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        “Readers . . . will find The Gimirri Invasion thoroughly absorbing, unpredictable, and powered by strong forces that both enlighten and create an incredible page-turner.”
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        Note from the Author

      

      

      

      
        
        Around the eighth century BC, a group of nomad equestrian warriors named the Cimmerians (Gimirri in this book, as in the Akkadian language) first appeared in Assyrian records. Some scholars believe they were driven out of their homes by another nomadic group named the Scythians, who had established themselves on the Pontic Steppe, which is now modern-day Ukraine and southern Russia.

      

      

      

      
        
        The Cimmerians, now without a home, journeyed south and battled in Urartu—King Sargon II of Assyria’s rival to the north. The nomads experienced some victories there, and word spread of their fierceness. It is thought that the danger they presented compelled King Midas, ruler of the neighboring Kingdom of Phrygia, to declare peace with Sargon in 709 BC, perhaps in the hopes of forming an anti-Cimmerian alliance.

      

      

      

      
        
        The Cimmerians tried to cross the Assyrian frontier in 705 but were defeated by Sargon’s forces. Despite this victory, Sargon himself was killed in another battle later that year against the Cimmerians in Tabal, south of Phrygia.

      

      

      

      
        
        The Cimmerians then turned their attention to Midas’ kingdom, raiding and plundering as they traveled toward the capital city of Gordium. They attacked the city, some believe around 696 BC, though other records put the attack later around 679. (The date of 696 is used for the purposes of this book.)

      

      

      
        
        The Gimirri Invasion continues the tale told in Book I of The Midas Legacy, The Curse of King Midas, following the history of that time and the threat posed to Gordium by the Cimmerians.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        716 BC

        On the road between the Assyrian Empire and the Kingdom of Phrygia

      

      

      Elanur Savas shivered, rubbing her arms. The sun had set hours ago, leaving the night's chill to gnaw at her unease. They had traveled too far north. She'd suspected it for a time. Her child companion, Little Bird, had journeyed from the Assyrian Empire to the Kingdom of Phrygia alongside Elanur's son, Emir Alkan, only a few moons ago. Elanur had trusted the girl to remember the way. Foolish, perhaps, but she'd had little choice after escaping King Sargon II's city of Durukin.

      For fifteen straight days, they'd trekked over hills and flatlands, begging for food and water from the villages they passed, their sandals thick with dirt. Now and then, they'd come across a grove of trees where they could rest and take shade, but often, they'd traveled under the hot sun. Elanur's skin burned red, and her body felt like a giant swollen ache. She longed for a bath, but the road before them stretched on, dry and unforgiving.

      “Little Bird?” She wanted to stop for the night, but ever since the northern mountains had risen as cone-topped shadows on their right, Little Bird had stepped up her pace. She, too, seemed agitated, her little body taut with worry.

      They were lost.

      “Little Bird, my feet,” Elanur called again. “I need to stop.”

      She knew when it had happened—the wrong turn. They had come to an intersection three days before. The girl had seemed hesitant about which road to take. Neither went directly west, which was where they were headed, toward the great city of Gordium. Elanur had dreamed of reuniting with her brother, King Midas, in his grand castle. She'd pictured him as she'd last seen him at the Battle of Karama, allowing the vision of their reunion to spur her onward. But Little Bird had chosen the road that veered slightly north, and now their future seemed less certain.

      “Please, Little Bird.”

      The girl returned to stand before her, her face a shadow in the night. She’d disguised herself as a boy before, back when Emir was still alive, a protective response to her perilous life as an orphan. She’d revealed her true identity to Elanur only after the battle, and now Elanur wondered how she’d ever seen the child differently.

      “I need to rest,” Elanur said.

      The girl scanned the area, then circled Elanur as if creating a protective boundary. Finally, she returned and sat down. Elanur could feel her gaze lingering. Sometimes, it was uncomfortable, these silences. Elanur had learned enough of the mute girl's hand language to communicate during the day, at least somewhat. But at night, without the flicker of firelight, they were left with only silence. That or Elanur's one-sided conversation, which she sometimes engaged in to feel more comfortable.

      “Do you think we took the wrong road?”

      The girl made a flurry of hand motions Elanur couldn't make out, then rested her arms on her knees and sighed.

      “It's all right. We'll get there.”

      Elanur rubbed her ankles, willing the circulation back into her feet. She'd worried when they left Durukin that they might end up this way. The girl had brought no supplies. But when faced with the choice of following the one who might lead her to her brother or staying where King Sargon might repossess her as his slave, she'd chosen to follow. She was still quite certain it had been the right decision, but she would be glad to see her brother's capital city on the horizon.

      The throbbing had just begun to subside when Little Bird got up and pulled on Elanur's arm.

      “Already?”

      The girl persisted.

      “Why are you so worried?” Elanur asked. “Is it dangerous here?”

      Little Bird grabbed her other arm, pulling with urgency.

      “All right, all right. I'm coming.”

      She struggled to her feet and instantly regretted it, the blisters stinging worse than before. If only they could find water. She could soak them. Wrap them. There was some extra fabric on her skirt she could use. Even without water, she was considering binding them when she felt a faint vibration in the ground beneath her. A subtle, distant sensation, it grew more noticeable by the moment.

      Hoofbeats.

      Elanur grabbed Little Bird’s hand, and the two darted off the road and raced toward the northern hills beyond. The riders approached swiftly, slowing as they drew near. Elanur flattened herself alongside Little Bird, both still as sticks.

      The riders halted.

      Peering through the grass, Elanur counted five of them: muscular warriors with long dark hair, thick beards, and heavy animal pelts shielding their broad shoulders. Three carried torches that cast long, menacing shadows. One turned her direction, and a shiver ran down Elanur's spine. His face was more intimidating even than King Sargon's—something she hadn't believed possible. His features were sharp and angular, as if chiseled from stone rather than shaped by flesh. The horses were just as imposing, each as formidable as Sargon’s giant piebald, a rare sight in Durukin.

      The group hesitated for several moments, the three with torches venturing from the road as if searching for something. Thankfully, they seemed to have somewhere they needed to be, for the one in front soon barked a few strange words, and the men took off at a gallop. Within moments, they were gone.

      Little Bird gestured for Elanur to follow her back to the road. When Elanur caught up, the girl reached out and took her hand.

      “It's all right,” Elanur said, squeezing. “We're going to make it.”

      They trudged on until the sweat on their palms loosened their hold. Eventually, a distance opened up between them again, Elanur's bloody feet no match for Little Bird's youthful steps. As the dark loosened its grip and the first light of dawn crept over the eastern horizon, they entered a shallow canyon flanked by rising hills. Elanur focused on putting one foot in front of the other, the child soon disappearing from sight up ahead. The gray sky induced a trancelike state and Elanur’s eyes grew heavy, weariness spreading over her body like a warm blanket. The ground rose to meet her and relief flooded her body. She surrendered to the dirt and fell fast asleep.

