wisely keeping quiet for the time being.

      “I’m a believer in extracting value. Not all of my brothers are, but the underlying principle of my philosophy is to make the most of the situation. This Vosca Kingdom, tell me about it, please,” Aros asked nicely.

      “The center of the kingdom rests here.” She pointed to a large city named Kehor, a location she had referred to earlier. The city nestled at the top of a river with three paths to the sea. Her fingers traced the jagged borders. “The lines on this map go into flux, waning back and forth with conflicts that tax the populace heavily. Only the dryads have gained ground recently, with King Dyn pushing hard against the fairies.”

      “And how do you hear of this news?” Iglos asked.

      Mocri paused, accepting a bladder of water from Theracles. The container was hers from before, and it made no sense to deprive her of the water. When she finished, she winced.

      “Loyal slaves carry it. Sometimes it’s youth, but the four dukes demand that information flows routinely. Every day there’s a crier who shouts the news and posts it on a board. I mostly hear about it while drinking,” Mocri admitted.

      When the soldiers around the table heard this, they withheld their reactions. Both Sparta and Athens used runners, ships, and horses to shift information. They rarely used helots for such an important task, which meant Mocri exposed a weakness in the system Cicero hopefully noted on his own.

      Aros jabbed a finger at a port city, one of the smaller ones. “This is Sabitha Port. The direction you tried to flee to and, based on the information from the human slaves, where you dropped off Angie.”

      “It’s hard for me to lie about that, but I’ll endure torture to say much more,” Mocri said with a sad huff. “It’s my home.”

      “The words resonate with me. They truly do. I don’t need you for the information about the port. I have it from willing sources. Thank you for your honesty. You may go below. I promise to try to extract maximum value from you, which means killing you serves minimal purpose, unless it is to make a statement, and when I normally do that, it's not against prisoners,” Aros said.

      “What are you going to tell them?” Mocri asked Kamila.

      Theracles backhanded the gnoll woman so hard she fell off of the bench. To Aros, the smack that sent her crashing down was warranted. No one reprimanded Theracles. Aros rose from his seat to loom over his prisoner, who rubbed her cheek.

      “You mistake kindness for weakness. You’re a prisoner of a war between gods. I understand you don’t register it, but my master truly is a pantheon of gods. Just like Olga is not singular. Hopefully, these lessons are enough for you to learn something.” His steely-eyed gaze sharply shifted to Dashan, who stood guard on the stairs to the lower decks. “A single light lash. Let her know she’s no longer in charge of asking a human anything.”

      Two Spartans hurried over, dragged her by the armpits, lifted the shirt on her back, and before she could even process what was happening, a lash snapped. Her cry of pain was fleeting. Her back would sting, but as a healer, he doubted she’d endure much pain.

      A moment later, her escort hauled her below and toward a rowing bench, where she'd expend more energy than she'd consumed. Aros meant to be true to his word; he’d extract value from her survival, assuming she behaved.

      “Bring up the other humans,” Oracles said to Kamila.

      The plump woman departed down the stairs while the officers stayed at the table. Aros returned to his seat while adjusting the map enough for it to cause attention.

      “Thoughts?”

      Theracles mumbled to himself with a perplexed expression. The admiral ran a finger across the map with additional mutterings before he said, “The gods dropped us where no traffic lines should be. Based on the distance between,” he jammed a finger onto the map, “here, I figure their leagues are slightly shorter than ours. The crew said the trip from Sabitha Port to Osci would take three weeks. Much like us, they don’t open sail much.”

      “Is that the reckoning sailing term you were talking about?” Iglos asked.

      “Some of us can use the stars, but yes, for the most part, we will sail along the coasts, beach for the night, and row during the day. We can sail while men sleep with a favorable wind, but without, it’s not wise,” Theracles informed them. “There were a few devices the sailors had that I’m still trying to figure out.”

      Aros nodded. “If we sleep on the ships and have slaves row at night?”

      “I… We normally run shallow. These ships are meant for speed and ramming. While they can still do that, they’ve been altered. As I said upon our arrival to this strange world, we’re deeper, as if the gods expected us to need a sleeping hold or would need to haul goods. We can do it in ten days with light hulls, a clear path, and rotating sleeping. There… the troops tend to dislike sleeping on the ships.”

      They mulled over his words, understanding some comforts may need to be created to turn their main lifelines into something closer to a home. Thoughts of temporary bedding drifted through Aros’ mind until Iglos broke the silence.

      “That means the population is high here,” Iglos said, pointing out all the cities that dotted the coasts.

      Oracles nodded, leaning forward on the table with his elbows. “Very high. Likely much like home, the sea is the fastest way to travel. Especially if these trinkets are good.”

      “We have our work cut out for us, then,” Aros said with a sigh. “So… Oracles. I…”

      “What’s the matter?” the Athenian asked.

      “Long term, I’m not the right person to handle integration. Uh, and when I say that, I’m probably the best Spartan to do it,” Aros said, fidgeting a bit. “What I’m getting at is: we need an officer to handle the slaves and I think it can be someone we free, but not Kamila per se.”

      “Because I’m a woman?” Kamila asked, leaving the hold at the head of a string of freed humans.

      The others smiled nervously, some far more happy about their freedom than others. Each of them was given decent clothes to wear that were meant for comfort over anything else. For now, Aros had no plans to make them do menial labor. They needed to put on weight and understand they truly were free.

      “You’re a hothead,” Iglos answered. “A woman is fine. Well, in Sparta anyway, less so in Athens. Anyway, a council is better. Just as we lead the army and fleet, we’ll need to transition those we free. We don’t mince words: you’re weak, undertrained, undereducated, and probably worship Olga.”

      “Uh, what?” Kamila replied with a twisted face.

      “You got them to run?” Aros asked, and she nodded. “I like results. Results make me happy and in this case, maybe if you continue to deduce instead of react, you might make my council for integration.”

      “I don’t worship Olga, your Lordship,” Kamila said defiantly.

      “We’re going to start making books about Hellenism, but for now, let’s focus on the current situation. I’ll handle this orientation. You’ll study with the young students we brought. Your lessons will include all the things we value. Once proficient in general knowledge, we’ll teach combat training at a basic level.”

      “Even me?” Kamila said.

      “They killed your son, and even if they didn’t, yes you,” Aros replied. She nodded with a sad sigh. “We’re new to Drakor. So we can use your help. Please sit in a circle and tell us everything you can about your captors, their cities, their defenses, and the soldiers who use them.”

      And with those words, the treasure chest of information spilled forth, providing a wealth of data for the Strategos to consider. At the end of the sharing—which lasted the rest of the day—Aros grinned, having a solid plan already formed in his mind.
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      “Being an adult sucks,” Carisca muttered. The young female minotaur watched the ships in the harbor sailing out with the morning wind. In the near distance, slaves and talented workers constructed new ships at the dry docks, hoping to replace the recent losses.

      Pirates who plagued the seas were thinning the herd, or so her father informed her.

      She struggled internally, wanting to abandon the burdens her parents had shoved onto her shoulders. Anyone of these ships would take her to a new life, one where she could be anyone. And yet, Carisca was hardly prepared to live on the run. She leaned against the railing, resting her elbows on the cracked wood while soaking up the sunshine.

      Behind her, commoners walked along the market’s road, eager to start their day. A pair of shuffling sandals stopped behind her.

      “Darling, darling. You look dreadful.”

      Carisca recognized the voice and found herself unable to cringe. She turned slowly, her hair in its thick black braid gently swaying. Sure enough, a gnoll of minor standing stood before her. Anisa cooled herself with a Zakri fan unfurled in a half-moon to apply a breeze to her face.

      The gnoll wore posh white robes that revealed a black breast wrap and small red shorts. The partially see-through outfit told everyone who looked that Anisa was open for business.

      “Oh, Anisa. I can’t believe you’re out without Danbi,” Carisca said, knowing full-well her marriage proposal had been rejected because of her father’s recent stumbles. Carisca tucked her horns in with a fake pout. “Oh, you poor darling.”

      The gloating ended for Carisca when Anisa tugged a stout human forward. While the collar around his neck forced him to obey his mistress’s commands, he barely fought her demands. Suddenly Anisa stood a bit taller, and to further surprise her, Anisa’s jewelry shone with recent additions. While Carisca always considered herself the prettier of the two, Anisa radiated confidence.

      What am I missing?

      The answer rested in the human who stood a head shorter than both of them. Carisca focused on the male, noting he was a fine specimen. The glaring sunshine, coupled with the busy foot traffic, hid the human at first. Sometimes she hated how the congestion overwhelmed her in such places; her lack of attention meant she missed the most obvious of signs.

      This young man was hale, with a physique normally reserved for the true warrior species. If she had to guess, she’d say he worked in a stone quarry or logging camp some of her peers indulged in such scandalous fun, but never Carisca.

      “You stare for too long,” Anisa teased.

      Carisca scoffed. “My dear Anisa, I’m impressed, nothing more or less. Mother has said it is time,” she leveled a finger at the gnoll’s slave, “and I like the decision you made.”

      Anisa bowed, failing to master the custom, but far better than she expected. Anisa ginned, revealing those polished canines. Another sign. “A compliment, from the baroness herself.”

      “Future baroness, but yes, a compliment is due. You choose well.”

      Anisa swayed innocently even though she was the farthest thing from innocent. Her pretend smile did little to faze Carisca, but the minotauress finally said, “Time for what, exactly?”

      Carisca’s face bunched in confusion. “Wait, why did you buy the male?”

      “Oh, Danbi accepted father’s dowry. We’re to be wed. This human will be our estate’s caretaker, a brighter spot for our future. He’s quality breeding stock and a worthwhile investment. Same as the sloop father bought us! It’s just… a dream come true. The moon goddess blesses us.”

      Carisca’s jaw dropped for a good minute or two. During the pause, she blinked excessively, ignoring the flow of gnolls, minotaurs, and other species moving around in their summer attire. Most of the residents of the port city had shifted from warm winter clothes to more scandalous outfits. While she wanted to ask how Anisa’s father had saved himself, she kept her thoughts to herself.

      Anisa’s father recently lost a trading ship, adding to a string of defeats. If Carisca remembered right, it was the fourth this year, and the most recent loss all but spelled their family’s demise. Their shipping business struggled, but so did a lot of smaller operations. Even larger ships had been boarded recently, with one of her father’s traders barely repelling a capture attempt.

      The pirates on the seas were proving to be winning more and more as of late; a fact that left the residents of Sabitha Port on edge.

      Anisa caught onto her confusion and proudly said, “My sister saved us, can you believe it?”

      Carisca bunched her snout, pulled on her sleeve, and blurted, “Kelany?”

      “Nope, Mocri.”

      Again, Carisca stood there, stunned. “I’m so confused. That hot-headed, reckless sister of yours… The one who gets into tavern fights, has entwined with half the city, and never amounted to anything before has done…what, exactly?”

      “Oh, this is so refreshing, darling. To find you out of the know is delightful, absolutely. I will cherish this moment. Mocri was sent to guard her father’s prized trade run. He bet everything on the journey, leveraging his debts to the point he’d hang if she failed. He sent Mocri with a few of her drinking mates; literally, they mate and drink the filthy whore! Am I right?”

      Carisca didn’t comment. The evidence of the tides turning was right in front of her. Her parents would become irate if they knew she intentionally slighted a family back on the rise. For a woman coming-of-age, within a noble family, the punishment would be harsh, unless she countered it with something positive.

      Anisa tossed a hand in the air. “Well, not only did she deliver the goods, she outran a pirate. Then, by sheer luck, she found an outpost of free humans! What are the odds?”

      “Stunning,” Carisca replied in muted shock.

      The gnoll clapped with light smacks of her palms, loving the moment, and said, “The successful run recovered the losses. Plus, the auctioneer instantly advanced enough toward future sales that my life is forever changed. I’m to be wed. Father purchased new ships, and the seas bring life at the best possible time.”

      “Oh. I - I - That’s wonderful, Anisa. I’m sorry if I came off as a brat earlier. My parents are heaping pressure on me. I mean this when I say it—I’m happy for you and the fact you’re moving onto the next step in your life. The woes of a daughter trying to please her parents!”

      Anisa bobbed her head. “Right. Oh, the auction is about to start. I don’t want wild slaves, but some gnolls love breaking them in. I know you minotaurs are different, so maybe you like the back-and-forth torment.”

      “I may have some special skills for such endeavors. Hmm…”

      Carisca glanced deep into the city. Away from the harbor, towering stone buildings painted in tans and reds dominated the horizon. The streets rose at a gradual incline, flanked by apartments with clay roofs and vendors littered in the streets. Near the back of Sabitha, the cobblestones wound tightly in drastic inclines to scale the hill. At the pinnacle of this fine port city rested the lavish marble estate she called home.

      While she gazed upon the sparkling walls in the distance, Carisca spared a moment to reflect on the situation. Anisa wasn’t wrong, she did appear dreadful. She wore no makeup, had put on a frumpy dress, and then dragged her depressed butt out of her home in the hopes of finding courage. In reality, she only did so because her mother screamed at her to take the next step in her life.

      In order for a minotauress of standing to start the courting process, she needed at least one slave to show she could manage a household. Minotaur children normally required a few nannies, and her parents refused to extend their staff to her, no matter how hard she stomped a hoof.

      All of the coming-of-age nuances were terrible to Carisca. She just wanted to let love happen naturally, but politics demanded that the baron’s eldest daughter tie herself to a proper family of repute.

      And so Carisca found herself outside the slave market, by herself, and worse, caught off-guard by a merchant’s daughter she had disrespected.

      “I… You know what. I think you’ve inspired me. It’s just a slave and my parents will forever be off my back,” Carisca said, finding an answer to her problem.

      Anisa flippantly threw a hand into the air with a grunt. “Well, sharpen those horns of yours. I’m impressed, Carisca. Hurry up and get in there. What’s the worst that can happen?”

      Carisca dipped her horns in respect and strode into the slaver’s market with confidence. Anisa was right, she could end up way ahead if she bought the right slave and impressed her parents. At the very least, she’d get her mom off her back.

      Her transition into the dating world was going to happen; it was an unstoppable reality she couldn’t escape, no matter how hard she tried. Fleeing wealth and a lavish lifestyle just wasn’t what she was willing to give up for a few changes at home.

      Plus, Anisa had a valid point—what could go wrong?
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      A lot of the faces who recognized Carisca spared a second glance when she walked through the slave market. She smiled with coy waves, pretending to just be another minotaur in need of fresh servants.

      Her trip along the wide street stressed her in ways it shouldn’t. The ambiance of a hundred side conversations created a roar; unwashed bodies, both of slaves and of common citizens assaulted her nostrils, and her hoof stepped in something squishy that she refused to glance down at.

      She much preferred the posh estates of nobility where the quiet brought its own excitement. Carisca did appreciate some of the vendors extending their shading.

      The fact that she sought the shade already made her chuckle at her own amusement. A few months ago she wished for warmth, then it arrived and now she shied from it. The wonders of being spoiled never ceased to amuse her.

      Her eyes passed over some of the offerings in the cages that rested high upon the stages. Rows of humans stood in cells so tight they couldn’t sit inside. They were nude, with their mostly hairless bodies on full display. An occasional fairy or dryad would break up the monotony, but none of the main Vosca species were available for sale.

      Most of the human specimens upfront were top-tier stock, postured to not only keep the nobles out of the deeper part of the markets but also to give those who couldn’t afford such slaves a taste of envy.

      Carisca turned to buy a spicy oatmeg from a chest-high elderly gorgon with a fancy outfit. Their snake tails always changed how tall they could be, but this old male was stubborn. The blasted swindler refused to barter with her, making her pay the full price. After she downed a small portion with a single slurp, she inwardly forgave the seller. The creamy drink was divine, spurring her into a better mood.

      She continued deeper into the market, passing through the moderate crowds until she arrived at the auctioneer pit. Stairs descended, with stone seating areas fifty paces down. The half-circle auditorium brought a whole new din of side conversations. Almost no one sat in the stands yet, waiting for the auction to start.

      Around the lip of the auditorium, a few nobles mingled with the merchants. In Sabitha Port, triple-layered robes were in fashion, with their deep red and gold coloring. She currently wore the same style outfit, just not as fresh with proper presentation.

      The bottom layer was her undergarments, a simple set of shorts, and a breast wrap. Above that layer was a tight garment that hugged the body from the thighs to the neck, meant to hide the undergarments and tighten any loose parts. The final layer was for style, with flowing light fabric to match the warm season. To accent the top layer, bands, flair, and straps with symbols on them were placed in key spots.

      The more you wore, the more important you were, after all. A proper outfit, with matching jewelry, could cost more than a ship. Carisca realized Anisa dressed so scandalously because she was in her final days before she’d mate for life.

      “Good for her,” Carisca muttered, scanning the rest of the crowd.

      The commoners congregated in small clumps, wearing far less flair and in the cheaper colors of tan, white, and black. Quite a few of them trickled in to get seats early, which amused her.

      Everyone wanted a deal.

      The stories of winning bids way below market value provided hope to those looking to flip slaves or ships or animals for a quick profit. In all her years, she’d never been a bidder, always a watcher, and almost never ventured this close to the docks unless being dragged here.

      This time, she deviated toward a big minotaur who wore golden rings on his impressive horns. He stood a head taller than all the others in the entire market. Additional rings protruded through his snout and ears, with jewels inlaid on the metal. A pair of heavy throwing axes rested on his hips and his aging frame continued to demonstrate his excessive physical training.

      A small group of important merchants aptly listened to him talk. Carisca straightened her back and marched right to them. When she joined the group, drinking her oatmeg at an hour that was unbecoming of a noble, the mighty minotaur paused.

      “Carisca, I’m busy,” Baron Erix said, with a brooding tone to warn her not to press him.

      She curtsied with perfect poise and said, “Your bidding paddle, Father. It is time. Hand it over, continue your conversation, and let me handle my…” She paused for a bit of flair. “Awakening.”

      The merchants glanced at him, barely letting their eyes connect to her, then back to him. Baron Erix reached into his back pocket, handed her the paddle with a first-place symbol on it, and continued discussing how to stop piracy.

      When she walked away, Carisca caught just a bit about how a message was being sent to King Dyn regarding the persistent issue, but it’d take time to reach him. Carisca couldn’t help but shake her head as she sat in a random section of the auditorium.

      While she waited for the auctions to start, she watched the sky toward the north. The birds circled, the smoke drifted high, and the distant clouds threatened to bring rain. The view helped her think about this pirate mess. She wasn’t in charge, but if she were, every ship would have military support, with large flotillas creating too tough of a target to attack.

      The issue was unity and even though the Vosca Kingdom spanned all nine species, it focused on five: the minotaurs, the cyclops, the gnolls, the gorgons, and the centaurs. In this region of the world, the only part she knew, the fairies, dryads, elves, and dragonic species tended to isolate themselves, finding solace in their own kinds.

      Their governments, while inferior, always strained King Dyn’s forces. She listened to her father’s conversations enough to know that the dryads were currently disputing regions of the Belmith Forest. Troops sent to conduct border skirmishes kept the populace happy.

      Of course, if the king were to join her father’s conversation right now, he’d learn those troops were needed here. Then there’d be issues from this duke or that duke. Honestly, Carisca never paid too much attention to the inner squabbling of the royalty. She’d never be more than a middle daughter of a far-from-the-throne noble.

      “Mistress Carisca,” a humbled voice said from beside her.

      One of her father’s servants stood on the descending stairway. Carisca patted the spot beside her. “Anton, come, sit!” 

      The human was in his mid-fifties, with streaks of gray in his neatly combed-over hair. He wore a set of plain tan robes with a fancy satchel over his shoulder. An emblem of a ship’s chain rested on the leather strap that matched the embroidering around his collar.

      “Imagine my surprise when your father found me preparing drinks and ordered my immediate presence at your side,” Anton said with a smirk.

      The man always had this way of extracting a smile from her. She raised her mug of oatmeg with a proud grin. “I’m doing it… I guess.”

      “Well, my lady, this is not the right time or place. Let’s grab another one of those, head to the market opening, and buy a nice and docile devotee,” Anton said.

      ‘Devotee’ was the word the humans used to replace ‘slave.’ For the vast majority of the slaves, they also prayed to the moon goddess. Her cause was their cause and, therefore, they justified their obedience. The goal of the kingdom, the goal of the populace, and the goal of the Goddess was to maintain peace with prosperity.

      Besides pirates, the Vosca Kingdom was on a massive upswing. From the recent lofty views upon her marbled balcony, she saw the upgrading of the slums with her father’s guidance. And while her father normally knew best, and Anton by proxy, she found herself curious about the free humans.

      “We stay, for now. What do you know about these… free humans?” Carisca asked.

      Anton placed his hands on his thighs, exhaling for an extended period. “Your father asked me to do my research as well. He intends to buy the best of them, send them to the king, and let them become a public display in the capital, where they’ll sway for their insolence.”

      “What a waste.”

      “Maybe. Maybe they’ll sell for a premium and he’ll use the gold coins to hire mercenaries to bolster his army,” Anton said.

      Carisca rolled her eyes. “Keep dreaming. Father is too poor to fund a war. Now, no dodging this time. Tell me about the captured humans.”

      “They originally escaped from an improver,” Anton said dryly.

      “Ah, the practice of buying slaves in bulk and trying to extract value from the best ones. Sounds dreadful.” She finished the last of her oatmeg, setting the mug down.

      “Yes, quite so. They sailed out to the islands, sunk the boat they arrived on, and only lit fires underground at night. Dreadfully clever of them. A wise young gnoll rooted out their hideout while trying to avoid pirates, finding them undisturbed for quite some time. Normally, I’d say this is the good news, but a few of them were… are… radicalized,” Anton said, as if this were the most outlandish thing possible.

      “Oh, how delightful. I’ve trained for this very thing,” Carisca said with a cheerful grin. Her minotaur molars never bothered Anton, a fact that helped her feel at ease around the human. “Radicalized how, exactly?”

      “They don’t worship Olga. The savages,” Anton said.

      She couldn’t help it and impulsively blurted, “Odd.” Her hooves bounced on the stone flooring of the auction house, clacking from the repeated effort until a nearby cyclops sat down with an unhappy gaze.

      “Very odd,” Anton said. “One of them, well, this may be hard to hear. She killed gnashers. Yarr says her name is Angie, not that it matters much.”

      Yarr ran a proficient auction. If he’d learned her name, then she was a step ahead to know it as well. Numerous thoughts ran through her mind and finally, something clicked in a way she never expected it to. She muttered through the steps it’d take, the people she’d meet, and what the end result would deliver.

      Once she came to a resolute decision, her spine straightened.

      “Mercenaries, regardless of species, understand the risks. Either she was lucky or they were stupid, but… but…” Carisca knew if she said these next words, her life would forever change. “Yes, this will work wonderfully. Prepare a carriage for me and send a message to the estate. I’m bringing home a new servant and I plan on running a welcoming revival,” Carisca said with a diabolical grin.

      Anton blanched. He shifted to glance at her father, then back to her. “As you command, mistress. I… I shall do the deed this evening. Your father would expect it of me.”

      “Always so loyal. Tell Father I intend to personally go to Kehor to turn in one of the pirates who dared to kill some of the brave Vosca warriors of Sabitha,” Carisca said, proud of herself.

      “Excuse me, mistress?” Anton said in confusion.

      “You heard me. I buy the girl, drag her to the king, and then stress the importance of fighting the pirates while shopping for potential lovers. I’ll get offered tours, fine dining, and my status will be elevated,” Carisca said.

      “And the girl?”

      “Nothing if I can’t buy her. Far less if she tries to kill me on the journey. I have work to do, Anton, and so do you. See to it!” Carisca commanded.

      He bowed his head with a nod of sadness. If she had to guess, he didn’t like seeing her grow up. If the slave asked her parents, they’d likely jump for joy in celebration. While Yarr came out to work up the crowd, Carisca waited with her paddle.

      If all went well, she may just elevate herself to a nice city with a far more lavish lifestyle.

      “Hopes and dreams. Hopes and dreams,” Carisca muttered.
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      Angie released a very long exhale, pinched her eyes shut, and pretended to be back in the soothing waters of her home. Nothing would have made her happier to go back to the way things were. The irony was that she’d always wished to explore and experience more of the world, and the more that she saw, the more she hated it, was not lost on her.

      The scene from earlier replayed in her mind. That pompous minotaur bitch bought her with an ugly grin on her face. The fucking cow stood on her tippy hooves or whatever and turned all the other bidders into pathetic weaklings. While Angie shouldn’t have cared, how little she’d sold for actually bothered her.

      Even Garim sold for more.

      She let it go, having no choice. After being returned to her cell, she prayed to Poseidon, then tried her best to sleep standing up. A few hours later, dusk arrived, enveloping the port city in a dim light that suited her mood.

      Eventually, a cyclops came to her cell, unlocked it, and connected a chain to her collar.

      When she tried to fight him, the big bastard slammed a fist into her guts. After that, her wind was stolen, and she could no longer fight back. Deep down, Angie knew she just needed to bide her time. What came after that, she didn’t know, because she had no home to go to.

      That was how she found herself being dragged through a market with a collar around her neck while just enough sunlight remained to avoid the piles of shit from cart animals.

      Angie figured she’d be sneered at for killing gnolls, or spat upon, but instead, she was ignored. She was just another slave being hauled through the slaving market to her master. The short trip went by quickly, with Angie being grateful to leave the constant standing in a cage while naked.

      An open carriage awaited her, with the pretentious minotaur sitting in the back. The foul fiend thought she either was pretty or important, and to Angie, she was just a skinny cow with tits. Once the cyclops gave her Angie’s chain, she patted the seat beside her.

      “I’m Carisca and your new owner. Ah!” She held up a finger, stopping Angie from entering. “Ask for permission to enter, curtsy, and call me master or mistress. Failure to do so properly and you’ll run up the city instead of sitting like a civilized slave.”

      Angie’s feet were on fire from standing for the last two days and her legs felt like water. Additionally, the carriage would shield her from prying eyes. She loved being nude, but in the water.

      “May I enter, mistress?” Angie said with a curtsy.

      “For a slave not in the know, it was a valiant effort. You will run for a few minutes, then enter. There must be punishments for incorrect actions. I’m truly sorry,” Carisca said, snapping the reins at her horses.

      Angie considered hopping onto the back of the carriage. Instead, she decided to not push her luck. The others said, ‘the key to freedom was always to be underestimated’. That meant obedience could save her life if she timed her escape right.

      While she jogged, she soaked in what a city was really like. The streets were clean, but crammed, making the carriage’s process slow and chances of collisions high. She trotted fast enough to keep up, while she noticed a lack of windows, shutters, and general openings.

      For Angie, who grew up outdoors, the small slits for fresh air and sunshine were beyond minimal; they were downright dungeon-like. She watched the buildings shift by while she jogged, ignoring the glances at her exposed flesh bouncing around the best she could.

      She saw more of the other races than she ever expected. It was a bit of a shock at the auction house, but here, in the open, it was scary. The sheer lack of humans was startling.

      Those humans she did see were in collars and chains, which she always felt was a big lie. How could humans actually be so… weak?

      Her whole life was a sham, and it hurt more than anything in the world.

      The elders were right. She was supposed to cherish her freedom and here she was, collared, with a bitch dragging her down the road by a chain around her neck.

      Her inner strength to never give up drove her on and Angie didn’t quit running, even when they passed a private gate that wound up the hill. She kept up with the brutal pacing the horses set, noting the minotaur who purchased her never gave her a word of belittlement or encouragement.

      The wheels creaked, and the horses neighed before they came to a sudden stop. She panted, catching her breath the best she could when the minotaur patted the seat beside her.

      “I’ll… walk,” Angie said.

      “You’ll take lashes if you don’t sit. I’m not a nice mistress, but I can be if you behave,” Carisca warned.

      “So nice of you, mistress,” Angie lied, taking the seat.

      Carisca snorted in a way only a minotaur could. She didn’t snap the reins or tell the horses to go. The big monster sat her carriage right in the middle of the private road, and without a care, she blocked the whole way by not moving to a side. After a long stare, Carisca said, “You have killed gnolls?”

      “Defending my home,” Angie said, as if she needed an excuse.

      “Well, I know you’re going to hate me. I know you’re going to loathe wearing a collar. I have to set examples like this run,” Carisca snapped the reins, watching Angie while she did so. “You’ve found some criminals. Criminals I fully intend to exploit for my political gain.”

      Angie couldn’t help herself. She blurted, “Huh?”

      “Those were protected islands. Not for you, but for the spotted pigs,” Carisca said.

      Angie folded her hands in her lap. Instead of responding, she stayed quiet. Without a doubt, the gentle uphill roll of the carriage was soothing. They continued to wind their way up the street, with the houses becoming more distant as they grew more lavish.

      Carisca seemed to remember she was talking and continued after a nice pause. “You killed poachers. The worst kind, really. Their families will want you dead as proof you murdered their loved ones. Well, once you’re dead, there’s no proof, I mean.”

      Angie glanced around at the estates, suddenly feeling awash with panic. She didn’t know if the minotaur was telling the truth or lying, but dying was not on her agenda. She wanted to be free, one with the water again.

      “Calm down, little mouse. I’m here to protect you. I earn a lot if you tell King Dyn you were on those islands, defending them from those poachers,” Carisca said with a long sigh and a slump of her large shoulders. “You just need to survive until we can leave the city.”

      “Leave the city?” Angie asked in confusion.

      “Of course. I’ll need some time to prepare, but I’ve prayed to Olga and she’s shown us the way,” Carisca said.

      “I… I understand, mistress.”

      “Good of you to remember this time. I was going to lash you but this one time will be allowed, next time will be two lashes.” The smug minotaur snorted. “Be good to me and I’ll do my best to make you happy. But Angie.”

      “Yes, mistress.”

      “Tell no one about the gnolls until we are outside Sabitha Port and yell if you need me. Part of being a slave means protection, and I need you to get word to King Dyn,” Carisca said.

      Something seemed off with the situation based on how hard she was selling it, but Angie merely nodded as if she were a naive idiot. Angie knew she’d need to bide her time for an opening. Pretending to be a part of this crazy minotaur’s plans made Carisca happy and that meant Angie might have a chance when she made a mistake.
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      For three days Angie studied her environment, keen on learning everything she could about the large estate she found herself on. As the newest slave, she was given the most basic of duties: washing, cleaning, wiping dust, and the list of mundane chores continued.

      The estate had six bedrooms, with four private rooms for showering and toilet use. She honestly hated the work but didn’t complain. The food was edible, the other slaves ignored her, and her top bunk wasn’t that bad. After trying to sleep standing up while in the market, warm food, a bed, and basic work was an almost welcome change of pace.

      A water mage came every morning to fill a cistern at the top of a tower. Her attempts to talk with the human man failed, telling her she wouldn’t find an ally in him. Instead, she’d use that water to clean up behind the five minotaurs who lived in the home.

      Outside of him, no other slaves came or went outside the estate. The other humans all lived in the small prisoner quarters with her. They also must have had orders to ignore her, because they didn’t talk besides giving basic information.

      Angie's frustrations mounted. Minotaur guards patrolled the estate, mostly to keep the poor out rather than the slaves in. Even the walls held an angle on the outside, making it harder to climb in.

      The minotaurs left her without a collar, except at night, when she was chained to her bed. One of the other slaves, Karish, grabbed her ankle. On the top of her foot was a symbol she didn’t understand. Karish said this was the mark of her owners. She told Angie that she worked collarless so that she would be captured if she ventured away. Any human without a collar was keen to be arrested unless with their master.

      And so, after three full days of arduous but mostly painless work, Angie tucked herself in for the night. For whatever reason, no master or mistress visited her to ensure she didn’t try to escape. Angie used the freedom to plot. While she planned a route to flee the estate, the tiring day pulled her into a slumber she didn’t intend.

      

      ∞∞∞

      

      The thuds of nearing footfalls stirred her from her sleep. Before she could pry her eyes open, hands violently wrapped around her throat.

      Her eyes shot open with a failed gasp.

      A silver-haired man looming over her, with venom in his eyes. His smug sneer told her everything she needed to know about the situation—this was as real as it gets.

      In that fight-or-flight moment, she sure as shit didn’t whimper, hoping she’d be saved.

      With all her might, she threw a cross hook, smashing her fist into his jaw. A violent shove of the bone sent trembles through her attacker's face.

      To her relief, the strangle loosened while he staggered. Angie gasped for breath, throwing another punch. He jerked back, letting the attack pass through the air.

      “You little bitch,” the man snarled. Her foot lanced out as he hopped back again. “You thought you could hide here.”

      The corner of his eyes wrinkled from age, and he huffed, rubbing his jaw. Even though he may be older, his round belly, taller frame, and healthy weight put her at a disadvantage.

      Angie watched him twist his jaw, knowing she’d delivered a solid blow. And yet, he quickly recovered to close the distance. His hands went wide, his knees were bent, and he stepped closer with a measure of trepidation.

      Angie snarled and rose from her bunk. “You need to leave.”

      “No… I won’t be -” He lunged forward, barreling into her with his superior weight.

      She roared out in anger. Angie tried to knee his groin, slamming it into his thigh when he adjusted. While it likely hurt, he smothered her with his weight.

      They tussled until he overpowered her. Angie tried to force him back, she tried to wrestle him into a position of weakness, but in the end, he slammed her into the bunk with all his might.

      “You pathetic whore,” Angie shouted.

      She kicked, scratched, and twisted to fight off his moves. Her attacker once again wrapped his hands around her neck. She swung hard for the jaw again.

      The bastard tucked his chin down low. Her knuckles smacked into his ear.

      Her attacker squirmed in pain, undeterred by his attack from the sting.

      “Arggg. Moonless bitch,” he grumbled.

      She struggled to breathe, not giving up the fight. Her thumbs found his eyes.

      He screamed out in panic while she blinded him. For whatever reason, as she ruined his eyes with her nails, he never let go of her throat. Blood seeped down his face, letting her know he’d need healing magic to ever see again.

      Angie growled, fighting the waves of dizziness. She extracted her thumbs to claw at his wrists, hoping a new strategy would work.

      The stubborn man refused to let go.

      With a final surge of anger, she threw knees, clawed, and twisted.

      Angie’s efforts came up short when the grasp around her neck choked her into blackness.
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        * * *

      

      Angie arrived in a pool of water where a man trained dolphins. He walked through the shallows as if the water wasn’t there. The dolphins jumped through hoops for him, leaving him grinning from ear to ear with their leaps.

      His long white beard trailed down to his bellybutton, and he had a smooth back and broad shoulders. Angie immediately knew who he was because he carried a trident in his left hand.

      “Poseidon?” Angie asked in confusion.

      He glanced up at her, equally confused. “Run along.” He shooed the dolphins away. The group of animals only went a few hundred paces away before frolicking around in the deeper water. “What happened, my child?”

      “I… I was attacked.”

      While he casually walked through the shallows, she sloshed through the water, struggling to even make it a few feet.

      “It fights me,” Angie said in dismay. “But the waters love me.”

      The bearded god smiled down at her with a fondness she’d never experienced before. Here he was, the god she loved more than she loved herself. Angie smiled, relishing in the moment.

      “You are and always will be my child, but Hades owns you now,” Poseidon said with a sad sigh.

      Angie sadly nodded. “Hades… I… Okay.”

      Poseidon leaned on his trident. “Time is fleeting. What happened?”

      “I… He… You don’t know?”

      The ancient god shook his head slowly and said, “I’m afraid I don’t. Unless we exert power to watch our favored, we have to check in to connect the dots of missing time. Zeus can cheat a bit, or if we have a demi it becomes easier, but I digress. You’ve been praying less, but not due to a diminished love.”

      “Smug assholes. They put a collar on me, but…” Her mind caught up to the situation. “They left me without a collar. I was planning on fleeing, but a man in his late forties or early fifties, he…” She calmed her increasing breaths. “He strangled me.”

      “Ah, you were murdered. Seems odd. Hades has his favorites, those he keeps in a special stream of souls. We’re indifferent to each other, but I’ll manage a deal so that he leaves your soul to rest, my child.”

      Angie frowned. “Is that it, I’m dead?”

      “I’m afraid so. Someone would have to revive you on Drakor, which I don’t find likely,” Poseidon said.

      “Is that why I love you so? Because I’m your daughter?”

      “Ah, no. You love me because of blind faith. A love that is reciprocated and -” A golden hue enveloped Angie and Poseidon froze mid-sentence. “Interesting. They’re reviving you. Trust no one but the men with black armor and red ram eyes. Repeat it.”

      Angie stared at her hands which melted into nothing. “Trust no one but the men with -”
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        * * *

      

      “Black armor and red ram eyes,” Angie muttered.

      She gasped as golden light coated her eyes. Angie’s chest arched as she inhaled a lungful of air. The flaring hue faded until she found herself on her back, not even three paces from her bed.

      The smug minotaur cocked a head, watching her with interest. “What was that?” Carisca asked in a curious tone.

      An elderly elf knelt beside Angie, tucking a stray strand of silver hair behind her ear. “A dream maybe. Some of the dead dream, others say what they tried to finish saying before death.”

      “Dead?” Angie asked. “So I did die?”

      Carisca nodded and bent down to hug Angie. She felt awkward, confused, and very perturbed by the situation.

      “I paid to have you returned to the living. I told you those gnolls were up to no good and you didn’t listen. But you’re safe now,” Carisca said.

      The minotaur’s soft hand rubbed against Angie’s back.

      “He… he was a man,” Angie said.

      Carisca giggled. “Oh, we know. We found Anton stumbling through the estate.”

      Angie glanced around nervously; even though she was confident and normally calm, she’d just been strangled.

      Carisca continued, “Fret not, we slit his throat for helping those gnoll families. He confessed to the whole thing. Then Lingra here revived you. What do you say?”

      Angie squirmed a bit in Carisca’s hug. “I… Thank you, mistress.”

      The minotaur stroked the back of Angie’s head lovingly. “You’re an investment, darling. I don’t suddenly love you, no that would make you too mistrusting. You do understand I value your life and what you experienced?” Carisca said and Angie found herself nodding. “You’re going to help our family expose the criminals in our midst. Can you do that for me?”

      “I owe you my life. I can do exactly that,” Angie said, starting to understand the situation better.

      Carisca released her hug, sat cross-legged, and asked, “And what about red ram eyes?”

      Angie smiled. “I visited a special place and was told to remember the words.”

      Lingra cleared her throat and said, “Olga can visit those in the middle zone of death.”

      “Interesting,” Carisca said. “What did the moon goddess look like?”

      “More wonderful than you could ever imagine, which means it probably wasn’t real, and last I checked, rams don’t have red eyes,” Angie said, being reminded she didn’t fit in here. Poseidon’s words slammed into her chest. ‘Trust no one.’ Angie lied with a perfectly straight face, “I trust you. Olga said to trust you.”

      Angie decided to stifle a cry to sell the bit. Carisca reached back out to cradle her. Angie knew she was placating the minotaur; feeding into her motives. The beast of a wench hired a healer and decided to pay a hefty fee to become her survivor.

      Carisca had an angle here. Whatever it exactly was, well, it didn’t matter that much because she’d seen Poseidon. It didn’t matter if this minotaur saved her a hundred times, Angie would never trust her, and when the time was right, she’d strike.
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      “Will you put on a puppet show for her?” Iglos asked.

      In most circumstances, Aros would launch into a big ordeal about how he had a new show all planned out. Those situations were normally while waiting for the next mission or exercise. Since boarding a ship, his spare time was minimal, and yes, Aros found himself missing the soothing entertainment.

      Most of his fellow warriors were surprised to find out he enjoyed doing puppet shows. Art, as well as enlightenment, was a Spartan way of life. Creating stories was a joy for him, acting them out was a challenge.

      “I fear we’re too far behind Angie,” Aros said, keeping in step with the cadence caller. “She was captured almost two weeks ago and Theracles had a very valid point.”

      “Surprised you listened to him,” Oracles said, earning a haughty stare from Iglos. “What? He’s brash and combative with his words.”

      “True,” Aros said with a sigh. “He has a point though. Before we pillage, burn, and tear down the current norms of Drakor, a safe harbor makes sense. I don’t love the idea of working with Olga’s supporters, but the path to victory requires more than just blood.”

      Iglos snorted with a grin. “You sound like a Spartan king, not a bloodthirsty warrior. It feels good to be on land, my friend. So good. ”

      Oracles nodded in agreement, raising his finger to the palisade wall on the horizon. “Is this it?”

      The combined fleet landed outside a village just a day’s walk south of Sabitha Port. They brought their triremes right up to the shore, with a gentle beaching. Once nicely lodged, they unloaded to prepare for a raid on a local slave farm. The arrival on dry ground buoyed spirits, and since some of the Athenian ships held horses for their officers, Aros decided to beach every ship.

      The action placed the ships and the army in danger, but with proper scouts, they could always get back to sea in time. To Aros and his officers, it made sense to let the soldiers and minimal support staff have some freedom.

      Iglos was in fine form, beaming a smile. Aros noticed he’d grown gloomy over his lost family, something they talked about sparingly. Not that Aros didn’t want to be there for him, just that the reality was still very raw for his friend. The two of them concluded this was likely a one-way trip, and they both knew that reality had spread through the crew.

      Instead of becoming depressed in all things, both Spartans and Athenians loved to find joy in the suffering of others. That is why Aros deviated from Sabitha Port after one of the freed slaves talked about a human breeding house they’d been… farmed in.

      The thought gave him shudders, but Aros suppressed them, letting the anger boil inside. Helots were sometimes treated no differently and even if he didn’t think mistreatment was smart, he didn’t stop it.

      “I believe this is it,” Aros said, rotating his right shoulder in a stretch.

      Four hundred soldiers of Greece marched in formation with the majority of the army guarding their most vital asset - the ship. They walked up the road in perfect unison, not as a conquering army bent on victory, or worried about defenses, but as a force on the move without malice.

      A veteran Spartan barked out a cadence, keeping the footfalls in tandem. Above Aros’ shoulder, the ram flag stood atop a banner pole, with Exuri proudly marching behind the officers.

      In front of their forces, a small villa made of wood, stone, mud, and thatched roofing rested in the middle of a field. Around that field, a few fruit trees blossomed in the spring sunshine to break up the monotony. Small vegetable growth turned what should be brown soil into a sea of sprouting green.

      Splitting the landscape was a quality road that impressed the army who marched atop it. Aros was definitely intrigued by how it was done, expecting that slave labor had created it. A circular palisade twice the size of a man ringed the villa’s exterior.

      While ladders would have been ideal, they’d have instantly betrayed their intent. Spartans weren’t strangers to getting over walls of such height, and so the army marched on as if they were here to buy supplies.

      “The grounds seem so expansive,” Oracles said. “I’m starting to think our mission is nigh impossible.”

      Aros bobbed his head in a single nod of agreement. “If anyone can do it, it’s us. Petia mentioned it was a decent-sized farm.” Aros patted the older woman on the back. Her gray hairs mixed with brown, and she smiled up at him with fondness. “We will try to make this as painless as possible.”

      “There are only four guard towers that I see,” Iglos said.

      Gorgons rested in the towers with snake tails letting them peek higher. They lacked snakes for hair, and they wore kilts over their thighs, but at the knees, two legs became a long and powerful tail.

      “They’re sorta pretty,” Exuri blurted.

      Aros was the kind of leader to give lashes for words out of turn. All Spartan officers were. He also knew they were enjoying a stroll at the moment, even if battle was but moments away.

      “Be mindful of your words on the precipice of battle. However, I concur. This… Drakor is very unique and the way their dangling tails shimmer in the sunlight is captivating. Since I am in a good mood, what is happening?” Aros asked the ten-year-old.

      His face hardened into the scowl of a young man wanting to prove himself. “We are being nice.”

      “Oh, do share,” Iglos said with a grin.

      “We pretend to be an army on the march in need of supplies. We could have cut their throats at night, and instead give them battle while exposed,” Exuri said.

      Aros snatched the banner, handing Exuri his dory in exchange. “Confused?” Aros asked and the boy nodded. “You’ll decide when this battle starts. If you choose poorly, Spartans may get hurt.”

      “They could die,” Oracles said, taking it a step further than he planned, but it wasn’t worth quibbling over.

      The front gate opened and out rode four centaurs, with a half-dozen gorgon slave masters behind them. The force closed the distance with confidence, unaware that with each passing second they drew closer to certain death. Petia stepped back a few paces, wanting to hide in case she was recognized.

      This amused the stout men around her.

      “There isn’t a safer place in this world than in the middle of my men, dear Petia. Please, stay calm, don’t scream, and make yourself small,” Aros said to the cowering woman.

      She nodded but didn’t change her demeanor. These slave masters created a fear in her that ran so deep, his bravado couldn’t suppress it. As they approached, Aros spared a moment to inspect the centaurs.

      Each of them was not too different from a human at first glance. Sharp features, two brooding eyes, and the same broad shoulders on the men. To his surprise, they wore back-end kilts as well, draping covers over their private parts. They didn’t have antlers or the anatomy of horses beyond the belly button, but they did seem far more human than horses.

      The delegation stopped only a dozen paces away, all but sealing their fate. A few of the Athenians chuckled, knowing what was coming, while the Spartans remained stoic.

