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Foreword
This one was an interesting challenge to write, and a bit of a culture clash for me as well. Moving from nukes and lasers to swords and spears was somewhat shocking, I found, particularly given how much more brutal war sounds when it’s described so close up. Swords may only kill one man at a time compared to hundreds in a nuked spaceship, but even in text you can feel the personal touch of cold steel.
Up front I am going to say, I am not a historian, I am a writer. This is an alternate take on how things may have gone had certain technologies been developed slightly more, or suppressed slightly less. There is nothing in this novel that is impossible, it all could have happened given the Roman penchant for drama and excess. That said, while there are real names of real historical people here, they are just that. Names. Each character is my own interpretation of what people might have been like, and really that’s all anyone can do. Even the most well-known of the people in this story are known today by hearsay and records written by their enemies as much as anything remotely factual.
Even the uprising I set the novel in is largely known only by the histories of Josephus, written a generation after the events in question. While this makes for writing accurately about events very difficult (or impossible, rather), it also allows me a lot of leeway to write what the story needs to be. I think I’ve succeeded in that here, and I hope you agree with me.
One final note before we move on, given the nature of the era in which this story is set, religion plays a huge role in the motivations of the characters. I personally have a very neutral opinion toward faith, but my characters do not. Don’t take their positions personally, there’s really no point as they are not real, but rather they hold opinions based on how I believe they would believe.
Enough of this, though, on to Steam Legion…
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The steam engine was not invented in the eighteenth century, but in the first. In the year 50 AD, Heron of Alexandria offered a wondrous new invention to his Emperor, with a startling and visionary description of how very much could be done with this new technology. The conversation only exists now as an anecdotal story, but as it has been told, the most powerful man of the most powerful Empire on the planet took this most brilliant mind aside and gently shook his head.
“Heron, my friend, were I you, I would forget this thing.”
“But why?” Heron cried out, confused and shocked.
The Emperor smiled at his friend’s naiveté and replied, “Because if we did all that, my friend, what would we do with the slaves?”
On such whims history turns, and yet in some worlds, the tide shifts and history turns another direction entirely: In another world, in another time, a giant sleeps in the city of Alexandria… One should never wake a sleeping giant, for once awake, who can hope to control him?



Section One–The Original Book Burning



Chapter 1
Alexandria was burning.
The normally soft flickers of the oil lamps and wood fires that lit the ancient city by night had been replaced by the harsh and angry red flashes of fires burning out of control. The city Garrison had fallen quickly, not being ready for the fierce invasion of the rebelling Zealot forces. The rebels against the Empire had moved swiftly, taking towns and villages along the way, and managed to outrun the Roman messengers, who should have brought warning.
The Legions of Rome were nowhere to be found.
With rebellions across the Empire to be put down, the normally quiet coast of Egypt was of lower concern. The famed Legions had been arrayed to the east, where the rebels were thicker, or to the north along the borders in Gaul and beyond. On the strategic board, it was a sensible move. However, the enemies of the Empire played those games too.
The streets were alternately deserted in places and filled with fighting in others, bands of roaming thugs in military dress roving through the defeated city, pillaging, looting, and burning to their dark hearts’ content. Near the famed University of Alexandria and its adjoined Library, one such band paused only briefly to slaughter the handful of guards the institution maintained before pushing through the gates and into the Campus beyond.
They had not travelled far before they came upon a young woman walking briskly across the Campus, obviously intent on her destination. She didn’t see them until they fell on her, dragging her to the ground in their bloodthirsty glee.
Had they been less drunk on the blood and carnage they were visiting on the city, they may have noticed that, while surprised, she did not yell out even as they tore the tunic from her back. They didn’t even note that the tunic had obviously been imported from Memphis, and was clearly of a finer weave of cloth than any of them had ever seen, let alone worn.
Had they noted those two things, they wouldn’t have cared, other than to be pleased at the chance to enjoy themselves with the daughter of some Roman noble. Perhaps with a little more sense in their blood-addled minds, one or two of them would have noted that the gleam in her eyes was not fear, but repressed rage as they groped at her now bared breasts and fought to divest her of her leggings.
She did not scream, nor cry, nor struggle as they tore at the coarser cloth of her pants, fighting each other to be the first to bare her ass to their sight. Stoically, she bore it without visible emotion, until one of them finally turned just enough as he grabbed at her breast and groped her crotch roughly. Her slim hand wrapped itself around his pommel, the one attached to his sword and not the one he was currently thinking with, and then she made her first sound since the surprised gasp at being tackled.
Her scream of rage startled them; they’d become accustomed to her cooperation, and the blade slid free of the man’s belt in a vicious arc that bisected one of his friend’s belly in an instant. The wounded man screamed, wailing in surprise and pain as he tried to hold in his intestines, and fell back on his ass in shock. Around him, his friends made what would be the last mistake of their lives.
They froze and fell back in shock.
In an instant, she was on her feet, blade ringing in the air as she spun it about and brought it down through the shoulder of a second man. His arm was disconnected from his body, save for a ragged length of flesh hardly able to hold the weight of the now-dead arm.
Some intelligence won over in that moment, and the men instantly put more distance between them and her, keeping out of reach of her captured sword as they drew their own weapons again and glared on at her as her near-nude body gleamed in the reflected light of the burning buildings of Alexandria.
“You shouldn’t have done that, girl,” one said, taking the leadership of his group, staring furiously at the woman who had slaughtered two of his friends. “We may have let you live when we were done.”
She glared back at them, eyes barely acknowledging their existence as human beings.
“I am Dyna of Sparta, daughter of the Agiad line, descendant of Leonidas and Anaxandridas and Heracles himself. So I tell you here and now that there are only three conditions upon which you will ever touch my body with your rotted members,” she snarled, a now-clear fury showing in her face. “First, if I permit you, which not even your bastard God has the power to demand of me with any surety of success…”
“Woman, blaspheme against the one true God at peril of your immortal soul…!” He took a step forward, halting as the sword swung in his direction.
“Two,” she continued, as if he hadn’t spoken. “If you should win my hand in marriage…a feat I assure you that none of your filthy band has neither the intestinal nor scrotal fortitude to even attempt.”
The men spread out, their weapons warily waving ahead of them as they moved to surround her. The leader sneered at her, trying to distract her attention from their motions. “And the third way?”
She looked at him as if he were the lowest form of mobility on the face of the world. “Third, is if you defile my cooling…rotting…corpse!”
Dyna spoke the last three words deliberately, with dripping derision for her audience, but as the last word snapped from her lips, she lifted her captured short blade and charged. The leader of the brigand stumbled back in shock as she drove straight into him, the bare and tanned flesh of her body almost hiding the lethal intent of her motion from his mind.
He brought his blade up to block, but she turned low and spun on her heel, the gladius blade reaching just far enough to sever his foot above the ankle and slash deeply through flesh, sinew, and bone along the other side. He screamed, toppling like a felled tree, and hit the ground hard on his left side just as she pivoted in place and swung the blade up and over in a powerful chop that cleaved his skull from brow to cheek.
She rolled over his body, tucking tightly to bring her feet back under her, and spun to a fighting position on the other side, keeping space, and his corpse, between her and the men who had been trying to surround her.
Four left.
At her home in Sparta, Dyna had been raised with four brothers and three sisters. She first wrapped her hands around the pommel of a sword during her fifth summer and had spent the next ten years training alongside her brothers in the ancient arts her family held to tightly as the world around them changed. She wasn’t fully trained as a warrior, of course, that was her brothers’ lot. Dyna spent more of her time learning to manage the estate, maintain the family fortune, and properly administrate their slaves and employees.
She was, however, still a Spartan.
She eyed the remaining four as they stared at her in shock and horror, idly flicking the blood from the blade she’d taken and spattering it across the ground and body before her. She had no shield—though, honestly, she’d never fully mastered shield use due to the extreme weight of the bronze-and-leather monster true Spartan warriors carried at all times—and no armor either, so this would be a primal conflict and a challenge.
Nudity was no taboo for her, however, so she ignored it. Skin was as effective an armor as Egyptian cotton, so her tunic or her bare flesh mattered little. Most of her sparring with her brothers and sisters had been done in the nude. Flesh healed, pain strengthened, but armor was expensive to repair.
There was an interminable moment where she wished for a pylum to skewer at least one of the bastards before her. They were well within her range, but she didn’t have one of those either. Her father would chastise her for being caught so unprepared.
Her lips curled up, amused by the direction her mind was taking given the circumstances, but her eyes never left the four thugs before her. When one twitched in her direction, Dyna knew it was time to move.
They charged forward, swords raised to deliver clumsy overhand strikes that would likely cleave her in two if she remained in place.
She didn’t.
Dyna dove to the right, coming up along one flank of the group, and slashed out with her blade. The unarmored Zealot thug never even saw the flash of the blade as she caught him low in the abdomen, opening his guts to the night air. She drew the blade out along his spine and spun, ending his life with a diagonal slash across the face.
Three left.
The others were still trying to get turned around on her when she leapt over the collapsing body of their comrade and charged into the middle of them.
Zealots, religious fanatics whipped into a frenzy by fools in Jerusalem, were devoted to their cause, but hardly warriors. Dyna slit the hamstrings of one, ducking under a clumsy swing of a sword, and flipped her blade forward while bracing herself against the pommel. She drove it through the second, only stopping when the hilt was a half inch deep in his gut and his blood was pumping furiously out over her hands.
“Tell your God that Sparta’s shine may be faded, but it will take more than the likes of you to humble any empire we claim allegiance to,” she hissed in his ear as the lights faded in his eyes.
She let him drop then and turned to the single remaining man.
“And then there was one.” She smiled coldly, spreading her bloody hands wide, as if in invitation.
This Zealot wasn’t of the sterner stuff some of his brethren; his legs shook as he looked on the nearly-nude beauty before him. She was covered in the blood of his comrades, a demonic gleam in her eyes as she dared him to attack.
He quivered for a moment, then screamed, dropped his sword, and ran.
Dyna smirked as she watched the coward run right into a small cadre of Legionnaires who were jogging up the path in various states of dress and armaments, presumably drawn by the sound of fighting. The Centurion in the lead barely paused as he drove his gladius into the man’s gut and stepped lightly to the side to let him fall.
“Miss? Are you…” The Roman froze when he saw her, both because he recognized Dyna and because of the state of her clothing, or lack thereof.
“I am fine, Cassius,” she said calmly, planting her foot on the last man she’d killed and grunting as she pulled the blade clear of his torso.
“My Lady!” He stiffened, slamming his fist over his heart and looking away from her as much as he could force himself, though his eyes kept darting back.
She ignored the glances, both of horror and lust, from the men. She was no Grecian doll or Roman lady, a whore in private yet too concerned with proprieties in public to get dirty when needs be. She would live her life honestly in all aspects and do what needed to be done to forward her goals.
“These are your men?” she asked, picking up her torn tunic and using it to clean her blade.
“I… Yes, my Lady. Are you certain that you’re fine?”
“They didn’t lay a finger on me that I did not allow,” she said coldly, eyes drifting out to the city beyond the Library Campus. “Zealots. I didn’t know they’d come this far west.”
“No one did, my Lady,” Cassius said, still trying not to look like he was looking at her. “Reports had them a hundred mile markers from here, at a minimum. I do not believe these are soldiers from Jerusalem, however.”
She glanced at him, an eyebrow crooked in question.
Cassius sighed, pursing his lips as he spoke. “Most likely, this is the result of agitators stirring up our own population.”
That surprised her, though she supposed that it probably shouldn’t have. Alexandria contained one of the largest populations of Jewish people anywhere other than the Province of Judea itself, so it wasn’t so unlikely that the unrest elsewhere would billow up here as well, she supposed. Still, those she worked with were among the most dedicated to knowledge and research of any people she knew. It was difficult for her to match those men with the ones on the ground around her.
“What caused this?” she asked dumbly, not really thinking.
Cassius grimaced this time, knowing that she wouldn’t like what he was telling her. “Likely? There were reports of Grecian assaults on the Israelite centers of town, including the defacing of a temple earlier. I have been undermanned here since the Senate ordered the Twenty-Second to the north to cover for the loss of the Twelfth, however, so I can’t be certain.”
“Imbeciles,” she muttered, not clarifying if she was referring to the rioters, the instigators, or the Senate itself.
When the Jewish revolt occurred in Jerusalem, it had not come as much of a shock to those in the Empire who paid attention to such things. The tensions had existed for generations, and recent actions by Grecian elements in Jerusalem had only served to exacerbate them significantly. Particularly when the Roman Garrison had chosen to ignore their actions outside the Temple of Jerusalem.
Honestly, Dyna had no particular love or care for the Israelite people, as a rule. Their religious beliefs not only did not reflect her own—the two clashed quite severely—but she actually held a great deal less respect for many of her countrymen. As a Spartan, even when her and her city’s interests coincided with those of other Greek cities, she tended to follow her ancestors’ beliefs and watch her back constantly for blades.
The entire situation, however, looked more and more traceable to the Senate and, through them, the Emperor himself. The destruction of the Twelfth Legion near Galilee had been the result of orders of nearly incomprehensible stupidity, and now this situation was thrust upon them by the reassignment of the Twenty-Second to the north of the Judea Province.
It almost seems that the Senate or the Emperor hopes to induce the very sort of actions we are now seeing.

For the moment, that was neither here nor there. They had other concerns to be dealt with. If the instigators of this mess were Grecian, likely Athenians, in her opinion, they would be dealt with later. Of course, given the mess the mob was currently making of the city, it was unlikely any of them would be found even if the Governor could be convinced to punish them. In either case, it wasn’t her immediate concern.
She nodded. “I see. Have you contacted any others of the Garrison?”
He shook his head.
She pursed her lips sourly. “Very well. With me, the lot of you. We have work to do, and little time to do it, I expect.”
“My Lady?” he asked, sounding confused.
Behind him, one of the others grumbled about not taking orders from a highborn whore, but she ignored the comment for the moment. Time enough to deal with slights later.
“I detest an enemy too stupid to know the first rules of warfare,” she said coldly as she watched the fires burn.
“Which rules would those be, my Lady?”
“When you capture a city, Cassius, first you pillage…and only then,” she said sourly, “do you burn. I will not lose the Library to these ignorant goat-mating bastards. It is bad enough that the civilized presence of Julius Caesar himself nearly resulted in burning the whole lot to cinders, but
there are scrolls of knowledge here older than their cities, older than their God. We will not let them destroy the light of Alexandria this night.”
“My Lady, we’re undermanned,” Cassius said, shaking his head. “A short unit, not fully armored or fully armed. I hate to admit it, but we aren’t a match, even for these thugs.”
The men behind him grumbled, some angry at the words, some relieved and in agreement. Dyna merely turned to look at the Centurion for a long moment before she spoke.
“Thirty feet behind you, Cassius, lies the workshop of Master Isthene, one of the finest iron workers in the Empire. Another eighty will bring you to the supply room in which we keep materials for testing against the weapons we develop here at the University Campus, and to the right of that you will find the personal workspace of Master Heron himself,” she said coldly. “Weapons, Cassius? Armor? These things we have. The question of men is one I leave to you. Men may follow me, boys may return to their beds and hide from the terribly frightening Zealot soldiers.”
With those words, Dyna simply turned around and strode through the group of Roman soldiers without another glance, completely ignoring her nudity and blood-spattered state. The men were too surprised to do more than dodge quickly out of the way before she was gone.
One of them turned to Centurion Cassius, eyes flaring. “Who does she think she is?”
“She thinks she’s Dyna of Sparta,” he said simply, “born to the Agiad line, one of the last of the adherents to the old Spartan Code. Don’t mistake her for the pandering sops you see in Laconia today. She’s held a sword longer than you, Tempius, and had harder knocks as a child than any of us here have experienced in battle, I’d warrant.”
He frowned for a brief moment, and then shook his head. “Legionnaires! Form up! We march. We prepare. We fight!”
A couple of the ten-man unit appeared to want to object, but they stiffened to attention anyway and clapped their fists over their hearts.
“For the Legion!” he called out.
“For Rome!” they answered back.
The unit turned and set off in pursuit of the blood-soaked woman who’d left seven armed men rotting on the ground in her wake.



Chapter 2
They found her in the workshop of Master Isthene, an iron smith from the northern provinces who had been hired down to the Library as part of a military project for Emperor Caligula some years earlier, one of the man’s less insane concepts. She had used what was left of her clothing to smear the blood from her body as best she could and was now dropping a new tunic over her shoulders.
Cassius watched as she prepared a small set of Loricus Laminata for use, but the odd dull color of the torso armor caught his eyes. “My Lady, are you certain that suit is in proper shape? It appears corroded.”
She smiled at him, cool but not angry or annoyed. “This is Damascene steel, Cassius. It is in perfect shape.”
He eyed the armor, eyes wide. “I thought that the technique was a closely held secret of the Masters there?”
“We’ve had the techniques stored here for some time,” she said as she donned the armor and began tightening it. “The issue is not with technique, but rather with cost. A single sword of Damascene quality requires many times the forge hours and dozens of times the material cost of a gladius. This armor I wear, alone, costs more than a home in the Capital itself.”
Cassius pursed his lips and blew softly, shaking his head. “Why do you have it?”
“It has been sitting here since Caligula was assassinated, gathering dust. It was made to be presented to him as a gift from the city,” she explained. “It’ll tighten enough for me to wear, and is lighter than standard armor.”
“Stronger?”
“Yes, but only effectively so against arrows and cutting strikes,” she said, finishing the last of the laces. “Hammering blows will be felt all the more through its lighter weight.”
When she was finished, Dyna looked over the men who had been listening and nodded in satisfaction. “Find armor that fits and a sword that rides well in your palm. Tonight, cost is no factor. You will fight the enemies of Rome outfitted in the finest weapons and equipment the Great Library and University can provide. There will never have been men outfitted as well in the history of the Empire, and may never be again. This night, men, you carry weapons fit for Emperors and armor fit for the Gods!”
The men roared, some divesting themselves before digging through the supplies that were stored in the master smith of Alexandria’s private workshop. Cassius watched them for a moment before looking back to Dyna. “You’ll catch Pluto’s wrath for this, come morning.”
“If we live come morning, and the Library stands still, they can flap their lips all they like. If we die, we will not care.” She paused and shrugged. “And if the Library burns, Cassius, who is to say what burned with it?”
The Roman laughed cheerfully and nodded before tossing his own gear to the floor and looking through the stored treasures for something more fitting for what may well be his last night alive and in service to his Emperor.
Dyna watched them briefly, her mind more focused on what was to be done next. What she had told them aside, a single squad of men, no matter how well-trained or equipped, would not stand long once the Zealot mobs finished with the city proper and turned their attention to the Light of Alexandria. They would need manpower, a lot of it, and time.
The first she could find, she had little doubt. The second, however, may take an act of the Gods to accomplish.
An act of a specific God, to be precise.
Hephaestus, bless your loyal servant’s masterworks this night, she thought to herself, for they will be sorely needed.
She waited until Cassius was done finding equipment and weapons to suit him and called him over. “I need you to send one of your men to the Library’s tower. Within, he will find a fire pit and the tools to send messages to the lighthouse. The men holding that post must be given orders.”
“Orders, my Lady?” he asked softly.
“Yes. Have them send out messages to all surviving Garrison members to reform on the Library with all haste,” she said. “And have them bring any able-bodied civilians or slaves they find along the way.”
He saluted quickly and in short order had detailed two of his men to secure the tower as ordered. “And the rest of us, my Lady?”
“Come. We go to Master Heron’s private storage. We will have need of his genius tonight. Pray that his health is good this night; he has been weak of late.”
Cassius nodded and signaled his men to gather round, giving them their orders after informing them that they were moving to secure Heron’s workshop and private rooms at the University. The Legionnaire squad, now two men lighter, formed rank and marched across the Campus to the lair of one of the Empire’s more notorious and formidable geniuses.
The building that housed the inventions, contracts, and projects of Heron was one of the larger buildings on the entire Library Campus, certainly the largest assigned to a single man, and as they approached it, Dyna noted that a light was burning in one of the upstairs windows.
“Hold here,” she said, raising a fist in the air.
The men came to a halt behind her, shifting nervously in the night air as they heard the sound of screaming and fighting at their backs, the angry red glare of the fires reflecting off the building ahead of them.
“What is it, my Lady?” Cassius asked softly.
Dyna snorted. “Only a great fool would blunderingly approach that building if Master Heron is awake and aware of what is passing in the city beyond the gates. I’ll go alone. Have no worries, just wait for my signal.”
Cassius nodded as she stepped forward, moving cautiously closer to the building.
When she was close enough to be heard without screaming, Dyna called out to the building, “Master Heron, may I approach?”
There was a long silence before the old man’s voice croaked out in response, “Dyna, child? Why are you here on this evil night of all times?”
“I come to you for aid, Master,” she said. “We have need of your genius, if we are to save our Library from the Zealots.”
“Pah,” Heron spit angrily. “Barbarians. They sack a city and destroy priceless things in expectation of what? Sowing fear and discord in the Empire? Fools. The Empire will not bend for them.”
“Indeed it will not, Master Heron,” Dyna answered. “But tonight the Empire is not here. Only we are here. May I approach?”
Heron seemed to realize that they were calling to each other across almost fifty feet of distance and shook himself, uncovering a small lamp he had with him to bathe the area in a soft, diffuse light. The shadows he hid in were washed away, and a white-haired old man appeared, smiling softly into the night. “Come, child, approach. I’m too old to be calling to a young lovely such as yourself in the dark anyway.”
She smiled at him, eyes twinkling in the light. “A few more years on me, Master, or just a few less on you, and things may have worked out far differently.”
He laughed at her, brushing the flirting off as she walked up to him. “Bury that nonsense. You’re too far above my station, and a dozen times too comely for me.”
“Your mind is the most handsome in all the Empire, Master. It would not have been difficult to persuade me,” she said with a soft smile.
He snorted. “Five years we know each other, Master and student, and only now…tonight of all nights, you tell me this? Enough of the flattery, child, what do you need?”
Her face grew serious. “Everything, Master Heron. I want everything.”
****
At the far end of the Library Campus, there was a tall building, the Tower of the Library. It had been built centuries before, one of the oldest buildings still standing in the constantly renovated Campus, as part of the testing process for the Alexandrian lighthouse.
The lighthouse itself was a wonder of the world, able to cast a beam of light so brilliant it could be seen fifty miles away. A beam that held such heat that many whispered it had been designed as a weapon to incinerate fleets of warships on approach to the city.
Myths and legends aside, the lighthouse did serve one vital role besides its more obvious duties, and when Laurentius Coronus Patricia Aelia shouldered his way through the door at the base of the old University tower, he knew he was about to put that role into action.
“Light the flames, I’m going up,” the Immune told his Pedes comrade as he started up the stairs.
Pedes Juranus Maeli nodded. “It will be done, Aelia.”
Aelia, so nicknamed by his Cohort for his skill with the signaling procedures, said nothing as he began climbing the stairs to the top of the tower. He knew his partner and trusted the man with more than his life, so he focused instead on his own task. Most battlefield signals were done with horns, flags, or whatever was at hand. Sometimes fires were used, particularly within forts and well-fortified places, such as city walls and the like.
Here in Alexandria, there existed a capability used only in a very few places in the entire Empire, one inspired by the work of Archimedes of Syracuse and that inventor’s legendary genius. When Aelia reached the top of the tower, the flames below were already lit, and the light was reflected up the center of the tower, guided by the polished bronze along the walls to the condensing reflectors Aelia carefully inspected before he began to work.
He slowly cranked the reflector into place, reading the adjustments off the carvings on the wall, and aimed it at the Great Phaeros itself. When he had finished that task, he took a moment to compose his message before finally opening the cover of the reflector and sending the signal code flashing off into the night.
He sent it once, waited, then sent it again. After the third repeat, the light of the Phaeros flashed back in acknowledgement, just as Juranus climbed up the stairs and came to stand by his side.
“Are you done?”
“Look out the tower. Can you see Master Heron’s building from here?”
Juranus glanced out and nodded, “Yes, Immune.”
“Good. Take your lantern and let them know we’ve finished the mission.”
While Pedes Juranus crossed the room to the window, lantern in hand, Aelia carefully covered the reflector and waited for any other messages, or orders.
****
“Centurion Cassius, a signal from Aelia. Message and orders have been sent.”
Cassius glanced at Dyna as she spoke with Heron, waving the other man away in acknowledgment. He was more interested in the duo across from him, though he had to admit that he had little idea of what they were discussing. They were certainly speaking excitedly, but in a low enough tone that he couldn’t make it out. “Thank you, Liunis.”
He waved the Pedes off, sending the man back to his posted position, and waited. It wasn’t long before Dyna turned in his direction and waved him in. Cassius walked to where she and Heron stood and nodded politely to the Master before focusing on her. “Aelia reports orders sent and received.”
“Good. Master Heron, this is Centurion Cassius, Increcius of Rome,” Dyna said. “Cassius, Master Heron.”
“An honor, sir.” Cassius stiffened and performed a very slight bow of his upper body. Not a deep one, but an acknowledgement all the same.
“And here, Centurion. Any friend of Dyna’s is a friend of mine,” the old man rasped out, obviously holding in a cough. “So, we seem to have a problem. Let us retire to my workshop and see if any of this old man’s toys may be of service, yes?”
“Sir,” Cassius acknowledged.
“Bring along a couple of your men. We’ll need their strong backs, I’m afraid.” Heron sighed, shaking his head. “I’m not as young as I used to be.”
Cassius waved in two of his Pedes, the lowest ranking foot soldiers in the legion. When it came to strong backs, they were the men to call. The four men and one woman then walked into the large workshop as the remaining few men took up sentry duty outside.
The dimly lit shop was cavernous by any standards, large vaulted arches holding up the high ceiling and giving the Master room to work on all the projects, contracts, and occasional flights of fancy that came his way. He led them to a far wall, pointing to several large bronze tubes fitted with huge pots on one end and scraps of wood lying all around.
“You’ll be wanting these, I expect,” he said. “You are familiar with their operation, child?”
Dyna nodded, eyeing the tubes with barely concealed glee. “I didn’t know you made so many.”
“Prototypes,” Heron shrugged. “They work most impressively, but they’re too heavy for their uses.”
“We’re defending fixed locations, Master. They’ll serve,” she said. “You two, take these out to the front of the shop. We’ll need to find horses or oxen to get them to the walls.”
The two Pedes glanced at Cassius, who gestured subtly and waved them on but turned to Dyna as they began dragging the cart-mounted tubes out of the shop.
“What are they?” he asked.
“I stole the idea from Archimedes,” Heron admitted. “It took me years of my life to design one that worked, even though he did it so many years earlier. Genius, that man, I could tell you stories…”
“Another time, Master.” Dyna placed a hand on his shoulder, smiling gently.
“Right. Yes, of course.”
Cassius was going to ask more, but a glint of gold under a large canvas caught his attention. He moved toward it, almost unconsciously, as Dyna refocused Heron’s attention on the matters at hand. He was almost to it when Heron noticed him.
“Ah, yes, that.” The old inventor smiled sadly. “That won’t do you much good tonight, I am afraid.”
“What is it, Master?” Dyna asked.
Heron waved his hand idly. “Pull it down, pull it down. We have a few moments, I’m sure.”
Cassius frowned but did as he was bidden and gripped the tarp firmly before yanking it clear.
Dyna gasped, hand coming to her mouth as she approached. “Master Heron. They’re…Magnificent.”
“My last great play,” Heron said, coughing as he did. “Doomed, I am afraid, to remain incomplete.”
Dyna reached out and laid a hand reverently on the bronze-plated shield, a Spartan shield that was held in the mechanical claws of a wood-and-metal warrior. The shield was not the only thing of home she recognized, either. From the cuirass to the pleated skirt, even the sandals on its wooden feet and, of course, the helm mounted on its head, the automaton was bedecked in Spartan battle wear, all polished and fit for kings.
Beside the one she touched stood seven more in identical garb, with shields locked and bronze swords in hand.
Dyna was stunned beyond belief.
“A play, Master Heron?” Cassius asked, curious, as he too looked on the masterpieces with wonder.
Heron nodded. “I’ve done the Argonauts, told the tale of Troy, and a half a handful of others in ever-increasing displays of mechanical marvel… This would be my finest tale to show the people. The last stand of Thermopylae.”
“It will be a marvel,” Dyna said, shaking her head in wonder.
“It will never be completed in my lifetime, child,” Heron said ruefully. “It took me a year to build the first Spartan, you see. The others were faster, but I overreached, Dyna, child. I wanted to do them in life scale, for you. The whole play will cost a fortune and take unbelievable time to set up. No, I was too ambitious.”
The old man laughed ruefully, coughing slightly as he did. “Those words should be etched on my tomb, Dyna. See to it, would you? Here lies Heron of Alexandria… He was too ambitious.”
“You fancy yourself the Caesar of the Library, then?” Dyna asked, a smile playing at her lips despite her concern for the older man.
“A play? These move?” Cassius interrupted their repartee, staring at what he had thought were statues.
“Oh, yes, my dear Centurion. They move.” Heron chuckled as he walked over to section of wall with ropes tied everywhere. He untied two, letting them go, and Cassius could hear something shift and move.
He almost leapt out of his skin when the eight Spartans stiffened, as if under tension, and then slowly they all began to hammer their shields with their swords. It was an eerie, chilling sight for Cassius, but Dyna giggled gleefully and clapped her hands.
“Oh, brilliant, Master Heron! Brilliant!” she said, laughing cheerfully as she hugged her teacher. “This will be your greatest play!”
“It would have been,” Heron said.
“Oh, be silent with that,” she told him in no uncertain terms, rolling her eyes. “You should have told me about this. I would have helped, it would be done by now.”
Heron chuckled. “Child, it was a surprise for you. Telling you would hardly have helped that now, would it?”
“Later. When we’ve ejected the brigands of Jerusalem from our city,” she said. “Then we’ll talk and get your final play finished.”
“Fine, fine,” he grumbled good-naturedly. “Now, what else do you need from this old man?”
Cassius nodded. “He’s right, Dyna. The city is burning; it’s only a matter of time before the Library does as well.”
Dyna’s expression became serious, even as she smiled very slightly. “That is the real reason we are here, Master. Are your pumps ready?”
Heron nodded, leading them across the space to another section, where they found several carts set up with large metal basins and enormous levers and pipe. “You know how to operate them, Dyna. They’re yours, along with whatever else you need. I would rather not lose my home, to say nothing of the scrolls and priceless knowledge held here.”
“The Gods willing, we’ll have the needed men soon enough to see that doesn’t happen. Thank you, Master Heron.”
He waved her gratitude off. “Put my inventions to use, child. You know most of them as well as I. If you save the Library, that will be thanks enough.”
She nodded absently, already formulating a plan as best she could with what little she had available to work with.



Chapter 3
The light of the Pharos was said to be visible from a hundred miles, if one listened to the proud citizens of Alexandria. In truth it was just two miles shy of fifty where the current record had been set, as measured along the mile markers dotting the Roman-built roads that connected the city to the Empire. That was more than enough, however, to cover the entire city and much of the outlying areas with no difficulties. More than enough to be seen by every man close enough to be of use to the defenders of Alexandria.
When the signal light began flashing, most didn’t recognize what it meant, or even that it was a code. While not strictly a state secret, the use of the Pharos for military communication was uncommon and little known.
Those few defenders who recognized what the flashing of the light meant immediately paused in what they were doing, unless they were in a fight for their lives at the time, and took a moment to decode its meaning. Those who could do so quickly spread the word to those who could not, and in short order, men from all through the city began to break off fighting the plundering Zealots and fell back to the city center where the Library stood.
The Zealots, had they been led by experienced men, should have pushed the advantage and fallen upon the retreating forces of the scattered Garrison. Warriors though they may have been, however, most were not soldiers. They had invaded on the power of their faith, not their mastery of martial skills and techniques. When the Roman soldiers turned their backs to the Zealots, the warriors of God cheered and immediately returned to following the guidelines written in their holy book. As had been ordered in the past, so they would do now, and around them, the city of Alexandria continued to burn.
In the center of the city, where the Great Library stood, Dyna’s small cadre of Legionnaires was wrestling the large bronze tubes into place along the walls surrounding the Campus. Designed more to keep the sound of the city’s hustle and bustle at bay than an invading army, the walls were a poor substitute for proper fortifications, but they would have to serve.
“What are these blasted things, anyway?” one of the Pedes grunted out as he roughly manhandled the heavy piece into place, open maw of the tube pointing out over the city.
“Something the dreamers came up with, no doubt,” another answered, not caring.
Life in the Legion was simple enough, in his book. Someone told you what to do and you went out and did it. He didn’t have the head for a Centurion’s life, nor the stomach, if he were honest with himself. As a Pedes, he may find himself fighting, but most times it was just about digging ditches, planting stakes, and generally preparing a camp for defense and rest.
Anything else was the domain of the higher ups.
“They need to dream up something a little Tartarus-blasted lighter then,” the first grumbled, shaking his head. “They said mount it like a scorpion, so I think that does it. Don’t look like no scorpion I ever used.”
“I expect Cassius or the Lady will be by to tell us what’s what in short order.”
The first grunted, leering slightly. “Some Lady, that one. I hear all the Roman nobles spend vacations in Sparta to, heh, ‘see the sights.’ Guess we know what the sights are, eh?”
“Are you simple in the head?” the second hissed. “Didn’t you see what she did? She butchered armed men at the wrong side of seven to one odds. Don’t go making cracks like that.”
“What is she going to do?” The first rolled his eyes. “We’re Legionnaires of Rome, not some temple-loving farmers with delusions of adequacy.”
“She,” a soft voice sounded from behind them, startling the two, “will simply execute you and pay the fine to the Emperor if you disrespect her any further.”
They turned slowly to see Dyna standing behind them, Cassius a half pace to her rear, shaking his head.
“Yes, my Lady,” the second stammered out quickly, half bowing as he backed away.
She ignored him, eyes boring into the lout who had spoken his mind a little too clearly. “Sparta may now be considered a remnant of the past, a place for curious nobles to visit so they might watch our training and the abominations that now pass for our way of life, but I am a noble of Rome nonetheless. Insult me again, Pedes, and I will leave your blood cooling on the ground while I replace you with something less aggravating. Clear?”
He nodded furiously. “Clear.”
“Good.” Her tone changed, the matter apparently settled. “Once the cannons are in place, you will need to stoke the boilers quickly. Send a runner to fetch fuel from the workshop.”
“Cannon, my Lady? Boilers?”
“These are Master Heron’s re-creations of Archimedes of Syracuse’s steam cannon. I’ll show you how to operate them shortly, but get the boilers heated quickly. Time is a luxury we do not have in abundance.”
“Yes, my Lady!”
“My Lady.” Cassius looked to another point.
Dyna followed his gaze and recognized the first trickle of men appearing along the lanes leading to the University. Some were in armor, some rags and tatters, but they were welcome whether they be Legionnaires, free men, or slaves. She had work for each, of that there was no doubt.
“Get them squared away, Cassius,” she ordered. “Armor for those who have none and need it, tools for the rest. The Zealots of Jerusalem will not be far behind.”
Cassius saluted, slapping his fist over his chest. “At your command.”
Dyna nodded slowly, watching him as he left. Though he had been following her orders and suggestions, it was the first time he acknowledged them as such. She was one of the few nobles in Alexandria trained for military command, but her recognition from the Empire was a far cry from firm. He could have refused her orders, let the Library burn, but Cassius was an old acquaintance and a common visitor to her family’s lands in Sparta. She knew he was taking a chance; her orders were legal, as such, but also easily assailed. As a noble, if they failed, she would probably not bear the brunt of any repercussions. The Centurion who followed her into failure, however, was not so exempt.
By officially acknowledging her orders in front of members of his Cohort, Cassius was making a statement and taking a terrible risk. If things went wrong, or even if they went right, he could be called to task for surrendering authority to her despite her technical standing within the Empire.
Dyna closed her eyes for a moment, centering herself as best she could. She would not worry about that tonight. There would be time enough come morning or later still for such things. For now, there were barbarians inside the city walls, and there was work to be done.
****
Cassius met the first group at the gates, directing those of the Garrison to the master smith’s shop for arms and armor as needed, the rest to the command of his sub-alterns for assignment. They only had minutes, at best, before the Zealot forces made it this far into the city, and that meant they had a lot of work to do to prepare.
For the Legion, battle was the rarest of events. Most of their lives were all about digging, building, and other sundry involved in establishing a camp. Palisades were first thing Cassius set them to erecting, every spare hand first tearing down nearby buildings, carts, anything that had materials they could use, while most of the rest dug holes to plant the posts.
The record for establishing a preliminary camp in the middle of nowhere was a little under six hours, which, while a remarkably short time, was far longer than they had. Cassius set them to the gates around the University and Library Campus, tasked the smarter ones with commanding the rest, and tried to get choke points covered and enforced as quickly as he could.
He only had a partial squad under his command that he knew and trusted in a fight. Most of the rest were local militia, slaves, and citizens. They were the ones who had already survived their first encounter with the enemy, so there was that in their favor. A man who lived through his first battle automatically became far, far more likely to survive through his career in the Legion. With luck, Cassius hoped, that meant that he had proven survivors under his command this time.
Or under the Lady’s command.
He was going to catch Hades from his superiors over taking orders from her, he was certain of that. The Legion had a passing respect for Roman Senators and nobles, but legalities aside, the respect in the Legion for the Spartans was low. The small section of Greece the Lady hailed from was currently a popular location for vacationing nobles from Rome, men and women looking to wallow in the victories of the past.
Cassius had met the Lady there, on his first tour with the Twenty-Second Deiotariana Legion. He’d been a courier, sent to retrieve the Legatus of his division from where he was…engaging with the locals. Cassius had been rather disgusted by how far the Spartans had fallen, given the legendary status they held in the esteem of so many.
He’d been ordered to wait for the Legatus to be finished with his…distractions, then return with the man to Alexandria. He had little choice, but neither did he have the stomach to be waiting in the pleasure baths for the Legatus to complete his training with the young Spartan boys. So for the next few days, he had wandered the area, getting to know a few of the locals who weren’t part of the Roman touring trade, and eventually he’d stumbled into the Agiad lands.
The Agiad line were Spartan royalty traced back directly to the Icon himself, King Leonidas. Dyna could trace her line to the man’s second wife, a woman he’d taken into his home when his first could not seem to bear his children. Her line had become secondary when the first wife, Gorgo, finally conceived and gave birth to a son. Most believed that there was no second line, since Leonidas had dearly loved his first wife, but there was, in fact, a child born to the second wife. They’d lived quietly, as far as the Agiad could, he supposed, and to this day farmed the family lands and practiced the true culture of their forefathers rather than the bastardized version that had come to exist through most of the Spartan lands.
Until that day, Cassius had always believed Legion training to be brutal. Watching a twelve-year-old girl endure ten times worse was something a blow to his ego.
He hadn’t spent a long time in the Spartan lands then, but he had gotten to know a few people, including many of the Agiad house. For all their innate distaste for Rome, they held the Legion in some esteem…warriors to warriors. So he was less surprised than he might have been when, several years later, a courier brought him a request from them, asking that he check on and offer aide to Dyna as she settled in to her studies in Alexandria.
Not that she needed it, in his opinion. That was one lady who was tougher at twelve than most men he’d met ever achieved in their entire lives. He just showed her around, occasionally grabbed some men from the Legion to help her move one of her projects for Master Heron, and generally played the family friend when and how he could.
He’d know she was accomplished in martial activities, from fighting to running, but had never quite realized just how deep it ran. Cassius supposed that he never really believed she had the killer instinct of a warrior, not until he’d found her covered in the blood of her enemies, sword in hand.
A fell warrior, this one. She’ll make her line proud, as I’m certain her ancestors already are.
****
While Cassius was working to bolster the defensive line, the object of his thoughts was returning to the line of cannons to find that the people she’d left with what she believed to be clear instructions had managed to mess them up.
“No!” she growled, lashing out with a sandaled foot and kicking the heavy brass boiler over. The big container hit the ground hard, water splashing out the inset pipe. “I said stoke the flames, not fill the boilers!”
The Pedes jumped back from the scalding water, glaring at her. “What else were we to do? Heating the water was to save us time!”
“Do not think!” she snarled. “Leave that to people with minds capable of the act.” She spat on the ground between them. “Empty the pots, keep the flames stoked. Then reconnect the pots to the cannons, empty, and return them to the fire.”
“But that will melt the brass!”
“You have experience with brass boilers?”
“Some,” the Pedes admitted.
“Good, you’re in charge.” Dyna smiled nastily. “Keep the fires as hot as you can without damaging the pots. Destroy those pots, and I’ll be owing the Empire a fine. Do we comprehend one another?”
The young Legionnaire nodded, pale and pasty, her earlier comment still ringing in the air between them. “Yes, my Lady.”
“Good. Now, you two.” She pointed. “With me and I’ll show you how to arm these weapons.”
She led the pair around to the front of the weapons. “First, roll one of the stone plugs down the bore.” They hefted a ten-pound ball and let it roll down the bore of the barrel, the hollow thunk of it hitting bottom making Dyna smile. She then gestured to the thick bored holes. “Load the projectiles down the bore.”
They looked to the stack of thick bolts on the ground, and one of them picked one up. It was a thick wooden shaft with a heavy iron-bladed head. When she gestured for him to continue, he loaded it into the bore with the blade pointed out, as seemed correct.
“Another,” she said.
“At once?”
“It can take five in one load,” Dyna confirmed. “Go ahead, finish the load.”
The man put four more into the bore of the weapon before she was satisfied.
Dyna patted his shoulder. “Very good. When the water is dropped into the boiler, the steam will push the stone and bolts out with great force.”
“As easy as that?” he asked curiously.
“Not quite,” she admitted, holding up a rough-hewn board. “This is the secret Archimedes hid from us for so long.”
“A board?”
“Precisely,” she said, turning the board over to show that it had a deep notch cut down the center of it. “Specifically, a board with this cut in it.”
“Excellent,” he told her sarcastically. “A worthless board. You can’t even build a foot bridge with this now.”
“Once the weapon is loaded,” Dyna said, ignoring the sarcasm, “drop one of these into place over the front.”
The board fit into a pair of braces, sealing the front of the weapon.
“Without this to increase the force of the steam, the bolts will have no power,” she told him. “Now it is loaded. Go prepare the others, now.”
They only hesitated briefly before they headed on to the next cannon to repeat what she’d shown them. Dyna watched as they went to work on the next one, making sure they weren’t being stupid, then returned to the boilers. The men had again stoked the flames and set the now-empty pots on them to heat.
“Good. Now, fill those secondary pots with water and move the carriages into place,” she ordered. “Keep the flames hot, but watch the pots. Do not let them melt.”
She walked the line, directing each step of preparing the weapons for use. They were far from ideal, she knew; each was a little different and required careful attention for best, or even safe, use. Honestly, she would have much preferred a dozen scorpions instead of the steam cannons, despite the fact that the cannons had far more power.
Scorpions don’t run the chance of blowing up in our own faces, after all.
“Bring them around, Pedes,” she ordered one man as she stopped to gauge the disposition of his weapon. “Four…make that five degrees southward, and elevate three.”
“Yes, my Lady.”
Setting up the prototype weapons was a chore. They had not been designed for field use, but merely as proof of concept test bed devices. She knew they worked, but she doubted any would survive more than a day or two in the rough and rowdy hands of even well-trained Legion Immunes.
This will be the first practicable field test for these, she mused. It will be interesting to see how they perform against live targets.