      

      Later that morning, in the murky depths of her dreams, Elanur sensed a distant rumble seeping into her consciousness, then a woman's stern and commanding voice. These sensations quickly faded, leaving another comforting silence, before a cloud of dust spewed across her face, filling her nostrils. She sneezed herself awake and blinked against the bright sunlight.

      A horse's brown leg came into view.

      A man with a gravelly voice said something in the same strange warrior’s language she had heard the night before. Another man with a thinner voice answered. The first man responded, and all the rest laughed. Elanur sat up, quickly realizing she was surrounded by the intimidating riders.

      “Little Bird?” Her voice broke as panic seized her body. Scrambling to her feet, she twisted desperately, scanning for any sign of her companion. But the child was nowhere to be seen. Neither was there any other woman.

      She backed up, seeking an escape, but the warriors blocked every exit. Leathery faces stared down at her with appraising expressions. Then, one by one, the men turned to look behind them. In unison, they dropped their heads to their chests and pulled their mounts in reverse, creating a clear path.

      Elanur started down it but quickly halted, for a new rider appeared. He sat astride a massive black stallion, its glossy coat rippling with power, its nostrils flaring. The man’s sleeveless shirt and leather vest revealed muscular arms, his intimidating form blocking the sun, his face in shadow. He said something she didn't understand and gestured for her to come closer. Elanur longed to flee, but she was trapped, so she obeyed. The warrior's thick legs encircled the stallion, leather boots covering his feet and ankles. An iron medallion, carved with a geometric design, dangled from his neck.

      He spoke once more.

      “I don't understand,” Elanur said.

      His gaze flicked to the road ahead. He seemed to have recognized her tongue, though she guessed he was no closer to understanding her than she was him. After a pause, he pointed at himself and said, “Ilker.”

      His name? Elanur placed her hand on her chest and said, “Elanur.” The men laughed. She looked around at them, confused. Did they find her voice amusing?

      The leader glared, and the warriors fell silent. Dark eyes rested upon her again. Elanur waited, her spine like curdled cream.

      Once more, Ilker pointed at her, then at himself. When she didn't respond, he gestured to his men. Before Elanur could protest, she felt herself being lifted by two powerful hands, one under each of her arms. She wriggled fiercely, but the men maneuvered her as easily as they might a small child, placing her on the saddle in front of Ilker. Then they were off, all of them trotting down the road she and Little Bird had traveled, headed west. Elanur squirmed, trying to get free, but Ilker's arm was an iron band around her waist, unyielding. She turned her head this way and that, hoping desperately that the child had escaped.

      There was no sign of her.

      The horses shifted into a steady canter. Tears stung Elanur's eyes. She had been only two years old when King Sargon had stolen her from her village, killing her mother and wounding her brother. Now, all these years later, men were taking her away again, forcing her to abandon someone she cared about. She clenched Emir's whistle in her pocket.

      No. Not again. She would escape. She would return to find Little Bird.
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        696 BC

        (20 years later)

        Gordium, Capital City of Phrygia

      

      

      Princess Zoe awoke with a start.

      “No, Anchurus! Don’t!”

      Her father was shouting again.

      She threw off the blankets, grabbed her robe, and dashed barefoot across the chilly stone floor of her room. In the hall, she found her two guards staring up at the ceiling.

      “How long?” She addressed Ozan, the shorter one, a fresh-faced young man with a ready smile, though he wasn’t smiling now.

      “It started a few moments ago, Your Highness,” he said.

      “Call Pembe,” she told him, referring to the head cook. “Warm goat’s milk. Quickly. Dogan,” she said to the second guard, a taller, older man with a chin that jutted forward. “Come.” She flew up the hall, Dogan on her heels. When they reached the third level, they heard King Midas shouting again.

      “He wasn’t supposed to be there!”

      Zoe slowed as she approached. King Midas’ two guards stood at attention on either side of the door. “Open it,” she commanded.

      The one on her left knocked and announced, “Princess Zoe, Your Majesty.”

      “I couldn’t stop him!” Midas shouted. “Don’t you think I tried?”

      Zoe reached past the guard and lifted the latch. Two steps inside the room and she paused, searching. No lamps were lit. Dogan retrieved a torch from the hall and joined her.

      “Father?” Zoe called.

      “Zoe, you must not. You will not go there!”

      “Father, it’s me. I’m right here.”

      The bed was empty, the blankets rumpled. The nightstand’s usual vase of roses had spilled onto the floor, its water pooling on the stone.

      “Father?”

      Dogan’s flame illuminated a face. Zoe stopped, startled. Her father sat on the couch on the far side of the room underneath the window. He looked pale, his fig-brown hair splayed about as if he’d been pulling it. He wore only his nightshirt and undergarment, his feet bare on the floor, shoulders hunched.

      “Father? Are you all right?” She took a careful step toward him. Dogan placed the torch in the wall harness near the window and left. “Father?” She crouched in front of the king. “What is it? What did you see?”

      Midas reached a weak hand toward her. “Zoe. My girl. You’re all right.”

      “Of course.” His hand felt cold. “I’m right here.”

      “She was going to take you. Throw you into the chasm.”

      “She didn’t take me.” Zoe’s heart clenched. Again, he’d dreamed of the Battle of Karama. It had been nearly twenty years since the goddess Katiah and her half-sister Denisia had defeated him in the worst of ways. “It’s over,” she said. “We’re safe now.”

      “Anchurus?” He looked at her with hope in his eyes. When she said nothing, he dropped his gaze. “No. He’s gone.”

      Zoe’s heart ached. The pain over her brother's loss had eased over the years, but for her father, it seemed to have resurfaced with a vengeance.

      The room filled with new light as Dogan entered carrying an oil lamp, Ozan close behind him with the goat’s milk. Behind them, the commander of the king’s guard, Rastus Volkan, appeared, his sharp features catching the glow.

      “Your Highness?” he said.

      “He’s all right,” Zoe said.

      Rastus offered a hand to the king, his blond hair illuminated by the light. “Your Majesty.”

      Zoe hung back while the older man cared for her father as he had for so many years. Loyal Rastus. He was still handsome despite his age, his hair smooth on his head, though there was a little less of it on the crown.

      “Leave it there,” he said to Dogan, pointing to the nightstand on the opposite side of the bed. Dogan placed the lamp and left, Ozan on his heels. Rastus offered Midas the cup of goat's milk.

      “Drink it, Father,” Zoe said. “It will help you sleep.”

      Midas shook his head. “I don’t deserve rest. She said so, and she’s right.”

      Zoe pressed her lips together. It wasn’t the first time he’d spoken of a “she.” When the nightmares started, Zoe had believed them only the symptoms of age. But lately, it was getting worse.

      “Who’s right?” she asked.

      Midas rested his back against the headboard. “I apologize for waking you. Go back to bed now.” He lifted his gaze to Rastus. “Both of you. There is much to be done tomorrow.”