      “Lord Asmiron wishes to know for which noble does this army march,” a well-armored centaur in the middle of the group asked with a boisterous voice.

      Aros raised the black flag with the ram’s head and red eyes before slamming it into the road. The army stomped a foot in unison a second later. He nudged Exuri forward and the young Spartan showed zero fear.

      “We march for Ares,” Exuri proudly shouted, stepping outside the ranks. “Our lord demands you allow us access to your slaves.”

      Aros smirked. He wasn’t going to be that blunt, but it was close to what he planned to say.

      “A human army, how… undignified,” the centaur said in a boorish tone.

      “Ares has faith in his followers. His followers are devoted to the god of war. There is only one answer when insulted,” Exuri stated.

      The centaur shook his head. “A child speaking for a god of war. I find this beyond humorous.”

      “Where are your collars?” a gorgon asked.

      “We are not slaves,” Exuri proudly stated. “We are Spartans.”

      “Who?”

      Aros bellowed, “We… Are… Spartans!”

      The army roared out, matching his words, sealing the fate of the outpost. Exuri hurled his dory, the long weapon sliced through the air until it lodged into the centaur’s chest with a wobble.

      The release signaled a fury of anger until a volley of dories rained toward the delegation, darkening the sky above Aros. Before the weapons connected, Spartans surged toward the villa.

      Exuri immediately returned, snatched the banner from Aros’ hands, and joined the charge upon the villa.

      Aros whipped out his xiphos, raised his shield, and pumped his legs hard to stay at the front of the army. The delegation lay in ruins. Only a few managed to survive the initial throw, struggling to turn and flee before the humans were upon them.

      A horn blared from one of the watchtowers and a couple of very wide-eyed younger centaurs froze in place near the gate. He fed off their fear, pouring all the power that he could muster into his legs.

      Aros surged around the other Spartans who massacred the wounded, intent on killing those centaurs before that gate snapped closed. While Aros was the Strategos, and he prided himself on being in the thick of the fight, he sadly calculated the gate would close before he arrived.

      “For Ares!”

      “For Ares!” the army cried out.

      His calves burned, his thighs answered the call, and his chest heaved as he outpaced his allies. A wise and angry gorgon spurred the dazed centaur youths into action. As a team, the enemy powered the doors closed with a reverberating thud.

      While this probably reassured those on the other side, Aros sneered in satisfaction. The gate and palisade were mostly meant to keep the slaves in, not keep hardened warriors out.

      Aros slid to a skid, bent in half, raised his shield, and waited five paces from the wall. Even though Iglos was half a head shorter, he managed to keep right on Aros’ heels. The man slid into position a pace behind Aros. He raised his shield and waited.

      Other Spartans, all eager for glory, joined the duo to do their part as a dozen stairs were created from soldiers.

      Spartans from the army who arrived slightly later, jumped onto the first shield, then higher until they soared over the palisades in ones and twos. Those numbers intensified rapidly, accompanied by shrill screams coming from inside the walls.

      When Aros glanced back, a very stunned Petia stood near the carnage of the villa’s delegation. Not a single one of them made it more than a few steps beyond where they foolishly greeted his army.

      “They’ll adapt,” Aros grunted while Athenians jumped on his shield. The non-Spartans were a bit more hesitant to take a leap of faith over a wall with some of them waiting for the gate to peel open.

      The wooden doors groaned as they were shoved back, sealing the fate of the villa that was already a foregone conclusion. With the block removed, Aros strode in confidently. He didn’t need to run inside since dozens of Spartans had already hunted down whatever defenders remained.

      Iglos joined his side, rotating a sore shoulder. “Humans are deemed so inferior here that they really think we’re weak.”

      Inside the villa, seven buildings created a home for the locals. Five of them were for the slave masters and the production needs of the community. Two were for the slaves themselves. A small park lay on the left side for children to play in, and on the right, an open barn contained donkeys.

      Not far from the animals were the slave quarters. Shrill cries of pure fright slowed when the Spartans in the doorway removed their helmets. Even though he couldn’t see their reactions, he heard it.

      Human soldiers arrived and they had never been expected.

      Aros trusted his men to calm those they freed. He headed to the one location where he worried the war against the slavers might be won or lost—the main compound.

      “This variation of humanity is weak,” Aros said with a grunt. “It can be improved.”

      “These monsters sure do die easily enough,” Oracles said, arriving with a blood-covered blade. “I wonder where their hearts are.”

      “Two hearts, if Mocri didn’t lie.” A shrill scream ended suddenly. “Improving humanity will take adaptation from our previous lives.” The officers walked deeper into the villa, with the army swarming the inside. “We won’t abandon the children destined to be bakers or farmers, but we will turn the special ones into something so grand even Zeus will be proud.”

      A gorgon pleaded for his life from a tower with arms up and hands out in surrender. A dory erupted out of his chest. The Spartan never saw the surrender and Aros only mentioned he valued life to his troops, but in the heat of battle, he let a lot go that he wouldn't during peace.

      A Spartan with an arrow in his shoulder retreated from the main building, where the centaurs and gorgons defended narrow halls. It was a very large, two-story home made of stone that probably housed fifty or so mythical beings. Whoever was inside managed to keep wounding his soldiers.

      Another warrior, this one Athenian, retreated with an arrow in his forearm. Iglos left his side, starting a triage area where mages would apply healing or treat wounds with bandages.

      After seeing his troops taking damage, Aros shouted, “Make way for the Strategos!”

      A primal anger consumed him, driving him through his troops, who split to let him through. The fire within begged to be unleashed, and for once, he felt in tune with the magic the gods had blessed him with.

      When he reached the initial foyer, a dead Spartan lay in a pool of blood, twenty arrows in his chest. Lochagos Jarov bowed his head in respect. “Karmeni charged in and set off a trap. We’ve thrown in rocks, but no other traps have triggered. There are four…” The gruff man gulped, pausing mid-sentence. “Your eyes…they are burning. They’re literally on fire!”

      Aros’ vision seemed fine. When he touched the corner of his right eye, he felt the heat, but no pain. As a student of philosophy and master of war, his mind steeled himself from shock. He was bothered by the change to who he was, but he also welcomed the alterations. If the gods wanted to bless him with the might of the gods, who was he to argue?

      “The magic of the gods. Apparently, I need to use it,” Aros said in a humble tone.

      Straight ahead, the foyer led upwards with a ramp to the second floor. To the left, a door remained closed. Beside the ramp, a hallway dove deeper into the building. As far as he could tell, both the hall and the ramp held threats.

      He raised his shield, stepped in, and swirled in a pirouette. Two arrows clacked against the stone floor, missing him completely.

      Aros bellowed, “Your building is surrounded. Your army is defeated. Your property is mine.”

      An older male voice boomed from above, echoing in the confined halls of the vast building, “Who are you?”

      “We are the future. A humanity where the slaves become the masters of war. We can show mercy, selling you to the elves, or we can kill you to the last, including the children. Do not take my warning lightly, for it is -”

      An arrow shot out from around a first-floor corner. Aros ducked the attack, stormed the corner, and found a teenage centaur trying to notch another arrow. Aros sliced his weapon out, only to realize the blade licked flames off the steel at the last second.

      The extra fire magic didn’t matter because the strike cut through the neckline, sliced the collarbone in half, and lodged into the chest.

      Behind the centaur, a gorgon with a spear stood in shock. The young male didn’t attack, shaking in fright. Aros released his grip, leaned to the side, and unleashed a torrent of fire out of his palm.

      The gorgon shrieked out as the magic coated his flesh. His dying cries lasted long enough for Aros to recover his sword and return to where he stood before he was interrupted.

      “Control your troops while we talk,” Aros commanded.

      The other voice hesitated. “Those… those were Lejoini’s screams. He’d never hurt a fly.”

      “He brandished a weapon, alongside a centaur lad who tried to kill me. I burned him alive since he unwisely pointed a spear in my direction,” Aros said with confidence.

      “Fire magic?”

      Aros stepped aside, letting additional troops storm down the hall to establish defenses near where the two dead residents lay. He said, “I don’t see the relevance in your curiosity. The battle is over for you. Either in death or surrender, but yes, it was fire magic. The way I understand it, the races who find themselves superior pretend it is a hidden talent, while in reality, it is not a secret.”

      “Politics.”

      “My troops are continuing to swarm in—you are now surrounded. Karmeni can be the last death if you swear to be led in chains to distant lands,” Aros said, his words slightly louder. “Good men died for this victory. I am angry, but I do keep my word to my prisoners.”

      “I can’t trust a human,” the voice said.

      “So be it,” Aros replied.

      Right when he was about to tell his troops outside to scale the walls, there came a sound of metal tearing through flesh. A grunting shock joined the noise, followed by a very confused “Why?”, then a thud.

      “We surrender,” a younger voice said. “Sorry, Father. Humans aren’t all farm animals, even if you think of them as such. More importantly, you just about killed my sisters with your stubborn ways. We cannot win here.”

      “I… I… want… good death,” the father mumbled.

      Aros walked up the sloping stairs that were more like a ramp, holding his shield high. When he reached the top, a dozen centaurs stood in a gathering room with hay against the back wall. They held their hands up, the vast majority of them being female.

      The son dropped a sword instantly upon Aros’ arrival, throwing his hands into the air. At his feet, an extra-large, portly centaur lay with his hands covering a hole in his chest. The father’s efforts to keep the blood inside his body failed, and his legs twitched in his final throes.

      “I’m Aros, son of none, champion of Ares. You choose well, young centaur. Gather those inside, keep them calm, and wait near the open gate until I can get you settled on the ship,” Aros said with a nod of his head.

      The young centaur gulped. “And if some of those children refuse?”

      “You’re not feeble. Make the hard decision now to spare them a quick death,” Aros said with conviction. “I mean it. Bring everyone out, be inspected, become prisoners, or die in this estate. My mercy is as limited as my patience is.”

      He walked backward, not giving the enemy his back. When he returned to the foyer, Karmeni was gone, carried outside for his burial. His armor would be repaired and stored for a day where another soldier may be brave enough to don it.

      Aros stepped into the sunlight with a frown. Any death was bad, but he didn’t dwell on the loss. Spartans lived and died for their peers and their beliefs. Today was no different, besides the fact that they died for their faith in the name of the gods.

      The rest of the army had already flooded into the villa, with the soldiers ransacking the other buildings. Everything was tossed out to be sorted into stuff worth keeping versus putting to the torch. At the very end of the line, Mocri was marched with her mouth gagged and hands bound.

      Aros snickered at the horror in her eyes when the survivors slowly exited their homes to be bound and gagged just like her. The victory was complete with a single fatality and Aros took joy in her pain-filled gaze.

      He did so because he knew what came next would make it all worthwhile. Aros went on to spread the word of Hellenism to those humans he had freed. However, when he neared the slave quarters, Oracles waved him over with concern.

      Whatever bothered the soldier also worried Aros, because this should be the happy part.
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      Aros almost vomited from the overwhelming stench of shit.

      How could he not? Naked women by the hundreds were chained at the neck and ankles while clasped at the hips. They were forced to lean forward where they could reach water and buckets meant for food along an alley. Much like a confined farm animal, they pissed and shat where they stood.

      The alleys which the woman faced were worn with ground stone from constant slithering gorgons. Based on the fact a water well rested right in the middle, and the spot behind the women contained a trough for drainage, the gorgons would use buckets of water to keep the pen barely sanitary.

      Infants clenched legs while a second floor held mothers with crying babies behind a gated door. The smell was atrocious, the sight was terrible, and what bothered Oracles was evident.

      Not far in front of the well, a gorgon had decided to take hostages. The burly male snake-man died holding a woman with a slit throat. When the gorgon had died, he hadn’t gone alone, and based on the fact it took two dories to kill him, someone’s aim cost this woman her life.

      All eyes watched him, both the women who were still in chains, shackled to be mounted and bred, as well as his soldiers.

      Aros witnessed horrors, but not anything like this before. “No victory is clean, no battle perfect. Learn your lessons, men of the gods.” His stern tone softened for this next part. “You’re free. You will be released, clothed, and supported to our ships. Greshin, grab five men and gather me cloth to cover their exposed bodies. I don’t care if it is repurposed.”

      “Yes, Strategos.” The Spartan hurried to perform his duties.

      Oracles followed Aros into the long barn, heading up the ramp with him to where a private loft waited.

      “Where are the men?” Aros bellowed.

      “Human men?” a brave woman asked. “The ones who rarely visit?”

      The situation became worse when he figured out she answered his question with a question. When he noticed the alleyway hitching post and hip stockade lined up to support a centaur’s weight, he understood all too well.

      “The centaurs breed the women. I bet they don’t care about the chances, they care about the subjugation,” Oracles guessed.

      Aros sadly sighed. “Or it is a dominance pleasure thing. I regret sparing lives.”

      “Vengeance is not always the answer, but in this, we agree,” Oracles said with a grunt.

      The Athenian polemarch reached back, grabbed a dory from one of his soldiers, and postured in front of the gate. He brought the weapon down with all his strength. The butt of the weapon smashed the gate’s lock at the top of the ramp.

      Oracles must have seen something Aros missed while he inspected the room because the Athenian commander sneered and said, “Come on out, you fucking weasel.”

      A female gorgon cowered in the back of the room. She didn’t take a hostage and whoever killed the women below died, so if there was a second threat, she wasn’t it. As Aros stepped into the room, he walked around large piles of hay laying across the floor. Mothers with infants rested in nests. Not a single mother slept, eyes fixated on the soldiers who confidently strode into their midst.

      “Tessa’s harmless and good to us,” a young woman of probably eighteen said. “I’m Diatini. My friends call me Dia.”

      She handed off her baby to another mother, walking toward the back of the room. Her hips snapped with actual weight on them, proving she received extra rations as a mother. From a farming perspective, it made sense to him. Her long, dirty-blonde hair swished in a loose braid.

      Another privilege of the mothers was clothing. Her plain brown robes hugged her body, in desperate need of a wash. The cowering gorgon gently accepted Dia’s offered hand when she arrived. The blue-eyed woman stood protectively over Tessa, telling him enough of how the gorgon treated the mothers.

      “I’m Aros, this is Oracles. We’ve been sent by the All-Father to free humanity from those who deem our kin inferior,” Aros said confidently. “The gorgon wears a collar?”

      “Oh, yes, she has privileges that we don’t, but her father’s debts put her in chains. Is this All-Father you mention… Is he Geus?” Dia asked.

      Oracles snorted and Aros grinned. “Zeus?” Her infectious smile robbed him of his scowl. “You know Hellenism?”

      “I do. I’ve not prayed to the Forbidden Gods in a very long time, but yes. Aphrodite was my favorite. To know love and lust without being forced…” She paused to sigh. Reality reclaimed her senses with a headshake. “What will become of us?”

      The other ladies glanced at Dia with apprehension. It was almost as if they feared, instead of respected her, and that was a cue Aros quickly picked up on.

      “Why do they fear you?” Oracles asked before they answered.

      Dia removed her robes and turned her back. Lash marks adorned her flesh: some fresh, most old, and all were created with great pain.

      “I tend to be punished for my loose words and with my punishment, the group suffers,” Dia said sadly.

      Aros unbound a dozen straps at his side and the women nearby gulped in fear. They likely figured he was about to claim Dia. He snorted out a chuckle, not saying anything to placate them.

      He removed his black armor, revealing his chiseled body from rigorous training. He chucked the armor into a pile of hay while Dia watched him from over her shoulder. Her blue eyes drank in his half-naked form, not shying from his approach.

      Aros wasn’t aroused even if the women in the room thought so. Based on how the women were treated, they probably figured an old slave master was being replaced with a new one, which was the furthest thing from the truth.

      The gorgon slithered away, while Dia bravely stood her ground as he neared.

      When he arrived, he wrapped her in an embrace. His touch startled her at first, until the other women gasped at what they saw.

      “Dia, his back, he’s… he’s one of us,” an older mother said.

      Dia turned slightly, placing her supple breasts against his chest to feel the scars adorning his back. Aros stroked this stranger's hair tenderly, rocking her with affection. As expected, she remained firm in her composure but he felt her melt into him.

      Not long after, she squashed herself to him with a tighter hug, taking a leap of faith that his intentions were pure. “I ask again, man of the gods. What will happen to us?”

      “You’re going to be protected until we no longer breathe. You’ll have our shields from this day, until our last. You’re not alone, you will be treated as humans instead of livestock, and the gods truly do weep from your pain,” Aros said.

      “Just as they weep from this first embrace,” a soft female voice said from all directions at once. “They are not monsters, my ladies, they gave up their wives, their children, and their futures to be here. Treat them with love.”

      Aros, like most of the room, spun, trying to find the source of the voice. While he frowned, the young woman in his arms squealed in joy.

      “Aphrodite?” Dia asked.

      He continued glancing around the room. “Likely. I wish I met her instead of Poseidon,” Aros teased.

      “Ha! Don’t they all,” Aphrodite’s disembodied voice said with a blissful giggle. “Thank you, Aros, they’re tender souls who deserve to watch their children play, knit, sew, cook, fight, learn, and love freely. They deserve a civilized life—and never forget, temples matter.”

      The voice faded when Oracles cleared his throat from behind Aros. The shirtless warrior gently ended his embrace, plucked the robes off the hay, and covered the beautiful woman’s exposed flesh.

      She kissed his cheek in thanks. “The gods truly bless us.”

      “We’re not perfect,” Aros warned, hoping to temper expectations.

      Excitement erupted from within the building with the soldiers and freed slaves talking rapidly. The stern warrior didn’t hush the sudden cheers of happiness and instead walked to the Athenian.

      When Aros arrived at Oracles, he doubted these people would be thrilled with him. Oracles held a baby who was blind in one eye and cried angrily for her mother. In Sparta, this child would have likely been spared because she was born a woman. For a male, the babe would have been left to nature, unfit for Sparta.

      In Drakor, she held value as a slave.

      The instant he picked her up for an inspection, she tenderly reached out to stroke his beard. He stopped before he started. In Aros’ heart, she was wonderful even if her father was likely a centaur or a gorgon. To others, she was an abomination created by monsters.

      “Where we come from, we have different ways and views. In my city, children are meant to be born only when the parents are ready. Much care, planning, and patience are instilled in our child-rearing. In his city, the sooner the child is born, the better, and the more, the merrier. Here, it is going to be different. We are not in Sparta, we are not in Athens. We are in Drakor,” Aros said, reaching out to offer the timid mother a hand. “We leave this place to a home on the move, with freedom.”

      She hesitantly grabbed his hand while Dia grabbed her son from a different mother. Oracles secured Aros’ armor and they departed the loft, knowing the ladies would come out soon enough. Iglos waited downstairs, with sweat beading down his forehead and vomit at his feet.

      “Report,” Aros barked. He somehow managed to not upset the baby he carried.

      “He extended too much magic, Strategos,” Lemith said with a sharp answer. The veteran Spartan was one of Iglos’ officers at the lower end, a solid man who was given the gift of water magic. “There are side effects from overuse and the wounds, defects, and illnesses are many.”

      Iglos heaved a few times before catching his breath. “They all need healing. I… this is why we were sent, my friend. I’ve never felt more vindicated in my life.”

      “I agree and they all shall have healing in due time. Our timeline may need to be patient if this is the result of every victory,” Aros said with a stern tone. A few women cried in happiness, some hid, and others were carried because they couldn’t walk. A few strolled into the sunshine as if it were the most precious thing. “Summon the men. I need to tell them something about these children.”

      “Such as?” Dia asked confidently, watching his interaction with the infant girl who found his beard a thing of wonder. “We always pondered how they would react to men. Enthralled was not the option I picked.”

      “Children like me. I suspect, but can’t prove, I’ve a half-dozen sons and daughters I’ve never held,” Aros muttered. He glanced at the blue-eyed woman. “Sparta abhors defects. For a perfect society to shine, the blight and errors must be cleansed.”

      A few of the Spartans around him nodded while Oracles rolled his eyes. “That is terrible,” Oracles said, earning glares from the other Spartans.

      “We’re one people now, not two. We’re never going home. Philosopher Marcus likes to say, ‘Expect the worst, hope for the best’. I’m fond of those words. To answer your question, Dia, I’m going to tell the men that today is a new day, in a new home. Your children are the offspring of monsters.”

      “The centaurs or the gorgons?” the little girl’s mother asked.

      Aros handed her the infant back. “Both. To us, even the closely-resembled elves will be viewed as abominations. One thing is certain, and watch their reactions when I say this. We’ll die before they lay another hand on you. That will be our solemn oath.”

      Both fractions of Greece nodded in unison, their resolve hardening from his words.

      Aros continued, “Your children will not follow the ways of Sparta. They aren’t Spartans, but they will be protected and given a chance to worship the gods. That will be my excuse, but make no mistake, they’ll be resented as they grow older. The children after these, those born from men of battle, they’d be vaulted and esteemed. I… I cannot change this outcome.”

      “And you’ll protect these children?” Dia asked. She sighed and held up her son. “A man was brought along the line. It happens a lot. They wear bags over their heads and aren't allowed to talk, but this boy, he has a human father, I know it. You can’t tell which is fathered by monster or human, each is precious.”

      “Some will say I should order them expunged to start a proper populace without any chances. That’d make me as much of a monster as the monsters. Especially if I killed purebred humans.”

      Aros slid his arms into his armor and Oracles helped him. Iglos rose to his wobbly feet, stabilizing himself in short order.

      “Regardless, this will cause a rift in our forces, but I’ll swear to protect all the human children, treating them as the offspring of Hellenism. They will be the backbone of our religion taking a foothold here, even if they will be shunned by some,” Aros said.

      “Some will leave if given the option,” Iglos said, swiping his palm over his mouth.

      “The gods want to rescue Angie. I can’t do that without properly preparing. Those who want to leave the army, and start a new version of Sparta, may do so freely. Let’s hope they can free her for us,” Aros said.

      Oracles finished binding his sides.

      “Thanks,” Aros said, adjusting to Iglos, who chugged water. “Are you going to be one of them who leaves?”

      His oldest friend shook his head. “Then who would tell you your puppet voices are awful? No… Aros. We are together in this one. Children are our future and so many of them have not been born yet.”

      “Are you offering?” Dia asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “There will be time for celebration of freedom once upon the fleet. Send out word, we march in an hour. It is only a mile to our fleet and I want to be away from this place. I’ll deliver my speech while I am behind loyalists and on the ships,” Aros said. “If there is a mutiny, that is the place to thwart it.”

      Oracles chuckled. “Athens will follow you in this. We love women and children.”

      “And that is why you will win back home. We love women once they are the right age. We only love children who are strong. Alas, we are not home. Come, Dia, hand me your son and stay at my side,” Aros commanded, wrapping his arm around her shoulder. “Let me tell you how I fathered sons but never held them.”

      “I’m sad for you, but happy to hear you are sad. My skin still tingles from Aphrodites’ coming,” Dia said.

      “We’ll slit a donkey’s throat in her name and drink wine when the sun sets. I may even tell a story or two,” Aros said, leading her and her son out into the midday sun.

      Dia wrapped an arm around his waist and asked, “And then what, Aros?”

      “We eventually will try to find a young woman named Angie in a place called Sabitha Port,” Aros said.

      “Oh, that’s only half a day that way,” Dia said, pointing north.

      Aros smirked and said, “I must discuss things with my army first, then sail to elven lands. These prisoners will already fill our holds. You need proper supplies for a decent living.”

      “Like a brush for my hair?” one of the young mothers asked.

      “And clothes, bedding, baby supplies, and the list goes on. What we can’t get soon, we will order. The elves won’t be our base, but they will greatly enhance our ability to wage war. Plus, most of these horse people will sell since they’re useless for rowing.”

      “You intend to buy slaves by selling prisoners?” Dia asked.

      “Yes, and more. We want to find a home, and this is not defensible enough. Once we’re ready for a long campaign, we shall visit the quaint town of Sabitha Port.”

      “It’s a bit boring,” one of the braver moms said. “I cleaned houses there, as a rental slave from a decent master.”

      Instead of replying right away, Aros inspected Dia’s son. His brown hair and brown eyes were fairly plain compared to his mother’s beauty. Something certainly muddled his looks, but he was one hundred percent a human boy.

      Aros wondered how many Spartans would leave his command to slaughter their own kind for being born different. He dropped the thoughts and said, “Tell me everything you can about Sabitha Port, it interests me greatly.”
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      “And so, I proclaim us one people. We will settle as New Spartans; a people of Drakor and Earth. We are drafting new rules and laws that will change the very fabric of who we are. We fight for the gods, we fight for humans, and we fight for the next generations,” Aros boldly proclaimed.

      A gently setting sun cast over the ships where no one cheered, but no one shouted in anger either. The reaction to the beached ships and troops on the beach was solemn. Change to integrate was bound to happen and this result thrilled no one, but only flared a few to leaving.

      The finality of this came after many deliberations and negotiations. The Athenians caved on becoming New Spartans mostly because the stubborn Spartans were too stubborn to give up their name. In keeping their name, the Spartans more or less adapted the way of Athens. As of today, the army created different branches of importance, such as a council, a military, a navy, and all sorts of important roles that didn’t do much more than give the people self-worth.

      Assuming Aros managed to not do anything dumb, he shouldn’t have to worry about being stabbed in the back. His reign was only strengthened by appeasing both sides while letting fourteen Spartans leave the army.

      Those who departed had demanded to immediately cull the youth of Drakor, with some of them claiming that the women might be heathen monsters, too. However, there weren't very many people on board with killing all the humans they had just freed.

      Aros dismissed them, gave them supplies, and they willingly turned inland. They didn’t want the mission to find Angie, either. All they told their former officers was that humans would be feared. The gods clearly didn’t hate this decision and part of Aros was envious. A part of him wished to bring nothing but blood and battle.

      He needed to think in the big picture though. Angie was on his mind, too. Since he had freed so many, he had to think of them all, not just the single girl that Poseidon favored. After some thought, he asked a few select individuals to take up the task the main army would need time for.

      One young Spartan did volunteer—Cicero. He apparently felt he was worthy of more important duties than those of a scribe. His sharp mind and opportunistic nature led Aros to gift him with the mission. Tessa volunteered and Dia swore Cicero could trust her. Aros knew if the Spartan ran into trouble, he’d do his best and there was little more to ask.

      The instant his speech finished, dozens of men shoved the fleet off the beach. The grating of wood against sands squelched until the hulls sloshed into the deeper water. Armor-less soldiers swam to rope ladders, scaling the triremes’ hulls with ease.

      Fourteen men went one way, with one man headed north toward Sabitha Port with a gorgon as his guide. “What now?” Theracles asked.

      The four main officers stood near the helm of the flagship. Aros nodded to the signal master and a drum beat started a hymn. Oars splashed into the water, ships turned, and a few seconds later, the sails dropped. A strong gust snapped them full and the fleet jerked forward with a favorable wind.

      “Those sailing trinkets, what were the results?”

      “I… I’m going to regret saying this,” Theracles grumbled, unfolding his arms to throw a flustered gesture into the air. “The sailors here use tools we don’t have back home. I can navigate the coasts off the map, but not much more. Hiring a sailor to teach us their ways would be helpful. Oh! And I told you the deeper hulls would be fine to beach.”

      Aros snorted with a big grin. Theracles was a man of the sea and he knew his ships. To ask for help must have roiled him, but it did impress Aros that he had asked.

      Oracles asked, “And the trip to the elves? Are you certain you don’t want to sack the city first?”

      “Sabitha Port will be ours, but based on what was said, it won’t be our home. I’d rather find a spot where the enemy has to land ships to assault our defenses. And again, I want to not isolate ourselves before the real war starts. Sparta… It was always strongest when it was not alone,” Aros said somewhat begrudgingly.

      Oracles nodded, while Iglos chuckled lightly. Oracles said, “My men are talking with the freed slaves to build a picture of the world.”

      Theracles smiled, knowing the recent addition of females on the ship was a huge morale booster. The pillaged wine definitely wouldn’t hurt, either. There’d be more than talking happening and while it worried Aros, he needed to stay focused.

      “The elves will sell knowledge, especially if we pretend to be controlled by a hidden master. Theracles, guide us down the coast. Tonight there will be a celebration and a ritual to welcome the new arrivals to Hellenism. Afterward, I’m going to put on a puppet show for the children,” Aros said.

      “Sounds delightful, and how firm are you on the one-cup rule?” Theracles asked.

      Iglos snorted. “No one gets drunk or they get ten lashes once they sober up. Aros is being kind and his word is law: one cup per person. Celebrate, but understand we can find an enemy trader an hour from now.”

      Aros nodded and added, “Tell the others, the restrictions are only during combat operations. If you wish to make fools of yourself, do so once we are away from danger. Spartans may not like the change, but I expect them to never get too drunk. War is ever present.”

      Oracles set a hand on Aros’ shoulder. “I can see you’re in pain.”

      “I said goodbye to my old life today. I lost brothers I trusted with my life under any circumstances… except this one. I’ll console my woes in the delight of the youth, and my faith in the gods,” Aros said, walking away.

      Iglos followed him, heading into the hold of the flagship. Now that the ship was underway with the sails taut, the rowers trickled above to where wine would be poured soon enough. Pascrin, his new scribe, waited for him on a bench with his journal open.

      He handed Aros the binding with a nod. Pascrin was a younger Spartan being groomed for officer rank. Most scribes were assigned for quick thinking and capabilities. Pascrin was also Aros’ choice, a fine young Spartan who showed himself to be reliable.

      

      Headcount:

      997 Greek Soldiers

      14 Greek Women

      60 Greek Sailors

      173 Drakor Women

      49 Drakor Children

      29 Drakor Men

      1 Minotaur Prisoner

      11 Gnoll Prisoners

      22 Centaur Children Prisoners

      8 Centaur Prisoners

      11 Gorgon Prisoners

      14 Gorgon Children Prisoners

      17 Horses

      33 Donkey.

      3 Rams

      6 Jespa (Alien oxen)

      

      Iglos peered over his shoulder and Aros playfully hid the sheet. “And the ship redistribution?” Aros asked his friend.

      “Completed as requested. Every ship is a mix of Spartan and Athenian, with new commanders elevated per your request to manage their troops. Some of the captains aren’t thrilled, but the addition of twenty-six women per ship helped,” Iglos said with a grunt. “For obvious reasons.”

      “It needed to be done. Plus we have to spread out the slaves and women. I guess it’s too late to ask, but all children are on this ship?” Aros bounced the journal in his palm.

      Iglos nodded and said, “With the most loyal to you guarding those stairs. Unless the mothers attempt to betray us, the children will be fine.”

      “And the trader ship?”

      “Laden and being dragged behind Damrius’ ship. He’s the least happy of the Spartan officers, but his love for Ares outweighs his concerns. He’s certain he’ll return home, thinking he conquered Persians on a grand campaign,” Iglos said in a quiet tone only Aros could hear.

      A throat cleared behind him right as the hatch to the lower hold clanged open. Children flooded into the main rowing section with joy, eager to explore the ship. The older and braver ones peered out of the hull ports to see the golden hues from the setting sun. Water sloshed under the hull and it didn’t take long for a mother to scold a child about leaning too far out of the rowing slots.

      “Strategos,” Kamila said with a curtsy. Dia stood beside her, using both hands to support a wooden bowl half-filled with ram’s blood. “The new ladies are happy, fitting in just fine. We told them the rules of New Sparta for women and they’re eager to help. It didn’t hurt that someone had the foresight to determine children's toys were essential acquisitions.”

      A bit of chaos ensued as additional women and children rose from the lowest deck.

      “Is he my father?” a random boy asked, pointing to Iglos.

      This earned a laugh, with a mother ushering the child away to whisper the truth to him.

      “Listen up, all children and mothers come to the rowing deck. You have been brought to the command ship for a special ceremony,” Aros commanded. He handed back the report to Iglos and waved over Veteran Gresco. “Grab the box.”

      The box was an oddity found during a secondary inspection and Aros found the contents very fitting for the situation. Gresco smiled, missing four teeth from the grueling life of being a Spartan. The man was Aros’ senior in age but not rank, a fact that might bother some, but since Gresco could never come close to winning in a duel, he never questioned a single order of Aros’.

      The veteran dipped his head and said, “Yes, Strategos.”

      “Theracles! Crack the wine!” Aros bellowed through the rowing hold. His voice boomed so loud that the children covered their ears. When the mothers or caretakers clapped, the children grew more confused. A drum sent a signal through the fleet, ‘Celebrate with caution’.

      “Not a lot of children,” Iglos said, running a finger over the numbers.

      Dia nodded sadly. “Once they reach about that age,” she pointed to a girl of about four, maybe five summers, “they become useful and are sold. Buying our babies young is smart, selling them young is also smart. Some of us came from nice homes, where we found a way to be happy because that was all we knew.”

      An awkward silence settled over the area. Clearly, Aros had a lot to learn. The people of Drakor were less like the Spartans and more like helots. Plenty of helots found happiness while not knowing true freedom.

      “She won’t stop talking about ya,” Kamila said in a way that made Dia blush.

      “This is the son of Ares. Aros will be renowned on Drakor as he was on Earth,” Dia said confidently.

      Aros chuckled with a shake of his head. He gently took the bowl of ram’s blood, turning to the side so Dia could undo his armor. He didn’t need to ask, rightly assuming she would catch onto what the gesture insinuated. “I was a champion of Sparta for a few years, living in the shadow of Leonidas and the great heroes from a generation before. Also, it is far more likely Leonidas is my father, rather than Ares.”

      Dia diligently worked his straps, stealing cute glances up at him.

      “Too young to be a son of Leonidas,” Iglos teased.

      “I know. I’m not Ares’ son either. I’m tall, gifted, and I have the personality of a salt block,” Aros said, earning a giggle from the nearby gaggle. A child tried to go onto the deck but was blocked by a guard. “Move a crate or something on the ramp. There’s plenty to experience down here without getting in the way of the celebrations.”

      “You mean the sex, wine, conversations, and freshly-cooked meat. May I join them?” Kamila asked, as if it were the best thing in the world.

      “Of course, I just don’t want the children mingling. I already hear the grunting,” Aros said with a snicker.

      “Will you be joining them?” Dia asked, causing a few of the mothers who wanted to go up top to await his answer.

      “I’ll do my duty to the gods, then find my own way to relax.”

      “And that is?”

      “A box comes from the supplies on the top deck. Do me a favor,” Aros handed her the bowl of blood again, removing his armor. He grabbed a tucked-in robe off his belt and donned it before removing his armored kilt. “Ladies, go up top. If you don’t enjoy the wine or fine cheese, come back down. We will watch your children while you have fun. Enjoy yourselves.”

      “I sense a but coming,” Dia said.

      Iglos roared out a laugh. “This one gets you, brother.”

      A different mother helped his friend out of his armor. A few of the mothers walked past the guards in full armor to venture up top. Most of the ladies waited patiently, unwilling to leave their children behind.

      Gresco returned at the perfect time. Aros accepted the black case he handed him, unable to hold back his gleeful smile. He walked to the back wall of the ship, slid down until he sat, and crossed his legs. Of course, this dragged the curious children and their mothers over with Dia handing him the bowl.

      He spared her an extra-long glance, noting her ratty outfit was cleaned in the sea before boarding, but it still was the garb of a slave. While it bothered him, he smiled at her to return the affection she clearly showed him. She’d washed her hair, cleaned off the grime, and would have passed for a Spartan beauty with the right outfit.

      “And what about that but?” Kamila asked, pointing to the bowl.

      “Go have fun. I’m setting up a temple, then I’m going to put on a play,” Aros said.

      “A puppet play,” Iglos said. “What’s in the box?”

      “Yeah mista, what’s in the box?” a little girl asked.

      Aros opened it up, revealing five figurines. “While there are many gods of Hellenism, these were the ones gifted to me to tell my tale. At some point, I will acquire more and then some for my own stories, but for now, Zeus, Hera, Aphrodite, Ares, and Poseidon will be great.”

      “And the ram’s blood?”

      “Every freed person will be blessed. Regardless of origins. It’ll be a swipe of blood across the forehead with a blessing from our gods. If you want to select a single god, that’s okay. The children can pick or the mothers can, then you move on, and feel free to remove the blood. After all forty-nine children have been blessed, I will bless those freed, and even the prisoners against their wishes.”

      Kamila asked, “And then you will join the festivities up top?”

      “Those will come down here to hear my tales. Well, at least the Spartans will. We love a good drama. There will be cuddling, wine, and plenty of seating available. No sex around the children,” Aros warned.

      “I brought a blanket, you’ll never know!” Kamila teased.

      Dia rose, accepting her son from another woman’s hip. “This is Marco, he will be a lover, and Aphrodite will be his chosen goddess, like his mother.”

      Aros swapped to kneeling, dipped his thumb in the ram’s blood, and blessed the baby boy. The child giggled happily while the blood gently turned to smoke from Aros’ touch.

      “The fire magic?” Iglos said over the gasp of the woman. 

      Aros inspected the boy, once again having the child instantly calm. He glanced at the clear forehead, noting no mark remained.

      “The gods bless Marco as we start a new life,” Dia said with a cheer. She knelt before Aros, received a blessing, and shuddered in delight afterward. “Yes, magical. Either the gods or our leader watches over us.”

      “I… Next,” Aros said, deciding to focus on the task assigned to him. One by one, he blessed the freed humans of Drakor, opening up a bond between those he saved and the gods who brought him here.

      

      ∞∞∞

      

      The play was a smashing success, with an apt audience who hung on to his every word. He threw his voice poorly while telling a tale about how Zeus needed Ares to quell a rebellion of the minor gods only to be challenged by Hades. None of the story was true, it was just made up to help identify each god and pass the evening.

      Most of the children fell asleep once the sunset, but a few of the older ones watched until the end, with palms under chins and elbows on crossed legs. Afterward, Aros found himself reading over inventory reports in his little slice of the ship he called home. The spot was under the ramp from the top deck to below, and while it wasn’t much it was far more than what most had.

      Pascrin retired to be with his lover, Grego, leaving the Strategos to double-check his numbers. A simple sheet hung from the deck above, creating a private spot for Aros to work. A small bedroll and pillow were all the luxuries the leader of the entire army needed.

      He didn’t complain because the other officers hardly had it better. Theracles slept a floor below him, not having much more space than the admiral of the fleet.

      A small candle flickered in the narrow space, letting him see just well enough. Repeated thuds of rotating guards who secured the top deck were ignored. The festivities resumed above him, with many enjoying their evening. A part of him kept worrying that the horns would signal from a found target while too many of his troops drank.

      And yet, so far, no problems were reported or vessels ripe for seizing were sighted. Aros visited up top, securing a plate. He refrained from wine but did savor the cooked ram with chunks of yellow cheese.

      Motion caught his attention. A shadow outside his sheet told him he had a visitor.

      “My lord,” Dia said.

      She could see him from his candle shadow. He waved her in, cleaning his quill and capping the ink. The report journal snapped shut with a solid snap before he slid it into a special carrier pouch. The blue-eyed woman blushed bright red, not having much room to stand in his narrow space.

      “Yes, Dia?” Aros said.

      “Marco is asleep. I desire your company,” Dia said, dropping her robes.

      The first time he had seen her nude, he only was able to view her ruined back. Lashes also marred the front of her body. For whatever reason, her former masters had never whipped her limbs or face.

      “Frontal lashes are more prone to cause death. I hope you won’t cause me trouble,” Aros said with a sly smile. “Why are you here, Dia?”

      She glanced at the candle, then at the shadows they cast. There was no denying that the woman stood before the Strategos in the nude, waiting patiently. While she proved a very lovely sight, her behavior raised questions.

      Aros saw her confidence fading, instantly trusting his instincts.

      “I can trust you?” he asked.

      “You are the savior of humanity, I’d do anything for you.”

      Aros gulped, knowing she believed her words. He worried he’d never live up to them.

      “Lady Dia, may I hold you this evening?”

      He removed his robes, gently reached out, and grabbed her hand, pulling her down. The young woman didn’t answer with words. Instead, Dia eagerly let him wrap her in his arms. The two of them lay flat, snuggled in the small space.

      She whispered, “I… I can’t help my past.”

      “I worry about your future,” Aros said, pulling the blanket over them.

      A good five minutes passed with the two of them just enjoying the moment. Aros couldn’t help but be on edge. While it was clear Dia was smitten, he was still a wary Spartan at heart. It also had only been a day—not that sex required a set number of days, dates, or interactions. Sex was sex to him, a pleasure meant to be enjoyed, not judged. To her, it meant different things for obvious reasons. While he yearned for a release, he held her instead.

      She flipped over to her side, wiggling backward until she could press no further. Her warmth and smooth breathing lured him into a drowsy state. His desire to not give her an opening was ruined when he drifted off to sleep.

      That sleep ended at some point during the night when Dia made her move. Instead of a knife across his throat or a dagger to his heart, nails dragged across his abs. He stirred awake, finding Dia halfway down his body, with her breasts pressed into his thighs.

      Kisses landed on those scratches and moments later his manhood was throbbing before she’d even touched it.

      Now that he was awake, her kisses trailed down his body until she took him in her mouth. Her teasing lasted only a few seconds after that, and afterward, it was replaced by hunter and passion.

      He unleashed a slight moan, not expecting her to be so brazen. Aros loved the audacity of the woman, even if he feared she might make assumptions about his heart.

      She quickly dragged her heavy breasts up his chest until their lips smashed together. She positioned her hips, increasing the passion in her kisses. The faintest hint of wine lay upon her tongue, and he enjoyed the taste as much as her kisses.

      He might abstain from wine, but he enjoyed the flavor. His grin turned into a moan when she couldn’t help herself any longer. “Gods I need you,” she murmured as she suddenly thrust herself down on him, impaling herself in an instant.

      Aros gasped quietly while Dia giggled between kisses. She was in a fine mood and clearly enjoyed giving him pleasure. As if to spur him on, her kisses trailed down his cheek until she nibbled on his ear.

      “Feels, so… good,” Dia whimpered with a moan.

      Aros normally didn’t mind talking dirty or expressing his pleasure, but he was still on edge. If someone were to strike, attacking in the middle of sexual throes would be a prime time. With one eye on the sheet, he remained attentive, gently sliding his fingers along her body while fiercely kissing her.

      She shoved him as deep as she could in repeated rhythmic sways of her hips. He contemplated flipping her over—he really wanted to—but he stayed on his back to watch the shadows.

      If she noticed his split focus, she never complained. To the contrary, Dia’s passionate swaying only became more delightful as she started to move and truly get into the moment.

      It was then, while she rode him that their two bodies became one. Time stopped and flesh melded while they both released muffled moans. They continued like that for a long time, lost in each other’s pleasure, and not even ten minutes later, Dia bit her lip not far from his ear. Her hands clamped onto his biceps while he clenched her hips.

      Dia’s moans of climax spurred him on toward his own orgasm until they both succumbed to the release.

      The fierce Spartan and the brave woman from Drakor shuddered, finishing in unison. While he softened, she poured on the kisses until he felt tears fall from her face to his. He wrapped her up, forced her to submit to his tender affection, and held her firmly.

      She surrendered to him, content to be dominated by Aros’ intent to support her through whatever she battled.

      He rubbed her back softly, letting her know he cared enough to not just have sex and then toss her out of his space. Once again time passed with very little said. That seemed to be their thing, embracing without talking.

      Children cried through the night until one baby's cry stirred her from his arms.

      “I always dreamed my first time with a man would be like this,” Dia gently kissed his cheek. “I… That’s Marco. You’re… I… You…” Another kiss landed on his cheek and she fled.

      He watched her don her robes with a purpose as she hustled across the sleeping lower decks to find her son. Aros decided this was a good time to also ensure the ship followed his orders, rising from his bed to perform a tour of the flagship.

      Drakor proved to be a bold new world; a world where Aros only expected violence and death. While he tiptoed over mothers, children, and a few soldiers, he wondered if this place could bring happiness too.
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KING DYN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kehor - Capital of the Vosca Empire

      

      

      King Dyn stared out the window, his calloused knuckles firm against the framing. The ancient minotaur snorted with a head shake at the sheer audacity of the report he just read. The fact someone stole slaves—with a human army, no less—well, it roiled his stomach.

      The view before him always helped calm his inner rage. The castle’s gardens rolled away from the main building until they butted up against a stout outer wall. Guards marched along the parapet, flags fluttered in the wind, and smoke rose into the sky.

      Kehor stretched as far as he could see. The city was a bastion of the land; it was an undefeated conglomeration of defenses, residents, and shops. Of course, the walls repelled enemies from time to time, but this was the kingdom’s last stand and it always had a way of beating back threats.

      These recent updates, though, worried the ancient king. Predictability was part of what made the wars with the dryads and the fairies so sustainable. The brass youth of each faction clashed for honor among their peers and praise from Olga. But this recent attack, it was off, and he hoped it was one of his agents taking the initiative instead of a true threat.

      The war room’s door burst open. “We found him, your grace,” Estib said.

      The guard swung the door further ajar, waving forward a purple-robed cyclops. His large gray eye was cast down at the ground with a furrowed brow. The cyclops was unhappy, that much was clear, and with three city enforcers flanking him, King Dyn understood why.