Chapter 4
Weapon design and testing had been the section of Library research Dyna had spent most of her time with since she’d been working with Master Heron. The man himself was a genius beyond measure, but he did tend to be flighty when it came to focus, unable to work on anything specific beyond the time it held his interest. He could be utterly dedicated to a project, night and day, for years and then abruptly drop it in favor of his next passing fancy with no warning.
She had spent the past few years keeping his projects for the Empire in order, as well as learning at his side. As the Master’s health declined, Dyna spent more and more of her time shouldering his burdens. She felt inadequate to the task, but there was no one else and Master Heron deserved to be remembered for the genius he was.
She was finishing the light briefing when a runner arrived, shaking her from her thoughts.
“My Lady!” The runner slapped a fist over his heart. “Word from Cassius. The enemy has rallied finally and are approaching from the east.”
Dyna nodded. “As expected. Return, inform him to keep his archers and soldiers back. We will open the battle with the cannons. After the first volley, he is to press the assault.”
“Yes, my Lady!” The runner saluted again before heading back to Centurion Cassius.
“Stand to!” she called, marching down the line of cannons. “Pedes, put air to the bellows!”
“But, my Lady,” one objected, “that will damage the pots!”
She stabbed him with a piercing glare. “Put air to the bellows!”
“A…as you say, my Lady.”
The water was pushed into the top pot via Master Heron’s fire pumps, something designed for an entirely different purpose but that Dyna herself had quickly adapted for use in the weapons they were currently preparing.
“Men to the firing levers,” she ordered. “Stand ready.”
“Yes, my Lady,” the senior Pedes replied. “We stand ready.”
In the dark of the streets, they heard the approaching Zealots long before they saw them, the oil lamps that lit the streets vanishing one by one as the approaching forces took out what light they could to hide their precise location from archers. Dyna was privately surprised that they had the discipline to follow even so rudimentary a strategy, but it mattered little, as her plans did not include raining arrows down on them from a distance.
She didn’t have enough archers at her command, for one, and she was looking to make a more…telling impression.
The lights continued to wink out until the closest set of lamps vanished, which caused Dyna to edge closer to the cannons as she looked past them for the moment she was awaiting. The silence fell across the entire area, an unnatural experience that caused chills to run along her spine. She’d never been this close to real battle before, despite everything she knew and everything she believed; the moment of her first battle was upon her.
The shadowed figures emerged, fleeting glimpses at first and then more solid forms serving as the forerunners of the Zealot mass behind. She let them pass closer and closer, not concerned with the scouts. Cassius and his men could deal with them after the initial exchange, of that there was little doubt. While he had few enough men, those he did have were professional soldiers and these Zealots were rabble roused by the temple in Jerusalem. The foe they faced would have to be far more dangerous indeed to give her cause to worry with Cassius guarding her flanks, so she kept her attention on the task she had at hand.
When the first ranks of the Zealot forces emerged, Dyna failed to feel the coy smile that appeared on her lips, the blood rushing through her making them red against her flushed face. She did, however, feel her heart hammering in her chest as she realized that she was truly about to engage in her first real battle; it was a heady feeling indeed.
“Hold,” she ordered softly, the command quickly repeated down the line.
The enemy emerged into the open area cautiously, obviously expecting something, but she didn’t concern herself with that. Whatever they thought was coming, she was certain they were so far from the mark as to be laughable.
They have no clue what is about to rain down on them.
“Fire on my mark,” she said, raising her hand.
The order was again repeated down the line, men grabbing the valve level linked to the top pot in each double boiler.
“Loose!” she called, dropping her arm sharply.
Five men echoed her actions, pulling lever handles to open the large valves in the top pot. Water rushed down into the extremely hot and dry lower pot. The water flash-boiled, turning to steam in a split second, filling the large brass pots. Sealed, the pressure mounted quickly until it pushed against the ball plug in the barrel with increasing force. The steam continued to push harder and harder on the stone ball, which caused the ball to push against the bolts, which caused the bolts to push on the wooden bar across the barrel.
This continued for just over half a second before the bar snapped, the pressure having reached its breaking point, and the steam exploded out of the barrel with a huge roar of sound, flinging the ten-pound stone and five heavy bolts out with remarkable force.
Four of the five steam cannons fired as expected, which pleased Dyna, as she had half expected a considerably higher failure rate, and the fifth didn’t explode so a victory was a victory.
That left twenty heavy bolts designed for use by siege ballista slamming into the enemy ranks with enough power to punch through stone walls. Men were flung back with two-inch-thick shafts of wood perforating their chests, and one unarmed man just dropped in his tracks as one of the thick bolts blew through his belly and killed the man behind him.
The ten-pound carved-granite plugs also tore their way through the ranks, sheering limbs when they hit and going straight through as many as two or three people in their path.
The combined effect of the sudden slaughter unleashed on their ranks and the roar of the expanding steam from the cannons froze the remaining men in place, sealing the fate of a goodly number as Centurion Cassius Increcius gave the order for his archers to loose their arrows.
The dark shafts were all but invisible against the night sky as they volleyed upward, arching high before curving down into the stunned ranks of the Zealots. So completely destroyed was their awareness after the decimation rained on them by the cannons that almost none thought to raise their wicker shields before the arrows plunged down in their midst.
Cassius rose as the screams of the battlefield filled the air, lifting his gladius skyward. “Forward!”
The men who marched out from the barricaded gates were massively outnumbered, even after the horrors unleashed upon their enemies by steam and sinew, but they marched in lock step as they moved. Shield to shield, shoulder to shoulder, the few members of the Legion Cassius had managed to scrape together from the people who responded to the call marched constantly forward without pause or hesitation.
Barely ten men across, and only three deep in places, the men nonetheless marched into the teeth of more than five times their number, who were still standing. Ten paces from the enemy line, Cassius called out the order to charge, and the line of the phalanx broke into a paced jog as they rushed the last distance and slammed their shields into the disoriented line of Zealot warriors. Men were thrown down, bones broken and senses stunned by the impact of the scutem.
Before they could react, the order to engage was given, and the front line slid their gladius blades out between the shields and began to slash and stab into the enemy. Blood flowed as men screamed and fell, turning the dust they trod in to a hellish muck that clung to their sandaled feet. Few of the enemy appeared capable of digging up the desire or fortitude to strike back, and of those, fewer still were in a position to do so effectively. Swords swung against scutem, only to be deflected easily away for the most part. Here one blade glanced through, taking a Legionnaire’s arm just below the shoulder with enough force to ensure his soldiering days were finished, there a dagger was thrust through a small gap and into the belly of another.
By and large, however, the line held fast against the more numerous enemy and pushed them back step by step. They broke, finally, the Zealot horns blowing for retreat, and Cassius had to fight his own men to keep them from pursuing. A bolt from a scorpion ended that desire, pinning a man’s shield to his arm when he got too far out ahead, and Cassius was able to regain control of the men and pull them back.
He understood the desire to give chase, but they were still outnumbered five to one in the city, and any small unit flanked by enemy forces would quickly find itself unable to effectively use its shields and training forms when beset by a more numerous foe.
Cassius and his makeshift squad drew back to the Library gates, where Dyna was waiting for them. She nodded to him, her expression approving, and then waved to some people he didn’t recognize.
“See to the wounded,” she ordered. “Take them back to the hospital buildings and do not fail them, for they did not fail you.”
The wounded were quickly moved onto carts and pulled back into the campus while Dyna approached Cassius.
“They are the best doctors in the entire southern half of the Empire,” she promised him. “They will have the best care.”
“Thank you, my Lady,” he said, and he wasn’t kidding. Most often, troops made do with the Legion doctors, and while they were competent, Cassius knew that the conditions they often had to work in were far from ideal.
“If one must fight a battle,” Dyna said with some amusement, “one could find worse places to wage it than outside the most advanced place of learning in the Empire.”
“Given the choice, there’s a rather nice bathhouse I know just a few mile markers from here that I wouldn’t mind fortifying for a nice long siege,” Cassius replied, winking at her.
Dyna rolled her eyes, being well aware of his personal preferences when it came to recreational time. Pleasure houses and semi-private baths existed in every city between Alexandria and Rome to serve just those desires, but for herself, she preferred to take her pleasures in more secure places. Memories of her brothers and what they did in bathhouses made those places somewhat less attractive in her mind.
They were worthy of a good laugh, however.
Both the memories and the bathhouses, she thought with some notable amusement. “Gather those of your men who have some experience and retrieve maps of the city from the library. Wake the caretakers if they’re not up already. We need to decide on our next course of action.”
Cassius nodded. “I’ll get them.”
“Have them meet me in Master Heron’s building,” she decided. “He has the room there to manage this.”
Cassius agreed and jogged off, leaving her standing on of the edge of the killing field she had initiated. Dyna had never really expected to be a warrior, no matter what she had trained in. Spartan women were far from the chattel other Grecian women might expect to be in their lives, but as a Spartan lady she was expected to run the house and care for the family holdings while the men trained in war. The maintenance of the house finances, lands, slaves, and helots, as well as the defense of the home should the enemy invade, those were the duties she had been brought up to uphold.
Standing here, on the edge of a victorious battle, Dyna felt a deep calling in her blood. Like drums beating unto war, her heart filled the chorus deep inside her as she looked over the carnage.
Is this what my ancestors felt? What drove my people to become warriors? she wondered, licking her lips slowly and nearly sensually. The calling of the blood.
The moment passed and she turned away from the dead and the dying, the enemy wounded having been left where they’d fallen if they hadn’t been finished off by men scrounging weapons and valuables. They were of no concern to her, however, so Dyna pointed herself to the large building that was the home of Heron and made her way directly there.



Chapter 5
Master Heron was still awake, perhaps unsurprisingly, and greeted her before she reached the door.
“You yet live, I see,” he told her as he opened the door.
She smiled at him. “For another few hours.”
He lost his smile, shaking his head. “It is bad for someone to joke so easily about their own mortality, take it from an old man about to meet his.”
“Take your own advice, Master Heron. But first, would you mind if we make use of your shop for a time?”
Heron nodded slowly, giving no indication as to what part of her words he was agreeing to. Finally, he stepped back and waved casually. “Enter as you wish.”
She stepped into the familiar shop and gestured to the large table set up in the far side of the cavernous interior. “We’ll need your planning table, likely for no more than a few candlemarks.”
“You are defending my home of the last twelve years, child,” he said with a sad smile. “I can spare you my table and my roof. Do not worry about the time. What little I have left is as well spent like this as in any other way I can imagine.”
“That,” she returned, “is the first blatant lie you’ve ever told to me, Master. Of all the crimes these Zealot fools have committed, disturbing your rest and wasting your time is surely the greatest.”
“Dyna, child,” he chastised her. “You need to reexamine your priorities.”
“For tonight, Master Heron, my only priority is to end every last Zealot who has dared violate my home.”
She smiled as she spoke, brushing her hand along his weathered cheek before turning away and heading to the table. As was normal, it was covered in the plans and prints for his projects, so she took exaggerated care to roll them up and store them safely away. She recognized the drawings for his rolling server, a small, wheeled toy powered by a water-filled counterweight and controlled by knotted ropes. Dyna smiled, remembering the night Heron had unleashed five of the little toys upon the Senators visiting Alexandria.
The surprisingly quick little toys had rolled around, bringing wine to each seat just as he’d designed them to, wowing the Senators to such an extent that the Master had secured their patronage for his work, and the work of a multitude of others, with that single display. The genius of encoding the motions of the toys into the knots of the rope still staggered her with its elegant simplicity and effective practicality.
She had spent months working to adapt the same control system to a series of scorpion automatons so that a single Commander could direct fire to any preset range from multiple siege weapons, but so far she had been unable to create a system that worked for a mobile force. The complexity was such that her design only really worked for fixed defenses, and she hadn’t yet devised a reliable way to rearm the devices after they fired the first time.
Master Heron had, of course, moved on to other things since then, but her project was beginning to founder. Dyna suspected that she was only months now from losing her patronage, and her project. She dreamed of carving her place here in the Library, but after years of work, Dyna knew that whatever else she was…she was no match for Master Heron’s mind.
She just finished clearing the table before Cassius arrived with five men in tow and a bundle of maps between them.
“Lay out the city map,” she commanded, gesturing to the table. “We have little time to waste.”
Cassius dropped the bundle to one corner of the table and quickly unrolled the large map of Alexandria. He dropped brass weights at the four corners to keep it flat, then pulled coins from his pocket and scattered them across the map.
“These are some of the areas our scouts report enemy forces at,” he said, pointing to half a handful of coins dropped across the map closest to the Library. “We pushed back the most organized force in the battle earlier—”
One of the younger men chuckled, “That was no battle, Centurion. It was a slaughter.”
The others laughed as well, bringing a reluctant smile from even Cassius, but the professional soldier quickly masked it with a serious glare.
“Beware that complacency,” he cautioned. “The known forces the Zealots control within our city walls are at least five times our own. The Legio Vigesima Secunda Deiotariana are four hundred mile markers from here, responding to Zealot attacks since the loss of the Garrison in Jerusalem and the Twelfth at the coast. Without the Legion, and with our own Garrison badly mauled, that battle may be the last victory we have in this war.”
“They’re still thugs and bandits, not fell soldiers,” the youngest man objected.
“Thugs and bandits can kill just as easily as the Legion,” Cassius warned. “Easier by times when you are forced to fight within the city streets. They can flank us, render our phalanx worthless, and mob us until we fall. The Zealots have more men to lose, and they are more willing to spend those lives than we either are or can be. We need our men; we need them tonight and we need them tomorrow. That gives our enemy an advantage in this situation that we may not be able to counter.”
A silence fell on the room, those words sinking into the minds of the assembled members of the Legion. Dyna let it rest on them all for a moment, then stepped into the quiet with her own softly spoken, yet confident, words.
“While I take your words of caution seriously, Cassius,” she said, “I don’t believe that we have seen our last victory of this little war.”
They all looked to her, all but Cassius surprised that she was even speaking.
“Do you have a plan, my Lady?” Cassius asked.
“I have some ideas,” she confirmed. “We can’t fight them traditionally. We don’t have the numbers to cover our territory. If we try, they will do as you say, Cassius: Flank us in the cross streets, come in from behind our forces, and pin us between two or more groups at once.”
“What are you thinking then?”
“We use smaller squads, we ambush them from the side streets,” she said. “These are our streets. We know them, many of them may not. Their numbers are too great to be merely a local uprising. So we herd them like the animals they are, drive them to a point we choose, and there we meet them line to line.”
Cassius’s eyes fell to the map, gauging what she was suggesting. It had merit. If they could pull off the ambushes, it could work. He frowned, considering it, then shook his head.
“No, there’s a problem, my Lady.”
“What?” she asked calmly.
“The very reason we are considering your idea,” he said. “We don’t have enough men. We could do as you say, and it could work. Once we got them herded to the central position, however, we would not have enough men to finish the job. We could not defeat them with the forces available. I am sorry, my Lady.”
Dyna grimaced, pushing away from the table. “There must be a way.”
“They’re lighting fires as they go. Our fire teams are doing their best,” one of the others said. “And with the pumps provided by the Library, they’re doing better than I would have gambled on, but we’re losing men to that as well. Centurion Cassius is correct. We simply don’t have the forces to defeat them entail.”
Dyna snarled, baring her teeth as she slammed a hand down on the table. “I say there must be a way! You are of the Legion, I am born of Spartan blood, we belong to the Empire of Rome by Zeus. These fools are not to our capacity. We cannot be defeated by them; I will not submit to common bandits! I care not for their belief or how committed they are to their damned fool God. My ancestor faced three million Persian warriors with but three hundred Spartans at his side. If he could do that, we can solve this problem here.”
“I would remind you, Lady,” the man replied, “that first of all, your ancestor had three thousand Greek hoplites at his side that day. Second, he and all of his forces died in the battle. And finally, they were fighting a defensive battle at a strategic choke point. What we need to do here is far more complex, even if less daunting.”
“He is right, my Lady,” Cassius spoke up. “We have better trained men, yes, I agree, but there comes a point where the finest of soldiers will be worn down by the endless rain.”
Dyna growled, stepping away from the table. She paced briefly, shaking her head as she thought furiously through the problem. She refused to believe that there was no way to repel the invaders in her city, not when she had access to men who were better trained, better equipped, and backed by superior minds of military and logical prowess.
“Fine,” she said, turning back. She stepped up to the table, planting her hands in front of her as she leaned forward. “We need more men…or, at least, we need them to think we have more men.”
“Subterfuge?” one of the assembled men considered. “Possible. We could dress civilians up in armor, align them as a Legion Cohort. It would be a chancy affair, though. Should the Zealots see through the strategy, or attack anyway, they would be slaughtered.”
Dyna nodded grimly, but saw little other option. To do anything else was to bid welcome to the dark side of Ares himself within the confines of the city. Alexandria may survive it, but a great many of the great city’s people would not.
She was about to say as much when Cassius lifted a hand, one finger up to call on her and the others to hold for a moment. He was looking into the other side of the shop, face pensive, as if he were deeply pondering something to a degree she’d rarely seen in the man. Dyna remained silent, letting him finish his train of thought.
Finally he spoke. “If the strategy is to be deception…then let us embrace it wholeheartedly. Master Heron.”
“Yes, lad,” the old man asked from where he was sitting comfortably in the corner, apparently having listened in on every word.
“I hate to ask it of you, but do you believe you could brave the night air this one time?” Cassius asked.
“To do what?” Heron leaned forward, clearly curious.
“Cassius, you cannot ask the Master to go out into battle,” Dyna objected.
“To supervise,” Cassius said, for once ignoring Dyna. “How long would it take to mount your final play in one of the side streets of Alexandria?”
The men of the Legion were confused, but the eyes of Dyna, Heron, and Cassius moved as one until they fell on the eight Spartan warriors standing against the far wall of the shop. Their armor glinted in the light of the candles and oil lamps, standing at the ready and certainly fully prepared in appearance, at least, to make one final stand.
Heron considered it, eyes moving to the complex of ropes and weights that ran the elements of his last and, supposedly, greatest play.
“It is a job that would take days,” he said finally and slowly.
Cassius winced and sighed wearily as he assented to what he’d feared would be the answer.
Before he could say anything, however, Heron continued.
“So give me twenty men and I’ll have it done before dawn’s light touches the Pharos.”
Cassius smiled, eyes falling on Dyna, who was smiling in turn.
“Very well,” she spoke. “Then we have our plan of action. Cassius, you and the others organize your men into half squads and hand out the orders. Harass the enemy, show them neither peace nor mercy this night, and drive them…”
Her finger traced a line on the map until it fell on a street that narrowed to an appropriate degree and was crossed by a tall aqueduct. She nodded and tapped her finger on the spot.
“Right here. Master Heron, myself, and as many workmen, slaves, and Pedes as you can spare will have a reception prepared for them. Give us all the time you can, but it would be best if they arrived at this point just before, or just after the dawning light touches the sands of the desert.”
“Yes, my Lady,” Cassius said. “We can do it. On my honor, it will be done.”
He saluted, fist over chest as he stepped back from the table. The others looked surprised, but when Centurion Cassius glared at them, they too straightened and offered her a salute before he broke ranks and led them out.
Dyna turned to where Heron was rising to his feet, stretching painfully, and shook her head as she gave him a mildly disgusted look.
“You have bought yourself a long and painful night, Master Heron,” she told him.
He merely shrugged in reply. “All my nights of late have been long and painful, Dyna, child. This one will be productive as well, and there is really little more I could ask of the Gods than that. If it were my last night on this Earth, better I spend it accomplishing one last thing of note than to waste away in my bed until Hades comes to take me away.”
“If Hades were to come while I stood here, I would fight him for you,” she told him solemnly. “You’re worth so much more than anyone else I have ever known. I would not lose you easily.”
“And yet you would lose me anyway, Dyna, child,” he told her sadly, smiling all the same. “Besides, you are wrong. I am worth no more than most, and less than some. My life is complete, save for a few loose threads yet to weave. Yours is only just beginning. Find your fate, Dyna of Sparta, for I suspect it will be greater than mine.”
She snorted, shaking her head as she walked past him. “I will fetch the workers. We have many hours ahead of us before this will be done, hours to go and miles to walk before we may rest.”
When she was gone from the building, Heron looked to the eight Spartan warriors lined up on his wall and wondered which of them was right.
“Hours to go and miles to walk indeed,” he said finally, beginning to mentally map out the task at hand. “What will you and I find at the end then, I wonder? Ah, Dyna, child, you’re the student I waited my entire life for. Why did you come when it was so close to the end?”
Master Heron, the chief of staff at the Great Library of Alexandria, smiled sadly as he pushed those thoughts away to focus on each step that had to be done to accomplish what his city, his Library, and his student needed done.
My finest play ever.



Chapter 6
Oh my lord, Jupiter above us all, Cassius thought as he and his three-man squad paralleled the Zealot thugs, using their knowledge of the streets to keep pace with them as they ravaged the city and its inhabitants. How did these fools ever get within the city walls?
They wouldn’t have, had the Garrison been at full strength. Of that much he was certain. While they were proving committed and brutal, there was no skill in the assault or discipline in the way they were pillaging the city. The Legion would have broken them within days, had they tried to serve the Empire. They were sloppy in how they wet about pillaging private homes and businesses, missing several places known to hold valuable goods in the process. No member of the Legion under his command would have missed such obvious loot.
Cassius waved his archer forward, pointing to the group standing in the light of a streetlamp while harassing women they’d pulled from one of the buildings. The bodies of men on the ground around them were enough to tell him that the lives of the women likely wouldn’t be extended long beyond the amusement of the thugs.
“Sagitarii, take one of them, you choose,” he ordered the archer softly. “Dead or crippled, no light injuries.”
The archer nodded, notching an arrow to his composite bow and drawing back to his ear. The bow issued by the Legion was an asymmetric design, the upper section longer by half again the length of the lower so that the weapon could be used from horseback as well as on foot. He judged the range for a moment, then lifted the bow skyward and loosed the fletched arrow into the night.
Its arc was invisible to friend and foe alike in the dark of the night, but when the lethal spike fell from the sky, it perforated the back of a man who was watching and laughing as two of his comrades tore at the clothing of one of the women they’d cornered. He barely made a sound as he went down, the arrow buried deep in his lung, gurgling as he struck the ground and flopped around.
Screams of pain would have been nice in Cassius’s opinion, but the gurgling and flopping was enough to attract the attention of the other two and send them scurrying for cover. The women scrambled away—a nice bonus but not his goal—while the Zealots covered themselves in the building they’d just looted.
Pity they hadn’t already set it on fire, Cassius supposed. I would have liked to see them choose between the flames and arrows from the night.
He patted the archer on the shoulder and they pulled back into the night. With only three men plus himself, there was no way that Cassius was going to commit to a straight up fight. Luckily, that wasn’t the plan either. For now they were just to harass the Zealots’ thugs, make them frightened and make them angry.
Fear and rage would be the weapons they turned against the enemy on this night, and Cassius suspected that there were few weapons more effective that he could hope to wield. He just hoped that Heron and Dyna came through with their end. The idea had seemed too elegant and irresistible when it presented itself, but now he was worried that they were making this too complex and too prone to failure.
The night will tell. Whoever among us lives to see the dawn will know whether we are brilliant, or simply foolish.
****
Across the city of Alexandria, similar events were playing out as small squads of the Deiotariana Legion ghosted through the city as best they could in armor and field kit. Quiet as thieves they were not, though the studded-leather armor of the archers wasn’t too bad. The heavier Infantry armor wasn’t so quiet, however, but considering the riots going on through the city, a few disciplined military squads were hardly noticeable.
In another section of the city, a group of Zealots just finished setting another building aflame when their Commander arrived beside them with his two guards. He looked them over before nodding approvingly toward the burning building.
“Were any of the Roman unbelievers within?”
“Yes, three adults and four children.”
“Good. Very good work. Move on to the next street, continue according to your orders.”
They saluted and ran off, leaving him to stand and watch the flames lick at the stone and terracotta off the construction’s exterior.
“Burning a city is much easier away from the desert,” he said idly to his remaining men. “Still, even here, there is enough oil and cloth to set the internal frames ablaze.” He half turned to see a troubled look on the face of his youngest soldier. “A problem, Joseph?”
“No, Amichai,” Joseph said, hesitant.
“You may speak without fear.”
The young man took a breath, “The burning of the city I understand, Amichai… but the children?”
“Your concern does you credit, but they are not people, Joseph,” Amichai said seriously. “Remember Deuteronomy….”
The man took a breath before going on and quoting, “If your own full brother, or your son or daughter, or your beloved wife, or your intimate friend, entices you secretly to serve other gods, whom you and your fathers have not known, gods of any other nations, near at hand or far away, from one end of the earth to the other: do not yield to him or listen to him, nor look with pity upon him, to spare or shield him, but kill him. Your hand shall be the first raised to slay him; the rest of the people shall join in with you. You shall stone him to death, because he sought to lead you astray from the Lord, your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, that place of slavery. And all Israel, hearing of this, shall fear and never do such evil as this in your midst.”
“That is the scripture, Joseph. It is the Word of God delivered unto man,” Amichai said seriously. “The Pax forced upon us by these Roman bastards is an abomination before God. They demand that we revere the Emperors as Godly, and for that alone, neither you nor I, nor any of the faithful, shall stay our hand. They are not people, Joseph, they are unbelievers. Our duty before God is to end their lives before they can corrupt those who may be saved.”
Joseph bowed his head. “I see, and apologize.”
“Do not apologize for your doubts. They are normal and speak well of you.” Amichai clasped a hand on his shoulder. “Perhaps you may apologize for your timing, as this is not the place or the time for a lesson in the Word, but it is understandable. Remember, we do not do this to punish the unbelievers, it is not about them.”
“I don’t understand.”
The Commander glowered. “Were you not listening? We do not bear them ill will, Joseph, because that, too, would be hateful in the eyes of God. Punishment is His right, and we are not here to usurp His right. This city will burn this night, not as punishment on the unbelievers, but to preserve others from their future corruptions. We condemn their souls to the flames of Hell, Joseph, that many others may see the gates of Heaven. Burn out the disease, afore it spreads and fells the healthy.”
“I see, of course.”
“Good. Now let us move north, to the harbor section. I have more groups there to check on,” Amichai said as he looked toward the sea. “And with the events at the Library earlier, it would be best not to leave them with too much time to think.”
They moved northerly, heading for the harbor, as he’d said. Around them, the sounds of fighting ruled the city, screams in the distance clearly pointing out that they had succeeded beyond Amichai’s wildest hope in their assault on Alexandria. He’d had grave doubts concerning an open assault on one of the Empire’s more important cities; the Library here was known to all points of the compass as the place of learning for civilized men.
Pah. Civilized pigs, Amichai corrected the thought as he led his men to the harbor. They believe that their Empire makes them civilized, that the might of their Legions can stand against the righteous and the Word. Here is proof that it cannot. For all their power, we easily came within their walls, and now we will slaughter the unbelievers in His name.
For too long the Romans had been looking down on His children, even while supposedly granting them “protected status” within the Empire. Said status was ephemeral at best, coming and going depending on who was in power at the time. The only reason the Romans even permitted temples to remain open was due to the legal fiction listing them as “colleges,” a gift bestowed by Caesar. A gift! A gift that should never have been needed. Temples were places of worship; they should not be hidden merely so that they might exist without being desecrated by the law.
The massacre of the Garrison in Jerusalem was long overdue. The sheer abomination of forcing temple guardians to offer sacrifices to the so culled Cult of the Empire simply boiled his blood and chilled him to the bone all at once.
Contrary to what Amichai had told Joseph, he took a great deal of satisfaction in what they were doing here. Punishment may belong to the Lord, but that was in the afterlife. Here and now, he relished delivering unto the oppressors what they had sown in the eyes of God.
****
“’Ere’s another one. Leader type, I’d say.”
Immune Sevarus of the Deiotariana Legion moved closer so he could look out over the Pedes’s head to see what the man was speaking of. Sure enough, there were three armed men moving down the darkened streets, heading toward the docks. They’d heard fighting in that range earlier, but it was out of their assigned area. Now, however, they had specific tasks to accomplish, so they had ignored it in favor of trailing this new group.
He patted his spotter on the shoulder. “Good eye. Middle one is no thug, that much I’ll swear to.”
Before being pressed into service with the Legion, Sevarus and his “colleagues” were well-known in the dark alleys of Alexandria as the people to avoid if you had a full purse.
“Let them pass. The lead man looks preoccupied with something,” he decided. “Let his trail of thought lead him down a dark alley of our choice.”
“Right.”
They fell back into the shadows, hiding themselves in the crux of an aqueduct support while the men passed. With the enemy inside the walls, the Garrison largely defeated, and the Legion hundreds of mile markers away from Alexandria, the Zealots were almost literally walking around like they owned the entire city.
Time they learned that this is my city.
“Move,” he ordered as the men passed.
His squad—half squad really—had four men whom Sevarus personally picked. He knew them, had haunted more than a few back alleys with them before his Legion days. So when he told them to move, they moved, rushing the men from behind.
It was impossible to move quietly in armor at the best of times, one reason why he’d stripped the Legion-issued Lorica Laminata and told his squad to do the same. So, barefoot and dressed in cloth tunics, they padded quickly behind the trio and struck without slowing.
Two of the three heard them coming, but it was too late by far. A long, slim dagger drove deep into the kidneys of the first, while the second turned just as the short-bladed gladius thrust into his side and exited through his back, severing his spine.
Sevarus and his spotter, however, had other ideas in mind. They hit the leader, hard, slamming him to the ground while he was still thinking about whatever had been preoccupying his mind and held him down as the other two finished with his guards. They’d gotten lucky catching this group off on its own and now had a plan that they intended to enjoy carrying out.
The leader swore at them as they twisted him over, but the four ignored it. There wasn’t a thing he could say that would cause them to let him go, and certainly nothing he could call them that would not be repaid by what was about to happen to him.
“Silence him,” Sevarus ordered.
His spotter, Pedes Gungsun, cold cocked the man with his dagger in his fist, then pulled his captive’s own dagger from his belt. It was child’s play to snap the cheap iron blade off at the pommel. Then he jammed the papyrus-chorded hilt into the man’s mouth, breaking teeth liberally in the process.
“Spit it out,” he hissed in the man’s ear, his tone making a promise, “and I’ll drive it elsewhere.”
“Leave them,” Sevarus ordered as he climbed to his feet. “This one will do.”
The four men left the two cooling bodies face down in the street, picking the single live man up and dragging him down the road.
“There’s a place that will suit just ahead,” Sevarus said. “Gung, take Loren and run ahead. I want to know where their closest groups are and what direction they’re moving.”
The two Pedes saluted, running ahead while Sevarus and the fourth man continued to drag their prisoner along the paved street toward their destination. They hadn’t reached the spot they intended to meet at when Gung and Loren returned, gesturing in another direction.
“There’s a large group, working their way down the street from the docks. They’ll reach the marketplace in a few minutes.”
“Good, that’s perfect. Pick him up,” the Immune ordered.
They grabbed the prisoner and broke into a jog, heading for the marketplace. Their orders weren’t to merely eliminate the enemy this time, but to send a message. None of the Legion soldiers knew exactly what was going on, but they knew the situation. The remaining members of the Garrison were badly outnumbered and clearly couldn’t win the fight without something tilting the odds to their side, so it was something of a relief that they weren’t being ordered into ranks to march out and meet the enemy.
It meant that someone at the top was thinking, and while that could mean trouble as often as anything else, they were already in trouble, so they’d take it and be happy.
They arrived in the marketplace well ahead of the Zealots they’d tracked and wasted no time slamming their prisoner up against the wooden trestle that normally served to mount the sign announcing to visitors that they’d located the market.
Tonight it would announce something else.
“Hold his arm out,” Sevarus ordered, drawing one of many daggers from his belt.
They slammed his right arm to the wood, holding in place. The man’s eyes widened, but he couldn’t break free against three strong men holding him in place. Sevarus slammed the blade into the exposed arm, digging into the wood behind the flesh and bone. He left it there for a moment, hefting a hammer casually as he looked in the man’s eyes.
“Did you really think you could come into my city and walk around like you owned the place?” he sneered before hammering the blade deep into the wood. Blood flowed wildly, and he figured he’d cut into the artery but didn’t care. Alive or dead would send similar messages, and arguably dead was more effective. “Put his other arm up.”
The grisly work was done in just a few seconds, really, maybe a minute at most from first blood to finished task. Gungsun yanked the broken hilt from the man’s bloody mouth, smiling darkly at him.
“You can scream now.”
They left him there, cursing them in at least two languages, and most likely more, generally screaming at the top of his lungs. All of that was exactly what they wanted, however, and as they headed out in one direction, they could hear the cries of shock come from the Zealots entering the market from the other.
“I hope the Commanders know what they’re doing, Immune,” Gungsun said with a grin as they ran out of the market, “because we’re leaving some pissed off Zealots wandering around the city.”
“Have you ever heard of a Zealot who wasn’t pissed off?”
“No, not that I can recall. Still, there’s pissed off and there’s enraged beyond measure.”
Sevarus shrugged. “They’re razing our city to the ground, looting what they see, and helping themselves to anything and anyone they wish. What worse could they honestly be if they were angry?”
Gung had no response for that, so the group just continued to jog into the night.
****
Through the city, small squads of the Legion Garrison engaged in similar actions. Sometimes driving the enemy to terror, other times to rage, always with a goal in mind. Their orders were both simple and enormously complicated.
On the one hand, the method of the madness was simple and straightforward. Picking off stray and vulnerable enemies was a time-tested skill, one that many in the Legion had even if the Legion itself didn’t prefer to fight that way.
The second part of the plan Centurion Cassius had brought to them, however, was something entirely different.
The Centurion and others in charge wanted the enemy to be herded, corralled, and generally either pushed or drawn into a specific part of the city at a very specific time. Getting them there probably wouldn’t be the hard part, not with the way they were driving the enemy to rage. The timing, however, was going to take both skill and, likely, sacrifice.
Sneaking around a burning city while constantly jabbing angry revolutionaries with sharp sticks was dangerous business at the best of times. A good many of the Legion squads sent out didn’t return to report on their assignments, but in their deaths, Cassius and the others in command of the Garrison remnants knew that they’d likely managed to achieve at least partial success.
The fighting continued through the night, and most of them lost track of the time as they fought away from the water clocks of the Library and Garrison. But when the sky began to turn from deep black to dirty grey, enough took notice to spread the word.
Horns blew, echoing from one side of the city to the other, causing other horns to blow in response. The meaning of the sound was not entirely lost on the Zealots and their leaders; they knew it was communication, but it fit none of the known codes the Legion employed, and they were at a loss to identify its exact importance.
For the surviving members of the city Garrison and those of the Deiotariana Legion who had been left behind, it was the signal they’d been waiting for. Across the city, they made their last strikes, arrows falling on their enemy from the grey of the sky while swords flashed in the light of the burning buildings. Men fought and died, on both sides, but this time, when the engagement was over, the Zealots found that their enemy hadn’t been able to escape cleanly.
Down one street, men helped a limping comrade, barely moving faster than a jog as they tried to escape their pursuers. On another, a squad bumbled around a corner, coming face to face with a large group of Zealot armsmen and stared in almost comical shock for a moment before they turned and ran with the Zealots hard on their heels.
Scenes repeated from one side of the stricken city to the other. The Zealots found themselves finally able to capitalize on mistakes made by their Legion counterparts, and they gave chase. Each chase led a winding path but arrived at certain junction points in the city layout, combining the forces of the Zealots and giving them even more confidence as they roared after their hated enemy.
Well-trained leaders might have spotted the oddities in that, could have smelled out the trap, but the Zealots were short on experienced war leaders, and even had they been there, they would have found it remarkably difficult to control such an enraged mob.
Legion and Zealot alike descended on a single unremarkable side street near the south sector of the city, a street with four- and five-story buildings on either side and an aqueduct crossing the way. A street that was already populated by twenty Legion Pedes, an old man, a lady of Sparta…and eight Spartan warriors in full arms and armor standing shoulder to shoulder and shield to shield.



Chapter 7
“It’s time,” Dyna said urgently, eyes falling on the complicated contraption of wood and sinew ropes. “Are we ready? We must
be ready!”
“Relax, Dyna, child,” the tired voice of Heron wheezed as he leaned against the stone wall. “We’re almost there. You! Hang that stone. Pull! Pull!”
The small group of men heaved on the rope they held, lifting a large stone that had been attached to a second rope. They got it into place, leaving Dyna to tie it off, then relaxed for a moment.
Relaxation was over when a runner arrived, panting as he gasped out his message. “They’re coming. Three streets down, they’ll be here soon.”
“Right, that’s it then,” Dyna said. “Master Heron, it’s time for you to leave.”
“We’re not quite done yet,” he objected.
“I’ll finish it.”
“Dyna, child, this is my play. I’ll see it through.”
“Pedes,” her voice cracked out, sharply and clearly not to be ignored. She pointed to two of the Legion and then at Heron. “Escort Master Heron to a safe location.”
“Dyna!” Heron blurted out as the two burly soldiers picked him up bodily and carried him back and away from the coming fight.
She looked around, an air of satisfaction clear on her face a she nodded to the remaining eighteen men. “Tie the rest of those off, then get out of sight. Aelia.”
The Immune looked up. “Yes, my Lady?”
“Signal the cannons. Have them stand to the ready,” she ordered.
He saluted, his fist slapping over his chest. She turned away as the Immune grabbed a torch from the side of the alley, stepped out into the middle of the street, and waved it. On the rooftop down the street, another torch appeared, waving in place. Immune Aelia stepped over to a barrel of water they’d filled from the aqueduct and signaled to the man beside it.
He swept the torch down, hiding it from sight, and the man pulled a plug from the barrel. The water slowly drained, sinking a float in the barrel that had messages written on it at different levels. He waited until it reached the first message and then lifted his torch again.
Stand by for battle.
On the distant rooftop, he knew that a man was reading an identical message off an identical float drifting in a matching barrel. Satisfied, the signals Immune extinguished his torch in the barrel while pocketing the float.
“Time to go,” he told Pedes Juranus.
The Pedes nodded and they packed up their things quickly, retreating out of the back street and heading for a position on a neighboring building.
Dyna noted them leaving but was focused on last-minute details of the rig designed for Heron’s play. It was ingenious, as was nearly everything the man did, but she had already spotted a few places it could be tweaked.
The Master was planning a spectacle, a magnificent play, she noted as she adjusted some of the knotted ropes and weights. I have another spectacle in mind entirely.
She moved without hurry, yet faster than any of the Legion conscripts had managed under Master Heron’s direction. She was making small changes, altering the Master’s play on the fly. She had the greatest respect for her mentor, but for all the weapons he had designed, he was an academic and not a warrior.
When she finished with the work, Dyna dropped back down to the street level and jogged to the building directly across from her. She took the steps inside two at a time, heading for the roof, and burst out into the dawn air in just seconds.
“Are we ready?” she demanded, walking briskly to where Immune Aelia was still laying out his tools.
“Almost,” the Immune replied, not looking up as he focused intently on his task.
Aelia specialized in battle signals, the sending of messages vital to maintaining the plans of battles for the Legion. Unlike most Immunes with his specialty, however, he’d always worked with systems designed primarily for pre-battle work: light signals, disguised sounds, other non-obvious methods that weren’t as well-known and glory-filled as the horns.
At night his list of tricks was limited, generally to the torch and water barrel or some variation on waving flame around. In Alexandria, however, Aelia had access to a few things that the Legion would kill for in the field. Had killed for in some cases, often for much less, in fact.
They were close enough to the Library to use the smaller lighthouse tower there as a relay to send messages via the Great Pharos itself, as they had earlier. Once the battle began, it would not be of great value. People would be too distracted with watching the lights, but in preparation for the clash, he was almost giddy at the opportunity to use it a second time in the same night.
With his and Juranus’s scutums propped up to block the light from unfriendly eyes, he struck his blade along a flint striker, sending sparks to an oil-soaked torch. Once it caught, he kindled the flames until they were burning brightly, and then he waved it vigorously from cover. A moment later he got a flash from the distant tower, so he covered his flame and began to send a flash pattern signal.
When he was done, another set of flashes came back.
Immune Aelia looked over his shoulder. “Ready, my Lady. They’re coming now.”
Dyna stood on the edge of the rooftop, planting her foot on the edge of the building so she could lean forward. “Send to the cannons, give air to the bellows.”
“Yes, my Lady,” he said, sending the signal to the Library tower. The actual signal was more along the lines of “cannons, signal b,” but the meaning was passed along.
Below them they saw the lead elements of the Legion Garrison appear, running ahead of the coming wave. The men stumbled slightly when they saw the Spartans standing in the middle of the street but were waved through by the Pedes on the street. They followed, running through and ducking around the corner past the Spartans.
The next group was a repeat of the first, and then again and again. For Dyna, it was somewhat amusing to see Roman Legionnaires so perturbed by coming face to face with a Spartan in full battledress and, if she were honest, more than a little satisfying as well. It wasn’t their opinion that she was most concerned with, however, and the ones she wanted to see were almost there.
“There, my Lady.”
“I see them.” Dyna nodded, gesturing to the men controlling Master Heron’s apparatus.
They gripped the ropes and waved back, and she knew that everything was as ready as it could be.
The Zealots filled the street like a wave funneling into a narrow cove. The lead group was halfway to the end before they seemed to spot the eight Spartans standing there. She wondered how it would look to them; with the torches backlighting the figures in Spartan armor and the sun rising in the east behind them, there was no way they could tell that those were not men.
They faltered, the leaders almost being run over as the wave willed itself to a brief stop. They had to be concerned. Men in armor standing before them like that signified some sort of a trap, but she could read their minds from where she stood.
There are only eight of them. We can take them. It won’t be a problem.
Dyna unconsciously ran her tongue across her upper lip, enjoying the moment of anticipation. Before her was the last and finest play designed and built by Master Heron himself, and more than that, it was everything she’d grown to idolize in herself and her family.
Rise, ancestors, she thought to herself. Eight soldiers against eight hundred. It may not be Thermopylae, but it will be glorious.
The Zealots had gotten over the shock; really it only took a few seconds, but it felt longer to Dyna as she waited for them to approach. They didn’t disappoint her, opting to charge. She waved to the men manning the device and watched as they tensed, then closed her fist and pumped her arm.
They loosed the first rope.
A massive block of stone dropped. Rope tied to it spun one of Heron’s knotted gears, and just as the lead Zealots reached the Spartan line the…the automatons swung their shields in a perfect strike, heavy brass and wood hoplite shields swinging out and catching men across the sides and heads with enough force to throw them into the wall. The bronze swords stabbed out next, skewering the next rank of men, and then the Spartan line closed ranks again and hunkered behind their large circular shields.
The single, almost unbelievably violent slice of time was over practically before it began, but it had stopped the Zealot line dead in its tracks as they stared with unbelieving horror at the carnage.
Dyna signaled another man, smiling as she did. The expression on her face would have chilled the blood of most brave men; in fact, it did cause two of the Legion near her to step back for fear that she may decide to play with them as surrogates for the Zealots below. She paid them no heed, however, as another weight was dropped, and the eight silent Spartans began to rhythmically hammer their shields with their swords in apparent challenge.
The uncertainty in the enemy line was as palpable as it was amusing to her. She could almost feel the fear growing, turning to anger and rage. Dyna knew that the game would not hold them for long, not as it played, but she needed them to do something else before she could close on them with her end game stratagem.
The mob of Zealots fell back about a quarter of the way down the street, far enough that they were barely visible, but she could see their archers step to the front and fought the urge to laugh. Despite her efforts, a chuckle did escape, almost a giggle, though she would deny that to her dying breath. The almost innocent sound did nothing to convince her guards of her sanity, but again, Dyna had other priorities at the moment.
“Scutum,” she bade, reaching behind her.
The large rectangular shield was passed up, but she left it resting against her right arm as she watched, barely looking behind her to issue her next order.
“Ware arrows.”
The men got their own shields in place, just in case they’d been spotted, but the loosed arrows from the street below were not aimed at them. The fletched projectiles arched high and low, obviously staggered to catch the Spartans when they lifted their shields to defend. When the automatons did not move, the arrows rained down on them uselessly, most bouncing off the armor or the wood, but enough sticking in to present a striking image even from Dyna’s rooftop position.
A second flight from the archers produced similar results, and there was no third flight forthcoming.
The Zealots were clearly confused now, lost even. They were being blocked by only eight men, but eight men in armor that no educated man of the Hellenic world could mistake. Despite the current state of the Spartan world, the legend of the Hoplite Spartan warriors transcended national borders. Dyna was proud of her heritage, but then and there, she had never been prouder.
It took them what felt like an eternity to decide on the course of action, worrying her as she watched. She didn’t want to scare them away just yet. She needed them in that alley, but she also needed their attention fully on the eight Spartans and nowhere else.
In the second part, at least, she had now succeeded.
Dyna sent another signal, and the men caused the Spartans to again mechanically pound their swords against their shields.
It was a challenge, an insult, and an invitation all at once. Dyna hoped they took it as an affront to their God, that these “men” would not fall from arrows. She wanted them unable to think of ought else. When they slowly began to advance, swords out this time, cautiously moving to test out the waters…it was then that Dyna knew she had won.
“Signal the cannons,” she ordered Aelia.
“Yes, my Lady. Orders?”
Mentally, Dyna calculated how long it would take to convey the order through the signals tower, how long it would take to fire the Master’s steam cannons, and how fast the enemy was moving. Just as they came within a dozen yards of the automatons, again she nodded.
“Fire.”
She turned to another man. “Archers to the ready.”
“Yes, my Lady,” he answered before sending the signal.
Along the rooftops above the street where the Zealots were corralled, men shifted into position on either side. They were waiting for the order or, rather, the signal they had been told to expect.
Just before the lead men reached the Spartan line, a roar of what even to Dyna sounded like a living beast shook the city as the cannons exploded their payloads from the buildings to the rear of the Zealot positions.
Thick siege bolts and ten-pound stone weights blew through the Zealot lines from the rear, throwing blood and limbs to the street. The archers rose up from the rooftops, firing down into the massed group of Zealots, killing by the dozens. Men screamed, some thinking to throw up their shields, most just dying where they stood.
Dyna showed teeth as she smiled, then waved to the men on the ground once more.
Above the screams, in the strangely still air after the roar of the cannons, the rhythmic banging of swords on shields rose again.
Really, that was the last straw.
The few survivors in a state to move broke then; they’d had enough. Death from above and behind, ghost warriors of ancient myth and legend to the front…it was too much. They turned and ran, some clawing over their own dead and dying to escape.
Dyna watched them run, eyes glinting with triumphant joy as she leaned closer and closer to the edge of the building until Immune Aelia grabbed her by the armor and pulled her back.
“My Lady, take care,” he said when she turned to glare at him. “It is a long trip to the ground.”
She shook his hand off, stalking away from the edge of the building and heading for the stairs. She paused, however, and looked back at him briefly to nod before disappearing into the building, heading for the ground.
Juranus shook his head as he stepped up beside his friend. “You have more colei than brains. I’d not touch that one with your mentula, let alone my own hands. Did you see the look on her face when those things gutted the first line? I’ve only seen that look on the face of my bedmates, my friend.”
Aeilia snorted. “Unlike your bedmates, she wasn’t faking it. However, Cassius would have our heads if we let her fall to her death after the battle was ended.”
“Truth,” the Pedes admitted, shuddering slightly.
Aelia smiled privately, noting that his friend hadn’t said which of the two statements he was admitting to. Amusement aside, however, the Immune had to admit that the Lady unnerved him. He had never seen those expressions on the face of a woman before, Juranus’s rather coarse humor aside. He had seen them more than once on men in the Legion, however. Men who enjoyed battle a little too much, and men who were far too good at it.
For the moment, it was beyond his ken and above his grade, however, so he just focused on the duty at hand.
“Clean up this roof, we move as soon as we’re able.”