      Rastus bowed and obeyed, but Zoe lingered. When the commander closed the door, she sat on the edge of the bed, holding the milk in her hands. “We have to talk about this,” she said. “It's taking a toll on your health.”

      “I’m an old man,” Midas said. “Few kings live sixty years.”

      “Perhaps. But you need your sleep. And this . . .” She gestured into the center of the room. “This isn’t normal.”

      He gazed at her with tired eyes. “You could take another room.”

      “I like my room.”

      “You’ve always wanted a larger one.”

      She shrugged. “It’s grown on me.” The milk felt warm under her palm. She offered it to her father again, but he turned away, so she downed it herself in a series of gulps. “You don’t know what’s good.”

      He smiled weakly. “Go to bed. Let me rest.”

      She embraced him, then blew out the lamp by his bed. “Goodnight, Father.”

      Back in her own room, Zoe studied her favorite painting of her mother, Queen Demodica. It hung on the west wall and showed the softer side of the queen's expression. She had died when Zoe was only seventeen years old—over twenty-two years ago now.

      “He’s getting worse,” she said to the image. “I’m worried someone is harming him.”

      Follow your instincts, Zoe. You’re a bright girl.

      She could hear her mother saying that. She crawled into her bed and stared up at the canopy. Thankfully, no more shouts came from her father's room. Still, it was early morning before she could finally go back to sleep.

      

      It felt as if Zoe had just closed her eyes when the warning horns shattered the stillness. Blaring from the castle turrets, they signaled danger in the city. Her heart sank. She threw a linen dress over her head, the fabric brushing hastily against her skin. She feared she already knew why the horns had awakened them.

      Another attack.

      “What word?” she asked Ozan as she stepped into the hall.

      “The south side of the city, Your Highness,” he said, blinking tired eyes.

      She hurried up the stairs to her father's strategy room. Inside, she found King Midas, Rastus, Baran—the supreme commander of the king's army—and the king’s three advisors sitting around the large conference table. King Midas looked tired but in control, his gaze lifting briefly to hers before he addressed Baran.

      “They came from the south?”

      “As far as we can tell, Your Majesty.” About ten years younger than the king, Baran was wrinkled and bald, with a tightly trimmed gray beard, but still had the upright posture of a soldier. “Others say they sneaked between the dwellings in the middle of the night, then waited to attack at dawn.”

      “How many have we lost?” Princess Zoe asked.

      Baran looked behind him to see the princess. “No way to tell yet, Your Highness,” he said.

      “How much damage this time?” Zoe asked.

      “Some dwellings on the south side have been destroyed,” Baran said, “and some livestock stolen. We’re not sure how many yet.”

      Zoe’s face fell. “Father, this must stop. This is the fifth attack in the same number of moons. We’ve lost at least ten citizens. You must summon the soldiers.”

      Midas turned his attention to his three advisors, who sat opposite him beside Baran. “Have you learned more about them?”

      Aster, the lead advisor, was the first to answer. Gray tinged his wavy dark brown hair, but he, like Baran, remained fit and muscular, his brown eyes intense. “They are from the northwest, Your Majesty, the far northwest.”

      “Northeast, then?” Midas had long ago grown used to interpreting Aster’s strange way of speaking the opposite of what he meant.

      “We don’t believe they are the same attackers that King Sargon II repulsed before he died,” Aster continued.

      Midas scowled at the mention of King Sargon II, his long-time enemy, and the former ruler of the eastern kingdom of Assyria. “Now they seek their fortunes here,” he said.

      “They employ unusual tactics, Your Majesty,” Baran said. “Sneaky. Cunning.”

      “And quite agile on their horses,” added Gediz, the newest advisor. A doughy man in his thirties with a broad nose and spiraling curls about his head, he had been in the king’s service for only a year. A gift from the king of Lydia, or so the messenger had said, Gediz was one of a long line of temporary advisors the king had employed in his efforts to replace Fotis, the original lead advisor lost in the great Battle of Karama. “They leap on and off even while the beasts are moving.”

      “Stunning new information for the king,” Aster said in a low undertone.

      “You told him that last time,” the second advisor, Xander, whispered to Gediz. Once the youngest of the three, Xander was now in the middle age-wise, sporting some gray strands himself amid the brown about his ears and even more weight on his belly.

      “It is important information,” Gediz grumbled, his voice like a bleating goat's.

      “As are all your astute observations,” Aster said.

      Midas shifted his attention to Xander. “Do you know how Sargon defeated them?”

      “We can’t say he defeated them, Your Majesty,” Xander said. “His army outnumbered them, from what we know, but he only pushed them out of his territory.”

      “Rumors do not tell of one of these warriors killing Sargon in a later battle,” Aster said.

      “That’s nonsense, Your Majesty,” Gediz said. “It is recorded that Sargon died in his battle to subdue . . . uh . . . yes, in his battle with Tabal.”

      “Of course, none of these nomad warriors were allied with Tabal at the time,” Aster grumbled at him.

      “Well,” Gediz sputtered, “I wasn’t there!”

      “Difficult to be reminded of such a tragedy,” Aster said.

      “Men,” Midas said, holding up his hand. “The task at hand. You believe these are the same warriors who carried out a series of attacks against Assyria, which Sargon repelled.”

      When the advisors nodded, he rubbed his chin.

      “They call them the Gimirri, Your Majesty,” Xander said. “From their homeland, perhaps?”

      The sound of the horns blowing again interrupted the conversation. Zoe got up and, standing on her tiptoes, looked out the window behind her father’s chair. “Oh, no!” she said. “Fire, Father. I see smoke!”

      Baran glanced at the king.

      “Go,” King Midas said. “And Baran, they must come no farther. If you must take castle guards, do so.”

      Baran bowed and fled the room.

      “Castle guards?” Xander said, looking nervous. “But who will protect the castle?”

      “The king has great faith in you,” Aster said with a sly glance.

      “Surely the king doesn’t expect his advisors to fight?” Gediz whispered.

      “All the time,” Aster said. “I’m sure they told you that before you traveled so far to join us.”

      “Rastus,” Midas said, ignoring the advisors’ banter, “send the king’s guardsmen to take over the castle defense positions.”

      “Your Majesty,” Rastus protested, “you are our most precious—”

      “Now, Rastus,” Midas said.

      Rastus bowed and left the room.

      Zoe stared at her father. “You would leave yourself defenseless rather than recall the army?”

      “We don’t need an army to fight off a few nomads,” Midas said.

      “But they have breached our borders several times, and now, it seems, with increasing numbers.” She came back to the table. “Gordium is in need. The kingdom is in need.”

      Midas raised one hand. “We have lived in peace for twenty years. I will not disrupt everyone’s lives over a few skirmishes.”

      “Skirmishes?” Zoe’s eyebrows shot up. “Our people are losing their livestock. Their homes. Some of them, their lives. If you will not call back the army, then we must finish the wall on the south side.”

      “That would take years,” Xander said.