      As soon as Duke Larg entered, Estib bowed his head. “You shall not be disturbed.”

      The doors slammed shut, with just the two leaders enclosed together in the opulent war room. Along the back wall, books rested on library shelves with scrolls on certain racks. A few tables were placed in areas around the room for advisers or committee planners to plot. A massive sandstone table with the entire footprint of his kingdom was created for wonderful war planning.

      At the moment, a small village replica burned with fire magic. The tiny building was all the way on the coast, where piracy was always a threat. The family who ran the operation likely knew they were a ripe target, but the isolation and nearby sea were combinations too good to pass up.

      Duke Larg immediately glanced at the metal figurine of the farm in confusion. King Dyn watched as the duke shifted to gaze upon the king with his single eye. As his ruler, and the ruler of that farm, the king glared with fury at his subordinate. Duke Larg gulped, holding up his palms innocently.

      “I promise, whatever happened, it wasn’t me,” Larg said.

      The war room was covered in privacy runes. Not only that, no wandering ears were allowed near the corridors where they might overhear shouting. King Dyn held many secrets he needed to stay that way, and his war room was the one place where he could talk freely.

      “Where the fuck are your pirates?”

      “They raided twenty ships, sold them to the elves, and then I gave you your share. I’ve never once cheated you,” Larg said, knowing full well that his life might already be forfeit. Dyn snorted, letting his friend know this didn’t satisfy him. “Uh… Um… I told them to not return to Vosca at all. And if they were needed, I’d summon them.”

      “You hired them from Osci?” Dyn asked. Larg studied the map while nodding in reply, his eye hunting for any other signs of trouble. “So far, it’s just that breeder farm outside Sabitha Port.”

      “I had really hoped it was you,” Dyn said with a deflated sigh. The duke fiddled with the statue of a minotaur. A flag with the symbol for the fourth division rested above the unit. The model didn’t interest him—the location did. “I see it in your eyes. Yes, we’re losing on both the dryad and the fairy fronts.”

      “Skirmishing has never been our troops' finest… Well, anything really. We fight in the forests at a disadvantage, but you know this.”

      “Wine!” Dyn shouted, plopping into a chair that faced the view. Servants entered with pitchers and cups, hurrying to his end table. They set down some snacks, along with copious amounts of wine, before scurrying away. “Come. Sit.”

      “Half those funds remain in Osci under your name,” Larg said.

      Dyn gulped down a healthy amount of wine before he smacked his lips. “I know. I spent them already. You’re one of the most reliable nobles I have.”

      “Oh!”

      The cyclops slumped into the chair beside the king, squirming under his monarch’s gaze. The way he fidgeted told Dyn that the cyclops desperately wanted to know what he spent his fortune on. And yet, he held back his query.

      “I suppose you’ll find out soon enough. The Bargish Drinkers are coming to our lands. They’ll be in the Hormt Forest by this time next month,” King Dyn said.

      The cyclops drummed his fingers at the edge of the armrest. “That’s the unit of all gorgons, right?”

      “The one and only. Drink some wine. It’s not poisoned.”

      The cyclops snorted. “That’s what someone who poisoned the wine would say. However, I am going to pass because I fear I’ll be busy helping put out that fire.”

      “Maybe. Not much for us to do, really.” Dyn kicked a footstool out a bit so he could slump in his chair, legs stretched out. “The report was less than ideal. Thirty-three dead, hundreds freed, dozens captured.”

      “Your grace…” Duke Larg huffed, struggling to find the right way to phrase his next words. “My pirates could never have defeated that many armed defenders behind walls.”

      The king snorted. “I never asked how many you used.”

      “As it should be, Your Grace. As it should be. The water lords need to be mindful of their trade. They dodge taxes, thinking the land capital doesn’t see their plight. We do, but that costs funds, so we occasionally pick off a few ships to fund the realm that actually protects them,” Larg said with a grunt. “I believe in our cause. I don’t feel bad about what we do. However, it was only twenty good sailors and a long sloop.”

      The minotaur ignored his friend for a moment, reading over the report again. The eagle rider rushed it to his message room with all haste and he wished they’d spent more time gathering details.

      Dyn flicked the page in frustration. “Three days ago, a human army marched across the land. They bore a banner of a ram with red eyes and showed no signs of aggression. One of the human handlers, a gorgon of true cowardice, braved a tower. He knew. The guards worried, but still, the humans seemed on the move, and well, they were humans.

      “This cowardly gorgon hid in the nook of the main estate’s roof. From his vantage point, he watched soldiers massacre the defenders, free the human slaves, enslave Olga’s favored, and ransack the entire breeding farm. He stayed cowardly, not leaving his nook until guards from Sabitha Port came to inspect the fire.

      “Those guards followed the enemy’s trail to a beaching point. Six grooves lay in the shore’s stones, and the ships sailed south, black sails on the horizon. Around fifteen soldiers headed inland toward the Hormt Forest. Well, it’ll take weeks to get there, but the direction they went made no sense. Nothing makes any sense. Which is why I was hoping it was you,” Dyn said in a heavy tone.

      The cyclops’ face twisted. “Humans?”

      “Humans. They’ve always been rebellious, but controllable. Of course, there have been uprisings, but never ever has there been an army of them.”

      “Anyone can become an army,” said Larg.

      “The cowardly will always be envious of the courageous. They may embellish. As a king, I’ve had to read between the lines enough times. They stormed into a defensive position where guards held the high ground, and only one of them died. I don’t care that someone turned their pets into warriors,” Dyn said with a scoff. “I really don’t. By Olga, I may see if I can do so myself with a small batch.”

      The large minotaur refilled his wine goblet before quaffing the contents.

      He chucked the wooden cup over the balcony. It soared beyond the gardens, flying over a high wall, before splashing into a pond where dozens of snardiles slithered beneath the surface. Beside him, the audible gulp from Duke Larg was amusing.

      If a cup entered those waters, someone normally dove in to retrieve it. The splash was always an omen to the kingdom that the king was on edge.

      “Fret not. I’m not sending you into those waters to fetch my cup. Just human slaves, until the snardiles are overfed, or some human is lucky enough,” Dyn said with a light cackle. “I need to know who attacked our land. Who controls these… these human warriors? Who dared to go to war with the Vosca Kingdom? Where are they from? What do they want? Find the answer, or I’ll send your children to fetch the next cup.”

      Larg startled. “You adore my children.”

      Even King Dyn knew it’d never be the duke’s children, but threatening them was something he’d never done before. Duke Larg hired pirates. New pirates raided his coast and it could be because the old pirates started talking.

      “I… I do,” Dyn admitted. “But I can’t wage a third front, Larg. I simply can’t. It’ll end the kingdom, your title, and everything we’ve built. I still have no way to stop the fairies.”

      “Once they come out into the open, it’ll be a rout. Same as it always is when we get pushed out of the forests. I told you to clear them four… no, five decades ago,” Larg said, rising to his feet. “You should have listened then. But hear me now. I’ll personally ensure that the coasts of Vosca stay protected. I know just the group to do it, too.”
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AROS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Osci Bay

      

      

      Aros stood by the captain’s wheel of the flagship. In an almost full circle around him, the endless blue sea was calm, without the faintest bit of a wind. Directly ahead of the ship’s prow rested a fleet of leviathan ships, which blocked two beams of lighter-colored water.

      The dozens of brooding behemoths protected the opening to a bay where Osci awaited, still out of sight even with a vision extender. They were at least ten decks tall, with triple masts supporting furled sails of gold-and-red. Two rows of rowing ports rested on the sides with the doors closed. Heavy anchors tethered the ships to the sea floor, allowing the fleet to gently bob in place.

      Earlier, Aros inspected them with the recently acquired spyglass. He didn’t see any obvious signs of how they did damage. They could ram, but unlike the triremes, they lacked a proper prow, and their bulky frames would be incredibly slow. This stretch of sea was busy, with other ships—much smaller in size—rowing beyond the brutes, ignoring them as if they didn’t exist.

      Aros noticed a few of the vessels used air magic to help get them closer to a final sea journey. The last ten days had let his magic brew, and if he had to guess, he needed to keep saving his magical energy for quite some time to be fully… charged.

      Iglos removed the vision extender from his eye. “They’re packed with soldiers. Well-armored, too. I say we should send a delegate.”

      Aros nodded. “Pascrin will go. Bring the trade data with you.”

      “Yes, Strategos,” his scribe replied.

      Theracles sucked up a lungful of air before he bellowed, “Launch a skiff!”

      His sailors leaped into action, hurrying to drag one of the boats out from the bottom hold where the women and children huddled. Aros paced the deck while he waited, reflecting on the last ten days.

      He hoped they would have made the trip faster, but a mild sickness had swept through his ranks. Magic didn’t help, and even if it did, there were still women and children in need of healing to repair the damage of slavery.

      After the first night of sailing, he established a routine: wake with the sun and row until it dipped on the horizon. While the soldiers went on breaks, the mothers, slaves, and women would row. Their uniformity was pathetic, but it was important to exercise.

      Since their food reserves were high and their bodies untrained, it was rough on them. Still, it only added up to an hour of exercise, and Aros had no problem being the bad guy here. They may not like it, but the exertions were good for them.

      Once the winds soured, and the coughs started, they beached the fleet to spread out who slept where. Aros stayed on the ship under the stairs, and Dia’s nightly visits continued. Every time he tried to explain to her that he wasn’t ready for anything more than comfort sex, she changed the subject. For now, he let her, even if he could feel her attachment growing.

      On day seven, one of the Athenians bound himself to a mother with a small child, becoming man and wife in front of the gods. Aros himself blessed the union and rumblings within the Spartans about age requirements for marriage were quickly squashed because he removed them.

      If two adults wanted to become a family, Aros wasn’t going to stop them. No one complained, least of all Iglos. The Spartan was his age and had left behind a wife almost a decade his senior. Spartans had made exceptions in the past.

      In today’s world of Drakor, a lot had changed. Aros also regretfully removed the limitations on waiting for women to have children. Well, it was a bit of a mixed decision, really.

      He liked the idea of women growing up, prospering, and preparing for their family life after having a grand life of learning. However, he also respected that some ladies would want children at a much younger age. As their leader, he left the decision up to them and decided to stay out of the debate.

      While a few other couples came to him for marriage blessings, the numbers were far lower than the amount of sex that was happening. During the last ten days, the men of Earth and the women of Drakor found happiness in each other. Not everything was perfect, with a few fights breaking out, but for the most part, they sailed south to Osci with smiles on their faces.

      Of course, when the fleet ran into the bay’s blockade, the mood became far more serious.

      “We can beat them,” Oracles said, his tanned arms folded over his chest. Aros began stretching, as did his Spartans. The Athenians who had mixed with the Spartans quickly joined the warm-ups. Mixing crews had proved to be the best decision yet, with two nations becoming one spear for the gods. “The Persians liked to make their massive transport ships like those. Pop a hole in them, then back up.”

      Iglos scoffed. “No. Nope. Not happening. Not interested in an epic sea battle. I’m sure at some point there will be one, but I want to kill at least a thousand of these monsters on land before I die in the depths.”

      The group of officers shared a chuckle. The small skiff reached the top deck, was tethered with rope to a railing, then gently lowered to the sea. Pascrin scaled a rope down, with another Spartan joining him.

      They rowed toward the large fleet, while the rest of the soldiers stayed limber. Aros’ attention shifted when twenty mothers walked up from the lower decks, wearing nothing more than small shorts and breast wraps. In their hands rested black bows crafted by the gods and across their backs, quivers of equal darkness.

      Soldiers dragged up dory-throwing targets that, when assembled, turned the front of the ship into a wall. The target was so large, only the Athenians missed, but they were improving. Dia sauntered over, sliding an arm around Aros’ lower back.

      “Hello, handsome,” Dia said in a sultry tone. “Will you be joining us since you’re not rowing? I might need you to stand behind me and adjust my aim.”

      Aros mulled over the prospect as if it were the greatest decision of his life. He even pretended to do calculations. While he intended to conduct hand-to-hand training, that could come after.

      He ceased his musings, succumbing to her batting eyelashes. “I like your outfit,” Aros said with a grin.

      “Well, on the other side of those ships are proper outfits for us ladies,” Dia said, bouncing on her tippy toes to point behind the elven ships.

      Aros became lost in her residual movements.

      “How did it go with Kamila?” Iglos asked.

      Dia pursed her lips in frustration. Kamila had led the first group of slaves the Spartans had freed, while always staying informed of fleet actions. She had a way of rallying and organizing the others because of her experience, and with it, her age. Dia was smart and capable, but Aros nominated Kamila as the leader.

      “Well enough. She selected herself, plus three, and I was among them, so I’m happy, while some others are not. She’s leaned into those who’ve shown promise,” Dia said, her blue eyes boring into Aros’ distant gaze. “Come, help me unlock my inner Spartan.”

      “I can’t think of a better way to wait to see if we’re raiding these ships or trading with them than to practice archery while you wear that,” Aros said with a confident tone.

      Dia snatched up his hand, dragging him to the firing line where the other ladies waited. Normally, he’d stop her with scolding tones for such a show in front of the men, but her sheer joy won over his mostly black heart. Deep down, Aros actually enjoyed smiling, even when he did it as the army’s commander.

      Over the next two hours, the entire fleet drilled, with only a dozen arrows lost to the depths. Dia improved, taking his insights to heart. Her problem would always be her bust. Her captors fed her well to help rear Marco, and she was milking, which meant an awkward release to avoid smacking a breast with the sinew.

      Still, Dia hit the inner circle more often than not.

      While some threw dories, or loosed arrows, others practiced xiphos training, with the constant clang of training swords against shields. After he noticed some of the Athenians struggling, he called for a break. Instead of leaving his soldiers to languish, he ordered the ships to row in circles.

      After an hour of raw exercise, Pascrin returned with a fancy sloop towing him to their fleet. An elf stood on the bow of the sloop. His sharp features, keen eyes, and lean physique were exactly as Mocri said. The rest of the sloop held a few sailors of various species. Only two were elves. They were pretty, but pathetically frail, with almost no muscle mass.

      Aros walked to the starboard side of the ship, waiting for the sloop to approach. Pascrin said something to the elf he couldn’t hear. The elf flashed a warm smile, opening his arms in greeting.

      “Strategos Aros, leader of this fleet for the hidden master. I’m Second Tier Ambassador Glam. We welcome you to Osci. Please, travel to the other side of the blockade where you can beach along guarded sands. Your troops and sailors must remain with your fleet once in camp. All trade must go through Osci. You can enter the city, but weapons will be placed in storage,” the elf said.

      Aros bowed his head in understanding. “I have prisoners that may upset you.”

      The elf grinned. “We don’t care what or who you bring, just that you avoid trading on the beaches we so graciously let you use during your stay. For new arrivals or recent traders to Osci, you get an inventory inspection.”

      “And how many may enter this great city of yours?”

      He glanced at the curious soldiers around Aros. “There are no limits for collarless humans. There’s never been a large-scale army of your kind.” He frowned. “What about a dozen to start, since our relationship is so new?”

      “And the tax rates?”

      “The same for everyone. The only perks you would receive if you become a large trader with our city comes in the form of gifts. That’s a tax break in its own way, but it is a more personal way to say thank you, or so our leaders have found,” Glam said, with a sincere smile that matched his tone.

      Aros returned his smile with a grin. “I think I may just enjoy trading with Osci. You have my leave to perform inventories. Let me know how my scribe has done.”

      Pascrin opened and closed his mouth, while Oracles tossed a ladder rope down to the sloop. And so began a friendship between humans and elves in the name of business. Aros hoped this visit would be worth the trip; he had wagered heavily on establishing trade.
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      On the other side of the elven armada, they found twin streaks of lighter water. From where the Hellenic Fleet stopped, they were hard to notice, but on the other side, it was clear as day—twin sets of shallows that created a corridor. A few Osci ships sat beached, watching the line, while the main force kept out unwanted guests.

      The seas transitioned to sand for another hour, with minimal vegetation along the sandy white dunes. Glam’s sloop deviated to stick two ram flags meant for formation banners into the beach. The fleet only slowed a bit to wait for him while he designated their camping grounds.

      Once done, they continued for a distant set of docks that were but a speck on the horizon. The sheer volume of ships coming and going increased to the point they slowed further.

      The styles of the sea vessels were very uniform in the sense that each had a sail, a rudder, and a hull meant for holding materials. The wood types varied, though not as much as the sails, and the crew compositions never made much sense. Despite all of this, a single all-important factor was missing: war. Seas brought trade, trade brought targets, and conflicts brought war. Except the only warships visible flew the same gold-and-red sails with their towering behemoths.

      To Aros, this might have made sense, except his ships sailed in with their exotic design. The elves of Osci didn’t seem to care that the small, sleek, and powerful ships meant for ramming joined the trade ships, and that worried him. Either they were overconfident, or the trireme was such an unknown, it wasn’t feared as it should be.

      The sloop led them to a section of docks where all seven of their ships could be tethered. Supply wagons backed up along with livestock and slave carts. Aros normally loved working—it helped his army prepare for their next adventure—but in this case, he stood by Glam to supervise. Once the unloading finished, the captured sloop was shifted to a different dock.

      Kamila, Dia, and a few other ladies rushed around the unloading and straight into the city, with all the gold coins the army had claimed from their raiding. Aros worried slightly but knew what they sold at the market would fetch far more, and the ladies seemed to be true believers of Hellenism and weren’t just faking it.

      Theracles pushed off, taking the fleet to go rest on the beach where Iglos would remain in charge. While Aros would have preferred to explore the city with his friend, he didn’t drop his guard. The army of the gods needed solid leadership at all times, and Iglos deserved time as their commander.

      “Drachm for your thoughts?” Glam asked while they stood on the bustling docks.

      Aros smiled, happy to still have his weapons and armor with him. “Where do we turn in weapons? That part hurts my heart.”

      Glam playfully pouted. “At the end of the docks. Come, we need to visit the bank to make you an official trader.”

      Oracles chuckled, adjusting to being at Aros’ side sword side. Pascrin lurked behind the leaders with his notepad in hand. The three men followed the elf among the carts, wagons, and crews. When they passed the slave wagons, Mocri bowed her head in respect. If she thought Aros did something special, she was wrong. Her chapter of being a captive with the Hellenic Army was at a close because it served his people the best.

      Her sale would keep babies warm, mothers fed, and soldiers ready to conduct more war. However, her treatment served an additional purpose. Hopefully, she would spread the word that slaves were treated fairly for the most part and sent to market quickly. Aros intended to continue his conquests, and an established reputation would be beneficial.

      “How long until their sale?” Aros asked.

      “These things take time. Which,” the elf wagged a finger over his shoulder as he led them off the docking pier, “that is not just so you stop and stay. I happen to be stuck with you from start to finish. Normally, another agent would greet you with the slip seal. But you got lucky; I’m actually semi-important, and you intrigue me.”

      “So, how long?” Pascrin asked.

      The elf let out a joyful chuckle. “Bank today. You will be given a small advance against items we know will sell today. You cannot remove those items. Since you have no market presence, everything will go to auction. Auctions can take up to a week, but our queues are currently light.”

      Aros dodged a pile of donkey dung, unable to hold back his scoff at the man’s statement. The trade in Osci made the trade in Athens look pathetic, and this was supposed to be light. He shook his head, ingesting the odd conglomerate of species who called this place home.

      If the locals were upset that humans walked among them in armor, they didn’t show it. Most of them were workers minding their own business. But off the pier and on the docks, a common theme appeared among the populace: robes of gold-and-red meant for spring attire, with more elves than any other species.

      The end of the pier contained dual guard stations, which were little more than storage shacks. The guards collected their weapons, handing out special coins with numbers engraved on them. Beyond the guards, the docks split directions along one massive road. On the right was the market, on the left were the administration and enjoyment buildings.

      Glam went left, correctly assuming he’d be followed.

      At the end of the street, prostitutes of numerous species stood on balconies, with loud music playing out of the lower floors. Guards in yellow and gold, almost all minotaur, positioned themselves at key points, watching the traffic of the elven city with intent. Aros knew he could best them, but these soldiers showed signs of discipline he’d yet to encounter on Drakor.

      The street was six wagons wide, and it had to be because some of the piers stretched further down the docks. Supplies shifted both ways on the road while crews offloaded. Glam weaved through the traffic, arriving at the most heavily guarded building of them all.

      The three humans followed him beyond the guards and into a massive stone building that had to be the bank. A gentle roar of side conversations echoed off the walls in a repetitive wave. Glam led them around desks where only elves worked. At the very back, he opened an office door and ushered them in.

      An hour later, Aros held paperwork that certified New Sparta as an elven trading partner. It listed all his officers, with their descriptions, as agents able to conduct trade in the city. If the document was lost, Glam or some other banker who signed to verify their legitimacy would need to be present to obtain a second copy.

      Aros caught on quickly. The document was their lifeline in the city, and it should be guarded at all times.

      The banker delivered three purses of coins before Glam led them back out to the bank’s stairs. “Well, that concludes my part of the job. Your auctions will sell through the days. The auction house sends the bank a report midday and end-of-day. Try not to pester them for at least five days. Your part is also done.”

      “That’s it?” Oracles asked. “In Athens, it was very labor-intensive to sell.”

      “This is not Athens. You can rent a booth slot in the general market or a store in the city, but they’re not cheap and are normally supplied by merchants like you selling at auction,” Glam said.

      Oracles grinned. “Oh, I like it this way.”

      “Any questions?” Glam asked.

      Aros nodded. “Are there limits on what we can sell in this manner?”

      “You mean if you run out of buyers?” Glam asked, and Aros nodded. “Then you load them back up and sell them at a new market. Happens, but it’s rare.”

      “I thought you might be upset that we captured species cherished by Olga,” Aros said.

      The elf furrowed his brow, folding his arms before he rocked on his heels. “Uh, no. We don’t tell you what you can sell. In this case, the Vosca agent here will be notified. Which means there’s a high likelihood you can capture them again.”

      “And these coins. Where is the best place to spend them?” Oracles asked.

      “The auctions tend to have the best deals. The merchants buy low and sell high, but there are a few issues with working the auctions. Trust me on this, pay a small premium, buy from stores,” Glam said.

      His antsy rocking made it clear he was eager to go back out to sea. Aros had a few more questions.

      “Can we walk our purchases to the beach?” Aros asked.

      “There is an elevated road, but again, only go to your section of the beach or face punishment. Most just sail supplies from the docks. We prefer it that way. You probably should have sold the sloop last, but you’ll learn.”

      Aros frowned. “I see your mercenaries aren’t the only ones carrying weapons.”

      “Elevate your status, earn trust, and get a special parchment to hand to the guards to keep your weapons,” Glam replied. He stopped rocking to point at a gruff-looking gnoll. “Or be a trusted gladiator.”

      “A what?” Pascrin blurted.

      “Arena fighter. We’re an open trade city with a large military. Of course, there are whores, massage parlors, shopping, and such. But for some, the pits of the arena are the calling they -”

      Aros laid a firm hand on the elf’s shoulder. “Yes. Which way?”

      “Remove your hand, you brute.” Aros did as requested. “Straight into the city, not far from the central castle. I shall lament over your deaths.” When the elf said this, Aros unleashed a roaring laugh, heading down the stairs. “Where are you going, mad human with the mysterious master?”

      “To have my weapons brought to this arena, obviously. I’m a champion of war,” Aros said, crossing the busy road like a child who had just gotten a new toy.

      Glam didn’t respond, but he did talk one of the guards into escorting the three men to the arena. An amused twinkle in his eye told Aros he sincerely wanted to see the outcome.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 20

          

          

      

    

    







            Arena!

          

          

      

    

    






AROS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Osci Port

      

      

      “Pass,” Oracles said, swiping a hand across Aros’ face while shaking his head.

      They stood at the base of the area, dealing with a smug centaur who registered off-the-street fighters trying to earn a payday. Aros naturally wanted any and every fight. One of those fights involved a mythical creature of great size and required three competitors.

      Aros patted him on the shoulder. “He’s in. Stick your thumb there, Oracles, that’s an order.”

      “Only fucking Spartans get raging boners about dying.” The old Athenian grumbled but stuck his thumb to the parchment. “Suppose I’m a hybrid Spartan now.”

      Aros beamed a giddy grin, finally earning a smile from the veteran Athenian.

      The centaur behind the counter snickered and said, “No one beats the ogre. Not that you’ll survive that long.”

      Aros said, “We will. And yes, Oracles, you’re a Spartan now. The new and improved version.”

      “Actually kinda surprised how well integration is going,” Oracles said.

      “Oye,” a cyclops bellowed from near a private gate. “You daft fools signed up for filler fights. That means now. Which one of you crazy humans is Aros? Marscito, why did you give him five bouts that don’t exist?”

      “He called me a pussy and said my mother was a fairy. It made zero sense, but I gave him the fights he wanted. If they die, the ogre will be short a fight. If some make it, it should bring extra evil laughs from the crowd.”

      “Humans are so weird. Alright, you odd human with a death wish. We need to work on your insults. His mother slept with a human. That’s why he has a lazy tail,” the cyclops said with a snicker.

      “Hey! She did not. Fuckin’ prick. Shit I deal with. Move along,” the centaur shooed them toward the cyclops, even though no one else was trying to get involved with today's matches.

      “He’s so excited,” Pascrin said with a chuckle.

      Oracles snorted. “Sadists.”

      “I’d say,” the cyclops said. “The ogre is the pride of the arena, undefeated and only getting better as he learns. I’m Gasco, by the way.”

      Gasco led them into the bowels of the arena. From the outside, the building impressed Aros with its towering height, grand carvings, and luxurious balconies facing the city. Apparently the affluent of the Osci would creature-watch between matches.

      A thunderous roar was quickly followed by stomping of hooves and feet from above them. Dust sprinkled through cracks as the men were led through the dimly lit corridors where magical torches of fire magic slowly flickered.

      Gasco snorted. “Look, it's written all over yer faces. Yer not from here. Here’s a piece of advice. These are meant to be entertaining, not matches to the death. Kill too many, and you’ll never be invited again.”

      “But…” Aros pouted.

      “You're a very strange human.”

      Oracles slapped Aros on the back and said, “This one loves to fight. I saw him smile earlier today. Not so that he could slide up behind his lovely bed partner, who wiggled her butt for him. No. Not Aros. He was excited to help her become a better killer. Don’t let the puppets fool you. He uses them to increase his finger strength so he can throw a dory better.”

      “Puppets?” the cyclops quipped in an amused tone. They turned left, approaching an opening to the sands. “Just when I thought it couldn’t get any stranger. Hey, Aros fella. I think it's cute you’re wanting to fight with the warrior species. Good for you.”

      The three humans didn’t respond to his honest attempts to placate them. The worst part was, Gasco was being sincere. He even looked a bit sad.

      A chain pulled taut before it groaned angrily. The steel grate door slowly rose into the building with portcullis-type teeth at the bottom. When it locked into place, the cyclops slowly gestured into the pit.

      “Humans never go in,” Gasco said with a frown. “You die too quickly.”

      “Wait, I need to place wagers,” Aros said.

      “You’re going to be given ten minutes to stretch and mentally prepare. You’re facing Boris, the previous champion of the arena. Tough luck,” the arena worker said.

      Aros reached into his kilt to remove the purse of gold that dangled by his penis. He tossed it to Pascrin, who grimaced at the bag. “Bet everything.”

      “I can handle it,” Oracles said. “I’m not fighting until the ogre, anyway.”

      “Yea, but you’re cheap,” Aros said, earning a snicker for Oracles.

      “Yeah, so? I still follow orders. How much do I bet on the kid?” Oracles asked.

      Aros grinned. Before he could speak, Pascrin said, “It’s to first blood, not the winner. I have flaws in my flows that you don’t. And there’s magic.”

      “Shit, right. I’m blinded by bloodlust. No more than half per fight, so there are always coins to wager,” Aros said, dipping his head in salute.

      He stepped across the threshold, arriving on the sands of the arena. After a few scuffs of his sandaled feet, he determined ‘sands’ was wrong - grit-covered bedrock was what he stood upon.

      Aros continued to inspect the pit.

      A long oval held about a dozen doors, just like the one he used to enter. The interior space was big, far too expansive for two competitors unless one was a giant. Two of the doors were infinitely larger, with matching monster-sized horizontal doors connecting to ramps below. Crews shut the pit doors while others tossed dirt to soak up a few blood spots from the previous fight.

      The vast openness created a bland fighting location with nothing to use to an advantage. Aros didn’t mind, but he did like to use pillars or fallen structures to aid in his victories. The pit’s walls were barren, rising ten times the height of a man, with metal netting coming up and over the lip of the arena to protect the crowd.

      In the stands, it was mostly elves in fancy robes of various colorations. Only a few of them spared a glance at the lone human who entered the arena. Aros scanned the arena until he found an unlikely spectator—Glam.

      The middle-aged elf waved at him with a smile. Around Glam, a few posh elves watched him curiously. Their eyes shifted to inspect Oracles, who arrived with the cyclops at the ring of the stadium where betting took place. Aros released a smug grin. Glam shifted his gaze from Aros to Oracles and back.

      Aros could sense the elves’ brewing curiosity from the developing situation. Strange humans were doing strange things. That also meant some of the gamblers were paying attention with new interest.

      The cyclops led Oracles to a betting booth, while the door behind Aros closed with a thud. Pascrin stood near the door, leaning against it with his arms through the grating. “You should be nicer to him.”

      “I am,” Aros said, starting his stretches. “He knows it, too. I have to be in charge and assertive, or else I shouldn’t be the commander.”

      “There are rumblings that you aren’t nice enough, and others that you’re too nice.”

      Aros snorted. “Sounds like I’m winning then.” He lowered himself to the splits ever so slowly. “The door to leave is always open.”

      “I… I know. It’s worth telling you.”

      The Strategos nodded with respect, not hating his scribes' words or logic. “Oracles is like me. We’ve died and gone to another plane. What we do here, well, it’s important,” Aros said, bouncing to help loosen the tendons. “A few hurt feelings are inevitable. We both know this.”

      “You’re going to kill him, aren’t you?” Pascrin asked, pointing over Aros’ shoulder. He turned to see Boris, the centaur, who was a former champion. “The whole point of coming here was to play nice with the locals.”

      “No, the whole point of coming here was to convert gold into freed humans and to buy larger ships meant for hauling. I don’t want to live like crammed chickens. I need our army to stay mobile, too,” Aros said with a sigh.

      A gong rang, alerting the spectators it was time to get ready for a fight. Aros trotted toward the middle of the arena, while an elf belted out information about the competitors. When it came to his announcement, he chuckled.

      “Against Boris is a freed human, Aros… Wait, that's a human. Is this joke day? I swore it was a fairy or a dryad in that armor.” Someone from the crowd shouted something. “Right, that armor is very nice to die in. Uh, well, get your betting in now.”

      Aros stood in the middle of the arena, patiently waiting. A stirring within the stands of mythical beings betting on the human versus the previous champion lasted for another few minutes, but something was wrong. Most of the betting was turned away. Aros couldn’t do anything about it, staying focused on the fight.

      Boris chatted with some fans, talking about whatever while he ignored his opponent. The centaur carried a sword, a shield, and a strap of daggers that ran across his chest. He seemed to think armor was weak and trusted his skills enough, even when combat was guaranteed.

      Eventually, the gong rang again, and the announcer counted down from ten. Aros kept his xiphos in its sheath while holding his dory in his right hand and shield in his left.

      The centaur unleashed a battle cry, storming toward Aros with dust billowing as he ran. Only a few seconds ago, the hybrid humanoid had been so calm. Now he snarled with a raised sword and shield at the ready.

      The distance between them closed quickly, with the crowd ecstatic about what would surely be a quick slaughter.

      Aros played the part of the pathetic human. He trembled, dropping his dory. He stumbled around the weapon, struggling to pick it up.

      The centaur snarled with a boisterous laugh at the feeble human’s plight.

      At the very last second, Aros flicked the dory off the ground with one smooth motion. It soared right at the transition spot where the animal became man.

      As soon as that spear flew off the grit, Aros tumbled away in a roll while the centaur reared up slightly to let the weapon go under him.

      Aros picked up a jog at an opposite angle to the centaur, drawing his sword. He didn’t need it, though.

      A quick glance over his shoulder confirmed what he knew had transpired.

      The dory didn’t miss. His subtle throw lined up the spear to cut a long seam down the middle of the horse’s body. As the centaur thundered forward, the seam tore wider until the big brute ended up dragging his guts behind him.

      “Arggg!” Boris said, somehow still standing. The centaur’s tan coloring turned pure white. He struggled to stay on his hooves. “How?”

      “You saw a pathetic human. I gave you a pathetic human,” Aros said in a grim tone.

      “I… I didn’t even feel it,” Boris complained, coughing up blood at the end of his words. His hands wiped the liquid away, and he swooned.

      “You felt it. You just didn’t figure it wasn’t that bad. The cut was that precise, the weapon that sharp. May this be a lesson,” Aros said, raising his sword in victory.

      The crowd sat in silence, utterly confused. Aros turned his back on his foe, confident the wounds were too much. A thud from behind, a gasp from the crowd, and a gong from the officials signaled the end of the fight.

      Healers rushed out while Boris clung to life with kicks of panic. The former champion struggled, refusing to go into the dark, and for that, Aros saluted him with his sword. A healer skidded to the hybrid creature’s side, scooping guts to push back into the body.

      While the apothecaries did their magic, Aros plucked his dory off the grit and retreated to his corner. Gasco stood in absolute shock, watching Pascrin with concern.

      “You’re going to upset a lot of people,” the cyclops muttered.

      “I’ve slain over a thousand opponents in skirmishes or battlefields. I’ve won tens of thousands of duels. Your upset populace is of little concern. When do I fight next?” Aros asked.

      “The… the other fights were fakes. This human is due to fight the champion, but… but… You were both supposed to be their warm-up fights, to stir up the crowd before the championship bout. It made sense because… you’re humans,” the cyclops all but whispered. “You do realize, humans are pathetic fighters, present company not included.”

      “Your respect is refreshing. Pascrin will defeat your champion, then we will slay the ogre,” Aros said confidently.

      A runner came through the back side of the tunnel right as the door rose to let Aros out of the arena. It was a young human lad of probably fourteen, maybe fifteen.

      “The champion watched. He demands to fight the human who won,” the young man said, clearly out of breath.

      Aros waved him forward, guiding him into the arena. “Which door?” The youth pointed to a door with a minotaur behind it. Aros shoved the untrained child back into the arena’s safety. He waved out Pascrin, who didn’t hesitate.

      Aros removed his helmet and lightly tossed it into the arena. Pascrin did the same. The minotaur shouted something and his door quickly rose. He took off the helmet that wrapped around his horns, chucking it to the sands in a show of agreement.

      Aros removed his helmet from the sands while Pascrin’s stayed.

      “Wait! You daft human. What game do you play?”

      “You’re only worthy of fighting me if you bring a second,” Aros shouted back.

      “I will fight you both alone,” he shouted back in confusion. The crowd went deathly silent at this point, shushing each other to hear the exchange. “Are you stupid?”

      “I need it to be fair. Pascrin was promised a fight. You cannot defeat my scribe, let alone me. I seek no joy in defe—”

      “You’re insane,” the minotaur said, bellowing out a war cry. “Die, you fools!”

      No gong sounded.

      No announcer said anything.

      The minotaur charged across the arena, with a mace held high and a shield protecting his upper torso. Aros and Pascrin tossed on their helmets, understanding the time for talk had ended.

      Once Pascrin was ready, Aros sat cross-legged behind him in the ultimate sign of disrespect.

      Pascrin raced a half-dozen paces forward and braced for the minotaur’s charge. Aros watched his scribe’s muscles bunch and release, knowing the young man would be just fine. No one could flow with a fluidity like him, but Pascrin was certainly close.

      The minotaur lanced out a kick with a swipe and a shield bash all at once. The moves were inspiring and executed with precision. However, over-confidence was his downfall. Pascrin hopped back, scored a cut on the outside of the minotaur’s ankle, and raced away.

      “What! No! How?” the minotaur howled, immediately realizing he had lost.

      Instead of chasing Pascrin to endure further humility, he surged to attack Aros. The Strategos stayed seated, and the crowd learned a very, very valuable lesson: Never turn your back on a standing Spartan.

      One second the minotaur was closing the distance, the next he stopped dead in his tracks when something flew behind him until it landed with a wet thunk. His eyes crossed, and he wobbled as if dizzy. When he turned sideways, a dory hung out the back of his head.

      Aros remained seated, watching the minotaur with judging eyes. “Emotions are not allowed on the battlefield. Your anger, pride, hate, joy… They all leave. They must leave. Only your inner beast, and patience for victory, may stay. I told you to bring a friend. You ignored my advice, and now you are likely dead.”

      “Stassss seooooo,” the minotaur managed to say incoherently.

      Aros sighed and rose from his seat. He walked to the door, where Gasco stood in horror. Pascrin jogged to join his side. “I want that dory back.”

      “I think they’ll let you keep it, Champion,” Aros said.

      Pascrin held up his hands defensively. “Aw, Strategos, I’ll defend my title from you.” The scribe teased.

      “What title?” a new cyclops demanded, arriving at the gate.

      Other doors raised to unleash healers. Based on the fact there were a lot of them, they worried they may not be able to save the champion.

      “Pascrin earned a cut in single combat against your pathetic champion. He is now the champion of this arena.”

      “Unsanctioned fight. Doesn’t count,” the cyclops said with a bitter grimace.

      Aros snorted. “Be mindful of who you are speaking to, manager. Pascrin defeated your champion. None of your fighters can defeat any of me or mine, unless by pure luck.”

      “I know damn well who I’m speaking to. A dead man. Stay right there, ya stupid humie. We’re unleashing the ogre on you. Just you two. Your friend is detained while he pays taxes. Smug fucking rodents,” the cyclops grumbled.

      The former champion was ushered out of the arena. Loud war drums thrummed through the arena, signaling to the entire city that a premier fight was about to begin. The young lad ran across the sands, delivering Pascrin’s dory to him with a shit-eating grin on his face.

      “That was amazing,” the lad whispered. “How’d you do it?”

      “Pray to the Forbidden Gods,” Pascrin said, patting him on the shoulder before he retreated.

      They may be upsetting a lot of people, but some, some saw something magical happening. An elven announcer shouted over the drums, speaking about two puny humans facing off against a giant.

      Aros ignored him. “Hey, cyclops. What’s your name?”

      “I suppose it doesn’t matter if I tell you since you’re about to die. Larsha. Die well.”

      “The first nice thing you’ve said,” Aros replied. “I need to bet we’re going to win before we start this fight.”

      Larsha shook his head. “Good luck with that.”

      Aros smirked, getting all the information he needed. The Spartan ran further into the arena while teams prepared to yank back chains to a set of pit doors.

      “Glam! I need my man to bet. Larsha says he’s been detained,” Aros shouted. He waited to see his reaction.

      Glam walked to the pit’s lip, staring down at Aros with disdain. The crowd quieted when he raised a hand. “We treat all visitors who disclose the truths to us with respect.”

      “I told no lies,” Aros bellowed back.

      The elf likely understood how precarious his situation was. He stood within striking range of Aros, the metal netting be damned. A different elf, this one female with striking beauty, arrived at the lip. Her sinister grin exuded an aura of nobility, and her confidence was higher than Aros expected. Based on the looks of reverence she received, this elf was important.

      “Maybe Glam failed to ask the right question,” the female elf said. “Who are you to defile our ways? Humans are slaves, not warriors of might.”

      “Ah, I think I understand. I will repeat what I told Glam, the truth. I’ve been trained since birth in the ways of war. My name is Aros of Sparta and I am destined to defile your ways. I didn’t say that part directly, but the holds of my ships said that.”

      “Your ships?”

      “On loan from very powerful people,” Aros said with a half-bow.

      “Who?” she screamed. “Who are these mysterious masters who unleash horrors upon the world?”

      “Zeus,” Aros shouted at her. “Ares, Poseidon, Hara, Hermes, Aphrodite, Hades, and many more. Also, thank you for the compliment. I am a terror to those who dare war against me.”

      Whispered conversations surged through the crowds until they struck the elf, based on her listening. She cackled out a laugh, then asked, “You’re a zealot for the Forbidden Gods?”

      “We all have those we worship. Olga did not protect your two champions. She didn’t stop our raids. She won’t save your ogre.”

      The elf chuckled, then laughed loudly. “Oh, we don’t care who you worship. Olga is revered here, but there is a temple to your Forbidden Gods who have nothing but suffrage. It does explain things, though. Zealots, just my luck.”

      “Then why are you suppressing my wagers?” Aros asked.

      “To that, I will speak later. We do believe in being fair, so you just spoiled it for everyone.” The elf raised her hands with a slow spin to further silence the crowd. “No bets! No bets for this fight!” she shouted with authority.

      Pascrin grunted and said, “Well, we know what that means—Oracles bet everything and won big.”

      “Yup,” Aros said with a chuckle. “If I die, tell Iglos I await him. When he arrives, we’ll crush Hades until he frees us.”

      Pascrin opened his mount and shut it, adjusting his chin strap with a nod.

      The arena staff yanked the chains, clattering the long metal until two hinges clicked open. A jarring thud quieted the entire arena. Below those doors rested a monster, and Aros couldn’t have been more excited to fight it.
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      The ogre slammed into the doors from below, flinging them open to the crowd’s delight. The metal coverings clanged against the hard stone at slightly different times. An immense head of dark gray skin peeked out of the pit, rising ever so slowly.

      “Brriiiiigggggghhhhhtttttt,” the ogre groaned, complaining about the cloudless sunshine.

      Based on just the tiny bit of what Aros saw exposed, which was about the size of a wagon, the ogre was going to be massive. He pumped his legs into a sprint, capitalizing on the stunned ogre’s hesitation.

      As Aros picked up speed, Pascrin managed to barely keep up. The mad dash to close the distance proved futile. The ogre shot out of the pit, landing on his feet with a roar of the crowd.

      Aros turned to the side and skidded to a halt. He grumbled under his breath at the sheer size of the ogre. The creature had to be ten times his height, with a weight he could hardly fathom. He, for the obviously male ogre, was nude to the world. The big monster shielded his eyes with one hand while waving with the other.

      The crowd erupted, hopping to their feet with exuberant cheers. It was apparent the ogre earned fans, and more importantly, had the ability to convey simple actions as well as words.

      “Hungry,” the ogre rumbled, with a rub of his belly. “Where food?”

      The crowd ate it up, calling out sweetly to the big guy.

      “They’re not going to like us,” Pascrin mumbled with a pinched face.

      Aros frowned. “Yeah, probably not. Oh, well.”

      The ogre continued to work the crowd, waving to some of the more eager fans. Aros slid his shield off his forearm into his hand and dropped his dory.

      When the ogre realized there were humans in his arena, he shrieked as if he’d seen a specter. The ogre backpedaled until he thumped into the wall.

      “Humies?” the ogre cried in dismay. His eyes crossed a bit until they focused. “Tiny. Cute. Not scary. Embarrassed.”

      The ogre giggled, earning aw’s from the crowd. The mean humans had startled the killer giant. Aros knew the threat the ogre presented and didn’t buy into the lovey-dovey play-acting.

      “Oh boy,” Pascrin muttered.

      Aros snorted with a headshake. “Time to be the bad guys. Two can play this game.”

      “Uh, what?” Pascrin replied.

      Aros tossed his shield to the side, away from the ogre. He sprinted, picked up enough speed, and hopped onto the piece of metal until he slowed with a skid while riding it. The veteran Spartan had spent countless hours trying to turn war into fun; dancing on a shield was one of those ways.

      Aros spun in circles, speeding up the wobble until he popped the shield on its side and managed to balance himself atop the edge. The feat was extremely hard to do and harder to maintain.

      A few in the crowd clapped while most watched in confusion. Aros back-flipped off the shield, sticking the landing. He grabbed the shield while it remained vertical and tossed it a few paces, applying a healthy backspin.

      When the shield returned, the ogre clapped.

      “Humies! Fun!”

      Aros tossed the shield out again, this time extending the distance. When it returned, he snatched the circle of metal off the terrain and tossed it into the air. The height wasn’t much, but it did change the attention of the audience.

      “What are you doing?” Pascrin asked, his tone barely audible.

      Aros smiled, catching the shield with flair. He tossed it further out, waiting for it to roll back.

      “When he looks up, drill your dory under his chin,” Aros whispered back, never dropping his smile.

      The shield rolled back, and he tossed it higher this time. The ogre stood and tried to snatch the shield out of the air. He missed, shaking the arena floor with a flustered stomp.

      Aros caught his shield with a grunt. Instead of rolling it out and back, he hurled it as high as he could.

      The ogre expected the rotation of the roll, then a toss. This change caught him off-guard, allowing the shield to soar high. The ogre tried to catch it, missed, and glanced up as the black metal went higher than his eyes.

      A blur of motion zipped out of Pascrin’s hand.

      The dory flew true, but Aros immediately knew it was going to lack the power to brain the big guy.

      “Shield jump,” Aros commanded, breaking into a sprint.