Chapter 8
Dyna reached the ground floor and jogged out to meet the gathering men of the Legion. She immediately spotted a pair of runners and grabbed them by the backs of the necks with a grip that wasn’t hostile but clearly serious.
“You two, follow the fleeing men,” she ordered. “I will send relief after you as soon as we get things organized, but for now keep them in sight and leave a trail.”
The two soldiers saluted instantly and ran off into the graying morning.
Dyna picked out eight more with a sweeping motion. “You eight, with me.”
They, like the two runners, fell into step behind her without question as she led them across the street to the automatons. She gestured to them casually. “Strip.”
That, however, gave them pause.
“Excuse me, my Lady?”
“Strip,” she growled, wrenching the helm off one of the automatons and throwing it at the man who had spoken. “And get dressed in this armor. Now, hurry!”
That got them moving because, despite the oddity of the order, they were Legion soldiers and she had been given authority somehow. While they were stripping down to their limited under layer, Cassius arrived.
“My Lady?” he asked, clearly confused. “What are you doing?”
“Making sure that they don’t come back,” she answered. “Detail men to put paid to the enemy wounded, Cassius. Keep any you think we need for interrogation.”
“And these eight?”
Dyna smiled as the first of them started pulling bronze armor from the automatons. “These eight will be going out after the enemy.”
They froze at that.
Despite massive losses, they knew that dozens of the Zealots had survived to flee. Sending eight against them was lunacy.
“My Lady, I don’t think—”
“No, but I do,” she cut Cassius off. “They’ll not be going alone. Archers, Infantry, you’ll accompany them.” 
Dyna turned to the men who had gathered, including the eight she had initially chosen, and her eyes swept across them all with cold intensity.
“You eight will follow them,” she ordered. “When they stop to rest, I want you to step out of the shadows and rap your swords on your shields. Do this whenever they try to stop, haunt them across Egypt, across Africa! Run them until they fall. You are Legion, they are nothing!”
She grabbed the closest man’s tunic and pulled him close, staring into his eyes but speaking to them all.
“I want them run all the way back to Jerusalem with no rest if you can manage it. Just ensure that at least one of them arrives on their temple steps to speak of what happened here,” she ordered, then smiled. “I would prefer he did not survive past that, however. His heart exploding in his chest would be ideal, but an arrow in the back will do.”
They were all silent, shocked by her words, as she looked them over.
“Before another Zealot army marches on Alexandria again,” she sneered, “I want them to have to calm the tears of every man they try to recruit. Make them fear us! This city is ours! For Rome!”
“For Rome! For the Legion!”
The men’s response was automatic and quick; they returned her challenge in spades and set back to work. Her chosen eight stripped down the Spartan automatons and donned their armor and arms, then saluted Cassius and the Lady before jogging off with archers and Infantry in their place.
After they were gone, Cassius swallowed, looking over at the woman he had known for so long.
“That was all we had for a Garrison, my Lady.”
She waved. “We couldn’t keep the barracks secured with so few, Cassius. They can send a message to our enemies, however. Find runners, send them to the Legion, and have a new Garrison dispatched immediately. We will have to secure the city ourselves until it can arrive.”
“Yes, my Lady.”
Before he left, she sighed.
“I know that it is a risk, Cassius,” she said softly, that no one else could hear. “However, right now, it is bold moves that will preserve Alexandria. Not a weakened defense.”
He nodded hesitantly but didn’t question further as he jogged off as well.
Dyna remained standing there for a moment, after everyone had gone, and just stared at the wooden skeletons that had been her Spartan warriors only a few candlemarks earlier.
Was that what it was like, ancestors? she wondered, remembering the rush of the battle even as she felt it all drain from her body and leave her feeling weak as a newborn.
Her legs wobbled as she turned away from Master Heron’s final play—which had been a huge success to her mind—and began to walk back to her rooms at the Library. She suddenly couldn’t control her arms, her hands clenching into fists as she fought against the shaking that overtook her.
What is happening? she wondered, having never felt anything like it before.
After feeling so powerful just candlemarks earlier, Dyna now felt as vulnerable as she’d ever imagined…more so, even, than in her worst nightmares.
Get back to my rooms. Just don’t let anyone see. I’ll be better soon.
Dyna turned to the northeast and walked into the rising sun as she headed back to the Great Library that she and the others had fought so hard to save. If anyone saw her passing, none would later remark on how her steps seemed unsure, or how she hugged herself a little oddly.
****
Cassius planted a foot on the edge of the rail that surrounded the guard tower, leaning weight into the solid wood as he thought about the situation.
“Centurion.”
He glanced to one side and accepted the tin cup full of water handed to him by his aide, nodding his thanks. “How many men are left in the city?”
“After those dispatched by the Lady?” the younger man asked, his tone slightly acerbic.
“Obviously.” Cassius was in no mood.
The younger man flushed, but went on with some hesitation, “Less than fifty able and capable of fighting.”
“So few.” Cassius shook his head.
The Alexandria Garrison was normally two full Cohorts, four hundred eighty men each. Even at that, they were often understaffed, given the city’s prime location at the southern end of the Empire. With the Deiotariana Legion deployed to the east, ironically in hopes of containing the revolt by the Empire’s Israelite citizens, they were now far more vulnerable to assault from the south and the kingdoms that envied Rome’s wealth and power in that direction.
Our Garrisons to the south should still be intact, but most of those are nothing more than outposts with horses and runners. The Legion has been pulled too far away from the city to be considered a viable deterrent, and now we’re effectively undefended.
He shook his head, trying to find a way out of the current conundrum, but nothing seemed to offer an escape.
“We would have almost your full Century, had she not ordered them away.”
“Perhaps,” Cassius conceded. “However ,she is right. A single Century to Garrison a city this size? Lunacy.”
“The risk…”
“The risk is the burden of command,” Cassius countered. “What do you do, Timer, when you know that you cannot defend an attack?”
Timer frowned, confused. “Centurion…I…”
“When you know you cannot defend, you must attack,” he said with certainty, convincing himself.
Cassius would not admit it, but he had the same misgivings his aide spoke of. The loss of more than twenty men as part of Dyna’s play at deranging the enemy’s already deranged minds was something he felt deeply. He had questioned her choice ever since he left her…
Cassius winced.
Left her in the middle of the street after her first major command in battle. Cassius, you imbecile, what possessed you to be so foolish?
He knew what had possessed him, of course. He had been angry with her, despite himself.
Angry that she had discounted his obvious discomfort with her orders. Just possible he had even been angry that she had succeeded so spectacularly without his close advice. He didn’t think that was so, but now that the night was over, he could hear the small voices of the spirits taunting him, making him question his own manhood for so easily taking orders from a woman…even a woman such as Dyna of Sparta.
Now Timer came to him, saying all those things he was thinking in the depths of his soul, and they all sounded false.
“No, Timer,” he said as he looked out over the walls to the farms and scrub beyond. “No, in this she was right. Those men would do nothing against any foe we could not already handle. They are better utilized on the task she gave them.”
He pushed off the rail and handed his now-empty cup to Timer. “Stand the men down by squads, keep two of three active while one rests. We must do what we can, even should it not be enough.”
Timer nodded. “It will be done, Centurion.”
“Good. I’ll be at the Library if I should be needed.”
Cassius didn’t know how things were going to turn out, but he figured that he could worry about that when it became something that was within his grasp to control. For now, the veteran soldier of the Empire within him was telling him that he had made a mistake with a young officer whom he owed some fealty. He never would have left any young stallion from Rome alone after his first messy battle, no matter what else had to be done. There was some reason in the fact that they were sorely undermanned, it was true, but reason and excuses were far from the same thing.
I should confirm the wellbeing of Master Heron, as well. The Emperor would have me strung up if we lost him due to my negligence.
Cassius began to make his way from the eastern watch Garrison, back toward the center of the city where the Great Library was located.
****
Dyna was pouring over large papyrus scrolls when he arrived, leading Cassius to roll his eyes and wonder why he’d ever been worried about her in the first place.
“My Lady, you should be sleeping,” he urged gently from where he had come to a stop to watch her.
Her reaction startled him almost as much as his voice appeared to startle her. Dyna didn’t quite shriek, but she did jump and twist in his direction as her hand went to the sword she still wore belted to her waist.
Or, just perhaps she’s more affected than it appears at first glance.
“Cassius.” She breathed out, visibly getting ahold of herself and willing her body to relax.
“That was my name yesterday morning when I awoke,” he told her, smiling easily. “Now, do you recall your own?”
She shot him a scowl, ignoring the question as she turned back to the scrolls. “I am working, Cassius.”
“Yes, I am able to see that, my Lady,” he said. “The question I is: on what?”
“On our defenses.”
Cassius blinked, cocking an eyebrow. “Pardon?”
“Cassius, you could not be unaware of how few we have to defend the city if you were a fool, and I know that you are not.” Dyna scowled. “However, Master Heron’s work last night has given me an idea…a concept, if you will.”
When she smiled, fatigue was clearly visible in her features, but Cassius was surprised by how alert and aware she actually appeared.
“It was my first real eureka, Cassius. I will not leave it to rest yet.”
“Dyna, my Lady,” he sighed. “I admit that those automatons of the Master were impressive, but they were only useful in a very limited fashion.”
“No, not those…” she said, then paused and frowned. “At least, not yet. No, I’m thinking of something else.”
He walked around the table to see what she was reading and frowned at the title.
On Sphere Making.
The name of the author, however, was enough to give him a start of recognition, even if the title of the document itself meant nothing to him. Archimedes of Syracuse.
“What is this?” he asked.
“One of the most valuable scrolls in the Library, Cassius,” she said, “This is Archimedes’s treatise on navigation, timekeeping, and various other mechanisms he and others of his peers designed.”
The scroll, in addition to neatly scrawled Greek, was filled with sketches of devices and such that made no sense at all to Cassius. He shook his head slowly. “And this has what to do with the defense of the city?”
“Manpower is what we need, yes?”
“Yes, but I believe that we’re agreed that you won’t be building it from wood and metal,” he chided her, smiling a little to take any sting from the statement.
“No, we can’t magically create men,” she said, eyes drifting as she did. “Yet, at least.”
Dyna visibly shook herself, coming back to the present and staring at the papyrus again for a time without speaking until Cassius nudged her into the moment again.
“What? Oh, sorry. I…I’m tired,” she admitted, finally.
“I know, I can see,” he told her. “And you will be sleeping soon. Still, tell me what you have in mind.”
She looked at him for a moment, almost confused, then blinked and her eyes widened. “Oh! Of course, sorry, Cassius. No, we are unable to conjure men from the sand…or even from our forges, but we can do so much more with far fewer men than you will ever believe.”
“How?”
She tapped a device on the paper. “With this. We have one here, but we shall need to build more. Many more.”
“What is this?” he asked, looking at the oddly spikey collection of circles, all nested within one another.
“It is a navigation planetaria, built specifically with the mile markers in mind,” she said. “We have one of two that were commissioned. The other was lost at sea off the coast of Antikythera some two centuries past. It was being delivered to Caesar, part of a military project that was quickly forgotten.”
“What sort of project?”
“Coordination of military movements over considerable distances,” she said. “An interesting problem, but not the one I’m considering at the moment. We would need at least two to perform any of those sorts of coordinated maneuvers, but with one, there are many things that I believe we can make happen all the same.”
“What?” he asked, shaking his head. “What could we do?”
“As you said, we cannot build automatons for battle,” she responded. “They do not move well and would be easy to avoid, but what if we built automatons of our siege devices?”
He stared, not quite comprehending what she meant. “You mean…make a scorpion dance like those play soldiers of Master Heron?”
“I believe that onagers would be more effective, though I would wish for the steam cannon,” she said seriously. “Unfortunately, the cannon may yet be too complex, but for onagers we could control as many as we like from a single one of these devices. We would need only three trained men to staff them. The rest of the work, such as loading the weapon, could be left to slaves or citizens, Cassius.”
He stared, not quite believing her. Three men to man as many onagers as needed? Alright, even if they needed slaves for some work, it would still save them a great many men. Or allow us to field far more weight of arms than we currently could hope.
“How?”
“One man to spot the target and signal the Commander, the Commander calculates the required trajectories with this,” she said, tapping the device sketched on the paper, “and one to supervise the adjustment of the weapons through Master Heron’s device. It can be done, I swear it.”
He nodded slowly. “I believe you, my Lady. Can it be done quickly?”
Now she hesitated, uncertain. “For one wall…I believe so. Days perhaps, with the workers we have.”
“One wall?”
“Ideally, you would have a Commander and device at each wall, perhaps more than one,” she admitted. “However, we have only one device.”
Cassius considered the situation and then shrugged. “So, build one emplacement.”
“I can?” She appeared surprised.
He decided that she must be near to dead-tired to be looking to him for permission and gently touched a hand to hers. “My Lady, until the Legion or a representative from Rome comes, you are the highest noble in the city. Greek you may be, and Spartan at that… Yes, I know how deeply you dislike how your people have been treated in recent years, but you are still the highest authority in Alexandria today. If you wish to commission a project of the Library, I, for one, will not gainsay it.”
She nodded, face a peculiar and amusing mix of shock and fatigue.
“Enough for the moment,” he told her, however. “For now, to bed with you.”
“But there is work to be done…”
“My Lady, the work will be there when you awake.” Cassius beckoned and a slave appeared. “Escort my Lady to her rooms and see to her comfort.”
“Yes ,sir.” The woman looked to Dyna. “My Lady?”
Dyna shook herself, prying herself physically from her workplace. “Let no one touch my work!”
“It will be sealed, my Lady,” the slave promised, gently taking Dyna’s elbow. “Come, you’re tired.”
Cassius watched the slave lead the Spartan lady away, his attention coming back to the notes and calculations Dyna had left behind. He looked them over, not really understanding what he was seeing but his mind considering what she had said.
If it worked, it would be miraculous. Three trained men to do the work of dozens, perhaps hundreds. Still, he would not count on it until he saw it operate. As a Centurion assigned to Alexandria, he had often heard boasts of this device, or that idea, that would certainly change the Empire and, with it, the world. Few, if any, in his experience, were worth the breath it took to speak of them.
Still, if she can do it… He smiled wistfully as he left, two slaves coming in to seal the room and place notices that it was an active workspace.



Chapter 9
Dyna tiredly stumbled as she entered her rooms, the slave girl catching her arm before she could tumble to the floor and cause herself some serious harm.
“Thank you,” she said, blinking now to try and clear her eyes.
“I am yours to command, my Lady.”
Dyna nodded, extending her arms so the girl could undo the laces that secured her Laminata armor. She barely felt the nimble fingers dancing across her body as the armor was loosened, but Dyna let out a groan as tension she hadn’t even been aware of was released from her body when the armor came clear.
“Thank you, Via,” she told the slave. “I did not realize how constricted I felt.”
“You have been wearing it all night, my Lady,” Via told her in a mildly scolding voice. “This armor was not tailored for you, and you are not habituated to it.”
Dyna nodded as the girl pulled the rest of her clothing off, undoing her boots as well and setting everything aside before leading the nude Lady to the bath.
“We bathe you first, my Lady. Then you sleep,” Via said in no uncertain terms.
“I just need sleep, I can bathe later,” Dyna objected.
Via was having none of it. “Bathe first.”
The slave girl firmly steered Dyna to the bath, not letting her get off course. Dyna scowled, not realizing how much she looked like a petulant child at that point and likely too tired to care anyway.
“Undoubtedly, the men don’t have slaves ordering them to bathe before sleep.”
Via shrugged. “Those of the nobles do, my Lady. I have done it many times for Commanders of the Legion.”
Dyna looked at her in surprise, now allowing herself to be settled in by the tub as two male slaves brought in heated water. She hissed deeply as the near-scalding water splashed over her flesh but made no moves as Via set about scrubbing her down.
“You will sleep better when we are done,” she said as she worked. “Have faith in me, my Lady.”
Dyna was already halfway to Morpheus’s domain by that point and barely managed to murmur her response. “Faith…yes.”
Via glanced up to see her current mistress practically gone already and quickly continued with her job. She scrubbed the Lady down, clearing the sweat, grime, and blood of the night’s tasks and rinsed her down again with hot water. She knew that her Lady was not one to indulge in specious comforts idly, so she took the opportunity to indulge her when Dyna would not object and had the male slaves fetch oils from the Library stocks.
When they returned, Via bade them carry Dyna to the bed and lay her out before dismissing them. She then proceeded to oil her mistress down, particularly around the chafed areas that had obviously been building for weeks or months. The bruises on her breasts from the pressure of the armor would be bad come morning, Via knew that for certain, and there were numerous pinches and cuts visible where the armor had not moved correctly for Dyna’s body.
Via shook her head and rolled her eyes. For one so intelligent, her Lady was terribly simple by times. She forgot to care for herself, or sometimes seemed to think that taking such care was in some way hedonistic. Via was not as intelligent as many of those she worked with, but she shared one thing in common with the likes of Dyna and the great Heron himself.
She was the best at what she did, and she was quite aware of that. It irked her to no end when those she was charged with serving were intent on self-destructive behavior to the point of ignoring those such as herself who knew quite well what they were doing and might be able to at least limit the damage. When her Lady was oiled down, muscles massaged out, and generally lost to the world for the next several hours, Via laid a light linen across her body so any chill would be prevented.
When she was done, Via left and closed the large double doors, leaving orders that the room not be disturbed until the Lady called for them.
Nobles, she thought, shaking her head as she walked away. Like spoiled children, all of them. Even the ones who try so hard not to be.
****
Heron had done a great many things in his life. He’d attended parties with Emperors, invented wonders to entertain the masses, and created horrors to kill them. He wasn’t a complicated man, however, despite all belief to the contrary.
Of his simple joys, the purest was simply seeing his inventions in operation.
As he watched the sun climb into the sky, Heron reflected on what he had seen the night before. The magnificent cannons devised by Archimedes had worked as designed. At closer ranges they were so much more powerful than anything else in the armory. However, even he recognized that they were too complex to be utilized by common soldiers.
Archimedes’s design was predicated on certain common factors, primary among them being the availability of a multitude of highly skilled hands. In Syracuse that was no great difficulty, not for Archimedes. The man had nearly unlimited resources when applied to the defense of his homeland, as his many great weapons and many dead invaders could attest.
Here in Alexandria, too, they had that resource. Men of the most brilliant of minds, and women too. One woman at least.
Educated hands, skilled and motivated. These were things that the Legion did not have aplenty, and certainly not enough to waste. As amazing as the cannons were, they were too fragile and complicated to survive as Legion tools.
Good enough to defend the Library, which is something of note, but what can be done to make them easy enough for a common Legionnaire?
Feeling younger than he had in decades, Master Heron of Alexandria set to work. He knew of men in the city, not of the Library but well respected nonetheless, who might just be able to help.
“Andri,” he called, beckoning to a slave waiting near the far door.
“Yes, Master Heron.”
“I want all craftsmen of significant skill summoned to the Library,” he ordered, “in my name. We have work for them to do.”
“Yes, Master Heron,” the slave said and left to post the announcement.
Damnation to troublesome Emperors and their foolish ideas of what is important.
****
Dyna awoke a few hours after she’d been put to bed, stretching comfortably and almost deciding not to awake, until she was struck by the sheer oddity of feeling so comfortable in the first place.
Her eyes opened, darting around the room in confusion.
My rooms at the Library. I…I remember. She sat up slowly, letting the linen drop from her body. She winced and rubbed her shoulders and breasts where her skin had been pinched by the armor and paused when she felt that she’d been oiled down and powdered.
She cast the linens aside, rising from the bed, and walked across the room to the mirror. Bruises were beginning to show, both where the men had grabbed her and where the armor had pinched and squeezed her flesh. She gauged her fitness, however, and was pleased with the state of things given the events of the night before.
For a woman who just lived through two battles and a fight for your life, you look to be in excellent shape.
She brushed her black hair back, dark eyes examining her face and flesh. She had never felt so weak, or so strong, as the previous night. When the damned fools assaulted her, there had been no fear, just the cold rage that they would dare lay a hand on her body.
Their deaths meant less than nothing to her; she felt neither sorrow for them nor true victory in their defeat. They were thugs, untrained and unworthy. There was nothing to be prideful of in that brawl.
What came after, those were things she felt some real pride in. The defeat of a superior force, even if only in terms of numbers, with military might was something that sang to her blood. Something her ancestors could be proud of, something she could bring with her to the fields to show them when her time came.
Afterward, however…afterward.
She closed her eyes, turning away from the mirror. When it was all over, that feeling of power and strength had bled away as if her throat had been cut. Dyna was surprised in some ways that she had made the walk all the way back to the Library without collapsing. Afterward, despite being barely able to walk, she couldn’t even sit still let alone contemplate sleep.
She’d worked for hours before Cassius arrived, almost to the point where she was asleep standing on her two traitorously weak feet. She couldn’t remember anything of what she was working on when he came in, nor of returning to her rooms. Dyna was pretty certain she hadn’t undressed herself, however, because while she knew the benefit of oil and powder, she had never in her life used perfumed powder on her body.
Dyna shrugged into a chiton, the common dress of a noblewoman, tying it only loosely before she pulled open the doors to her rooms.
The two large men outside turned to look at her, and one stepped forward and bowed his head.
“My Lady, what are your needs?”
She paused, thinking about that for a moment. Finally she nodded. “Food. Who put me to bed last night?”
“Via, my Lady.”
“Have her bring it, if she is available.”
“It will be done.”
She didn’t have to wait long. Via arrived within minutes with a tray of light fruits and cereal for her.
“You were expecting a call?” Dyna asked, sitting patiently as Via set the tray in front of her, carefully laying the food and utensils out.
“Yes, My lady,” Via said. “I asked to be alerted when you awoke.”
“Oh?”
The young girl blushed at Dyna’s intense stare. “Yes, my Lady. I expected you would need…preparation for the day.”
Dyna took a deep breath. “I believe you prepared me quite well last night. I’ve rarely woken quite as comfortable, thank you.”
“It is nothing.” Via cast her eyes down. “But begging the Lady’s pardon, if you’re going to wear armor regularly, you should have it fitted.”
Dyna involuntarily cast her eyes to the armor resting on a chair near her bed, a feeling of longing filling her. She shook her head sadly. “I doubt I’ll have the occasion to wear it again, Via.”
“If you say so, my Lady,” Via replied, not contradicting her, but her tone was clearly doubtful.
Dyna sighed and began to eat, not willing to get into an argument with the young slave at this time. It just seemed silly to fight with someone who by rights couldn’t fight back, and pointless as well since she knew that her days leading men into battle were most certainly at an end.
She was glad to have tasted it once, but Dyna feared that knowing the call of blood the way her ancestors had would come to drive her to madness by its absence.
Via, for her part, picked up a hair comb, took a seat behind Dyna, and began to wordlessly brush out her hair.
“What are you doing? I am quite capable of caring for my own appearance.” Dyna pulled away, mildly annoyed.
“My Lady should be eating now,” Via said, shifting so she could continue. “And it is not your capacity I question, but your opportunity. Centurion Cassius has sent word that he will be by today. Master Heron wishes to see you at your earliest convenience…”
Dyna started to rise. “Why didn’t you say so earlier? I’ll go immediately—”
“My Lady will eat” —Via pulled her back down by her shoulders— “while I see to your preparations. Master Heron expects you to see him refreshed, hale, and likely prepared to work. You will be none of those things, for long at least, if you do not replenish yourself.”
Dyna sighed, sullenly popping a slice of fruit into her mouth and chewing before she half turned to Via. “Which of us is the slave here again, if you’d be so kind as to remind me?”
Via smiled beatifically, having returned to brushing out Dyna’s hair.
“We are all slaves to our Masters, my Lady. Some of us are merely more aware of it than others.”
****
Dyna entered the private workshop of Master Heron a little hesitantly. Via had insisted on dressing her, though where this sudden insistence was coming from Dyna was uncertain. She was bedecked in a rather unlikely peplos that made her feel like some Grecian doll from Athens. It was not a feeling she enjoyed, comparing herself however distantly to the hypocrites from that city.
Heron looked up as she entered, beckoning her closer while unabashedly staring. Dyna rolled her eyes, but didn’t mind. As she’d told him, she held the Master in the highest esteem and considered his mind to be far and above the most attractive thing in all the Empire.
Besides which, she was quite aware that his health severely limited his potential for action and would hardly begrudge the man his fantasies.
“You wanted to see me, Master Heron?”
“Yes, Dyna, child.” He smiled. “But first, may I say that you look spectacularly lovely this morning. Radiant even.”
Dyna wasn’t one to blush, but she could feel her face heat at his words and knew that it was because her appearance was certainly atypical. Via had, for whatever reasons, gone all out, finishing what she had begun when Dyna fell asleep in the bath the night before, cheerfully applying all the general preparations that a Lady of high status might normally apply. Dyna had woken too relaxed, for some odd reason, and for once permitted the slave her way.
Normally she was one to wear a simple tunic and leggings, certainly not the flowing peplos, so if Heron wanted to enjoy the sight of her body in a Lady’s accoutrements, well, she would not be the one to tell him he couldn’t.
“Thank you,” she said with a smile as she turned from the sun in the hopes that the shadow would hide her blush.
Heron just chuckled, clearly amused, but he wouldn’t be the man he was if he let himself be sidetracked for long. He turned back to his work, beckoning Dyna closer. She saw that he had lit the brazier under his aeliopile, causing the small device to spin merrily as it spewed steam from twin ports.
“My greatest invention,” he said looking at the whirling toy. “Not that anyone would believe it.”
Dyna frowned, returning her gaze to the spinning toy. For that was what it was, after all, just a toy for the amusement of rich men and their guests. It certainly spun quickly, but without enough power to do work of any value. “I don’t understand.”
“Now, now, Dyna, child,” Heron chided her. “You have seen the steam cannons in use. You know the power of steam.”
Dyna nodded slowly. “Yes, but this is not the same.”
“On the contrary, Dyna,” he said seriously. “It is precisely the same. The only difference between this aeliopile and one of the steam cannons is the duration of the power. The cannon releases it in a single instant, this toy does so over a period of time. So, tell me, Dyna, child…what prevents us from constructing a device that controls the power of the cannon and turns it into a source of work?”
“I…I don’t know.” Dyna blinked, uncertain. She had never thought about that sort of application. Her work had largely been to leverage Master Heron’s work for its military applications.
“Come.” He smiled, leading her to the back of his workshop, to a door that was always barred.
She’d never been inside. It was Master Heron’s most private area beyond even his bed chambers. Dyna had, in fact, never seen the door unbarred as it was now. She followed in silence, not wanting to ruin her chance to see what Heron considered so important that he felt the need to lock it away from the world.
Heron lit a brazier near the door, then stepped back. Dyna was puzzled, uncertain by his actions, but kept her questions for the moment. Heron just smiled at her, then waved his hand at the massive doors.
“Open,” he said.
The doors groaned then slowly swung open of their own accord. Dyna stared, shocked for a moment, but she had been working with Heron long enough to detect the undercurrent of amusement in his posture, tone, and eyes. Slowly, she looked away from the doors to the lit brazier, eyes narrowing as she pondered the flames.
“Very good, my dear,” Heron chuckled. “A few more moments and I would wager that you could devise a similar invention yourself, but I will save you the time. The flames are heating water in a large tank below the doors, causing it to push some of itself out into another tank. As the second tank fills, the weight opens the doors.”
“Ingenious,” she whispered.
“I built this for the temple of Athena in Athens,” he told her with a small smile. “Of course, they requested very strongly that I not reveal the inner workings.”
Dyna snorted. “Clearly. I had heard tales. However, I have never had the desire to set foot in Athens, so I hadn’t considered the workings of the doors.”
He shrugged, gesturing inside as he waited for her to step across the threshold before following her.
“I believe that I have proven that steam can be harnessed to do work?”
“Again,” she said, bowing her head, “I am humbled by your genius, Master Heron.”
“As I am I by that of those who came before me,” he told her. “Come here, though. I will show you…true genius.”
He led her through the immense room, passing by various projects just sitting there, accumulating dust. Heron came a stop by something that she recognized, or thought she did.
“One of your fire pumps?” she asked.
“Close, similar principals, my dear…entirely different goal, however,” he said as he took his torch and touched it to a brazier inset in one of the pumps on the large cart.
It burned brightly, almost instantly, telling her that it used an oil fuel. They waited for the flames to heat the water within the large pumps, for something to happen. Heron was watching Dyna, not the machine, causing her to split her time between him and the device itself.
So it was that she almost missed it when the cart creaked in place and began to slowly move.
Dyna’s eyes widened, her attention locking on the cart as if a moth drawn to flame. The cart was a large one; she knew that it would take two strong horses to pull it, four would be preferable. The water weight would be massive, the weight of the brass and other materials very nearly as impressive, and yet here the whole cart was moving forward without any sign of wires or trickery.
“Step in front of it,” Heron suggested.
She looked at him, eyes wide.
“It is still moving slowly. Try to hold it in place.”
Dyna hesitated but stepped in front of the cart and put a hand to it. It didn’t so much as pause at her pressure, causing her to lean her weight into it. She could feel it continue to push against her, her sandals sliding against the smooth stone floor.
It was pushing her back, still accelerating slowly. Dyna let go and stepped out of the way, stunned by what she had just experienced.
“Master Heron,” she whispered. “You are…you are a God.”
He chuckled. “Hardly that, Dyna, child. Merely a talented logician who has the works of many other titans of the past from which to base his theories.”
Dyna didn’t respond. Her eyes were glued to the cart as it continued on its path until it came into contact with the wall with a deep thud that shook dust from the stone and sent shudders through the entire building. The cart stopped and the wall held, but she noticed that the wheels were still inexorably turning and grinding against the stone floor.
“How fast does it move?”
Heron shrugged. “Faster than a man may walk, not so fast as he could run.”
“And can it travel far?”
“We only tested it over short runs,” he admitted. “However, with the gear-changing system I devised…it should be able to travel so long as you have fuel for the fire and water for the tanks. You can guide it with brakes against the wheels and stop it by cutting the ropes to the wheels if you must stop quickly.”
“Why is this not available? The value to the Legion is…incalculable.”
Heron shrugged again. “I brought the system to the Emperor’s attention some years ago and described to him what I saw for it. The power to build roads, lift immense weights, and so forth.”
“And?”
“And he took me aside and told me that he wanted me to forget about my grand designs,” Heron smiled sadly.
“But why?” Dyna was confused. “We could do so much with this.”
“That is what I thought,” Heron admitted. “And so I asked him exactly that.”
“What was his answer? I must know,” she practically begged him, completely enraptured by the tale.
“He told me,” Heron said, eyes fogging over as he remembered the conversation with Nero. “He told me, ‘Heron my friend, if we do all that you say…what, then, would we do with the slaves?’”
Dyna felt her jaw go slack, almost literally feeling the bile rising in her gorge at that thought of that pseudo-logic.
Heron, however, held up a hand to forestall his young student’s ire from spilling out. “In the Emperor’s defense, Dyna, he was quite correct.”
She stared at him, unbelieving.
“Slaves outnumber citizens in our Empire,” Heron said, “and the poor outnumber the rich and powerful. Anything that takes work from either of those groups is a threat to the structure of the Empire, Dyna.”
“Then rebuild the structure of the Empire!” she blurted.
Heron laughed gaily, really quite pleased to see the fire in her eyes and hear the rage against the bureaucracy in her voice. “Ah, Dyna, child. You remind me of myself when I was young and immortal. The structure exists, and the powerful have no desire to change it. It has resulted in them having everything they might hope to wish for, so why would they dismantle it to replace it with something else?”
Dyna grumbled but had no counter to the argument. Politics had never been her strongest leaning, and so she just let it drop.
“To have your genius locked in this room, Master Heron, it is a crime,” she said finally, and with finality.
“If you honestly believe that the same didn’t befall Archimedes of Syracuse and many times many others,” he said, “then I believe you need to continue your studies with more fervor. It is not an uncommon story, Dyna. We are inventors. We may light the way, but it is left to others to choose whether they will follow.”
Dyna walked over to the cart, gliding her hand over the device that was even then still pushing against the stone wall with the inexorable determination of a machine. She walked around to the front and looked to the wall, noting that the stone had been crushed where the cart had impacted. For something moving so slowly, it had packed a great deal of force, reminding her of a battering ram more than anything else.
Amazing.
Heron, to her, had always been a giant among men. She was one of the many who saw through his frail body to the heart and mind of the giant within, but now she was beginning to believe that she had underestimated him after all. He is no giant, not among men or any other group.
Dyna stepped back, staring at what she could see of the mechanism. Like so many of Heron’s works, they were a mass, and a mess, of wooden cogs, rope, and brass. She believed she could see what he had done, but knowledge of the methodology did not retract from the immense weight of the accomplishment.
He is a God among men, or a Titan among Gods.
“I want you to know my works,” Heron told her from where he stood, amusedly watching her examine the cart closer. “Continue them when I am gone, or leave them to rot. It will not matter to me, but do as you would with them. I have confidence that you will find something of value here.”
“Value?” She turned to look at him, unbelieving. “Master Heron, what I’ve seen in the last few minutes alone is beyond price.”
He smiled but shook his head. “There are few things in this world beyond price, Dyna, child…and mark my words, not one of them is a trinket of the like I build.”
Those words said, Heron turned and walked out of the private storeroom, leaving his latest, possibly greatest and certainly last, student alone within.



Chapter 10
Cassius looked over the campus; it looked different now in daylight. The guard posts, hastily set up by oil lamp, where still there. He could see the weapon mounts, though most of the big brass pots and tubes had been removed, either the night before or sometime in the morning. He didn’t know which, though he’d like to spend a little time testing out those cannons himself.
They certainly sent enough of those Zealots into Pluto’s cold embrace last night.
From what he saw of their size, however, it would be a task worthy of Heracles himself to lug them around with a Legion Cohort. Unless they could be brought down to size, he doubted they’d be of any value, save perhaps in fixed defenses. Even then, they seemed to require skilled oversight that was hardly ideal when dealing with conscripted soldiers.
A pity, then, he supposed as he recalled the devastating effect the combination of five bolts and a ten-pound stone had on an enemy line. They would be a wonder at the front line of battle.
He motioned to one of the scholars wandering the grounds, an apprentice by the looks of the young man. “Where is Dyna of Sparta?”
“The Lady Dyna is meeting with Master Heron.”
“In his workplace?”
“That is the only place one meets with Master Heron.”
Cassius rolled his eyes but acknowledged the statement and headed toward the workshop of the current Master of the Great Library. He needed to speak with Dyna before word of the previous night spread too far, though he had his doubts if it would really be possible. He’d already begun hearing rumors of her involvement, some fairly accurate, others entirely insane. Not altogether unexpected, but it was something they couldn’t leave to run away on its own.
Women, no matter their position in the nobility, had no standing in the Legion authority. Dyna was a bit of an exception, as were many of her family, but Cassius was fully aware that this was a legal fiction. Bestowed on members of Sparta’s leading military families as part of a public appeasement and aimed at those of the Roman nobility who had taken to wallowing in Sparta’s martial history.
It had pleased the nobility, and the Emperor Caligula, when it had been pronounced and since then had never been repealed.
It had never been tested, either. Cassius was not fond of the idea that his name would be tied to the first test of those old pronouncements, especially since Dyna hardly cut the impressive swath of an ancient Spartan hero king. A woman giving orders to the Legion was not going to go over well with the nobility in Rome, especially not with Nero himself. Caligula would likely have laughed it off, but Nero was cut from a different cloth entirely.
It had seemed like a good idea when he needed every idea he could get just to live through the night, never mind keeping the city more or less intact. Now, however, in the light of day, Cassius had an ever sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach that there would be trouble.
He stepped into the workshop just as Master Heron appeared from the far side, walking in his direction.
“Centurion Cassius, I believe, yes?”
“Yes, Master Heron.” He tilted his head respectfully. “Is Dyna here?”
“She is in the back room,” Heron told him. “Announce yourself before entering, or I will have you ejected from the grounds.”
Cassius blinked, coming up short at the suddenly very serious tone in the normally friendly man’s demeanor. He nodded, however. “Of course.”
The smile was instantly back. “Then go, be about your affairs. I’ve been up all night and all morning, and I find myself in need of a nap.”
Master Heron then simply walked away and took the steps up to his rooms above the shop, leaving Cassius more than a little confused in his wake. With nothing else to do, he walked in the direction Heron had come and paused at the open doors.
“My Lady,” he called out, not stepping over the threshold.
“Cassius?”
“Yes, my Lady, may I enter?”
Dyna appeared from behind a large cart loaded with brass mechanisms, looking surprised at his request. “Of course…I, wait. This is Master Heron’s private rooms. I’ll come out.”
“The Master said I could enter if you allowed it,” he offered.
“He did?” She seemed confused but waved him in. “Well, enter then. I was told you wanted to speak with me.”
“Yes, my Lady,” he said as he approached. “We need to speak of last night.”
She sighed. “Yes, I know. I honestly didn’t believe we would live to have this conversation.”
Cassius half smiled. “Honestly, nor did I.”
She nodded. “So…how bad do you suppose it is?”
“Difficult to say,” he admitted. “If we were closer to Rome, I would likely suggest desertion. Perhaps somewhere to the east, the very far east.”
“That would not be an option.” She shook his head, mildly amused by his comments but not taking them as an option either.
“Thankfully, as far from Rome as we are, we have time,” Cassius replied. “There is a good chance that by the time Emperor Nero hears of it, the story will be so fantastic as to be unbelievable, and he isn’t one to be prone to flights of fancy.”
Dyna considered that before acceding the point, that much was more than true. Nero was an almost stolidly dull man by comparison to many of his predecessors. He was known, however, for being a very strict leader, and his word of law often bordered on cruelty. She had no desire to find herself at odds with the Emperor, particularly not this one.
“I will state and report that I called on you as an advisor,” Cassius said, “and as an expert on the weapons available here in the workshops of the Library. We can explain any rumors of your command as people misunderstanding what they’ve seen.”
She accepted that, knowing that it would be for the best to avoid any attention from Rome. While Sparta and its history of martial prowess were currently quite in fashion with the nobles of Rome, it would be a poor idea to put that popularity to the test. Earning too much attention would prevent the Emperor from ignoring things that he might otherwise be pressured into taking a stance on.
From her history, Dyna knew that it was best not to attract the attention of the powerful. It rarely worked out well, or in the favor of those the attention fell upon.
“Agreed,” she said finally. “I offered my services to your command, Centurion. The Library is pleased to have been of service to the Legion.”
Cassius smiled lightly. “And the Legion was honored, as always, to work with the scholars of the Library.”
The two exchanged amused looks and clasped forearms to seal their agreement.
****
The sun was beginning its fall to the horizon, another spin in the eternal dance, before Dyna was willing to be parted from the Master’s private storerooms. The wonders Heron had created would stun her to her dying day, she was convinced now. Certainly many of them were not suitable for common use, nor did most have any direct applications to current problems she was aware of, but the proofs she had seen were enough to truly lift her blood.
It was almost the same feeling as she had been swept up in the night before.
Whether it be battle with a human enemy or with the forces of the universe itself, battle is now and always will be battle. Glory for the victors, and death to the weak.
She felt tired and weary as she let herself back into her own study rooms, breaking the seals that kept others from disturbing whatever she had been working on. Honestly, she didn’t know what that could have been; it must have been while she was all but dead on her feet the night before.
I should have known better than to work while that tired. My notes are likely a mess, and useless besides.
Dyna leaned over the papers she’d been working on and frowned, recognizing the designs. She looked between the notes of Archimedes and then to the notes she had made the night before, absently taking a seat as she read her own writing with some wonder.
This may just work. In fact, if I combine this with Master Heron’s work…
Fatigue forgotten, Dyna plucked up a wax tablet and a scribe so she could begin to rapidly scribble more notes on the wax surface.
****
Deep into the night, Via sighed as she found her mistress slumped over the table with her face pressed into a wax tablet. She carefully pried the two apart and summoned the males slaves to carry Dyna back to her rooms.
She followed along, calling for oils and powders to be sent to Dyna’s rooms.
At least this way, she supposed, it was possible to ensure that her mistress had proper cares taken for her body and appearance.
****
Monsters. Ghosts. Demons.
Prosephus gasped as he stumbled through the streets of Jerusalem, unable to hold a straight line to his step. He’d run from Alexandria, hundreds of miles, almost without rest. He was the last of the survivors of the attack on the city, his comrades fallen by the demons and their ghost arrows in the city itself or on the roads since.
Ahead he saw the temple, and a white light seemed to surround it as he felt reenergized. God’s strength surged through him and he straightened, his pace quickening. There were people out front, a crowd, but he didn’t know why. He couldn’t remember what day it was, so perhaps it was the Sabbath?
He couldn’t remember, could only think of the demons.
Every time they tried to stop along the way to rest, they would be beset, within hours at the most…often mere minutes. The demons would appear from the shadows of stones, trees, whatever was there. Hammering their shields, always that bedamned hammering. It had taunted them all the way from Alexandria, the sound of those swords on those shields.
They’d fired arrows at them, a few anyway. It was a desperate measure, since they’d seen the demons just stand there and let arrows rain down on them with total immunity to the normally lethal projectiles. At the distance the armored demons remained, the arrows may as well have been sticks thrown by children.
Once they pressed the attack, fear turning to rage and driving them to charge.
The demons vanished into the ether, and all they received for their troubles was a hail of arrows from nowhere.
When half again their number had been slain, they gave up on fighting entirely and just ran.
They ran all day and then they ran all night. If they stopped, they quickly found that one or more of their number would be killed or simply vanish, so they didn’t stop. Then people began to flag, to falter, and finally to even die practically on their feet as they ran.
Prosephus was the last, so far as he knew, and it was with great and growing joy that he saw the temple loom so large over him as he put one foot on the steps and collapsed.
“Clear the way.”
The authoritative voice caused him to look up, and his eyes widened as he recognized Zadok the Pharisee stepping slowly down toward him.
“Who are you?”
Prosephus struggled to move enough just to prostrate himself. “A loyal soldier.”
“What happened to you?”
“I was with the group commanded by Amichai of Gamala,” he gasped out. “We succeeded in entering the walls of Alexandria as planned…inside…”
Prosephus started to shake uncontrollably, his hands and legs refusing to bend to his will.
“Inside what? What of Amichai?”
“Crucified,” Prosephus croaked out, hugging himself as he shook. “The demons…”
Men and woman fell back from him, though Zadok stood his ground and merely glowered.
“What demons? Speak!”
“Demons of Alexandria… They took the form of Spartan warriors of ages long past.” Prosephus shuddered and stuttered as he spoke. “Accompanied by great whirlwinds that tore men limb from limb, they haunted us…hunted us. We fled, but one by one we were killed… I…I am the—”
An arrow whistled through the air, slicing down and perforating the still prostrate man through his lower body. The head of the blade tore through flesh, into his intestines and kidney, spilling his blood as it was driven clear through to his front. He fell forward, onto the tip, and drove it back into his abdomen as he lay there, bleeding out.
Zadok was pulled back, surrounded by his men, but no more arrows fell from the sky. It was several moments before anyone even thought to look to the wounded man, and so by the time they did, they found him dead.
“The arrow was fatal,” a guard said, “but not immediately. It was aimed to provide him a painful, lingering death. He only died quickly because he was so weak. I would bet on it.”
Zadok shook his head. “The Lord has more love for His children than that. This man delivered His message unto us, and then He took him into the kingdom of heaven to save him the agony our enemies intended. Take the body and prepare him for burial. We will honor this man, for he warned us of a great evil in Alexandria.”
The guards nodded seriously, trying to ignore the many people who were praying for protection and deliverance as the word “demons” began to spread through the crowd.
“Is that a Roman arrow, Cyrus?” Zadok asked, his tone deceptively calm as he looked at the black arrow standing from the fallen man’s back.
The guard stepped closer, kneeling by the body to examine the shaft closer. Finally he grimaced and cast the arrow to the dirt. “Yes. It has been…colored, but it is of Roman make.”
“What was used to color it?”
“Blood.”
****
“That was a fated shot, Carran.”
Carran lowered his bow, sighing happily through bared teeth. It had been two long days, but they’d finished the mission as assigned. “The Lady asked that the last of them die on the steps of the temple. Her will be done.”
The scout trio nodded, turning back from their position as Curran tossed his bow and quiver. They were within the enemy lines, and now the job was to escape with their lives so they could enjoy what glory came from this mission. Eliminating the last of the invaders, practically in the arms of his superiors, that was a story worth telling, and it would earn them more than a few drinks. Of that they were certain. But of course, they had to escape first.
“Do you think this will stop them from coming back to Alexandria?” asked Said Shinar, glancing over his shoulder as they faded into the crowds and made their way out of the city of Jerusalem.
“All I can say for certain, Said,” Carran shrugged as he replied, “is that if they come back, they’ll be looking over their shoulders and jumping at every shadow the entire way there.”
The three chuckled darkly, all of them quite certain of that particular truth. They’d made the distance from Alexandria to Jerusalem in just over six days. That was a hard march, even by Legion standards, but for the men they’d been chasing, it had to be nothing short of their very own hell come to earth.
While the Legion had marched almost without pause, the enemy had run in multiple terror flights, punctuated by brief periods of rest where they were almost certainly doing anything but resting. More than a few had literally died on their feet, their bodies being found by the Legionnaires as they marched, and many others had collapsed and been easily dispatched in passing. With no time to take prisoners, the orders on enemy soldiers were quite clear, so they’d left a string of bodies along the road most of the way back to Alexandria.
The last leg was left to a scout team, Carran and his partners, Said and Nicola. They’d been able to slip into the city with a caravan of supplies that had apparently managed to get past the Legion blockades. It wasn’t that surprising, since the city itself wasn’t under siege yet. There would always be someone willing to run supplies to enemies of the Empire. It was a good thing for them, since it let them slip in to complete the Lady’s orders, but Carran supposed that it would be giving the Legion headaches into the future.
“They’re stockpiling food.” Nicola glanced to the left as they passed a warehouse.
Carran nodded. “They’re expecting the Legion. Soon, too.”
“Where do you suppose the Twenty-Second is?”
Carran shook his head, eyes flitting around as he spotted some men in armor heading for one of the walls. “North of here, last I heard. Probably putting down another set of attacks closer to the capital.”
“I see siege engines, Carr.”
“I see them,” Carran said without turning to look again. “More soldiers along the west wall. Looks like they’re tripling up on the normal watch.”
“You sure?”
“Yes, I spent eight months walking that wall before I was sent to Alexandria,” he said. “When we walk out, look to see if they’re mining the approach.”
The other two nodded their agreement. Mining the approach was a way to keep siege engines from rolling up to the walls, generally by digging weakly reinforced tunnels that could handle the weight of men but not the larger mass of siege towers and other devices. It was difficult and dangerous work but, done properly, could cost the Legion a massive amount of time and effort, not to mention lives and lost equipment.
By the time they got to the main gate, there were guards crawling over the area, and that meant that the fun part of the job was just beginning. They walked calmly, as confidently as they could, heading for the gate on a direct course. Skulking about would get them picked up in an instant, so they moved without fear, talking and joking with each other in Hebrew as they walked.
The gate guards were more interested in the sudden influx of soldiers from the city center to pay attention to a trio of grubby looking peasants, but they did endure a little scrutiny from the soldiers before they were allowed through. Outside the gates, they continued their casual walk, chatting well until they were out of sight of the city.
About two mile markers along the southern road, they got off the road and headed west toward Alexandria. The rest of the squad was waiting for them when they rejoined the road another few hours’ march along.
They were greeted by Immune Sevarus, who had commanded the entire run. “Ho! Did you fare well?”
“The Lady’s will was done.”
“Good. Excellent, even. Well done, the three of you.” Sevarus greeted each of them in turn.
“We noted as we were exiting the city, Immune, that they’re putting in supplies for siege.”
Sevarus was unsurprised. “The Israelites must know that Rome will retaliate and that the Twenty-Second is not far. Likely they will be under siege afore the month is out.” 
“Yes, but they’re mining the approaches to the walls.”
The Immune grimaced but nodded. “Very well. We’ll dispatch a runner.”
Carran volunteered. “I’ll do it, Immune. The Twenty-Second should be to the north. I can find them.”
“As you will it, then. Go in the morning, after some rest and a meal,” Sevarus told him. “We’ve no reason to break our souls any longer with nonstop marching. The Twenty-Second will survive a few hours longer without you, I’m certain.”
“No doubt, Immune,” Carran chuckled. “Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me. It just means you’ll miss the celebrations when we return to Alexandria,” Sevarus told him, grinning. “Come, tell me your story before you leave, so I’ll know what lies to claim as my own.”
The men laughed freely, the tension and stress of the past week lifting from them, and they headed back into the woods where they had prepared their campsite. It had been a long time since the night of steel and flames, the night when the Lady had kept them from abandoning honor for lives and managed to somehow pull victory from certain defeat.
They all had things to be grateful for and stories they wanted to tell, so while the absence of liquor was a pity, they would make do with water and march rations and be grateful indeed that they had that much. Stories, tall tales, and flat out lies of their deeds over the past week would suffice in the place of alcohol. Each of them would make certain of that indeed. 