      Midas sighed and glanced at his daughter. “You may get started with your planning. When you have it finished, bring it to me.”

      “I’ve already done so.” She turned toward the king’s nearby cabinet. “I believe those are the plans, that parchment?” She pointed to the third shelf.

      Midas directed his attention to the advisors. “You three. GAX.” He paused, the strange-sounding acronym hanging in the air. “See if you can sneak your way out to observe how these . . . Gimirri, did you say?”

      Xander nodded, sitting forward in his chair.

      “See how they fight. I want all the details you can gather.”

      “Now, Your Majesty?” Xander said in a small voice.

      “He does!” Gediz whispered, his eyes bugging from his head. “He wants us to fight!”

      “He is aware of your agile skills with a sword,” Aster said.

      “Not fight,” Midas said with a sideways glare at Gediz. “Observe.”

      “But to observe, Your Majesty, we must . . .” Gediz stammered, “get close to them, as they say.”

      “How insightful,” Aster murmured.

      Midas shifted his gaze to Xander. “Before you report back, I need you to check on Katiah’s tomb. There have been rumors of rumblings in the earth. You must ensure it remains secure.”

      “You haven’t heard something, Your Majesty?” Aster asked.

      Midas got up from his chair. “A precaution. Hurry, before Baran’s men chase the invaders out and you lose your opportunity.”

      The three advisors made their way to the door. “Surely he doesn’t mean for us to go into the thick of battle?” Gediz muttered.

      “Not us,” Aster said, “just you.”

      Xander shut the door behind them.

      Alone with his daughter, Midas turned to her. “You are unhappy.”

      Zoe’s shoulders sagged. “I just don’t understand why you’re so hesitant. We need our soldiers.”

      “Our kingdom has thrived for twenty years without soldiers. Our farmland has tripled in size. We have more food than ever before, and your storage designs and the men’s hard work protect us from drought and famine. I thought that would make you happy.”

      “It does! It has.” Zoe pressed her hands together. “But if these warriors destroy the city, all will be lost.”

      “If we call the soldiers back now, just before harvest, we may lose a substantial amount of food stores.” Midas moved to his strategy table. By habit, he chose the black rider figurine, the one he'd used to represent Sargon all those years before the great battle. “They are a few meddling nomads, looking for plunder. We can manage them without demanding our farmers leave their fields.”

      “The women and children would step up to manage them.” Zoe approached, looking over the table.

      Midas set the Sargon figure down and picked up another. It was supposed to be a generic representation of the commander of Midas’ army, but it resembled Prince Anchurus. “We will manage this,” he mumbled.

      Zoe's gaze fell to the bottom shelf of the cabinet where her father had always kept his sister, Elanur's, doll. He'd hoped for a reunion at the Battle of Karama. He'd gotten one, but it had been cruelly short. “May we start on the temporary barrier, at least? We must protect the city.”

      He placed the Anchurus figurine where Gordium rested on the map. “Very well,” he said.

      Zoe left the room, her thoughts restless. She should be happy. She’d gained permission to build the temporary barrier on the south side. It would help deter future attacks, but a nagging fear clung to her—that it wouldn’t be long before the harvest would be the least of their concerns.
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        716 BC

        The Island of Mount Nysa

      

      

      Little Bird pressed her fingers to her temple. Pain radiated from the knot above her ear, sharp and unrelenting. She sat awkwardly on her hip in damp earth, small stones biting into her knee. Pushing her hair away from her face, she took in her surroundings.

      Elanur? They’d been together on the road. Elanur had fallen into a heavy sleep. Unable to wake her, Little Bird had curled up nearby and closed her eyes. Then . . . what had happened? A rumble of hoofbeats. Dust across her cheeks. She’d leaped to her feet and then whap. Something had hit her hard on the side of the head.

      Now she was here. Wherever “here” was.

      Bracing herself against the ground, she stood. Her vision blurred and the world tilted. It was dark, but ahead, a faint gray light veiled the horizon. Dusk? But they’d stopped not long before dawn. Could she have lost an entire day?

      Underfoot, dirt and stones crunched against a foundation of solid rock. A chill passed over her skin, the air crisp with a wild type of salt and a distant sound, unmistakable: crashing waves.

      Rock walls marked the space to the left and right. Ahead, a narrow road bordered by wiry trees and lush ferns stretched into the twilight. She made her way toward it, but as she drew closer, a strange structure came into view—a lattice of tangled branches and thick stems covering the cave entrance. Feather-soft leaves enhanced the weave, their pungent aroma sharp in her nose.

      She pressed her hand against the barrier, trying to push through, but her arm slid in only as far as her wrist. She explored its edges—standing on tiptoes, crouching low—but the crisscrossing branches formed an unyielding cage.

      Elanur? She peered through the vines, but it was growing dark and all she could see were the shadowy shapes of the closest trees. Even the outline of the road was fading.

      In the opposite direction, a deeper darkness awaited her. She moved to the left wall and dragged her fingers along it, letting it guide her to the back. There, the rock felt lumpy, like big boulders placed one on top of another. They must have fallen in at some point. She continued to explore until she reached the right wall, then returned to the front barrier once more to watch the last of the sun’s gray shadow disappear. A knot formed in her stomach.

      She was trapped in a cave somewhere near the ocean, and there didn’t appear to be a way out.

      She explored again. Perhaps she had missed something, but there was only damp earth, black rock, and the occasional water drop falling on her head. Eventually, she retreated to the back wall. Shrinking into a dark crevice, she started to cry. Emir would have told her to stop, that brave boys didn’t cry, but there was no one here to see. And she wasn’t a boy. She’d never told him. She didn’t know how he might have reacted. She hadn’t been bold enough to find out.

      Thinking of him only made her cry harder. Dreadful Katiah. Had she not killed Emir, Little Bird would be with him now. Instead, she was . . . where? The ocean was far away from the road she and Elanur had been traveling on. It didn’t make sense that the warriors would bring her here. So who? She wondered over that question until she finally fell asleep.

      

      Sometime later, she awoke with a start.

      She’d heard something.

      She dared not move, her breathing shallow. Beyond, soft light filtered in, its warm yellow glow heralding morning. The barrier was still there, its interwoven branches casting fractured patterns across the rock floor. She waited, listening.

      Then she saw it. A shadow inside the barrier. Fear gripped her body. This must be her captor. He’d appeared seemingly from nowhere. Drawing her knees to her chest, she wrapped her arms around them. The back of the cave was dark. Maybe she could stay hidden.

      “Good morning,” the captor said.

      A woman’s voice.

      “I’m not here to hurt you. You don’t have to be frightened.”

      A feminine, honeyed tone. The voice sounded familiar, but it didn’t inspire sweet memories. This was the woman who had changed everything. She had cursed the great King Midas. At the Battle of Karama, she had chanted the strange words that tore open the deep cavern. She had caused the chaos that split the armies, required Prince Anchurus’ sacrifice, and whisked Emir away, tearing him from Little Bird’s arms.