      He deftly plucked his dory off the ground while half-bent in a sprint, hearing the ogre cry out in pain. As soon as the weapon was in his hand, he swerved to get a distance away from Pascrin, who kneeled with his shield above him. Aros continued to pick up speed, turning gently to line up and face the ogre.

      The big guy was furious, stomping his feet while crying out, wide eyes filled with pain. Pascrin’s dory had shot through his chin, sunk into his upper mouth, and became lodged. The big ogre tried his best to pluck the weapon out, his nubby fingers struggling.

      Aros closed the distance right as the ogre managed to free the dory. The weapon clattered across the hard stone floor in the middle of the arena.

      “Ha!” the ogre proclaimed, turning his anger upon the two humans.

      Right when his eyes fixated on Aros, the Spartan jumped onto the shield. Pascrin unsprung his body, shoving Aros high into the air.

      With all the momentum and elevated height, Aros hurled his dory. He used every ounce of power behind the throw, sending his weapon across the distance at such speeds it confused both the ogre and the crowd.

      The dory punched through the ogre’s right eye. The weapon sank into the socket with a wet thwack.

      Aros slammed into the ground with a grunt, rolling as much of his momentum away as he could. Scraps and small cuts tore at his flesh, barely even registering on his pain threshold. When he finished his roll, he observed the damage.

      The ogre teetered for a second before it collapsed on its ass. Its head turned to gaze at Aros in sadness.

      “Ow! Hurts!” the ogre said, pawing at his eye.

      Aros whipped out his sword and charged the behemoth. The ogre crawled away in terror, smashed his head into the wall, then fell flat.

      The sudden finality of the moment caught even Aros off-guard.

      The chest didn’t rise or fall. The crowd went silent, and Pascrin hurled his shield at him. Aros flowed with the weapon to catch it with a twist. He returned the protection to his forearm while his sword waited for the ogre to rise.

      That never happened—his victory was complete, and it had happened with minimal fanfare instead of a dramatic exchange of blows.

      He trotted back to stand before Glam and the fancy elf lady. It sank in for a few of the fans when a loud wail escaped from a distraught throat. A chorus of boos erupted from the crowd when additional people understood.

      Glam rose from his seat and pointed to a rising door in the arena that rested behind Aros.

      A sandal came flying from the crowd, landing not even a pace away. Aros ignored their anger and trotted into the arena tunnel, where Oracles waited with a bunch of guards. The Athenian seemed extremely amused, while the guards seemed to be quite upset.

      “Back up,” Aros demanded.

      “Easy lads,” Gasco said with warning. “He just killed an ogre and champion.”

      “He lived,” a guard said.

      “Fair, fair. Give them some space. They’re adhering to the laws of the arena, even if you don’t like it,” the cyclops said.

      “What happened?” Pascrin asked Oracles.

      “Oh, you know, no one was willing to bet on the humans. The arena, yes, this arena—as in the owners of the Osci—took my bet, not giving any of the commoners or nobles any action. They gave me ten-thousand-to-one odds while laughing in my face. Of course,” Oracles said with a grimace. “There were like four hundred gold coins in there and they didn’t want to pay when you won.”

      “Oh,” Aros growled, pacing, with violence in his eyes. “That was stupid of them.”

      “Yeah, they tried to change the terms even though I have a slip with the terms on it,” Oracles said.

      “He broke a guard's hand when he tried to take the slip,” Larsha said.

      “There are a thousand of my brothers just down the shore,” Aros said, feeling the spark of anger coming to the surface. “You will pay your debts or you will earn an enemy.”

      “His eyes are burning. His fucking eyes are burning!” a guard said, running away in panic.

      “By Olga, what are you?” Larsha demanded.

      “You haven’t figured it out yet,” the female elf said, sauntering onto the scene. “He’s a champion of the Forbidden Gods. He’s so confident, he’s not even hiding it.”

      “I don’t need to hide it. I have two plans. To be nice, slowly chipping away at my foes while making friends. If that plan fails, I kill everyone until the only survivors are humans. If you free your human slaves, I may change that list, but right now it’s pretty solid,” Aros said with a sneer.

      The elven woman snapped her fingers, bringing fire to life. “Yes, yes, I can cast magic, too. I’m not easily impressed, but I have been dazzled today. There’s been a fanatical Zeus-lover in the city, shouting about the coming rise of the Forbidden Gods.”

      Aros let his fire simmer. “Wonderful. I’d like to meet him.”

      “That depends on how you behave when you see my mother. She’s going to demand an audience, and you’re lucky I was slumming the arena,” she said.

      “And you are?”

      “Fourth Daughter of the Osci Crown. I know it means nothing to a brute like you. But I matter here, and I need you to stop your killing for a bit,” she said in a boorish tone.

      “Your name,” Oracles asked.

      “Sabella. Keep your paper and tell the tale of its origins exactly. Any deviation could result in more deaths among the staff,” Sabella said, turning her back on them. “Follow me if you want to be paid. After that, you will meet with the queen, and only then you may visit your temple.”
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      “You’re doing great,” Tessa said, using her tail to loom over him by a hand's width.

      Externally, he was doing fine; internally Cicero was not doing great. In fact, he was seething with anger, consumed by a hunger for violence. The Spartan brooded over the fact that he hid his armor, stashed his dory, and only carried a xiphos on his hip while wearing the garb of a slave.

      For three days, the duo had masqueraded as mistress and slave, passing through the target city without any notice. While they hunted through the stone buildings and streets crammed with all sorts of aliens, no woman shone in blue.

      To make matters worse, Tessa lacked standing to get questions answered about where Angie could be. Since they didn’t discover anything, he was forced to adjust his plans based on what he knew.

      The facts were minimal to work with from the beginning. A young woman named Angie had caught Poseidon’s eye. She arrived in this port as a captured slave, who could have been sold to anyone of these ten thousand residents. She’d glow upon sight, but other than that, he knew nothing of what she looked like, or what she would try to do if she somehow had already managed to escape.

      Meanwhile, every night that went by, the gorgon changed ever so slightly. She went from being scared of him to becoming clingy for his warmth and affection. Cicero wasn’t a fool with women, nor was he misguided with his heart. For this campaign, he and Belus—a slightly-less-lethal Spartan—decided to couple for releases. It wasn’t very romantic, but the two men found solace in each other’s lust.

      Now, instead of having his preferred partner around, a snake woman was making advances, and Cicero didn’t know how to feel. Well, he did—he was flustered. He had seen her pee, he knew she was a woman, just with conjoined legs at the knees with a tail. Yeah, it was weird, and yes, between her and Angie, he was absolutely flustered.

      Which made him decide to do something rash. The congested slave market with the boisterous crowd terrified Tessa. She confided in him her fear that someone might notice the signs of her being a slave at some point. He assured her gold ruled the world and to stick to their plan. The systems of Vosca were very liberal with their slavery. Just about anyone with a modicum of standing could slap a collar back around her neck and she’d have almost no recourse unless she convinced them not to.

      “How can I calm you?” Cicero asked, stepping around a vendor cart.

      She flashed a fake smile, trying her best to act normal. He went to stroke her back, making a mistake. Cicero was not used to being around mystical beings with abnormal feats. Because she used her tail to elevate herself over his taller stature, he ended up rubbing her ass.

      “Cicero! Not here,” Tessa said.

      Her eyes widened and her eyebrows rose high from his scandalous actions. He chuckled, pinching her plump butt ever so slightly to earn a blush. Whatever she’d feared before, he’d done a hell of a job distracting her. A few of the other slave market shoppers noticed their exchange, smirking from her conflicted emotions.

      The duo passed a dozen vendors selling just about every variation of human. Cicero tempered his anger, knowing that his brothers would come through here in the future like a storm of fury. He couldn’t support these people if he freed them, and his mission was divine.

      The further into the market they walked, the less fit or young the offerings became. Cicero smiled at them, as if begging them to stay strong. The vendors ended when a large amphitheater dove into the ground with an auction platform at the bottom. The stage was empty and the stands only held a few people discussing deals, somewhat privately.

      “If not here, then where?” Cicero asked.

      Tessa froze, clearly unhappy. She’d been lost in her thoughts, forgetting her comment. “You’re a good man, Cicero. You… You…”

      “Could have what? Killed you for being different?” Cicero asked, walking to the countertop bar with seating for the nobles who wanted to bid at the auction house. “You’re a person, albeit unique. Your inner beauty is radiant, and I’m lucky to have your support.”

      She batted her eyelashes with a bitten lip. If he had to guess, she didn’t receive compliments very often. Instead of making the scene awkward, he snuck between chairs to lean against the counter surface, watching the empty stage. Tessa slid into the seat beside him, hugging his head into her bust. She ran her hands through his hair, something she found soothing, and he allowed it.

      Tessa never answered his question, soaking in his presence instead. They stood there like that for a bit until a throat cleared behind them.

      A cyclops guard stood there with a fake smile on his face. “Can I help you?”

      Cicero didn’t skip a beat. “My mistress is in mourning. Forgive our… unusual appearance.” He reached into his robes and bounced a purse of gold Aros gave him. “We are trying to replace a female slave that was like a best friend to my mistress. She was, may Olga bless her soul, a feisty woman who worshiped the…” Cicero glanced around as if worried and whispered, “Forbidden Gods.”

      This was a very dangerous part of their plan. Unwanted attention meant danger. Any extra inspection would result in Tessa having no paperwork, Cicero being an uncollared slave, and they’d be full of lies since their mission was nefarious to the Vosca Kingdom.

      The guard hesitated and Cicero wisely removed a coin, hid the purse in his robes, and placed the coin in Tessa's shaky hand. She struggled, and Cicero’s stare pleaded with her to get it together, but she only shook harder. He sadly removed the coin, handing it to the guard himself.

      “Oh,” the cyclops said. “She loved, loved her. My brother has a thing for human men, so it is hard for me to judge. You are lucky I stumbled upon you. The… This will go to good use.” He tucked the coin away. “Come, follow me. I have something you need to see, which Yarr is desperate to be rid of.”

      While it could be a trap, the guard’s smile was sincere. Tessa still trembled, so he picked up the thin gorgon as if she were a sleepy toddler. Tessa wrapped her tail around his waist, then snuggled into him, completely content to be carried.

      It was awkward to hold her since she was so high on his body, but his arduous training made her weight simple. He followed the cyclops down the stairs toward a behind-the-scenes opening at the side of the platform.

      “Two, maybe three weeks ago, a human nest was discovered. Among them, whispers of diabolical deeds to dark gods. Baron Erix's daughter herself made a spectacle, deciding to tame a truly evil woman. Many demanded she be hanged for her attack on Olga’s cherished,” the cyclops grunted.

      Cicero navigated the stairs while Tessa curled his shoulder-length hair. The instant she was in his arms, she stopped trembling with a sly smile, as if this was her plan all along.

      “Olga works in mysterious ways,” Cicero said.

      The cyclops grimly nodded, waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs. “I wish you were wrong. But that’s life. Pirates sacking villas, rebellious humans defying the moon goddess, and now Carisca heads to petition King Dyn for help by using her evil acquisition. The upper nobility is so proud of her for becoming a proper minotaur, it's all they’ll talk about. At least time passes quickly when there’s lots of gossip.”

      “Oh, I thought you were taking us to see the vile fiend,” Cicero said with legitimate sadness. He didn’t need to act that part out. He faked a smile with a sigh, knowing he had a direction, at least.

      The cyclops snorted, heading into the back of the market. “No. She’s gone. Ironically, we have something different that will be hard to sell. Yarr has been complaining endlessly about this… coven of witches he can’t get rid of.”

      “Why are you being so nice?” Tessa whispered, wanting to be set down.

      Cicero gently lowered her until she slithered with her lower limb. The cyclops led them by humans trying to sleep while standing in confined cages. The single cages with very beautiful women or muscly men ended. The warehouse behind the stage transitioned into group offerings which rested inside wagon beds.

      A centaur worked a well winch while a minotaur supervised.

      “It’s just business. You have gold and odd tastes that line up with auctions that stagnate. Hey Yarr, this gorgon might be the one,” the cyclops said.

      The minotaur turned, his thick arms folded over his chest. “The one for what?” Yarr barked.

      “Them,” the guard gestured to six cowering gorgons who barely clung to life. They sat crammed together in a cage meant for at most three people. To his dismay, Cicero noticed each of them faintly glowed with a pink aura. “She’s mourning for rebellious slaves. I told her the best we could do is forty gold.”

      “For the heathens? By Olga’s plump tits, I can do thirty,” Yarr said, as if the words hurt him to speak while still being positive about a sale.

      The guard let out a low whistle, explaining to Tessa how this was a wonderful deal for the ages. While he droned on and on, Cicero assessed the situation. He could easily kill the guard, the worker, and this Yarr minotaur, but then he’d be stuck trying to escape without being noticed.

      His mission always came first; however, he couldn’t deny what he saw with those captured gorgons. He needed to get them out of here without causing a scene, which may not be possible, but that was his new goal. Cicero tugged ever so slightly on Tessa’s robes, earning her attention.

      “Give me a moment. Garvo here would be the one nursing them back to health and I need to ensure he can manage it,” Tessa said, using the name they’d agreed to use for him.

      The guard walked over to the well, knowing full well that his part was done. He helped the younger lad deliver water to the slaves while Yarr waited impatiently. Business was business, and so far, they just seemed content with earning gold while getting rid of a problem. That might change if they dragged out their purchase.

      “What?” Tessa hissed loud enough to pretend to be angry while keeping up appearances.

      “Buy them and get some humans to help,” Cicero whispered. “I can’t manage them all. We will need at least one cart animal and a wagon too.”

      “That’ll cost you, but smart,” Yarr said, not even bothering to pretend he didn’t eavesdrop. “Let me see some coins.”

      Cicero tossed the gold purse to the minotaur, who deftly snatched it out of the air. He inspected the contents, realized there was far more than thirty gold inside, and grinned in a way only a monster could.

      “We need to save some since we’re traveling to Kehor to visit my parent’s estate,” Tessa lied.

      “Of course. Based on your neck, they fell on hard times?” Yarr asked skeptically.

      Tessa nodded. “That is normally the case, but no. I borrowed personally, failed to pay, worked off my debts, and then started earning to return home. That is the last three years of my life in your palm. I’m only here because tragedy strikes at the worst times.”

      Yarr nodded, believing enough of the lie or just not caring. If he tried to prove her words wrong, he’d have to justify a lot of maybes to suit his needs. Additionally, Cicero could see it when the minotaur glanced back at the caged gorgons—he wanted to be rid of them.

      “Kehor, you say?” Yarr asked, already knowing the answer. “I think we can make a deal. Your human seems capable.”

      “Carried her for longer than I could,” the cyclops quipped, and Yarr laughed. “Don’t like him being armed, but it's not safe these days.”

      “No, no, it’s not. Come, let me show you something,” Yarr said, tossing Cicero the gold back. “You too, human. You need to see this.”

      The whole back section of the market featured warehouses and pavilion tents. For a few minutes, they weaved their way through a maze that Yarr had mastered, and Cicero struggled to map out. Eventually, Yarr approached a pair of guards in blue and gold who waited at the entrance to a smaller warehouse. The two chatted about pirates while ignoring Yarr and his guests.

      Beyond the door, Cicero found himself in a den that stank of feces. The stench was bad enough that even the minotaur pressed a cloth to his nose. Humanoids with wings rested against every wall, with limbs spread and shackles keeping them upright. Cicero quickly counted nine of them, with six being males.

      Once again, all of their ribs showed and their naked bodies were brutalized through either torture or a very rough capture. They’d been forced to piss and shit where they remained bound. At least the humans were taken out to control their discharges.

      “Fairies?” Tessa blurted in confusion. “I don’t like fairies.”

      “Ha, who does? These are enemy sailors, captured while trying to trade with the elves. I need to get them to Kehor, but…” Yarr sighed. “Baron Erix is not willing to spare the military power to properly escort them. Hell, even improperly. He wants to just publicly hang them, but that’s not allowed.”

      “Forgive me for speaking out of turn. I’m but a lowly slave, my lord,” Cicero said, earning a grin from Yarr. “I can keep them alive and in line alive until they reach Kehor.”

      “Ha! I suspected you could. You’re not an average human, I can see it in your eyes, and your mistress has a soft heart. I’ll cut you a deal on a slaver wagon and two nice horses. All you have to do is keep them alive. A raven will be sent to Kehor, so no funny business,” Yarr said as if this were some great deal. “I expected you to be more apprehensive.”

      “The kingdom needs us, and my father is actually important,” Tessa said shyly. “I’m not thrilled, but we are going that way and my guard is uniquely suited to helping maintain unruly slaves.”

      “He will get some help, but just useless humans. Let me see that purse again, then I’ll have the magistrate draft the documents. Word of warning—don’t let the prisoners free,” Yarr said.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Tessa said. “Is there anything else, Sir Merchant?”

      The minotaur smirked. “You’re getting rid of two of my problems. No, young gorgon, there’s nothing else besides pain and misery ahead for you. I understand, though. You’ll earn a death in your sleep, or praise from the great city, should you make it.” He clapped his hands once in a thunderous way. “But it’s not my pain or misery anymore. For that, and some gold, I’m more than happy to offload my burdens.”

      Cicero bowed his head in respect, not daring to say anything in reply. Three days had seemed a waste until this turn of events found him leaving Sabitha Port to hunt down Angie. She had a decent lead on him, but he’d do his best to catch up to her.

      While they’d be laden down with slaves and prisoners, he’d have official paperwork for Tessa to blend in. More importantly, once he left the city, he’d have an opportunity to find out what that pink glow meant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          

      

    

    







            Temple Chores

          

          

      

    

    






CICERO

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Okasa Woods

      

      

      The trip out of Sabitha Port went smoothly. Cicero ended up buying two ample-sized slave wagons meant for far more people. He led his small convoy right out of the western gate without even a peep from the guards.

      As promised, Yarr ended up including three humans to help them—an older male, an older female, and a teenage girl with a nasty limp. The elder humans were not a couple, were not thrilled that Cicero acted like he was in charge, and they generally just wanted to be estate slaves again.

      The disfigured young woman, Estoi, wanted to fit in. So he gave her chores and tasks that he’d help her with. She understood Cicero, and the gorgons weren’t Olga lovers, while Manx and Camrina prayed to the moon goddess every evening, something the fairies didn’t even do.

      Upon their departure, a part of Cicero wanted to deviate and recover his armor, but word had begun to spread about black-armored pirates. Of course, none of these fabled pirates were human in the tales, but the armor was described correctly.

      With that knowledge, and a location of where Angie was going, Cicero draped cloth over his slave wagons and set out of the city for Kehor. The ride would take a month if slow, three weeks if fast, and two if he went solo. If Cicero had to guess, Angie would be moving fast in a private carriage, which meant he needed to ditch the excess problems Yarr had offloaded onto him.

      After a night and a day of travel, he rolled the wagons off the main road to the capital, arriving in a large camping circle. The midday sun rose high, with embers trailing tendrils of smoke from the pits. Whoever camped here before already departed to continue on with their journey, leaving them to have the space in private.

      “Why are we stopping?” Tessa asked, leaning into his side with her arms wrapped around his.

      Cicero pulled her in for a squeeze. “It’s time for me to leave. But… What comes next makes us the bad guys. Are you ready for that?”

      Tessa nodded with more confidence than he expected. She clung to him tighter. “I just want to go with you.”

      “Sorry—after this, I’m on a mission from the gods, where I need to be alone to move fast,” Cicero said with a slight smile. “The priestesses won’t take long. You can stay here if you want.”

      “Alright, I… I don’t like it, but I’ve witnessed far worse than what you and those Hera hussies want to do,” Tessa said.

      Cicero snickered. “They’re good ladies, cast in the hue of Hera.”

      The wagon rolled to a stop, and Cicero hopped off the driver’s bench. He hurried around to the back, where the six female gorgons waited. Last night, to his surprise, they had revealed that Hera had directed them to be captured.

      All of the priestesses used to live in the woods, practicing their religion in private. Then they received a vision to cause a ruckus in Sabitha Port, and so the coven of the gorgon females did as ordered. Their crimes were enough to see them enslaved until ten gold freed them.

      Cicero wasn’t shocked to learn he’d been fleeced to free them. The reality was, these females were priceless. The six ladies cooed as he hurried to open their unlocked cage for them. Each of them ran a hand across his chest and placed a kiss on his cheek. Cicero could feel his loins stirring. While he may be hesitant to bed a gorgon, they showed no reservations toward him.

      “It’s time to get to work—is the altar ready?” Cicero asked.

      Jezebee was the last to exit the slave wagon, carrying something under a sheet. She slowly revealed a wooden carving of Hera and Zeus holding hands. The detail was minimal, but it was clear who they were.

      She carried them to the nearby fire pit, setting the creation on one of the outer rocks. The six gorgons grabbed cooking sticks to draw a square with symbols lining the edges. While they worked, Cicero pulled out his sword, walking toward the wagon with the fairies in it.

      “Everything okay?” Manx asked.

      Cicero nodded to the old man, then shook his head. He asked for the basic sword he’d bought Manx. The slave reluctantly gave it up with a flustered sigh. Cicero said, “‘Yes,’ ‘no,’ and ‘maybe’ are the best answers. Come, Manx. You too, Camrina, Estoi.”

      The humans were slow, but they followed him to the back of the wagon. He removed the curtain, finding most of the fairies asleep. He tossed the basic blade into the ground by the door, where it vibrated while upright.

      “Wake them,” Cicero said.

      The fairies stirred, most of them struggling to awaken from their slumbers. He’d been giving them all the food they could eat, with zero work. They needed to recover, and while it’d only been a day and a half, their flesh was already starting to rebound somewhat.

      “Thank… Thank you for the food,” Dastrin said. “Starving is not fun.”

      Dastrin was the unit leader of the captured fairies, and up to this point, he’d been a model prisoner. All of them had. The fairies glanced at the humans. The humans glanced at the fairies, and no one besides Cicero understood what was happening as the gorgons prepared near the fire pit they couldn’t see.

      “Listen attentively. I’m not from Drakor. I’m from a place the gods call Earth. I was sent to serve the Forbidden Gods, not Olga. Those gorgons in the front wagon, they’ve switched sides at some point, becoming devoted to Hellenism,” Cicero said.

      Dastrin frowned. “Good for you. Your gods are kind if you treat all prisoners this way.”

      Cicero snickered. “They don’t. I must leave this caravan behind, but I’ve been given a mandate to appease my gods. Which means I have bad news. You have two options; both will mean your freedom in some sense.”

      “Oh,” Dastrin said.

      “And us?” Manx said, eyeing the sword on the ground.

      “The same offer. Cut your skin, drop some blood in sacrifice to Hera and Zeus, and swear to the Hellenic Gods. This will remove your binding from Olga. Do so and you’re free. You may even be blessed with magic, but do it because you realize Olga has abandoned you while Zeus welcomes you into his embrace,” Cicero said.

      “And the other option?” Dastrin said.

      “You’ll grab that sword, then fight me to the death if you refuse. Which is better than me slitting your throats while you sleep. It’s not perfect, but at least you’ll die on your feet,” Cicero said, popping the door open.

      “We’re in no state to fight,” Dastrin grumbled.

      Cicero shrugged. Before any of the fairies could flutter their wings, Manx sprinted for the nearby woods. Cicero flung his xiphos with a simple toss. The blade sunk into the old man’s back, erupting out the front. Manx grabbed the blade in horror before his soul fled his body and he collapsed with a thud.

      Camrina, the old woman, fled in a different direction, shrieking with terror. Cicero scooped up a rock that was no bigger than his thumb. He tossed it in the air a few times before hurling it. The stone smashed into the back of her skull with a wet smack.

      She toppled forward, dead before she hit the ground.

      The Spartan retrieved his sword from Manx’s corpse, wiping the blood on his robes. Estoi held up her hands defensively. She sobbed, so terrified she struggled to breathe.

      “Easy. You’re going to be fine if you trust me. Trust the gods. Hera is watching,” Cicero said.

      Estoi nodded; she had bonded the most with him during their time together. While he controlled weather magic, he talked to her about how his allies would heal her leg if she stayed around. Estoi was a cripple with a crooked nose and missing teeth. He doubted many men paid her any attention, but he always spared time for her.

      The time wasn’t much, but he could see her fighting her fears as he tried to coax her.

      “I… I’ll walk again?”

      “Yes, of course. Even if Hera ignores your pleas to her priestesses, one of the other gods may step in. If they don’t, Iglos himself will bless your body with magic and you’ll become a strong Spartan woman, capable of great things. Tessa can verify this.”

      “Even my teeth? They… they were pulled out when I cried during—”

      “Say no more, Estoi, don’t relive the pain. I don’t have a choice here. You do. And I can see in your eyes, you’ve made the right one. A leap of faith has never been smarter. Jezebee, we have our first initiate ready to swear her life to Hera,” Cicero said, ensuring he was loud enough to be heard over her sniffling.

      The gorgon slithered over and gently wrapped the young woman up in a half-hug. Jezebee guided the girl to her makeshift temple, where a life would be altered.

      “Aren’t these… Forbidden Gods, human gods?” one of the female fairies asked.

      Cicero smiled with a shrug. “I think they can shift, but I’m not in charge of anything like that. My gods are amazing to me and mine. They promise glory for a peaceful afterlife, where our power helps maintain balance upon our deaths. It’s not perfect—no religion is—but I’ve seen them do wonders. Absolute wonders.”

      A flare of pink magic washed through the area, coming from the makeshift temple. A warm sensation of… happiness washed through Cicero. Estoi shrieked out in joy, running for Cicero.

      Yet another miracle caused him to smile. The cripple… ran.

      “Hera blessed me. Thank you for sparing me, Lord Cicero!” Estoi said with glee. Her teeth had been returned, her nose was straight, and the men would notice her supple breasts that Hera had adjusted. She glowed pink for him, a sign of Hera’s love. Estoi tilted her head in confusion and blurted out, “Hey, you’re pink, too.”

      Cicero snickered with a nod. “There seems to be a thing among those who worship the gods. If you have a favored God, they favor you, and only the devout can see it. I’ve always had a love for Hera, praying to her every evening, even if I publicly beat my chest for Ares. They’re both warriors, just in unique ways.”

      “I… This is amazing!” Estoi grabbed her chest with a twirl on what used to be her bad leg.

      “How’d ya do it?” Dastrin asked with a pinched face.

      Cicero again shrugged. “Some things work in mysterious ways. Estoi, go ahead and see if the Olga worshipers were carrying anything on them. No sense in letting it go to waste.”

      “So sad, but I shall see to it, Champion of Hera,” Estoi said, skipping to the first body.

      Dastrin pointed to his xiphos. “How good are you with that?”

      “Nigh unbeatable. I routinely finish in the best of the world, minus for Aros,” Cicero admitted. “I can let you see without killing you for a practice run, just to show you just how pitiful your situation is.”

      The female stepped forward and said, “You need us to worship gods we know nothing about. If not, we die by the blade. What’s to stop us from swearing to these gods, then returning to Olga?”

      “Wow, that sounds smart. Like the gods would have to kill you instead of a flesh-and-blood man with incredible sword skills doing their deed. Let me be clear: if the gods whisper for me to hunt you down, I will. Give them a try, though. Go home, tell your superiors and peers that the Forbidden Gods saved you. Tell them in exchange for your freedom, you now need to study them,” Cicero pitched, as if trying to earn a sale. “If they end up being that much worse than Olga, abandon them. At least it's the truth and an option where you live.”

      Dastrin hung his head and meekly said, “I have much to live for and am in no state to even fight a human. I’m ready to swear to these gods, but will need to be coached on what to say.”

      “Stay where you are. Anyone want the blade?” Cicero asked. When none of them stepped forward for it, he grinned. “One at a time. You, pretty fairy, you go first.”

      “I… Yes,” the confident female fairy said. When she stepped out of the cage, he locked it shut. “Bring me back to my unit so they can see I return unharmed and am free.”

      “Of course. Deception is not useful here,” Cicero said.

      One by one, Cicero and Hera’s priestess converted the fairies. He’d honestly expected that he’d have to kill them and convert the older humans. Old ways were hard to break and the unfortunate situation was, he didn’t have time to dwell on it.

      After the fairies were healed by magic, they grabbed some rations and water before heading into the woods, away from the road. Cicero unlatched two horses, while Tessa and the priestess departed on their concealed wagon.

      He watched them heading for the beach where the fleet pushed off. That was the meeting point Aros said he’d send scouts to check. Those gorgons would live off the land waiting for the Spartans to return, or for him to survive and rejoin them. Either way, they had their mission, and he had his.

      Cicero vaulted onto the horse's back and sped to Kehor in the hopes of freeing Angie.
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      Aros reluctantly gave up his xiphos and shield at the final checkpoint. Sabella had allowed them to carry their weapons up to this juncture, which was a bit of a surprise. Guards shoved open doors at the flick of her wrist, revealing an expansive ballroom with a podium at the back.

      A dance floor stretched across the middle of the space, with lush red and gold carpets flanking it. Against the left and right walls were stands for nobles to watch the court. The huge room had been empty until they had entered.

      Each footfall created sharp retorts that repeatedly echoed through the cavernous space.

      “Have a seat anywhere,” Sabella said. Aros walked toward the throne on the podium with a grin. “Besides there. But Mother might like it if you stole Father’s seat. I wouldn’t, though; he’s the sweetest man I’ve ever known, and I don’t need you killing him. When Mother arrives, address her as Queen Ophelia or Her Grace.”

      “A female rules here?” Oracles asked.

      “That surprises you?” Sabella replied with a raised eyebrow.

      “Very much so. Women are inferior, meant for making the next generation of men,” Oracles said, taking the hardline Athenian approach.

      Sabella opened her mouth, then wisely closed it until she couldn’t hold it in. “There’s more to leadership than efforts on a battlefield.”

      “Sure,” Oracles said, pointing at Aros, “but can a woman reliably beat a man in combat?”

      “We don’t allow trial by combat for leadership, and Drakor is relatively peaceful, even if there are constant individual conflicts,” Sabella said with more than a hint of frustration.

      “I… I understand. The concept is unusual to my people, that is all. You’d be dragged… You know what, for the sake of diplomacy, and based on Aros’ stare, I’ll shut up now,” Oracles said, sitting in the bleachers.

      The back curtains were flung open, revealing what appeared to be a sister of Sabella’s. It took Aros a moment to realize this was in fact her mother, and it was only because Sabella curtsied. Elves didn’t age, apparently, and that fact stole Aros’ breath.

      The Spartan smiled and bowed as he wondered if that was due to divine bloodlines or if it was the result of some strange magics they possessed. “Queen Ophelia of Osci, thank you for your hospitality.”

      She wore a lovely yellow and white dress, as if she’d just been out picking flowers with her ladies. No guards or additional entourage followed her in from the private door. The double doors they had entered through snapped closed upon her arrival, meaning she had foolishly sealed herself in with her visitors.

      The purple-eyed queen shot a glare at her daughter. “I’m hosting and very busy—what is the problem, Sabella?”

      “Show her your fire,” Sabella commanded.

      Aros let the magic in his core boil until his entire body turned to flames. As soon as it started, he extinguished the magic.

      “Fuck,” Pascrin said, swatting at his burning arm hairs.

      Everyone ignored him besides Sabella, who cast green magic on the Spartan. He immediately stopped grimacing as the burn damage was repaired.

      Queen Ophelia sat on the edge of her seat with poise, albeit a bit uncomfortably. “So?”

      “Both champions of the arena had to be stabilized by no less than four healers each. Magus is dead.”

      “What?” Queen Ophelia cried, her face twisting in confusion. “The ogre?” Sabella nodded. “By these three?” Sabella held up two fingers. “So?”

      “It gets worse. Repeat your story to the queen,” Sabella said to Oracles.

      “Uh, well, my lady. I wagered that Aros would win. The booth boss said I was stupid, pushing his cashier aside—nice young elf lady. Anyway, I set nearly four hundred down. Four hundred gold coins, that is. He gave me crazy odds that other betters wanted action on. He denied them, wrote me this slip, then failed to honor it,” Oracles said. Sabella rolled her wrists, indicating for him to continue. “Your guards tried to take the slip from me and I stopped that pretty quickly.”

      “You stopped my guards?” Queen Ophelia asked.

      “He stopped the arena enforcers. Nothing more. One even ran from Aros. These men, they’re it. As in what that crazy zealot has been screaming outside that church.”

      The queen rolled her eyes. “Please. There is no such thing as the Forbidden Gods. It’s a–”

      “I’m Aros, son of none, champion of Ares, blessed by Zeus, and slayer of all who suppress humanity. I’ve met the gods. I’ve dealt with them. I’m their sword, shield, and executioner. Dear Queen of Osci, I come before you to trade, nothing more or less. When the time comes, I will honor those who have treated the Army of the Hellenic Gods with reverence. I may be lethal, but neutral diplomacy is wise,” Aros said.

      The queen adjusted her seat on her throne, taking a moment to process his words. “How much do we owe them?” Queen Ophelia asked her daughter.

      Sabella asked for the parchment. “Almost four hundred thousand gold. I talked to Glam; they have about fifteen, maybe sixteen thousand in gold at the market. If we want to eject them, it’s not going to be cheap.”

      “Bah! Just my luck. I don’t love Olga. Never have. She pretends she loves the elves, then makes us reliant on others due to our brittle bones,” the queen said.

      A gust of wind brushed in through a shuttered window. Aros immediately recognized that the interruption was not natural. He worried it might be Olga and tensed, taking up a battle stance.

      A gruff, omnipresent voice said, “Join us. We will give your bones strength.”

      “Which of you is an air mage? I’m not amused by this trick,” the queen asked.

      Oracles raised a hand sheepishly. “I am an air mage. But that was Zeus.”

      Aros grinned at the All-Father’s arrival. On a whim, he asked, “Who’s my father?”

      “It’s not Leonidas,” the voice whispered with a chuckle. Aros groaned, slugging Pascrin in the arm when he joined in Zeus's laugh. “You want us to ally with the elves?”

      “I want you to burn her city, slaughter the non-believers, and only spare those who convert to Hellenism,” Zeus whispered. He grunted, muttering unhappily. “Hera reminds me to be mindful of my words with you. You’d do it by sundown, wouldn’t you, Aros of Earth?”

      “Yes, All-Father. I would. However, am I from Earth anymore?”

      “Always,” Zeus said with a pleased sigh. “Your conversions need to keep increasing. Cicero strays. But he converts. I… We… are happy.”

      “You… you exist? Can you manifest?” Queen Ophelia asked.

      Lightning blasted through the shuttered window, coating Aros and dancing around his body. The sheer violence of the magic crackled with an ear-ringing thunder. Each beat of his heart felt like it might be his last until the magic vanished. All that remained was a static that shimmered off Aros’ skin.

      “Not many will ever see such a display. Our newfound power on Drakor grows. Olga was a fool to assume all humans were pathetic grovelers. Sometimes all it takes is a spark to start a fire. She will awaken to this at some point. The moon goddess and her minions have options you will struggle against,” Zeus said.

      “How will you help my people?” Queen Ophelia asked.

      Zeus snickered. “Only you can help your people. These soldiers come from a different planet. One known as Earth. If you worship me, mate with them, then have one of their children. It can be human or elf. If elf, it will start a line of strong elves the world will fear… As long as they continue to worship me.”

      “Those aren’t great odds. They mean we have to sully ourselves and have to become outcasts,” Queen Ophelia said with a scoff.

      “Careful, dainty elf. Human is my favorite form,” Zeus said, his tone firm. “Their children will also work. You’re a patient species, known for deception and calculation. Sleep on it, then inform my forces of your decision. Either way, you should not cross them.”

      The sound of his voice faded, then disappeared when the shutters snapped closed. Aros stepped forward, seating himself beside Queen Ophelia. He adjusted, getting the most comfortable he could.

      “Taking a nap?” Sabella asked.

      “I’m calculating how I’m going to sack your city,” Aros said. Queen Ophelia gasped. “Zeus made a request. I didn’t hear him tell me to stop. He only said he needed to be careful with his words and you had a bit of time to come to a decision.”

      “Devotion through intimidation is no way to earn the love of your people,” Queen Ophelia said.

      “Maybe that is the problem,” Aros replied with a flick of his wrist. “You want to be strong while being coddled. The way of Zeus is not of peace. You struggle, persevere, and then come out stronger because of your tribulations. You’re frail—Zeus can change that.” Aros rose to his feet. “I’m going to the temple. Finish hosting your guests. Afterward, I expect you to deliver your debt to my camp on the shore.”

      “Why should we let you retreat to your forces?” Sabella asked.

      “You may be able to stop Pascrin and Oracles, but I’m not them. You can’t. Your guards are somewhat trained, but I’m… different.”

      “You want us to just… ignore the danger you pose to our way of life?” Queen Ophelia asked.

      He shook his head. “By the pits of hell, you don’t get it. I want to be your friend. Zeus wants us to be friends. If we’re secret friends, you prosper.” Aros glared at the queen. “Your man at the arena made an error. Fix it,” Aros said, striding toward the exit.

      “His mistake shouldn’t define our relationship,” Queen Ophelia replied. He ignored the queen, opening up the crook of his arm for Sabella to place her arm in his. “You want my daughter?” Queen Ophelia held a bit of panic in her voice.

      “I want freed humans and massive ships to haul away the loot I steal from Vosca. I need homes on the water and a place of refuge for when we need to recover. Your daughter would be better suited for one of the Athenian men, who enjoy an aggressive woman even if they don’t respect her. I don’t mind them, but I have my hands full at the moment,” Aros said.

      A tingling sensation washed over him, and he tilted his head in confusion. A female voice he recognized as Aphrodite whispered in his ear, “She prays for you to save her. Run!”

      “Arggg! Your fucking city has done something to the one woman I care about,” Aros growled.

      He released his grip from Sabella, darting to the nearest shutters. The Spartan crashed through wood, flying out of the second story. He landed on a wide lawn and rolled against soft grass before picking himself up and sprinting off. He could feel Dia calling to him from near the market, and he ran with every fiber of his being to save her.
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      As Aros stood and started to run from the queen’s palace, he was surprised to find Sabella landing gently beside him.

      “What insanity are you talking about, human?” the elven princess asked.

      Aros sprinted through gardens that led to the castle’s inner wall, not daring to slow. Sabella shouted at guards and people enjoying their walk to move out of the way. Aros found a ramp that sloped up to the parapet of the wall.

      “Someone is in danger and… and… I can’t explain it besides meddling gods,” Aros admitted, pumping his legs harder.

      He reached the top of the wall, slid across the rough stone, and dropped to the street below. A donkey brayed at his sudden arrival, wanting to kick the man who startled it. Aros picked up his speed, dashing toward the market if he had to guess.

      The prayers never stopped, and he didn’t slow down one bit. Sabella shouted at him, struggling to keep up. He didn’t care—only getting to Dia mattered. A few likely scenarios ran through his mind, and none of them were good.

      He weaved through the foot traffic, catching the attention of numerous guards. A chorus of shouts at him to slow down or stop was completely ignored. When the guards up ahead of him started a blockade, he darted into an alley.

      Aros jumped with a flexed knee, planting his foot against a wall, and pushed as hard as he could. He pinged off the other wall, hopping higher with each jump.

      “How the fuck?” a minotaur guard cursed with panted breathing.

      When Aros reached the top, he noticed Sabella repeating his climb to the roof. While he was worried, the last thing he needed was for the princess to break her neck, starting a war he hoped to avoid.

      He waited impatiently, catching her arm on the roof when she struggled the final bit.

      “You daft human, I control the guards,” Sabella said, dusting off her fancy set of robes. “Well, don’t just stand there!”

      Aros sprinted across the roof, hopping over the alleys. He only needed a dozen more streets until he reached the seedy part of the market where slaves were loaded and unloaded. It didn’t take long, with none of the roofs breaking under his weight.

      Once he reached the final roof before the market, he slowed down to scan the area. A slave wagon crammed with humans caught his attention. Inside, someone glowed with a dim red aura, telling Aros all he needed to know.

      Between him and the wagon were about twenty traders, thirty wagons, and a dozen guards.

      “I’ll break an ankle from this height,” Sabella said.

      Aros pointed to the wagon. “There, that one.”

      To his surprise, Sabella ordered her guards to secure the wagon. Aros walked to the alley side and hopped into the opening. He used both feet to slide down in a controlled fall.

      “How the fuck?”

      “That word, it is translating oddly,” Aros said.

      Sabella twisted her head. “It’s just a curse from Osci, not sure what to say. Maybe it took two curses and made one, but more importantly, how’d you do that? Are you a mutant?”

      “Just a confident and capable warrior honed to be as lethal as possible. Jump, slide down, and I’ll catch you if you struggle,” Aros said confidently.

      His swagger rubbed off on her because she hopped into the alley. For the first half, she did great until her right foot came loose. Aros jumped off the wall, soaring high to catch her while she flailed.

      “Oh,” Sabella said when she realized she was on the ground. When he set her down, she dusted off her outfit as if she must always be proper. “Let’s see what the issue is.”

      “Four of our women entered the market to go shopping today. I sent them with hundreds of gold to buy supplies,” Aros said, following in Sabella’s wake.

      Sabella sighed. “Uncollared humans by themselves are easy prey. They… Let’s fix the issue. Your gods impress me. I’ve never heard of Olga warning someone.”

      “Their power grows and they don’t mind spending it, which is wise,” Aros said with a grunt.

      They entered through a side market door, finding a half-dozen minotaur guards bowing at Sabella’s presence. She confidently strode through the cluttered loading and unloading until she arrived at the wagon Aros pointed out earlier.

      The Spartan paced, not oblivious to the fact he left behind his weapons at a checkpoint. A trio of elves talked near the slave wagon, where he knew Dia struggled to reach the bars. The conditions upset him more than a little and he hungered for violence.

      Before he could start making demands, the guards rushed to Sabella, catching up now that she walked the final bit. Sabella waited to approach the trio of nervous elves. Once the minotaur guards of gold-and-red flanked her, she strode confidently across the distance.

      “Nistro! Imagine my surprise to see an elf of your caliber here,” Sabella said.

      The three elves stayed where they were, executing bows or respect. The most handsome of the three cleared his throat with a questioning look on his face. “Princess Sabella, what’s the commotion?”

      Sabella pointed to the wagon filled with humans. “Are any of those recent additions?”

      Aros, tired of the back-and-forth already, striding over the cage. “Dia!” he growled.

      Kamila’s face squeezed forward. “She’s struggling to breathe!”

      When Aros walked to the back of the wagon, one of the elves shouted, “Oye, stop!”

      The magic within him surged to a crescendo. He raised a palm, blasted out a pebble-sized fireball, and continued walking to the back of the slave wagon. Aros didn’t even watch his magic punch through the concerned elf.

      “Arggg! He… he put a hole in me. Argg!” the elf complained before slowly falling to the hay-covered ground.

      Aros heated a hand, grabbed the lock, and shattered the metal.

      “Stay where you are!” Sabella shouted with rage when her guards reacted. “He’ll live and there’s something very dangerous happening.”

      The door swung open, spilling out the collared humans. Aros picked up those who fell, hurrying to alleviate the crush. When the crowd thinned, he found Dia. She'd been beaten severely. Her cheek was caved, a fresh collar rested around her neck, and both eyes were swollen. 

      Aros scooped her up, rubbing her back supportively. He marched directly to the elf named Nistro. “This woman entered Osci as a free woman. She came here to shop, and now I find her in your wagon with a collar. This means war.”

      “Are you going to let this human speak like this?” Nistro asked the princess.

      Sabella smacked the smug grin off his face. “What the fuck happened, Nistro?”

      “They shouldn’t be in Osci without a master or a collar. It's not right,” Nistro said with a flippant toss of his hand. “Also, what is this?”

      He gestured to an elf with a small hole in his guts, spilling blood on the hay. Aros heard enough, setting Dia down. He bent over the elf, who roiled on the ground, stealing the dagger.

      “No, Aros. Mother won’t allow it.”

      Sabella unleashed a torrent of flames without any warning. Nistro jolted in shock for a split second. In a flash, his skin peeled back as his flesh cooked. Her magic shifted, coating the fallen elf. The third elf ran for it, eager to be gone from the carnage. Sabella sent a fireball through his chest, instantly killing him.

      The princess turned to the onlookers. “We do not capture freed people. We have never allowed it and we’re not starting now. Let this be a lesson to all the merchants of this market. Mind your businesses, and your business, or face the consequences.”

      Aros tossed the blade on the smoldering body, picking Dia back up. Kamila stroked her battered head. “We went to the bathhouse to pee. Gnolls came in, bagged our heads, and bound our hands. It happened so fast, we never got our pants up. They stole everything. Dia bit, kicked, and… they didn’t like her violence or screaming. So they shut her up, almost killing her.”

      “She prayed to me. Stick close, Kamila. We will sort the rest later,” Aros said, walking toward the docks.

      “No, Aros. We need to fix this now. If we don’t, I know you won’t have a choice. I can’t have a thousand soldiers of the gods rampaging through my city because my people are stupid,” Sabella said.