Section Two–We Are Legion



Chapter 11
Tribunus Militum Laticlavius Gordian was a tall man, though not so much as some born to the north. His position as the day-to-day Commander of the Twenty-Second Deiotanera Legion had been an appointment by the Senate, but it was one he had taken as seriously as any man might have. This current assignment to the east of the Empire bothered him, however, and he was now a little worn and frayed about the edges as he pored over the latest dispatches from Rome and reports from the field.
He looked up as his aide entered the tent, stiffening to salute. The man was a veteran of many campaigns and had been of inestimable value to Gordian as he learned the ways of the Legion, so he quickly slapped his own fist across his chest and nodded to the older man. “What is it, Centurion?”
The Centurion relaxed. “Runner just arrived from Alexandria, Tribunus.”
Gordian stepped away from the campaign table, turning his focus entirely onto the Centurion. “What news does he bring?”
“The Zealots sacked the city.”
“What?” Gordian blared. “Bring him in here!”
“Runner!”
The man had apparently been waiting just outside and stepped in without delay. He saluted too, but Gordian impatiently waved him off.
“Speak, man. What has happened?”
“Zealots mounted an assault on Alexandria three weeks past, Tribunus,” the runner announced as if he weren’t dropping a hungry tiger amongst the condemned. “They must have gotten men in during the day. The Governor was found dead after the battles, and we lost most of the Cohort during the night.”
“By the Emperor,” Gordian swore, glaring at the ground as he slowly shook his head. “I told the Legatus that we hadn’t left enough men.” He snapped up, still glaring to cool a man’s blood, and fixed his gaze on the runner. “What of the city then? How much was destroyed, how many died?”
“Final counts weren’t completed when I was ordered to find you, Tribunus.” The runner shook his head. “Much burned before we could repel the Zealot forces, but it could have been worse.”
Gordian frowned but nodded absently. “Who was in command of the Garrison?”
“Tribunus Octave, but he was killed before the attack. There was no command at first, until the Lady Dyna of Sparta and Centurion Cassius rallied the Garrison and Auxilliaries under their command to defend the Library.”
Gordian thought for a moment. “Dyna of Sparta? I believe I’ve seen her about the Library, once or twice.”
“She is Master Heron’s student,” the runner confirmed.
Gordian frowned pensively. He remembered now. There had been a minor scandal when Heron took on a woman as his student, enough that her name became moderately well known in Alexandria. He’d never met the woman personally, but he supposed she had to have something going for her to garner the support of a man of Heron’s stature.
Though, were he honest with himself, he had probably assumed that the old man wanted her as a serving girl. A man of his stature could always order in a slave, however, so he supposed that she must have had something more that looks to attract his attention.
“Cassius?” he said finally. “In charge of the Third Cohort?”
“Yes, Tribunus.”
“Good man, as I recall. I promoted him myself after a battle to the south,” Gordian said after a moment.
The runner remained still, perhaps not knowing what to say.
“What did Dyna of Sparta have to do with it?”
“She commanded us, Tribunus.”
Gordian shot him a sharp, penetrating look. “She? Not Cassius?”
“Centurion Cassius managed the men, Tribunus, but it was the Lady who gave us our orders and organized the defense.”
A lot more than mere looks, then, Gordian supposed. Some might have heard that she was of Sparta and taken that as explanation, but he’d been to Laconia more than once in the past and hadn’t walked away impressed. Sparta might once have been a center of martial might, but today it was little more than a hedonist’s stop masquerading as something military.
“Tell me of the battle,” he ordered finally, having decided that he didn’t know enough to decide anything.
The runner looked about nervously and began to speak.
****
“We can’t make it any larger, my Lady,” the craftsman said, practically pleaded, under Dyna’s glower. “It may be too large now. The wheels can’t take the weight.”
Dyna glared for a while longer, but her heart wasn’t really in it. The man was right and she knew it. The chariot wheels were simply not able to handle the weight of the armor, weapons, and impetus mechanism. She had so wanted to make Master Heron’s God chariot into something of practical use, but there were limits to the materials they had available.
“Fine,” she sighed, “leave this for now. I am going to rethink the design. For the moment I want you and the others to focus on building more of the new variation on the dragon’s breath.”
The man nodded, gratefully. Building the dragon’s breath weapons was complex work, and a real challenge, but at least it was possible. Since they’d been seen in battle, the steam cannons had earned themselves a new name drawn from the great gout of steam that rushed from their muzzle when fired, in addition to the startling carnage they brought upon their foes. Heron had brought in some of the best craftsmen of the Library and the city in general to build more of them and to begin improving the usability of the weapon.
One burly bronze- and iron-worker had taken one look at the complex mess of pots and tubes and just snorted in disgust before going to work. It had taken him a week, but when he finally emerged from his shop, he’d presented Dyna and Master Heron with a much cleaner design that did away with most of the complex pipes and had even eliminated one of the pots.
Dyna had clucked and shaken her head when she saw it, swearing that it would never work. He’d even gotten rid of the notched boards used to seal the end of the barrel so that the weapon could build up force, replacing it with a heavy bronze plate that flipped up over the barrel and was affixed with a breakaway catch.
When they tested it, however, the system worked far better than she would have believed. The man had cut out much of the sprawling mess that had been so prevalent in the models they had built in the Library. The bronze plate had functioned almost flawlessly, giving a little too soon so that the weapons had just dribbled out of the barrel, but that had proven to be a simple fix. More tension to the catch and they had finer control over the power released than ever before.
Master Heron pronounced the new design to be an improvement on even Archimedes’s best works, something Dyna could not remember him ever saying in the past.
And so it was that Craftsman Curio Sensus was offered a place in the Library, with his own shop. For Dyna, it was something of a bitter pill to swallow, since she had treated the man more than a little shabbily, but she determined to take it as a lesson much needed.
Her own project was not coming along as well as she would have hoped, however. Dyna had looked on the Master’s automat chariot and seen an instant future in it as a mobile piece of field craft, something they could mount the new cannons to. Unfortunately, while the chariot worked well on properly maintained city roads, the chariot wheels were too brittle to handle the rougher and less reliable sorts of things you saw in even the less well-maintained sections of a city, to say nothing of the long roads of the Empire.
If wooden wheels won’t do the job, what are my options?
Honestly, Dyna supposed that she didn’t have many. She could add more wheels, spreading the weight out, but that would make handling the chariot a nightmare worthy of Phobetor himself. The steering already required impressive strength to control the braking pads, and requiring more of them to operate in tandem would make the device considerably more difficult. 
She sighed, smearing the wax back across her tablet to erase the preliminary sketches she had made. She would have to come up with another idea, something that could be controlled more easily while still being able to handle the impressive weight of Master Heron’s steam impulse device. 
Speaking of which, we’ll be needing a name for it soon as well, she supposed. There were no words to describe the device that provided motive force to an automaton in this way.
Dyna chuckled as she walked around the large cart serving as the base for the device, making some new sketches as she considered the wheels in use. From the experiences of the Legion, Dyna was aware that if she enlarged the tires, they would support the weight better, but she was limited by the size of the available roads as well.
The attack on the city had left her and the other craftsmen and scholars of the Library with a one-of-a-kind opportunity. Since the initial strikes of the Zealots had been to assassinate many of the leaders of the city, most of the people currently in charge of affairs for Alexandria and an immense swath of the local countryside were scholars of the Library itself.
The attack had damaged vital infrastructure, in some places destroying centuries-old constructions and in others rendering them useless by the destruction of the buildings they were built to service. Dyna had been quick to point out to Master Heron that since they were being forced to repair large sections of aqueduct, defensive emplacements, and other pieces of the city…well, they may as well create improvements while they had the chance.
Since there were no Roman Senators around to deliberate endlessly on the question, they had quickly decided to make the changes as they saw fit. They would likely only have a few weeks, perhaps months, of autonomy from the bureaucracy of Rome, and every man of the Library wanted to make the most of it.
Which wasn’t to say that everyone had the same ideas. If Dyna had to sit through another interminable meeting where someone advocated some imbecilic thing or another, she would likely snap and kill someone. Not that all of the ideas were stupid in themselves, but she already knew what so many of her colleagues seemed unable to grasp: They only had time to enact short-term measures. Whatever they started had to be finished…or near enough as to make little difference, before the Romans sent another Senator to take the place of the Governor of Alexandria.
If they didn’t, he would certainly reverse any rulings made in the meantime and return them to Roman standards as quickly as possible.
She was still working when Cassius walked into the shop, giving the chariot in the middle of the floor a wide berth as he eyed it with clear distrust and confusion.
“Good afternoon, Cassius,” she said as she sketched out a new idea. “How are things on the military front?”
“I’ve recalled sufficient Auxiliaries to secure the city for the moment,” he said, scowling a little. “No word yet on when we might expect a new Legion Garrison, however.”
“I can tell by your tone that it isn’t the Garrison that’s preying on your mind,” she said, not looking up from the tablet she was working on.
“Hardly,” he ground out. “No, we have more serious problems, my Lady.”
“What then?”
“Runners are coming in from outlying areas. We weren’t the only place struck by the Zealot raids,” he admitted. “Several nearby towns are screaming for help from the Legion, and we have refugees from others coming our way as I speak.”
Dyna set down the tablet and stylus. “I see. How many Auxiliaries can you summon, Cassius?”
Cassius shrugged and seemed uncertain, in all honesty, but finally ventured a guess. “Perhaps the equivalent of a Century or two, possibly a Cohort if we include Cavalry and Immunes.”
She nodded, considering the issue. “Very well, call them up. We will have to secure the area against the Zealots, one way or another, or they will believe that Alexandria is a fair target again in the near future.”
“My Lady!” he objected. “We won’t have enough to secure the city!”
Dyna did not respond as she finally set aside her stylus and tablet, turning to look the older man in the eye.
“Cassius, the Empire is responsible for the wellbeing of the entire region,” she told him sternly. “And additionally, after what we did to the Zealots who invaded the city, giving them time to assemble and plan is not in Alexandria’s best interests. Call in the Auxiliaries, but make certain to send out messengers tonight. Tonight, Cassius, I want our best riders and fastest horses scouting the region. Have them locate the Zealots’ location and report back.”
She paused, considering. “How many Immunes do you have qualified on the Pharos signals?”
Cassius stammered at first, blinking furiously. “Other than Aelia? I believe we have perhaps a dozen.”
“Send them out with the messengers. Have them array on hilltops between forty and forty-five mile markers of Alexandria. I will have the Pharos Garrison stand watch for signals.”
“My Lady!” Cassius objected exasperatedly. “The Great Pharos may be able to throw a signal that distance, but my Immunes cannot.”
“They can,” she said, nodding across the Library Campus. “Walk with me, Centurion.”
Without waiting for a response, she was off, leaving Cassius briefly behind. 
****
Cassius had to jog briefly to catch up to her, as he had taken a couple seconds to understand, and by that time she was clear of the shop and heading across the grounds. He slowed to match her double time walk, irritated that he had probably been seen scrambling to catch up to her, but he knew that it would be pointless to complain.
Whatever else she was, Dyna had always been nobility. It was different for her than for Romans, he was well aware. For a noble of Rome, you relied on your parents, and theirs, for three generations. If they had been recognized as members of the higher levels of society, then you too were nobility. So long as that three-generation line was unbroken, you and your family were considered nobles. However, should your father have lost his wealth and influence, then you would have to rebuild it over three generations in order to fully reenter the highest levels of Roman society.
For Dyna, she was of the royal bloodline of the Agiad. Cassius was well aware that she could directly trace her line to King Leonidas, and beyond him to Heracles himself. The blood of the Gods was something she took for a certainty in her veins, and that tended to have an effect on how a person acted.
Dyna was normally not as bad as many, but she expected and demanded respect and a certain level of deference…at least when dealing within her sphere of control. As her family had maintained enough wealth and influence over the last few generations to secure her position in Roman society, even considering the current marginal respect given to Laconia, even those who normally wouldn’t listen to women tended to give her words a moment’s consideration. For Cassius, who was neither of noble birth nor high enough rank to risk annoying her benefactors, and who honestly had a great deal of respect for the woman herself…well, he just followed and remained silent as she led him to the small tower that housed the Library’s test lighthouse.
She didn’t take them up the ladders to the upper areas, however, instead heading into a lower storage room. Cassius waited while she threw open the doors and unshuttered the windows, letting in the day’s light.
The light streamed into the large stone room, letting him see several wood and bronze devices piled in one corner.
“Give them these,” she said. “These will throw a signal the required distance, though we’ll be forced to communicate only by night. In daylight, the range is less than half, I am afraid.”
Cassius stepped around one of the devices, noting the bronze and wood construction with some distaste. “I’ll have to dispatch at least two men with each Immune just to carry this thing.”
Dyna shrugged. “As you must. Just inform them that if they break or ‘lose’ even one of these, I will see them hunted to the far corners of the Empire…and if I catch them, I will personally crucify them. Clear?”
Cassius took a step back from the feral expression on her face, an expression promising nothing but pain. “Clear, my Lady…but, why?”
She sighed, her expression clearing for a moment, only to become deeply etched with concern as she looked back to the devices. “Inside each one is a gemstone crystal used to direct the light. It is…nearly priceless.”
Cassius looked sharply down at the devices, then took a step away from them. The last thing he wanted was to take responsibility for anything that someone like Dyna would describe as priceless. “My Lady, I don’t have many men I would trust with anything of that nature.”
“Did I ask you for such men?” she asked coldly. “Immunes are intelligent. They know how to operate these devices and they know their worth. There are no dealers in the Empire who would buy the gems within these. Your Immunes know this.”
“The Empire isn’t the only source of gold for the likes of this, my Lady, and you know that well,” Cassius countered. “We can’t risk losing anything that valuable.”
“They are worthless sitting here, Cassius,” Dyna told him. “It is my responsibility. Issue them to the teams. The Immunes will know how to operate them.”
Cassius swallowed, his gut twisting up, but he nodded jerkily. “Yes, my Lady.”
Dyna nodded, more determinedly than the Centurion but no less nervous deep down in her guts. Despite her words, she knew that the reason the signaling devices hadn’t already been issued to Legion Immunes was the fact that the devices were worth more than a Cohort, fully staffed and equipped. Cheaper to use runners and riders, even if the delay cost lives.
Time, however, was at a premium here, and she was determined to see to it that they could react to enemy movements with speed that no one could hope to predict.
“You have your orders, Cassius,” she said with finality. “Call in the Auxiliaries, send out the scouts. We move on the enemy as soon as we have their location.”
“Yes, my Lady.” Cassius slapped his fist over his chest and half bowed. Mentally, however, he was beginning to worry that he had gotten himself into something deeper than he had initially realized, and was no longer certain that he could get himself out.
Of course, Cassius supposed, I didn’t really expect to get out of it that night either. The Zealots should have killed us all then, yet somehow she kept us alive. If I am a dead man, I died that night. Dyna purchased more time for all of us.
Living on borrowed time was an old and familiar sensation, so Cassius actually relaxed as he left the storeroom and headed for the Garrison to issue orders. Dyna of Sparta had bought him that time, and so if she now demanded it back…well, so be it.
****
Dyna watched him go, doing her best not to show the gut-churning emotions making her want to run home and hide behind her mother’s skirts. Cassius barely had an inkling of the value they were talking about, but it was better that way. Dyna had been peripherally involved in the project that created the signaling devices, so she knew precisely what the devices were valued at, and whatever he was afraid of…Dyna was quite certain he was massively underestimating the issue.
She took a few deep breaths, trying not to shudder at the knowledge of the risks and responsibilities she had continued to assume since the night Alexandria burned. She was under no illusions what would happen to her if she made a fatal misstep. Nero was known for throwing men and women to the lions in the Coliseum for lesser crimes than robbing the Empire of such treasures, particularly since the Israelite revolts had begun.
She steeled herself, however, and walked across the campus to the workshop of the Library’s latest craftsman. She no longer had time to waffle in her response to him, and as Master Heron’s apprentice, she had responsibilities.
“Craftsman Sensus.” She spoke quietly, but forced her voice steady as she patted the side of the large doors to catch his attention.
The craftsman looked up and his face darkened almost instantly, but he didn’t say anything as she waited. Finally, after several long moments, he nodded once and then turned back to his work. Dyna stepped into the smithy, eying the bubbling bronze the man was working with, and remained silent while he poured the liquid metal into the mold.
When it was done, Sensus turned to look at her, drawing himself up to his full height so he towered over her much smaller frame.
“My Lady,” he rumbled, his voice dark but just barely respectful.
“Craftsman.” She gestured in return, taking a breath as she hesitated. “I wish to apologize for my earlier comments. Your work has been impeccable and your ideas effective.”
His eyes widened in surprise, but the man didn’t say anything. Whether this was out of shock or spite, Dyna didn’t know and didn’t have time to be concerned with. She had dismissed the man in her haste, and he was owed an apology as part of the respect he was due as a skilled craftsman, so she would offer him that much.
After a long moment, he finally seemed to shake off the surprise and nodded slowly. “Thank you, my Lady.”
She sighed, not wanting to do what came next but having little choice due to the time constraints facing her.
“Reports have come in,” she said. “More Zealot forces are besieging nearby townships, burning fields, and generally making truly great pains of themselves. We’ll need your new cannons as quickly as possible.”
“They will be ready,” Sensus confirmed, his posture more relaxed now that the conversation had returned to his own territory.
“Good, but that isn’t why I’m here,” she said, noting that he immediately tensed up again. “Can your apprentices continue your work here?”
Sensus frowned, considering the question, but finally acceded. “Yes, they know the design.”
“Leave them to work, then,” she said, gesturing behind her, “and walk with me. I have a project that I can no longer afford to spend time on but believe will be as valuable as the dragon’s breath cannons.”
He hesitated, not entirely trusting her apparent change of heart. She didn’t blame him, however, and waited patiently for the man to come to a decision and set down his hammer. He finally did and looked over to her as he grabbed a cloth and began to wipe his hands down.
“Lucian!” he bellowed, calling out a boy from the back of the shop.
“Yes, Master Sensus?” the young apprentice asked.
“Continue building the new cannon,” he ordered. “I will return.”
“Yes, Master.” The boy bowed his head.
Sensus nodded to Dyna. “Show me.”
She gestured toward her own shop, set near Master Heron’s, and began to walk. He fell into an easy pace a half step behind her, and they crossed the distance in silence. As Master Heron’s only remaining apprentice, one who had long since passed the requirements for her own Mastership had she been a man, Dyna was afforded one of the better workshops, at Heron’s own insistence. The space was roughly twice what they had just left, but for the moment, all that sat within was a single large cart.
“This is a cart,” Sensus said flatly, eying her suspiciously.
She just barely managed to restrain from making a sarcastically dry comment in response to that but decided that such responses would best be set aside until they knew one another better and at least tolerated each other. Instead, she just gestured with her hands as she spoke. “Indeed. It’s based on Master Heron’s steam motive device, not the aeliopile you understand, but the one he worked on after that.”
From his expression, she thought that he likely didn’t understand, in reality, but the man was clearly loathe to admit it to her, at least. Finally, the large man grunted and shook his head. “I am sorry, I know of the aeliopile, of course, but that is a toy, yes?”
“Yes,” Dyna admitted. “At least, in its current form. This, however, is anything but. Come, I will show you.”
She led him in and demonstrated the cart and its capabilities, much as Heron had shown her, and within moments had a convert. Sensus stared with wide eyes at the beastless chariot that had managed to inexorably force him aside with an almost immeasurable strength. He clutched at the hammer of Vulcan he wore as a pendant around his throat, lips twitching as he mumbled a prayer to the great smith God.
“My reaction was similar,” Dyna admitted from behind him.
“How did he harness such power?”
“Water and heat,” she answered. “The intellect of Master Heron is nearly unparalleled.”
“I believe it,” he said, nodding slowly. Finally, Sensus turned to look at her. “You want me to work on this?”
“I do. The mechanism functions, obviously,” she said, “but it is a prototype. I wish you to examine it, see what can be eliminated without impairing function, as you did for the cannons. I require that it be able to carry more weight, for armor and weapons.”
Sensus considered that as he slowly walked around the chariot. “I will do as you ask. It is an honor to work on a masterpiece such as this.”
“That was my opinion as well,” she told him, her voice tinged with regret. “I would that I had time to continue.”
He looked at her sharply. “You ride with the warriors?”
Dyna tipped her head, confirming the guess. “I am taking responsibility for their actions. I will be there to ensure that if I am to be censured by the Emperor that it be for something I actually condoned.”
He laughed, a guttural bark that seemed to shake the air. “It hardly matters. If the Emperor wants you punished, he will find a reason or simply declare his will to be the reason.”
Dyna didn’t comment.
It wasn’t that she disagreed with him, but she had not been brought up to criticize authority. Not in public or before commoners, at least. If a criticism had to be made, it was something to be done directly to the man’s face, if possible, or honestly with blade and bone if not.
“At any rate,” she said finally, “do what you can, note any changes to the design carefully, and report to Master Heron or whomever he designates. Accepted?”
He nodded slowly. “Yes. Accepted, with thanks.”
“I will leave you to it for now, though I may be in and out until we march,” she said. “My notes are on the desk in the corner. Make use of them if you can but please leave them intact.”
He turned to look at her, bowing his head. “Of course, my Lady. I will not fail.”
“Do not make promises until you know they will be kept,” she said with a light smile and a shake of her head. “But I thank you for the thought. Good day to you, Master Craftsman Sensus.”
“And you, Lady Dyna.”
She nodded, then left him happily poring over the chariot she had built based on Heron’s prototype. She hoped that he would be able to make something of the project, but she had seen enough of his skill to be certain that at least the job would not languish in Hades’s clutches in her absence.



Chapter 12
Tribunus Gordian wasn’t surprised when another runner was announced, just days after the last. With the events reported near Alexandria being as significant as they appeared, he expected to be practically pelted with messengers over the next few weeks while he organized his response and got a Cohort ready to be dispatched to reinforce the Garrison.
When the man said that he had come directly from Jerusalem, however, Gordian had straightened up and taken notice. Mere candlemarks were all that passed before the man was standing in front of him in his campaign tent, surrounded by nearly every officer in the Twenty-Second ready to interrogate him.
The first question, of course, was obvious.
“What were you doing in Jerusalem?”
The man, a Legionnaire by the name of Carran, looked around nervously. He had expected an intense reception, it was true, but this had already surpassed his expectations. He was Legion, however, so he swallowed hard and bellied up to the challenge.
“It was my Lady’s orders, Tribunis,” he said after taking a deep breath. 
“Your lady?”
“Lady Dyna of Sparta.”
Gordian leaned back, glancing over at his adjutant. “Dyna again.”
“She has been busy, sir,” the older Centurion said.
“Indeed,” Gordian said softly before he leaned forward again. “What were her orders?”
“That we should harry the enemy from Alexandria to their home and not let them rest a minute if we could avoid it,” he answered. “And that one, at least, should survive to the steps of their temple…and, finally, that it would be best if that one should die on those steps once he had told of the fate of his comrades.”
The men seated around the tent blinked in shock, a couple even barked out in laughter.
“Dyna of Sparta indeed. This one is no Laconian whore,” a Centurion said with a laugh. “Those are the orders of a Spartan of old if ever I’ve heard them.”
“What would you know of the Spartans of old?” Gordian rolled his eyes. “Be silent a moment, Janusi. Tell me, Carran, did you complete your mission?”
Carran straightened, eyes and posture proud. “We did, Tribunis. The last survivor died in the arms of one of their holy men on the steps of the new temple, as ordered.”
“Excellent work,” Gordian allowed with some approval. He then leaned forward and steepled his fingers. “Now, tell me of Jerusalem.”
Carran frowned, thinking for a moment. “They stand ready for siege, sir. We spotted signs that the rebels were mining the ground outside the city walls, and they have at least three times the normal guard force standing at the ready within the walls.”
“It as we feared then, Gordian,” Janusi said darkly. “We have given them too much time.”
“We have no choice. The lines of supply must be tended to and we cannot permit them any source of reinforcement,” Gordian said tiredly, having had this argument many times over.
“It will take even longer now. We will have to take time to build siege ladders and towers,” the annoyed Centurion grumbled. “This shitty rebellion could have been finished by now, but at this rate it will take years. That discounts the word that they have begun to enforce the fort at Maseda.”
“Maseda is not our concern,” Gordian cut his rant off. “That will be the responsibility of the Tenth Frentensis Legion.”
Janusi snorted. “Better those bulls than us, I’ll say that much, but better again if we had avoided it entirely.”
“With that, I doubt you’ll find a man in the Legion who’ll argue with you,” Gordian replied, “but those decisions are made over our heads.”
“Over our heads and behind our backs,” Janusi muttered, “right up some Senator’s arse, would be my bet.”
“Just keep your wagers to yourself when the Legatus is in camp for a visit,” Gordian growled, “or you’ll be paying an unwilling visit to the slave auctions, or the coliseum, like as not. Now be silent. I have more questions I want answers to.”
The older Centurion shut up as ordered, even paling a little. Gordian rolled his eyes but didn’t complain that the man had believed his threat. If the Legatus even noticed his existence, a beating was the worst he’d likely get for his words, but the Emperor’s more and greater public excesses were beginning to give the Empire itself a reputation. 
At least this one isn’t as bad as Caligula, Gordian sighed, trying not to let any traitorous thoughts impinge on his professionalism. He was well aware that many of the stories coming out of Rome were just that: stories. Anything the Emperor did was certain to be blown out of proportion, but he could read between the lines.
Between the Israelites in active rebellion, like the Zealots, and the splinter cult calling themselves Christians back in Rome, I expect that the Legions will be busy for some years to come. We won’t even have to travel far from home, so I suppose I can’t expect much better.
Unrest was a normal thing for the Empire. In fact, he was often struck with wonder at how little there was when he considered how far-flung their borders had become and how many peoples were now swearing loyalty to Rome. The current issues with the Israelites had been brewing a long time; many previous Emperors had seen the writing on the walls and worked to prevent it but had succeeded only in postponing the inevitable.
With their refusal to pay homage to the Cult of Rome, the fanatical splinter cults of Judea ensured that peace could not exist while both they and Rome stood. It was now Gordian’s task to ensure that when the roar of battle faded, the Zealots and their ilk no longer stood. If the choice was between their lives and the Empire, he pitied the poor bastards but would not stay his hand.
When Carran’s report on the preparations at Jerusalem was done, he dismissed the young Legionnaire, sending him off to get a meal and a bunk. Once he was gone, Gordian turned to look at his assembled Centurions with a serious expression on his face.
“You’ve heard the story,” he told his advisory council. “Tomorrow we march on the group we’ve been following. Let us not waste time with eliminating them. Once they have been dealt with, I will order the Legion south to Jerusalem.”
There was a hiss as the men heard that, recognizing what their Tribunus was saying.
“Tribunus, Gordian…” Janusi spoke up hesitantly. “The Legatus…”
“Legatus Lucious is away in Rome or one of the outlier townships,” Gordian said with a shake of his head. “I will send a runner to inform him of our destination, but the Tenth has been ordered into action, and they should be coming into this region by the time we deal with our current prey. I can justify taking the Twenty-Second south under those conditions.”
The assembled Centurions saluted. Even if they didn’t agree, they would accept his decision for the moment.
“So, get your men ready. Tomorrow we go to war.”
****
“Via!” Dyna cast about, annoyed as she found herself unable to locate the armor she had worn that night that seemed so long ago now.
She wasn’t looking forward to strapping her breasts down inside that portable metal tomb again; her tender flesh still cringed at the memory of the pinches inherent in moving around while strapped into improperly fitted armor.
“Yes, my Lady Dyna?” Via said as she appeared from somewhere, honestly Dyna wasn’t sure where.
“Where is my armor?”
“This way, my Lady.” Via bowed her head, gesturing to the next room.
Dyna frowned but followed the slave into the room where Via stepped up to a large cabinet and pulled open the double doors. Dyna’s breath caught as she spotted the armor she had worn, yet clearly not. It had been reshaped, in places clearly re-forged, and was amazingly now intended for the female form.
“When?” she asked, confused.
Via shrugged. “I had your measurements available, my Lady. At first I left the piece, uncertain as to whether you would wear it again. However, you have since made it clear that you would join the men in the field, so I contacted Master Isthene. He was pleased to have his masterwork used as it was intended.”
The lithe slave smiled slightly. “Even if it meant adding bulges to the chest.”
Dyna snorted softly. Master Isthene was well-known for his appreciation of the female form, despite his mastery of arms and armor, and had created several statues to various Goddesses that were considered to be of the highest quality. Adding breasts to his previous armor smithing would hardly be a disappointment for the man.
She casually untied and dropped her stola to the floor, where it puddled at her feet. She stepped out of the fabric, allowing Via to gather it up and set it aside. The armor was as light as she remembered, perhaps even lighter, and so after she had put on the soft under-tunic, she lifted the mottled armor over her shoulders and let it settle.
“Hold still, my Lady,” Via said, helping shift the armor into place and beginning to tighten the laces. “Breathe out.”
Dyna did, grunting as the laces were pulled tight and tied up.
“And now in.”
Her lungs filled, and the pressure of the armor increased on her chest, but Dyna was pleased and honestly a little surprised that she didn’t feel more of a pinch on her breasts as it did. She twisted and moved, checking the range of motion, and was pleased to note that it felt more natural than any armor she had ever worn, even the old leather suit she wore as a child on occasion.
“Perfect,” she breathed, smiling.
“As you say, my Lady,” Via said from behind her. “Your weapons?”
Dyna accepted a clean steel gladius from her, hefting the balance of the superior weapon in her hand. It was, again, nearly perfect, but there was something that caused her to frown.
“My Lady?”
“This will not do,” Dyna said finally, handing the sword back.
“This was the finest gladius in the armory,” Via answered, confused.
“I can tell, Via,” Dyna smiled. “We don’t make them out of steel for the Legion, far too costly. No, the quality is not my problem. Help me finish getting dressed and I will explain.”
Via was clearly confused, but fetched the greaves to strap onto Dyna’s lower legs.
“My father, his father, and many times down through the line would have had me killed as an infant if they thought that I might someday have the audacity to stand in a phalanx, Via,” Dyna explained as the armor was tightened and set. “And they would be right to do so.”
“I don’t understand,” Via said, working mechanically. She had helped dress many men before they left to command their Legions, and the motions were very familiar to her fingers.
“Every member of the phalanx is equal, Via,” Dyna said, helping hold the greave in place. “There is no room for either a superior officer, nor a weak link. I am both.”
Via didn’t say anything, but it was clear that she didn’t understand from the look on her face.
Dyna just smiled as she got to her feet, the greaves strapped into place. “I won’t be standing in the Phalanx, Via, so I will draw a weapon more suited to my needs.”
“Yes, my Lady.” Via decided just to fall back on her trusted responses, given that she had no idea why the sword she had brought would be unsuitable.
Dyna examined herself in the polished bronze of her mirror, nodding with satisfaction. “Excellent. Come along, Via. Let us pay Master Isthene a visit.”
Via cheered visibly, apparently quite happy to return to the familiar territory of responding to a clear order.
“Of course, my Lady.”
****
The Great Library of Alexandria was one of five similar locations across the Empire and the known world. It was more than a repository of knowledge, it was a living campus dedicated to learning and development. Master Heron was the current Master of the facility, his name known across the Empire as one of the most brilliant minds of the generation, but he was not the only genius in Alexandria, and not even the only infamous one.
Master Isthene was one of the world’s premier metalworkers and had been located in the Library’s sister facility in Rome until a few years earlier. The Emperor’s largess had reduced significantly since Caligula’s death, and Alexandria had access to significant metalworking scrolls that had been unavailable in Rome. Rome’s loss was their gain.
The Master was a man of his late thirties, built like a stone wall from the waist up; he had earned every bulge in his massive frame by way of swinging his hammers and shaping metal for some of the wealthiest patrons of the Empire. Dyna could see as she walked in that he was working on a blade, his current passion by all accounts, and didn’t say anything while he hammered the steel into shape.
Steel was a new material for most of the Empire, expensive and hard to properly forge, but growing in popularity in the circles Dyna traveled in. Adding charcoal to the blade during the forging process gave a much harder and more resilient blade and, as with her armor, charcoal from Tamil provided for startlingly improved results. The Library alone had eight forges that burned full time with men assigned to trying different mixes of materials in order to determine the best formula for various uses.
Isthene turned to them when he was done, eyeing her up briefly before his gaze dropped to the sword carried by Via behind her.
“My blade not to your standards?” he asked, a hint of a smile the only thing that told her he wasn’t actually taking offense.
“I’m not to the standards of your blade,” she assured him in response. “The gladius is best used from the line of battle, and I am not fit to stand shoulder to shoulder in the phalanx.”
Isthene grunted but nodded in understanding.
The phalanx was like a chain, only so strong as the weakest link, and more than that, it required strength of a very specific type. A woman as slight as Dyna could not shoulder the weight she would be expected to handle, and pressure on her position could collapse the line in a worst-case scenario. The gladius was specifically designed to be thrust out from behind the shield line; it was short and nimble, but not a particularly good cutting edge for the sort of slashing you might need to save your life if you were caught without some room to move.
Isthene pointed to the far wall. “Take your pick. There’s nothing there I would not trust with my own life.”
“Thank you.” Dyna bowed her head to the Master before she walked over to the wall and examined the various weapons Isthene had displayed as examples of his craft.
There were weapons there from all corners of the Empire, and some from beyond the borders of Rome. She was at least somewhat familiar with all of them, having studied most forms of known martial skill in at least a passing manner, but most were far enough out of her comfort zone as to be immediately set aside.
It really only came to two, in her opinion.
The first, and her preference, in all honestly, was a Spartan spatha that was mounted high on the wall. There were only two issues with the classic blade of her lineage: first, it was a softer bronze blade, and second, it was too large and heavy for her to comfortably wield.
The second blade was also from her homeland of Greece, but it was the blade preferred by her current home city’s namesake, Alexander. The falcata on the wall wasn’t a re-creation, however. It was one of Isthene’s masterworks. Dyna grimaced ruefully, shaking her head, but closed her hand around the hilt of a blade made famous by a man who had certainly been no friend to either Sparta or her line.
A good blade is a good blade, she decided as she tested its balance, gliding the spine of the blade along her upper arm as she eyed the edge, and finally nodded firmly to herself, satisfied.
“Good choice,” Isthene rumbled, eyeing up the blade in her hand for a moment. “If you live, bring it back and I will tailor it to you. The blade deserves a master who’ll use it, or a mistress, as the case may be.”
“If I live,” Dyna said with a half wry smile, “it will likely be due to the blade as it sits. I’ll not change it unless there is a real problem.”
“Suit yourself,” the big smith said, his voice not displaying any opinion on the matter but his eye gleaming with a slight glint of approval.
Dyna dropped the blade into her belt loop, leaving it to hang against the leather skirt of her armor before she gestured respectfully to the Master Smith. “My thanks for your help, Master Isthene.”
The big man paused, then nodded as he picked up his hammer.
“May Vulcan bless your arms and armor…” he said before considering for a long moment and finally adding, “Mistress Dyna.”
Dyna froze where she stood, eyes falling back automatically to the man who was already turning away from her to heft his hammer and return to work. She forced herself to breathe, not saying a word as she mechanically stepped out of the forge and into the open air. She was so caught up in her own shocked thoughts that she didn’t notice the beatific smile on Via’s face as the slave paced quietly behind her.
****
“Centurion, signal from Laska’s group.”
Cassius looked up and nodded, gesturing for Aelia to relax a moment while he finished the last few strokes to sharpen his blade and then slid the gladius back into the scabbard. “Go on.”
“Zealots have laid siege to Zinzu.”
Cassius scowled, considering that information. Zinzu was a small township to the southwest, hardly worth the effort of laying siege to, but the Zealots weren’t typical conquering soldiers. They were sowing dissent, trying to draw out the Empire and spread the Legion thin. They seemed to be unaware that the Tenth wasn’t in range to spread itself thin, having been called out to deal with more serious problems closer to the center of the rebellion.
Or perhaps they were very much aware and this was a deliberate strategy to cause as much trouble as possible. It was impossible to say at this point.
“What else were they able to communicate?”
“Signals are slow,” Aelia admitted. “However, they report a double Century of enemy men with light and medium siege weapons.”
“Then the township won’t hold long.”
“No, Centurion, they will not.”
“Thank you. Go back to the Pharos,” Cassius ordered. “I want my best signalman close by in case of new reports.”
Aelia slapped his fist over his chest and bowed his head briefly before he backed out and returned to his post at the Great Pharos. Behind him, Cassius found himself in the possession of information that would normally have him chomping to push his Century forward to engage the enemy.
However, now he was faced with the sure knowledge that he didn’t even have enough men to protect the city he was stationed in, let alone lead an armed excursion to repel the Zealot marauder forces plaguing the area.
The real problem was, of course, that he didn’t expect Dyna to offer him any choice in the matter.
Cassius sighed and summoned a runner.
“Yes, Centurion?”
“Are the men ready to march?”
“Yes, Centurion.”
“We march for Zinzu at sunrise. Inform the men,” Cassius ordered.
The runner saluted, fist over chest, and retreated from the Garrison’s administrative offices to relay the order to the Auxiliary forces that had been assembling in Alexandria over the past few days. Cassius himself wished he was as enthusiastic as the men he was commanding. They were still flush from repulsing the enemy some weeks earlier, and he had little doubt that many of them felt immortal.
Whether they were or not wasn’t really what concerned him, though. Fighting the Zealots would hardly overstress a reasonable contingent of Legionnaires, but that wasn’t what he had. He had Auxiliaries, mostly Light Infantry with some Cavalry and siege experts. Even for all that, Cassius didn’t foresee significant trouble with handling the Zealot forces in the immediate area. The Israelites were passionate, he would credit them with that much, but if they’d been good fighters, they wouldn’t have waited this long to rebel. 
No, the real issue was that, no matter what direction he marched his men from Alexandria, they would be leaving another path open for the enemy forces to walk right in and finish the job they’d begun some weeks past.
Treading that argument, however, would simply be re-walking a path that Dyna had already clearly stepped on. She was determined, and for better or worse he had submitted to her technical command. Reversing his decision now would be as bad as following her orders and failing. Before he had accepted her technical authority, he could have easily stated to the Senate and his superiors that he wasn’t willing to hand control over a civilian, no matter how qualified.
It was horse crap, but the subtext would be clear. No one would step on him for refusing to hand command over to a woman. At most, he’d have received a small fine and maybe be sent off to another duty station. Having accepted her authority, however, it became a new game. Turning on her now would be tantamount to rebellion against the Senate, and no matter her gender, there was no way that the Legion or the Senate would let him get away with that.
Of course, there was also the fact that he didn’t want to turn on her either. He’d watched Dyna grow up, knew her capabilities, and trusted her. She was a better administrator and planner than he was, and very nearly his equal with a sword and shield. She was more fit to command than him, he was an honest enough man to admit it. He commanded a Century; had she been born a boy, he would not have been surprised to see her command a Legion.
So, there wasn’t really a decision to be made. He packed up his scrollwork and sealed everything back into the Garrison office’s desk, then made his way out of the Garrison and headed for the Library.