      “Do you remember me?” The captor took a few steps inside the cave.

      Emir. Little Bird wished for him desperately. He would have been able to disable the captor and free them both.

      “I brought some breakfast.”

      Little Bird’s stomach growled. She hadn’t eaten since the day before. Or was it two days?

      “I am Denisia,” the captor said. “I’ve brought you to my home on Mount Nysa. I think we can help each other.”

      Little Bird dared not move.

      “I remember you, you know. From the castle.” The goddess set something down on a tree stump Little Bird hadn’t seen before.

      Yes. The goddess had attended Princess Zoe’s birthday party. Her grandfather had interrupted the music contest after Emir had performed his triumphant winning song.

      “You were dressed as a boy back then,” Denisia said. “Why did you disguise yourself?”

      There was no sense in hiding any longer. Little Bird sat forward and, using her hand language, said, Boys safer.

      The goddess didn’t understand. “You cannot speak?”

      Little Bird shook her head.

      “At the great battle, you cried over Emir. Yet you didn’t . . . cry.”

      Little Bird saw again the bolt of light shoot from Katiah’s hands. She squeezed her eyes shut. Katiah!

      “There.” Denisia pointed at Little Bird. “That’s why I brought you here.”

      Little Bird opened her eyes.

      “You loved Emir, didn’t you? I loved the prince. Do you remember Prince Anchurus?”

      The valiant prince had ridden his horse into the chasm to save everyone. Little Bird said nothing. If the goddess hadn’t created the chasm in the first place, both the prince and Emir would still be alive.

      “So you see,” Denisia said, “we have something in common. We both lost someone we loved that day. I brought you here because. . .” She paused and looked down. “Perhaps you could tell me your name?”

      Little Bird had no slate. She crouched and drew a shape in the dirt.

      Denisia came over to look. “Bird?” she asked.

      Closer up, she looked disheveled, a pale green scarf over her head and a light linen wrap over her shoulders. But she was the goddess Little Bird remembered. That gave her some hope. Denisia hadn’t seemed a mean goddess. Perhaps she would let her go soon. Little Bird nodded.

      “A kind of bird?”

      Little Bird shook her head.

      “Just bird?”

      Little Bird cupped her hands together and held them close to her mouth.

      “Little? Little Bird?” When the girl nodded, Denisia stood straight again. “Very well, Little Bird. I am the goddess Denisia. How do you say that in your language?”

      Little Bird shrugged. She’d never had to say Denisia before.

      “You come up with a way to say it. Then you can teach it to me.”

      Little Bird had no desire to invent a way to say the goddess’ name. What happened Elanur? she signed.

      Denisia frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      Little Bird drew a figure in the dirt.

      “Oh, you mean Elanur.”

      Where? Little Bird signed.

      Denisia removed her scarf, twisting it around one hand. “I didn’t need her. I let the warriors take her.”

      The warriors! Little Bird recalled the frightening men.

      “They like me, and I may have use of them in the future. So, we made a deal. They were to find you for me, which they did. I didn’t need Elanur, so I was happy to let the leader have her. He’s an ambitious one.”

      No! Little Bird ran toward the cave entrance, but it was no use. There was no escape, no way to find Elanur.

      “You must forget about her now,” Denisia said. “I brought you here because I think you can help me.”

      Little Bird stared out at the horse Denisia had tied to a nearby tree. Poor Elanur. Captured by the warriors. Little Bird felt guilty for having fallen asleep. If only she had awakened earlier.

      “I want to bring Prince Anchurus back,” Denisia was saying. “If I can do that, I may be able to bring Emir back, too.”

      Little Bird whirled around. Emir?

      “They’re dead, I know. But the dark goddess can bring them back. King Midas has her locked up in that tomb—”

      The king? Little Bird walked back toward the goddess.

      “What?” Denisia’s eyes narrowed as she studied the girl’s face. “King Midas? Back in his capital city of Gordium, surrounded by his servants, of course. As if nothing happened. His son plunges into the chasm and King Midas gets to go back to his privileged life living on the hill with his lovely daughter.” Her voice had grown thin, mocking. “Oh, don’t look at me that way. He appears the gallant king, but he’s not. It was his fault the prince died. His stupid desire to defeat Sargon. The witch lied to me, you see. She lied about everything going back to as it was before. She was sorry for telling me that, don’t think she wasn’t. In the end, she was sorry.”

      The goddess’ words came quickly, her cheeks red with rage. Little Bird stared at her, her lips parted.

      Denisia stopped talking. With a roll of her shoulders, she composed herself. “So. Katiah.” She draped her scarf around her neck and flipped her hair back. “Midas has locked her away. If we can find her, bring her back, she could help us. You knew her, didn’t you?”

      Little Bird shook her head. She had seen Katiah kill Emir. That was all.

      “I don’t think that’s true.” Denisia crouched and lifted Little Bird’s chin. Up close, she smelled like old sweat and pine needles. “I saw you when Emir died. You shook your fists at Katiah. You were angry with her.”

      Little Bird made a gesture for a bolt of light.

      “That bolt was meant for Elanur. Katiah didn’t mean to kill Emir. Still, you had a right to be angry.” She released her and stood up. “But it wasn’t just anger, was it? You seemed to know her. It was like you had gotten angry with her before.”

      Little Bird stared into Denisia’s mud-brown eyes. Something shifted in her belly. Then a dark and horrifying image flashed in her mind. Anguished faces, so many faces staring up at her from somewhere far below, hands reaching toward her, clawing, their mouths open in silent screams. She retreated until she felt the rock against her back.

      Denisia watched her with a fascinated expression. She seemed almost bemused. “You do know something.” She came forward and bent at the waist to keep Little Bird at eye level. “It’s all right. It’s only you and me. You’re safe here.”

      Little Bird wriggled away from her and tried to get through the barrier. Three times she ran into it, but it was unforgiving. She darted to the back of the cave and curled into a ball against the boulders. For many moments she crouched there, trembling. When she heard nothing, she peered out to see Denisia standing by the entrance.

      “This is good,” Denisia said. “There is something here for us to explore. We will start tomorrow.” She smoothed the fabric of her dress and backed away. As she passed through the barrier, the vines twisted around her, melding grotesquely with her face. Green and brown tendrils merged with flesh, reshaping her into half human, half plant.

      Little Bird shuddered, recoiling into the darkness.

      “You’re hiding a secret, Little Bird,” Denisia said, her voice suddenly like the wind, “a secret I intend to root out. Imagine if you could see Emir again.” She turned, mounted her horse, and rode away into the clear night air beyond.

      It took a long time for Little Bird to stop trembling. Even then, she remained huddled in the shadows, haunted by the memory of Denisia’s viny face.

      Later, in her dreams, she saw Katiah throwing the bolt of light at Elanur, Emir moving into its path just in time to save his mother’s life.