      “Heal her then. Return our gold.” Aros didn’t stop walking. “Before I reach my army.” Sabella sighed, running ahead of Aros while commanding her guards to leap into action. He turned over his shoulder, pointing his head at the thirty or so freed people. “Kamila, those humans belong to me. Get them to follow us. Oh, and next time, I expect you to put up a fight.”

      Kamila bit her lip, merely nodding. She did as ordered, ushering the collared humans to follow the man in the black armor. Guards parted as the group trooped through the market and onto the main road.

      His pace was slow, and when he arrived at the docks, four healers promptly treated Dia. During the process, she collapsed from exhaustion, falling into a deep slumber. An officer of the guards popped every single collar on the recent slaves, not even showing an ounce of emotion as he did so.

      “Thank you,” Aros said, the words having a vile taste in his mouth. Still, he understood there could have been more blood and death instead of life. “We’re not even, princess.”

      “I know. Expect Mother to address our slights, debt, and future over the coming days. Please, this is not an order, but it is a request. Stay in your camp until we send word,” Sabella said.

      “Of course, but we’re not going to the castle again. Court will be held on that beach,” Aros said, carrying Dia toward the long road toward the Spartan encampment. “Oh, and send the temple followers to our camp.”

      Sabella nodded. “We value staying neutral and being an honest place to trade. I must apologize for the slight.”

      “You have. I didn’t have to kill half your guards, and Dia is back in my arms. While I enjoy bathing in blood, diplomacy has its place, and this situation can still be salvaged. See to Oracles and Pascrin. I’d hate for them to encounter trouble as well.”

      Aros led the bewildered group of slaves, who happened to be in the right place at the right time to earn their freedom. Even if things turned sideways with a splash of violence and adventure, the hosts of Osci tried to be hospitable. In the end, Aros decided to be patient and thankful for the freed humans he led toward what he hoped was salvation.
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      Six days later, Aros stood in the shallows, holding a stick with a string connected to the end. He considered the concept of fishing as fleeting, but Dia asked him to try something new. The overpriced wood attached gutline to the tip. The long line stretched into the deeper waters where ships sailed to and fro.

      To his right, their six triremes rested on the beach. Ramps connected the land to the ships, giving their growing numbers extra space to find comfort. Aros bought a tent while they waited for their final payment from the crown of Osci.

      As if his thoughts triggered their arrival, an incoming ship deviated off the main waterway. This ship wasn’t a normal ship; it was monstrous in size. It was big enough to house cavalry, thousands of people, or… The options were almost endless and Aros frowned, knowing he couldn’t afford such a ship. If this was Princess Sabella, he didn’t like her flaunting her wealth.

      To move the behemoth, wind mages blew into a headwind, with at least a hundred oars on each side of the ship slowing their rows. The crew from up high waved while he fished in the waist-deep water. A warning horn pulled in the oars while the sails quickly furled from a competent crew.

      The Spartan enjoyed his activity, ignoring the approaching ship that started to shout at him to get off the beach. Aros didn’t care that he was a tiny ant in comparison to the massive boat because he knew they wouldn’t hit him.

      While he smugly waved back, he considered–

      His stick almost shot out of his hand from a fierce tug.

      He let the line tighten before giving up ground at first. A few seconds later, when the initial hit subsided, Aros retreated to the shore ever so slowly while the fish fought to stay in the deep. Instead of praying to Poseidon, or worrying about losing, he stayed focused.

      Whenever the fish wanted to struggle more than the gutline could take, he swam deeper. When it willingly came toward shore, he pulled it closer. This battle of back and forth lasted for quite some time until the ship sailed close to the shore beside him.

      To his surprise, the fish found solace in the proximity of the big ship, becoming somewhat calm from the looming shadow. An anchor splashed into the shallows while the bow nosed high from grating against the sand. The impact arrested the forward momentum, yet the speed kept the ship from beaching.

      “Whatcha got?” Iglos asked, heading into the water with a dory.

      Aros shrugged. “Something keen on breaking the line. Who’s that?” He pointed with his head.

      “The Princess, if I had to guess.”

      “It was a good run,” Aros said with a grin. He relished in the last six days being as close to paradise as a retired Spartan could get “A damn…”

      He grunted, diving into the deeper water. The fish swam under the hull of the ship. He watched the depths with hesitation as the clear blue water turned to murky blue.

      Aros grew wary from the depths of the sea. He barely knew water growing up, sticking to land as most Spartans did.

      At that moment, he concluded he’d let the stick go rather than drown if he had to. He didn’t reach that point yet though, kicking with a fury until he swam under the ship. The fish dragged him along, burning a lot of energy to pull him through the water.

      Aros arched his kicks toward shallower water. His lungs burned, and he pushed for the surface until he gasped for breath.

      “Watch out!”

      A shore boat being lowered loomed overhead. The ship full of elves splashed into the water beside him, sending a wave to wash his hair. The small craft had been lowered by a pulley system from the front of the behemoth, with three more coming down behind it.

      “Aros?” Sabella asked, peering over the skiff’s edge with a twisted face.

      The Spartan grinned. “Busy!”

      He dove into the water, planted his feet, and eased the tension off the line by only partially dragging himself. The fish, whatever it was, started to struggle from the extended fight. He could feel the tension becoming loose.

      A part of his mind worried a massive kraken would gobble him up at any point. The glory of being a Spartan was to suppress such fears. He launched off the sands, inhaled a lungful of water, and returned to the sloping sand.

      Using the bottom of the channel to help win the fight, he marched uphill. He considered turning his back, and yet, that worry tickled his mind. If it was a kraken, he wanted to die fighting.

      About halfway up the shore, he pinged off the bottom, inhaled fresh air, and waited for the fish to fight again. Sure enough, the clearer water spooked his opponent. Instead of letting it drag him, he held firm. The final bit of will sapped out of the creature and Aros walked onto the shore.

      “Where are your clothes?” Sabella blurted.

      Aros snorted while Iglos dashed into the water head-first. His friend swam to the edge of the drop-off, hovering with the dory at the ready. Aros pulled the last bit of distance, finally bringing the fish into view.

      A long, whiskered fish that must have weighed more than a ten-year-old lazy swam into sight. Iglos dove down, splashing as he kicked toward the target. The Spartan nailed the fish in the head with his spear, ending the fight and securing the victory.

      “Why would I swim with clothing?” Aros asked, as if offended. Sabella gestured to two younger elves of maybe eight or ten. “Do you not bathe with your youth?”

      “We do not,” Sabella said with a frown, ensuring the younglings stayed facing the other way. “We don’t even bathe with the opposite sex, or with other species. We bathe in the privacy of our homes or in secluded spaces.”

      “What a waste of water,” Aros said, using his shoulder-length hair to dry his fingers. He snapped loudly as if just realizing something. “Right. You have slaves fetch your water. Our helots always rebel about carrying water. It’s kinda their thing.”

      Oracles arrived with some of the other officers to help with the fish. The veteran Athenian snorted with a grin. “You sure it’s not because Spartans fuck their wives, then say the children aren’t theirs?”

      “Not me, not here, but you may have a point. Blaming the water is easier, though,” Aros admitted. While Iglos swam to shore, he wound up the gutline until he waded to meet his friend. Once the hook was out, he patted Iglos on the back. “Nice finish.”

      The Spartan showcased the large fish. “Great catch.” He pointed at the elves with his head. “What’s with the kids?”

      Aros turned with a questioning look in Sabella’s direction. She huffed, blowing a strand of her fine golden hair out of her face. “This is supposed to be a formal ceremony.”

      “Ah, me being nude kinda ruins that. If the lovely lady and her entourage would wait a minute, we shall become decent,” Aros said with a proper bow.

      He tossed the stick to Oracles, who accepted the dory with the fish as well. A team of soldiers went to work cleaning the fish in the shallows to deal with the blood. Nothing would go to waste, with the guts going into a bucket. While they worked, it allowed Aros to focus on diplomacy.

      “War decent or formal decent?” Sabella asked.

      “My armor is crafted by the gods. There isn’t anything more formal than that,” Aros said, jogging up the beach.

      Iglos followed him to their camp that rested off the sands. He snuck into Dia’s tent, where Dia nursed Marco. The lovely blue-eyed woman smiled at his arrival, swatting at his ass as he darted by. He may have let the smack land since his mood soared.

      “Well, how’d it go?”

      Aros smirked with a contented sigh. Seeing her face light up like that, it had a way of melting his cold black heart just a smidge. “I… I should take your advice more often. It was a lovely challenge and a thrilling fight of a different kind.” He dried off with a towel, then placed on his sandals.

      “I take it the elves have an answer,” Dia said.

      “I think so. You… You’ve handled this offense well,” Aros complimented.

      Dia stroked her son’s head. “I prayed to a single man on a leap of faith and he rushed to save me.” Marco ran his tiny fingers over her lips, pulling at them. “I’m just a woman caught up in a game the gods play. However, I’ve never been happier.”

      “Because it ended well. This time, at least.”

      “Now, don’t let that negativity consume you.”

      Aros attached his belt, securing his armored kilt. A few seconds later, his breast plate slid on with a thump, fitting his form perfectly. He tightened the side laces, added his xiphos, and grabbed a dory that rested in the ground tip-first.

      Aros nodded. “I’m not numb to war. I’m jaded to happiness. It… It is unusual. I - I - I…”

      “My dear Aros, it’s okay to be more than a tool of war. There are many gods of Hellenism. Each of them is unique and most of them prefer to live lavishly.”

      Dia raised a recent book she’d purchased from the local market before her abduction and rescue.

      “These past six days have been different,” Aros said, using the dory as a leaning post. “I’ve enjoyed them.”

      “Sometimes it is important to find joy in the simple things.”

      His eyes glazed over as he stared at the tent’s opening. “War drives me.”

      “Yes, but not everything can be war. You’re changing, Aros. You’re starting to become the king your people need you to be. More than the hardened soldier. In an odd sense, we’re one big family. We have to look out for each other and, when times are good, find merriment.”

      “Merriment, who says that?”

      Dia giggled with a headshake. “Apparently, I do. I mean it, Aros. There are more pleasures in this world than winning battles.”

      “I suppose there are. I suppose there are. I’ll try to adapt. It just isn’t easy to drop my guard.”

      “You’re the best kind of man there is, Aros. Don’t drop your guard, ever. Just open your heart.” Her blue eyes smoldered with an intensity that somewhat frightened him. Especially since another wet nurse was but a call away.

      Before she could shout for one, he bent down and kissed her forehead. “I shall return, my dear Dia.”

      When she tried to smack his ass again, he hopped out of her range, earning a giggle. Aros wasn’t oblivious to the escapades of his growing army. Even though he forced the men and women to train during the day, when sunset came, the fun began. Some complained about the rigorous exercise, especially some of the out-of-shape mothers who were concerned for their children and their aches.

      Their words carried little weight with the new Spartan leadership. Everyone worked to be healthy, everyone trained with weapons, and a rotation of guards always protected the camp.

      Iglos joined his side, with Theracles already hosting the Princess and her attendees. The dainty fire mage curtsied at his approach. Aros bowed again, smiling as he planted his dory in the soil.

      “Welcome to our camp, Sabella of Osci, Princess of the Elven Trade Kingdom,” Aros said with a sweeping gesture.

      “Aros, son of none, bathed in ram’s blood, and Champion of the Gods, I present my niece and nephew, Pramet and Emmi. They’ll serve you as liaisons for no less than six moons, to prove we’re intent on being fair partners with you and the gods of Hellenism,” Sabella proclaimed proudly.

      “Ah, you decided to stay with Olga?” Iglos asked.

      Sabella frowned, shaking her head. “You must be Iglos, the man who fears the water.”

      “Dislikes the water.” Iglos sighed. “Okay, I fear it. But I’ve seen things!”

      “Oh, speaking of which, I kept thinking something was going to grab me from the deep,” Aros said, staring at the spot where the water darkened.

      “I know, right? Exactly. Why is that?” Iglos said, completely ignoring the guests.

      Aros became swept up in their conversation, and the two of them debated the merits of hidden sea creatures. Their jovial banter continued for at least five minutes until Oracles arrived with the gutted and cleaned fish.

      “Lads, you’re being rude,” Oracles said in passing.

      “Shit, right. Sorry, Sabella,” Aros said. “We were talking about Olga.”

      “We’re staying neutral as a kingdom, for obvious reasons. However, there are two new edicts from Mother,” Sabella said, reaching into a satchel at her hip.

      She dug out twin scrolls, handing them to Aros.

      He unbound them, reading the first. It was very long, with many caveats, so he summarized, “No free human can be turned into a slave again without the express permission of a magistrate, with a second magistrate confirming the crimes warrant the punishment.”

      Iglos bobbed his head in agreement.

      Theracles grunted and said, “Why not ban human slaves, Sabella?”

      Sabella grimaced, not liking the fact she was being addressed so casually. “Princess Sabella, please; remember these are my mother’s guards. With that said, every race can be a slave for crimes, debt, or slights against a kingdom.” She pinched her nose. “We’re the neutral kingdom, not the human kingdom.”

      Aros unrolled the second scroll. He read it internally then said, “Humans can now fight in the arena. Because of this, they may enter war training schools within Osci.”

      Sabella grinned. “A first of its kind. No other nation, kingdom, empire, or government allows humans to train for combat. These two edicts have raised the worth of humans in the eyes of the Oscian monarchy, and therefore, its people.”

      “I like it. I really do. I’d have liked a statement talking about the gods of Hellenism more, but humans having rights is important to me and those I serve.”

      “We’re building a bigger temple inside the city. That one will take time though,” Sabella said. “The priest and priestess of the small temple have been asking for a permit for a while. We granted them one to match the size of Olga’s church. If that temple sits empty, we’ve done our part.”

      “The gods will be pleased indeed,” Iglos said, patting Aros on the back. “And here you thought they’d just send female elves to be bred.”

      Sabella frowned again, placing her hands on Pramet and Emmi. “Run along and go find work to help with. Your things will be brought next to that fire.” Sabella nodded to the attendants, who hurried to one of the skiffs to remove two trunks.

      “Ask to see Kamila. Tell her Aros said to give you simple tasks or no tasks for now,” Aros commanded the younglings.

      The younger elves didn’t jog or run, slowly walking away. When they could no longer hear their conversation, Sabella said, “We’re dipping a toe in with your gods. Give us six good men who are blessed by the gods.”

      “The diplomatic children make more sense now,” Theracles said. “I’ve got six ready to go.”

      Aros crossed his arms. “Three and three, make it happen.”

      Theracles nodded, leaving to find the men who would stay behind. Sabella cleared her throat and pointed to the massive ship she’d arrived on.

      “This is the Zaprin. It’s an elephant-class trader with a crew of trained humans. Some are recently freed, some are on contract with us to work for you. The Zaprin happens to be worth about ten times more than what we owe you. It’s a loan until you pay it off in full, plus twenty percent,” Sabella said.

      The slight crack in her voice gave it away. “How many crew?”

      “There are three hundred humans on board. Most were bought for cheap, some are loyal to my mother to spy on you and ensure you live up to your end of the bargain,” Sabella surprisingly admitted.

      “Fair,” Aros said, unable to hold a smile back. “Twenty percent more is a bit much. I expect to earn a lot and repay the contract quickly. Let’s do ten.”

      “Ten it is. That means you are borrowing four million from Osci for the ship and the crew, and are expected to pay back four point four million gold,” Sabella said, reaching into a pouch on her hip. She handed over a contract, then a quill and inkpot. Aros snickered, seeing the exact numbers already filled in the lines. He used Iglos’ back and signed the document. “Are you not going to read it?”

      “Princess, you seem to be misunderstanding something. If we cheat you, which we won’t, you have to hire a better army to defeat us. If you cheat us, we turn this region into our murder playground where we delight in the guts of your people,” Aros said with a straight face.

      Dia snickered, arriving behind them without Marco. “Ha! Aros is so gruff at times. Deep-down, he likes the elves, this city, and he knows the gods are interested in your kind.”

      “She has a point,” Iglos said, nudging Aros with his elbow and a shit-eating grin.

      “Lady Dia, you are looking wonderful. Please accept our apologies for your… misfortune,” Sabella said.

      “Princess Sabella, it is an honor.” Dia curtsied. “You didn’t have to come yourself, and we are honored you did and would you look at that! Is that an elephant-class trader? I wanna marry it!”

      “Your warm welcome humbles these brash men. Thank you. The ship is on loan, but Mother and I have a feeling it will be repaid quickly.”

      “How do we make it keep up with the warships?” Dia asked.

      “You won’t. Tow it, row it, use magic to sail it, but she’s not a light or small ship. Do not beach her,” Sabella warned. “Again, she’s expensive, but we have faith your raiding will go well. Your exploits in the arena, your gods at your back, and the fact you're as nimble as an elf won us over. Besides keeping my family safe, I have one final thing to say. The Vosca Kingdom is trying to hire a crew to kill you. However, all the crews here know about your prowess. They’ve watched you train on this very beach as if war was your birthright.”

      Aros bobbed his head with a snort. “It is.”

      “Hence our faith. However, the foolish will see gold on paper, thinking the risk is worth the reward. Sail safely, humans. I hope to host you for dinner at a future date, Champion of the Gods,” Sabella said, heading back to the skiff.

      Aros waved politely, watching her go. A small sloop neared the shore where a crew tossed a rope to the skiff. The Princess and her entourage boarded one of the skiffs before rowing back toward the docks.

      “She didn’t invite me,” Dia said in disappointment.

      Iglos snorted. “Or me. But this is why he tries to talk to you about your growing affection. Aros will be used as a pawn of diplomacy. Where someone like Pascrin or Cicero can have love and happiness, having the army leader unwed remains important.”

      Dia wrapped an arm around Aros’ elbow. “Who said I wanted to be wed officially? The gods know more than a paper or a king.” She placed a brave facade on her face, but the words clearly stung. The lovely woman whose presence he enjoyed gestured to the remaining skiffs on the beach. “Would you be so kind as to give me a tour of our new home, my lord?”

      “Of course. Of course. That went well, far better than I expected.” Aros turned as Theracles arrived with the six soldiers, just a bit too late. “Run to the docks and beat Sabella there. You take orders from her or her mother, no one else. And Spartans, learn the rules of the land, follow them, and be rewarded by the gods. Failure will mean your death. Behave. I mean it.”

      “On with elven baby-making fun,” Theracles said with a grin.

      Aros rolled his eyes. “Come Theracles, we board our new flagship. They left a crew on board that we need to learn about.”

      “Humans?”

      “Yup,” Aros said, picking up Dia to carry her to a skiff in the shallows. “Today, we set sail back to Vosca, and this time, we head to Sabitha Port. I just hope Angie is still alive.”
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      Carisca stared at the carriage with a scowl, knowing Angie had probably read a book while snuggled up in comfort. She let it go, happy to be through the outer walls. She shifted to inspect the capital of Vosca while her horses slowly traversed down the busy road.

      Kehor soared into the sky, with massive creations of stone that rose at least six stories high. Black smoke billowed out of the industrial parts of town. Extra birds circled the slums, a few scattered clouds dotted the sky, and a series of falcons carried messages into the heart of the city from numerous directions. Guards strolled along the outer wall, maintained orderly traffic in the streets, and perched on roofs to keep the peace.

      The citizens of her great kingdom were content if she had to guess, enjoying their daily lives as if two wars and a plague of pirates weren’t an issue. Carisca really couldn’t fault them for wanting happiness in their ignorance. She’d been blissfully happy until that bitch of a slave ruined Anton.

      Her father strung Anton up himself when he learned his loyal man required healing. He didn’t care that he killed a fellow slave. He cared that Anton had failed to snuff out a woman half his size without injury.

      While Carisca brooded over her partial failure, she did impress her father. He approved of her plan to bring Angie in front of the King’s Court and tell of her killing good citizens within the kingdom because so many of the nobles forgot about the shores.

      Something was off, though. Angie was being too good. Sure, she owed Carisca her life, and yes, misbehaving came with punishments, but Angie worked tirelessly while keeping to herself. The only thing Carisca could conclude was that Angie intended to escape within Kehor.

      Honestly, if she did, it would be her best bet. In a city as big and as majestic as the capital, a slave could easily get lost. As a precaution, Carisca shackled her slave to the carriage axle at the ankles and feet, giving her no choice but to stay put.

      The minotauress led her carriage toward the storage barns on the outskirts of the city. When she arrived at a barn that reeked of animal manure, a young porter, a stable hand, and the manager approached her all at once.

      “My lady,” the centaur manager said with a slight bow. “How many nights and any special requests?”

      “Make it a month, since I may have to wait for an audience,” Carisca grumbled.

      The centaur spread his hands as if her words were wrong. “Ah, my lady. Esteemed nobles normally are seen much sooner. I’m Marix, here to ensure your horses are well cared for.”

      Carisca held in a snort, knowing better than to make a snide comment about her mares and the centaurs that like to mount them. He had all but baited her, though.

      Politics sucked, and she rose to the moment by ignoring his test.

      “Wonderful news, Marix. I’ll be staying at the Sherishberry Inn. Oh, and my human slave is to be confined to her carriage. She’ll need fresh food, water, and buckets three times a day.” Carisca hopped off the driver’s bench. “It is vital to the kingdom she does not escape.”

      “For a few extra gold, I can hire some retired guards,” Marix offered.

      Carisca sadly nodded after a brief consideration. “Do it.” She reached into an inner pocket of her travel coat, tossing him ten gold coins. “I expect the change if I leave early. Try not to bother me, and have your porter bring the gold-trimmed trunks to the inn with haste so I may bathe,” Carisca said, leaving the stinky stable area for the Sherishberry Inn her father had recommended.

      As a minor noble in the grandest city of the kingdom, Carisca felt tiny for the first time in her life. Sure, she’d been to Kehor before, but it was always with an entourage and her father’s commanding presence.

      A few of the better-dressed nobles eyed her with curiosity, while the poor tried to see if she was a ripe target for pick-pocketing. She navigated the congested streets, ensuring her hooves stayed on clean cobblestones.

      Her purses, each divided up to hold certain amounts, rested under her breasts, secured by her wrap. She’d been robbed before when carrying coins in her overcoat's pockets. A part of life meant she couldn’t always put coins in such a private place, so she carried a few smaller coins in numerous pockets to try to have enough to survive the trip.

      Pickpockets who were caught lost a hand for a year on a first offense. Petty theft meant a harsh punishment, but based on some of the skinny faces covered in grime that watched her progress down the road, she knew they weighed the risk versus the potential punishment.

      The stone structures loomed over the street, creating an ominous gloom of shade that Sabitha Port lacked. To combat this, guards maintained torches at the second-story level to both illuminate the alleys and cast light among the citizens going about their day.

      A taller minotaur, who wore the coveralls of a carpenter, eyed her with interest as he passed in the other direction. Carisca actually smiled at him. She knew she was filthy from the road, wearing a cheap dress with a baggy overcoat meant for travel, and he still noticed her. His hands were likely calloused, his muscles lean from work, and while he definitely wasn’t wealthy, his handsome features made up for it.

      She dropped her fleeting thoughts of a romp in the sheets with a hard-working minotaur to stay focused. The merchants in their shops hollered into the traffic, trying to lure in shoppers, while vendors offered everything from mead, to meat, to salads. She followed the flow, watching to ensure no one bumped her.

      After five minutes, through the stinking mass of people, Carisca arrived at the Sherishberry Inn. The building soared high, with the lower floor shutters open enough to let air in while emitting the sounds of a soft harmony.

      Twin gorgon guards flanked the door, swinging it open for her.

      She stepped in, promptly rented a room, and ordered a spicy oatmeg in the biggest pitcher they had. When Carisca studied the barroom, she found it mostly empty besides a few minotaurs playing dice in the corner. It happened to be during that dull time between lunch and dinner, not that she minded.

      When she approached, the only female of the group said, “Yer a pretty one.”

      “Ah, she smells as bad as you, Karla,” the male beside her said. Carisca reached into her first pocket, finding it noticeably empty of the bronze coins she had placed in there. She fished out a gold coin from an inner pocket, flicking it to the male. “Wanna lose, do ya?”

      “Some losses are a win,” Carisca said with an earnest smile. “I gotta kill time until the porter fetches my belongings.”

      “I got something we can do,” the biggest of the four minotaurs said.

      Carisca snorted with a headshake. “Males!” She took a long pull of her oatmeg. “New girl comes into town and you wanna see if she'll bend over for you? Not me. I’ll lose some silver to you, but mostly because I need information.”

      “Oh yeah, sometimes information is best earned in the bedroom,” Karla teased. Carisca glared at her and the minotauress shrugged with a wicked grin. “Just because you’re uptight doesn’t mean we all are. Life is supposed to be fun.”

      “A silver per roll.” Carisca scooped up the dice, letting them roll into the mini arena they sat around. The dice clattered until they came to a stop. The runes were not in her favor and her one gold turned into ninety-nine silver in seconds. “Fuck me.”

      “Buy me a drink first,” Karla said, sliding a hand onto her thigh under the table.

      Carisca considered head-butting her but chose a fake smile instead as she restrained herself. She was bigger, but not by much. More importantly, she needed information. “I’ve been on the road from Sabitha Port, and it’s been tiring. None of the little shitty stops knew anything about the wars or the pirate situation.”

      “Where’s Samitha?” the big male asked.

      Karla sighed. “It’s Sa - Ba - tha, and it’s in the middle of the coast on Zaspuri. A small barony, because there are better ports that link to the elves to the south or the Kirg Empire to the north. You’re important, aren’t ya?”

      “Hardly, but trying to increase my status, as any good minotaur should,” Carisca said, rolling the rune dice again. “Olga’s saggy tits!”

      The rune cursed her, doing so poorly, Carisca double-lost, which was really hard to manage.

      “Since yer donating, the dryads and fairies have stopped pushing their offensives as the armies set defenses. King Dyn has had enough. He’s ten shades of furious after the three-pronged attack,” Karla said.

      The way she could swap between innocent, stupid, and well-informed, almost scared Carisca. It also became clear she was the leader of this little group, since they shut the fuck up when she started talking.

      As Carisca studied the group, she started to notice subtle hints of wealth. They weren’t flashy, and these weren’t youthful nobles slumming it up. No. They were probably a crew for a noble or rich merchant, though. Plus, Karla really did seem to be in the know.

      Carisca patted the hand on her thigh. “Where’s the third prong?”

      “Barnois Village, it’s -”

      “A few hours from Sabitha,” Carisca blurted. She eyed Karla with trepidation. “Sabitha… is it okay?”

      “Oh, it’s fine. There was an attack on a small breeder farm, then some mercenaries of the fairies, about a dozen of them, went rampaging across toward the forest. Rumor is, it’s human soldiers! The audacity,” Karla said.

      “Oh, thank Olga. A dozen rebel humans or mercenaries, or whatever, is hardly a problem.”

      “King Dyn is pissed. He killed a hundred human slaves in his lake, or so the stories say. He’s offering good money for any information about the humans in black armor with red ram -”

      Carisca gasped, shooting to her feet. Angie’s words came crashing into her mind. “Eyes. Red ram eyes. Fucking fuckity fuck.”

      “You know something, don’t you?” the big brute said.

      Karla’s hand left her thigh. “What is it?”

      “Huh? What? I got to go,” Carisca said, rushing to reach the door.

      Karla grabbed her travel cloak before she could depart the table. “I know the right officer to bring this information to. Assuming you have something.”

      Carisca winced, turning to glance at the door. Then this stranger. She hesitated. The only reason she didn’t push the hand away was that she knew Angie was under guard and unknown to her.

      “I may know someone connected to these men, and yes, I have proof my father will verify,” Carisca said.

      “And he is?”

      She couldn’t hide it now unless she departed without their help. “Baron Erix.”

      “Way to go, Zastro. Mind your tongue next time,” Karla said, scolding the big minotaur. She turned to Carisca and added, “I’m the eighth daughter of Countess Amiri. Lowly, unimportant, but connected. These are my friends and please excuse their…” Karla batted her eyelashes. “Rough edges.”

      Zastro flicked the golden coin back, and she missed it. Having to carefully pluck it off the dirty floor.

      “Look, I need a way into the court. So yes, I can make a formal report if you can guide me to a worthy magistrate or noble who’ll at least listen to my words,” Carisca said.

      Karla grinned. “By this time tomorrow, you’ll be in front of the King himself.”

      Carisca gestured for Karla to lead the way, clearly excited about her prospects. A fantasy of being titled for bringing the heathen into the King’s Court while in shackles ran through her mind. She’d be rewarded, the males of stature would invite her to their estates for dances, and her life without her parents would fully take off.
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      Angie rubbed at her ankles that screamed in irritation. Thankfully, her wrists were somewhat used to the constant metal clasped around them. These recent additions to her confinement left her doubting her path forward.

      The whole time Carisca dragged her from the coast to the heart of the Vosca Kingdom, Angie had behaved. She tried to find opportunities to escape, but none came. Now that they reached Kehor, a desperation set into her.

      Right when she was willing to risk it all, the blasted hussie strapped her to the carriage at four points. No matter what she tried, her prison wasn’t the worst. Angie ate well. She had a nice bed, and no one asked her to do anything besides use the bucket when she had to relieve herself.

      Guards watched over the adolescent cyclops who entered the carriage to bring her items. She knew one wrong move, and they’d pounce on her. So she let him do his job, read her books, and stayed quiet.

      During the trip, Carisca never stopped bragging about how the Darimi family would get in trouble for their poaching. She’d nod as if the words were the most important in the world. Then she’d ramble about the male minotaurs.

      Of course, Angie fully intended to escape once inside Kehor, since she could blend in and Carisca would be busy courting males. The young minotaur gabbed endlessly about how she was going to woo a young noble or ten.

      Angie had never felt the desire to lust for men. That probably had a lot to do with the only male her age on the island having been like a brother and the older men were father figures. Now that she might have been able to mingle with others, well, she was in chains.

      With that option gone due to her shackles with zero freedom, she leaned into her backup plan. When pushed in front of whoever she was to confess to, she’d lie.

      In her mind, Angie had this whole situation worked out where she’d be meek until granted assurances. Then she’d reveal Carisca’s family was hiding taxes. Angie didn’t know much about the greater world, but hiding taxes was common, and a quick way to anger your lord.

      It wasn’t a perfect plan. By Poseidon, Angie knew it wasn’t even good.

      The carriage door popped open, startling Angie from her wandering thoughts. Carisca shifted sideways to get her horns in the carriage. She glared with a seething hatred at Angie.

      “Everything alright, Mistress?” Angie asked.

      Carisca growled. “Four fucking days. I waited in a line, after a line, after a line, then another line, but it is finally over. Come, little mouse.”

      The minotaur pulled her forward with the key so desperately sought. A few seconds later, Carisca unlatched Angie’s chains, attaching a leash to both her left and right wrists. It wasn’t crazy for Angie to want to be able to move her arms apart, and in this case, she frowned.

      “Don’t start now, mouse. We’re close. We have an audience with the king, finally. He’s a very important and busy minotaur, so be on your best behavior or you’ll end up being fed to water creatures of some kind,” Carisca said with a snort.

      Angie lurched forward when she tugged her, unable to halt her movement. Once again, Angie was ready to fight this cow of a being, but when she stumbled out of the carriage, all hope was lost.

      Twenty guards in shiny armor waited for her to exit. These weren’t like the slouched-over males past their prime who’d been watching over her since the arrival in Kehor; no, these guards wore fine livery with shiny weapons out of their homes.

      “What exactly did you tell them?” Angie asked.

      Carisca backhanded her so hard she involuntarily fell like a rock. Angie tried her best to shake off the stars, failing. It was at this moment, she regretted not trying to kill the big minotaur in her sleep while they traveled. These guards, and even Carisca, meant business.

      For the first time, Angie had to suppress her trembling fear. She tucked her chin to her chest, quickly rose to her feet, and willingly let herself be dragged away. As she ventured out of the barn to see the sun for the first time in days, Angie muttered endless prayers to Poseidon and all the gods of Hellenism.
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        * * *

      

      Angie waited in agony with a bag over her head for a few hours. The gag they forced into her mouth only confounded the issue. She didn’t cry or complain. She did fight her restraints passively, finding the cold steel impossible to break.

      “It’s time,” a gruff voice said.

      Someone yanked her hood off as twin doors groaned open. Carisca dragged her forward, pulling her into what was a mix of proper decorum and an orgy. Where a dance floor should be, beds and couches hosted glitzy minotaurs, cyclopes, gorgons, and even centaurs who were either fucking one another or teasing and molesting their partner instead. The races were mixed and matched in ways she never would have considered, and when she saw her first dryad, elf, and fairy within the ball of lust, Angie quickly averted her eyes.

      Beyond them were rows of rising stands, where nobles and lavishly dressed citizens of the kingdom watched the activities of the court. As she watched, a few of the spectators walked down to join the fun, and some of the participants left to sit among their peers once again. They passed a male minotaur, who grunted from a climax while ramming a centaur.

      Angie watched in disgust as Carisca boldly smacked his ass in passing. The smell of the sex pit grossed her out, and when she walked through the path, her bare foot squished into something she was forced to ignore.

      At the back of the room, upon a raised dais, rested a massive minotaur who was twice the size of Carisca. He sat lazily on a throne. His gaze lingered over a balcony opening with boredom, listening to a cyclops talking about how his shop needed to expand by acquiring the lower tax-paying neighbor.

      The instant the cyclops mentioned more taxes, the king’s eyes shifted. “I don’t want monopolies. Build up, as in a second floor. It won’t be cheap, but since you’re so profitable, it can be done. Give him the permit, Garni,” the King commanded to an adviser on the lower section of the podium.

      Garni waved over the businessman, whispering to him as a court magistrate read off the next summons. “Dowry dispute between Merchant House Finni and Baron Koe. House Finni has the floor first, as they are the accuser.”

      Carisca entered a line right behind the two sides who currently petitioned the king. On the left was a centaur, on the right a fairy female. To Angie, a dowry seemed silly. The elders mentioned it was so the family could start properly with a cushion because children were… difficult.

      The fairy spoke first. “Our son agreed to marry the esteemed Koe’s daughter. A dowry of a hundred gold coins was promised. Baron Koe hesitated, wanting an heir first, which was not as agreed. We suspect the gold was never there to give. Regardless, due to the circumstances on the border, Janica decided to divorce our son.”

      King Dyn rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes. Fairies are being unjustly cheated. They’re no longer married?”

      “No, but they were for a year where costs were -”

      King Dyn growled. “Pay half the dowry, you should have paid it all at the front. And before you try to quibble or sass me, I fully intend to end the war and restore relations. A deal is a deal. You should be mindful of your agreements.” Baron Koe bowed unhappily, but he kept his mouth shut. “Next.”

      Angie said a final prayer. She comprehended the danger she was in, squirming under the gaze of the room while being dragged forward.

      The magistrate shouted, “On behalf of Baron Erix of Sabitha Port, his available daughter, Carisca, and her slave, who has information regarding the pirate raids.”

      Angie choked on her gag somewhat from the glares of the monsters in the room. She didn’t see majestic beings of nobility. She saw what they wanted her to see: brute power, unbridled sex, and a thirst for drama while enjoying whatever drinks or drugs best suited their depraved, bestial appetites.

      “Did you ask him to add available?” King Dyn asked, clearly amused.

      Carisca curtsied. “A small town minotauress like myself has led a sheltered life. My father may not run a large city, but he does run an efficient one. I’m his eldest daughter and officially on the hunt.”

      King Dyn belted out a laugh. “I like your candor, Carisca. Good. Very good. We need more females with courage. Now, what brings you before me?”

      “This is Angie, a heathen of the forbidden gods,” Carisca said with a grin.

      Angie watched her, almost glowing with radiant joy. Before the cow on legs could utter the next words, Angie already knew she’d lost. This was the way of the humans. This was why her adoptive parents fled Vosca to live as savages in a clump of trees.

      To the monsters in the court, humans were meant to be choked, killed, raped, beaten, and tricked. Angie had always known something was off, but Carisca was such a good actor that Angie had believed in the petty squabble among the minor nobles. That was never it. This visit was always about elevating the status of Carisca, and Angie knew she was likely going to die very soon with a gag in her mouth and chains on her limbs.

      The crowd booed at the mention of the forbidden gods. Angie ignored them, praying over and over again. A voice tickled in her ear, “Be strong. Be courageous. Be free.”

      A swirl of water left a cup to dance into the locks on her wrists. To her dismay, the water opened the metal hinges, dropping the restraints with loud clangs against the wooden flooring.

      “Who is casting that?” King Dyn said with a mix of amusement and bewilderment. “Arkixi, why are the runes not triggering?” An ancient-looking elf shrugged, with a pinched face of confusion on his face. Angie shouted into the rag. “Unbind her mouth.”

      Carisca seemed to question his judgment, worrying about Angie’s now-freed hands. Instead of refusing her king’s orders, Carisca stepped close. Angie watched her trepidatious approach. When her nubbed fingers worked the lock on the gag, her ankle restraints popped free.

      Angie didn’t race for a second-floor window or the balcony. She’d never make it. Instead, she did what Poseidon likely wanted her to do. She tucked a leg behind Carisca’s and shoved hard while she unlatched her gag.

      The minotauress fell on her ass right as her mouth piece came free. The crowd roared out a laugh at a human knocking over a minotaur and Carisca fumed with an anger so intense, it made the move worth it.

      “Everyone, silence,” King Dyn commanded, his words echoing since everyone instantly obeyed. “That magic, how did you cast it?”

      “I didn’t. The god I love with all my heart did.”

      “You bitch,” Carisca snarled. “She knows about the men with the red eyes of a ram!”

      “Ah, you were wise to bring her to me then, ambitious beauty,” King Dyn said with a snarl, his eyes fixed on Angie. “Your pathetic gods are just as tiny as you humans are. I fed a hundred of you humans to my lake less than a month ago. Apparently, it wasn’t enough.”

      “Should we apprehend her, your grace?” the ancient elf asked in a tired voice.

      He snorted with a headshake. “Not yet. What do you know?”

      “That the forbidden gods spoil those who love them. I killed your gnolls, but I could have escaped before they ruined my peaceful life. When Carisca killed me to buy my loyalty with a revival, I met Poseidon. How many of you have met Olga?” Angie said, her words fueled by the love of her god.

      “The god of water and sea life. A very basic principle. I’d never assume they were real until this day,” Arkixi muttered just loud enough for the room to hear.

      A wind swept in from the balcony, carrying a misty tint to it. “Free the humans. If you do not, you will convert, or die,” the voice shifted through the large court until it vanished altogether.

      “By Olga,” a female shrieked from the sex pit.

      A bit of chaos ensued until a weapon clanged to the floor from the outskirts of the room. A guard held a ruined neck, thick red blood spilling down the front of his uniform. He staggered, released a hand, and pointed at a cyclops’s adviser.

      The entire court became eerily silent. It was one thing to have a voice whisper on the wind, it was something entirely different to have a guard die so close to the king.

      Many turned to see why he pointed at the cyclops. The king watched the dying guard, as did a lot of the others. What none of them saw was a human confidently striding across the sex pit with a pink aura around him.

      He wore the garb of a castle servant, carrying a tray of drinks. When the young man’s fierce blue eyes connected with Angie’s, he flashed her a charming smile. She didn’t know how to respond, and honestly, she became mystified when he unleashed the tray with such power it flew faster than she could track it.

      He reached into his robes, hurling a hatchet before the tray could land. Angie followed the weapon’s flight. The rest of the room was still fixated on the dying guard or the cyclops who proclaimed his innocence to his liege.

      To her dismay, the tray soared right for the throne. A female centaur saw the whole thing unfold, crying out in terror just a fraction of a second too late. The metal tray smacked into King Dyn’s chin, forcing his head to jerk back.

      A loud thunk reverberated through the room when King Dyn’s skull crashed against the wood.

      A half-second later, the courtroom watched in horror as the hatchet sunk into King Dyn’s forehead, splitting his skull into two gruesome halves. Brain and gore spattered the back of the throne, with some of it sticking to the ceiling.

      “The King!” an adviser shrieked.

      A nearby voice bellowed, “Get the cyclops!”

      Before Angie could react properly, the pink man wove through stunned onlookers as if he were a dolphin in water. With a single motion, he kicked Carisca in the face and scooped Angie up by the waist.

      Pandemonium ensued while the well-muscled human whisked her away.

      Guards clamored to find the assassin. Screams brought additional chaos, and every exit became packed as the gathered citizens tried to flee the carnage. It all happened so fast, it was almost impossible for Angie to fathom.

      The stranger carried her to the balcony’s exit, with Carisca following closely.

      “What are you do–” Angie tried to ask, but he chucked her off the balcony.

      She flailed her arms, falling directly toward a bush. While she flew, the man landed a crosskick to Carisca’s knee, ruining it. Her former slave owner scowled, pain etched on her face. “I’ll get you!” she screamed.

      The man ignored her, hopping over the balcony.

      How the assembled room chased the wrong assassin, she didn’t comprehend. What she did understand was that being thrown into bushes really fucking hurt.

      Angie scrambled to extract herself when firm hands yanked on her leg. Cuts raked down her exposed forearms from the bush's branches and she cursed in anger.

      “Shush,” the man said with a stern glare. “Pretend to be scared and worried. Follow me.”

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      The mysterious man led her back into the castle, weaving around like he knew the place. For now, the servants stayed working as they hadn’t realized the true danger quite yet. He smiled, waved, and nodded to the other servants he passed by.

      Angie followed him into a kitchen, where he grabbed a bag and tossed her a second one. She grunted, slinging it onto her back to deal with the weight. She tried to ask something again, but he continued walking between the cooks, heading to the far door.

      Keeping up proved a bit tough, but she managed to stay close as they navigated endless halls meant for servants. After a sudden brisk walk outside, the next thing she knew, they were in the King’s Stables. At this point, a big bell chimed angrily.

      “We made it further than I expected,” he muttered.

      A string of noble carriages waited to exit the castle grounds. Guards slammed the gates, barring anyone from leaving. The man led her deeper into the stables, stopping at a small gate to keep a horse penned in. He hopped it, then helped her over before hurrying back to the back of a horse stall. He peeled open an oats container and crawled in.

      Angie hesitantly followed him down the dark chute, using the ladder awkwardly since her bag hit the back wall. Eventually, she dropped down into a musky-smelling tunnel and found that there were sporadic vents that let in a smidge of light. It was dry, free of sewage, and it looked like someone had swept it recently.

      “Hey, it’s not a sewer,” Angie said in a positive tone.

      The man grabbed her by the hand gently, tugging her in a direction that likely led under the wall. “No, and other slaves use it. Stay quiet. It’s time for us to leave. All will be explained soon.”

      Angie wanted to ask how come no one was hunting them, but deep down, she knew they were. The hatch above them creaked open, and they continued further out of sight.

      A stern voice said, “This one’s clear, too. I’m gonna lock it.”

      The hatch slammed shut, with the sound of a chain clanking against metal echoing through the passage a second later.

      “They’re closing the net to secure everyone in. Eventually, someone will point to me if we get caught, so whatever you do, don’t get caught,” he warned. “Can you run?”

      Angie nodded. “Good, we have to hurry,” he continued.

      His voice soothed her. His sense of certainty was something she’d never experienced before and she’d gladly follow him into places worse than this dark tunnel.

      Whoever this man was, he managed to not only kill King Dyn, but free her as well. Then it dawned on her. The glow of his skin, the way he moved, and the violence in his actions - she had been rescued by a god.

      A giddy squeal eeked out of her lips as she hurried to keep up with his blistering pace.
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      Her heart fluttered when her rescuer stuck a hand out to stop her and casually brushed her left breast. Angie halted and watched him tense, as they both held a pensive breath. He clearly just wanted her to stop, but still, somehow, he caused a whirling amount of emotions to course through her from just his fleeting touch.

      She wasn’t aroused, just very conflicted. Her entire life, the lust for a man had never materialized until… now? Maybe. She wasn’t certain, but he’d just saved her life, so maybe rational thoughts weren’t possible at the moment. Angie wasn’t a child. She was well aware of what transpired when Kethra moaned on the nights when Marin visited her. Yet, somehow, the interaction from this man’s touch left her completely flustered.

      His hard face spun to focus on her, as if she were breathing too loudly. She expected him to stick a finger to his lips to silence her, but instead, he grinned, revealing a missing tooth.

      While that didn’t make sense, Angie didn’t have a whole lot of time to ponder anything. The handsome man crouched, bunched his legs, then sprinted around the bend in the tunnel at a speed that bordered on superhuman.

      On a whim, she threw caution to the wind and chased after him. Mainly, Angie didn’t want to be caught alone in the tunnel, in case someone arrived from the direction of the castle.

      The warrior sprinted with long strides, pushing hard against the gritty ground with just the tips of his toes. This allowed him to cross the distance in a flash, surprising her.

      While the awe at this agility amazed her, it completely caught the three youthful minotaurs off-guard. A nearby torch hung from a ceiling chain, revealing their shocked faces in the flickering light.

      What they were doing in the dark confines of a slave corridor wasn’t apparent, but whatever it was, it would be the biggest mistake of their lives.

      Her rescuer smoothly removed his bag from his back and flung the heavy pouch at the nearest youth. A smooth pull extracted a dagger from his robes the instant the bag left his hands. The teenaged minotaur, which stood just as tall as the man while weighing more, stumbled backward in terror from the sudden aggression.