Chapter 13
The smoke of the battlefield slowly blew clear as Tribunus Gordian propped his foot up on a toppled chariot, leaning on his knee as he looked over the bodies and burning field. The smell of naptha fought with the stench of burning flesh, filling his nose with a smell he had long since come to associate with victory.
Only in victory did he smell that peculiar combination, because that was the only time he could slow down and take in the environment he was in. Had he been defeated, he would be too busy trying to keep his men organized as they fell back from the field to concern himself with the smell.
Today, however, had been an easy win. The enemy forces were composed mostly of Zealot and conscripted Infantry, which were about as useful against the Legion as the rain was against the burning mountain at Pompei. He had served the Legion since his twelfth summer and was now looking on to his thirty-first, and in all that time Gordian had never seen an Infantry force that could match the Legion in field combat.
If they do not learn quickly, this rebellion will be shorter than Janusi worries, he thought as he watched the cleanup underway by his men.
The bodies had to be dragged into piles and searched for anything of value, of course, so that they could be burned. He had no time for burials, even if he were so inclined towards enemies of the Empire, but could not leave hundreds of corpses here to rot and unleash sickness on the local area. Some of the weapons and gear would replace those lost by the Legion during the assault, but most of it was near as worthless as the soldiers who had been wielding them, so he didn’t count on much value being added there.
There were few enough ways to beat the Legion, but the most common was bringing in Cavalry. He knew this from hard experience, being on the wrong end of a Cavalry charge on more than one occasion. It was why Gordian had four Cavalry units as part of his Auxiliaries, and six Centuries worth of Light Infantry equipped primarily to defeat a charge. This time, however, none of that had been needed.
I hope your God rewards bravery and doesn’t punish foolishness, he thought as he pushed off the broken chariot and walked the field, eyes on the bodies of the dead. 
A runner was coming in his direction, so Gordian pushed his melancholy thoughts from his mind and focused on the arriving soldier. A quick exchange of salutes, followed by a handed off message, and the runner was off again with something for someone else. Gordian opened the scroll and read it briefly, eyes narrowing as he backtracked and read it all again with more care.
Well, that makes things easier. He rolled the scroll up and made his way back to where the command tent was already being set up in anticipation of his arrival.
He returned the gesture to the men who saluted as he passed, waving casually as he focused on the Adjutant who was already setting up the work desk inside.
“Tribunus!”
“Relax,” Gordian ordered, tossing the scroll to the desk as he walked around and took a seat behind it. “Send out a runner to call in the Centurions, then return here.”
“Yes, Tribunus,” Lacitus replied automatically before he run out.
Gordian took a fresh sheaf of parchment and a pen, dipping the nib in the inkwell that was precisely where he liked it to be, and began to write. He was still writing when Lacitus returned and stood at attention, waiting for his response. Gordian left him as he was for a few moments while he finished the scroll, then looked up expectantly.
“Message sent out, Tribunus.”
Gordian nodded but didn’t say anything about that. He’d expected no less.
“We’ll break camp in the morning,” he announced.
“Yes, Tribunus, for Jerusalem?” Lacitus questioned, sounding surprised that the Tribunus had felt the need to reiterate his plans when they were already expecting and preparing for the march.
“No, we have orders from the Senate,” Gordian said. “Uprisings along the coast take priority. We have to move south and secure the trade routes.”
“In other words, some merchants have bought our services from the Senate.”
Gordian smiled ruefully but nodded. “Most likely. Still, that will put the Tenth back within a few days’ march of where it should be, and I don’t believe we’ll have much trouble if we’re inadvertently diverted to some of the townships our mercantile benefactors have less interest in.”
“And Jerusalem?”
“Apparently, the city is of less interest at the moment, compared to the mercantile routes,” Gordian answered. “We’ll probably have to clean up the major trade routes before they’ll leave us to lay siege to Jerusalem and end this idiocy.”
He sighed, but wasn’t really surprised. There was a lot of gold tied up in the trade routes, and leaving marauding bands of Zealots and their conscripts around to wreak havoc on those routes was one way guaranteed to incite further discord across the Empire.
And, he supposed, there is also the military wisdom of not leaving any forces at your back while you’re preparing to deal with an enemy to the front.
No, on the whole he was just as happy with the new orders. He’d be able to leverage them into getting most of what he wanted to accomplish completed, and he wouldn’t have to risk his career to do it.
And the longer the Legatus stays in Rome, or whatever pleasure bath he’s currently patronizing, the better for me and the Tenth.
For the immediate future, however, he had a lot of work to complete and very little time to do it all in.
Such was life in the Legion.
****
Dyna and Cassius had led their forces from the walls of Alexandria in the mid-morning as planned, and by nightfall they were camped near one of the first signal hills to the southeast and being debriefed by the scouts they had sent off in that direction.
“The Zealot forces have continued to batter the township’s defenses,” the scout informed them. “Most of the population surrounding the area has drawn back inside the town walls, but many were caught outside in the initial attack. We’ve tried to determine how many were killed, but it’s impossible at this time. We likely won’t know until we eliminate the Zealot forces and can do a census.”
“Like as not, we’ll never know the full damages.” Dyna shook her head. “Too much chaos, too little order. Still, that isn’t our immediate concern. Do you have details on their troop disposition?”
“Yes, my Lady,” the scout confirmed, pointing out positions on the planning map they’d set up in the command tent. “They have siege forces arrayed along the eastern wall, with Infantry and Cavalry guarding them. Their remaining forces have ringed the town, in order to prevent any escapes.”
“No quarter, then.”
“None, my Lady.” The scout shook his head. “They have been pelting the town with fire canister since two days past. The smoke in the town has by times been so thick as to hide the walls entirely.”
“They intend to wage the war according to their holy writ, then,” Cassius said calmly, too calm, as his voice grew cold.
“Pardon?” the scout asked, confused.
“Their writ is quite clear on how they should deal with towns populated by those who do not believe in their God,” Cassius said, lips curling in annoyance. “To the sword and to the flame.”
“Are you certain, Cassius?” Dyna asked, unbelieving. “That’s hardly an intelligent way to wage war.”
“Agreed, and honestly, they wouldn’t be doing it if they had any chance of victory, I would wager,” he admitted. “Like most people, their adherence to holy writ has more to do with practicality than faith once it has been worn down to the bare stone. However, there is no way they can win this little rebellion, and I suspect strongly that their leadership knows it.”
“So they’ll inflict the worst they can while they can, is that it?”
“That would be my estimate, yes, my Lady,” Cassius confirmed.
“Insanity,” she whispered, almost unable to believe it.
Those sorts of actions would just force Rome to react even harsher than it might and would most certainly bring down the full vicious might of Roman justice, not only on the Zealots, but on anyone even peripherally involved in their outrages. It was a strategy no sane mind would come up with, especially not when executing it meant going against the most powerful military force in the known world.
“There is a reason, my Lady,” Cassius said, his voice still cold as he glared at the map before them, “that bad things happen when the leadership of a people begins to believe that they are a little too connected to the Gods. Remember Caligula.”
Dyna grimaced but nodded almost painfully as she acceded to the point. Roman tradition was that the Emperor was at least peripherally related to divinity, but it wasn’t stressed much until the man was safely dead, as a rule
Hades’s sake, I am hardly one to talk, she supposed. I can trace my line directly back to Heracles himself, and most believe him to be godly today, even though our own traditions only hold him to be a Hero of old.
Again, however, the view of the general populace said that, while that connection may entitle one to rule, it didn’t precisely make one infallible. Caligula had believed that it did, and like most who usurped the Gods’ will, he came to a bad end.
So too will these Zealots, she determined darkly. Would that I could reserve the greatest tortures for their lunatic leaders, but I fear that would only drive the rest into even deeper levels of insanity.
It was likely a moot point at any rate. She didn’t expect them to surrender peaceably to the Legion when the time came. If you knew what was coming for you, you would have to be insane to hand yourself over to Rome after you had committed such atrocities.
Of course, since their sanity is clearly suspect anyway, who am I to say? They just may be stupid enough to offer themselves up as martyrs, like those of their so-called Christian splinter sect have begun to do.
“We’ll bring our forces around from the south,” she said, tracing a map on the path, “well away from their perimeter guards. I want to move our siege forces into place on this hill overlooking the township. That should give us a defensible location from which to hammer their own siege teams.”
Cassius frowned as he focused, tapping the map in turn. “If we bring our Century around the hill from here, they won’t see us coming until it’s too late. The Cavalry can then circle from the other side to cut them off and force them into the Legion’s shield wall.”
“Good,” she confirmed, “We’ll rest some hours, but have the men ready to move after nightfall. I want to be in position and rested by morning’s light.”
Cassius saluted confidently before he stepped out to deliver the orders.
Dyna stared at the map for a long time, lost deep in…thought? No, it was more than that. She could feel the distant drums of battle calling up the blood, hear the horns blow to summon her forward. She was terrified in that moment.
Oh, not of the battle to come. No, she was terrified of her eagerness to join with it. She had never felt that for anything else in her entire life. Not the boys she had played with before coming to Alexandria, not the men she had toyed with since. Not even the work she had made her life’s ambition called to her on such a deep, visceral level.
I will not be lost in the bloodlust. That would be a disgrace to my line and a failure to the men I am commanding.
She forcibly pulled herself back until the thrum of the drums was a distant sensation, still present but no longer as alluring. She would remain in control, and she would not fail her line or her men. She got up and stepped outside, taking a breath of the cooling air as she calmed her blood.
Tomorrow.
Yes, she promised herself, tomorrow there would be plenty of time and ways to indulge herself without betraying those who had confidence in her.
****
They marched through the night, a job made all the harder by the weight of the cannons they dragged with them. Mules and horses took up most of the work, of course, but the wheels were narrow and tended to get stuck if they drifted off the stone roadway even slightly, slowing everything down. Dyna eyed the rocking, bouncing chariots as they were pulled out of the soft side for the fifth time since the march began and mentally continued to make notes on what she could do to correct the problem.
She wasn’t so concerned over the chariots, of course, but was still thinking more about the self-motivated chariot design she had inherited from Master Heron. Even having left Sensus working on the project, she was still looking for the best way to make the device practical.
Larger wheels, perhaps, she considered idly, wider too. They won’t sink as easily then, but if I do that, the whole Hades-blasted thing would be near impossible to steer.
It was an annoying situation, like being caught between Scylla and Charybdis. Too much to one side and the first would gnaw on her bones, move to the other and she’d drown in the maelstrom. Larger wheels would keep the chariot from sinking into softer ground, it was true, but they would also increase the force needed to move the chariot significantly and make steering considerably more difficult.
Perhaps what I need is a better method of steering, then?
Her mind was awash in diagrams and concepts while they marched, the mental exercise helping Dyna push down the rising sound of distant drums that filled her ears as they got closer to their destination and her heart rate continued to climb.
That couldn’t last forever, however, and soon the hill loomed before them and it was time for her full attention to be on the task at hand.
“Cassius, take your Century around to the east. I’ll get the siege teams set up,” she ordered. “Who commands the Cavalry Auxiliaries?”
“There.” Cassius looked over to a large man atop an even larger horse. “He’s from one of the northern tribes, Gesgaui of Arkady.”
 She nodded curtly and turned to approach the mounted men, only for Cassius to put a hand on her shoulder.
“Be better if I passed on the order, my Lady,” he said.
She looked into his eyes for a moment, recognizing the concern, but her own turned cold as she dropped her gaze to look at where his hand was on her shoulder. Cassius dropped his grip reflexively and only just kept from taking a step back.
The drums were deafening in her ears now, but Dyna no longer cared to stop them.
“I’ll be fine,” she said simply. “Take your Century to the east as ordered, Centurion.”
“Yes, my Lady.” Cassius saluted on reflex and fell back as she continued on her chosen path.
She turned to focus on the horsemen again, eyes still narrow slits as she considered what she knew of them in general. Tribal warriors, effective enough individually but unable to really work with the degree of precision needed to challenge the Legion. One-on-one they’re stronger than your average Roman, and skilled enough to slice a Legionnaire to ribbons if he were foolish enough to fight them like that.
The bows resting in the saddle-mounted sheaths were enough to tell her that their mounted skills included archery, which was one of the most valuable of mounted abilities.
Good. We’ll need that.
She spent the rest of the short walk to the mounted figure eyeing him carefully, sizing the man up. If he were from the northern tribes, obviously to the far east of the empire, she had a good idea of what to expect. Within their limits, those tribes were more respectful of women than the Empire. However, one of those limits was age and experience, and she was well aware that she fell well short on those two factors.
“Gesgaui of the Steppes, am I correct?”
The man nodded, not bothering to respond verbally.
She could see how this man was the leader of his little troop; he had to be two full heads taller than the rest of them and built similarly. His tough-looking animal was similarly sized, particularly in comparison to the solid little ponies ridden by the others.
“Take your group to the west, around this hill,” she ordered. “The rising sun will be the signal for the attack. While Centurion Cassius forms the shield wall to the east, you will run our enemies into his swords.”
There was a long moment of silence as the man stared down at her from his seat in the saddle, and she matched the look right back without a hint of hesitance. Finally, he grunted, eyes looking amused as a slow smile split his craggy face.
“The drums, they grow louder do they not?” he asked in broken Greek.
Dyna barely had time to register the words before he whirled his horse almost in place and called to the others to follow as he headed off to the west. She stared after him wonderingly for a moment, then shook her mind free of the shock at his words and focused on the task of the moment.
“Our time now, you dogs,” she said with a grin as she turned back to the siege train she now commanded directly. “Get your chariots moving. We’ll be in position and prepared before the dawn breaks, or you’ll answer to me.”
She needn’t have bothered with the threat by implication. None of those present had any intention of failing her this time. They’d seen the Lady in action before, and each wanted to be part of this action as well. The chariots turned off the road and slowly began to make their way up the hill as their horses and mules strained in the stocks, men pushing at the rear.
Brass cannons were heavy; just the tubes alone would stagger a single animal trying to draw them up a hill like this. With the pots, even the modified versions, the total weight was closing to insane levels, but they slowly made progress and only occasionally got stuck.
It was one of those occasions, while watching them slide a thick plank under the wheels of a mired chariot so they could draw it up the hill, that an idea came to her. She wished then for her tablet to scratch down a sketch. But for the moment, she would have to rely on her memory because, even as she was thinking, they reached the crest of the hill. Below, a village was burning.
They quickly set to laying out the weapons, relying on the scouts’ reports more than what they could see through the darkness. The work had to be done carefully, in near darkness, as any excessive light or sound might possibly be seen by their enemy. But Dyna had chosen her group carefully, and they had been drilling ever since the repelled assault on Alexandria for just this sort of thing.
For her part, Dyna chose an observer position, and while her Adjutant was laying out the command tent and tables, she began to take careful notes on the position of the village, the enemy troop she could see by their flickering campfires, and the directions and angles of her own position.
With great care and precision, Dyna set a small table in front of her tent, placed with a solid view of the town and battlefield-to-be. On it she set her personal planetaria, one of her early projects as an apprentice to Master Heron. It self-leveled on its gimbal mount, allowing her to take measurements of the stars while they were still visible and to calculate angles and directions with great precision. From this hilltop, the village was almost three hundred yards, with the enemy position being slightly farther due to the angles involved. Her instrumentation wasn’t as accurate, precise, or flexible as the planetaria she’d devised for the defense of Alexandria, but that masterwork was in the hands of Master Heron and the city’s defenders, so she would make do with what she had.
The onagers were set ahead of the cannons, spread out to either side. They didn’t have the potential range, but no one dared put them directly in front, as the most efficient placing would indicate. The fear of the dragon’s breath cannons was great, even among those who directed their power, and Dyna couldn’t blame them. Deep down she, too, felt a visceral fear of the sheer power that existed in steam.
Until she met Master Heron, Dyna had never considered the ferocity inherent in the gentle wisps of vapor that rose from a heated cauldron. Heron had put paid to any ideas of gentleness in steam, from the cannons he had recreated from Archimedes’s notes to the aeliopile that most viewed as little more than a toy. The entertaining aeliopile was a party favor to most, but to Heron it was the visual example of everything steam could do. Power bottled and yoked to human control.
The rawest form of that power anyone had ever seen was without a doubt the Archimedes steam cannon, though few people had truly seen what they were capable of due to the problems with the sheer complexity of the test models. With the new modifications provided by Sensus, Heron, and Dyna herself, she was eager to show the world just how badly they had underestimated what was boiling off their home stoves.



Chapter 14
The sun was just beginning to show on the horizon when they had finished setting up the camp positions, and Dyna was happily completing her initial range estimates. She scribbled some quick calculations on her wax tablet then ran those results through the planeteria before calling over a camp runner.
“Yes, my Lady?”
“Inform the cannons, adjust their angles to east twenty-three degrees off due north,” she ordered. “And make their elevation thirty degrees. Have the onagers stand by for orders, but I want them pointing to about…”
She paused, eyeing the terrain below as she tried to guess the route the enemy forces would take in response to the cavalry charge. The onagers didn’t have quite the range of the steam cannon, so she would have to position them in anticipation of how the battle would play out rather than use them for the first strike.
“Have the onagers make their direction…east thirty degrees.”
“Yes, my Lady.” The man saluted and ran off, leaving her to continue to second-guess the battle with far too little time and even less information.
With dawn’s light touching the hill, she knew that they were out of time to prepare, so Dyna offered up a quick prayer to Ares even as the distant thunder of the Cavalry charge began to roll across the land. The tribes of the northeastern edges of the Empire were known for two things they did spectacularly well, and both of those things were done on horseback. If one were to listen to the men of the tribes, they were actually excellent at one more thing, at least, on horseback, but the Legion didn’t have a lot of use for that particular skill.
Their archery from horseback and the strength of their cavalry charge, however, were two skills the Legion desperately needed. While known as nearly unbeatable Heavy Infantry, the armies of Rome traditionally leaned on the specialties of other peoples for the much-needed support roles such as Cavalry.
In Rome, the Legion won wars, but Dyna knew well that it was often the Auxilliaries that won battles.
The enemy was obviously preparing for the continuation of the campaign. They were awake and preparing their positions as she watched from her observation point. Their Infantry wasn’t as on the ball, however. Other than some perimeter guard, Dyna didn’t see any of the enemy Infantry in the open, and they hadn’t prepared much in the way of defensive lines against a Cavalry charge.
Unsurprising, in Dyna’s eyes. The township clearly didn’t have Cavalry, after all, but the misstep was about to cost them dearly.
****
The men preparing the siege weapons honestly mistook the sound in the distance for rolling thunder, and as a response, they cast their eyes skyward to look for any sign of rain. Their reaction could be forgiven since rain would prevent them from using their bows and even some of their siege weapons for fear of having the moisture cause the destruction of valuable equipment. For all that, however, it cost them a few more seconds before the first person dropped his eyes and saw the cloud of dust raised up by the hooves of a hundred horses thundering in their direction.
The cry of alarm went up, screams undulating from one side of the siege camp to the other, growing in panic and volume in direct relation to the steady increase of the rolling thunder bearing down on them.
Men poured from the tents, some pulling armor on in a hurry but most in tunics or, more often, bare-chested as they marshaled their response.
The oncoming horsemen split into three groups, two smaller lead elements galloping out ahead of the main group. Those elements closed fast, while the defenders were still scrambling, and split the defensive line as they angled their approach to pass the lines from either side.
The bowmen on the horses loosed their first arrows, the speed of their horses adding to the force of launch and driving the fletched missiles into the enemy line with devastating effect. The first line of defenders, mostly perimeter guards and siege experts, took the brunt of the assault as men went down with feathered shafts sprouting from their bodies.
A few scattered arrows answered back, driving men from horses and sending some of the large animals to the ground, rolling on their riders and being overrun by the riders behind them. On the whole, however, the archers continued virtually unopposed in the chaos of the first few moments of battle, loosing more arrows as they passed the lines and leaving more feather shafts sprouting from their enemies’ cooling corpses.
The archers continued to fire as they raced away, aiming well back while trusting their mounts to continue. The initial wave of chaos reigned over the group even as the archers raced away, leaving the perimeter lines a ragged mess when the main thrust of the northerners’ Cavalry charge struck the line.
The horses reared up and simply flew over the angled arrow defense line, hooves easily five to seven feet off the ground, as their riders called their battle cries at the top of the lungs. The screaming would chill the blood under normal circumstances, but to an already shaken line, it was the call of the devil himself as the world shook with the force of his riders.
Swords sung in the dawn’s light, the ringing of metal on bone surprisingly sweet if one didn’t know the nature of the song. Horses and riders rampaged through the camp, tearing through men, tents, and whatever else could be taken apart by sword, axe, or crash of hooves. The moments of chaos lasted an almost interminable time, both on the ground and on horseback, but all things come to an end.
The Zealot Commander of the siege group only took a few seconds to recognize what was happening when he emerged from his own tent, hastily buckling his armor while a boy chased along behind him with a sword-belt in hand. He ignored the boy’s entreaties to arm himself, instead snarling above the general chaos as he grabbed men in passing and redirected their flailing to directions he chose.
“Spears! Get your spears!” he growled. “It’s only Cavalry! Spearmen to the perimeter!”
When the horses began to stampede through the camp, he swore in three languages and finally grabbed his sword and belt from the boy. The sword jerked free of the belt in one motion, and then he tossed the belt back to the boy without a glance.
With the Cavalry within the perimeter, the game was different, but not unrecoverably so.
“Spear teams! Converge on the horses!” he yelled, grabbing men in passing and kicking them in the direction he wanted.
A horseman bore down on his position, a large cleaving axe in hand, but the Isrealite Commander merely pushed the boy at his side out of the way and slashed the animal’s legs out as the axe cleaved the air over his ducked head. The horse screamed in pain as it went down in a tumble, crushing the rider when he failed to jump clear in time.
The recovery from the initial chaos was slow but inexorable. Here and there, men got their wits about them and got to their spears, eight-foot-long shafts of ash wood tipped with iron. It only took a couple men wielding those to ruin the day of a passing Cavalry charge, as they merely had to plant the end and let the horses’ own weight drive them into the weapon with near irresistible force.
When the third horse was killed outright by the spearmen, a horn blew and the riders broke off the assault, pulling out of the camp near as fast as they’d ridden in. The still-stunned enemy watched them go, but only for a moment, when the two ranks of mounted archers swept back in and began sending more flights of arrows into their positions.
“Archers!” the Commander called out, swearing at the mess he was in.
On the one hand, the enemy only appeared to have Cavalry. They were dangerous, certainly, but like most military units, they could only inflict so much trouble on their own. Now that he knew they were out there, he could effectively neutralize the effectiveness of the heavy Cavalry charges with his spearmen.
The mounted archers, however, were a bit more of a problem.
While they were lighter, they were also quicker and quite nimble. A troop of mounted archers could slash in, inflict some minor damage, and be gone before any of his soldiers could react, save perhaps his archers. Unfortunately, his archers were trained to handle siege warfare. Long-range flights of arrows in massed volleys, not the fast and furious close-in fighting of near point-blank exchanges with extremely fast moving targets.
The damage they could inflict would be limited, but it would be more than he could inflict in return.
I do not need this!
The Commander of the Zealot forces continued to rally his men, eyes on the horses as the Cavalry group rallied and regrouped out of archer range.
“We’re going to have to eliminate them,” he determined through ground teeth, knowing even as he said it that he was failing in his assigned mission.
His men had no chance of catching the Cavalry as it stood; they were fast and clearly skilled on their mounts. His units were Infantry and siege engineers, far from fleet of foot at the best of times, let alone after a fight like this.
He had little choice, however, but to give chase. It was either that or abandon his mission entirely, because there was simply no way he could maintain the siege of the town with those mounted archers picking off his men in a slow war of attrition. If he packed it up and returned to regroup with the main army, he’d be fighting the Cavalry the whole way and would most likely lose even more men than if he remained in place. Neither option was palatable, which left pursuing the Cavalry.
He was no fool; he was quite aware that that was almost certainly what they wanted. That would force him to break off the assault on the town and tie up his men in a likely futile pursuit. Quite possibly, they even had some other forces out there waiting to ambush him.
He almost hoped that were the case, because if it were, he would have his best chance to eliminate the Cavalry entirely. He was well aware of the remaining forces the Romans had in the area and was surprised they’d managed to scrounge up as much Cavalry, in all honestly.
Someone must have scraped the bottom of the aqueduct reservoir to find this many Auxiliaries. The Tenth and the Twenty-Second Legions already took practically all of the most reliable ones far east of here.
No, at most he was certain he was facing the Cavalry he was seeing and possibly a Century or two of the Legion. Of a more interesting note, there was only one place they could have been drawn from.
I need to confirm first.
“Form ranks!” he ordered at the top of his lungs. “Prepare to march!”
****
“They’re preparing to move out.”
“In pursuit, or are they leaving?” Dyna asked, not looking up from where she was making calculations.
“Pursuit.”
That caused her to lay down her stylus and look up. It was the news she had been waiting to hear. She’d been half afraid that they might retreat, fall back to wherever their main force was located. It would have cost them men, as she’d have kept her Cavalry harassing them the whole way, but it would have let them avoid contact with her Legionnaires and cannons.
“Tell the cannons to fire the boilers.”
“Yes, my Lady.”
The sun was rising in the sky by the time the enemy formation marched out, having taken time to get formed up while under the continued harassing attacks from the mounted archers. The horsemen stayed out of range as the unit moved, continuing to fire arrows into the marching men, but now the enemy formation had their shields in place and the damage was greatly reduced.
Nonetheless, the northern horsemen continued with their harassing maneuvers as they led the Zealot forces away from the town and toward the hill upon which Dyna and her siege engineers were emplaced.
“There’s more of them than the scouts reported,” she said tonelessly, oddly unaffected by the knowledge.
Now that she had committed her people to contact, there was little she could do about the numbers, and so she found herself curiously distant from the emotional impact of the knowledge.
“Yes, my Lady,” her Adjutant answered. “Best count at the moment is at least four Centuries’ worth, but more likely six or a little more.”
She nodded. “A full Cohort then.”
“Of Auxiliaries, yes, my Lady.”
A full Cohort of Infantry. Roughly four hundred eighty fighting men were now pursuing her Cavalry, and she had a mere two Centuries, or a hundred sixty men, with which to stop them. She certainly could have wished for better odds, though as her Adjutant had pointed out, they were Auxiliaries, not Legion.
That meant it was the enemies’ Light Infantry against her Heavy, and she had both Cavalry and siege engine support.
It would still be closer than she would prefer, but since it was also far, far closer than the enemy Commander was sure to realize, she would accept that.
She would have to.
****
Cassius looked up when he saw the horsemen coming, pounding along the fields in their direction, one in three of them practically turned around in the saddle so they could fire backwards. He hefted his pylum to catch the attention of those around him.
“Split ranks!”
The marching men split their formation without slowing, moving forward with determination as the horses thundered down on them. The Cavalry didn’t turn or break, they just galloped right through the Legion’s lines without pause as the soldiers continued on.
“Square ranks!” Cassius called when the horses were past, bringing his men back together in an interlocked phalanx of shields.
They could see the enemy now, a moderately disciplined mass topping the hill the Cavalry had just raced over.
“That’s a Pluto-damned flood of them, isn’t it, Centurion?”
Cassius just shrugged. “One or one thousand, they are just men. We ARE…”
“LEGION!” the men called in response as the phalanx surged forward, each man in lock step with his neighbor.
The men at the crest of the hill hesitated a moment when they saw the Legion, but it only lasted a moment. The leader of the Zealot forces quickly roused their ire and in seconds the Zealots were roaring back and they, too, charged. The two forces were set to come head to head, two short Centuries of Legionnaires against a full Cohort of Israelite Light Infantry.
In his years of service to the Empire, Cassius had occasionally been in worse situations, but only rarely and never without suffering losses so as to cripple his forces.
Lucky that we’re already crippled this time, I suppose, he thought as he led his two Centuries forward. My Lady, if you are going to do something, now would be the time…before we’re in contact with the enemy and you can’t hit them without hitting us.
With a hundred yards remaining before contact, he got his wish as a roar of sound erupted from the hilltop. He and his men had been expecting it, and the sound barely caused them to falter as they glanced up to see the huge plumes of white steam rising from the hill. The enemy formation, however, was almost torn apart just from the chaos of some men stopping to stare while others continued marching.
“Charge!” Cassius ordered, hoping that he wasn’t about to drive his men right into the teeth of their own weapons.
****
“Open the valves!” Dyna called.
Her orders were quickly obeyed, and in each of the double boilers mounted on the steam cannons, a small conical stopper was pulled out by a long draw cord. Water in the top boiler was sucked down the siphon valve and sprayed into the bottom boiler, which had already been heated to near-critical temperatures by the carefully stoked flames beneath. It boiled almost instantly, filling the lower boiler with rapidly increasing steam until the pressure was enough to counteract the water pouring in, and a second conical stopper was pushed into place to stop the flow and seal the lower tank.
The pressure increased quickly, unable to escape through the siphon valve to the top boiler or through the cannon itself due to the large stone ball held in place by the five short bolts jammed between it and the closed brass cover on the maw of the large weapons. The pressure inside the boiler continued to build as the rest of the water turned to steam, and the steam within heated more and more until, finally, the pressure reached a critical level.
When they broke free, swinging down and away under the force from within, the stone ball blasted forward and drove the five bolts out ahead of it, even as a veritable eruption of steam obscured all sight. The roar of released pressure was a living thing; not a blast or the distinctive thwack sound of a torsion device firing, but rather like the exhaled breath of a giant who was so very angry. The ten cannons did not fire simultaneously, so the sound went on and on for a time until all ten stone balls and fifty heavy-tipped bolts were launched down the range at their target.
Only then did Dyna speak again, as the sound died down.
“Immunes!” she called. “Make your weapons ready!”
Men rushed in to refill and rearm the cannon as Dyna remained focused on the battlefield below them, eyes sharp as she looked for where her weapons would fall.
“Have the horses draw the onagers down,” she ordered softly.
“Yes, my Lady.”
The onagers were torsion catapults, weapons that derived their impulse force from the hundreds of twisted ropes that bound the base of the firing lever. They could not be left in firing position, both for safety and in order to preserve the elastic force of the ropes, so on Dyna’s order, the horse and mule teams drew down the pulley linking to the cantilever arm until it was flush against the base of the weapon and linked into place.
Men then quickly hefted large stones they’d scrounged out of the hill nearby into place and waited for the order to loose the weapons.
Dyna was only peripherally paying attention to them, however, as her eyes scoured the ground below to see where her first shots would land.
****
The steam cannons had been fired at a shallow angle, the bolts and balls arcing out low off the hilltop. The heavy stone balls quickly outpaced the wood and iron bolts, dropping from the sky along the right rear flank of the enemy positions. Six of the balls struck wide, missing the enemy positions from a few meters to a few dozen, but four came down hard into one of the thicker packed sections of the enemy formation with devastating results.
The heavy carved-stone balls tore through shields, flesh, and bone with similar ease as they crashed down, ricocheted, and generally wreaked all possible havoc as they passed. Stone couldn’t and didn’t have the power to punch through armor, but where it struck a limb or a helm, bones were broken at the very least and in some cases parts were sheared right off.
The men who fell mostly didn’t die, however, and the area was quickly turned from at least partially disciplined formation to screaming, flailing masses who didn’t really know what had struck them.
The fifty bolts fired by the ten cannons were a little slower than the balls that preceded them, but the arc of their travel was just as predictable, so they came down on the front to mid-right rank of the formation. The men under them had enough warning that some threw up shields automatically, though most didn’t recognize the threat they were under. It made no difference, however, as the wicker and wood shields presented effectively no defense against the heavy iron-tipped bolts that rained down from the skies.
Heavier than the bolts fired even by larger ballista, the bolts launched from the cannons punched through shields as though they were paper, slamming into the bodies beneath. Where they encountered armor, the bolts came to a rapid stop, normally having penetrated six inches at least, and where there was no defense but flesh and bone, the heavy iron tips simply drove the unfortunate owner down and literally pinned him to the ground below.
The Commander of the Zealot forces was stymied for a single horrible moment as he realized that he was facing two full Centuries of Roman Heavy Infantry and that they apparently had significant support Auxiliaries with them as well. A bare couple Centuries of the Legion were within his forces’ ability to destroy, albeit with losses; add in the Cavalry and he’d probably be able to force a stalemate and cripple them in the process, but not without similarly crippling himself.
However, they had siege engineers skilled and insane enough to fire their weapons close to the closing Infantry. That sort of support fire was near to impossible, or so he had thought, save outside of carefully mapped battlefields.
He grabbed his Adjutant as the two lines of Infantry prepared to clash and knew that he’d been trapped. 
The Legionnaires flung their pylum with a roar, the short javelins slamming into his shield wall and sticking into whatever they struck as the iron-jointed tips bent. These didn’t do much harm to his men, but he knew well that wasn’t the aim. Shields struck by the pylum were rendered useless as the awkward weight of the weapon was slung off them, forcing many of his front line to drop their shields just before the battle was joined.
“Find every runner we have,” he snarled in the man’s face. “They have to get to the main body of our forces!”
“But, sir! The battle!”
“The battle is lost, fool! The war may not be,” he snapped. “Tell the runners that they must have stripped Alexandria to the bone to pull this much force this far out!”
“Alexandria?”
“Where else would they have this much manpower with the Twenty-Second Legion so far to the northeast?” the Commander said, frustrated as he watched the Romans step up their pace into a fast double time march. He could paint the outcome of the battle with excruciating detail, but it would, in fact, be all over and done with before he could do so. “Send out our runners and then join them yourself!”
“But, sir, you can’t stay—!”
“If I stay, I may be able to bleed them enough to cripple this force. Now go! Before I run you through and pick someone else,” he ordered, threatening the man with his blade.
As his, now former, Adjutant scrambled away, the Commander turned back to the battle just in time to see the front lines clash. He grimaced as the Roman line showed its superior training and equipment, the entire first line “punching” with the shields at the moment of impact. The larger and heavier scutem was known to shatter lesser shields with that maneuver, and this time was no exception to the rule. His line fell back from the force, wicker and wood shields splintering under the force, and the Romans hadn’t even brought their swords into play yet.
That changed an instant later as the Legion line stabbed their gladii with that remarkable unity the Legion were famed for. Men took a foot of iron through their guts, and the battlefield began to churn into an unholy mud of blood and dirt.
That wasn’t to say it was entirely one-sided, of course.
His line answered with strikes of their own, and while a great many were turned away by the great shields of the Legion where the enemy swords could strike from, his own blades could answer. Holes appeared in the front line of the Legion forces, men going down with wounds of varying degrees, but were quickly plugged again as they were stepped over and on by their comrades to bring new shields and swords to the forefront.
“Put your weight into it! Lean into the line!” the Zealot Commander called as loud as he could, his voice reaching down the line as they rallied and pushed into the Romans’ line.
Men surged forward, the weight of those behind slamming into those ahead and pushing the shield wall into the Roman line. The weight of the Zealot line hammered into the Romans’, pushing them back by steps. The Legion soldiers responded by throwing their own weight back, but they were still outnumbered more than four to one; just holding the line, the Romans’ entire strength was required, while the Zealots still had some forces free to maneuver.
The Commander grabbed the closest runners he could. “Order the rear guard to swing out and around on the flanks while we have them tied up!”
The two nodded and bolted off to follow their orders, leaving him spitting in disgust as he glared out over the battle. Two Centuries of the Legion against a full Cohort of my men, and I will lose this battle.
It was infuriating, boggling, and had he been even slightly less educated, he would never have believed it to be true. With the support of their Auxiliaries, however, Rome’s Legions were nearly unbeatable in a head-on confrontation such as he had stupidly permitted himself to be maneuvered into. Men on his line were falling as many as five for every Roman they killed in exchange.
Alone, even with such losses, he would be able to inflict crippling damage to the enemy formation, even possibly forcing them to retreat in defeat if they lost their taste for battle before his own faithful. However, the thunder of horses on his left flank, combined with the sure knowledge of the Roman siege Auxiliaries on the hill to his left, told him that his faith would not be enough on this day, barring a miracle.
As his flankers moved out and came around to hammer into the weaker Roman flank, the Cavalry hammered in with their archers, just to prove that miracles weren’t in the cards for him this day. Arrows sprouted from his men’s sides, dozens of them falling to the hundreds of arrows fired into their sides.
He cursed the unbelievers, their gods, and everything about them down to their horses as his flanking line faltered on that side and the maneuver was crippled in motion. The Cavalry line swept around behind him, and with that, he knew that the battle was coming to an end, even though he still outnumbered his enemies.
The right flankers were almost to their targets when a roaring sound rose above the clash of battle, drawing his eyes up to the hilltop again, where he saw the great clouds of smoke breathing as if from the throat of some great beast.
They wouldn’t dare, he thought, shocked. We’re far too close to the Infantry line for that!
****
“Lower the cannon angles by four degrees,” Dyna ordered tersely. “And put full air to the fires.”
“Yes, my lady!”
The men screwed the cannons down as she walked the line, her personal planetaria in hand as she recalculated her numbers for the fourth time. Without the changes made to the cannons by Sensus, what she was about to attempt would have been impossible. The older versions of the weapons were simply not predictable enough.
As it was, this would surely be one of the most challenging problems of mathematics she had ever attempted.
She paused and ordered half her cannons turned two degrees to the north while leaving the rest on their current directions. The flames were blazing hot already, and the metal was beginning to glow. It was time, otherwise the boilers would surely melt.
“Draw up the stoppers,” she ordered, her voice flat even as her heart raced deep in her breast.
The acknowledgement of the order was lost in the sudden rush of water boiling off as the boilers built pressure. As before, once the critical mass was met, the great bronze plates on the front of the cannon barrels broke loose and flapped down to let the bolts and balls within fly free.
Great steam clouds erupted again, obscuring vision briefly, and the hilltop was once more rocked by the roar of the dragon’s breath.
“Eyes!” she called loudly. “Eyes on the field! See to where the weapons land!”
The round of projectiles had been fired at an even lower angle, providing less arc as they were flung through the air toward their destination. Again, the carved-stone balls pushed past the heavy iron-tipped bolts, some falling short of the target and bouncing up into the unshielded flanks and backs of the men trying to squeeze the Roman lines from the side. Those took men’s legs out from under them, in some cases in permanent fashion as the limbs were torn in twain from the impact.
The balls that landed on-target slammed into tightly packed formation, blood spraying wildly as the heavy stone projectiles tore through helmets like they were made of papyrus instead of metal. Two ricocheted off their intended targets and continued on into the Roman line, breaking bones and throwing men to the ground in bloodied heaps as the shots found the wrong target at the end of their journey.
As the men on the ground were recovering from the shock of the sudden bloody assault, the slower moving bolts rained down on the outer edge of the ranks. Most fell short due to the lower angle of the shot, but about a third slammed into the back and side of the Zealot flank with devastating effect.
Men were driven to the ground, literally pinned in place by the thick iron-tipped bolts that had slammed into them from the air. They couldn’t do more than scream as their blood soaked into the increasingly mud-filled battlefield, often being trampled by their own comrades as the instant of panic set in.
On the hilltop, Dyna watched, most satisfied with the effort. She cringed at the losses inflicted on her own men and growled at the wasted bolts that had fallen short. But the sort of close siege support she was attempting had never been done in a field battle like this before, and as much as she hated the brutality of it, the numbers had worked out in their favor this time.
I will need to refine our methodology, however, she told herself, eyes taking in everything as she continued to command her group. This is too valuable a tool to ignore.
****
The damage to his forces was less physical than moral, the Zealot Commander could immediately see, but between the total disruption of both flanks and the resurging assault from the Legion Heavy Infantry, he knew that the battle was lost. From the corner of his eye he could see men beginning to falter from his own lines, falling away and making a run for it.
When the Legion’s Auxiliary Cavalry didn’t bother to either attack or pursue them, it was all over. More men broke as they realized that running wouldn’t get them immediately killed, and within mere moments, his unit cohesion was shattered.
The core of his forces, those of the Zealot belief, stayed true, but now they were being forced back as the Legion rallied and began to inexorably shove forward while using their shields to clear the path of the resistance, even as their short swords cut down any that were unwilling to retreat.
The steady staccato rhythm of the Legion’s swords banging on their shields told the story as the much smaller force overwhelmed, and what had begun as a battle swiftly turned to slaughter.
****
From Centurion Cassius’s point of view, the critical moment of the battle arrived and passed largely without him having to do a thing. His men could feel it just as he did, and they reacted according to their training. As the enemy line fractured, his men punched forward with their shields. The weight of a scutem with a man behind it would break bones with that maneuver. The Zealot line broke, and Cassius hefted his sword as he screamed above the noise and charged forward.
Even he himself couldn’t have told what words he screamed, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was the war cry that galvanized his forces as they strode forward and literally marched right over their enemies, only pausing to stab their swords down into the fallen to ensure that they would not be able to get up by some miracle and strike at them from behind.
As the Zealot forces lost cohesion, the Roman lines had to spread a little more than normal, as well, in order to maintain contact with the enemy. They charged in, now bringing their swords into more use than just stabbing from behind the shields, slashing out the legs of men as they tried to run or across the guts and arms of those who tried to fight.
This sort of melee wasn’t where the Roman forces were at their strongest, but it certainly wasn’t their weakest point either. The Legionnaires thrust, slashed, stabbed, and even stomped their enemies into the ground as they tasted victory against the supposedly superior force, and each of them wanted to drink his fill.
****
The Commander of the Zealot forces could feel it all slipping away and knew that there was nothing he could do to recover, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to try. He rallied the faithful as best he could, leading a countercharge against the Roman line personally. Their counterattack was mostly blunted by the superior armor and shields of the Romans, but none of his faithful faltered even as they were cut down.
A crushing blow to his right side sent the Commander to the ground, and as he rolled over in a daze and tried to get to his feet, the last thing he saw was a Roman Legionnaire standing over him and stabbing downward with his blade before moving on to the next target.
He coughed up blood, eyes casting upwards to the heavens. I have failed You, my Lord, and I am sorry. Please forgive Your unworthy servant.
It was then that the world went black and he saw no more.