      “No!” she screamed, and then, with a quick twist of her hand, set Katiah on fire.
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        716 BC

        Northeast of Phrygia, near the Phrygian Mountains

      

      

       Elanur had spent two days perched in front of Ilker. He was a broad-shouldered, muscular man, his thighs twice the size of hers with arms thick as young tree trunks. She was grateful, at least, for the saddle; she’d expected a nomad like him to make her ride on the horse’s rump.

      He hadn’t spoken since he’d seized her. Neither had he taken advantage of their nearness to grope her, though his arm had grazed her breast a time or two as he reined. Still, she was glad to be riding with one like him rather than any of the alternatives she saw around her. The one called Draris, with the jutting chin and missing teeth, had leered at her multiple times, then had gestured toward the younger, homelier man named Khogu, who often rode beside him, until the two were laughing in that frightening way some men laughed about women. Both of them were thick with muscle too, like every one of these warriors. Elanur would have no chance against any of them.

      They rode relentlessly, journeying west for a short time on the same road she and Little Bird had traveled, then turning north onto a narrow path that wound back and forth like a snake. By the first evening, they were climbing and had been climbing ever since, the steady incline interrupted occasionally by a drop into a valley or ravine. They stopped once the next morning for a brief rest. Ilker offered her some dried meat and a drink from his waterskin. Despite her distaste, she had accepted. She’d been a slave long enough to know that depriving herself wasn’t the way to freedom. She had to stay strong.

      The second day had been one of steeper climbs, the path filled with jutting rocks and thick forests. The men kept up a jolly banter, teasing one another, though Elanur didn’t understand their strange language. Occasionally, they broke into song, and it was those times when she could snatch a few moments of escape, at least in her mind. Intimidating as they appeared, the warriors had sonorous voices, and when they sang together, they lifted her mood despite her circumstances.

      On the third morning, they stopped once again for a brief rest. This time, they found a small lake surrounded by towering pine and oak trees. Elanur longed to soak her feet, but with toothless Draris leering about, she had to satisfy herself with a quick splash of water on her face and hands. They’d just finished eating when the rain started. The men hardly noticed, but Elanur was soon soaked through and shivering. She was glad when they mounted up again, for Ilker’s warm body was protective at her back. Inside the forest there was little light, and with the storm upon them, it seemed almost as if they were traveling at dusk.

      It wasn’t until sunset on the fourth evening that they finally reached their destination. Cold, wet, and aching, Elanur was like a doll in the saddle, staring blankly at the horse’s mane and imagining her days with her young son Emir when he used to play his oud, his bare feet swinging back and forth as he strummed his rhythms from atop a rickety stool. The men, also weary from the journey, had fallen quiet over the last leg of it. When they suddenly began shouting and whooping, Elanur startled from her stupor. Looking up, she saw that the forest had given way to a broad expanse of green meadow. Wildflowers swayed among the grasses as far as she could see, the land rolling into more hills beyond, twin mountain peaks posing in the background, the dark clouds drifting over it all in a bustling rush to the northeast. 

      Ilker moved his horse into a canter, the men rushing toward a camp in the distance. Tents of various sizes lay strewn about the flatland between the hills, herds of sheep and goats grazing peacefully around the perimeter until they heard the approaching men. Then they all headed up and started running in the opposite direction. A group of people dressed in leather clothing gathered at the southern edge in welcome, women, children, and old men, some younger as well, adolescents from the look of them. Elanur observed them all with anxious eyes. At that moment, she felt farther away from her world than she ever had, her painful muscles taut with fear.

      She glanced back, seeking any sort of tie to the life she’d known, but only the forest and clouds remained, the ominous storm bearing down upon her.

      

      At the camp’s edge, the warriors dismounted and rushed to greet family members with enthusiastic hugs and raucous laughter. Elanur stood where Ilker had left her, watching as the young boys tied the horses to wooden posts, then stripped the beasts of their gear, saddles, bridles, and storage bags before brushing them down. She longed for escape, but there were no other villages, and her chances of making it out in the wilderness alone were slim, particularly with no supplies. She would succeed only at provoking her captors, and right now, she needed them to survive.

      Little Bird, Elanur thought. I shouldn’t have fallen asleep.

      For a long while, she stood there, the tribe seemingly unconcerned with their newcomer. Finally, as the boys began to release the horses into the pastures, Elanur spotted an older woman walking toward her. She wore a black cloak with a loose hood over her head, her shoulders rounded and her gait slow, as if she had to be careful not to stumble and fall. As she came closer, she lifted her gaze to Elanur. A few wisps of gray hair framed her face, wrinkles deeply marring the skin under her eyes and over her cheeks.

      “Bri,” the woman said with a thick tongue, pointing at herself. Elanur kept silent, the only form of rebellion left to her. The woman repeated the action. When Elanur still said nothing, the woman reversed her finger and pointed again. “Ela-nuur,” she said with effort, raising gray eyebrows.

      So Ilker had remembered her name. The old woman’s attempt to pronounce it was so sincere that Elanur relented. “Bri,” she said.

      The old woman nodded, her lips pressed in a type of smile, though it wasn’t friendly. More like they had reached an agreement. She gestured for Elanur to follow and walked back into the camp.

      Elanur obeyed, happy at least not to be bound in any way. The vast expanse of rugged land around them was binding enough, she supposed. They passed multiple tents, the men packing away their supplies while setting aside the treasures they had collected on their travels. The rain persisted, but light enough that the cooking fires burned unhindered, the setting sun casting an apricot glow across a strip of horizon.

      At the north edge of camp, they continued on toward two larger tents in the distance, both positioned on a small rise to the right. Bri must have an elevated position in the tribe, Elanur surmised. In front of the first tent, an adolescent girl with light brown hair tended to what looked like venison rotating over a spit. Another with darker hair and a younger face spread blankets on the grass under an open shelter made with four posts and a thatched roof. Some horses that had been set free grazed behind the rise, the sheep Elanur had spotted earlier having settled into a close-knit herd to the northwest. Bri gestured for Elanur to sit down on the blankets. Elanur obeyed, well aware she was being watched by the two young girls as they performed their duties. Bri slipped inside the tent, allowing the flap to close behind her.

      The meat emanated a succulent scent, the fire crackling happily underneath it. The older girl poked at the logs while keeping the spit turning. Elanur glanced at her, noting the muscles in her upper arms and the ease with which she moved, her body well adapted to living in the mountains. She had a round face with fleshy cheeks, her long hair the color of wheat. Elanur worried it might catch fire, with how closely the girl was working to the flames, but just when it seemed inevitable, she would toss it away. Back in camp, most of the men were sitting with their families around similar fires, their voices jovial as they told their stories. Elanur shivered but dared not move from where Bri had left her.