      Even though it was just a bag and not a weapon that threw him into disarray, he unleashed a terrified scream.

      The two other minotaurs stood firm, turning to face them. Both roared in fury that some human had the audacity to charge such an esteemed species; both refused to acknowledge what transpired, unable to fathom a slave being a soldier.

      Angie tried to keep up, and it wasn’t that her footing was bad, or that she was hurt too badly—he just was so damn fast. The minotaurs shifted as if they were about to pummel the man, and she knew by his speed that they should have gone for tackles.

      A flash of steel glinted in the torchlight of the small tunnel. The soldier ducked under a punch while thrusting up with his dagger. In a fraction of a second, the fight ended when he split open the biggest minotaur’s throat.

      His friend received a splatter of blood across his face.

      The human soldier dodged a cross hook, driving the blade into the next minotaur’s armpit. He danced back, waiting for the minotaur to strike again. Instead, it fled, with blood pumping onto the stone floor in violent spurts.

      The warrior turned on the target he had thrown his bag at. “P - P - P - Please,” the minotaur pleaded.

      His pathetic posture made her confused, and more importantly, she watched his reactions closely. A primordial anger roiled through her. Angie had almost died, had been bound and contained for months, and her days of being a prisoner were over.

      “Toss me my bag back,” the man demanded.

      She turned to watch the minotaur with the ruined throat kick a final time before he stilled. The minotaur with the stab wound under the armpit staggered a dozen feet, managed to climb two rungs of a ladder, then collapsed with a fleeting groan. He died a moment later, his eyes open in horror. She knew he watched her, his mind’s final moments trying to comprehend what went wrong.

      The remaining minotaur asked, “Who… Who are you?”

      The man smiled down at the minotaur and said, “I’m Cicero of Sparta, Champion of Helen, Soldier of the Black-Armored Fleet, and I’m here to free humanity from the grasp of the monsters. Spread the word: humans will rise until they’re feared.”

      These words held no meaning or impact on the minotaur, but to her…

      She withheld her gasp, not wanting to show weakness or divulge too much information in front of the pathetic minotaur. This Cicero was a soldier in black armor, and she didn’t need to ask if his armor held a ram with red eyes—she knew it did, with every fiber of her being.

      “Shouldn’t he die?” Angie asked, walking around the cowering minotaur while giving him space.

      “No, Angie of Poseidon, we must depart with haste and his words will never be believed. He’ll hang unless he says it was a fairy or dryad attack,” Cicero said, with a short, frightening cackle. “We’re near the surface, so I need you to don the cloak that’s in the bag.”

      “So, you’re not a god?” Angie asked, slinging the bag off her back.

      “No, priestess, I’m not. You fucking glow so brightly with a blue hue that I figured you might be a goddess,” Cicero said. “Since you’re fragile, and seemed scared by magic… well, you’re not a glowing deity.”

      “She’s not glowing?” the minotaur interjected.

      Cicero snickered. “Toss me your purse,” he commanded, as he patted down the first minotaur’s corpse. “What were you doing down here?”

      Angie watched him pilfer two gold bags—one from the dead minotaur’s balls, tied to the bits with a string. While that was probably a safe spot from thieves, it didn’t stop Cicero. She ignored the brutish display, quickly putting on the cloak. The garment actually smelled fresh, and in the chest pocket rested a flower, which caused her to frown.

      “We were planning to sneak out for a hunting trip in the King’s Woods.”

      Cicero lied smoothly, “The King is to be feared. You… You paid a dear price. The coins in my palm, and we’re gone.” The minotaur extended a trembling hand with a purse.

      Cicero never accepted the coins; instead, he violently drove his dagger into the defenseless minotaur’s eye. The minotaur kicked a bit before convulsing a few times. Cicero extracted the blade with a slurping sound, and Angie watched without looking away.

      The purse clattered against the stones with a heavy thunk to conclude the ordeal.

      “Lies made him complacent and his death easier—nothing more or less, Priestess,” Cicero said.

      “Understood.”

      The blue-eyed man nodded to her to retrieve the purse, and she hid it in an inner chest pocket of the cloak, where it’d take a really hard bump to rob her. Angie felt like questioning Cicero about slaying the final minotaur, but she decided to simply follow him to loot the body near the metal ladder before they climbed up to the surface.

      The duo arrived in a fairly clean alley, with Cicero slowly closing the hatch behind him. Angie reached up, aggressively using a sleeve to clean splattered blood off his face before he could walk toward the street.

      “Thanks. Four days of planning and it’s actually working,” Cicero said in a haunted tone of disbelief.

      Angie ignored his pessimism and asked, “What comes next in this epic plan of yours?”

      “Uh… I didn’t expect to get this far and… Well, we need to get outside the walls. To most, they see us humans as pathetic scum and I’m going to use that to our advantage.”

      “Okay. How do we do that?”

      He gently laid a hand on her shoulder. “We pay for a ride out of here with some of the gold I procured before this, and the gold we recently acquired. To them, we’re two slaves on a master’s errand to go to Sabitha Port. We don’t know more than he gave us a purse of silver and gold to get there. We’re to report to the slave master in the Sabitha Market, and if we get asked a bunch of questions, I’ll make stuff up, while pretending like someone is going to greet us to help us stupid humans. That’s our story. We’re stupid slaves, on a mission so basic that a human can do it,” Cicero said, coming dangerously close to her.

      She gasped when he stood so close she could smell his breath. He roughly adjusted her cloak, hood, and waist belt. When he adjusted her chest to protrude a bit more, she bit the inside of her cheek. A part of her wanted to slap his hands, but this was the second time he had touched her for the mission.

      A part of her worried because she shouldn’t be so bothered. A female slave and a male slave were different from two hooded males.

      “I want them to think you’re being moved across the kingdom for sex and I’m your guard. When we get on the carriage, I want you to expose a bare leg.”

      “Wait—how do you know who I am?” Angie asked. He simply raised an eyebrow, as if the answer were obvious. “Besides the glow!” She hissed.

      “Poseidon sent the wrath of man to rescue you,” Cicero growled. “No more questions, girl.”

      “I’m a woman,” Angie said defensively, gesturing for the warrior to continue wherever he intended to go.

      She restrained herself from sticking a tongue out at him. Instead of scolding her, he placed a dagger in her palm with a steel gaze of determination.

      “We leave when I say. You do as I say.” He paused while she calmed her flustered anger and finally nodded. “Good. If I die, go south of Sabitha Port. There’s a human breeder farm near there that’s in ruins; go through it and keep going south until you find a beach without cliffs. My brothers will find you there,” Cicero said.

      Angie meant to reassure him that he’d be fine, but he gently guided her forward at his side. The instant they were on the move, a pair of female cyclops entered the alley, heading the opposite way. They talked in whispers, too quiet to hear over the ring of the bell.

      She ducked her head down to avoid attention while sticking close to the gruff man. She felt like these cyclops might know her or see a speck of blood out of place. A sense of dread surged through her, only to wash away when the two sides passed each other without confrontation.

      “I’m just a simple slave,” Angie reassured herself with a whisper.

      They entered the street, finding a whole lot of citizens gawking toward the palace. While bells rang and guards shuffled, the two of them were ignored, weaving through the hushed conversations. Angie caught tidbits, most of it surrounding a strike by the dryads or fairies.

      No one spoke of a human as a possible culprit and nothing was said about a very dead King Dyn.

      While she relished in the perceived innocence, she knew that many humans would suffer soon, but the truth would come out: the forbidden gods sent their agents and they toppled a king. No guards halted street traffic through the city and though many heavily armored soldiers glanced around, they seemed just as confused as everyone else.

      It seemed like everyone spared a few seconds, realized nothing was amiss, then continued about their day. Angie didn’t know the city, but Cicero seemed to have a destination in mind. They walked away from the castle, so that reassured her somewhat.

      When the wafting stench of horse shit permeated the air, Angie wrinkled her nose. After being locked up in a barn for so long, she definitely didn’t miss that smell. Cicero guided her over to a section full of wagons and carriages.

      About thirty drivers congregated in ones and twos. They were working-class folk with simple garb, worn boots, and hard eyes. Cicero approached each one with the exact same question, “How much to reach Sabitha Port for a maiden delivery?”

      A few of the answers were steep prices or a ‘not interested’ said in a rude way. Angie would have simply accepted a higher price, especially since they had just stolen a decent chunk of gold from the minotaur teenagers. She watched Cicero confidently work the curriers one by one. Every time she wanted to hyperventilate or panic, his smooth tone with hints of flustered boredom calmed her.

      Toward the end of the queue, it slowly dawned on the hired hands who transported people for a living that he wasn’t going to take a bad deal. If they wanted the fare, they shouldn’t state a rude price. Eventually, a gray-haired dryad female, with roots sprouting out of her hair, waved Cicero over.

      He refused immediately, shifting back to the nearest cyclops whose offer was lower than the rest, but still a lot of gold for a simple ride across the kingdom. Again, Angie caught on. Cicero wanted to escape the city; riding with a dryad would mean a cheaper fare, but the gate guards would be on high alert for dryads.

      The cyclops didn’t say much, and Cicero said he’d only pay in private. Angie assumed he meant to eventually kill the cyclops, but for now, he handed over the gold once they neared a wagon with four mundane mares. The driver pointed to the back of the wagon with a cover but open front and back. Twin benches ran along the length and a trunk was locked for the cyclops travel supplies.

      After they slid their bags onto the wagon bed, Cicero helped her in. She plopped onto the bench, revealed a leg, and became comfortable. He sat beside her, emptying his bag to reorganize it while hiding some of their new wealth on his body.

      “Uh, humie, cover her leg. We’re grabbing me wife an’ babe since the trip’s so long,” the large-eyed driver said.

      Angie expected Cicero to protest on at least the baby's account. “I suppose. Berminshire is not far. If the babe becomes too much, we’ll strike a new price for a shorter trip.”

      “Fair,” the cyclops said. “I cut ya a deal, anyway.”

      Angie expected to have some alone time with the man who saved her life. Instead, it seemed like they might not kill the cyclops once out of the city since he would be bringing his wife and his baby. She had to admit, a wife and baby were great cover for them to get out of the city.

      That was assuming they were letting anyone out at all.
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      “Oy Malor, good to see ya! Hauling humies, though? Malor, brother, this is not the time to be driving slaves across the kingdom,” the guard said, walking around the wagon as he talked.

      Angie’s heart slammed in her chest with each crunch of his nearing boots. She removed her hood, just like Cicero did, so that when the guard arrived, he could inspect them and their bags. The Spartan’s calm demeanor didn’t alleviate her worries. Any second now, that guard would round the corner, inspecting them for a moment, then he’d arrest them. She just knew it.

      Meanwhile, the baby cried while the cyclops mother tried to soothe her, adding to the stress of the situation. Whatever happened, she never wanted to see Carisca or chains again.

      Both the guard and Malor seemed completely unbothered by the shrill noise, while she wanted to plug her ears. The guard, who was an older gnoll fellow, slowly walked around the back of the wagon, with his gaze fixated on their items. Malor had them lay out their bags with supplies spread out; even the daggers rested in the items.

      His clawed hands pushed aside their vital supplies as if they were junk.

      “The rate is decent and Veritha says the rocking road helps with Amry’s complaints,” Malor said over his shoulder. “Can ya tell me what’s got the city in a tizzy?”

      “Who says tizzy?” Veritha said, rocking the babe.

      The guard shook his head, a loud snort coming out of his snout. “Some new dryad or fairy problem, probably. Rumor is, one of the princes was attacked, but they stopped it before any damage could be done. Then again, I’m just a grunt on the walls.”

      “Are we free to go?” Malor asked.

      The bells had stopped ringing long ago, and very little had happened since, besides a whole lot of worry and angst. They’d been stuck in an exit queue for over three hours, with hundreds of very angry citizens lined up to get out of the gates. Most of the traffic seemed to be folks going about their day, like farmers who had dropped off crops at market or traders with supplies to sell to the city that couldn’t get home now.

      If Cicero was worried, he didn’t show it, and the man even delivered a half-smile to the guard. Meanwhile, Angie coursed with anxiety. To her, it made perfect sense for the royal council, and the new king, to lock down the gates while hunting for a female caster and a male soldier. Even in the chaos, someone had to have put together who the actual culprit was.

      And yet, about ten minutes ago, the line started shifting again with a single horn toot from the castle. Malor talked about the city while they waited, mostly complaining about this gate normally being the fastest. The six other gates tempted him to try another exit, but the bitching never equated to them leaving the line.

      The gnoll leaned against the back of the wagon’s gate, finally shifting his gaze to Angie and Cicero. “She’s not very pretty. Her breasts aren’t even big. On the younger side, but not too young.”

      “It’s not her breasts that create her value,” Cicero said with a snicker.

      The gnoll roared out a laugh. When he stopped, his beady black eyes fixated hard on Cicero, “Malor’s a friend. But I’m going to need to collect an expedited exit fee.”

      “We gave up almost all of what our master gave, Malor can attest. He took most of my purse. Does the fee happen to be a few silvers because that’s all we have left until we reach Berminshire,” Cicero said.

      If the gnoll was bothered by a slave talking so bluntly, he didn’t show it. The guard’s gaze shifted down. He fished through the supplies until he picked one of the dead minotaurs' daggers out of the supplies. “This’ll do.” He deftly slid the item into a satchel on his hip. He hollered, “Malor’s clear!”

      The cyclops driver snapped the reins after a set of guards dragged a block out of the way. Angie’s heart fluttered with excitement. After everything she’d been through, she expected the portcullis to slam down, or for the guards to scream out an alert at the last second.

      To her surprise, they rolled under the gate without issue, and before she knew it, the city shrank in the distance. Cicero cleaned up the mess of their supplies from the jostling wagon and neatly reorganized the bags. The baby stopped crying and the tense situation entered into a very quiet stretch of boring travel.

      Angie wasn’t sure what to do to pass the time. She didn’t want to openly talk to Cicero, and she hadn’t exactly been prepared for a long journey. She made do, managing to conspicuously count coins, get a firm inventory check, and hide two small daggers in her outfit.

      When night approached, the road stayed busy with wagons traveling in both directions. Malor, who’d been talking in hushed tones with his wife, turned over his shoulder.

      “Right, almost forgot ‘bout you two. Look, we’re sleeping in the wagon, feel free to sleep under it, but the wee one lets go of her bladder at night, but if it’s that or the rain then…” Malor let the sentence hang. Cicero nodded with a fake smile, not replying. “Good. Also, hide yer goods. The local thugs come through the camp spots just about every night. They shake us down for a silver or two, then bugger off. If yer not with the wagon by sunup, we’re headin’ home.”

      “Understood,” Cicero said without concern.

      Malor’s single eye fixated on Cicero, judging him for a long moment. Eventually, the cyclops nodded with a smidge of respect. He probably expected the slaves to whine or complain.

      Angie scooted forward a bit, seeing the wagon deviating off the main road and into a large clearing. Carisca had stopped at many of these rest areas on their journey from Sabitha Port, and Angie was never allowed to leave the carriage. The minotauress always seemed to be left alone during her time mingling, never returning upset or angry about any shakedowns.

      The more she thought about it, the bandit taxes likely only applied to them, not Malor and his family.

      She picked up her bag as the wagon jostled off the road. A series of travelers waved to the cyclops and his family when they rolled into the camp. A large fire already roared in the middle, with each wagon or caravan roasting food over the flames as needed.

      A nearby well used a pulley and spinner to bring water up for the animals with a small line. A few children played and, if the king hadn’t just been murdered, or if she hadn’t been a wanted slave, everything might seem perfectly normal. She did find herself wondering what the hell had happened to Carisca.

      When the wagon rolled to a stop, Cicero gently helped her out of the bed. Before anyone could notice, he pulled her aside and dragged her deep into the forest. She adjusted her bag, not used to hauling weight around. Since she didn’t want to seem weak to him, Angie placed a stern frown on her face and marched without complaint, even if the straps hurt.

      “This is far enough. The final rays of the sun will set soon and the eternal sleep will be upon us,” Cicero said.

      He dropped his bag in a random spot in the forest. The creak and groan of wagon wheels from the road still reached this point, but the trees hid their location, and if they laid down, the bushes provided cover. When she shifted to watch the distant shape of a carriage roll by, he readied for sleep.

      “Are we hiding from the fee collectors?” Angie asked.

      He shook his head, patting the spot beside him. “Lay down, stay quiet, stay awake. If anyone approaches, pinch me. Failure to do so can result in our deaths.”

      His stern tone and matter-of-fact words bothered her, but also aptly warned her how serious he was. About a million questions, thoughts, and conflicting emotions roiled through her. Instead of saying anything, though, she slung her bag to the grassy forest floor and did her best to get comfortable.

      Right when she worked up the courage to ask something, he began to snore softly.

      Angie lay there, staring into the canopy of trees. She wished she were back on her island, waiting to wake up so she could fish again. The problem was, her innocence and joy faded as her tribulations escalated.

      The longer she lay there, staring up at the canopy, the angrier she grew. Sure, she’d been irate before, but now… now she was free. Thankfully, Cicero seemed to be more than happy to help her exact her revenge and defend her freedom, but still, she was angry that someone would try to steal such a thing after she’d just gotten it back!

      The time flew by with the fire in the middle of the camp dying down. She peeked a few times, noticing the travelers tucking in for the night. The moon continued to rise until a chorus of clomping hooves ended Cicero’s soft snoring.

      On the distant road, numerous torches flickered in the hands of centaurs and armored riders alike. Their armor glistened in the moonlight and their numbers seemed endless. While she gawked, Cicero gently stirred.

      “Interesting. I expected this, just not this quickly,” Cicero whispered.

      “What?” she hissed, keeping her head down.

      “The queen, prince, or whatever, knows it was me who killed King Dyn, but they could never admit that a human killed their beloved leader while he sat on his throne.”

      Angie grimaced in confusion. “How did you manage that?”

      “We have time since they’re dismounting and readying still. The short version is: I arrived a few days earlier than you. The king recently threw a bunch of his human staff into a lake infested with human-eating monsters—all to fetch a cup. The kitchen staff needed help, so I signed on after an interview where I was extra flirty. During the evenings, I killed some vagrants and travelers to have coins to bribe people.

      “Eventually, I heard about you coming to the castle, with someone saying a young human girl was important. I tried to find where they hid you, but I had to physically see you. When you approached the castle, I instantly saw you for what you were and prepared to rescue you after your meeting with the king,” Cicero said, double-checking his minimal gear.

      “And then everything went wrong.”

      “Or right, depending on how you look at it. The cyclops’ lie helped, but not forever. A private hunting party was always coming for us, just not at the gates. They also came a lot sooner than I ever expected. I planned to flee the group with stolen horses after I got some sleep,” he said, pulling his dagger off his belt. He kept the weapon in the sheath to keep from revealing the metal in the sporadic moonlight. “I… They brought centaurs and a lot of them, and I don’t know much about them. Which means there are two ways we can play this.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “We kill them or we run.”

      Angie rolled her eyes. “Whoever said men were complex?”

      “Running won’t work and you can’t fight. So I fight them. You escape during the distraction by stealing a horse, and we will meet at the beach I spoke of. If no one is at the beach, travel to Sabitha and await my brothers. I know Strategos Aros, he’ll crush the city and they’ll see your glow,” Cicero said, hurrying to his feet.

      “How do I escape from centaurs?”

      “I… I don’t have a good answer. Steal two horses.” He shrugged. “Maybe three. I haven’t exactly figured out if centaurs are more mobile than a horse with a rider. And quit doubting yourself—either do or die, but don’t angst. You’re a very powerful priestess who gods send armies for; become the leader you were destined to be, or I’ll have done all this for nothing,” Cicero said.

      Angie clenched her fists and said, “I don’t even know how to cast magic.”

      “Then let the anger flow through you and unleash it with pure rage. I mostly just demand its obedience,” Cicero said, stalking away from her.

      She tried to snatch his wrist to wish him luck or thank him for everything, but the stubborn man disappeared in seconds. Angie didn’t know what to do besides to follow in his wake. She stayed low, navigating through the moonlit undergrowth with caution.

      Cicero quickly outpaced her until he paused at a tree only a dozen paces ahead.

      Swords clashed in the camp and a blood-curdling scream shattered the night. It became very clear the soldiers were on the move. A crying baby awoke, adding her shrill voice to the erupting chaos. More screams created a chorus that definitely woke everyone. Whoever these soldiers were, they didn’t care about terrorizing their citizens for information.

      Cicero quickly diverted toward the point in the forest where the road diverged to the camp. Angie struggled to keep up, diligently placing her feet to try to stay silent. When Cicero neared the treeline’s exit, he waved her forward.

      She slithered between the trees, adjusting the best she could with the hefty bag on her back. When she arrived beside him, he waved for her to lower her profile.

      Cicero whispered, “This is our best opportunity. When they scan the woods, they’ll go quiet. See that human?”

      Angie shook her head, peeking out. In the camp, the soldiers gathered the travelers aggressively, clumping them by the fire they had quickly rebuilt. A few bodies lay on the dirt inside the clearing, showing how serious the situation was. Nearby, a dozen large stallions were being watched by a stable hand.

      Cicero grabbed her shoulder firmly, his blue eyes fixating on hers with a gravity to them that might crush the world itself. “Kill him, then take a stolen horse. See how they’ve already taken mares to mix with their stallions? Ride away as if you were completely normal and not important. Don’t cause a commotion and wait for my distraction.”

      “Thank you, Champion of Helen,” Angie said, happy to at least say this.

      “Get to Aros and think nothing of it. I like being the monster others don’t fear. It lets me show why Spartans are trained from birth to achieve the unthinkable. I’m also very hard to kill, so I expect I’ll reach you soon enough,” Cicero said, kissing her forehead.

      She suddenly yearned for him to see her as a woman, but the words never materialized as he strode into the camp. An aura of magic swirled around him during his confident approach. The stable boy noticed, clamoring for his allies to see the human’s proximity.

      Cicero switched from a walk to a sudden burst of speed when he shifted into an attacking posture, with shoulders squared and knees bent. A minotaur in fancy armor watched the troops rounding up the campers; he leaned against a carriage, oblivious to the danger behind him.

      He finally decided to turn and see why the stable hand had cried out, likely struggling to hear over the commotion of the distraught citizens. The instant he turned, Cicero lunged the final distance. The Spartan’s arm lashed forward, sinking a dagger into an exposed throat.

       The young man, who had tried to warn his ally, panicked at the sight of the officer’s dying stagger. He fled right into the woods toward where Angie waited. His flight stopped only two trees ahead of her, where he crouched down to watch what came next from safety.

      Cicero quickly stole the minotaur’s weapons and shield, arming himself for a proper fight in seconds. Shouts of anger pierced the night, and the soldiers didn’t treat Cicero as some helpless human or audacious slave.

      They immediately spun on their target, racing to rush him with their vastly superior numbers. Angie stopped counting over twenty, with no end in sight. Cicero would… She didn’t want to think about what came next.

      The soldier spun, fleeing into the woods where circling him would be tougher. Within seconds, the centaurs closed the gap and flashes of motion erupted as the fight began. Shields parried, blades swiped, and the human exploited defenses in ways his opponents had never expected.

      Angie shifted to see the stable hand watching with apt fixation. He never suspected she lurked so close, completely enthralled with the ongoing fight. She slid the dagger into her palm and crept forward.

      Deep down, she’d already concluded Cicero would likely fall tonight. His decision to die for her seemed resolute, and she needed to honor that. Only one task stood before her and the mares she needed to steal: the stable hand.

      Yes, he was a human.

      Yes, he wore a collar, too.

      However, the reverence in his eyes for the king’s soldiers sealed his fate. With each step closer, Angie wanted to remove her bag, the anxiety of it alerting him pushed her onwards with it sagging on her back.

      She didn’t sneak, figuring all the commotion was plenty of cover.

      Much like how Cicero entered the clearing, she walked normally until she stood directly behind the distracted young man. Her left hand wrapped around his head until it clamped on his mouth.

      The poor lad was so domesticated, he didn’t fight the move or even protest. He turned his head slightly right as she slit his throat. His eyes widened in horror until he crashed to the forest floor and flopped in panic. Angie watched him die, unable to turn away from the horror of what she’d done.

      Her inability to move ended when a massive storm cloud blotted the moon overhead. Not far into the woods, the clang of metal caught her attention. Angie stole a glance up to find Cicero shoving a spear into a centaur until the point erupted out of the being’s back.

      When she looked skywards, streaks of white lightning crackled through a very black and ominous cloud. Her gaze shifted back to Cicero, who dodged, weaved, and thrust into a battle for the ages. The Spartan oozed weather magic, with amounts she barely understood forming that cloud overhead.

      Whatever magic loomed inside the Champion of Helen begged to save him, bringing a weather storm unlike any she’d ever witnessed. Across the cloud, unbridled anger flashed with raw power.

      A booming voice reverberated through the area, “Show no mercy, mortal of Sparta. Helen chose well. We know you can achieve greatness—hold nothing back!”

      Cicero roared out a battle cry with a rich aura of pink magic engulfing him. That magic expanded until it shot high into the clouds. Lightning arched down from the heavens, smiting the nearest centaurs.

      When the magic slammed into the soldiers, they exploded in gore.

      Angie whimpered, wondering how she could help. A voice whispered in her ear, “Olga approaches; use his death to escape or join his fate. Go to Sabitha, save the army. We need you… I need you. Please.”

      She knew that voice: it was none other than her patron god, Poseidon. Whatever caused him to visit at that very moment sent shivers down her spine and she listened, knowing to trust him with all her heart.

      A minotaur from the back of the forces surrounding Cicero emerged, his entire body engulfed in flames. The mighty beast shouted, “I am Prince Demoth, faithful of Olga, and I challenge you, pathetic scum of the forbidden gods.”

      “Bit over the top,” Angie muttered, running from the cover.

      Instead of stealing a nearby mare, she raced to the closest carriage, removed the wheel blocks, and slung her bag inside the cabin. A few seconds later, she snapped the reins for the horses to take the carriage away.

      “They’re escaping!” one of the guards who watched over the citizens said.

      No one paid him any attention, and as one, the rest of those who were corralled earlier hurried to flee the fight.

      Lightning arched down, exploding the only guard who had noticed Angie’s escape. She stole a glance over her shoulder, seeing Cicero clashing with the larger minotaur. His eyes locked on hers for a fleeting instant, telling her he wished her well.

      Even if he won, the rest of the minotaur’s forces surrounded him and while she had lost all hope, he fought on with renewed vigor, knowing he had completed his mission. Cicero saved the priestess, getting to fight to the very end, as he wished to.

      While Angie desperately wanted to see the conflict to the end, she pushed the horses hard to get a lead on the others. Eventually, they might catch her and steal their carriage back, and she knew she needed to push hard to make it to Sabitha Port.

      If Poseidon risked the ire of Olga, something demanded her attention and she hoped she wasn’t too late.
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      Eying the minotaur that had challenged him, Cicero was unimpressed. He took in his measure in an instant and found the monster wanting. At nine feet tall, Prince Demoth was suitably commanding, of course, but the beast’s armor was clearly decorative. He was meant to look imposing, not be imposing, and all of those impractical decisions added up to a disaster waiting to happen.

      The gilding and the cruel-looking spikes on the minotaur’s barbarous armor would do little to plug the gaps in the monster’s defenses. If he’d had a proper dory, instead of making do with the strange shield and sword he was fighting with, he could have already ended the monster from here.

      He probably would have, honestly. Challenge given?

      Challenge accepted, in the form of a spear, right through the sternal notch between the minotaur’s breastplate and his gorget. The thought made him smile, but he was glad he didn’t do it, even as the gnolls he’d been fighting backed off to make way for their leader.

      What he needed to do here was buy Angie time. He needed to do that even more than he needed to win or survive. Nothing would draw more eyes than a showdown between this force’s champion and the man who had killed their king, so with that thought in mind, Cicero backed away into the wide circle being formed by the monsters that surrounded him.

      “Well, Prince Demoth, worshiper of the Moon, know that your spider goddess will not save you from what I’m about to do to you!” Cicero shouted, banging the strange, curved sword he’d picked up against the round shield. “Tell me, how would you like to die?”

      Prince Demoth roared in outrage then, and Cicero saw a flickering black aura surround his opponent, in the same way that he glowed pink from the light of Hera’s grace. He certainly was the chosen of someone, Cicero thought, dropping low into a more defensive stance.

      “Hera, Zeus,” he whispered quietly as he prayed to the observers that mattered most. “Enjoy the show I’m about to put on, and learn all you can so that you may purge this foul goddess from Drakor so that Hellenism can spread everywhere that the light of your grace can touch.”

      Lightning continued to roar and crash around them, but the wrath of the gods either couldn’t or wouldn’t intrude on this show. The stinking centaurs and sweating gnolls circled a dozen feet from him in every direction to make certain that there would be no escape, but Cicero had no interest in running. If anything, it showed just how little these monsters understood the men of Sparta. His mission had already been accomplished, and she was even now riding to the southeast with all the speed she could muster. All that was left to do now was enjoy the moment, and not even the way the rain started to pour, or how his sandals sank into the mud, could distract Cicero from the glory of battle.

      He let the minotaur prance and preen, as he bathed in the adulation of his followers and brayed about revenge for his father and victory for Olga. Still, as much as this dead time benefited him, eventually, Cicero’s dignity as a warrior demanded that one of them bloody their blade before they were both too old to war with anything heavier than words.

      “Hey, big guy!” Cicero yelled, “Are you going to fight sometime today, or are you just going to brag about victory until sunrise?”

      This insult stopped the prince dead in his tracks, and he turned to face his opponent. “An odd choice for your last words, pathetic humie, but I shall accept them,” he bellowed, pointing at Cicero with his axe.

      For a moment, he thought the minotaur would give yet another long-winded speech. Instead, the giant suddenly came crashing toward him like an avalanche. Cicero met him just shy of halfway, ducking under the first swing of the creature’s mighty axe, as he dropped to his knees and slid between the minotaur’s cloven feet across the slick, muddy ground.

      The right answer at the moment was to cut whatever passed for the Achilles tendon, assuring him victory via maneuverability. However, when Cicero saw those giant bull nuts hanging before him under that mail skirt, he decided to forgo that advantage in favor of humiliation. He let his curved saber rise just high enough to slice off the minotaur’s heavy sack without going high enough to make the poor bastard bleed out too soon.

      The weapon was too sharp and the wound too unthinkable for a proud warrior, so even as Prince Demoth was unmanned, he was pivoting to bring his axe around to behead the human he was perpetually underestimating.

      Cicero wasn’t where the minotaur thought he would be, though. Instead, when the Spartan warrior had finished sliding through his opponent's legs, he immediately rolled forward before coming to his feet just out of his opponent’s reach. It was only then that the minotaur paused, as he realized what Cicero had done, he roared in pain and rage.

      “I think you dropped something,” Cicero said, with a laugh as he pointed to the mud between them where the minotaur’s testicles lay, still attached to the prince’s coin purse. “Can your precious Olga heal that sort of thing, or will you have to find someone else to father your sons? Because I’m game if you are.”

      The crowd stilled as they realized how deeply their leader had been cut. For a moment, everyone feared the prince would fall over dead as he bled out, but instead, he strode forward, whirling his axe in a wall of death as he sought to end the Spartan. He’d underestimated his opponent until now and obviously didn’t want to make that mistake again.

      That was fine with Cicero. Every combat style had a weakness, and few had more gaps than blind rage.

      “Olga!” Prince Demoth shouted, “Give me the strength to smite this insect for your glory!”

      The black glow surrounding the minotaur spiked and took on a tinge of blood red, as the creature’s already impressive muscles bulged visibly, and his axe sped faster still. A moment ago, Cicero would have had no trouble weaving between the monster’s blows and impaling its heart through the gap in the sides of its armor between its ribs, but now it would be more difficult.

      Now he would need a spear.

      Cicero cast around, looking for a better choice of weapons. He noticed a gnoll not far from him, making a bet with his neighbor. The Spartan threw his sword, sending the unbalanced weapon end-over-end with enough force to cut through the mongrel’s leather armor and embed itself in its chest. The gnoll had a chance to look at him in confusion before he slumped to the ground, but Cicero was able to scoop up the dead man’s weapon before it fell into the mud.

      “Careful!” a centaur shouted. “He’s trying to escape!”

      “Block the coward’s path!” another gnoll shouted.

      Cicero ignored all of them. Even as that part of the circle that surrounded the combatants started to bristle with weapons, he was running away, staying just ahead of the scything blows that the four-foot blades were slicing through the air. He danced just ahead of that razor wall of death as he studied the patterns and waited for the right moment to strike.

      “I will bathe in your blood, you pathetic humi—” the prince called out, but at the moment the arrogant beast opened its mouth, Cicero moved. He followed in the wake of the blade so closely that he could kiss it and leaped over its backswing as soon as the weapon started to reverse course.

      He hung in the air for a long moment as the lightning illuminated his giant target, and he threw the spear before he landed on his back. It was a moment of vulnerability, but the prince wouldn’t live long enough to exploit it. Even if the spear lacked the balance and the power of a true dory, its ash shaft and steel tip were more than sufficient to pierce the thick bull hide of his opponent and lance several feet into his body via his armpit.

      The dumb bull would have known that his opponent would have to go high if he wanted to reach the heart. Instead, he’d struck low, because Cicero had gone low the last time, and that mistake would cost it its life.

      Prince Demoth raised his axe again and took one more step toward Cicero as the Spartan kipped up to his feet and advanced with only a shield. Then the minotaur brought his axe down hard one final time. The blow was slow, and the Spartan warrior could have easily sidestepped it. Instead, he let it clip the side of his round shield before it embedded in the mud. Then he grabbed the jagged wooden shard out of the air as his opponent’s bovine heart gave out.

      “Olga!” the minotaur cried out raggedly. “Hear me! All that I am or will ever be, I give to you. All that I ask is that you avenge me. Destroy the forbidden gods and the filth that worship them… You must—”

      Cicero stood only a few feet away, more wary of the men surrounding him than the minotaur that was slowly but surely becoming a corpse before his eyes. Once the stubborn young bull finally gave in to blood loss, all hell would break loose, and he didn’t even have a sword. The Spartan warrior cast his gaze around, looking for the most likely weapon, and that mistake almost cost him his life.

      He caught the glittering crimson magic only out of the corner of his eye. The Spartan turned just in time to see the minotaur rise, as it broke the five feet of spear shaft that protruded from its torso, and threw its jagged wooden point almost casually but with unerring accuracy at Cicero’s chest. That was a throw he would have sworn the preening fool of a minotaur wasn’t capable of making until that moment. The Spartan only managed to deflect it enough to dodge the blow, at the cost of shattering his thick wooden shield and straining his arm, as the force of the blow threatened to spin him around.

      At that same instant, a double bolt of lightning descended from the heavens, streaking toward whatever the thing was that now occupied the minotaur’s dead flesh. Neither celestial blow landed, though, and both bolts were redirected into the crowd of soldiers that surrounded the two combatants with a gesture, scattering smoldering bodies everywhere. Such gaps were more than wide enough for the Spartan to escape, but running had never been an option.

      “Olga,” Cicero hissed, gripping the chunk of jagged wood he held as a weapon a little tighter.

      His declaration only made the dead minotaur laugh. “The spider goddess is too busy to swat a gnat as insignificant as you. She will reveal herself in the fullness of time, but only when she devours your gods one at a time and feasts on their souls.”

      “Then what are—” Cicero started to ask, but in that instant, the thing lurched toward him with shocking speed. Only the clumsiness of wearing something else’s flesh saved him. The Spartan jumped just above the giant hands that sought to grab him, and then he jumped again off the thing’s forearms, flipping over the horns of his opponents.

      A quick twist of the minotaur’s head gouged him deeply across the chest. However, that move wasn’t enough to stop Cicero, who jammed his wooden dagger deep into the space where spine met skull, in a bid to sever the malignant spirit that it was fighting now from the body it was puppeting. The blow would have been enough to drop any mortal opponent. Even a demigod would have been given pause, but it didn’t phase the thing that was Demoth. The minotaur just wheeled around and sent Cicero flying across the impromptu arena they were fighting in with a wild haymaker.

      Cicero felled a dozen gnolls and two centaurs from his impact, and he could feel that several of his ribs had been broken. He wasn’t going to let that stop him, though.

      “Hera!” Cicero shouted, rising to his feet unsteadily as he gripped the closest sword he could steal from a fallen enemy. “Witness me! Glory to Sparta! Glory to the Hellenistic gods!”

      The two combatants charged each other for the last time, then. One was dead, and the other had accepted his death. This time Cicero didn’t try to dodge. He couldn’t. He was bleeding out his strength somewhere deep inside his mortal flesh, and only Hera’s grace kept him standing.

      Cicero all but leaped into the arms of his killer. He wasn’t trying to kill himself, though. He was trying to direct all of his remaining strength into a single terrible blow that landed like a thunderbolt. Even as the minotaur's corpse crushed his chest, he brought the steel broadsword down between the prince’s horns so hard that it shattered the helmet he wore and embedded deeply into the monster’s thick skull.

      It didn’t seem perturbed by the violent blow. It staggered for a moment, but then it casually reached up and ripped off Cicero’s head before casually tossing the body aside and lifting the man’s lifeless skull skyward by its hair.

      “The forbidden gods are as weak as their champion,” the minotaur brayed. “All will fall before the might of Olga the undefeated!”

      The assembled crowd went wild there, but as the lights went out in the dead Spartan’s eyes, the view of the gods that watched the whole ordeal faded to nothing almost as quickly.
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ZEUS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mount Olympus

      

      

      “Spartans,” Ares shouted, knocking over the small pewter piece that had been carved in the shape of Cicero from where it stood on a map of the region. “They’ll kill you twice, even when it’s impossible! There’s nothing like them in any world.”

      The room that the gods had just watched the show from was lavish beyond measure. They reclined around a wide table, laying on cushions of the finest silk. At the same time, nymphs refilled their cups of ambrosia and ensured their every comfort. In the background, white marble columns held up the dome of the skies above them, and in the ceiling, pearls and diamonds were inlaid between tiles of jet and obsidian, to perfectly represent all of the most important constellations in the celestial sphere. Doors led out onto gilded terraces that overlooked the sea of clouds that separated the heavenly realm from the mortal one.

      From here, Olympus towered above the world, and the gods could easily look down on all that lay at their feet anywhere and anywhen they chose. Today, though, they’d turned away from Earth and watched Drakor with growing interest and concern.

      “Three times,” Hera corrected the god of war. “The heart, the spine, and the skull. It was only evil magic that kept that dread monstrosity walking.”

      “It did more than walk,” Ares bellowed, about to go into a tirade as he leaned back on his cushions and picked up his glass of ambrosia to gesture widely with it. “That thing could have taken on a Griffon and a whole swarm of—”

      “Evil magics indeed,” Zeus thundered, silencing everyone else at the table. “What say you, brother? What sort of foul death magic was that?”

      Everyone turned to the dark god at the far end of the table, where Hades sat quietly and alone. The god of the underworld had kept his eyes focused on the world beyond and only looked up as Zeus spoke to him.

      “We have known for some time that Olga is one, but also many,” he intoned. “Watching this, though, I fear that she is a predator, and her pantheon is but the remnants of the other gods she’s hunted.”

      “What makes you say such a grisly pronouncement?” Athena asked. “I studied the thing that occupied the minotaur’s flesh when the life left his body, but all I saw was a powerful spirit.”

      “Spirits don’t get that powerful,” Hades answered with a shake of his head before reaching for his golden goblet. “Not on Earth, anyway.”

      “On Drakor, she holds an entire planet in her sway,” Poseidon said quickly. “She is overflowing with power. There’s no telling what she can do when she fixes her gaze on a true champion of her faith. She might be able to do tenfold more than any of us could individually.”

      “We are not individuals, though,” Zeus rumbled. “We are the Hellenistic pantheon of Olympus, and when we stand together and put aside our petty grievances, there’s no end to what we can accomplish. We defeated Kronos. Olga is nothing by comparison!”

      “I don’t know—changing our names to Latin worked for a time,” Ares joked. “Mars, Jupiter. et cetera. Why not simply change our names to English, and see if we can trick future generations in the same way? They have no Homers, of course, but their belief will still do in a pinch.”

      “Just the same, brother,” Hades said, ignoring everything Aries had just said. They’d had all of these discussions before, and it was clear that there was no other answer but to build a new Greece somewhere far from Earth. “I do not think it would be wise to move Olympus to Drakor yet. We must wait for the Spartans to achieve a true victory first, and put this dark goddess on her back foot, or we might find ourselves in an even worse place than we sit here today on Earth.”

      “How could it be any worse?” Poseidon asked, banging on the table hard enough to shake the figure of the minotaur that still stood there. “Olympus is fading. Our faith is dying. In a few hundred years, we will be characters in children’s stories, and there won’t be enough devotees to fill a thimble with ambrosia. If something is to be done, it must be done now. We are all agreed upon that. Why else would we have invested so much in the brave Greeks we sent so far away?”

      “We will wait and see how the battle at Sabitha Port plays out before we do anything more,” Zeus answered, trying mightily not to disagree with either of his esteemed brothers at the moment when they needed unity the most.

      “The Spartans have won many small victories and saved countless lives, but before we commit anything further to their cause, they must win a great victory that makes it impossible for Olga to ignore them, or for anyone at this table to doubt them” Zeus gave a hard look to the fourteen gods that were seated around the table in the grand chamber where they held their meeting. “Only after this is done can we look for a suitable place to move Olympus and found a new city-state that will conquer the whole of Drakor in our name.”

      “It will not be so easy as all that, my lord,” Hephaestus said, piping up for the first time. “I am almost done forging the machinery of the heavens that will allow us to make such a trip, but you would have to release at least one of the hektonhires, and several titans might be required. Obviously, Atlas is busy, but the rest of them… it could take decades before we are ready to carry out your command.”

      “We don’t have decades!” Zeus bellowed. “It must be this year or next. In five years or perhaps a little more, things will become critical. Even largely standing outside of time, we wane a little more every day. I know that all of you feel it, too. The new gods that are coming will totally eclipse us soon, and we must be gone before that happens.”

      “Somebody’s ambitious,” Ares said wryly, toasting the father of the gods, “But hey – I’ll drink to that!”

      “Ares,” Athena said accusingly, “Why have you done so little to help the brave men we’ve sent beyond the edge of the world? Are they not your favored people? Do you not esteem them above any other?”

      “I do,” he nodded. “That is why I leave them to their own devices. They would grow to resent me if I made things too easy for them. I have given them the weapons to kill, and the skills to be unkillable—and all the rest they must do on their own. I shall only manifest on Drakor to lead them if Olga tries another trick as dirty as she did with that wretched minotaur. Until then, I am content to watch and learn.”

      “Learn?” Apollo asked askance, “From mortals?”

      “Why not?” Ares asked. “The Spartans have come closer to perfecting war than your priests and priestesses have come to perfecting music. One can always learn something new from watching a master at work, and I am greatly looking forward to seeing what Ram’Aros will show me in the war to come.”

      
        
        …

      

      

      After the other Olympians had left, and it was just Poseidon, Zeus, and Hera, the men adjourned to the balcony for one last drink before Poseidon returned to the sea.

      “This girl of yours, this Angie, do you think that she will be enough to turn the tide?” Zeus asked, looking into his brother’s wine-dark eyes.

      “She’ll have to be,” he answered plainly. “Olga has been biding her time, and even now she draws the noose around our dear Spartans so tightly, I fear I will not be able to assist them without a true devotee there to channel through.”

      “It will be fine,” Zeus said, finishing his drink. “Ares could help Aros if he wished to—”

      “But he does not,” Poseidon interjected.

      “But he does not,” Zeus agreed. “The man would rather watch a great death than help secure a victory sometimes, I think. Be that as it may, we have beaten Olga once, and we can do so again.”

      “That was a long time ago,” Poseidon reflected. “The age of heroes was a different time. Perhaps this generation doesn’t have it in them.”

      “Perhaps,” Zeus mused, “But if you watched the same fight with Cicero that I did, then there should be no doubt in your mind.”

      “He made that thing bleed, whatever it was, but he still lost,” Poseidon said grudgingly.

      “He lost, it’s true,” the Father of the gods laughed, “but you’re forgetting one thing. We still have hundreds of Spartans, and I doubt very much that she has hundreds of monsters like the one that reanimated the minotaur’s corpse.”

      The conversation continued for a little while after that before Poseidon made his excuses to return to the sea. Zeus left with him, and as far as Hera knew, he was going to discuss further war planning for the battles ahead. In truth, Zeus left Poseidon’s side as soon as they came to Earth, transformed into a swan, and flew off to spend a little time relaxing with one of his many maidens before things got too intense on Olympus.

      That made Poseidon chuckle as he descended into the depths. Some things would never change.
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ANGIE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Road to Sabitha Port

      

      

      For the first few minutes, Angie drove the carriage forward like she was just another peddler with goods worth protecting or passengers worth keeping. She acted like someone trying to stay ahead of trouble. She’d seen a few other carriages and wagons attempt to leave before she’d tried her luck, but all of them had been stopped by centaurs looking for vengeance. She chose her moment carefully, though, and by the time she was riding away through the storm, every eye was fixed on the titanic battle between two champions of the gods.