Chapter 15
The aftermath of the battle was practically routine as the Cavalry was dispatched to hunt down the escaping enemy now that the main force had been dealt with. Cassius first saw to his men, ensuring that their basic needs were attended to until Dyna arrived with the supply train and doctors they had brought from Alexandria.
The battle had been a route, and he was honestly shocked by that. There had been little doubt in Cassius’s mind that he would be able to eliminate the much more numerous enemy—his men were well-trained, and the Zealot forces by and large were not—but the sheer attrition of the enemy numbers should have cost him considerably more.
He shook his head, eyes falling on the gleaming brass of the cannons, and knew that it was the power of those new weapons that had changed the tide. Oh, they hadn’t inflicted all that much damage to be precise about things, but the sheer terror evoked by the enormous plumes of steam they emitted and the volume of fire from a single weapon had been enough to spook the enemy this time.
That wouldn’t last, of course. As they were used more and more, the cannons’ weaknesses would be divined, and they would lose their mystical and visceral fear factor. Until then, however, Cassius was certain that they had a weapon that would truly change to field of battle.
He shook off the thought as he stepped into Dyna’s tent and saluted.
“It’s good to see you alive and well, Cassius,” Dyna said, smiling up at him from where she was working at a field desk.
“Thank you, and you, my Lady.” He smiled. “I wanted to compliment you on your use of the cannons.”
Her features darkened. “Don’t. I overshot the target and injured our own men, possibly killed some.”
“That has happened before in battle, my Lady, and it will, like as not, happen again,” he told her. “Be glad that you were not using naptha fire pots. I have seen those do truly ugly things to men.”
She nodded jerkily, but her face didn’t change expressions. “Fortunately, or not, I suppose, those would likely not survive being fired from a cannon. It still doesn’t excuse me for fouling my calculations, however. I will do better in the future.”
“My Lady, I never doubted it,” he told her honestly. He’d known her since she was barely twelve summers in age, and she had never been the sort to make the same mistake twice. “However, battle is fluid, my Lady. You will never account for everything that can happen and will likely go mad if you try.”
That brought a hint of a smile back to her eyes. “Haven’t you heard, Cassius? We at the Library are all quite mad already.”
He shook his head, but offered her a rueful smile and a shrug to accede his defeat. “Just remember, you did well today.”
“Perhaps, but I will do better,” she vowed simply.
 Cassius merely nodded before changing the topic. “What shall we do next?”
“We’ll leave our wounded with the people in the township,” she said after consideration. “Those who cannot travel, at least. Beyond that, I’ll decide tonight after I contact the other signaling scouts and determine where, if anywhere, the enemy is.”
Cassius saluted as he bowed his head just slightly. “I await your orders, my Lady.”
“Thank you, Centurion,” she said, the hint of formality bringing a curl to her lips. “See to your men. We will like march on the morrow.”
Cassius saluted and slipped out of the tent, as she said he had work to do.
****
Dyna watched him leave for a moment before she returned to sketching out notes on her wax tablets, recording her thoughts, ideas, and plans so that she wouldn’t forget them when it came time to return home to Alexandria. The issue of accuracy was one of many that currently had her attention, but there was little she could do about that at the moment. So Dyna returned to the problem of Master Heron’s steam motive system, which had been plaguing her since he showed her his automated chariot.
She worked until night began to fall, then placed her work tablets into the interior of the field desk for one of her students to transcribe to papyrus back in Alexandria.
The signaling device was already set up where she had prepared it earlier, so Dyna merely had to catch the attention of the next station on a hilltop almost forty miles away. The signal code they had was limited, but it was sufficient to relay basic information about enemy locations and numbers. She shot off her request for information, then waited with stylus in hand for the response.
When it came through, Dyna acknowledged receipt and shut down, thinking furiously on her next move. Her goal had to be to protect Alexandria, but the entire Nile Delta was at risk and she had the only force that was active and mobile in the entire region.
We march for Cabasa then, she decided, considering her options before she shifted the signaler around and aimed it at another hill to the north. She had some orders she needed to precede her to the coast.
****
The Twenty-Second Legion had marched hard to the south, according to their orders, and secured the primary trade route from the southern part of the Empire as they went. The ongoing revolt led by the malcontents among the Israelites was a growing pain in Tribunus Gordian Latimus’s life, but it did provide an excellent opportunity to polish the effectiveness of his command.
The majority of the problems along the trade route were small raiding parties, some Zealots, but many just brigands making use of the chaos in the Empire to ply their trade while the Legion was elsewhere.
Pity for them this time around, Gordian thought with a smirk, riding at the head of the column as they continued south.
The Twenty-Second had annihilated no less than five smaller brigand bands along the march through the careful maneuvering of forward scout units and fast-moving Centuries. That, combined with the word that the Deiotariana Legion was back in the area, would push those lowlife bastards back under the rocks they had crawled out of, to be sure.
Which, of course, left the more serious threat of the revolting Israelites being stirred up by the Zealots and their ilk. They wouldn’t be frightened back into submission, he was afraid. No, it would take force and a significant application of it to shut down this threat to the Empire. With the Twenty-Second now moving south, having just passed Antioch a couple days earlier, he hoped to have them into position to flex their muscle along the Nile Delta within just a few more weeks.
Until then, the Garrisons would have to cover their own towns and cities as best they could, no matter how much that galled him. Gordian had objected to the orders that moved them north, but they had come from the Senate itself and there was nothing he could do to prevent it. The news he was hearing from the south now confirmed his objections, but he wasn’t quite high enough in Roman society to say “I told you so” without suffering at least some repercussions.
It was better to simply shrug, follow orders, and do his job without comment.
He was most concerned about the events in and around Alexandria, however, since the first reports from messengers came in. The fact that the city walls had been breached was bad enough, a sure sign that someone had been screwing around if he’d ever heard of one. But the fact that the Governor had been killed by all reports and the Garrison Commander was also missing didn’t exactly leave him feeling particularly good about the situation, to put things mildly.
The initial reports he’d received spoke well of this Dyna woman, as well as Centurion Cassius. He was at least moderately familiar with Cassius, having had the man serving under him for several years, and knew him to be a reliable, if somewhat stolid, man. Dyna, however, was more problematic.
Her national background didn’t impress him so much as it did those of the lower ranks. Gordian had yet to meet a Spartan who wasn’t more of a pitiful wretch than a warrior, despite all reputations to the contrary. The Empire’s fascination with Spartan history had left most of those within the borders of the once-proud Laconian state dependent on the hedonistic pleasures of Roman nobles, something Gordian himself had seen more than once.
Her actions, however, spoke well of her in his mind. She had defended her city well, by all accounts, and then taken extra steps to punish those who had violated Alexandria’s walls. He appreciated that sort of proactive thinking, having learned through long experience that action in advance of a threat could often prevent the threat from materializing. When you waited for it to come to you, however, it almost invariably did.
That said, she wasn’t an officer of the Legion, and she was a woman besides. In a crisis, perhaps no one had bothered to question either of those, but given time without the Zealots’ swords at their throats, he didn’t expect that would last. Someone would begin to agitate the rank and file, like as not for political purposes, and that kind of inner disruption could very possibly doom the entire region to infighting or destruction at the hands of the Zealots themselves.
No, he had to get the Twenty-Second back where it belonged before this Dyna woman accidentally kicked off an even greater crisis than they were already mired in.
****
The march to Cabasa took four days, but by the time they arrived, the orders Dyna had signaled ahead via the mini-pharos had been put into order, and clean barracks, food, and supplies were already awaiting them.
A minor official had scurried out to meet them as they matched into the town of Cabasa, eyes searching the column as they arrived. She wasn’t surprised when he lighted on Cassius and immediately turned to him, plastering a wholly too-large smile across his face.
“Ah, Centurion, we are so pleased to see you!”
No doubt, Dyna thought, amused. You’ve probably been quivering in fear of siege for weeks. A Legion standard planted within your walls would be Gods’ sent, to be certain.
Cassius glanced in her direction, but she merely shook her head and gestured for him to speak. She had no time, patience, or concern for the panderings of a minor noble at this point in what was shaping up to be a serious campaign.
Cassius nodded imperceptibly and stepped forward. “Greetings, sir. Have you followed the instructions we sent ahead?”
“Yes, yes, of course.” The poor man looked like he was going to trip over his own words, literally, as he stumbled along with the marching column. “We cleared out the bathhouse and its adjacent facilities for your use.”
“Thank you, we won’t put you out for long.”
“Oh, oh, no trouble. Stay as long as you wish…”
“We’ll be regrouping with more Auxiliaries and preparing to march on the enemy as soon as is practicable,” Cassius replied sternly. “There is more work for us to do.”
“Ah, yes, of course.”
After that, they’d all but ignored the man, marching swiftly to the bathhouse, and set about cleaning and performing basic maintenance on their gear, themselves, and their animals. Dyna was surprised at just how much everything in the column needed work, from the cannons right down to the simplest tools and weapons they carried. Intellectually, she supposed that she knew just how easy it was to dull the edge of a blade, or the edge of a man for that matter, but even her own blade, which had seen basically no use during the weeks they had been on the march, was in need of care and polishing.
She had sent out orders with runners to recruit more Auxiliaries from the local area, activating the reserves that had been too far from Alexandria to be of use before. Honestly, they were certainly already active; she was just getting them back under a unified command as quickly as she could. The other thing they were waiting for was further reports from their scouts, who were out looking for the main body of the enemy forces.
While the Zealot armies weren’t up to the strength or discipline of the Legions, the available reports made it clear that they were more than just scattered malcontents.
They’re drawing from a large population base, and whether of their own free will or against it, the Israelite population is apparently responding. Dyna frowned as she examined the reports, considering what it would mean for the Empire.
Years of warfare, at the very least, possibly decades if the revolt wasn’t stamped out completely.
It saddened her, though she knew that it had been a long time in coming. The Empire had long been pacifying the Israelite peoples, despite their obstinate refusal to pay homage to the Cult of the Empire, as all peoples of the Empire did. The conflict went back generations, with notable leaders of the Empire offering up many concessions in order to placate the unrest within the Israelite peoples over the years.
All they had done, of course, was buy a few more years of peace each time, and it seemed that now things had finally exploded out from the simmering discontentment that had always been there. Ironically, by all reports she had been able to find, it had been an idiot Proconsul of Rome who kicked off the civil unrest by actually occupying and destroying their temple in Jerusalem.
All the concessions offered over the years and some damned fool throws it all away for what? A pile of rock that means absolutely nothing to anyone in Rome. Dyna shook her head, irritated by the turn of events that had brought them to where they now stood.
It wasn’t that she believed that the concessions had been the correct thing to do, but having offered them, it seemed foolish to throw away all that they had bought for no gain. Particularly if the Empire hadn’t been able to predict the all-too-expected response, because as far as she could see, if they were going to intentionally start a civil war, they should at least have had the Legions positioned to win it quickly and decisively.
Though perhaps that was unfair. The Governor had shifted the Twelfth Fulminata Legion into position prior to the revolt. They had even surrounded Jerusalem but, for reasons known only to the Senate, had been ordered to fall back to the coast. The sheer stupidity of that strategic withdrawal was likely to be recorded in history as one of the most baffling decisions of any Legion Commander ever.
The subsequent attack and annihilation of the Twelfth by the Zealot and revolutionary forces had been a shock that had thrown Rome and its provinces into chaotic disarray for some time after. That disarray had directly led to the situation Dyna was now entrenched in, and she, like many others, she was certain, wondered just what had caused the Senate to order the Twelfth back from Jerusalem when they had the situation contained.
Like as not, whatever reason they had was the same as caused the Twenty-Second Legion to be ordered so far to the north. Dyna scowled as she continued to read the reports. Bureaucratic idiocy, I suppose.
Whatever the reason, it had created a mess that now spanned three Roman provinces and was threatening to grow beyond all reasonable measure. By the best reports she had available, it appeared that the rebels from the Judea Province had committed as much as a full Legion to raiding and pillaging Egypt.
Given that she had, at the moment, barely more than a Cohort of men—and those were splintered across various specialties that left her with less than two Centuries of Heavy Infantry—Dyna did not see how she could prevent what was coming or preserve the many lives at risk in the region. If the rebels arrived in force at Alexandria, then tens of thousands would die, and immeasurable knowledge would be lost should they succeed in burning the Library.
Granted, it wouldn’t be the first time the Library burned—the last having been done by Julius Caesar himself, supposedly by accident—but like the last time, there would have to be precautions taken to prevent any significant losses. Those of the Great Library, like herself, had grown paranoid over the years due to the way the fame of the place attracted fools with torches.
Dyna sighed and sketched out a quick note before calling in her Adjutant.
“Yes, my Lady?” the man asked as he came into the room.
“Have this sent to the Pharos of Alexandria,” she ordered, handing him the wax tablet.
He took it and glanced it over, then looked up sharply. “My Lady? Are you certain?”
“Yes.” She nodded tiredly. “Unless our available forces change reasonably soon, I do not believe that we’ll be able to hold them off. The contents of the Library must be preserved. We will not run from this enemy, but if we fall, there are things there I would not lose if it might be avoided.”
He saluted before he backed out and headed for the closest signaler.
With that done, Dyna put the Library from her mind; it would now be the responsibility of someone else. At the moment, she had to cause as much trouble and distress for the enemy as she could, given the forces she had available.
We may not be able to stand up to the enemy forces in the region, thanks to the orders from Rome that stripped us of the Twenty-Second Legion, but we can still make the rebels pay.
They would mount a militia army to counter the one they were dealing with, she had already decided. The core would be the two Centuries of active-duty Legion as well as every reserve Legionnaire that she could scrounge from the river delta. With those as the iron tip of her spear, Dyna felt that they could at least severely maul any armed incursion, even one of the Legion-sized militia force the Judea Province had sent into their region.
****
Master Heron read the latest dispatch from the signaling teams Dyna had sent out, tickled by the fact that the devices built at the Library were seeing real use for the first time ever. The Senate had never authorized the disposition of the incredibly expensive devices, except for a few that were permanently assigned to the Praetorian Guard in Rome.
I see that the military threat is somewhat worse than we had expected, he noted, reading more out of the few words that had been sent back than most people would have been able to read in a full scroll of reporting. 
Like his latest apprentice, Heron’s interest wasn’t in politics, but he was better connected than Dyna and had found it necessary to pay attention as things moved along in the Empire. The fact that the Twenty-Second Legion had been ordered out of the Egypt Province was enough to trip a great many of his warning bells, and it probably would have except that he had been feeling quite down at the time it happened.
My friend Nero is acting stranger and stranger lately, Heron pondered, concerned with the increasingly erratic behavior from a man he had once known quite well indeed.
The current events were just the latest and greatest symptom of a pattern he’d first noticed over three years earlier. While Nero had never been a man with the inborn greatness some of Rome’s Emperors had in the past, he had never been so reckless and bizarrely prone to making such poor decisions. Over the years of their contact, Heron had come to consider Nero a good, albeit often frustrating and annoying, friend. His conservative approach to technology had driven Heron to near madness, all but literally pulling every hair from his own head when the Emperor actively forced the suppression of time- and energy-saving technologies that would reduce the need for unskilled labor.
Now, though, things had progressed far beyond suppressing technical development. The orders coming out of Rome were actively endangering her citizens, and Heron was concerned as much for the Empire itself as for his friend who had become Emperor.
For the moment, however, Heron found himself with other concerns. His young apprentice. Hell, if he were honest he’d call her in public what she really was—his protégé and heir. What she was doing now, however, was treading into dangerous political waters.
Only the Senate had the right to grant permission to levy a Legion, and while Dyna wasn’t precisely doing that, she was coming closer than most would be willing to tread given the political climate of the Empire at the moment. Heron knew that she didn’t see that, however; she only saw the incredible potential for loss of life and knowledge.
Well, that and I rather suspect that she has always wished to lead a campaign as her ancestors once did, Heron supposed. He couldn’t blame her for that. He knew the draw of the past better than most, but her taste for battle and campaigning could cost her a great deal more than she realized.
Heron smiled sadly at the reports in front of him, seriously considering reining in the young woman for her own good. She was, for now, still trading on his name and influence. Were he younger, he’d have stopped her already, since she could be burning many bridges with his patrons, but he was an old man and he felt the end approaching.
More than that, he couldn’t really bring himself to withdraw his support from her endeavors. Heron wanted very much to see just what she could do with all the inventions he had built, recovered, and restored from the past works of men like Archimedes of Syracuse. The cost of fielding such equipment and the lack of real interest from the Senate and others had prevented him from seeing it until now, but Dyna had no care for the costs. She only wanted results.
The many forges and craft shops of Alexandria were all working day and night to produce the reinvented steam cannon, his own automated chariot design, and other projects that had never really been more than curiosities before. Now, with manpower suddenly being at a premium for some of the jobs most often easily filled, they found themselves in exactly the situation Heron had always dreamed of in the past.
No, he wasn’t going to be reining in Dyna on this one. He wanted desperately to see just what she could do almost as much as she clearly desired to do it.
Heron picked up a stylus and dipped it in his inkwell, quickly jotting out an order to the various master craftsmen working under his supervision.
Consequences be damned, Heron decided. I am an old man, but I won’t let this last chance pass me by. We have a short time, Dyna, child, before the Empire will be able to regain control. Let us see just what we can do with it.
He was still one of the most renowned minds in the Empire, and while his physical capacity had greatly reduced over the years, there was nothing wrong with his mental faculties. Heron looked over the remains of the eight Spartan warriors that had been put to such a fascinating use the night of the riots and invasion.
The mechanism he had used to make them do their little dance was far too impractical for real world use, he was well aware of that. However, Heron had recently been called on by several patrons to create some moving sculptures that just might be applicable. In fact, he had armatures and skeletons all completed for those projects, just waiting for the final design and cosmetic work.
But without the weights, there will be no force to their motions. He frowned, puzzling through the problem as he took a sip of wine.
Heron’s eyes widened and a slow smile blossomed on his face.
Oh my, but there is another source of power that will do. Oh yes, oh yes. This will be so much fun indeed.



Chapter 16
After better than a week at Cabasa, things were finally beginning to turn in a direction Dyna liked and at a rate she was at least marginally satisfied with. Men were easy to find for a militia force, but the effectiveness of such a group would inevitably be extremely limited. They came with their weapons and armor, very little cohesive training if any, and were to be considered…at best, Light Infantry.
More gratifying were the former Legion soldiers who answered the call, most with at least their own gladius and leather armor. They weren’t equipped with the latest Lorica Laminata, of course, but even good laminated leather armor would be a blessing if they could find enough shields to go around.
She’d already ordered the armories of every township and city within several days’ march to be prepared for use by her militia. Alexandria would be preparing all they could spare to be sent out by supply column in the next week or so, but even so, it was clear that they would be coming short on key supplies, like the scutem shields.
Luckily, they had swords and pylum aplenty, and the latest messages from Alexandria indicated that she would be able to significantly expand her siege division. The psychological edge offered by the steam cannon had shown itself to be a potent weapon entirely without taking the actual projectiles of the weapon into consideration.
Further, Dyna was relatively confident in saying that they were still a long way from using the weapons to their greatest effectiveness. Cassius’s comment about using naptha pots had her wondering if there wasn’t a way to effectively manage as much, though for the moment she couldn’t see any. The force of the initial steam blast would extinguish most any flames she could apply, and honestly, there were few men who would willingly handle lit naptha pots under such unreliable conditions.
She would find other ways, better ways, to use the new weapons. Their power, combined with the ability to put multiple bolts and a heavy stone ball into the air at once, made the cannons a formidable weapon. Now that they had improved versions that travelled more effectively than Archimedes’s original version, they were a tactical option she intended to use to their utmost.
For all her thoughts and plans for future development and use of the devices, most of her time was dedicated to managing the minutia of the militia she was assembling. She was buying up food from the local area, paying in promise script against the provincial Governor, a fact that made her smile when she thought of the face the former Governor would likely have made had she done it while he was alive.
For now the problem would fall on the next appointed Governor from Rome, however, so it wasn’t her immediate concern.
Her ranks were swelling daily, men coming in to volunteer or in response to the activation order she had sent out. The growing numbers were an increasing logistical problem that could quickly become more deadly than the enemy if she didn’t stay on top of it.
I never realized how much more my mother’s teachings would help me manage an army than my father’s, she thought to herself with a dry smirk.
In her home, they still followed the old Spartan code in which the men prepared for war and the women prepared to manage the households and estate business. Knowing how to fight was something she had always enjoyed more than her mother’s household and estate lessons, but now that she found herself in the middle of a real campaign, it was those lessons she found herself leaning on more and more.
The irony of the situation was not lost on her.
****
The city of Rome was quite possibly one of the finest in all the world.
It was the center of a grand roadway that connected every place in the world worth going to, if you believed the Romans themselves, at least. The city was a magnificent stand of stone arches and buildings that seemed to touch the sky when you stood next to them. To the Romans themselves, there was no doubt that they were the most powerful nation on the face of the planet.
More than that, average Romans on the street of the magnificent city were not only convinced of their national superiority but that they were each somehow personally responsible for the state of their nation and that the world owed them fealty for this and this alone.
The streets themselves gleamed, matching the buildings and monuments, and all roads led to the Senate.
The political center of Rome, second only to the throne of the Emperor itself, if you asked those same people on the streets who credited themselves with the power of their nation. For those who lived closer to the center of that power, however, the center of Rome’s political power was a somewhat grayer area than most would believe.
Within one of the Senate’s private bathhouses, two men well-acquainted with the gray of political power were discussing just how gray they had been willing to get.
“The man has the constitution of an ox,” a toga-clothed man said, sounding more peeved than angry.
“Pax, Flavius,” his companion said. “The plan was never to drop him in his tracks. That would be suspect.”
“I know that, Galba,” Flavius sighed, “but I’ve seen men driven mad in days on what we’ve given him. How has he lasted for three years?”
“I suspect it’s more that no one expects the Emperor to be sane in the first place than that he is somehow immune to the poison my friend,” Galba chuckled. “We may have underestimated him, but not the man himself. Instead I believe he has better advisors than we suspected. They’ve covered for him admirably.”
“If we’d left things as they were, they would have covered for him until the fool died and passed the throne on to a successor of his own choice,” Flavius grumbled sourly.
“True,” Galba admitted. “However, his actions in response to the crisis we provided for him to the south will give us the excuse we need. We’re almost there, my friend, patience.”
“I hope you’re right. If the rest of the Senate should learn that we had a hand in creating the revolt…” Flavius shuddered.
“No one will ever learn so long as we don’t tell anyone,” Galba growled, his tone warning. “It hardly took anything to set off this rebellion. It’s been building for generations. Had it not been for the constant pacifying imperial grants, we would have wiped the troublemakers in Judea Province out a hundred years ago.”
Flavius nodded in quiet agreement. That was one reason why that area had been chosen as the focal point of their current political game. Of the entire Empire at this point, the two most likely places to spark a crisis were Judea and the northern territories, and Judea was a more irritating pain in the Empire’s proverbial rear end.
“Messengers arrived from the Egyptian Diocese a short while ago,” Flavius said after a moment. Honestly, it had been several days, but he wasn’t certain that it was reliable information, let alone particularly important.
“Oh? Did the plan go according to calculations?”
“Mostly, yes,” Flavius said. “The Garrison Commander and the Governor were eliminated by our people before the riot was instigated. However, Alexandria survived mostly intact.”
Galba cast him an irritated look. “How would that be possible? I was under the impression that there were more than enough Zealot sympathizers in the area to bring Alexandria to the ground. The loss of a Roman city would have ended this farce of an Emperor in one go.”
“Apparently a Centurion of the Legion and a minor noble from the Laconian Region of Greece rallied the defenders.” Flavius shrugged, leaving out some of the more farfetched pieces of the report. “Honestly, it was always a long shot that they would burn the city anyway, Galba. Even the Zealots of Alexandria are scholars, and you know what scholars feel for the Library.”
Galba snorted, reaching out of the bath for a nearby cask of wine. They’d forbidden the slaves from entering until they had finished their bath and so were both surrounded by the little luxuries that made their lives worthwhile.
“Those fools would waste the Empire’s gold on nothing but books and toys were we to permit it,” Galba said while taking a sip of the wine. “You’re right, of course, however. At least we know that the Judea Province has been thrown into the expected turmoil.”
“That much has gone almost entirely to plan,” Flavius said, as satisfied as his friend. “The near-total destruction of the Twelfth Legion has started shock waves through Rome that are almost beyond what we’d hoped for.”
“I imagine so,” Galba sneered. “The plebes and fat fools who think they are owed something merely for having been born Roman could hardly fail to be shocked by the merest implication that perhaps some part of the world not only doesn’t agree with them, but may actually be capable of reaching out its hands to throttle them in their place.”
The news of the Twelfth’s destruction had actually silenced some of the biggest mouths in the city. The sheer shock of the news alone might have been enough to turn the Senate against the Emperor if they hadn’t been even more stupefied by the news than him and his closest advisors. By the time most of his fellows had recovered from their shock, Galba had found that Nero and his advisors had already initiated responses that were deemed correct and reasonable.
He’d deplored the lost opportunity, but Galba was a patient man. He’d assembled his allies over a period of years, convincing many who would normally never have thought to stand against the likes of the Emperor. He could stand to wait a few more in order to see the job done right.
“There is good news, after a fashion,” Flavius said with a roll of his eyes, “from the Egypt Diocese.”
“Oh?”
“Yes, the last reports to reach us indicated that the rebels of Judea had committed nearly a full Legion’s worth to Egypt,” Flavius said. “So you may get your crisis across the Empire after all.”
“That many?” Galba asked, mildly surprised. “I wouldn’t have thought that they would have so many men to commit away from their core territories.”
“Apparently the destruction of the Twelfth may have made them slightly overconfident,” Flavius replied dryly.
“Idiots.” Galba shook his head. “They actually believe they can stand against Rome on an even footing? They’re stupider than I believed, and I have been betting on their stupidity.”
Flavius chuckled, but nodded in agreement. “At any rate, there’s no force in Egypt capable of standing against their current force in any single battle. That should ensure a significant, and hopefully sufficient, path of destruction across the region.”
“Good,” Galba said. “That, coupled with the other crisis flaring across the Empire, should be enough to sway the Senate in our favor.”
Flavius agreed, adding, “That is my conclusion as well.”
Galba sighed happily, seeing the culmination of his plans approaching. The Empire was the most powerful force in the entire world, and very soon it would be his.



Section Three–Contents Under Pressure



Chapter 17
 “Runner from the main gates, my Lady,” one of the town boys announced from the door to Dyna’s office.
They’d been ensconced in the small township now for better than two weeks, both to the pleasure and occasional annoyance of the locals. Dyna was glad of their help, however, as her own men had a great deal to do and so very little time available to do it in.
She looked up and nodded to the boy, one of many locals who were making some extra coin off her and her forces. “Send him in.”
The man who came in looked winded, like he’d been sprinting.
“My Lady.” He saluted. “The supply column has arrived from Alexandria.”
“Excellent,” she said. “Have them assemble in the town square. We’ll get the gear tallied before we distribute it.”
“I think you’ll want to see this now, my Lady,” he said, looking slightly nervous and actually a little spooked.
Dyna raised an eyebrow as she looked up at him. “Oh?”
He just nodded.
He’d piqued her curiosity, more through his manner than his words, so she set her tablet and stylus down and gestured ahead of her.
“Very well, let’s go,” she said as she stood up and grabbed her sword and belt from the back of the chair.
She buckled it into place as she walked out the door, heading for the main gates to the walled section of the township. The runner pointed her in the right direction, but it was hardly needed. She could see a swarm of people filling the streets ahead of her with numbers she hadn’t been aware even existed within the small township.
“What in the Gods’ names?” she wondered aloud as they walked.
“You’ll see, my Lady,” the runner said. “I think they’ve been picking up people along the entire road from Alexandria.”
She just grunted in response, annoyed by his flimsy attempts at cryptic comments, and continued on to push through the crowd. They resisted at first, until they recognized her, then the people began to melt away from the armed and armored woman pushing through.
They stepped out of the crowd in time for Dyna to see what the ruckus was all about, and the sight brought her up short.
Master Heron’s automated chariot rattled along the stone-paved road leading into the middle of town, which was impressive enough, to be honest, given that Dyna knew it had never been tested over more than a few hundred feet. What caused her to stop in her tracks, however, were the four chariots it was towing along behind it, each loaded down with gear that would have taken at least two mules apiece to move normally.
“My Lady!”
Dyna looked to the automated chariot itself and saw Craftsman Sensus waving at her as he jumped down from the bronze and wooden device. He was covered in smoke and soot, but the grin on his face was wide enough that, had it been lower, she’d have thought someone slit his throat.
“Craftsman,” she blurted. “I’m surprised to see you outside of the Library shops.”
“Someone had to test the chariot,” he explained, “and there were only three people who could. Master Heron is too old to be rattling around the province, and you were here, so that left me.”
He grabbed a cotton cloth and wiped his face down. “I changed the boiler fuel from oil to charcoal. It takes more work to run but is cheaper and hotter. Makes a terrible mess, though, I must admit.”
“Not much cheaper,” Dyna scowled, thinking about it.
Coal was far more common in the northern provinces of the Empire, notably in Britain, but it was hardly economical to transport. Wood to make good quality charcoal was equally difficult to acquire in the region around Alexandria, which was why oil was a more common fuel in the area despite its higher cost.
That would be a problem to surmount, if the device were to be truly useful, but from what she could see, it would probably be a worthwhile effort.
“How long from Alexandria?” she asked.
He looked up at the sun, considering for a moment. “Three hours.”
She quickly thought about that, considering the news carefully. Cabasa was very near Alexandria. One reason why she had chosen to bring her men here was because they could respond quickly along the coast or pull back to the city if needed without tipping any Zealot spies that might be watching Alexandria. That said, they were still probably close to twenty-five mile stones from the city, so three hours was an impressive speed just the same.
“Any problems?” she asked, running her hand along the carriage before eyeing the chariots towed behind.
“It’s a bone shaker,” he told her ruefully as he caught her gaze and smiled. “You like my solution?”
“It is simple,” she admitted. “I kept trying to put everything on one chariot.”
“Makes it too heavy,” he said. “But the weight and power gives it a lot of pulling strength. I believe we could have towed more chariots.”
“Good,” she said, nodding. “Very good.”
Dyna stared for a long moment before abruptly shaking herself to clear her thoughts. “Right, that’s for later. I need the list of what you’ve brought.”
“I think you’ll be very happy,” he said, leading her back to the second chariot and pulling back the cover so she could see the stacks of scutem inside.
Dyna let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “You think correctly. I didn’t know there were that many scutem in the entire city.”
“There weren’t. The Twenty-Second took most with them when they marched for the north,” Sensus told her. “But the strong right arms of Alexandria build for you, my Lady.”
“Then I owe them a great deal,” she nodded. “Thank you for bringing these.”
“I brought more than these, my Lady.” He gestured back to the next wagon.
When the cover was pulled back, she saw two rows of cannons, enough to double her siege force. Dyna’s mouth dried as she stared for a moment.
“My Gods, Sensus, you can’t strip Alexandria’s defenses like this,” she protested, recognizing the irony given what she had consistently told Cassius. This was a different case, however, since it really appeared that they had stripped the city bare of her best defensive assets, the steam cannons.
“We haven’t,” he told her calmly. “Every smith, every shop, every strong arm in Alexandria has been working nonstop. In the next two carts I have projectiles for the cannons, armor, swords, and all the various equipment you asked for. We levied enough men from Alexandria to muster another Cohort for your militia. They aren’t Legion, but they know how to swing a sword.”
“Good, we will be needing them,” she said, clapping a hand on the big man’s shoulder. “Come, I’ll show you the local bath so you can get cleaned up. I’ll have my men get things put to rights here.”
“Just a moment,” he said before climbing back up into the chariot and fiddling with something out of sight. When he was done, he jumped back down and clapped his hands clear of black dust as best he could. “That’ll keep it from going anywhere while the boiler cools down.”
She grinned. “That would be for the best. So, speak to me of what has happened since I marched from Alexandria. I’ve been building a tower of tablets with all the notes I’ve been taking since I left my projects. If I don’t get back soon, I fear I’ll have all of Egypt’s supply of wax tablets stored in my command tent!”
“No doubt all filled with brilliant ideas, my Lady.”
She rolled her eyes. “Says the man who showed that I have so much more yet to learn when he showed me up with his own brilliance.”
“I am only good with my hands, my Lady,” Sensus said, shaking his head. “No brilliance, just the eyes of a common man of good sense.”
“There is nothing common about either good sense, or you, Craftsman Sensus,” she told him pointedly as they walked toward the bathhouse.
“That’s not what my wife would say, my Lady,” he told her, laughing.
As she laughed with him, Sensus leaned in closely and spoke to her in a low voice.
“Master Heron sends his regards, my Lady, and a gift in the last cart.” His voice was serious, but she thought she could detect a real hint of awe or something similar. “I’ll show it to you when there are less people. Better to keep this one under our robes, if you get my meaning.”
Dyna nodded slowly, not certain what he was speaking of exactly but certain that a little secrecy would be far from harmful. “Tonight, then.”
“As you say, my Lady,” he said. “Tonight.”



Chapter 18
Glints of light flashed off a polished shield, almost three miles away from where Gordian had propped his leg up on a sun-bleached stone. Deciphering the signal only took a few seconds’ thought; the signal code used by the Legion was simple by necessity, but it was enough.
“So,” he said, considering the situation. “They have a Legion’s worth of men.”
That was unexpected news and, frankly, disheartening.
“I never would have believed it had anyone else reported it,” Centurion Janusi said with a shake of his head, “but I trust our men.”
“As do I,” Gordian confirmed with a determined set to his jaw.
They’d bypassed the port at Caesarea, not quite in defiance of the letter of their orders but certainly treading roughly on the spirit of them. Gordian was well aware, however, that retaking Caesarea was far from a trivial matter. It would certainly require a lengthy siege of the city built around the harbor, and as one of the richest ports in the Empire, that was certainly a non-trivial task.
Meanwhile, reports from his scouts had indicated that a large Zealot force had been seen moving from Judea Province into the Egyptian Diocese. Left unchecked, the sheer destruction a Legion-sized force could wreak on the largely undefended region didn’t bear much thinking on.
When this is over, I need to see if I can figure out just whose mark was on the orders that stripped Egypt of its defenses ay such a critical moment.
That was a thought for a future time, however.
“Go get the men ready to move,” Gordian ordered. “We’ll meet the scouts on the road and get our final marching orders then.”
“As you will it.” Janusi saluted before running off.
The Legion would be on the move within an hour—he’d had them waiting for just such an order since they stopped—but Gordian worried that it would not be enough. The enemy was already moving into Egypt, and that was going to put the Twenty-Second in the position of chasing a mobile force that really didn’t have much interest in taking territory intact. They’d be able to run them down, no doubt, but Gordian would have to take care not to tire his men out before it happened.
The Commander of the Twenty-Second Legion let out a deep breath and then pushed off the rock he was propping himself up against and made his way back to his command.
****
The Twenty-Second marched within the hour, as he expected, and met the scouts a few hours later on the road, just as they turned in toward the Egypt Diocese. The additional detail they were able to report in person didn’t do much to settle Gordian’s nerves, but they did solidify his resolve.
The river delta of the Nile was one of the richest areas of the Empire, and certainly the richest land of the region. If they didn’t check the invaders’ forces quickly, the rampage they could begin would be legendary.
The Twenty-Second Deiotariana Legion quickened its pace, knowing that it would take days to run down the enemy forces, but every hour they left them unchallenged, the people they had been levied to defend would be dying.
****
“Scout reports the enemy’s main position is almost eighty milestones from here,” Aelia reported, his eyes glancing between Cassius and Dyna.
They, in turn, glanced at each other before nodding in silent agreement.
“Movements?”
“Coming this way, currently moving about four to six milestones per day.”
Cassius couldn’t help but shake his head in wonder.
“Currently?” he said, his voice a little dumbfounded.
“Yes, Centurion,” Aelia grinned. “That report is accurate as of twenty minutes ago.”
Dyna was smiling widely as she looked over the map, tracing her finger along the coastal road.
“The question is, where do we meet them?” she asked, examining the possibilities.
Knowing where the enemy was, and their precise direction and movement rate while they were still so far out, had given them a tremendous strategic advantage. They could literally choose their battlefield and thus force the enemy to face them on terrain that gave up tactical advantage.
“I presume you don’t want to meet them from within city walls?” Cassius asked dryly, already knowing the answer.
“No. If we lock ourselves within impenetrable walls,” she said with a sardonic lilt in her voice, “then we give up mobility to the enemy. The territory here is too large to defend from a single point. We’ll have to meet them and destroy them in the field.”
Cassius sighed but knew it made sense. Honestly, he was growing too old for this sort of campaigning. He’d done his time, years earlier, and had been quite happy to accept the sub-command of a nice city Garrison like Alexandria. It should have been a peaceful assignment, had this mess not broken out.
That said, she had a point.
“Alright.” He pointed. “We catch them here, at the river crossing.”
“Oh?” Dyna examined the map.
She’d never been that far to the east, having arrived in Alexandria by sea, and so didn’t know the exact layout of the region but could make a fair guess at his reasons.
“Yes,” Cassius said. “I’ll wager they’re planning on crossing the bridge here, and with as many men as they have, that won’t be a simple matter. We can beat them to it and get your siege forces set up well in advance. That should leave you free to savage them as they try to cross.”
“Won’t they turn back?”
“No, they’ll divert this way.” He traced a finger down the river. “About two, three hundred yards. The river widens here, and they can ford it on foot.”
“So you want our main force waiting to ambush them?”
Cassius nodded automatically, but grimaced as he realized that would put Dyna and her rather valuable Immune forces at a higher degree of risk than he would prefer. “No, we can situate in between the two points. We’ll have time to move either way if they choose to bull through—”
“Cassius.” Her voice was cool but chiding. “Do not coddle me or treat with me as a fool. We do not have enough force to cover both, am I correct?”
He sighed, but had to agree. “Yes, my Lady. I was thinking of leaving our main force here, where the river widens into the shallows. However, I want to point out that this plan is not without its risks. They may choose to bull through at the bridge, and if that happens…”
“My forces and I will die as my ancestors did at Thermopylae,” she finished simply. “I can imagine many worse ways to die, Cassius.”
“I believe some of your siege Immunes may disagree with you on that,” he countered, some heat coming into his voice.
“I do not intend to set out to die in a blaze of glory, Cassius,” Dyna returned, her voice cooling as his heated. “We’ll devise our blockade so as to be sufficient as to turn them aside and into your waiting forces.”
Cassius sighed, but finally gave in. Sometimes you just had to take chances when you went into battle. In this case, the main issue was that they didn’t have enough forces to cover both likely crossing points. If they focused all their forces at the bridge, the enemy would simply bypass them and be mostly across the shallower portion of the river before they could shift to counter them. That meant they needed to leave a smaller force at the bridge, but one with enough power to make the enemy move as they wanted them to.
If they decided to punch through the bridge, Dyna and her forces would be wiped out. However, even in that scenario, Cassius suspected that her smaller force would be able to significantly maul the enemy enough to all but cripple them. He didn’t like it, but it was the best strategy they had.
“Alright,” he nodded. “Let us be about it, then.”
Dyna smiled, her eyes glinting just a little too eagerly for his liking, but Cassius put that aside. He couldn’t do anything about it anyway.
“We march at dawn’s break,” Dyna ordered.
“As you will it, my Lady.” Cassius saluted.
****
Plumes of black smoke filled the sky behind them as the Zealot forces marched away from the burning fields, already reforming into marching order from the minor distraction the brief bit of pillaging offered them.
“Get the stragglers back into line,” the Commander ordered coldly as they rode. “We don’t have time to indulge their base instincts. Not yet.”
“Yes, Commander.”
The Adjutant wheeled his horse and headed back to relay the order, leaving the Commander alone toward the front of the line as the majority of the group continued to move along. He deplored the need to slow his march in the way he had, pillaging the local townships and burning the fields behind them. However, while he had significant forces, he lacked the logistical supply lines to keep them properly supplied.
Everything he and his comrades did had to be done with the knowledge that the Roman Legions were certain to cut off their supplies in short order, restricting them from most methods of resupply. That meant that, in the short term, they had to pillage the local townships of supplies in order to stay mobile and active. Unfortunately, doing that slowed them down significantly, and he had no doubt that fleeing farmers would shortly arrive at the closest town and runners would then be sent on to warn the larger walled cities like Alexandria.
At least we have a few days before they can get messages passed all around, he supposed. By that time, we should have cut through several more townships and be almost upon Alexandria.
The port at Alexandria was the next key piece in destroying Roman control over the region, at least long enough to levy sufficient forces so that they could secure Judea for themselves. There were two primary ports in the region, and they now controlled the one at Caesarea, which left only Alexandria to bring under control or destroy.
His mission was no less than strangling Rome’s supply lines just as much as they would soon be strangling his own. The race was to see who managed to succeed the fastest, a race that, as far as he could tell, he was winning. The damnable thing was that he couldn’t be sure.
He sighed, snapping his fingers until one of his aides ran up beside the slowly walking horse and handed him a map. He opened it up as he rode, tracing the route with his finger. “Two days to the bridge.”
He hummed slightly to himself, then quickly rolled the map back up and handed it off to his aide.
He’d feel much more confident once they were on the other side of that river, with nothing but fat Romans and farmland between them and Alexandria itself.
The column marched on, their feet beating a rhythmic staccato sound as they made their way along the Roman-built road toward their goal. Ahead lay the harbor of the second wealthiest city in all the Empire and, with it, control of the entire region.