      By the time the old woman emerged again, Elanur couldn’t stop her teeth from chattering. Bri set a lit candle down in the center of the blanket and said something to the younger girl. A child a couple of years older than Little Bird with doe-like brown eyes, she disappeared and returned with a heavy blanket. Elanur accepted it gratefully, wrapping it around her shoulders. The rain had stopped, the candle flame flickering with the evening breeze. Bri gestured in flowing motions over the flame—a ritualistic prayer of some kind?—then drew a circle in the air around her. The younger girl poured milk into cups and filled bowls with cooked carrots while the older girl dished up the meat. Finally, both of them sat down on either side of Bri, Elanur placed opposite the old woman. Bri gestured for them all to eat.

      The flavors exploded on Elanur’s tongue, the milk a salve on her turbulent stomach. She ate everything they gave her and accepted more meat when the older girl offered it. When they finished, she had stopped shivering. The younger girl gathered up the bowls and disappeared around the back of the tent. When she returned, empty-handed, Bri nodded at her and pointed to Elanur.

      “Ela-nuur,” she said.

      One by one, the girls said her name as best they could. Then Bri gestured to the older girl. “Goakina,” she said. Elanur repeated the name. “Hastet” was the younger girl’s name. Once they were all introduced, the old woman folded her hands in her lap and closed her eyes. The girls followed suit. Elanur watched the three of them, confused. They sat like that for a time, the candle casting out its seedy scent. After several moments, Bri looked up, her gaze pointed into the camp.

      Elanur turned and found Ilker approaching. It startled her, not only because he was such a powerful, intimidating man, but because in that moment, in the yellow-orange glow of the firelight, he appeared handsome. She’d had little chance to see his face before, having sat in front of him for the entire journey, but now as he strode toward them she noticed he had large, dark eyes and thick, wavy hair with a furry beard and mustache. There was something distinctive in his features, something wild but held in check, like a black wolf staring down from atop a jutting rise.

      She ducked her head by instinct. Bri didn’t get up and didn’t bow. When Ilker stopped near the edge of the blanket, she addressed him in their language. They talked back and forth, Elanur sneaking glances upward. Ilker, at one point, turned his gaze on her. Then he nodded and left.

      Bri spoke to the two girls, after which Goakina came and extended her hand. Elanur glanced at Bri, who nodded for her to take it. Goakina led her around the back of Bri’s tent to a second, smaller tent. Elanur understood. This is where the slaves slept. She’d never been a slave to a woman before. They walked inside. She found bedding for three already prepared, wool blankets and furs placed upon thick animal hides. Goakina gestured to the one on the far left. That would be Elanur’s. She realized she was invading their space and nodded in gratitude. It was better than being left outside. Then the girl picked up something from the corner and gestured for her to follow.

      They traveled across the grass to the east and down a gradual incline to a narrow creek. Goakina tucked soap into Elanur’s hand and gestured for her to wash. Elanur obeyed, splashing herself with the cold water, then changed into the knee-length, sleeveless dress and undergarments the girl had brought for her. The dress, made of thinned animal skin, was soft and comfortable. Back at the tent, Goakina took her soiled clothes from her, exchanging them for a heavy wool cloak. It was itchy against her skin but felt deliciously warm. Elanur clutched it about her as Goakina led her once more back to the front of Bri’s tent, where the blanket and candle remained, the older woman having retreated inside.

      The cooking fire cast a golden glow into the night, many other fires lighting up the camp beyond. Goakina joined Hastet on the blanket. Elanur stood nearby, unsure what to do with herself, until Goakina gestured for her to join them. They were cleaning animal skins, likely preparing them to be used for clothing or perhaps weapon sheaths. Hastet handed her a scraping tool, giving her a little smile. Elanur went to work. This she knew how to do. She’d done it many times before in Sargon’s service. She finished her piece before the other two, so she took up another. Goakina smiled at her then, clearly pleased that Elanur would be useful. The smile brightened the older girl’s serious face, making her more attractive in the firelight. Elanur kept at her work. She was doing what she always did. Keeping busy. Accepting her fate. But inside, she was screaming. Captured again. She had vowed to herself it would never happen, and yet, it had. I must find a way to escape, she told herself, and soon. Little Bird could be in trouble, and she was out there all alone.
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        Gordium, Capital City of Phrygia

      

      

      “We can’t go down there like this.” Gediz paced in the middle of the advisors’ room. “Those . . . men will spot us. You know they’ll see us.”

      “The king did not emphasize the need for haste.” Aster was already changing clothes at the south side of the room, his space surrounded by his predecessor’s historical records stacked high on tall wooden shelves.

      “Come, Gediz.” Xander was also changing his clothes, though he wasn’t as fast as Aster. His bed rested on the north side where similar shelves filled with spices, minerals, crystals, and dried plants stood fully stocked. “All we have to do is sneak around. You should have seen what we did in the great Battle of Karama.”

      “The Battle of Karama,” Gediz said in a mocking voice. “Despite all your bragging, I have yet to hear anything great about it. And I have seen no examples of this bravery you’re so happy to boast about, either.”

      “Today, perhaps?” Xander said.

      Aster slipped his dagger into its sheath on his belt and headed for the door.

      “Wait!” Xander stepped into a pair of leather sandals, drained a cup of water, and hurried after his friend.

      “I’m not ready!” Gediz said. “You must allow me to prepare.”

      The two glanced back to see the curly-headed man standing by his bed in his underclothes. “The warriors will tremble,” Aster said.

      “I said I’m not ready!”

      “Take your time. The king will be pleased when you fail to accompany us.” Aster strode out the door, Xander tight on his heels.

      “But . . .” Gediz stared after them. “Aren’t we supposed to be a team?” Grumbling, he threw on a long tunic and, still wearing his castle sandals, hurried after them.

      
      The sun was shining brightly overhead, the air already turning warm. If not for the nomads, it would have been a wonderful day to visit the market, as there were early vegetables to enjoy. Instead, the morning breeze brought the smell of smoke and charred wood and thatch to the advisors’ nostrils, filling the atmosphere with the scent of dread.

      Aster took the lead down Castle Road. Xander did his best to keep up, his brow soon shiny with perspiration. From their elevated position near the castle gate, they could see the dark smoke blackening the sky on the south side of the city. The breeze bent the plumes toward the fields beyond, a sight that made Xander nervous. If the fields caught fire, the crops would be ruined. Then there were the sheep. A fire could be devastating to the herds.

      “Will you slow down?” Gediz was struggling to put on his cloak as he half jogged, half shuffled down the road after them. “This is so unconventional, unconventional! A king’s advisors do not go charging down the hill to meet invaders.”

      “The king’s guards will have the warriors chased off soon.” Xander spoke the words with a confidence he didn’t feel.

      “If the guards are doing such a wonderful job,” Gediz said, panting audibly now, “then why do we need to be out here?”

      Aster stepped up his pace as if daring the new advisor to fall behind. Soon they entered the main part of the city where the wealthier citizens lived. Stone and wood dwellings lined the roads and alleyways, but they were strangely empty. No children ran about playing. No mothers scraped hides or washed clothes. Xander spotted a few faces peering from the doorways as they passed.

      “Should we take better care to hide ourselves?” he asked Aster.