      Angie offered a prayer that Cicero would survive and triumph, thanks to Hera’s strength, if nothing else, but she knew from the way Poseidon’s voice had spoken to her that he was already doomed. So she continued on, trying to put as much space as possible between herself and the small army that pursued her.

      The road had been bumpy but otherwise fine during the last day they’d traveled, but on a stormy night, its character had changed entirely. Though not quite muddy enough to be impassible, she had to give the horses their heads to find the best way, because it was much too dark for her to direct them properly. The flashes of lighting helped some, but each time they granted her vision for a moment, she was blinded half a minute later until her eyes re-adjusted to the stygian gloom.

      She knew that she’d be faster if she were to leave the wagon behind and ride one of the horses bareback, but in this weather, she was loath to do so. Not only did the carriage provide her some protection from the icy rain, but it also gave her stability. She’d never actually ridden a horse before, and she was sure if she tried, she’d slip off its wet back and break her neck as she fell to the muddy ground. That wasn’t a trial she was ready to face just yet.

      She might not have a choice, though, she realized. It was still several days to Sabitha Port, and there was no way that she could stay ahead of such a mobile force in such a large, bulky vehicle. It was as good as an anchor weighing her down.

      Angie spared a glance behind her to see if there was anything in the carriage that she could use, but she couldn’t see any obvious weapons from the small window into the passenger compartment. “Poseidon will provide,” she told herself as she settled back against the wall. If there was nothing back there to help her, it was only because she needed nothing but him in the end.

      Hour after hour of riding through the darkness revealed a third benefit of the carriage that she hadn’t expected: it was possible to sleep sitting up with the reins in her hand. The horses had already been picking their own path without much input from her, so it hardly mattered to them if she drowsed off, and slowly but surely, the gentle rocking of the carriage put her right to sleep.

      It was a restless sleep, though not a restful one, and Angie woke often. It was as much as she’d been able to manage for quite some time, though, so she took advantage of it, even when the storm started to slacken and the moon rose to peek through the clouds.

      Sometimes she nodded off after only a moment before she woke up, certain she could hear the hooves of her pursuers coming up behind her, while other times she opened her eyes, only to find herself in a completely different region, miles down the road when she had closed them.

      By the time the first rays of dawn illuminated the landscape, she’d collected only two or three hours of intermittent sleep, but looking back down the road she’d come from, it felt good that she could see for several miles, and there was obviously nothing chasing her.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Angie watered the horses at the next bridge and noticed how weary they were. That was when she finally made the decision to ditch the carriage. It took some trial and error to figure out how to untangle the breasts from the complicated array of straps that harnessed them to their heavy load, but eventually, she managed it. In the under compartments, she found feed for the horses in the form of oats, and she fed each of them as much as she liked while she pocketed a few apples and a stale loaf of bread for herself.

      Then she spent the next several hours of the day walking down the road as she held onto them by their bridles. She didn’t feel safe resting yet, but she also knew that she couldn’t run the beautiful animals to death, so she let them walk unburdened, and she let them graze for a few minutes whenever she found a likely spot.

      The whole time, though, she kept looking over her shoulder. The force that was pursuing her had over a hundred centaurs and gnolls, and she was sure she’d be able to hear them coming, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that, somehow, they’d sneak up on her and that, eventually, she’d turn around and find them there, marching in neat ranks with their outriders almost upon her.

      That nightmare never materialized, though, and once she started riding one of her horses, she put that much more space between them. She was surprised at how gentle and biddable the animals seemed to be. Both of them did what she wanted, often before she’d even figured out how to direct them to undertake the action with their bridles or her heels. Before sunset, she’d worked up the courage to make them trot and canter, but she hadn’t quite convinced herself that galloping was safe.

      “I’ll try it tomorrow,” she promised herself. The horses were so tired that they definitely needed a few hours rest, and she spent the rest of the day riding one for half an hour before switching to the other so she wouldn’t wear either of them out, even though such a thing seemed unlikely, considering that she was a small girl and they were giant animals.

      When sunset arrived, she reluctantly led both of them off the road and found a tree to tether them to while she wrapped herself in her cloak to try to get some sleep. Even though she was exhausted, it was a long time before the darkness took her. She was convinced that every noise from the forest would turn into a gnollish ambush about to be sprung.

      That night she dreamed she was back in Moonlight Bay and that she was going swimming. This time she wasn’t alone, though. Poseidon was with her, or maybe it was Cicero. The image morphed several times between the well-muscled, sexy man who had saved her and the god that she owed everything to, and Angie had trouble keeping them straight in her flustered mind. Some part of her had been awoken by the events of the last few days, she realized, and she’d never be able to put it back to sleep.

      As they dove and frolicked in the chill nighttime waters, she could feel heat rising within her. She was no longer a girl but a woman, and when her god/lover pulled her to him, she didn’t resist. Instead of kissing her like she ached for, though, he turned his mouth to her ear and whispered instead.

      “Angie. You have to wake up,” he shared quietly with her like he was a million miles away. “They’re coming, and you can’t let them catch you unawares.”

      Her eyes flew open after that. Even though the moon was not yet at its zenith, she rose to her feet. “At least tonight I actually got some sleep,” she whispered gratefully as she untangled the bridles and led the horses out onto the road again.

      A handful of hours of sleep was not enough to erase the exhaustion that was building up inside her small body day after day. This probably would have been nothing for Cicero, but she’d spent the last month shackled and enslaved, and that had drained much of the strength she’d built up in the wild places of her island sanctuary.

      Angie saw nothing on the road, but she trusted the word of her divine protector and began to ride immediately. She didn’t go too hard, though, because she knew the horses were as tired as she was.

      Shortly before false dawn began to color the sky, she saw torches a long way back on the road. Though she didn’t know for sure if they belonged to the men that were pursuing her, she took no chances. Angie immediately switched to her fresh horse and began to ride faster than before.

      She didn’t need to outrun them completely. All she needed to do was keep them far in the distance, she decided. It was night, after all, and she had no lights for them to see her by. Her sleepy mind didn’t find the flaw in that logic until the sun started to rise, and by then, it was too light to correct it.

      Somewhere far behind her, someone sounded a horn, and after that, everyone started to ride faster, her included. That was how Angie tried galloping for the first time: with nine centaurs relentlessly gaining on her as she rode toward a distant lake.

      “Gods, no! Poseidon—they’re going to catch me,” she prayed, looking back as she saw they were less than half a mile from her now. “What is it I’m supposed to do here?”

      Angie hadn’t expected an answer as she cried out in frustration. She was just talking out loud as she tried to find inspiration in what she should do. When Poseidon started speaking out of the mouth of a horse, she was so startled that she almost fell off the back of her mount.

      “Switch horses and ride directly toward the water as fast as you can!” the horse she wasn’t riding cried out to her. “The Spartans need you, and we need the Spartans. In this, you cannot fail!”

      “Poseidon,” she cried out. “What are you doing here? You’re the god of water, and there’s none around!”

      “I’m not just the god of the waters and the seas; I am also the god of horses,” he said with a chuckle. “Most importantly, I am your god, and I’ll be wherever you are, whenever I can. It is your love that anchors me to Drakor.”

      Angie was flabbergasted, but she didn’t waste time talking. Instead, she leaped to her second horse while they both continued to gallop side by side. Then, once she got seated, she spurred her horse onwards to even faster speeds with her heels while she bent down and hugged the thing’s neck.

      “We got her running scared,” one of the centaurs shouted. They were less than a hundred feet from her now, and in the next few minutes, they’d be nipping at her heels if Poseidon didn’t give her a miracle.

      “Where are you going, little girl?” another called out as she approached the edge of the lake. “There’s no way out in that direction!”

      She expected to crash into the water’s edge with a terrific splash, but that never happened. Instead, the horse began to stride across the water’s surface, almost as if it was solid ground. It still rippled with each powerful strike of the animal’s hooves, but it did not buckle or flex as the horse continued to gallop across the water.

      Behind her, she heard splashing, followed by shouts of outrage and frustration as the four centaurs that had gotten the closest to her reached the edge of the water, only to find the same trick didn’t work for them. They responded with a volley of arrows, but those projectiles fell harmlessly around her as her mount charged forward, quickly outpacing the range of their short bows.

      It was only when the shock that this miracle was happening at all and the fear of the arrows that might strike her down at any moment finally subsided that Angie was filled with another emotion: wonder. She was gliding over the water like it was a broad, flat plain, and she was doing it faster than any man could run. It was the most exhilarating experience of her whole life.

      She’d felt this mix of emotions before, but only when she was soaring toward the surface after a particularly deep dive. She thought that was the only way she’d ever feel like she was flying, and she’d often thanked Poseidon for that gift as she raced her own bubbles to the surface, but her god had found yet another way to amaze and delight her as she clung tightly to her horse’s neck and watched it continue to pick up speed.

      “Thank you, Poseidon,” she wept. She wanted to say more, but there were no words to describe this moment, and all she could do was experience it.

      When this had started, she’d thought his instruction to be insane, but she’d obeyed it regardless, because that was what one had to do when the gods commanded you. Now, though, she was looking at the far shore of the lake as it got closer with a feeling of sadness. The horse was already starting to slow down, and her little miracle where Poseidon had allowed her to fly was already at an end.

      As her mount’s hooves finally touched dry land, she looked back, not just at the dots that were her distant pursuers or the larger mass of people which was the small army that followed them. She looked at the terrific distance she’d crossed as well. This body of water went on for miles in both directions, and the road took a long time to work its way all the way around the east side of the lake, but she’d crossed the thinnest part that was only about half a mile wide within in a few minutes thanks to the power of the gods, and that truly was a miracle.

      From the moment she arrived on dry land on the other side, she knew she was home free. Her impossible journey across the water had been harrowing, but there was no way they could catch up to her after that. She’d gained almost a half a day’s lead with her divine shortcut, and now she was sure to beat her pursuers to her destination. With a smile in her heart, she turned her steeds toward the main road and spurred them on down the road.

      Angie only had two questions on her mind now: would she arrive in time to save the Spartan army, and why would the god of the seas also be the god of horses? Though it wasn’t the time or the place now, she vowed to ask the Greeks just that as soon as the battle was won. She had much to learn from them about her god, and about so many other things that she could hardly stand the idea that all that might be ripped away from her.
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CARISCA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kehor City

      

      

      Nothing about the day of her grand reveal had gone as planned, but even in her darkest dreams or her worst worries, she’d only ever faced ridicule and embarrassment. She had never imagined it possible that she would be chained in the dungeon as an accessory to the murder of the king. That would have seemed impossible for a loyal subject of good breeding like her; and yet, here she was, locked away in a stinking stone cell with nothing but the moans of her neighbors and the screams of whoever it was they were trying to pull answers out of down the hall.

      “They would never dare treat a daughter of Baron Erix like that,” Carisca told herself as she huddled more tightly into a ball in the corner of her small cell, subconsciously trying to make her large body that much harder to see in the shadows.

      That had been something she believed two days ago, and even yesterday, it sounded right, but today, it no longer rang true to her ears. That wasn’t just because the Trustee delighted in telling her every day that she was next in line, just before they took someone else out of their cell to get answers. No matter how many times they played that little game, it always terrified her, but it wouldn’t get them anywhere with her. She’d already told them everything she knew.

      For the hundredth time, her mind flashed back to that awful moment; the one where the two humans conspired to ruin her coming out. She’d been standing there in the spotlight with all eyes fixed upon her—where they should be!–while she’d positively glowed in her new crimson dress. The king himself had called her an ambitious beauty before the entire court! That comment alone should have been enough to obtain ten fine suitors that she could have played against each other until she’d found the highest status bull that someone of her rank could hope to obtain.

      She should have been preening and primping for dinner with a count’s son or an earl’s heir, not suffering this tragic indignity! Instead, she was being brought table scraps, and the bread that had been brought to her last night had been spotted with green mold. It had been enough to make her want to vomit. At home, she would have had the server flayed, but here she’d been forced to pick off the worst bits and eat the rest because she was fed too little as it was.

      Carisca had nothing to do with the forbidden gods or their worshipers, but no matter how many times he’d told that insufferable cyclops that, he’d just looked right through her with his huge eye and said that they’d get to the bottom of this with or without her help.

      After the chaos, and after that first round of questioning, where she still hoped the king might be saved with healing magic, she was dragged into a small room and made to strip down to her underthings so that the gnoll guards could search her for weapons. It was a humiliating ordeal for someone of her rank, and doubly so, since they were very well aware she wouldn’t have such things on her person.

      More clothing meant more status. She’d been taught that since an early age, and so as her gown came off and her beautiful, frilled petticoats with it, she couldn’t help but feel like they were stripping away not just her identity but the protections that came with it. In the end, those leering guards had reduced her to the level of the lowest peasant before they’d pronounced her safe and escorted her to a cell.

      The whole way down into the dungeon, she could feel their hungry eyes on her buxom body. She feared that they might try to do worse than what they’d already done to her when she was alone, but instead, they just locked her away, and that was bad enough.

      A dog of that rank should never be permitted to gaze at her with such lust. Her father would have had them killed for such impudence, but here she had no advocate. She had only her pride as a scion of house Erix, and that was all that kept her head up and her eyes dry. It wouldn’t last forever, though. She knew that.

      Later that day, or perhaps that night, they finally came for her, and it was all Carisca could do not to beg or struggle as they started escorting her down the hall to where the screams had been coming from for so long. Still, despite her attempts at self-control, she was shaking as they opened the door and ushered her inside the torture chamber.

      The place was a large room that was at least ten times as big as her cell. It was well-lit, too, with torches at regular intervals so that all of the monstrous equipment was on display as it ringed the walls. The centerpiece of the room, though, were several tables of various sizes to accommodate the many different races of Drakor.

      By those tables stood the sneering cyclops Arkixi, and she instantly felt more self-conscious as she noted that he at least was still allowed to wear his voluminous robes while she was nearly naked and utterly indecent. She couldn’t help but notice that his eyes wandered over her body, and she was forced to turn away. Instead, she studied the torturer, who was washing blood from the medium-sized table that had just been in use.

      “Just what remains of our last guest, Carisca,” Arkixi gloated, following her eyes. “Don’t worry. We’ll be with you in just a moment. I’ve wanted to chat with you for days, but we had to ascertain the facts from your… co-conspirators first.”

      She swallowed hard, and for a moment, Carisca feared they would lead her to the largest table. Her muscles tensed as she prepared to throw these dogs off of her and run for her life. Individually she was certain they couldn’t hold her back, but she knew that running would only make her look guilty, so she didn’t resist when they forced her into a sturdy iron chair and bound her wrists to the wide armrests.

      The cyclops gave her just enough time to get comfortable before he said, “It’s funny. Everyone that comes in here starts to relax when we set them in the chair instead of strapping them to a table, like there aren’t a thousand terrible things we couldn’t do to you right there.”

      “You wouldn’t,” she said imperiously, even as the blood drained from her face. “When my father hears about this treatment, he will—”

      “Oh? Haven’t you heard?” Arkixi asked sardonically, “The prince believes that your father likely planned all of this from the start. He thinks that the Baron might have grown too big for his little port city and set his eyes on something larger. As far as he’s concerned, this is just the start of a planned uprising and—”

      “My father would never do such a thing!” Carisca cried out. “He is a loyal servant of the realm! Prince Demoth must understand that—”

      “Prince Demoth is dead, my devious little girl.” He said, smiling, as the horror of how bad her position truly was dawned on her. “The king and the crown prince were both killed in a single attack, of which you are the only survivor. Can you see how that looks to everyone? Can you see how that must look to our beloved Prince Garoth? Only twelve years old, and already his father and brother are both dead, and all fingers point back to you…”

      “But… I… How?” she asked, completely confused. “He was fine when I was dragged from the throne room by the palace guards. I couldn’t have possibly had anything to do with what happened after that!”

      “No?” the cyclops asked as he nodded to the knoll torturer to proceed with whatever it was they’d discussed before she was dragged in here. “You didn’t bring a pair of human assassins to the castle from the treacherous Sabitha Port? You didn’t wait in Kehor City while your assassin infiltrated the serving staff, and you didn’t come in at the pivotal moment to distract us from—”

      “I didn’t!” she insisted. She was about to launch into a tirade about how that plan made no sense, but he continued, cutting her off.

      “And because his beloved father was murdered in front of him, Prince Demoth insisted on leading the hunt for these heretics himself, and he was cut down not a day’s ride south of the city in a treacherous ambush!” Arkixi finished dramatically, making her pale further. “They say there was a whole legion of those red-eyed ram heretics waiting for him when he arrived, and he took down more than fifty of them before they finally struck a fatal blow.”

      “No!” she cried out in genuine horror. Between that and the strange implements, the drooling torturer was laying out on the table next to her, and she thought that she might faint.

      “Yes,” he smiled, “Your father made an interesting ally in these heretics, but they are not strong enough to let him take the throne from our beloved prince!”

      Carisca started to sob finally, as she understood there was no way out of this for her. Even though every word of what the cyclops was saying about her and her family was a lie, it didn’t matter. With so much death, people wouldn’t know what to believe and in that situation, they’d just listen to whoever was in charge. Most importantly, though, it meant that her father wouldn’t be coming for her. It was the first time in her life that she’d run into something that his name couldn’t fix, and she had no idea how to handle an important situation without that critical tool.

      “Now I just need to tell the prince whether you were a willing or an unwilling accomplice in all of this,” the cyclops mused. “He will need answers for the people before his coronation tomorrow, and the only one who can give them is you, Carisca.”

      “But, I…” she whimpered piteously. “I don’t know anything!”

      “That remains to be seen,” he said as he looked over the tools. “One never knows what can be pried out of the souls of conspirators with a little force. Sometimes a new pair of shoes is enough to make a woman like you see reason, and other times it requires something more drastic.”

      As Arkixi spoke, he picked up first a pair of spiked horseshoes that would almost certainly cripple her if they actually shoed her with them. Minotaur warriors often wore steel shoes into battle, but she’d never had to endure that indignity, and she definitely didn’t want to start with something that was obviously built to induce pure agony with every step. The other tools he gestured to were much crueler, though. There was only one thing he might need a saw and a set of files for, and that would be to dehorn her.

      If the first punishment was unendurable, then the second one was unthinkable. To lose one’s horns was worse than slavery. It was pure humiliation, and every fiber of her body screamed at her to do whatever her tormentor wanted the second he picked up that saw.

      “Please, not that,” she begged. “I’ll do anything—I’ll tell you anything, but I can’t, I won’t…”

      “Will you?” the cyclops asked. “How interesting. A moment ago, you insisted you knew nothing, but now you’re happy to tell us everything. That’s quite the contradiction, don’t you think?”

      “I—” Carisca faltered, not sure what she should say or what it was he wanted from her.

      “That’s alright,” he said, moving uncomfortably close to her. “I already know what happened. I know that you’re just an innocent pawn in all of this and that your father set you up to take the fall for his misdeeds. All I need you to do is sign this confession and be prepared to tell this story in public when we crown our new king. If you do that, I can see that you aren’t executed.”

      Carisca didn’t answer right away. Instead, she read the document that the cyclops had placed in her lap. It was a horrible damning thing, full of lies about how her father was behind the pirate attacks that had been picking up of late, and that once he’d gorged himself on the treasures of the kingdom's trade routes, he’d been able to buy an army large enough to take the capital.

      The whole thing portrayed her as a foolish young woman that had ignored the warning signs, which was the best possible light her actions could be seen in, she supposed. However, that grated on her almost as badly as the idea that she would betray her father so easily.

      “And what if I refuse to sign this pack of lies?” she asked.

      “Well, my little Carisca, if you will not help me to solve our future king’s dilemma, then I shall be forced to go to great lengths to secure your confession, and if I can’t…” the cyclops smiled as it leaned even closer to her face. “Well, after we remove those beautiful horns of yours, my colleague Drenel here will bring out his sharpest knives so we can make you look the part of the traitor before we execute you as one in front of every loyal noble in the city.”

      “The choice is yours,” he smiled. “You can sacrifice your father, or you can die with him.”

      “But I… We haven’t done anything. You know that!” Carisca pleaded. “Why are you doing this to us?”

      “Some things aren’t about the truth, my innocent little girl,” the cyclops gloated. “You know that. You took great care with your appearance on the political stage. You displayed a certain savviness that only a clever man like me can appreciate, and I would see that live on in the service of our fine kingdom, if at all possible.”

      “But you’re asking me to kill my father,” she whined piteously.

      “Your father is already a dead man, with or without you, Carisca. It’s been decided.” Arkixi answered. “The only thing left undecided now is what we will do with you.”

      The next few seconds were the longest in Carisca’s life as her soul warred with itself, and her sense of self-preservation fought with her need to do what was right. In the end, her desire to live won out.

      “I’ll do it,” she said, trying not to sob.

      The torturer seemed disappointed by this answer, but the cyclops’ smile only broadened as he said, “Excellent. Good King Garoth will be so pleased to hear that you saw the light in this matter.”

      They untied her right arm and brought her quill and ink, and Carisca signed the hateful document with tears in her eyes. She hated herself for this, but at least she would live to continue hating herself. It was a small consolation, though.

      “Excellent,” the cyclops said after he took the paper from her and blew her signature dry. “Don’t disappoint me in this, and you could go far in this world. Now we have just one other matter to attend to…”

      As he spoke, he pulled a large steel ring from his pocket and handed it to the gnoll torturer, who looked positively eager for the first time since she entered the room.

      “Well, two really,” he said while she sat there in stunned silence, “but the branding can wait for another day. The ring will be a very visible reminder of how far you’ve fallen, though, and we will need that for tomorrow.”

      “But, you said—” Carisca managed to whimper as she took in everything that had just happened. Not only was she being forced to betray her own father and every other member of her clan, but he was going to make her a slave and lead her around by the nose in front of every important person in the realm? That was nearly as horrifying as losing her horns!

      “I told you that you would live,” Arkixi laughed, “and you shall. I promised you nothing else. The king trusts me. I am… was, his father’s dearest and most-loyal adviser, and when I tell him that you could serve as a valuable asset should this war of rebellion expand, he’ll definitely agree with me that the best place for you is in my home, where I can keep a close eye on you.”

      At that moment, the intensity of the cyclops’ eye seemed to drill right through her clothes, and she felt a wave of revulsion go through her. She couldn’t imagine a worse fate than what the Goddess had just given her.
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      “There we are,” Theracles said, obviously pleased with himself. “The harbor that will lead us to Sabitha Port, just where I said it would be.”

      “Well done,” Aros said grudgingly. “I never doubted you.”

      While that was true, although he’d spent several hours last night doubting the strange instruments of Drakor. Sailing out of sight from the land for almost three full days simply wasn’t something one did in Greece, unless one wished to reenact Odysseus’s journey in a long and painful way. Not only was it faster to sail this way, rather than to hug the coasts, though; it also gave them the important tactical advantage of surprise. The area around the port was ringed with watchtowers, and sailing by them might allow a man with a fast horse to reach the city before his ships could. This made Theracles’ bold plan a necessary evil.

      Aros had all the time in the world on this voyage to worry too, considering Dia was no longer at his side. It had only been a few weeks, but he’d already grown far too comfortable with her presence, and now its absence seemed strange. But she’d be safe on their trade ship, and as soon as the battle was done, they’d be reunited once more.

      “We’ll wait until we’ve passed the breakwater, and then signal for rowers to maximum speed and land on that beach there,” Aros said as the strip of sand came into view.

      It was a little ways off from the main docks at the heart of the city, but it would give them adequate room to form up and march on the town before any resistance could be mustered to face them. They’d spent the last few days pouring over maps and discussing defenses that the slaves who’d been through this cursed place previously had noted, but there wasn’t going to be much to stop them.

      The main defenses were the fearsome reputation of the Baron that ruled this place and the king that he served. At least, that was the version of events, according to Mocri, who they’d interrogated extensively when they first arrived in this world. She seemed obedient enough to have told him at least most of the truth, though, so Aros felt like he had a pretty good lay of the land.

      “I see no walls and few guard towers, just like that bitch promised us,” Iglos said, as if reading Aros’s mind.

      “Aye,” Aros agreed, “hopefully she wasn’t too far off on the soldiers, either. She promised that we’d be outnumbered at least two to one, and personally, I’m hoping it’s more like three or four to one, just to keep things interesting.”

      Everyone laughed at that.

      “Agreed!” Iglos shouted. “We must put on a show worthy of Ares, or we will lose our edge and become as pitiful as… these blasted dog-men and minotaurs, if there is no true thrill to be found.”

      In the same way, the Iglos had just read Aros’s mind moments ago, Aros did the same at that pause. He was certain that his friend was about to say ‘as pitiful as Athenians,’ but he’d shown a little restraint, and for that, Aros was proud. Slowly, one victory at a time, his two tribes of Greeks were becoming one, and that pleased the man almost as much as his victory in the area against the ogre.

      “What of the sails we saw earlier?” Theracles asked, interrupting their conversation about the battle to come.

      “What of them?” Aros responded with indifference. “It’s a port. I imagine ships come here all the time.”

      “Of course, but such a large group…” the admiral continued, “It’s possible the ships are looking for us.”

      “Well, I wish they’d found us last night then,” Iglos said. “I could have used the workout!”

      Aros grinned widely at that, in full agreement. It would have made for excellent sport. Truthfully, if they hadn’t already had a destination in mind, he’d have ordered them to turn and hunt them down just to see what they contained.

      “If they come, we will face them,” Aros declared, clapping Theracles on the back. “And if they don’t, we shall hunt them down another day. This world will eventually come to learn that these are our seas. They will learn to fear the trireme in time,”

      They continued talking for a time, but as soon as they passed the breakwater, the signal was blown, and things got serious. Aros donned his thick brass helmet, leaving behind the jovial persona he’d adopted as strategos, and becoming the grim-faced avatar of the god of war that he’d trained his whole life to be.

      “Spartans!” He yelled, loud enough that the men in the two closest ships would easily be able to hear. “Before this, everything was a warm-up. This is our first true test on this strange world. Our first taste of their military might. Will we falter?”

      “No!” they bellowed as one.

      “They may have strange magics and monstrous creatures from our myths. Shall we fear them?” he shouted.

      “No!” they yelled again.

      “Of course not. The Greeks do not falter or fail, for the gods are on our side,” Aros cried out. “The gods have ordered us to free the slaves that these monsters trade and convert the humans of this world to Hellenism. We shall do this, or we shall die trying!”

      “Roo-Ha!” they bellowed as one.

      After that, there were no more words. Just the steady stroke of the oars beating against the water, as his six ships and his almost 600 men surged toward the beach. Some of the other ships in the harbor saw the baleful sails of Aros’s fleet and started to maneuver from their path, but they weren’t so quick that Aros couldn’t have captured them if he’d wanted to. Today they weren’t the target, though. Today, the only target was the slave markets of Sabitha Port and whoever was standing between that point and the Spartans.

      When they hit the beach, there was an explosion of activity as men began to jump from the ships and form up into three phalanxes. Each of these was twenty men wide and eight men deep, and all of them wielded the shield and dory as they advanced toward the city. The formation wouldn’t work in the narrow streets, of course, but it provided excellent cover from the arrows they expected to find as a greeting from the port’s defenders.

      Behind them, they left only a skeleton crew of men to guard the ships. There were just enough men to push them back into the sea if a retreat were to become necessary, but Aros was not counting on such an outcome. In the end, he’d only left that many men behind under Theracles’s command because it was the prudent thing to do.

      The Spartans faced almost no resistance as they made their way to the town. Twice men tried to form up in their path, and twice they scattered rather than engage. The first time it was less than a hundred men, but the second time, they managed to get almost a full phalanx worth of men together before they fled once more.

      Once they reached the edge of the city, by prior agreement, each phalanx split into two, becoming only ten men wide, which was just the right width to occupy the narrow streets as they each took their own path toward the central slave market. Aros imagined that if he had a god’s eye view of the engagement, that he would see his six units each walking up six mostly parallel streets as they charged through the town unimpeded.

      That image made it impossible to imagine anything but an inglorious victory in less than an hour as he gauged their progress against the size of the bustling city. Aros desperately hoped that the enemy would have at least a surprise or two up their sleeves to prevent that.

      For the first few blocks, there had been a scattering of archers brave enough to fire down on them from rooftops, but each of those was snuffed out with a single well-placed dory from the rear ranks of his unit. His formation didn’t meet real resistance until they were halfway through the city and close enough to the slave markets that they could smell them.

      “Spartans,” Aros yelled, “Push!”

      Until now, the scattered attempts to ambush the Greeks from the side streets and alleys had been complete massacres for their opponents. They would have quickly become routs, but there was nowhere for the foolish gnolls and minotaurs to run. They’d thought they were attempting a pincer attack on a small unit of Spartans but quickly found the shoe on the other foot when the Greek warriors proved more than a match for two different groups of the bestial warriors at once.

      Forming up into orderly ranks wouldn’t serve them any better, though. Aros knew that for a certainty. From the strange mixture of shields and weapons, it was apparent to everyone that the warriors they faced had not spent much time fighting beside each other, either. From where he stood, he counted the liveries of half-a-dozen nations or mercenary companies, and no less than five different kinds of swords, most of which lacked the room to be swung properly.

      By contrast, the Spartans fought as one, using identical equipment that they had all drilled together with for most of their adult lives. Not only that, but they had exactly what it was they craved most: a narrow battlefield protected on both sides by buildings. The warriors of Drakor had never heard of Leonidas, but every one of his men had heard of Thermopylae, and they knew exactly what to do in a situation like this.

      The Spartan soldiers advanced relentlessly, right into the teeth of the enemy. They lashed out time and time again with dories as they closed a gap, and for a few minutes, the enemy thought to fight back against the humans hiding behind their large round shields. That didn’t last, though. After the first rank was almost eliminated, the second rank tried to flee, but there was nowhere to run, because the streets were clogged with more men.

      It quickly became a bloodbath, and the whole time the Spartans were pushing, shoving the enemy forward with their shields in a way that they simply weren’t used to. There was even less coordination in the tactics of these men than there was in their choice of weapons, and Aros frowned. There would be no great victories today. Not against this filth. All that would mark the occasion of this slaughter would be gutters overflowing with the blood of Olga’s worshipers.

      “That’s the only thing that will keep this from being a complete loss,” Aros said to himself as he crushed the Drakorians alongside his men. They were running in earnest now, and in a moment, there wouldn’t even be anyone left to kill.

      He wasn’t even allowed to enjoy this moment of simple bloodshed, though, because he heard a triple blast on a salpinx somewhere behind him. Danger was closing in from an unexpected quarter.

      “Iglos!” Aros yelled. “Take this detachment back to the ships and reinforce them if the danger is by land. If it is by sea, then help them shove off and face the enemy there.”

      “But Strategos, I—” his friend started to protest.

      “It will be fine,” Aros assured him in a tone that brooked no further arguments. “We have five more formations here. I will join one of them after I have studied the battlefield and have a better grasp of the lay of the land.”

      Iglos met his eyes for a long moment, like he wanted to protest further, but instead, he brought his fist to his chest in a salute and then began to order the men to their new destination.

      “Alright, Spartans!” he shouted, “You heard the strategos! Back to the ships!”

      Then, just like that, Aros was alone on a street filled with dead bodies and fleeing men. For a moment, he thought that this might be a fair fight. Him with his spear against as many other men as were willing to try their luck against him. That would have been selfish and short-sighted, though, and he chastised himself for the impulse.

      “A general’s place is surveying the whole battlefield, not merely fighting upon it,” he reminded himself as he looked for a likely building.

      Once he picked a three-story tenement, he slung his shield and spear over his back, hopped up on an awning, and then started to climb, using the windows as a ladder and flashing to the top of the brick structure in less than two minutes. From there, he decided he didn’t yet have the view he desired, and he lept across a gap, climbing an even taller building across the way.

      From the fourth floor, he had a commanding view of the whole area, though his eyes were drawn immediately to the filthy slave market that lay at the center of town. The place was a warren of cages crammed full of humans. From here, he couldn’t see the desperation in their faces, but he could smell it, along with the filth and sadness of the place.

      It broke his heart that the humanity of Drakor had been reduced to this. It was frankly pathetic, and for a moment, he doubted such stock could ever rise up from these humble beginnings to become what the gods needed them to become a true city-state of warriors and artisans.

      Then he remembered Dia and the other women of the slave farm the Spartans had freed not so long ago. Already, many of the shadows of weakness and despair had been lifted from that group. Surely, they would be from this one, too, given enough time. He had to believe that. For the sake of his mission, if nothing else.

      It was only when he’d taken a few deep breaths to calm himself from the sight of such debasement that he looked around at the wider city. Everywhere he looked, his men were engaged with the enemy, and everywhere they were engaged, they were winning, but he could see the threats as well.

      What they were currently facing was clearly just the warm-up act, meant to give someone a better idea of their capabilities and bog them down. More professional soldiers in red and gold were forming up north of the slave markets, but they weren’t the threat that had caused someone with the ships to blow the horn either. That would be the ten ships under full sail making their way to the harbor.

      Though the small single and double-masted sailing craft weren’t nearly as intimidating as his triremes, they didn’t have to be, because at least some of them seemed to be going toward the trade ship, which currently lay at anchor while the rest of the ships moved to the docks to disgorge their troops and complete the encirclement.

      Aros imagined that, at this moment, he was probably supposed to feel frustration or anguish or some other terrible emotion. Surely that’s what the enemy general would have faced if the positions had been reversed. Instead, he felt elated. Until now, he’d thought they would purge the city without breaking a sweat, but now he might finally have a challenge on his hands.

      “For you, Ares!” he called out, raising his dory to the sky before he pointed at the enemies arrayed before him. “All of their lives I will give to you!”

      The pact made, Aros began to climb down to join his nearest unit. His men had already had enough time for fun. Now was the time to bring the five fingers of his remaining army into a fist and punch the enemy in the face.

      As much as Aros would enjoy wiping them out to a man, he hoped at least some of the centaurs would run away fast enough to escape, so next time whoever it was that wanted the Spartans dead would wisely send a larger army, because 2,000 men, plus whatever they had on those ships, wasn’t going to be nearly enough to defeat the Strategos of Hellenism and his 500 man-strong Spartan army.
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      When the sails they’d seen earlier were first spotted again only a few minutes after the triremes were beached and the phalanxes began to march toward the port, the hackles went up on the back of Theracles’s neck. But he tried not to overreact. It was just as Aros said, after all. This was a port, and ships came to ports.

      Only, with every minute that passed, he grew more and more sure that was wrong, and when they passed the breakwater and adjusted course slightly, he could see that the sails of the three ships he’d seen had hidden a dozen more sails just behind, using their vanguard as cover. That was when he had one of his mates fetch the Drakorian far-sight device they’d picked up in the bustling bazaars of Osci Port. The spyglass wasn’t perfect, but it let him see the decks of the lead ship, and what he saw was that it was crowded with soldiers.

      It was a trap.

      Instantly he started relaying orders. First was a triple blast on the salpinx to warn Aros that trouble was coming, and next was to get his men ready to push their ships back in the water. With this few people, it would be a grueling process, and he wasn’t sure they would be able to get all six ships in the water before the enemy arrived, but they would be able to get at least two or three, and that would be more than enough to fend off the fragile vessels of this world.

      “Alright, men, put your backs into it,” he cried, as thirty men waded into the surf and began to push the first ship in, as a skeleton crew struggled to board it.

      It was a flurry of activity, and all the time, the oncoming vessels got closer and closer. As the moments ticked past and the first ship was shoved into the water far enough for the rowers to begin drawing it out of the shallows and into deeper waters, he became more concerned about protecting the trader that was sitting at anchor three hundred yards from him.

      “Aros can take care of himself,” Theracles decided as he ordered the ships to protect the vulnerable trade ship instead.

      That decision was almost reversed moments later when eighty Spartans came racing back to the ship.

      “Aros sends reinforcements,” Iglos yelled as they began to help with pushing the last three ships into the water.

      Theracles had a brief discussion about their prospects and the plan. But he seemed utterly unconcerned about the forces opposing them. “Aros has probably already finished slaughtering the scum of the city. I say let them land as many soldiers as they want. It will only give them more of a workout!”

      Though Theracles would never understand the jovial way that the Spartans looked forward to being hopelessly outnumbered, he was pleased that he wouldn’t have to worry too much about letting a stray ship offload its soldiers and that he could focus his limited naval resources on the protecting their larger ship and the fight to come in the deeper waters of the harbor mouth.

      By means of shouting and signals, Theracles had four triremes form up on him in a two-by-two box formation, while the remaining two ships had already begun to engage with the single-masted vessels that approached the larger trade ship. He doubted that any ships in the enemy flotilla would attempt to perform a diekplous and ram into one of his triremes, but the double-stacked formation would prevent such an attempt until he could get a better grasp on their tactics.

      As they passed the trade ship, Theracles noted that its weather mages were in the midst of turning the massive thing with their magics so they could go back out to sea and become a slightly more agile target. He also saw arrows raining down from the decks of the vessel, bringing a smile to his face. That alone proved that the lessons they’d been teaching their women had not been entirely in vain. They might never be the warriors that a man of Athens or Sparta could be, but they would do their part, and that would be enough.

      He watched his two ships engaged with the Drakorians and was pleased to see that the Ionian Hammer had already holed the hull of the first ship, and the Kraken’s Arm, commanded by Pitheous, had come alongside the second and was in the midst of a boarding action.

      Taking prizes was all well and good, he sighed, but unless there were an incredible amount of sailors in the Sabathiaian slave markets, he doubted they’d be able to pilot half the craft they’d take today. Still, both actions gave him a better insight into the enemy.

      Both of them seemed to be ships crewed by gnolls and humans but filled to the brim with minotaurs wearing bronze armor and wicked axes. Those might all be good choices for the battlefield, of course, but on the sea, it meant they had no reach and that they would sink like stones.

      That firmed up Theracles’s plan, and he had his defensive box formation slowly expand into a flying V as they went straight for the heart of the enemy. With a reduced crew, they were only slightly faster than the ungainly sailing vessels, but that would be enough to catch and kill whatever they liked.

      The problem was one of scale. Initially, Theracles had thought that they’d been outnumbered close to five to one, but now it was looking more like ten to one, at least, as more and more sails began to stream over the horizon and the closest ships moved out of the way to let him see that much further.

      If there were a hundred ships, and each one had thirty to fifty minotaurs to contend with, that alone would add another four thousand soldiers to the forces arrayed against Aros’s five hundred men. Theracles swallowed hard. No matter what a Spartan might think, those odds were nothing short of a death wish, and he vowed to Poseidon right there to do everything he could to keep at least half of those ships from reaching the docks to unload their deadly contents.

      “Faster, men!” he urged. “We’ll meet them in the harbor mouth and sink them to slow the passage of the rest!”

      A round of cheers went up from the rowers. From this direction, the sails were useless, but that didn’t matter to a good Greek ship.

      He watched with some disappointment as they passed by the first dozen ships, harrying them only lightly with arrows as they proceeded to the most-strategic point on the field: the narrow mouth of the harbor, where the breakwater held back the sea and entry was reduced to an area only a hundred and fifty yards wide.

      While four triremes and a hundred Greeks weren’t enough to wall off such a large section completely, it was more than enough to make them think twice about going past the Greek warships.

      At least that would be true after they sunk a few, he corrected himself a moment later when the first ship tried to pass on his left. “Rowers! Hard left!” he shouted. A moment later, the right oars reversed as the left rowers pulled hard, turning the ship thirty degrees in the space of seconds.

      “Pull!” he shouted again when they were perfectly lined up with the bulking belly of the heavily laden ship.

      A perfectly executed diekplous occurred at a sixty-degree angle and six knots of speed, letting the brass ram affixed to their prow dig deep into the planking of their enemy. If they went much faster or much shallower, they risked getting fouled in the sinking ship. The key was a glancing blow that left their opponent mortally wounded and floundering while they moved on to the next target.

      Without the proper number of rowers, they were a little slow this time, but the enemy ship was more fragile than they were used to, so that was all to the good. The thin wooden planking of the enemy vessel shattered with the violent sound of splintering wood, and they were already heeling hard to port by the time Theracles’s ship backed away.

      “Let Poseidon take them all!” the admiral yelled as he watched minotaurs fall from the side of the leaning boat into the steel-colored waters. Some managed to thrash around the surface for a few seconds, but most disappeared with no more than a splash, as their armor weighed their already ungainly bodies down enough that they were dragged straight to the bottom.

      “If they all go down that easy, they don’t stand a chance!” Iglos shouted, glorying in the minor victory.

      He was right. The problem wasn’t how difficult the ships were to sink; it was how many of them there were. Even while his four ships sank four of the enemy, another ten got by them. If this was a battle of attrition, they would quickly lose. All it would take was one bad strike, and they’d get tangled up in the wreckage and have to deal with those axe-wielding warriors instead of their fragile ships.

      By the time Theracles’s ship had sunk its fourth vessel, the port side of the channel was becoming clogged with wrecks. Two of his ships were already entangled with their intended victims and had been reduced to hand-to-hand combat. He didn’t see the need to come to their defense in either case, because the dory was a much more formidable weapon than the axe in these conditions.

      Even so, the loss of those ships doubled the rate at which the vessels were sailing by them and making for the docks and the shore. Looking back, Theracles could see over a dozen vessels docked and unloading their swarms of warriors. Even doing all he could, he’d only delayed the inevitable, not prevented it.

      Still, he would not give up. He couldn’t. Even now, their trade ship was making its way toward the harbor. The defense there had been entirely successful, and once the two triremes defending it rejoined him, they would be able to close the gap and keep out at least the tail end of this ugly little armada.

      Navigation was becoming slightly more claustrophobic now, with over a dozen wrecks yet visible, along with a scattering of survivors. It was a mess, but one that benefited the superior Greek ships. Every wreck that had not yet drifted to the bottom was one more navigational hazard for the thin-hulled Drakorian ships, but thanks to their oars, it was one that the maneuverable triremes need not worry about.

      Theracles gloried in it. “Poseidon will claim them all,” he yelled to the acclaim of his men as they aimed for their next target. “Sink them all and build a wall of the dead so that they might know how little they understand the sea!”

      “Roo-ha!” the men shouted back as they began to row faster.

      If Aros was about to fight another couple thousand minotaurs, then he would do no less. The sea was the color of the gray clouds that hung heavy above them, but if it showed the true death count, then the waters surrounding his ship would have been crimson with blood. They’d killed hundreds by now, but they would kill hundreds more before all of this was done.
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      The monstrous species of Drakos were bigger than the Spartans, and the minotaurs, at least, were slightly stronger than the burly Greek warriors, but they had no sense of coordination or disciple, and that discrepancy had cost them every battle that the two sides had engaged in during the last hour. It also assured Aros that once he had defeated this force, and had a chance to train a larger one, the world would fall before a truly united humanity.

      Every skirmish they’d had so far against the larger force had only confirmed this belief. In the desperate moments after someone on board the ships had blown the salpinx, he’d assembled his five smaller phalanxes back into a single larger one on the north side of the grand plaza that surrounded the slave markets, where they had reassembled into a large crescent-shaped line twelve men wide and four men deep.

      For a formation against another phalanx, such an arrangement would have been far too frail and would have risked catastrophe, but here it was serviceable. It was a uniform line of dark armor and black shields decorated with a red lambda against all the mismatched horrors that Drakos could throw at them.

      The whole arrangement made him sick. The markets themselves stood on a hill, slightly elevated above the rest of the city, like their religion was focused on enslaving humans. It very well might be, he supposed, as he knew nothing of Olga’s ways, but in any self-respecting Greek town of any size, whether it be Athenian, Thebian, or Spartan, such a place of honor would have been reserved for a beautiful temple of the gods.

      It would have been home to towers of marble, but here it was nothing but a pit of filth and suffering. Yet Aros defended it, for the moment at least. When the fighting was done, and the slaves were freed, it would serve as a prison for their own monstrous slaves until they could be loaded onto ships bound for Osci Port, but once that was done he would burn it to ashes as a great sacrifice to the gods.

      “Olga,” he spat, shaking his head as he looked at the bloodied and braying beasts arrayed against them. “She may only have monsters for followers, but they breed like rats!”

      The man closest to him grunted in agreement before lashing out with his dory again. There was no art or glory in this battle; it was just mindless slaughter. Even with the larger open field that Aros had chosen, the enemy simply couldn’t bring enough force to bear to really be the threat he longed for them to be.

      For all the minotaur’s size and strength, the brutal warriors could only strike the closest soldier with their swords and axes, and once that blow had been blocked by a sturdy shield, it was in range of ten different men with dories from as far away as the third rank to skewer it in some vital place. No, as long as they held formation, exhaustion was the bigger enemy, but he didn’t imagine that the steel in the spine of the enemy would last much longer.

      Aros was sure this fight was all but decided. At least that’s what he thought until he heard a report that another army had finally appeared to the south of the slave market and was attempting to flank them.

      “Captain,” Aros yelled to the closest subordinate somewhere behind him in the third rank.