Chapter 19
When the chariot slowly jerked to a stop, mostly by being steered off the rocky road and into the softer sides where it rattled off stones and was finally mired down in the dirt, Dyna groaned and happily jumped clear. Heron’s genius was beyond imagining, but she was convinced that he’d only come up with the device once he was too old to be expected to ride on it for a reason.
As she slowly moved and stretched out her pained muscles, she looked up ruefully to where Craftsman Sensus was grinning down at her.
“We need to make this more comfortable to ride,” she said with a rueful chuckle.
“That,” he said, “and a better way of stopping would not go amiss either.”
She nodded, conceding the point, then forced herself upright and let out a breath she hadn’t been aware she’d been holding. The large stone bridge that spanned the river was just ahead of them, and they had a great deal of work to do in a short time.
“Alright,” she ordered, calling over one of the Legionnaires she had assigned to her group. “I want the cannons set up along either side of the road. Make certain you have good lines of sight on the bridge proper. While the Immunes are getting those set up, I want the Pedes to gather brush to hide the cannons from sight.”
He nodded. “It will be done.”
“In the meantime”—she sent a pointed look to Sensus—“the Craftsman and I will be setting up Master Heron’s special gift.”
The Legionnaire saluted and headed off to pass on the orders to the others while Dyna and Sensus made their way to the last chariot in the column towed by the automated device. They unlatched it from the chain and, with the help of some of the slaves they’d brought, got the chariot manhandled down to the bridge.
“How long do you suppose we have, my Lady?” Sensus asked, wiping sweat from his brow.
The sun was beating down on them, turning even the lightest work into a task of not insignificant proportions, but that was barely noted by any of them as they felt the pressure of knowing that just behind the stonework bridge there was an enemy force approaching.
“Best guess?” Dyna shrugged. “They’ll be here sometime tomorrow.”
He nodded, clearing the cover from the top of the cart to reveal four figures in iron Lorica Laminata armor lying head to toe in alternating positions. Beneath those four, on a second layer, was another group of four in identical armor.
“I can’t believe Master Heron did this.” Dyna shook her head as she ran her hand over the polished armor.
Unlike the Spartan automatons they had used as part of the ambush back in Alexandria, Heron had truly created something fit for the Gods this time, in her eyes. He had done away with the unwieldy ropes and pulleys used to puppet the armor around, instead using a fantastic array of gears and cords on the inside to control the new models.
They were dressed in Roman-era armor, she saw, but that was most likely to save time, since Spartan armor would have to be custom-made and he didn’t have time to waste. She was amazed that he had managed to get as much done as he had in the few weeks since the attack and said as much as they slid the boards the automatons were resting on out, tilting them down to put the first four into standing positions on either side of the cart.
“With Master Heron holding the whip hand,” Sensus chuckled in amusement, “I believe that the entire city was prepared to dance to his tune. Even many of the Jewish community joined us, Dyna. They were no more pleased with the riots than any of us.”
“No,” she sighed. “No, I suppose they would not be.”
It was not an easy admission for her, if she were honest with herself. The clashes between the Israelite people and the Greeks were legendary, with blood spilt many times in many battles over the last centuries and more. She had worked with many of them in Alexandria, however, and grudgingly accepted that they were as dedicated to the advancement of knowledge as she was. More so, in many cases.
That was neither here nor there, however, not while they had an army bearing down on them and so very much work to do in order to get ready.
The new automatons were designed to be powered by a steam engine instead of the complex array of weights and ropes, and since they only had one engine available, they quickly set the eight figures into place on the bridge, four with swords and polished bronze hoplite shields to the front and four with spears to the back. Once that was done, Sensus carefully guided the automatic chariot into place behind them so they could connect the drive mechanism.
“Four abreast won’t cover the whole bridge.” Dyna frowned as they completed the last connections. “Not even spaced to allow for the spearmen.” She looked back behind them and waved. “Bring two of the cannons here! I want them on either side of the automaton formation.”
Rolling those massive slabs of wood and bronze was more work than putting the automatons into place, but it was done with relative dispatch while Dyna checked the angles to ensure that they had complementary angles to create an ideal kill zone.
“Load them now,” she said. “We won’t want to be too close when we loose them the first time, I suspect.”
“Who’ll man them?” one of the Immunes asked, more than a little nervous.
It was quite clear to them that those two cannons would be right on the front line of the battle, and certainly in the most danger even if the line wasn’t overrun.
Dyna looked to them briefly, then to the few men nearby. “I need four of you for these positions. Speak among yourselves if you like, but by tomorrow I will have those four.”
They shifted nervously, but nodded in understanding.
“Thirty-two Legionnaires and myself will be here to defend this position,” she went on. “You will not stand alone with the automatons.”
Several breathed clear sighs of relief, though others grew seemingly more nervous.
“You, my Lady?” one ventured tentatively.
Sensus was now looking as nervous as the youngest of the Immunes. “My Lady, you cannot be here on this line—”
“I can, and I will,” she told them coldly. “I did not ask for people to question my decisions, I asked for four men to man the cannons.”
There was a long silence before first one, then three others, quickly stepped forward.
“We’ll stand this line with you, my Lady,” the first said after exchanging glances with his comrades.
Dyna gazed at them intently for a long moment and then set her jaw with the finality of a decision made. “Good. I will consider it an honor, Immunes.”
“The honor is ours,” they responded.
She smiled thinly but nodded in acceptance before turning to another of the Immunes who had traveled with her.
“Aelia, you and your group are to move to the top of this hill.” She looked to a nearby hill.
It wasn’t particularly tall—there were no big hills along the range of the delta—but it would be enough to give the signaling team a good vantage of the battle and a line of sight to convey information to Cassius and his group to the north.
“Build a hide,” she ordered. “The enemy is not to find you, not even should they break through our line. Is that quite clear?”
Aelia nodded in understanding, saluting in response. “As you will it, my Lady.”
“Good. Go.” She gestured, turning away as the specialist Immune hurried off to gather his small group and head for the hill.
Preparing the ambush positions at the choke point afforded them by the bridge crossing took the entire day and well into the night for many of them, particularly those few of the library’s craftsmen who came with Sensus to bring the supplies to Dyna from Alexandria. The soldiers of the Legion serving as Dyna’s command actually got more rest than almost any of the others, but that was considered fair since most of them would be holding the line directly behind Master Heron’s automatons when the time came.
The eighteen cannons not placed on the bridge were arrayed six on either side, with the final six mounted on three of the chariots for higher vantage points and to allow better mobility if absolutely needed.
This time she wasn’t going to bother with working out the angles of indirect fire, but had selected positions for the cannons that aimed directly into the point where the enemy would be. Dyna doubted very strongly that even the best Legion scutem would be able to stand up to a single bolt from a cannon fired directly from the range she had paced out and had no worries that the Israelite forces would have anything even comparable as part of their standard equipment.
The scutem shield, while simple to build in absolute terms, was something of a monster of complexity on the degree they would have needed to produce to properly arm a Legion-sized force.
Of course, they may have shields captured from the Twelfth, Dyna supposed. In that case, the battle would likely be a little more difficult, but they still should be able to hold up their end well enough.
The bridge would serve to narrow the enemy forces down to manageable numbers, and like her ancestor at Thermopylae, Dyna felt that her better-trained forces would be able to make the fight extremely expensive for the enemy.
Unlike Thermopylae, of course, the enemy had another option. They could fall back, refuse battle, and seek to cross at another position.
Of course, with Cassius already in position to ambush them as they crossed at the next best place along the river, Dyna felt confident in believing that they would find ugly surprises in their path the coming day, no matter which direction they took.
She obviously wanted them to turn aside, since her survival was depending on it, not to mention every man under her command. However, if they chose to bull through the force holding the bridge, Dyna was confident that she had enough to ensure that the enemy force was badly mauled, if not crippled, in the process.
Enough so that Cassius will be able to hunt them down to the last and avenge our stand.
Dyna barely slept that night, every indivisible atom of her body feeling energized by the knowledge of what was to come. She lay quietly in her ruck, eyes closed most of the time, as thoughts and, occasionally, dreams of the battle to come danced across the inside of her eyelids. She knew that what she was feeling wasn’t the way a proper woman child should feel, not even one of her line, but for all that she had been taught, Dyna knew she had found her destiny with a blade in her hand and soldiers at her command.
****
When dawn arrived, Dyna was already standing by the automatic chariot, familiarizing herself with the controls she could see. They were not spectacularly complicated; the power was sent to the free-standing automatons by way of a spinning axel powered by the powerful steam engine mounted on the chariot.
She had taken a peek inside the chests of the impressive automation soldiers and knew that the inner workings of the armored figures were fitting, given the genius of their creator. However, as complex as they were, she was able to decipher most of the workings after a few moments’ perusal. The shaft running from the chariot would allow the inner workings to be pulled taught, preparing the devices for the strike.
When triggered, they would snap to their natural position, with spear or sword thrust forward. From what she had seen, there should be easily enough power in the torsion springs to drive their weapons through all but the finest shields and armor.
What the automatons really served as, beyond the obvious fear factor if any of the approaching enemy had heard rumors from the riots in Alexandria, was a defensive wall. They would slow the enemy, bottling them further as they came forward and lining them up perfectly for a strike from the cannons.
If that is not sufficient to turn them aside, the enemy Commander is surely stupider than either Cassius or I either hoped or feared, Dyna thought wryly.
In the event that they didn’t turn, it would be to the Legionnaires standing with her to convince the enemy that this was not the path to victory.
We can do this. We will do this.
“And just what are you doing, my lady?”
Dyna started slightly at the voice, half turning as Sensus approached. She took a breath, willing her heart to slow its beating before she spoke. “Merely familiarizing myself with the chariot, Sensus.”
“Why?” he asked, a hint of a smile on his face.
She rolled her eyes. “So that I might run it properly during the coming battle, clearly.”
He snorted. “My Lady, you worry about stopping them here on the bridge. I’ll run the controls.”
Dyna hesitated a moment, eyes snapping up to look at him. “Sensus, if they overrun our line—”
“Then this will be the first position to die, yes, I am aware,” he said.
She stared for a moment that seemed to stretch out, then finally nodded. “Very well. You were shown how to run the automatons?”
“I was.”
“Wait until the enemy closes,” she ordered. “Just before the shields clash, thrust with the spears.”
He nodded. “Understood.”
“Will the automatons be able to stay standing from a true clash?” she asked, eyeing the unknown elements curiously.
“They should,” he said. “They weigh more than a person and use a gimbal to cause the mechanism to lean against a tilt. Hit them hard, and they will push just as hard and fast into the strike.”
“Impressive,” she mumbled, promising herself that she’d take one apart as soon as possible. A gimbal made sense; the device would always remain upright relative to the ground so it could be used to detect a shift in balance quite well. She just wasn’t sure how one would trip a strong enough reaction to keep the automatons on their feet, and she was looking forward to finding out how Master Heron had solved that problem.
For the moment, however, she had other concerns.
The Legionnaires assigned to her were preparing for the coming battle when she stepped back to their camp. Most were already in armor, some were sharpening blades or bundling pylum for the day, but all were clearly performing whatever rituals they felt improved their connections to the Gods.
“The battleground has been chosen, our trap laid out,” Dyna told them as she took a seat on a stump in sight of them all. “The enemy should be here this morning.”
She planted the butt of a pylum into the dirt between her legs and leaned forward with the shaft braced against her shoulder. “You all know our goal. We want them to divert to where Centurion Cassius and the rest are waiting, but I would prefer to bleed them a little before sending them on their way.”
Her smile was confident, if a little disturbing to men who rarely dealt with women of influence. They knew her, however, as Cassius had left her with his own men rather than any of the untested forces levied in recent weeks, and that familiarity bred a confidence that few would have felt just a few months earlier.
So they smiled in return, the hint of bloodlust in her eyes echoed in the men now under her command as they chuckled softly in anticipation.
“May we presume that my Lady has a plan to do just that?” one of them ventured.
“You may,” Dyna said. “You may indeed, Lathius.”
The Pedes nodded in response, having expected nothing else. He didn’t ask anything else, however, but merely waited for her to explain.
“We’ll use the automatons sent by Master Heron as a shield wall,” she said, looking around. “Stay low and out of sight. Arrows are worthless against them, and not much better against us beneath a scutem wall, so they’ll have to close across the bridge.”
The men clearly understood, so she continued, “We’ll let them commit as many men as they wish. I don’t expect more than two Centuries’ worth to be able to fit on the bridge without being totally worthless, because they have no room to swing their weapons. They’ll have to close on the automatons, and once they’re packed shoulder to shoulder on the bridge, they’re ours.”
The men glanced over at the cannons mounted on either side of the bridge, and she could see them thinking about the two waiting on the bridge as well. They nodded slowly, understanding the strategy, and her smile spread to them.
“Honestly,” she said, “I expect that they’ll likely withdraw after that. The cannons are still very new and frightening, so when their fellows fall, I expect them to pull back and reconsider their path. If they do, well, I have plans of my own for that eventuality, but you won’t need to concern yourselves with them. Your task is to deal with them if they get stubborn and attempt to come through in force.”
Smiles were gone now, but the men nodded in grim acceptance. They were all familiar with the results if that eventuality came to pass. Holding the bridge here, over a narrow but deep and swiftly moving portion of the river, would permit them to keep the enemy from bringing their full numbers to bear, but the battle would not be easy, despite that advantage.
With arrows raining down while they fought, they would have to commit their entire force to the battle. With less numbers on their side, they would be forced to fight constantly while their enemy would always have a fresh supply of soldiers for their cause.
In the end, it would be a losing battle, and there would be no way to break off and fall back should it begin to turn irrevocably against them. No, they would be forced to surrender or fight to the death, and surrendering to the Zealot forces was somewhat less attractive than paying a visit to Pluto.
“We’re with you, my Lady,” the lead Pedes said after looking around. “Have no worries of that.”
“I never did,” she smiled, “not for a moment.”
She waved at them and pushed herself up to her feet, casually flipping the pylum around and resting it on her shoulder as she walked away.
“So then, do you suppose we die here on this bridge today?” one man asked quietly.
Another shrugged, eyes on Dyna as she walked away. “That I cannot say. I believe that I would wager that if we do die here today, we’ll be going out in good company…and bad.”
The men laughed openly at that, and with those words, any doubts were washed clean. They would stand where the Lady ordered them to stand and trust in her to at least permit them to die with their enemies’ blood pooling all about them.
****
“Scouts just got back,” the Adjutant said as he stepped into the tent.
Gordian finished lacing up his greaves, then shrugged into his armor and turned so his slave could properly secure it into place. “Distance?”
“Almost five mile markers, but they’re moving out already.”
Gordian curled up his lips but nodded. “Understood. Get the camp ready to move. We’ll catch up to them in another day, maybe two.”
“As you say.” The man saluted before ducking out of the tent.
Gordian grunted as his armor was pulled tight and laced. They had made good time, but his men were getting tired. If they didn’t catch up to the enemy forces within the timeline he’d said, he would have to let the Legion rest before he dared engage them with a force the size his scouts were reporting.
The enemy was moving faster than he’d expected, which showed discipline and probably decent training. Untrained groups were slower to organize, faster to distraction, and rarely could march well. The group was not up to Legion standards, but they were trained and more effective than he’d planned for.
Time to change plans, I suppose.
It was going to be a long week.



Chapter 20
The Zealot forces came to a ragged stop as the bridge ahead came into clear sight, their leadership looking as confused as the rank and file as they saw the eight gleaming figures holding position across the great stone passage.
The Commander froze as he recognized the formation and the armor, but didn’t believe his own eyes for a long moment.
Hoplites? Spartan headgear but Roman armor? Someone is playing games with us.
It had to be some pitiful attempt at intimidation, there wasn’t any other real explanation. Oh, if they had the force available, they picked the best place to meet his army, that much was true. The bridge was a channel that would limit the force he could bring to bear on any defenders, but eight? Eight men, no matter how strong or skilled, would certainly fall in moments.
“Commander, beyond the men, I see scutem.”
Ah… The Commander glared at the bridge and finally spotted what his Adjutant had seen. Scutem in a turtle defensive formation, albeit low and hidden behind the hoplite forces. Interesting.
That made the odd hoplite-armed men a blatant attempt to intimidate his men and himself. A wasted effort, the Commander decided finally. His men were too ignorant of history to recognize the statement being made, and honestly, he would have been more intimidated by the scutem-defended Legionnaires rather than some antiquated reference to a battle lost five centuries past.
“Signal the archers forward, prepare two skirmishing groups,” he ordered.
The man at his side acknowledged the order and blew out two quick signals, setting the army in motion. His archers moved to the front as the skirmisher groups prepared themselves. The Commander guided his force over to where the leader of the archers was getting the unit organized.
A signal was passed, silently this time, and confirmed with a wave so that the archers were instantly given the order to notch and draw. They angled their aim up, experience and skill permitting them to judge the range correctly as they waited for the order to loose.
The sound of bows springing back from the draw filled the air as the order was given, and the first flight of arrows went up. Before it was even one quarter to the target, however, the archers had re-notched their bows and launched a second flight. Then a third, a fourth, and a fifth.
The first flight rained down on the bridge, pelting the figures standing there with a lethal rain, but they didn’t even bother to raise their shields. The second through fifth flights followed, arrows snapping against armor and bouncing off stone, but through it all, the eight figures stood as if at attention in a mild rain.
The Commander frowned, guiding his horse back to the column as his archers ceased firing to conserve their arrows.
“Are they made of steel?” his Adjutant asked in a whisper when he arrived. “Surely some of the arrows would have found flesh? They didn’t even lift their shields!”
The Commander nodded, considering. “Send forward the skirmishers.”
The order was passed quickly, and men began marching forward, swords clattering against shields as they marched.
“Likely, those are statues,” he said, softly. “The real men are behind them, hoping we’ll turn away in fear because of those rumors started in Jerusalem a few weeks past.”
“You believe so, Commander?”
“I believe it is a possibility,” he corrected. “We’ll see shortly.”
The men were marching to the bridge as they spoke, forming into ranks of men eight across as they reached the first stone of the span. As they got closer, they started to realize that it wasn’t men standing on the bridge, but rather armor held up by what looked like wooden frames. The men at the front lines began to laugh as they continued to march, but those laughs ended the moment the first foot stepped onto the bridge.
The eight figures moved abruptly and with high speed. They brought their shields up in front as they took a step forward and leaned heavily into that leg. The four with spears dropped their weapons level with the men, while those with swords began to slowly hammer them against the polished bronze shields.
There was something wrong in the motions, however, something distinctly inhuman. The men at the front could see it and attempted to stop, but by this point, they were on the bridge with dozens and dozens of men marching behind them. It was continue on, jump off the side of the bridge, or be trampled by their fellows.
Given those choices, they steeled their nerves and brought their swords to the ready as they swallowed the fear and marched on.
They had just a moment’s warning by the flash of red and gold beyond the figures, enough time to tense but not to do anything else as the march pressed forward. The pylum were flung from behind the eight hoplites, not entirely unexpected but unwelcome all the same.
“Shields!”
They threw up their shields in time, the heavy javelins punching through them like the heavy wicker and wood shields were made of paper, but the points were mostly stopped short of hitting the men behind. Here and there a man went down, iron point in his chest, arm, or throat, but mostly they were just faced with the twisted metal jammed into their shields as they continued forward.
Sticking to their training, the Zealots didn’t throw aside the clumsily weighted shields. They knew that they may yet need them to protect from further pylum assault, to say nothing of the spear and swords of a close-in battle. The fallen hit the stonework of the bridge and were walked over by those behind them, in some cases finishing the job that the Roman javelins began.
The second flight of the heavy javelins came a few moments later, and again the shields went up. More men fell, but the formation didn’t falter as they closed to only a few tens of feet from the powerful figures standing before them. It was when they got a good look at the eyes behind the helm that the front line of the formation finally started to falter as men tried seriously to stop.
They could see flames flickering in the eyes of the eight figures standing there and the hard evil lines of human skulls filling out the faces hidden by the helms.
The line of battle would not be denied, however. The men behind couldn’t see what their fellows up front did, and they did as they were trained. They kept on marching, no matter what. Men stumbled, men were pushed, some just tried so hard to stop that their fellows behind literally walked right up their backs. The results were the same: Almost half the front line was trampled by the men behind them as the line of battle closed on the armored figures.
The signal horn sounded the charge as they closed, and they began to jog, swords upraised as the silent figures stood waiting. The first line reached the figures, starting to bring their swords down in a hacking motion, when the four spear wielders moved with an economy of motion so perfect that only the men suddenly impaled on the twelve-foot spears even realized that it had happened.
That was the signal, apparently, and the other four closed ranks with perfect unison of motion, leaning into the shields as they stabbed forward with their swords. A clash of metal on metal erupted, steel and iron meeting bronze and brass, and then suddenly all of it was drowned out by a roar that seemed like it could only have come from a living beast.
The Commander of the Zealot forces pulled his horse back in shock as the entire bridge was suddenly obscured by smoke or mist, similar clouds forming along the far banks of the river on both sides of the bridge. He stared, confused and deeply concerned by the sudden change of events.
“What was that?” his Adjutant asked from beside him.
“I have no idea. Some sort of fire weapon?” he answered quietly, keeping his voice down so as not to spread his ignorance and have it turn to fear in the men.
****
Dyna grinned wildly from behind the scutem she was using for cover. Rising to look over the edge of the shield at the sheer devastation caused by the twenty cannons firing into such a tightly packed space was frankly exhilarating.
The steam cleared quickly in the breeze blowing along the river, revealing that one hundred heavy bolts and twenty stone balls could really ruin an army’s day if encountered in the right, or perhaps that was wrong, place.
“Sensus, hammer the shields,” she ordered as she signaled the Immunes to reload the cannon barrels.
The men facing them were standing in the center of the stone bridge. Those few still able to stand seemed shocked into complete immobility by the utter carnage that had obliterated their force in that single horrific instant.
That horror was magnified as the eight figures they had been facing now began to jerkily move, hammering their hoplite shields with their swords and spears in a slow and mocking cadence. The first man broke and ran just seconds after, triggering the flood as the survivors of the assault retreated off the bridge, leaving well over half their number dead and dying behind them.
“Now we wait and see,” Dyna said as her grin faded to be replaced by the grim realization that if the enemy came back, it would be with massively reinforced numbers and even stronger determination.
****
“That was unexpected.”
The Commander of the Zealot forces had pulled his army back to ensure that they were out of range of any siege weapons the enemy might have. He hadn’t seen any, but whatever had caused that smoke was something to be treated with caution, at the very least.
They’d lost over a hundred men in that single clash and, as far as he could tell, hadn’t inflicted a single casualty in return. That was an absolutely insane exchange rate, and he couldn’t help but feel a twinge of fear at the idea that the Legion had new weapons he was entirely unaware of.
We know they don’t have much of a force in this area. He pondered the situation. With weapons the like of which they’d used on the bridge, he would have moved to follow up on the victory if he had the forces. The fact that they were still waiting there told him that the scouts’ reports were correct. The Legion didn’t have much strength in the region, which explained their choice of a place to lay their little ambush.
In fact, the more he considered it, the more it seemed to him that he was looking at an extremely small force. They were obviously disguising their numbers, not by attempting to appear stronger but by clearly hiding so that he couldn’t see all that there was, but that just strengthened his determination that there were less numbers facing him and his force than he had feared originally.
Those unknown smoke weapons, however, were a concern. There was something new here, though not spectacularly so. The carnage looked like it was caused by ranks and ranks of scorpions, though obviously he would have seen that number of siege weapons dotting the far side of the river had they been there. There simply was not enough cover to hide a hundred scorpion torsion launchers, ignoring for a moment the fact that scorpions didn’t generate massive plumes of smoke and roar like living beasts.
“We could shift to the north…”
“What?” the Commander asked, looking up from his thoughts.
“I was saying, Commander, we could shift to the north and cross the river upstream…”
“No.” He shook his head. “No, not unless we’re forced to.”
“But, Commander, they annihilated our scouting force!”
“And we learned what we needed to,” he growled. “Now we know that there is a reason to cross here.”
“What possible reason?”
“Those weapons. I want one.”
****
Dyna let out a deep sigh when she saw the formations coming back together, obviously preparing to march forward again.
“Well, that’s that,” a Legionnaire muttered.
She nodded, looking over at him. “Indeed. It would appear that we’ll need to show them the error of their ways.”
“Thy will be done, my Lady,” the man chuckled, drawing similar laughter from the others.
“Let the automatons take the brunt of the first charge,” she said. “Sensus, this will be your last chance to back out.”
“Let them come, my Lady.” The craftsman bared his teeth from where he was sitting on the steam-powered chariot that controlled the automatons. “I want to see how well these monsters we’ve forged fare under real heat.”
Dyna sighed, knowing that they were about to be put to the forge’s own test. “Alright. when they strike, put power to the chariot, Sensus. We’ll push them back as we can. Legionnaires, anyone who slips through the gaps is yours to eliminate. Protect Sensus!”
The men roared their agreement, but Sensus hesitantly tapped her shoulder and leaned closer.
“What is it?” she asked.
“We didn’t really have time to design the system to move.”
Dyna cast a look over the connections that ran from the backs of the automatons to the chariot and shrugged. “The shafts look strong enough, Sensus. Run it until it breaks, then run it over.”
He grimaced, eyes falling on the eight figures that he, Master Heron, and many others had spent weeks building. “Run them over?”
“They’re only there to keep us from dying, Sensus,” she told him with an amused scowl. “We can rebuild them; rebuilding you may pose a somewhat trickier problem, no?”
“Understood,” he conceded unhappily.
“Here’s the important part: Don’t push them back until after the cannons have fired,” she stressed, looking around at everyone. “Does everyone understand?”
They all saluted automatically and enthusiastically, though whether they understood or not wasn’t clear.
Dyna decided to explain anyway. “We need to protect the Immunes on the bridge and give them, as well as those on the banks, time to reload the weapons. We push when they’re reloading and fall back to allow them to fire again. Do not, I tell you, not, chase the enemy off the bridge! If they trap us in the open beyond the bridge, we’re dead.”
When they all nodded, she left the group and walked over to the Immunes at the cannons.
“When you fire, it will be our signal to charge,” she said. “When we retreat, it will be your signal to fire. Do not wait for my order. Fire as soon as our men are clear and the enemy is in your range. Clear?”
“Clear, my Lady.”
She took a breath, steeling herself for what was to come. “This will be the first time we try this dance, but the lives of my men and myself will be on the line. And need I remind you that if we die, you cross the Styx on the next ferry?”
“We understand, my Lady.” The Immune nodded fervently. “I’ll speak with the others.”
“Do so,” she said, turning her eyes to the formations of the enemy forces that were still preparing to advance.
Dyna called for a mirror and took a moment to send off a message to Aelia on the nearby hilltop, knowing that she was possibly sending off her last orders as she did.
“My Lady.” A voice caused her to turn around as she handed off the mirror. “Here they come.”
“Positions!” she called, unlimbering her blade from her belt. “Prepare your blades, men. Our dear friends out there would seem to need another lesson in Roman fighting!”
They roared in response, gladii shining in the air as they pumped their arms in response.
Across the river, the enemy marched on the bridge, this time an almost unending swarm of men descending toward them. Not two Centuries were coming toward them, but two full Cohorts at least. Dyna watched them come, her heart tightening as she counted up their numbers against the light Century of soldiers she had.
Perhaps tonight we dine in Hades, but if so, I swear to Hephaestus and Ares that we will not be dining alone.



Chapter 21
The distant roar sent a shiver down Godrian’s back as he guided his horse along the curving road to the west.
“What in Jupiter’s name was that?” his Adjutant asked, looking up and into the distance.
“I’ve never heard anything quite like it,” Gordian admitted as he, too, looked around them for a source. The men hadn’t seemed to notice it, or if they had, it didn’t seem to bother them much as of then. “Thunder?”
“Nothing I’ve ever heard,” Janusi muttered. “It sounded more like a beast than a storm.”
Gordian made a noncommittal sound. “Perhaps. I’ve heard a lion roar from closer than I’d like to remember, but it wasn’t like that.”
“Yes, I know. Almost like a serpent, actually.”
“I don’t know about you, but I would prefer not to meet any serpent that can make that sound,” Gordian snorted, his voice kept low enough not to spread that thought to the troops.
“No arguments from me, Tribunus,” Janusi chuckled. “Did it come from ahead, do you suppose?”
“Seems like it, but it is difficult to say.”
“Well, if it did, then we’ll find out what it was soon enough, I would say.”
Gordian rolled his eyes. True as that might be, he would prefer to have more information on what he was walking into before he actually walked into it. He was still preoccupied with the sound when they saw one of their scouts racing back along the road in their direction, obviously pushing his pony hard.
“Five Denarii says that this has something to do with that sound,” Janusi offered from his side.
Gordian snorted. “If you’re looking for a sucker, Janusi, look to your mother, not me.”
“Hey!” Janusi called after him as he jogged his horse forward. “There’s no call for that, Tribunus!”
He ignored his subordinate, trotting out ahead of the column as the scout slowed to a halt and turned to match his pace. The pony was sweating and breathing hard, clearly having been pushed to its limits. The scout himself didn’t look much better, to be frank.
“Speak,” he ordered the man as they walked their animals ahead of the column.
“The enemy is less than five mile stones ahead, Tribunus.”
“We’re catching up to them, then,” Gordian said.
“Oh yes, you can say that. They’ve been stopped at the bridge.” The scout grinned. “A small force met and annihilated their first probing assault. Never seen anything like it, Tribunus. Near two Centuries of men dead in moments. As best as I can tell, the defenders didn’t take a casualty.”
“We heard a strange roaring sound here a short while ago,” Gordian offered, his eyebrow raised.
“Aye, that would be the defenders’ weapons,” the scout confirmed. “Don’t ask me to explain it. I’ve never seen the like.”
Gordian pursed his lips as he considered the report. “So, they hold the bridge then? Did the enemy turn aside? I know they can cross the river to the north.”
The scout shook his head. “No, Tribunus. They were marshaling for an all-out assault when I grabbed my pony and tore out of there.”
“I see,” Gordian said. “Very well. Good report, Pedes.”
“Tribunus!” The man saluted.
Gordian let his horse lag to allow the column to catch up, waving to the scout. “Go on ahead. We’ll be coming up shortly.”
The scout nodded and guided his pony back up the road while Gordian rejoined his place in the column.
“So?” Janusi asked.
“So, we increase our pace. The enemy is bottled up at the bridge ahead, and it seems some of our Legion comrades have chosen their ground to make a last stand. I would prefer that they were disappointed,” Gordian said. “See to it that the column is informed, Janusi.”
“As you command, Tribunus.” Janusi saluted with a grin before he turned back to obey.
Slowly, the column increased its pace, not greatly but enough to get them where they were going as quickly as possible without completely wearing themselves out. It would do no good to arrive just to collapse from exhaustion, after all.
As Gordian thought that, there was another roar, as if of some great beast in the distance. This time it was louder and seemed all the more chilling.
The battle had been joined once more.
****
The great gouts of steam hadn’t cleared from the bridge before Dyna had her falcata in the air, screaming at the top of her lungs.
“To the sword!”
The Legionnaires, her men, put their shields to the front and marched forward as Sensus threw the chariot into operation. It was slow to start, but by the time the Legionnaires had stepped forward to the front line, the chariot had begun to push the automatons forward with them.
It was eerie in a way, Dyna noted absently as they pushed forward. The feet of the automatons dragged on the ground since no one had ever designed them to walk exactly, and the effect was to make the figures seem to glide like ghosts of iron and steel and bronze. They bumped over the bloodied bodies of the dead and dying with no care, Sensus himself unable to see what he was actually guiding the mechanism into.
Likely for the best, she supposed as the big wood and iron chariot wheels rolled over the first fallen body, crushing bone and splitting flesh like overripe fruit.
They pushed into the few of the enemy who had survived the first blast from the steam cannons, men who were now stunned and at least partially boiled by the extreme heat they’d been exposed to at such close range. As the shield line encountered the first of them, Sensus threw a lever and the automatons lunched and stabbed with their spears and blades.
More men died, and those beyond the range of the automatons tried to run, only to slam right into their own advancing line and be pushed back. The line was inexorable, marching into the Legion and automaton line with admirable discipline until they met with a mighty clash of metal on the Israelite’s side of the bridge.
The line shuddered for a moment, automatons and Legionnaires stabbing viciously, then slowly rolled to a halt until Sensus pumped harder on the bellows, and the great chariot of Heron began to move forward again.
The automatons’ arms would slowly crank back under the power of the chariot, tightening the torsion spring that powered them, and then would suddenly stab forward into the mass of men beyond. Sword and spear cleaved through shield and armor, exposing organs to air with single thrusts of nearly unreal power. The motions of the automatons were mechanical, slow by human parameters, but against the massed line of humanity before them, they were like the swords of the Gods, cleaving down all who stood before them.
Where the automatons couldn’t fill the gaps, men would try to rush by, only to fall to the gladii of the Legion as they were stopped in their tracks by locked scutem and stabbing blades. The Legion held ranks with solid discipline, their wall of shield and steel making any attempt to gain a foothold beyond the front line of battle a truly dangerous prospect indeed.
Dyna was standing to the rear of the line, hanging off the chariot as she glowered out over the fighting, eyes searching for anything that might indicate she needed to adjust her tactics on the fly. A horn blew on the enemy’s side of the fighting, and she could see the immediate shift of the weight of battle in response.
Men hammered into the right side of the defending line, the force pushing the Legionnaires back and opening a small channel through which more men could flow. She saw them coming and patted Sensus on the shoulder.
“Time to fall back! I’ll be back shortly!”
Dyna dropped from the side of the chariot as the first of the enemy broke free of the clash and chaos of the battle and cast about to find something other than a Legionnaire to fight. She didn’t give him the chance as she brought her falcata down in an overhand stroke that cleaved his helm and skull.
As he fell, Dyna let out a yell, “Fall back! Shore up the breach! Cannons to the ready!”
Then she waded into the fighting, her falcata hacking through shield and armor as she swung to either side with increasing force. The long, curved blade of the falcata sword was weighted to the front, making it a superb hacking and slicing weapon compared to the more efficient thrusting power of the gladius wielded by her men. For Dyna, it gave her a range of motion denied to those armed with the full body scutem shield, and she made the most of it as she spun and slashed into another man coming through the breach.
She was already ankle-deep in flesh, blood, and things she’d rather not think about at the moment, but the line was beginning to fall back, as she’d ordered. She dropped with the flow of the fight, foot by foot crossing back over the bridge to the side they had begun on.
She could see figures on the ground, men in Lorica Laminata armor, and knew exactly how it was that the breach had been forced open. For the moment, she couldn’t tell how many men had gone down, but she prayed to the Gods that if any of them were still alive, they were smart enough to keep their heads down for what was coming.
The fighting intensified as the enemy felt the line give, and she knew that they thought they were winning.
This is going to hurt them so much more when they realize. She bared her teeth as she spun and grabbed a spear from the chariot with her off hand, thrusting it into a charging Zealot.
The long shaft went through his light armor with ease, propping him up when she dropped the butt of the weapon to the ground and followed through with a slash across his throat that left his head lolling in place, held to his body only by a shred of flesh and bone as he leaned into the spear holding him upright.
The line of battle passed the macabre signpost as they fell back, men surging around the dead man as each jockeyed for advantage.
Dyna fell back, letting her men step in to take her place as she hooked a foot up onto the chariot and boosted herself up above the fighting. They were almost back to where they had begun, which was exactly where she wanted her forces to be.
She spotted the Immunes cinching the tension plate of the closest cannon as they passed and was shocked that the entire fight so far had taken so little time. It feels so much longer. Unbelievable.
As her men cleared the firing arc, Dyna signaled the Immune, who nodded and slapped his partner on the shoulder as he signaled the next. She could see the glow of the brazier under the cannon as it was fed more air from the bellows.
“Ware cannon!” she called, ducking her face down against the back-blast of the steam that was about to surround them all.
The rush and roar of the cannons engulfed them then, so close were they to the lethal maws of the powerful weapons. The cannons’ forward plates surrendered to the power of the steam contained within, and the great pressure flung out five heavy ballista bolts and one carved-stone ball apiece into the enemy as they actually pushed all the harder to advance right to their deaths.
As the roar quieted, a silence engulfed the bridge as there was a sudden and unnerving break in the fighting. Without reinforcements, the men in the breach on her right were slaughtered swiftly as Dyna took a moment to evaluate the situation.
The bridge was a slaughterhouse, the dead and dying filling the available space as much as four and five bodies deep in places now. Those few still standing in the kill zone were covered in blood, either their own or that of their closest comrades. As the steam cleared from the bridge, a few of those left standing hit the ground from a seemingly delayed reaction, and the rest turned and ran.
The enemy line was far enough back and not moving now, so these men were able to flee the killing ground. Blood was literally pouring off the bridge into the waters below with a rushing sound of water that seemed so unreal in the silence of the aftermath of the cannon shot.
Dyna found herself staring at the carnage, completely disbelieving.
“By the Gods,” she whispered, face pale white with shock. “How many did we kill?”
****
“In God’s very name,” the Commander whispered. “How many did they kill?”
Of the nearly two full Cohorts he had sent to take the bridge, only a scattered handful had survived to run for their lives.
“I don’t know, Commander. We’re still trying to determine who survived. What are those weapons?”
“Magic from the pits.” He scowled, spitting the words. “I don’t know what they call them, but those beasts are surely demons leashed to our enemy’s yoke.”
The small force, having picked its battlefield so carefully, was standing defiantly on the bridge below his position, very nearly untouched by the battle. It was unthinkable, utterly and totally impossible…and yet, here he stood. He could already hear his soldiers muttering in fear of the infidels that dared stand against God’s word.
We must acquire those weapons.
Leashed demons or something else entirely, that power could not be permitted to remain in the hands of the Romans alone. The great rebellion would be ended before it began if that were the case; there would be nothing the faithful could do against power of that nature. However, he didn’t see how he could take them, not as it stood. The bridge was too perfect a battlefield. It let the enemy set all the rules.
It was then that he realized that the weapons were not quite so powerful as he believed. Without the bridge, they would be easily overrun, with losses yes, but overrun nonetheless.
“We cannot take them from here,” he said aloud. “They have chosen the battlefield and it would cripple us to try.”
His advisors nodded in agreement.
“However, neither can we leave them be. Those weapons must come into our possession.” He looked around. “Are we in agreement?”
“Yes, Commander. You speak for the temple as you speak for us,” his closest advisor said after a moment’s exchange with the others.
“Then we march north,” he decided. “We cross where they cannot funnel our forces into such a small point and then circle back and overrun them when the battlefield does not so favor their forces.”
Their path decided, the men broke from the group and set back to calm and organize their now thoroughly spooked troops.
****
Dyna and her soldiers watched the army across from them as it moved and reorganized, the tension building as they tried to determine whether there would be a third assault. When it became clear that the force was moving to the north, there was a long exhale from everyone watching, the relief practically palpable as they realized that they wouldn’t be fighting to the death on this day.
Dyna, however, didn’t have time to be relieved. She had to set things in motion quickly, so she grabbed her polished mirror from the chariot while thumping the side.
“Get that thing unhooked and off the bridge, Sensus!” she called. “I need you mobile!”
“I’ll just get the automatons packed up then—”
“No, leave them where they stand!” she countered. “There is no time. Bring that thing off the bridge and get it connected to the carts holding the remaining four cannons.”
“Uh…yes, my Lady,” he stammered out while she walked off the bridge and began to flash signals up to the hill where Aelia was standing his post.
Sensus seemed confused but did as he was told, detaching from the automatons and setting the cogged wheels on the automated chariot to roll the device off the bridge and over to where the first of two chariots was waiting with a pair of steam cannons mounted on it. He easily latched onto that, then rumbled, rattled, and rolled over to the second cart and latched that into place behind the first.
Once that was done, he could do little more than wait to see what she wanted next, so that was precisely what he did.
Dyna exchanged signals to the hill for a few moments before she was satisfied and came back over.
“Immunes, secure your weapons for travel,” she ordered the men standing near the carts. “You ride with the cannons.”
“Yes, my Lady.”
Dyna nodded to the men of the Legion who were approaching. “Stand your post here. With the cannons and you to hold the bridge if they double back, even the Gods themselves would think twice before they tried to cross this place.”
They saluted, eyes shifting to the slowly steaming chariot and the two carts now attached to it. They knew where she was going, of course, and each of them would surely march with her given the choice. That was a choice that she had taken from them with her orders, but she was glad they understood that the post had to be stood by someone and they were the ones available.
“As you command it, my Lady.”
Dyna smiled at the men, her men, and nodded once before she turned back to the automated chariot and the man controlling it.
“Are you ready to move?” she demanded as she walked up beside the slowly steaming chariot.
“Where are we going?”
“North,” she told him as she swung herself up onto the chariot, looking after the departing army of the Zealot temple that was following the road away from the bridge to the north. “We’re going north.”