      “We must not hurry before they have gone.”

      Xander didn’t want to come face-to-face with one of the warriors. They were nearly twice the size of normal men, he’d been told, and quick with their swords.

      At the intersection where Castle Road joined Market Street, Aster continued on a narrower path south. Here, dwellings of mudbrick, thatch, and straw provided shelter. The ragged tents of old were no longer around, thanks to Princess Zoe’s rebuilding efforts. Aster led them in a general southwest direction, taking shelter behind dwellings and then hurrying forward before taking shelter again. There were shouts up ahead, men’s voices and now and again a screaming woman or child. A shiver ran up Xander’s back. He pulled his dagger out of its sheath and clenched it tightly in his palm.

      “You have a weapon?” Gediz said behind him.

      Aster paused at the edge of a narrow goat pen. Xander peered around his shoulder. They were close to the west end of the city, with only a few remaining dwellings between them and the hills beyond. To the south, the fighting raged. Swords clanged and arrows flew, horses thundering about, their hooves kicking up dust. Smoke filled the air, but Xander could see only edges of flame, small fires burning tentatively as they sought more fuel. Then he spotted a flicker near the fields.

      “Fire,” he said to Aster. “It will take the crops.”

      “I’m not charging out there like a fool,” Gediz said.

      “You appear the epitome of intelligence sitting here,” Aster said, before dashing forth. Xander followed to a heap of dried grasses beyond. When he looked back, Gediz was still crouched behind the goat pen.

      “He’s not really working out, is he?” Xander said.

      “A brilliant deduction,” Aster said.

      “How many have we had now?”

      “Important to discern at this moment.” Aster leaned forward to better see the clearing beyond.

      Two of the king’s guards lay dead, one with his head near sliced off. A few steps away, three of the nomads fought with two more guards. The king’s men were hopelessly outmatched. They stood on foot, valiantly trying to best the warriors on horseback, but the rumors were right. Each warrior seemed a third again the size of the guards. Leather armor covered their wall-like chests, their thick hair knotted with pieces of bone and feathers, their brows fierce as slabs of rock. Their horses, too, oozed power from their hides. Midas’ men fought hard, shifting and playing off of one another, but it was clear they would not win.

      Aster crept forward, unsheathed one of the dead guards’ swords, and slipped away before Xander could stop him. Sneaking up on the closest nomad, he struck the horse on the hindquarters. It squealed and bucked, its hips rising so suddenly that it tossed its rider onto the ground.

      It was all Midas’ men needed. While Aster finished off the fallen nomad with a swift strike to the neck, the nearest guard turned to battle the second warrior while his companion kept the first one busy. Two more guards soon joined them. After a fierce skirmish, another nomad was dead, the third fleeing the scene.

      The guards ran back into the city, seeking more warriors to fight. Aster ducked behind a wooden wagon beyond. When the way was clear, Xander joined him.

      “They’re so big!” he said.

      “They do not work in teams,” Aster said. “One not together with the other.”

      “You got all that from that?” Xander pointed to where the men had been fighting.

      “The king did not task us to observe,” Aster said. “I see you were paying attention.”

      “I was!”

      Aster crept forward until he could see beyond the wagon. There were three more warriors up ahead, though this time they fought against two of Gordium’s citizens as well as two guards. As Xander watched, he could see that Aster was right. The nomads worked together to split the group, then distracted them with strange calls and whistles, circling like wolves in a pack. Xander checked behind him, but could no longer see Gediz. When he looked forward again, Aster was gone.

      “Aster!” he whispered.

      Leaning out from the wagon, he spotted his friend with a flaming board in his hands, running headlong into a herd of scared sheep. Blatting and bleating, they were stampeding toward the city, two of the mounted nomads herding them from behind.

      “Oh, for the love of the gods,” Xander said. He soon found where the lead advisor had gotten his weapon. A small, wheeled cart lay smashed on the ground, the wood splintered and broken. Xander grabbed a long, jagged piece, lit it in the burning grass up ahead, and targeted the second warrior’s approach. Waving and shouting, he tried to look threatening. Undeterred, the nomad thundered toward him with a glowering countenance the like Xander had never seen. It was as close as a living man could come to resembling a demon from the underworld, the face smeared with mud and the eyes wide and crazed.

      “No!” Xander yelled at the oncoming sheep, waving his flaming board. “Go back. Go back!”

      On his right, Aster did the same, but they were no match for the heavy mounted warriors and their frightening voices. Xander threw the burning piece of wood, whirled, and ran back toward the city. Sheep soon surrounded him, cloven hooves stabbing his feet. He flowed with the herd, moving toward the smoke and fire beyond.

      “No,” he whispered.

      Up ahead, the nomads were slaughtering the sheep. They hacked and stabbed even as they continued to direct the animals into the flames. Blood sprayed all over the ground, white wool painted red. Frightened bleats slashed the air. Baby lambs cried for their mothers while running about in circles. Sheep ran into the city with their hides burning.

      Xander stumbled and fell onto his bottom. He was shaking, his feet covered in hoof-shaped bruises. He spotted one little lamb running west. A nomad chased it down and, leaning low on his horse, slaughtered it. The man uttered a series of celebratory shouts, thrusting his ax into the air. Other nomads answered his zealous cries. Horses’ hooves rumbled the ground, smoke mixing with thick dust. For a long while, Xander didn’t move.

      Gradually, the sound of hoofbeats receded, the warrior calls growing less frequent. Aster’s face appeared out of the gray.

      “Are you not all right?”

      Xander shook his head. “They’re killing them. All of them. For no reason.” Tears flowed down his cheeks. “The sheep didn’t do anything.”

      Aster grasped his arm and pulled him over the abandoned carcasses. “They are not food,” he said. “Without food, a city does not grow weak. It is not an effective tactic. Come.”

      Aster led them east until they came to a small mud dwelling that had escaped the fires. Behind it, three pigs huddled together under a leaning shelter, their pebble eyes peering out from under long eyelashes.

      “Is it slowing down?” Xander asked.

      “They do not seem to be nearly finished,” Aster said.

      “Finished? With what?”

      “What they did not come to accomplish.”

      “Which was?” Xander stared at his friend in disbelief.

      “To make the citizens feel safe and secure.”

      Xander wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, then looked down to see his palms covered in blood. He cleaned them as best he could on the ground. Smoke saturated the air, but beyond, the crops were untouched. He let his gaze roam over the golden stalks of wheat and the green leaves of the peas and beans. Never had they needed barricades around the fields, nor a stone wall on the south side of the city. For the first time in his life, Xander realized the home he loved was not as invincible as he thought.

      “Dare we try to go back?” he asked.

      “We may not discover more if we go now.”

      Xander didn’t wish to encounter another warrior, but Aster was right. It was their mission to observe. He fell in line behind his friend as they made their way north. Sheep carcasses obstructed the road, now and then accompanied by the dead body of a man or woman. Xander nearly vomited twice. He glanced back. “We lost
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