      “Yes, Strategos!” The man answered quickly.

      “Take the back rank and secure the arches into the slave markets to protect our rear,” Aros ordered. “No heroics. We’re stretched too thin for that. Just hold the objective, give them something to fight, and when we finish scattering these dogs, we will come around to the left and right and outflank the bastards.”

      “Sir!” the man yelled before he started calling commands. There was just long enough of a delay that the man was unsure that splitting their already fragile formation in the face of such an overwhelming enemy was a good idea, but he obeyed nonetheless.

      A threadbare formation was better than being surrounded, and so far, these monsters and mongrels had shown them nothing besides how to die.

      In defiance of that common wisdom, Aros suddenly shouted, “Spartans! Push!”

      “Roo-ha!” the tired warriors bellowed as one when they suddenly advanced one step and then two, slamming their large shields into the surprised enemy.

      Each time Aros did this, he expected them to have adapted. A typical fight of phalanx against phalanx was a brutal affair, with the constant clamor of shields as they struggled for ground. Here it was hard to remember that each rank of soldier learned of the tactic only as they lay dying on the stones of the broad and bloody plaza.

      A few minutes of brutal battle followed before enough of the current crop of soldiers grew more afraid of the Spartans than they did their leaders, forcing yet another minor retreat. These had been happening constantly over the course of the battle, and if Aros had more men, any one of them would have quickly become a rout as his line charged into the panic and gave them a drubbing.

      They couldn’t do that here, though. Not only did they have an objective to defend, but they were still outnumbered by six to one on this side, even after the hundreds they’d slain.

      So, each man held their position and caught their breath as the enemy in front of them retreated and revealed the bloody toll that the Greeks had reaped so far. The plaza stones were bathed in blood, and with so many corpses strewn about, the footing was becoming treacherous. For the enemy, at least.

      On the Spartan side, they had twenty men too wounded to fight, but most of them would likely recover with a little help from the magic of this world.

      “What’s taking them so long?” A soldier grumbled as the enemy pulled back harder and longer than usual.

      “Perhaps we’ve finally broken them,” Aros laughed. “Shame—I was just getting warmed up!”

      He didn’t believe it, though. Perhaps they thought they might have better luck with slingers or javelineers, or whatever weapon it was they favored in this world. Their short bows lacked the punch to break through the Spartan’s shields, and the soldiers were doing nothing but dying to dory and xiphos, so clearly, something else would be required.

      That something else turned out to be a large, enclosed wagon with iron-bound timbers. The oxen were unhooked almost as soon as it was pulled into the plaza, and then ten strong minotaurs pushed it forward until it was halfway to the Spartan line. Once that was done, most of them immediately fled to the safety of their lines, where the enemy had finally created a shield wall.

      “This isn’t good,” someone quipped.

      “Why should we worry?” Someone else asked. “The Strategos have already slain an ogre in single combat, and there’s no way they can fit one of those in there.”

      That got a good laugh, but Aros stayed silent, wary of whatever was going to come next.

      In the end, a single scrawny gnoll was sent forward to open the thing. It tried to run as soon as it pulled the pin on the doorway, but it did not survive the experience.

      As soon as the door was unbolted, the head of the snake, which was almost as big around as Aros’s body, darted out of the door and grabbed the gnoll by the body, pulling it off its feet as the snake slithered out of its cage.

      That snake was soon joined by another and another. It only became apparent a few seconds later that it was not seven individual snakes, but seven snake-like heads joined to one large reptilian body.

      “A hydra!” The soldier to Aros’s left gasped, stunned that a mythological creature had walked right out of the pages of history and onto their battlefield.

      Aros supposed that he should be shocked too, but given that he’d spent all day fighting minotaurs, it was a little hard to be surprised by anything at this point. If the Hellenistic Gods saw fit to summon Hercules from the depths of Hades to help with this fight, he would have been nonplussed.

      That wasn’t their way, though. They’d already summoned heroes fit for story and song to this world, and Aros had fought beside them all day long already.

      As he contemplated all this, the hydra began to fight over its food, and soon now, less than four heads were pulling the dead man to pieces as they sought to steal the choicest bits from one another. This made Aros laugh. “Their monsters cannot show teamwork even when they are all part of the same body!”

      The men laughed, but he stepped forward. “Protect my flanks, but leave this one to me. The gods have given me fire magic for a reason, and I am going to use it to show Olga that even her fiercest creations are no match for a Spartan!”

      “Roo-ha!” the men yelled, dividing like the sea as they broke into two smaller phalanxes and began to maneuver slowly forward, well away from the hydra.

      As Aros strode slowly forward, he tossed his dory down and drew his black metal xiphos. Stabbing this beast would do nothing. If the legends were true, he would have to remove all of its heads, and the only way to do that was with a sharp edge and a blazing torch.

      Fortunately, he was his own torch, he thought with a smile as he willed his weapon to burst into flame.

      Aros saw the beast look about for its next meal, and for a moment, it seemed like the giant snapping reptile would charge back toward its own lines and throw them into chaos. While he certainly would have welcomed such a show, Aros had already set his heart on striking the cursed beast down, so he got its attention by banging his xiphos against his shield, making it wheel around in search of the racket.

      “Here now, beastie! Why don’t you have a taste of me instead?” Aros shouted.

      The hydra roared from several of its mouths in response to his challenge and began to lumber its way toward him. The monster itself was ungainly, but its heads moved with preternatural quickness. The combination was that he was facing either eight opponents with only slightly more coordination than the minotaurs he’d fought all morning, or he was fighting a single monstrous unit of powerful but ineffective soldiers.

      In the end, Aros chose to fight it as eight individuals, but only because of the way the heads would snap at each other if one got in another’s way. There were gaps there waiting to be exploited, but first, it had to better understand the monster’s reach.

      Aros let the thing close as much as he dared but then kept the monster almost ten feet away from him. From every step it took forward after that, he took two back, trying to test it. The war had started back up around him now, but both sides steered well clear of this monster for their own reasons. The warriors of Drakos did not wish to be devoured, and the warriors of Sparta did not wish to tread on the glory of their strategos.

      The thing was six feet tall at the shoulders, and its highest head bobbed three or feet above that, but even with such an obvious advantage, it was still wary of him and only nipped and feinted repeatedly. It wasn’t until he let the hydra get almost two feet closer then it lashed out for the first time with blinding speed.

      Aros was unable to get out of the way completely, but his shield deflected the brunt of the blow. A second, and then a third head came shooting forward to try to finish him off. It would only take one bite by the way the hydra’s fangs glistened, but he would never give it that chance.

      He had the monster’s measure now, and as he whirled around to dodge the second head, his flaming xiphos came down hard on the third, severing it cleanly with a single blow. A paroxysm of spasms went through the hydra, giving Aros enough time to swing around and take out the second head that had attacked him as well.

      Both of those heads fell limply to the ground as the monster roared in anger, but Aros ignored that, flaring his aura of flames to life as he charged inside the reach of the powerful creature. The world was on fire now, and the thing was squirming to get away, but that was impossible.

      Even as it backpedaled and screamed in pain, Aros tossed his shield aside, and holding his xiphos in a double-handed grip, he jumped up into the air, embedding the scalding weapon in the beast’s body at eye level and using that handhold to climb onto its back.

      The necks were fast and agile, but in all their weaving motions, he noticed that they could only bend so far, and now he was on fire and on the thing’s back while it desperately tried to find a way to shake him loose or bite him in half.

      “There’s no escape for you, monster,” Aros growled as he brought the xiphos down on the most exposed head next.

      The serpentine necks were thicker at the base than they were at the head, so it took several slices to cut clean through, but as the twitching, bodiless serpent head fell on the ground, he knew this way would work just as well as the other.

      “Three down and only four to go,” He roared in triumph. “Tell me, Ares, how do you like your meat—rare? Or well done?”

      As Aros said the word ‘rare,’ he pointed to the severed hydra neck still flopping on the ground, but as he said ‘well done,’ he flared the aura of fire around him even brighter, and the hydra that he was standing on began to smolder and char. It was still moving and jerking, but gradually, as he cut off head after head and its body burst into flames, he slowly came to a halt.

      It was only when he’d severed the last head that the body was finally still. On both sides of him, the battle still raged, but he could see nothing but shock on the faces of the monsters that opposed him. He’d clearly done something they would have considered impossible, which wasn’t so strange. Back on Earth, most of the Greeks, including himself, would have considered it equally impossible.

      Yet here he was, glorying in the thrill of a victory worth having.

      Maybe he was a demigod now, he realized as he stood over the steaming corpse of the serpent monster. Perhaps not in the classical sense that the stories told, of course. He doubted that Ares was his literal father, but with the powers that Zeus and the rest of the Hellenic pantheon had bestowed on him, he was certainly a warrior of legends now. It was hard to dispute that, with the twitching body of a true hydra dead beneath his sandal and a flaming sword in his hand.

      Aros looked to his left and his right and back again. The plaza near him was empty, of course, as people sought to fight any opponent but him, but his army was now split into two. They fought largely on the east and the west slopes of the slave market behind him.

      The position was not advantageous tactically speaking, but then, perhaps he’d been thinking too small this whole time. He’d been so focused on being a good general that he’d forgotten about the power that a single warrior blessed by the gods could wield.

      With fire still coruscating across the surface of his sword and a halo of flames radiating around him, he advanced on the rear of the enemy that was threatening to overwhelm their left flank.

      “Face me, you cowards,” He bellowed, tossing a spear of fire from his free hand and impaling three large gnolls with it before he leaped into their midst. After that, everything was chaos.

      His sword cleaved a fiery swath through the panicked soldiers, but even more than that dread weapon, the heat of his aura did the most damage. Before the gnolls and the minotaurs could face him, their fur began to burn with a horrible stench, and anyone that actually stood his ground to challenge the Spartan strategos burst into flames before they could do more than parry his first blow.

      Aros could feel the fire inside him ebbing already. It had taken weeks to build, and he was pouring out in a single combat, but it was worth it. As the living embodiment of destruction, his mere presence was breaking the enemy. For every man he slew, twenty fled before him, and within a few minutes, the entire left flank of the enemy had dissolved into running and shouting, as each man looked out for only his own survival and cast down his arms as he sought to escape.

      “There, half the victory is won,” he shouted to his men, even as he stepped back so they did not approach him too closely. “Now go and flank the other half of this pathetic army and see them crushed, so we can finally wheel south and start on the second army!”

      “Roo-ha! Roo-ha!” The soldiers shouted, wheeling about and advancing on the enemy from the second side. In a few minutes, they would crush the monsters. A few minutes was too long for Aros, though, so leaving them to finish this fight, he moved around to the other side to see how desperate things were.

      Here they had been playing for victory, but on the southern front, they were playing for time and were likely just as outnumbered as he’d been here.

      “Still, as long as they didn’t bring a second hydra with them on those ships, I think my soldiers will be fine,” Aros said to himself as the flames faded and he started walking south.
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      The port was on fire before she ever arrived. She saw the pillar of smoke rising over the treetops when she was still over an hour away. That was what spurred Angie on. She’d walked through the night to stay ahead of her pursuers because both she and her horse were too exhausted to run any further, but she didn’t fear being caught right now.

      Instead, she feared she might be too late to make whatever difference it was that Poseidon needed her for. She would gladly push herself to the limit for him, but she was rapidly reaching that point, and until she saw the fire, she worried she might not be able to go on.

      So, she remounted and spurred her horse onward. She knew they both needed to rest, but they could do that in a few hours. By then, they would have succeeded in their mission, or they would be dead.

      Angie’s final ride lasted for almost three hours. Along the way, she passed by woods and fields, but everywhere were the small signs that an army had been here recently. The legions of footprints, the deep wheel ruts spoke of men coming this way, and in great numbers. Part of her hoped it was the Greeks Poseidon had spoken of, but she knew from the tracks that there were far too many inhuman footprints for that to be the case.

      This was an army that had been sent to ambush them, and that had probably been done by Olga herself. That made sense to her. After all, if the Hellenistic Gods had their champions that they shared their divine wisdom with, then surely Olga had something similar. She contemplated this for many miles, as her view of the world slowly changed to accept that dichotomy until she finally sighted the city.

      After that, she spent her time studying it, along with the army that was practically laying siege to it. Sabitha Port didn’t have much of a city wall, but in the grassy area outside the main gate, there were hundreds of tents. As she got closer, she could see that almost no one was actually there, though.

      “That means they must already be inside the city fighting the Greeks,” she said to herself as her horse trotted to the front gate. “I’m too late.”

      No one tried to stop her, and even though she could hear the clash of battle in the distance and smell the scents of smoke and blood, the city seemed practically deserted as the residents locked themselves in their homes for fear of what was happening.

      Angie ignored all that and kept riding until she saw signs of the battle itself a few blocks before her. It would have been impossible to ride through that, so she turned left and began to try to ride around it. That quickly proved useless, too, though. Every way she tried to reach the sea quickly proved to be clogged with bodies and fighting.

      That was where she said goodbye to her horse. “You’ve served me well,” she said softly, petting its nose. “You’ve done more than anyone could have asked for. Now go and be free!”

      The horse didn’t really leave. Instead, it just stood there expectantly as she turned her back and started to shimmy up the nearest pole. If the streets were clogged, she’d take to the roofs and find another way to the water.

      After several minutes of climbing, she finally reached the first rooftop. Feeling faint, Angie stumbled forward, and after getting up to speed, she leaped across a narrow alley onto the next broad, flat roof.

      From here, she could see the city laid out below her. She could see the crimson-and-gold forces of Olga on the north side of the city were largely shattered, but that a vicious battle was still being waged somewhere south and west of the slave market. From the sheer number of bodies she could see in the plaza around the market, she would have assumed that most of them would have to be Greek, but even though she looked hard, she had trouble finding more than a handful of dark-armored humans.

      What she did see, though, was a man that blazed with a red aura the same way that Cicero had burned with a blue one, and she knew that must be the leader she was sent to help. It was impossible to reach him where he stood, surrounded by blood and battle, but that was fine. Angie didn’t need to go ask him what she was supposed to be doing next. She needed to obey Poseidon’s command and reach the sea.

      So she avoided the main fight and scrambled over rooftops, making it as close to the far edge of the city as she could, one building at a time. No one paid any attention to her. She was sure that if anyone actually looked up and noticed her, they would see nothing but a girl in ragged clothing who was running for her life.

      The path was precarious, and she had to double back several times, but finally, when Angie could get no further because all the buildings nearby were single-story houses and hovels, she began to climb down. Here there were no soldiers. There were just narrow dirt streets and homes that steadily became more sparse as the small city slowly faded to nothing, and pastures began to spring up in its place.

      The southern road out of Sabitha Port had a gatehouse, which wasn’t manned because of everything else that was happening, but she only stopped running once she’d made it through. The whole time she was in the city, she feared that some soldier might spring out from behind a corner and capture or kill her.

      Once she was past all that, though, and there were only a few trees between her and the beach, she slowed down to catch her breath. The area would have been beautiful, she thought, without all of the ships crowding the harbor and the stench of death in the air.

      As she gazed across the water, she feared that she was already too late. Hundreds of soldiers were on the docks, and dozens of ships had already landed and were disembarking, to make room for more to deliver the soldiers they carried. Surely this was what she was meant to help Poseidon stop, wasn’t it?

      Her heart sank then, but she forced herself not to give into despair and pushed herself forward. Angie jogged the last hundred yards and only stopped when she had finally reached the water. She fell to her knees partway down the beach at a point where the long slow slide of the waves brought them up past her waist.

      She took comfort in that feeling and allowed herself a moment to experience it as she felt the water recharge her. She hadn’t realized that being dragged hundreds of miles inland away from her deity had drained her as much as it had, but now that her connection was renewed, some small part of her felt restored by it, despite her exhaustion.

      “Lord Poseidon, ruler of the seas and my heart. I beseech you! Help us now!” She prayed on her knees in the surf. “Help us turn the tide against Olga and her wicked, wicked ways, and we will bring so many new men and women to worship at your altar! I promise you!”

      One more wave lapped at her, and then there was nothing. The following three waves never quite reached her as they ran up the beach. In fact, each wave got slightly more distant from her than the last.

      Was it possible that her deity was rejecting her, she wondered?

      That’s certainly what it felt like. Slowly, one wave at a time, the tide flowed out, leaving her further and further behind. She was about to start praying again and apologize for the slight when she noticed something strange near the harbor mouth. Slowly but surely, the water was rising there, forming a dark hill.

      It was happening at the point just before where the Greek ships were escorting their trade ship and fighting the last few stragglers of the grand armada that must have brought all of these soldiers. Second after second, the hill rose until it hid all the ships behind it. It occurred to her then that I looked almost like a giant fist, and for the first time, she thought that perhaps she should run.

      “Fear not, my child,” a familiar masculine voice whispered in her head. “No part of the seas could ever hurt someone I cherish so much. Do not flee, for it is through your devotion that I am able to channel my power, despite Olga’s attempts to block it. She could never block your love. So stay where you are and watch the miracle that you have brought to the men of Sparta in their hour of need!”

      That was all that she needed, even as the sea continued to pull back until it was hundreds of yards from the beach, and the giant hill of water advanced toward her in a terrible wall that was slowly but surely becoming a wave.

      By the time the wave crested and started to crash toward her with a curtain of white foam, it was so high above her that she kneeled there in its shadow. It had to be at last thirty feet high, and she watched as it effortlessly picked up every boat in its way and flung it or dashed it against another, destroying them both utterly in a flurry of driftwood and drowning bodies.

      Poseidon’s wrath was literally a force of nature, and by the time it reached the docks of Sabitha Port, it was still over twenty-five feet tall. The hundreds of men, gnolls, and minotaurs that were milling around there were gone in an instant as the wall of water swallowed them up.

      That sent a jolt of fear through her body because she realized she was only seconds from meeting the same fate, but she held firm in her devotion to the god of the seas. She stared at the wall of water as it advanced on her, and when it finally struck her, it wasn’t even like a slap in the face. Rather than being flung aside like every other person and object, it had turned into shattered debris. It felt almost like she’d stepped through a set of heavy curtains.

      She could no longer see the surface world, but she could see everything that had happened underwater with impossible clarity. Angie stood up and looked around, noting that it wasn’t just the debris from the ships that was swirling. The docks themselves had been almost completely eliminated, and the thick pilings she could see amid the cloud of drowned bodies were snapped in half.

      As she turned, she saw more and more of the city being submerged with every second, and it was only when the wave climbed the rise that the slave market was on that it crested and began to recede. As the wave traveled up the slope, though, it revealed more and more heavily armored minotaurs that were slowly being submerged.

      Given that the waters should begin to recede at any moment, she would have thought that most of those warriors would live. Instead, as the water turned around and began flowing out to sea once more, it grabbed onto every man and monster that fought by Olga’s side and dragged them back toward the ocean, where they would drown with all of their comrades.

      It was a nightmarish vision, but she smiled as she witnessed the true powers of the Hellenic gods for the first time. She’d always known that Poseidon’s might stretched far beyond the ability to keep her warm in cold waters and make sure her family was fed. She’d known that even before her impossible ride across a lake had hinted at the wonders that awaited her, but she could never have imagined this.

      As the tidal wave receded enough that she was once again able to breathe, she noted that all of the Greek ships were still fine and that though they’d been carried much closer to shore, they’d suffered no damage from the giant wave.

      Then she started to walk toward Port Sabitha’s slave market. The city had been washed clean, just like her, and now she needed to meet these Greeks and see what the gods had planned for her next.
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      They might have won the day, even without the god’s intervention, but it would have been a much closer thing, and Aros was grateful that Poseidon had seen fit to let his men’s metal be truly tested before he’d unleashed his fury and drowned the second army that faced them.

      The water had done little more than reach his knees, of course, but the foes on the downslope and the plaza beneath them had been dragged away screaming when that had happened. The Spartans, on the other hand, merely had wet sandals and bloody weapons as they now stood on a battlefield that was emptied of everything but a few bloodstains and the corpses of their own dead.

      It was a shocking contrast compared to the last several hours of fighting. The sun had crossed its zenith, which meant that the battle had raged for at least four hours and possibly as many as six. The exhaustion in Aros’s leaden limbs told him it was closer to the latter than the former.

      In the hours since he’d slaughtered the hydra and shattered the northern army, they’d bathed in combat at the southwest corner of the slave market. There, the forces arrayed against them only continued to swell, and no matter how many ships Theracles sunk before they reached land, there were more waiting to replace them.

      The first army they’d bested had consisted of thousands of members that were equal parts gnolls and minotaurs, but the second one was larger still, and it was entirely dominated by the large bull-headed warriors. The second army had learned none of the painful lessons they’d taught the first about reach and shield use, though, so things were brutal and bloody for many hours as their waves of men crashed impotently against the Spartan’s dories.

      By the end, the exhausted Greeks had easily slain over a thousand of the creatures, and yet two to three thousand of them were still arrayed against them. Killing the rest might have been possible, but it would have been dark by then.

      “At ease, men,” Aros bellowed, casting down his shield and sheathing his xiphos. “Tend to the wounded, then help free the slaves!”

      They’d managed to find some glory on this battlefield, but they’d paid a heavy price for it. As he wandered the field, he began to count his dead and wounded. There were perhaps a dozen stone-cold Spartans, another dozen that might yet die, and two dozen that would have been crippled if not for the healing magics of this world.

      All told, it wasn’t a tenth of the butcher’s bill they would have faced if they’d been fighting proper warriors instead of these mongrels. If they’d faced even that many Athenians, they would have lost soundly in the first hour.

      He’d never admit that to Theracles, of course, but it was true. One Spartan trained in the agoge and raised for war was worth ten Athenians, but one Athenian was worth three of these monstrosities. It was only the extraordinary lack of tactics and teamwork that let his 5000 men face down thousands of minotaurs, gnolls, and other monstrous horrors.

      Aros was both grateful and disappointed by this. Tonight, they would raise a giant funeral pyre using the timbers of as many buildings as it took to send his men to the gods on pillars of flame. Those preparations would wait, though. Right now was for the living, and with that thought in mind, he moved into the slave market.

      Aros had fought beside the fortress-like compound all day long, so he had a good sense of what it was he was going to find. Even so, the degree of human misery on display was overwhelming. Somehow, he’d thought that nothing could top the human breeding farm they’d liberated previously. He was wrong.

      Though the stench had been wafting outside all day, it was overwhelming as he entered it. The healthy stock was on display near the front of the complex, but the further back they went, the worse things got. The old and the enfeebled had been left in the corners to die, and in many places, the humans had been locked up so tightly that there was no room to sit or lie down.

      “What have these monsters done to our people?” Aros exclaimed with anger in his voice.

      “This isn’t even all of them,” a soldier answered. “The slaves say that this is just the current stock. If we were to raid the plantations on the outskirts of town and storm the larger houses in the city, then we could double or even triple these numbers.”

      “Do it then,” Aros spat. “Tell the captains to take fifty men each and raid a target. They can keep all the personal spoils they like, but we are there to free the humans and murder the people responsible for this sorry state of affairs.”

      “What about the Baron?” Euraphenes, one of his captains, asked, “Do you want to deal with him personally?”

      “Much as I would love to skin the bull hide off of the minotaur while he still breathes, I’ll leave the glory of his execution to someone else,” Aros said with a shrug. “The battle is done for the day, and now we must focus on saving everyone we can.”

      He took a long look around at the filthy pit of despair and was certain he was going to burn this place down once everyone was freed from their stocks and cages. But perhaps it would be more fun to fill the place with enemy prisoners before they did so. It would make a very specific sort of burned offering, and the Baron…

      No, Aros chastised himself, shaking his head; prisoners worth taking were to be sold into slavery. The needs of their fledgling nation were more important than vengeance. He was sorely tempted, though.

      “Let’s start getting those in the best shape down to the beach so we can get them washed and sent on to the trade ship,” Aros said to the remaining men. “The rest of them can wait for healing after the warriors have been mended.”

      He spent the next half-hour carrying those that were too weak to walk as water and shade were found for them. Some of these men wouldn’t be saved, but some would, and in time, every man that was brought back from the edge of Cerberus’s reach would become one more warrior in the army of men, whether they wanted to be or not.

      Late, a messenger came to him while he was breaking the chains of one of the last few slaves because they could not find a key to his manacles. “Strategos, we’ve received reports that the soldiers from our first battle have regrouped.”

      “Are they preparing to strike at us, then?” Aros asked, pausing in what he was doing.

      “No, sir. They’re in their camp to the east of the city. They are collecting survivors and supplies and preparing to march.”

      “Then we will let them leave,” Aros said, bringing the heavy axe he was using to break these chains down hard once more.

      “But sir—” the man asked.

      “Now is not the time for further combat,” Aros sighed, bringing the weapon down one final time and shattering the metal. “If they are smart enough to retreat, then I am smart enough to let them. We have more freed humans and newly taken monstrous slaves than we can carry between our seven ships, so any soldiers we chased down to add to that score would only increase our risk of mutiny on the way back to Osci.”

      “So, we’re going to Osci then?” one of the other men asked. “I hear that the Voscan capital is less than a one-week march from here. They’d never expect us to attack so soon after rebuffing not one but two armies.”

      “That’s true,” Aros nodded, “and if it was just us here, that’s exactly what we’d be doing, but the freed slaves come first. The gods have commanded it.”

      “So, Oscii, then,” the other man demurred.

      “Yes. For food and supplies, and then we will find somewhere safe,” Aros said as he watched his ships move back toward the beach where they’d dropped them off a few hours ago. “Somewhere we can take them to teach them what it means to worship the Hellenistic Gods. Only once that is done can we start to make them strong and replenish our losses with the…”

      Aros’s words trailed off as he saw the blue-auraed woman approach him. He’d seen her briefly running across the rooftops, and he was almost certain he had her to thank for Poseidon’s might.

      She was a skinny, coltish thing that would have been beautiful if she wasn’t half-starved. Her face spoke of both her youthfulness as well as the exhaustion of someone who’d been traveling for days.

      “Well—you must be the woman that we were sent to save,” Aros laughed, “But the sandal is on the other foot, so to speak. We have some of your people with us. On that ship there, actually. Kamilla would sorely love to see you.”

      “Oh, thank the gods,” Angie said, sagging visibly in relief as she looked off to the harbor where Aros pointed. “How did you find them?”

      “It was the gods’ will,” Aros shrugged. “They lead us to them, so they could lead us to you, but by the time we had men here, you were already gone, so Cicero—”

      “He’s dead,” she interrupted. “He was terribly heroic, and he saved me when no one else could. He killed the king even but—”

      “Hah!” Aros roared with laughter. “Just like the man to sneak off and kill the king just for some extra glory while he was off saving you. There'll be plenty of time to mourn him once we’ve saved the living. You can tell us his whole story then, so that his name will live on forever in the legends of this new world.”

      “Legends?” she asked, with some confusion.

      “The stories you tell your children. The things you remember, so everyone grows up wanting to be a hero in their own right,” Aros said, pocketing an idea for a future puppet show about the topic. “We will start with the legends of our world, but as this war continues and intensifies, we will find new heroes to populate our pantheon with like—”

      “Like Aros, the hydra slayer!” A nearby soldier roared, making those around him shout, “Aros! Aros! Aros!” until he waved for them to stop.

      “Legends don’t start until the hero is dead,” Aros corrected them, “So unless one of you is planning to kill me, our pantheon of heroes will have to start with Cicero, the king Killer!”

      That statement brought another roar of approval from the men, but Aros quickly put them all back to work. There were still soldiers to heal, slaves to free, and loot to gather, and it was only once all of that was done that he could find his way back into the arms of Dia.

      By the gods, it was going to be a long day.
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SABELLA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Osci Port

      

      

      “And then a giant wave like a fist comes out of the sea and drags all of our ships back to shore unharmed while simultaneously drowning our enemies,” Theracles shouted. “Can you believe it? The gods are too good to us!”

      Sabella had heard different versions of this story already, but even after hearing the admiral of the fleet himself, she still had some trouble believing it. Her mind raced as she considered the implications while she pretended to watch the sport going on in the arena below.

      “Yes, yes, very impressive.” She pretended to be distracted by the games below, but inside, she was reeling.

      Aros was down there, murdering whoever was foolish enough to fight him. Ever since he’d gotten back to the city two days ago, he’d been using the bouts as a way to blow off some steam while his fleet disgorged the massive amount of slaves, ships, and valuables they’d brought with them to sell, but the arena was using it to its own advantage.

      Thanks to his previous visit, it was still deep in the red for the year, but today they were doing a good job of getting some of that money back by steadily raising the odds on the bloodthirsty human throughout the day. They’d started at ten to-one odds in his favor in the morning against a pair of gnoll convicts, but now they were up to five hundred to-one odds in his favor against a wild owl bear and its trainer.

      It would be a shame to lose the trainer, of course, but they needed the money more, and the higher they raised the odds, the more money people bet against the man, sure that he was due a loss. Sadly, being the degenerate gamblers that they were, they were unable to read the writing on the wall and lost their bet instead of turning it into the big score that they so desperately needed.

      However unlikely it was, it would be convenient if the man were to die, she mused. Aros’s death would solve several problems, but the arena’s finances would not be one of them. She doubted the bastard even knew how to die, though. Looking down, she watched as he delivered the coup de gras to the giant feathered predator while the crowd roared in a mixture of approval and disapproval and shook her head.

      “That’s another one for our strategos!” Iglos cheered. The other Spartans sitting around him echoed the sentiment before he turned to her.

      “Don’t worry—with all the money you’re making on these bouts, I’m sure you can afford to buy a new bird or two,” he said, mistaking her pensive expression for concern about the fights.

      “Of course,” she said brightly, “I would just hate to see the bouts come to an end when we run out of fresh challenges for Aros.”

      “The world will always find fresh challenges for a Spartan!” He said confidently before he got up. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to collect my winnings. This time I got a whole gold coin. It adds up!”

      As he got up, so did the rest of his ilk, for they had all bet on their leader to win, as they did every fight. It was practically some kind of religious obligation at this point, and she was certain the Spartans were the only ones who’d made any money today.

      His sarcasm lingered even after he left her to her thoughts. There would be a short intermission, and then Aros would face two centaur brothers that specialized in the bow and the javelin. She doubted distance would do much to save them, though.

      Distance might not do much to save Oscii either if things kept up the way they were. Mother had already received messengers in the wake of the Sabitha Port debacle. When word had come to her via spies that Kehor City was finally mobilizing its army and its deniable mercenaries in the same spot, she knew that they’d be going after the Spartans, even if the spies hadn’t been able to confirm it.

      They were the only new threats worthy of such a large force. With almost 8,000 minotaurs and gnolls against only 600 humans, her mother had been quite sure that they would never visit to claim their debts again, but Sabella hadn’t been so sure. It had been an uncertain week, but when the black sails were sighted off the coast, she knew that the Greeks had managed to triumph again somehow, though in her wildest dreams, the way that they’d done it would never have been so crazy.

      And now they had their answer. Outnumbered by almost fifteen to one, the Spartans had decimated the military options of the region.

      There were other kingdoms, of course, as well as other mercenary troops and other armies, but a victory like that would become a legend, and that legend would spread. It would take some time to assemble an even larger force because no one would underestimate these strange humans a second time.

      Who knew what these troublesome Greeks would get up to in six months or a year with no one to oppose them? How much of the region could they hope to conquer in that time? Sabella’s mother was worried, but what could they do?

      At best, they could use their superior navy to sink the ships in open water, but if the stories were to be believed, the forbidden god of the sea, Poseidon himself, intervened to help their victory.

      If that was even close to true, then that made massacring the brave warriors at sea a dicey prospect; that had been enough to stay her mother’s hand for now, but Sabella didn’t want to kill them. Not if she didn’t have to. It wasn’t just because their leader was as handsome as he was dangerous, either.

      It was because she was still considering their offer. Not her personally, of course, but it was true that the elves needed an infusion of strength and fresh blood, and as she watched the two centaurs ride onto the bloody sands to the cheers of the crowd, she couldn’t help but think that the Spartan’s might be the right people to provide that.

      The elves were as old as the mountains themselves, but they were not the most favored of Olga’s races, and they would never dominate Drakor. Even her mother, the Queen, knew that. Olga preferred races with one foot in the world of men and the other in the world of beasts because they better matched her dark appetites.

      The only reason the other races of the world had not enslaved the elves alongside the humans ages ago was because the elvish people were much too crafty. They’d made themselves too useful to ever be tossed aside so easily.

      Sabella was still lost in thought and sorting through this internal calculus when the first centaur fell, impaled by the Spartan’s dory. She didn’t really care about the money at this point, though. She was lost in the geopolitical implications of Aros, and also how handsome he looked when he was fighting for his life, when the beautiful human woman that had almost started a war with her abduction suddenly appeared.

      “Can’t take your eyes off him, huh?” Dia asked, sitting down next to her presumptuously. “I understand. I can’t either.”

      “I’m merely watching the games,” the elf replied coolly, wishing that the words were true.

      “What a coincidence,” Dia smiled. “I was watching the games too, and I found myself thinking, that pretty elven princess is staring at Aros so raptly that I feel like she must be trying to undress him with her eyes…”

      Sabella blushed and was prepared to deny everything, but instead, she found herself saying, “Please, keep your voice down.”

      Dia laughed at that but said nothing. Instead, she returned her gaze to Aros.

      “I know very well that he is your man,” Sabella said finally, just above a whisper.

      “He certainly will be in time,” she mused. “On Aphrodite’s sacred bosom, I’ve sworn he will be the father to all my future sons.”

      Sabella was saddened by that statement without really understanding why.

      “So, you can’t have him,” Dia whispered as he leaned in conspiratorially. “But I might be willing to share… After all, a man like that… He should have many sons, don’t you think? A whole army of them to conquer this world and all of the women in it…”

      A shiver went up Sabella’s spine at those words. Even though she tried not to imagine what that would look like, that didn’t stop the images from invading her just the same.

      The two of them twisted around the bloody man on the sands beneath them. A man so strong that he could easily pick both of them up at once. A man so fierce that he could take whoever he wanted…

      Aros’s words about the strength of their seed and the will of the gods returned to her then, and she struggled to maintain her dignity under that assault. Was it not enough that part of her desired him for that alone? Must she now contend with the temptations that his beautiful woman offered to her?

      “I don’t think my mother would approve,” she said finally. The words sounded weak, even in her ears, and Dia shrugged them off.

      “That’s not a no,” Dia said, placing her hand on Sabella’s thigh. “I’d been trying to think of a way to celebrate my beloved’s victory properly. Perhaps you could think of something special I might be able to get him?”

      Sabella trembled and pushed the other woman’s hand away, but only because she saw that Iglos and some of the other Spartan men were coming back.

      “I’ll consider what you said, but I can’t commit to anything further until I’ve deliberated,” she said, loud enough for the men to hear.

      It was embarrassing enough that she wanted to say yes, but the last thing she’d accept would be letting the men catch on to what they’d been discussing. She was a princess, and while she might consider taking a leader like Aros as her consort, the other men that served under his command would forever be beneath her, no matter how strong they might be.

      “You ladies enjoying the blood sport?” Iglos asked with a grin that indicated he might well see through her thin veneer of detachment.

      “I’m enjoying every bout where Aros wins, and our coffers grow larger,” she said, avoiding the question.

      Sabella spent the rest of the afternoon considering Dia’s offer, but by the time Aros finished his record eighth winning back-to-back match at 5,000 odds against a flock of harpies, she still had no answer.

      There was going to be a party on the shore tonight, and she’d been invited to attend, along with a number of other trade dignitaries. She hadn’t been planning to make an appearance, but with Dia’s words still echoing in her mind, she thought that perhaps she might. After all, a cup or two of wine might be all it would take to make her inhibitions drift away like the Spartan’s ships would in a few more days.
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        Moonlight Bay

      

      

      For Angie, the last week had been a whirlwind of activity. She’d raced a hundred miles with an army at her heels, she’d channeled the power of a god and helped to ensure a great victory, and she’d finally found fellow worshipers of the forbidden gods. No, Hellenic gods, she corrected herself mentally. It was going to take a while to get used to that, though she doubted that Poseidon would care either way, as long as she continued to love him.

      Simply being around the proud Spartans made her happy, though. Not just because they were so kind to her or because she worshiped the same gods as they did. They just made her feel like she belonged, even from that very first moment, and that was an odd feeling to have as she stood against the starboard side of the rail and watched Moonlight Bay come into view.

      While she was standing only a few feet from Aros and Theracles, she was only a few miles from where this had all started. She’d come full circle. The lonely forest islands still stood there proudly, just as they’d always done, but soon they would be invaded by the Spartans and everything they needed to build a thriving little city where they could rest, even if it was only for a little while.

      “Happy to be home?” Aros asked her.

      “I-I am,” she answered, flushing slightly.

      She couldn’t even look at the man without thinking about the other night on the beach. Everyone had been so busy celebrating their epic victory around the bonfires on shore that only a few of his men had noticed approvingly when he’d slipped off toward the ships with Dia, and she was fairly sure that no one but her had noticed as the beautiful elven princess had joined them.

      The memory made her uncomfortable, though it wasn’t in a bad way. It was just that now the strategos stirred up the same feelings that Cicero had inspired previously.

      Angie was a strong, capable woman. There were many things she could do without anyone’s help. But this—this was something new, and she didn’t know what she was going to do with all the feelings that had been welling up inside her lately. She’d tried to talk to Kamella about it, but she lacked the words.

      The older woman had just smiled knowingly and said, “You shouldn’t worry so much, Angie. You’ll know just what to do when the time is right. That’s the way these things work.”

      But how could she know what to do when all she could do was smile dumbly and wonder what Aros had done with both of those gorgeous women at once? She was nothing but a skinny little twig compared to…

      It was only after being lost in her thoughts for a few moments that she realized he’d asked her a question, and she hadn’t heard him. “I’m sorry. Can you repeat that?” she asked, feeling her blush burn a little brighter.

      “I said, do you think these beaches make for the best approach, or should we go around to the far side of the island and check those approaches as well?”

      “This is the side you want,” she said quickly. “The other side is just sandstone cliffs, where the ocean’s tides crash into them every day. The lea of the island is the closest you’ll find to a harbor in Moonlight Bay, only we should probably go more to the east first and then approach from that direction. It’s less rocky on that side.”

      Theracles agreed with her assessment and quickly tacked the ships to starboard, momentarily hiding the islands from her view. She didn’t need to see them to know that they were there and that this time, when she dwelled on them, she wouldn’t have to live in a hole, fearing every ship that passed by might have seen her.

      In fact, the men were already discussing fortifications, and even as she listened, Aros and Iglos debated on whether they should put a watchtower at the highest point of the island or the highest point of land on the cliffs overlooking the beach. They seemed to care about all sorts of things, like the number of guards and how many signal fires they would build. They also seemed keen to build a training yard, but even though she desperately wanted to learn to fight at least half as well as Aros, none of those things interested her.

      “I just want a roof over my head and somewhere where we don’t have to worship the gods in secret,” Angie sighed, bringing a momentary lull to the conversation.

      “Those things are important, too,” Iglos agreed. “Some sort of altar will likely come third after a watch tower and shelter for those—”

      “An altar and a sacrifice will come first,” Aros corrected his comrade. “We will beach the ships, and then we shall sacrifice a black ram in honor of all that the gods have done for us. Everything else can wait for that.”

      “Even with the skies looking like this?” Theracles asked skeptically.

      “Even if it were already pouring, we would still celebrate the Hellenic gods before we did anything else,” Aros said, looking up at the stormy skies. “If that was what was happening, it would be because that was Zeus’s will, and who are we to question that?”

      No one talked for a moment after that, so Aros continued, filling in the silence.

      “After that, we will erect a shelter for all, and then we shall see what we can do to put a little steel in the spines and a little reverence in the hearts of all the men and women we rescued from Sabitha Port.”

      No one disagreed with him, and when they landed the ships, that’s exactly what they did. A short ceremony was held, where bowls were filled with ram’s blood, and the meat was left to char for the gods while every man, woman, and child was anointed with their love. The rain started not too long after that, but it was a gentle rain rather than the storm that had threatened before, and while soldiers erected tents, Angie took the opportunity to walk out to the point she’d visited so many times before.

      There she sat on her stone and traced the trident she thought she might never feel again while she gazed out at the sea. It was her place to be alone, but she knew deep down that she would never be alone again. Not really.

      Her solitude didn’t even last half an hour before footsteps approached her. “I was told I’d find you out here.” Aros’s deep voice rumbled. “Have you tired of our company so soon?”

      “Not at all,” she answered. “I just came here to get some perspective.”

      “Well, if you’re in search of perspective, I think you’re looking in the wrong direction.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, turning to face the well-muscled warrior.

      “There is your future,” he said, pointing at the sweep of the tents that were going up along the edge of the small forest at the center of the island. “We won’t stay here forever, of course, but it’s a start.”

      “Why won’t we?” she asked. She’d heard that sentiment from the Greeks before, but she’d never understood why. “It’s far from anywhere, and it has all the bounty that the sea can provide.”

      “Aye, that’s true,” he agreed. “But there are three reasons that we could never call this place home.”

      As he spoke, he lifted his right hand, and with every point made, he raised a finger. “Distant though these islands may be, they are not defensible, and trouble will find us even if we don’t go searching for it. That’s the first problem, but the second one is so much worse.”

      “Not enough land to farm?” she asked, not sure what he might be more important than defensiveness to a Spartan.

      “It’s too soft. The lands here are easy, and the people that live on them would have a comfortable life,” he said. “You see the promise here, but if you’d ever witnessed the difference between Sparta and Athens, you’d understand immediately. Good farmland will breed good farmers, but we need a place as hard as stone to found out new Sparta because only there will I be able to build a new agoge that will turn the weak flesh of Drakor into the steel we need to free every last human on this world.”

      “What’s the third problem?” Angie asked, noticing that he didn’t raise his finger when he mentioned the agoge, whatever that was.

      “Can you not guess?” he asked with a smile. “Do you not know what crucial feature this place is lacking to be a true home for us?”

      Angie thought about it for a moment, but eventually, she was forced to shake her head. “I’m afraid I can’t.”

      “Mount Olympus,” he roared. He obviously expected those words to cause some spark of recognition in her eyes, and when it didn’t, he seemed disappointed. “Have you not heard of Mount Olympus then?”

      “I mean, it sounds like a place,” she answered nervously, feeling like she was letting the man down. “But I’ve never heard of it before.”

      “Well, then, my mission comes full circle,” he said with a smile. “I came to seek you out and invite you personally to the puppet show after dark on the beach. It’s mostly for the children, but since you are destined to be a priestess of Poseidon—perhaps the first true priestess of this new world—I felt it was important that tonight we start to teach you more than the basics… and it would seem I underestimated just what an ordeal awaits us.”

      Her mind balked at his words. The first true priestess of this world? That was too high an honor for someone as lowly as her. She would have been happy just to swim and fish and worship her chosen god in her own small way, but this…

      She didn’t say any of that, though. Instead, she forced it out of her mind and asked, “What’s a puppet show?”

      This made Aros laugh uproariously. “Well, you will find out tonight on the beach. I would not dream of spoiling such delights with my crude words.”

      He left her there, still laughing to himself as he walked back to their large and growing camp.

      Angela didn’t follow him. Even though she was tempted, she was embarrassed, too. Though he’d obviously been very understanding, Aros had reminded her of just how much she needed to learn now that her whole life had been turned upside down. So, she returned to commune with the sea, sorting her thoughts and waiting till sunset began to color the sky red before she made the long journey back to the beach.

      There she found another celebration was underway, though the Spartans had limited themselves to half a cup of wine, and food was plentiful, though not quite so extravagant as it had been in Oscii. Still, it was a festive affair, and when she asked some of the soldiers what they were celebrating, they all gave her the same answer, like it should be obvious: “The founding of our first real city on this god’s-forsaken world,” they said.

      The only difference in their answers was whether they looked at her with lust or indifference when she spoke. That made her nervous in a whole different way, as she hurriedly sought out Aros, who was sitting with two dozen children and some small dolls.

      It struck her as a very strange sight. She’d seen precious few dolls in her life, but she’d never once seen a grown man play with them. It slowly dawned on her that he was using them to tell some sort of story to his rapt audience, and as she glided into a seat on the cold sand just behind the last row of children, she could finally hear him speak.

      “And so Hera was angry at Zeus,” he explained. He went on to use a high-pitched voice as Hera lectured the father of the gods for neglecting her and his other duties while he was off …playing with the women of Earth. It occurred to Angie that he was talking about games that might be too adult for this audience. After that, she had trouble thinking about anything besides what it might be like to sneak off with him or one of the other handsome Spartans once the fires were burning low, even though she was supposed to be listening to Aros as he listed off each of the major Gods of the Hellenic pantheon and their domains.

      It was only near the end of the story that she finally understood that they were called the Olympians because they lived on Mount Olympus, and just like that, everything clicked into place. They couldn’t live here because no one besides Poseidon would have anywhere to stay.

      That made Angie smile. She had finally put all the pieces together, and no one had needed to explain a thing to her. After that, it was obvious. They were definitely going to have to find somewhere else to found their city because, from the sound of it, there were an awful lot of deities that would be looking over them.
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