Chapter 22
The carnage on the bridge caused Gordian to slow his horse and signal the column to halt behind him. He could see the color of the river below, muddied to a reddish brown by the blood from the stones. As he didn’t see any army on his side of the river, the Legion armor and shields weren’t really any comfort to him as he approached.
He waited out of arrow range of the far side of the river, very cognizant of the fact that the Legionnaires he was seeing could well be Zealots in stolen armor. It wasn’t long before a couple men picked their way through the bodies and blood on the bridge and approached with their shields held over their heads to show their nonaggression.
He nodded to his guards and dismounted, pulling his blade from the saddle and sliding it into his belt as he moved to approach the soldiers.
“Hail!” they called, recognizing him. “Tribunus Gordian, well met.”
“It would appear,” he said, looking past them to the bloodied bridge again. “We’ve been tracking a Legion-sized force now for many days, and from what I’ve seen, you caught a piece of them here.”
The men laughed openly, digging their scutem shields into the ground so they could lean on them.
“We met them here, to be sure Tribunus. They’ve since decided that crossing at this bridge is not in their best interests.”
“I can see that.” He couldn’t help but look back to the bridge. The unbelievable scene drew his eyes like metal to a lodestone. “We know they did not turn back, so I presume they’ve gone north?”
The two glanced at one another, grinning like loons, but nodded.
Gordian sighed, pinching his nose. “And from the looks on your faces, may I further assume that they’re going to be meeting someone along the way?”
“Very nearly a Legion of someones, Tribunus.”
Gordian felt his eyes widen in shock. “Where in the Empire did you scrape together a force that size? No, stop, I don’t care. How far ahead of us are they?”
“They reorganized and marched out a little over an hour ago, with the Lady Dyna following along the west bank.”
“Dyna…the Spartan woman?” he asked, perhaps not as respectful as he might have been in retrospect.
The two men didn’t say anything, but Gordian had been reading men most of his life and he could see them instantly cool toward him. They nodded in answer but didn’t say anything for a moment.
Finally one spoke again. “My Lady Dyna led the defense of the bridge, Tribunus.”
Mentally, Gordian backpedaled. My Lady Dyna? Interesting.
Deciding a little diplomacy was likely the best path to take, he said aloud, “She apparently managed to job with dispatch.”
He could almost literally see them swell with pride in their Commander, and Gordian had to admit that he was becoming more interested in this woman now, himself. Anyone, man or woman, who can get this out of their men is someone worth knowing.
“Oh, she did that for certainty, Tribunus,” one of the men laughed. “We tried to count the enemy’s fallen but lost track past the first hundred and fifty or so, and we only lost four men with another dozen injured.”
That rocked him back on his heels, his eyes again darting to the bridge.
Impossible. There is no possible way for them to have turned back a force that size with so little loss.
The two Legionnaires just smiled at him, clearly reading his expression as plainly as he had earlier read theirs. Further, Gordian could tell that they were enjoying holding back the information he was seeking.
That was fair, he knew that he’d likely be enjoying the moment himself in their position, but they should learn not to be so obvious when baiting a superior.
“Given that I heard this Dyna woman hailed from Alexandria, I presume that the brass I see on the bridge are a new weapon out of the Library?” he said dryly, hiding his smirk as the pair slumped slightly.
“Yes, Tribunus,” one said, sounding incredibly disappointed that the officer had guessed the answer so quickly. “Though they’re not new, exactly. Master Heron devised them from the notes left by Archimedes of Syracuse.”
“Ah.” Gordian eyed the brass again with new eyes. “Steam cannons then. I heard that they were too heavy and of limited power for real military use.”
“Not after the Lady Dyna and a couple others finished making small improvements,” the first man said, clearly proud of his association with both the people and the weapons. “With them and the automatons, we could have held this bridge against the Gods themselves.”
There were clearly many levels of things going on here, and Gordian wished for more time to delve into it all, but he didn’t have that. He had already spent more time here than he likely should have, and the enemy was putting footfalls between them and his legion. He cast another look at the bridge, then shook his head again before he turned away.
“You were ordered to stand your post here, I presume?”
“Yes, Tribunus,” the Legionnaire said promptly. “The Lady Dyna told us to remain prepared in case the Zealots turned about.”
“Well, that’s unlikely now, but stay with her orders even so,” Gordian said as he signaled to his aide to bring up his horse. “We’ll follow the river north and make certain no one escapes the trap you laid.”
“Yes, Tribunus!”
Gordian detached his sword and tucked it into the saddle before swinging himself up. He then looked across at the visible forces for a moment before nodding. “Excellent work, Legionnaires.”
“Thank you, Tribunus.” They saluted.
He offered a salute to them, received one quickly in return, and then edged his horse away, waving his Legion onward along the road that headed north along the river. Slowly, the army began to move, leaving the startling display of carnage behind. For Tribunus Gordian, however, it was an image that would remain with him for a long time.
****
Dyna grimaced as she was thrown against the side of the hot boiler by a particularly rough bounce as the chariot rolled along the northern road along the west bank of the river. She hissed, pushed herself off the boiler, and braced a foot against a plank to pin herself in place while she pulled out a map and unfolded it.
“The east road curls in close to the river around the next bend!” she called back to the carts being towed by the automated chariot. “I want you to make your cannon elevation thirty degrees, maintain current bearing!”
The closest of the Immunes stared back at her as he was almost tossed from the cart by another bump.
“While we’re moving!?” he blurted, shocked.
“Well, we aren’t stopping,” she countered with a grin. “Light the braziers as well. I want them ready to fire!”
The men stared for a moment, both amusing and irritating her.
“That would be an order, Immunes!”
“Yes, my Lady!” they responded, some even trying to salute and almost getting tossed from the rocking carts as a consequence.
Dyna laughed freely, letting them set to work as she folded her map and shoved it inside her armor so that she could pull out her planetaria and begin making calculations.
“My Lady?”
“Yes, Sensus?” She glanced over.
“You’re not going to have them fire while we’re moving, are you?” he asked more than a little fearfully.
She shrugged, laughing gaily. “We’ll see now, won’t we?”
The craftsman-turned-chariot-operator shuddered, shaking his head at the thought of what might happen if she ordered those things fired off. He didn’t know much about the cannons, admittedly, but he’d experienced their force from closer than he’d prefer already. The steam that poured off the blasted things was hot!
I need protection for my face and eyes if I’m to do this regularly, Sensus thought sourly as he tried to keep the chariot on the bumpy road by riding all his weight on the pads that slowed one wheel or another. I wonder if I could convince Master Heron that polished jewel lenses are required and should be supplied by the Library?
He laughed, leaning to the left to center the chariot again. Not a chance in Tartarus.
The bend in the river came, and Sensus had to lean his whole weight on the right wheel, slowly dragging the chariot around the curve in the road and drawing the two carts along behind as they continued to rattle along at a speed of about a marching pace. Behind him, Dyna was spinning the disks on her planetaria, working out numbers as she called orders back to the men behind her.
Those men were braving the rocky and jarring motion of the small column, twice falling off and barely avoiding being run over by the wheels, only to run along and climb back onboard. They lit the fires under the cannons, loaded the stone balls and heavy bolts into the barrels, and then tightened down the tension plate to prepare the weapons for use.
As they came around the bend of the river, Dyna crowed, and they all looked up to see marching men moving along the far bank.
“Put air to the bellows!” she called.
The Immunes began pumping the bellows hard, heating the flames under their weapons until they glowed brightly, even in the bright sunlight.
Dyna leaned over, speaking directly to the closest Immune. “Travius, loose the water when your boiler is ready.”
“At your command, my Lady.”
Heating the boiler took a few moments, even with the furious pumping on the bellows, but as soon as the metal hit the right temperature, Travius pulled the lever to drop just a little more water into the upper tank. That splash of water was enough to fill the top tank over the siphon limit, and it then immediately proceeded to dump the entire tank into the bottom boiler.
There was a powerful hiss at first that built to higher and higher levels until it seemed to stop and silence for an instant before the tension plate on the front of the barrel gave under the massive pressure.
The cart shuddered with power not related to the motion of the steam engine pulling it, and with a roar of releasing pressure, five heavy bolts and a stone ball were launched skyward.
****
“Son of a whore.”
The bestial roar and plume of smoke from the far bank came as an unpleasant shock to the Zealots, and even more so to their Commander. He glared at the three chariots pacing them for long seconds before the rapid fire thuds along the edge of the riverbank caught his eye.
There were bolts as if from a scorpion sticking from the mud there, making it clear that they had just been fired on by the bastard Romans, not that he needed the confirmation. It was only when he looked back up that he realized that the chariots pacing them had no horses.
What in God’s true name?
“Their weapon is not so powerful at this range,” his Adjutant said as he guided his horse up alongside.
“Perhaps, but I have a more important thing to consider now.”
“What is that?”
“There are no horses pulling their chariots, Zinval!” he growled. “How are they moving!?”
The other man stared for a long moment, jaw slack as he pondered that question, only to close when another plume of smoke erupted from the chariots on the far bank.
They looked up instinctively. “Shields!”
****
The bolts slammed into the ground between the riverbank and the road, again missing the enemy formation, but this time the stone ball blew a hole through a shield. Dyna could see a commotion in the ranks and knew they’d scored some kind of hit. Working out the angles and force was still largely a matter of trial and error, but she was already beginning to design a planetaria in her mind specifically for the task.
For the moment, however, she’d do what she could with what she had.
“Raise the elevation, four more degrees!” she called. “Cinch the front plates to best tension! Cannon three, loose when ready!”
The hiss-roar if the third cannon building pressureWoW erupted into the rushing roar of the weapon firing a few moments later. Dyna ignored the curses coming from Sensus as he struggled to keep the rattling chariot running a straight line and kept her eyes on the bolts fired from the cannon as they reached the apex of their path and began to fall back to earth.
The enemy threw up their shields again, but this time her aim was on target and she almost imagined she could see a halo of blood erupt when the stone came down on one man’s helm. It was impossible to say for certain at the range they were operating, but she counted it as a solid hit. The bolts came down into the enemy formation, more chaos exploding where they struck as men went down and dragged others with them.
Dyna bared her teeth at the victory and quickly set her planetaria to the best current settings. Now that she had their range, she could use her planetaria to adjust the angles automatically as they moved.
“All cannons to the same elevation as three! Load with best tension on the forward plates!”
Dyna shoved her planetaria into her belt and crawled forward to where Sensus was grunting and struggling with the controls of the chariot. “How are things going?”
“They could be better,” he gritted out through clenched teeth.
“You’re doing great. Want a fulltime job?”
His next words were remarkably coarse, vulgar, and to the point. Had he said as much to her back at the Library, she’d have had him strung up by his thumbs and whipped to within an inch of his life. Here, though, she just laughed at him and pointed on up ahead.
“The ambush should be within the next mile, Sensus,” she said. “We’ll do what we can do to keep them focused on us. Hold us steady as long as you can!”
“Steady!?” he blurted, incredulous. “In this thing? On this road?”
She just grinned at him. “Just do what you’ve been doing. It’ll be fine!”
He swore at her again and kept swearing as she clambered back to where the Immunes had just finished reloading. As it turned out, placing the balls and bolts down the barrel was child’s play compared to manhandling buckets of water up into the top boiler. She was impressed that they were doing as well as they had, actually.
“How much water do we have left?”
“Not much more,” the closest Immune admitted. “Maybe enough for another boiling, my Lady.”
She nodded, unsurprised. Bolts and cannon balls were easier to store in this sort of situation, after all. With one eye on the far bank, she made an adjustment to the planetaria as the far road arced away from the river somewhat. All it took now was a twist to one dial, however, and she knew the angles that should be correct if she wanted to engage the enemy formation again.
“Alright, we’ll choose our next moment for best effect,” she decided. “Cassius and the rest should be just up ahead. I believe it would be best if the enemy were, shall we say, not in the clearest state of mind, yes?”
“At your command, my Lady!”
She smiled widely at the response and checked the enemy formations again while comparing it to their own. The river was widening here, pushing them farther apart, and she would have to judge the distance correctly if she wanted her next shots to land on-target. All she had to do, however, was get that distance right. Her planeteria, a geared calculation device, would automatically give her the angles she needed if she adjusted the distance dial correctly.
Well, assuming her mental calculations were right at least. Dyna’s own planetaria wasn’t designed for these calculations precisely; she’d originally built it to calculate angles and tolerances for her own projects, and not every dial was sized correctly for the work she was currently doing.
So for now, she was adjusting the numbers in her head, using the planetaria to brute force as much of the calculations as possible and doing the rest on the fly.
Dyna was well aware that her attacks were, at best, mild annoyances to the enemy formation. From the Zealots’ point of view, in fact, they probably reeked of desperation. She knew, however, as they did not, that Cassius and the rest of the forces she had levied were waiting just ahead, according to the original plan, and any distraction for the enemy here was an advantage Cassius would be able to use when the time came.
They were moving along at a good marching pace, which, by her guess, would bring them into the general area of the proposed battle site within just another few minutes at most. Dyna decided that she would hold on to her last easy shots from the weapons until the latest possible moment.
All the better to sow some confusion and chaos in the enemy ranks.
****
Cassius scowled as he looked over the fortifications they’d put into place along the road on the east bank of the river. He would have ideally preferred to engage the enemy from the west bank, raining arrows on them while they crossed the river and hitting them as they clambered up the bank. Unfortunately, that strategy would also have given the enemy the option of entirely refusing battle, moving farther along to the north and crossing at an undefended position.
So he’d crossed his own force at the shallows of the slow bend in the river and set them to digging in at a point where the enemy would be given the decision of offering battle or reversing the path and retreating back toward the bridge. Between the light trees on one side and the river on the other, Cassius knew that there was no other way for them to move as a cohesive force. Taking the army off the road and into the trees and fields beyond would fraction them, destroy their effectiveness as a unit.
Of course it won’t do much for our own, either, but at least my men have orders in place to cover such an eventuality.
In the distance, a hissing roar could just faintly be heard, like the squall of some great beast.
“Did you hear that, Centurion?”
Cassius nodded. “The steam cannon. I did not believe that they were so loud.”
“They are not,” the Immune said, grinning. “Message from Aelia came through. The Lady Dyna has elected to pursue and, apparently, harass the enemy formations.”
Cassius frowned. “How in the Gods’ names would she have done that?”
“That wasn’t in the message,” the Immune said apologetically, “but at a guess, I would say that they left some of the cannons on the chariots.”
That did make sense, Cassius had to admit, but that would mean that she was actually using those weapons on the move. Gods. That would be an amazing capability, but…is it possible to do as much with any accuracy?
Scouts from down the road then caught his attention, running at full speed in his direction. From the urgency of their pace, Cassius really didn’t need to hear their report to know what they had to say.
Here they come.
“Everyone!” he hissed. “Stand at the ready. Archers! Notch your bows, but do not draw them just yet.”
If he strained now, Cassius could just imagine that he could hear the enemy footsteps as they marched. A force of such size didn’t move silently, and before long, he was certain that it was not his imagination at all.
When the lead element marched around the bend in the road, Cassius lifted his fist high and gave the signal to his archers, who immediately draw back their bows. He let them come as much around the bend as he dared, knowing that every instant that passed would give them more chance to spot his men, recognize the situation, and prepare a defense.
It came as a surprise, then, that just as he called the order to fire, a huge plume of steam erupted from the far side of the river, and the roar of the dragon’s breath sounded the start of the battle.
****
“Adjust elevation, plus three degrees,” Dyna called out, adjusting the planetaria and making final calculations in her head. “And put air to the bellows!”
The Immunes obeyed, slowly cranking the heavy barrels up and pumping the air furiously into the lit braziers under the weapons.
“My Lady! I see our soldiers!”
Dyna twisted to see what Sensus was speaking of and spotted it quickly herself. Cassius had crossed over the river and arrayed his forces for the coming battle. She nodded, her jaw setting as she recognized the moment was upon them.
“Loose the water!”
The hissing roar of the pre-boil erupted around them, filling the air with the sure knowledge of what was to come as the water striking the super-hot lower boiler was very nearly vaporized instantly. The pressure quickly closed the valve to the top boiler, and the stone plugs that filled the only escape were held fast by the bolts that were pressed tightly between them and the brass tension plate sealing the barrel shut.
This pressure spiked quickly, growing until it reached the critical point, and then exploded out of the barrels with amazing force.
Too amazing, Dyna and the others quickly found, as the two chariots being towed were rocked back onto two wheels by the expended power. They teetered precariously for a seemingly interminable instant, and Dyna barely managed to find her voice as she started and twisted in response to the cries of shock and fear from the Immunes under her command.
“Jump!” she screamed, hearing the wooden axels groan and splinter under the weight.
The Immunes jumped, tumbled, and scrambled as the wheels broke first, crushing into splinters under the remarkable weight and power of the cannons they held. The carts crashed to the ground, the weight of the entire mass abruptly fetching the automated chariot up with enough force to throw Dyna against the boiler.
The metal sizzled against her flesh, causing her to twist away and throw herself from the chariot, while Sensus was pitched forward and introduced to the front of the cart, face first. Dyna rolled along the ground, sliding to a halt not far from where the entire column of carts ground to a similar stop, and she found herself sucking in air greedily to refill her lungs to replace what had been lost in the fall.
She groaned as she rolled to her hands and knees, still gasping for air, and shook her head to clear it, but the ringing pain forced her to stop that in short order.
“Immunes,” she croaked. “Immunes!”
Dyna pushed herself to her feet, stumbling to the chariot, where Sensus was cradling what looked to be a broken and bloodied nose but nothing worse. She could see three of the Immunes picking themselves up just behind them, but her eyes fell quickly to spot one who had been pinned by the cannon he served when it fell.
“Immunes! To me!” she yelled, lunging for the cannon.
Her hands burned as she leaned into the brass tube, the heat of the barrel only a fraction of the brazier but still enough to sizzle the sweat off her hands as she put her weight into the bronze and brass, dug her feet in, and still found it completely unwilling to move. 
A body hit the cannon at her side and the metal started to shift slightly, but even with the combined weight of two of them, the sheer mass of metal was stubbornly insistent on crushing the man beneath.
It was only when the other two Immunes put their weight into the tube as well that they managed to shift it off the stricken man, toppling the cannon to the roadway as they gave one final heave. Dyna dropped to her knees by the crushed man, but it was clear at a glance that there was nothing she could hope to do.
Air was bubbling through blood as the man’s breath rattled in his chest. His eyes were half lidded while his head lolled slightly without any strength to the muscles. She closed her eyes, shaking her head as she rose up to her feet again.
Even were we in Alexandria by the hospital itself, there would be no real chance.
She snarled, slamming her fist into the overturned cart with enough force to bloody her knuckles and do little else other than relieve some of her fury with herself.
Should have thought of that. No one ever fired from a chariot before, but I should have seen it anyway. The power in these cannons is unreal.
She looked over the edge of the cart, eyes on the far bank of the river, where the two standing armies were just about to clash. Sidelined now, Dyna slammed her hand down onto the cart again in frustration.
Stupid, stupid, stupid!
Dyna growled, pushing off the chariot, and broke into a run as she headed for the river crossing. She grabbed her blade from the chariot as she passed, dropping it into her belt loop without pausing.
“My Lady!” Sensus yelled after her. “Where are you going!? Don’t be crazy! Come back!”
She ignored him, one hand on her sword pommel as she ran to keep it from banging against her legs.
I refuse to stand where I am useless!
Her vision was blurring as she ran, something she viciously put down to smoke or dust in her eyes as she blinked it away and kept on moving.



Chapter 23
Cassius couldn’t believe the opening Dyna had served up to him, not even when he saw it with his own two eyes. That disbelief, however, did not stop him from taking full advantage of it.
His archers’ arrows had barely been loosed from their bows when the Centurion ordered the Cavalry charge and rallied his Legionnaires to the attack. Dyna’s attack tore through the enemy’s flank, utterly devastating entire portions of their formation and leaving gaping holes in their defenses.
The northern Cavalry charged into gaps as the Zealots struggled to recover enough to seal those holes, their arrows flashing in under the shields that were, even then, still held upward to defend against arrows and bolts from the skies. They had little room to maneuver as they normally would, however, and the return fire from the Zealot archers inflicted higher than normal casualties on the normally nimble and evasive mounted warriors.
Dozens of the mounted soldiers went down, feathered with Zealot arrows, but in the time the enemy had focused on them, Cassius had swung his Centuries into place, and they formed a blockade that completely barred the enemy’s path. The only way forward for the Zealot forces was through Cassius’s Centuries and their perfectly locked full-body scutem shields.
The front line began slowly rapping their shields with the swords, clearly stating the challenge in case the Commander of the Zealot force was too stupid to breathe under his own will, while those men behind readied their pylum for the first strike of the real battle. With only a few dozen meters between the two lines, Cassius bared his teeth in a truly satisfied snarl.
He had succeeded in forcing the enemy into action, as there was no way they could retreat now without exposing far too much of their forces to his assault. To retreat now would leave them with nothing that constituted a significant threat to the region, not with his full force mobile and ready to defend it.
He was concerned that he could lose the coming action, of course. His force was somewhat less than the Zealots, so despite his superior position, they could certainly emerge from his fight victorious in name. But he was determined to ensure that they could not claim victory in any other measure.
He and his forces would bleed them until they were no threat to the region, and he would meet his Gods knowing that he’d bought his Diocese all the time he could in the hopes that the Legion would return to their defense.
“Pylums! Throw!” he called, signaling the start of the battle.
Men roared, flinging spears into the air as they charged into the face of the enemy, who, in turn, brought their shields forward and charged in response to the horns of their own command.
****
The Commander swore even as he rallied his forces, recognizing too late the tactics and strategy the enemy had used. They’d known what his options were, what he was most likely to do, and had planned their own deployment specifically to counter him. He could see that his force was enough to destroy the defending formations, but he’d be bled damned near dry in the process.
A victory that leaves me no forces to press this campaign is no victory at all, but these damned-to-hell Romans have left me no other options.
His only acceptable course was clear to him, so he decided that when the battle was finished, there would be no Roman force left in Alexandria. If it cost him his force, then so be it; he could levy another to replace it, but for the Romans, here the war would end now.
“Archers! Loose!”
Raining arrows on the Roman formation was more a distraction tactic than an effective killing technique, as the Romans were already locked into their bedamned phalanx, the scutem body shields now in the turtle formation to provide near-perfect defense against lighter projectiles. He didn’t call off the archers, however, if for no other reason than that the Romans would no longer be able to throw their pylum while they were so determinedly defending each other from the slings and arrows fate had in store for them. 
The Roman gladii pounded on their shields as the soldiers marched on his line, and he swiftly ordered his own lines into action in response.
Roman Heavy Infantry, their infamous Legions, were a terrifying enemy in the situation he was now faced with. Head to head, they were just short of invincible, but here, in the narrow field of battle, the advantage they had against his Light Infantry was almost as large as the disadvantage as they held against his own Heavy Cavalry.
“Open a path for the horses,” he ordered. “Send forth the Cavalry.”
As his order was being followed, he risked a look over to the far bank of the river. The annoying weapons used by the enemy so effectively at the bridge were now apparently neutralized, though he wasn’t certain how.
It appears they overturned the carts. Odd.
With them out of the game, however, he turned his full focus to the force ahead of him. His task, as set by his temple, was to destroy the Romans’ ability to levy significant forces in the Egypt Diocese and to slit the throat of Roman supply lines at Alexandria. The enemy here had crippled his ability to do the second, but he could at least make a good start at accomplishing the first.
The Cavalry charged through the gap in the lines at the sound of the signal horn, bearing down on the Roman line with thunderous speed and force. The heavy swords and spears of the Cavalry slammed into the Roman line with earth-shaking force, and he had the satisfaction of seeing something few men living could lay claim to.
The Roman line was shattered, men and scutem shields thrown as if to the winds themselves. The horses trampled many before a goodly number were cut down by the disciplined reactions of the soldiers and were forced to pull back, but their job had been done and done well.
He ordered the Light Infantry into the breach opened by the Cavalry, and the real fight began.
****
Cassius swore as the enemy moved more nimbly than he’d given them credit for, allowing the cavalry between them to assault his front line. His men were a match for any Infantry force in the world, and he’d back them against such at the wrong side of three to one odds all day, every day, but they hadn’t been ready for the thunderous strike of the Cavalry.
Granted, the enemy lost a lot of their horses in exchange as the horses became bogged down in a sea of men, but they’d opened up a hole in the phalanx in exchange for their sacrifice. Now the enemy Infantry was charging in, and Cassius could see his qualitative superiority evaporating as quickly as the water in Dyna’s steam cannons.
“If today we die,” he called out to those around him, “then let us meet death eye to eye and make Pluto himself flinch for fear of our courage! Charge!”
The Legion roared in response, surging into the fight with swords flashing in the burning Egyptian sun, while from behind them, the lighter Infantry of the Diocese’s militia pushed forward to fill the gaps as they, too, joined the battle.
The conflict quickly became a free-for-all, where every man fought for himself and his brother-in-arms at his side and not for the unit.
Cassius pushed his way to the front, leading his men as they rallied in the wake of the Cavalry charge. He swung his shield as a weapon, slamming men from their very feet with the power of his blows, and both stabbed and slashed with his gladius. More than once, he felt attacks glance off his Lorica Laminata armor, even the heaviest of swords having a hard time penetrating the steel, iron, and leather combination that was the mark of the Legion.
In the insanity of the battle, he gave up on the normal Legion tactic of short and efficient stabs of his sword when the enemy started to appear on as many as three sides at the same time. That was when Cassius entered his element, spinning with the shield sweeping the road for him as he slashed, stabbed, and hacked through the enemy.
This was what he was trained for, leading men into battle from the front, not the planning and strategizing he’d been a part of since the riots broke out so many weeks previously. He could feel his men around him, fighting at his side as the two lines interpenetrated and the fighting became even more chaotic and unpredictable.
Over his head, arrows flew, crossing both lines from either side to fall on the rear lines like a lethal rain, but where Cassius stood, neither side was willing to risk killing more of its own side than the enemy. For Cassius and his immediate brothers-in-arms, there was no fear of death from the skies. If they came to face Pluto, they would meet the eyes of the man who sent them on.
Men were dying all around him, from both sides, of course. Cassius found himself stepping on scutem shields and Laminata-armored corpses as he began to want for stable ground to plant his feet during the dance of battle. He and his line were slowly being forced back, despite inflicting a nearly two-to-one casualty rate, numbers which he personally considered insulting against their current foes, but such were the wages of war.
The Zealots could see their victory waiting in the wings for them to claim it, and the force with which their redoubled press struck was enough to make it clear to Cassius that he no longer counted his time on the Earth in years, but rather in minutes or even seconds. It didn’t seem to matter, though, as he could also see that he and his would soon accomplish their sole consuming goal as well.
The Zealots might walk away from this battle, but they would do so with their force crippled almost beyond recuperation by Legion swords.
Poor compensation for our lives, perhaps, but we will take it with pride, Cassius thought fiercely as he gutted another Zealot and roared his bestial fury above the sound of the battle, sword and shield extended as if in challenge to any who might dare approach.
****
Victory tasked like ashes, but at least he would be left alive to taste them.
The Commander of the Zealot forces snarled as he directed more of his forces to the front, having long past give up on any real attempt at coordinating them. The line of battle was a chaotic mess, impossible to tell the combatants apart save for those few of the Legion who still remained standing.
The only way he knew that he was winning was the fact that the line was being pushed back steadily, and while he was still paranoid after the bridge, he didn’t see any of the weapons he’d encountered then hidden about.
If they had them here, they would have used them by now.
His mission was all but destroyed, but there was a golden opportunity for him still left. Destroy the forces in front of him, ford the river to where the chariots had been toppled, and perhaps he could yet claim at least one of the enemy weapons for the temple and the state. If nothing else, it would provide for an incredibly increased defensive strength when the time came to keep the Legions from retaking Judea for Rome.
The Lord works in many strange and unknown ways. Perhaps this is His path for me.
He grabbed his Adjutant by the armor on his shoulder, pulling the man closer so he could be heard over the din of the battle. “Go rally the fourth skirmisher unit and flank the Romans to the east!”
The man saluted and headed off to the eastern flank of the battle, leaving the Commander standing in the middle of the little slice of chaos. The fight was turning into a brutal drag-out brawl in which practically all military discipline on his side was gone, and even the Romans were in little better state now that most of the Legionnaires were dead.
Both sides were down to their militia forces now, for the most part, and that meant that his Light Infantry was no longer outclassed by the more dangerous Legionnaires. That also meant, however, that he’d lost control of the battle for most practical purposes. The front line of the battle was totally undefined, with men fighting for both sides spread all across as much as a swath of land nearly a hundred feet across.
Without a defined line of battle, the fighting had devolved into men hacking and slashing at one another with less and less control, to the point that he suspected more than a few of the casualties now were caused by accident from supposedly friendly hands. He pushed closer to the center of the fighting, trying to take control as much as possible and rally his forces to his standard.
One of the few remaining Legionnaires still standing bellowed then, attracting a great deal of attention and more than a little fear from the surrounding men. Just at a glance, the Commander could see the Roman line firming up as they rallied under the strength of the clear leader on the field, and he knew then that this Roman had to die.
****
The roar of battle, both in the physical sense and in the rush of blood that coursed through Cassius’s veins with the power of a breaking storm, never failed to sweep him up in its hot embrace. For Cassius, battle had never been something he sought out, unlike many of his comrades, but when he heard its siren call, he understood the addiction his fellows held for military action.
His shield was slashed, deep gouges torn into the heavy wood where Zealot swords had been stopped just short of cleaving him, but it was still effective and he had no doubt that it had taken as many of the enemy out of the fight as his sword. The gladius wasn’t designed as well for the fight he was now waging, but it was still an effective all-purpose weapon. If it wasn’t as good at slashing as it was at stabbing, that just meant it was so very good at stabbing that it was an impossible metric to match.
Arrayed around him were the bodies of men who’d learned that as their last lesson on this Earth, so now he found that the enemy had fallen back from his position and were even giving him breathing room. Cassius took that time to evaluate the situation as best he could and was both satisfied and saddened by the situation he read in the battle around him.
He could see that they’d killed better than a third of the enemy forces already, and unless things went far worse in the last part of the battle, he was confident that they would complete the primary objective of the engagement. That is, they’d cripple the enemy force and leave them unable to effectively threaten the region.
Unfortunately, he could only see maybe half a Century of Legion armor still standing, and the losses among their militia support were easily worse.
Egypt would be safe from this force, but the annihilation of yet another Roman force would limit any future levies in the area if the Legion didn’t get back as a show of strength. The future of the region was still in some doubt in his mind. Though Cassius was certain that Rome would eventually return order, it could be a very long time indeed before the Empire fully exercised control here again.
In the few seconds it took him to consider all of that, Cassius saw that five men had broken from the mob about him and were slowly arraying themselves in a semicircle around his position as they cautiously started to probe in his direction with their blades.
He bared his teeth, not a smile by any civilized measure but as close as he was going to offer to these temple Zealots, and once more spread his arms wide, extending his sword to one side and his shield to the other.
“You want my life, pigs?” he told him with a bloody grin. “Come and take it.”
The probing lasted another few moments, during which none of the Israelites chose to respond to his challenge, either verbally or through action, but that came to an end when the first took his chance and charged in with sword raised high.
Cassius ignored the man’s war scream as he curled his shield arm back into place to easily catch the sword as it fell. The blade bit into the wood, digging out another deep gouge, but with a twist of his arm, Cassius caught the blade in the shield tightly enough that it could not quickly be withdrawn. His gladius darted out, cutting six inches into the man’s guts, and pulled back in the span of a second or less.
Casually, Cassius hammered the mortally wounded man with his shield and sent him sprawling before he swung back to grin at the remaining men.
“I can do this all day, pigs,” he told them, well aware of the specific nature of his insult. “Next time, I really recommend you use more men.”
“Very well,” one of them said, drawing Cassius’s attention.
This one was in better armor than the rest, a sure sign in a non-Legion formation of a leader and man of wealth. Cassius’s eyes flicked about swiftly as he examined both the man and his fellows, and he decided that he was facing one of the top tier of the enemy now. Not a soldier, but one of the Generals or his direct officers at least.
Good. That’ll make this fight worth my time.
They came in smarter this time, the leader hanging back while the other three approached together. They were moving to flank him on either side with the man in the center playing the bait portion of the game.
Brave man. That or stupid.
Cassius stepped into the attack, blunting the assault by turning the blade with his shield before he hammered the scutem into the central man’s chest and easily slid his blade forward the six inches needed for a lethal cut. As the man fell back, stunned by the strike, Cassius turned on his heel and lunged out with his blade at the man on his right.
Blades clashed as the sword was parried, leaving Cassius exposed on his left flank, but he was already swinging his shield and intercepted the attack. His front was exposed to attack by this maneuver, but the only man who had a clear strike at him from there was currently stumbling around trying to keep his guts from spilling out due to Cassius’s opening strike.
That didn’t mean he was in the clear. Cassius was tying down two weapons at once, but he had nothing left to make a strike of his own with. He stepped into the opponent on his right, swinging his shield in as hard as he could, and caught the man in the arm with the edge of the shield.
The audible crack of bones breaking was loud enough to drown out the fighting in the immediate area and brought a wider grin to Cassius’s face as the man dropped his sword from the pain. Another swift stab buried his gladius in the man’s belly, ending him as swiftly as the first.
He pulled the blade out and started to spin around to meet the third man but was a hair too late. Cassius felt the sword blade deflect off his helm with enough force to properly ring his bell, nearly sending him to his knees as he was instantly assaulted by a wave of nausea and dizziness. He forced himself to stay on his feet, knowing that if he went down now, it would be all over for him. But his vision was almost as badly affected as his hearing, and he was reduced to blindly waving his sword about in an attempt to fend off the next attack as he stumbled back.
He felt another sword collide with his shield and twisted the scutem in that direction, trying to pin the blade, but he heard the steel skitter off wood. His ears were ringing, or maybe it was his helm, he honestly didn’t know at the moment. Cassius felt the world spinning and rocking around him. His foot came down on an arm or leg and he twisted it, falling back as another attack glanced off his Laminata armor.
On his back on the ground, Cassius blinked furiously as he glared up at the figure looming over him. He would have preferred to have gone out the way he’d lived, in a Legion phalanx and at the hands of an unknown enemy. Being killed by someone who might possibly be able to brag about it in the future irked his sensibilities.
He hefted his sword in his defense only to have it batted away by a man with far too a contemptuous look on his face, as if the fool had forgotten just how many of his fellows died to put him where he now stood. The Zealot lunged, only to have his sword glance off the Laminata armor, and Cassius sneered up at him in response.
“Aim for the throat, fool. You don’t have the strength or skill to pierce Legion armor.”
He almost laughed as the man flushed bright red, practically glowing with his anger as he hauled back for a strike to the neck or face. Cassius blinked involuntarily as the blade rushed in and felt a hot spatter across his face as a scream rose over the battlefield.
He opened his eyes to see a familiar, shapely leg straddling his torso, while his attacker stumbled back, holding a stump that had once been his arm.
“Really, Cassius.” Dyna glanced down at him, her falcata dripping blood as she casually flicked it clean. “What would you do without me to look after you?”
Cassius began to laugh, slowly at first and then faster and harder until he could be heard across the battlefield and many even paused in their fight to look in his direction, to see if the sound indicated victory, defeat, or something else.
In her patterned armor, Dyna of Sparta lifted her falcata blade and put the point in line with the Zealot Commander.
“You and yours are not welcome here,” she told him with a dark death’s head grin. “How many must we kill before you recognize that fact?”



Chapter 24
A woman.
More laughably, practically a child from the looks of her. If the situation weren’t so completely infuriating, he’d have joined the idiot Roman in his manic laughter.
The Commander shook his head, snarling. “Go home, you foolish woman. These matters are not for you.”
“Really?” she drawled, her lip curving as if amused. “So you’ll not touch any women in the towns you sack? You’ll leave them and their children unharmed as you ride on past?”
The Commander rolled his eyes. “I tell you again, woman, leave matters beyond your ken to your superiors. This is beyond you, woman.”
“You forget yourself, Zealot,” she returned, still with that partially amused smile. “You speak to a Spartan, and while our men wage the wars, they know better than to ignore their wives and daughters. They have to sleep within reach of our blades, and we train well in their use just as they do.”
“Pfah!” he spat. “Greek whore. It is your kind that has brought this situation to where it has fallen. Fine then, stay as you wish and die with the rest! Kill her!”
“You forget one more thing, Zealot!” Dyna screamed over the sounds of men moving again, causing them all to slow and look to her again.
“And what is that!?”
“This is Egypt, not Judea,” she told him, “and here we stand for ourselves, pig.”
He flushed at the insult of a woman having the nerve to call him dirty practically to his face, and in front of all his men. “Kill her!”
“Kill me yourself!” she countered, still grinning that evil bared-teeth snarl.
He just snorted. “I have no need to prove my manhood, child.” He lifted his sword into the air. “Forward, as God wills it!”
Dyna shifted her standing, hefting her blade, inverted in preparation to strike as her other hand lifted with a clenched fist.
“Forward!” she called. “For Rome and for Egypt!”
The men on both sides roared in response, shaking the air and seemingly the very earth itself. Two lines of men reformed, more ragged than when they had started, to be certain, and then rushed together with renewed vigor. The sound of their weapons clashing rose up, so loud that the Gods themselves could not have helped but notice.
****
The sounds of battle echoed through the air, audible even over the march of his forces, and Tribunus Gordian fought back a desire to rush his forces into place. A scout was waiting for them just before the next bend in the river, so he jogged his horse up ahead to have a moment to talk.
“Report.”
“Militia force, from the looks of it,” the scout said. “Perhaps a couple Centuries of Legion. Stopped the Zealots dead in their tracks, not one mile marker from here.”
“How goes the battle?”
“Just rejoined, looks like the militia isn’t likely to survive,” he was told, the scout’s report being brutally clear. “But the Zealots won’t be a threat when it’s over, either.”
“Well, that’s better than I expected. Not so well as I’d have hoped, though, I suppose,” Gordian admitted. He glanced over his shoulder to check how far head he was of his main force now. “Very well, get yourself and your fellows to a good observation post. You know what to do from there.”
The man saluted, nodding firmly before he took off. On the unlikely chance that something happened to defeat the Legion, there would be scouts ready to take the message back to Rome so that the Empire could react as quickly as possible to the loss. Gordian watched him go for a moment as the lead element of his column caught up with him, then he turned his horse so he could match pace with the Subcommanders and Centurions of the Legion.
“We have a levied militia ahead holding our quarry in place,” he said. “They’re hard-pressed, so we’ll be quick about this, but don’t be stupid, for all that.”
He glared at them and they saluted him quickly, drawing a return gesture from him.
“A smooth operation is a swift one,” he told them, repeating an adage he had long ago taken as his personal motto. “Mistakes caused by rushing impede smooth operations.”
“Tribunus!” they chorused, acknowledging the intent behind the statement.
“Good,” he growled. “Janusi, take your Cohort ahead. You will lead the attack.”
“It will be an honor, Tribunus.”
Gordian just nodded, and Janusi wheeled his horse about to head back to his Cohort, leaving Gordian with the rest.
“We’ll be supporting Janusi’s Cohort in this battle,” he said. “The terrain is too tight to move a full Legion into place, but we can still bring archers up on either flank and provide support from the rear.”
They saluted in response, breaking to take command of their individual Cohorts. Gordian stayed on pace with his signaling team, marching ahead of the Legion while the Cohorts got together and started moving. Janusi’s Cohort quickly got into action and marched past him, taking the lead position in the column while the archer Auxiliaries quickly moved into position behind.
He watched from the saddle, seen but not heard for so long as possible. He knew his men and they knew their job, so Gordian stayed out of the action unless they screwed up. Generally, he was well aware that his men were far happier when they saw him calmly riding than when they saw him coming over to give orders, and that was the way he preferred it to be.
Around the bend in the river, they came into sight of the battle, and Gordian guided his horse away from the river and higher up the rising bank so he could see over the heads of the men marching forward to meet the enemy. He and his Adjutants continued at the same unhurried pace, watching the battle ahead while their own forces moved into position.
He was impressed from what he saw and, frankly, grateful as well. The militia was holding their own well enough that the Zealot forces hadn’t yet turned around to see Janusi’s Cohort closing in on them.
That wouldn’t last, but every moment it did was another step closer for Janusi to close and ready his Cohort for the fight.
“I see a lot of Roman red and gold on the ground, Tribunus.”
Gordian nodded. “Like as not, the Legion took the brunt of the first battle. I see some Cavalry on the enemy side and not near enough on the militia’s.”
“That would do it,” the Adjutant said in agreement. “The Light Infantry seems to be holding their own.”
“I’d wager five Denarii that they’re mostly retired or Auxiliary Legion,” Gordian replied with a dry laugh. “There’s almost no other way for this Dyna woman to have levied effective militia in the time available. She had to have gone after men who’d been trained previously.”
“No bet, Tribunus,” the man said replied sourly. “I still owe you fifteen Sestertius for the last time I let you sucker me into a bet.”
Gordian smiled serenely, but declined comment.
“They’ve noticed Janusi’s Cohort.”
He looked ahead and spotted the chaos forming in the enemy’s rear flank as they tried to redeploy to intercept the Legion Cohort marching on them. Gordian signaled to the men with him, and they edged the horses forward as the Cohort settled into their assigned maniple formations.
“Alright, let’s officially let them know we’re here,” Gordian said, nodding to his signaler.
“Yes, Tribunus,” the horn blower replied, lifting the instrument to his mouth and blowing hard.
The call was clear and loud, echoing down the banks of the river with enough force to be heard even over the fighting. He could see the ripple of shock spread through the Zealot formation as those to the rear were forced to pull back and reform without the aid of their officers, who were likely still directing the fighting to the front.
“Tell Janusi to demand their surrender,” Gordian ordered.
“Yes, Tribunus!” one of the standard-bearers replied, changing his flags quickly before lifting the standard again.
The signal horn blew again, and in a few moments, he could see Janusi bring his maniples to a stop relative to the enemy’s newly formed real line. A Legion standard-bearer and messenger stepped out in front of the maniple and crossed about halfway between the lines to wait for the answer.
“There’s a job I’m glad I never pulled,” his Adjutant said.
Gordian didn’t blame him. Delivering demands of surrender to an enemy still capable of putting up a fight was not a safe occupation. If the enemy refused the demand, it was practically traditional that they at least attempt to kill the messenger.
“Well, they can’t win now,” Gordian said calmly as he settled his horse, the animal becoming a little edgy, as he was well aware of what was most likely about to happen. “We just have to wait and see if they realize that.”
****
A horn’s piercing ring rose up over the fighting, causing men to shift and look around. Dyna broke away from the fighting, eyes casting about. She hadn’t ordered the signal, and while it seemed like it had come from the enemy lines, they appeared as confused as she was.
The fighting slowed as others did the same as her, so more and more people were now standing around just a few feet from men they had been trying to kill just seconds earlier.
“My Lady!”
Dyna turned to see a scout running over. “What is it, Servus?”
“The Twenty-Second, my Lady!” he told her. “They just marched up to the rear of the enemy line and demanded their surrender!”
“It’s about damned time they got back!” Dyna snarled, mostly in relief, but more than a little of her frustrations coming to the forefront as well. The Twenty-Second Legion should have been within a march of Alexandria, not traipsing all over the northwestern regions of the Empire.
“My Lady, get control of our troops.”
“What?” Dyna asked, looking over to where Cassius was standing behind her.
“Don’t let our men relax,” Cassius urged, knowing that a lot of the men had been recruited directly by her. “Until they give up their weapons, the enemy forces just became far more dangerous since they’ve been cornered. Keep our line firm.”
Dyna swallowed, but nodded. “Go, do what you can. I’ll do the same.”
Cassius saluted quickly and headed up the line, snarling and occasionally hitting men who seemed to be slacking off. Dyna went the other direction, and while she avoided actually hitting anyone, men who were dropping their guard under her eyes found that her tongue was sharper than the Centurion’s blade by far.
Here and there, the fighting was still ongoing, and Dyna was struck by a bizarre surreal feeling as she strode past Zealots standing next to Egyptians, both sides looking more confused than hostile, just to get to other pairs who were trying to kill one another.
She paused to run a Zealot through and push one of her men back into line, breaking the fight up cleanly, growling at him, “Stand ready. The Legion is here, but this fight may not be done yet.”
He nodded. “Y…yes, my Lady!”
Between her and Cassius, they got the line back into formation, actually putting a little more discipline into the situation than had been there since the majority of the active Legion had been killed. They couldn’t see what was going on beyond the enemy line facing them, nor did they have communications with the Twenty-Second, so the tension rose with every passing moment as they waited for a sign, any sign, of what was to come.
****
It was like a cold hand on his heart, but there seemed nothing he could do.
They should not be here. He was certain of that. The last reports on the Legion activity and their orders had them far to the northeast, assigned to clearing the trade routes and retaking the harbor at Caesarea. Either that had been misinformation intended to put him in a position precisely like this, or the Legion Commander was disobeying his orders.
Either way, it hardly mattered now.
The Commander of the Zealot forces did consider surrender, but only for a brief moment. He knew what the Romans would do to him and his officers, and had no intention of dying like that. Better to die fighting God’s enemies than to go out like a meek calf to the slaughter, after all.
“Stand strong!” he ordered. “It is not God’s will that we fail here. Any that fall will be rewarded by His own hand!”
He could hear his officers taking up the call, shoring up the men’s discipline as they repeated his orders. He ignored them for the moment, taking what time he could to evaluate the situation.
“Commander, what do we do?”
He was silent, ignoring the question, eyes flicking from the Legion banners behind him to the ragged line to the front.
“Commander!”
“Get our forces headed north again,” he ordered. “We’ll kill the rest of the nonbelievers ahead of us and retreat to the coast.”
“But, the Legion!?”
“We can outrun them!” he snarled, pushing the man aside. “Go!”
“What about the messenger?”
That brought him up short for a moment, then the Commander shook his head. “Leave him. The longer they wonder at what we’re doing, the better.”
****
The first sign of what was to come was not one Dyna had wanted to see.
“They’re coming through us,” she said quietly.
Cassius let out a long breath, but could only confirm her assessment. “That they are, my Lady.”
They were silent for a moment, then both began to give orders.
Cassius grabbed the closest man he could. “Get the archers to fall back and to the flanks. They’re to take what shots they can, as possible. Just remind them that if they shoot me or mine, they’d better kill me.”
The man nodded jerkily then ran off when Cassius let him go.
“Lock shields!” Dyan growled, kicking a battered scutem off the ground and grabbing it with her free hand. “Form the phalanx!”
Men with shields fell to order immediately; others took a moment to grab one up off the ground. They formed a line across the road from the bank of the river to the scrub and brush on the other side, three men deep. Standing in the bloody mud and with bodies from ankle-deep to as high as their knees, they brought their shields up and locked them together.
“Rear rank!” Dyna called from where she took a place at the front. “Pylum and spears!”
That confused most of those called on, as they had no spears, but again, it only took a second to realize that they were standing in the middle of one of the most well-armed places in the Empire. There were more unused arms and armor per square foot than any remotely sane place should have, and so they quickly grabbed up what they could find around them.
As the enemy ranks started to move, Dyna knew that the time had come.
“Pylum throwers! Launch!”
The density of the flight of javelins was ragged and inconsistent, but she’d expected no less. Many had already been spent, bent tips making them almost useless, but she wasn’t going to complain. She didn’t have time to complain at this point, even if it would do any good. So she just put her shoulder to her shield and glanced over to see Cassius standing by her side.
“I swore I’d never do this,” she admitted, chagrined.
“Do what?”
“Stand in the phalanx,” Dyna replied, raising her voice as the roar of the enemy began to drown her out. “I am the weak link here.”
“In what world,” he yelled back, grinning, “do you possibly see yourself as a weak link?”
 She flashed a grin at him, then looked forward as the enemy line closed on them with increasing speed. “I suppose we’re about to find out now, are we not?”
Cassius didn’t have time to respond when the enemy line struck with enough force to slam him back into the man behind him and both of them into the man behind them. Beside him, he heard Dyna grunt from the impact, and he could see her scramble a little as she was pushed back; the man behind her was the only thing that kept her on her feet.
He put her out of his mind then, however, and threw his weight back into his shield to slow the advance. The line stabilized slowly as he ducked behind his shield, keeping his head low and back as far as possible as an enemy sword hacked away at the top.
Here, Dyna had the advantage, he was amused to note. She was noticeably shorter than he was, and the blades hacking at her shield were coming nowhere near her head. He laughed as he edged his shield out just enough to slide his sword out in a stab, noting that she was doing the same with her own.
****
For Dyna, the experience was surreal, both the culmination of a childhood dream and the ultimate nightmare terrorizing her with the thought of failure. She shoulder felt like it had been broken by the first impact of the line, then crushed again when the soldier behind her put his weight into her back to steady the line.
She knew then that her fears were well-founded, that her ancestors would truly be furious with her for daring to stand shoulder to shoulder in the phalanx and thus put the lives of her men, her soldiers, at such heightened risk.
Never again, I swear. She gritted her teeth, putting her weight into the shoulder. I will not risk the lives of those entrusted to me for my own foolish edification. Never again.
None of those thoughts helped her at this point, however, so she just gritted her teeth and shoved again as she slid her blade out from behind her shield and stabbed it as hard as she could, blindly trying to aim for the center of the man she was face to face with. There was a slight pressure on her hand, then she felt the weapon slide easily forward, and Dyna risked a look up to peer over the lip of her shield.
The man on the other side only wielded a wicker shield, and it dropped to reveal wide eyes from behind as he stared back into her own. She withdrew her sword, and his eyes only became wider in response, until he shuddered and buckled and then fell to his knees in front of her.
Dyna was pushed forward by the man behind her, driving her over the dying man as she found herself face to face with the next man in line. He rushed at her, causing her to brace for the impact, even as she felt more than saw the man behind her pause briefly to finish off the soldier she was stepping on with a thrust of his own weapon.
Then her shield slammed into her shoulder, sending stars of pain along her arm and behind her eyes. All she could do was grit her teeth, lean into the pain, and stab out with her falcata again.
Across the line of battle, men fell, the lines shuddered, stabilized, and reformed…and then they did it all again.
****
“Well now, Tribunus,” the Legion Adjutant said. “I suppose now we know what they’re going to do.”
Gordian sighed, more annoyed than anything, to be brutally honest, but nodded in agreement. “I suppose we do. Signal for Janusi to begin the assault.”
The standard-bearer lifted the attack signal as the horn blew loud and clear, causing the maniple under Centurion Janusi’s command to move forward into the line of enemy waiting to receive them. Gordian noted that, for once, the messenger hadn’t gotten himself killed, but he suspected that the only reason the enemy spared him was to delay the Legion’s response time.
It wouldn’t do the enemy Commander any good; he was still going to lose this battle and with it his life and now the lives of most, if not all, of his men. For all that, however, Gordian supposed he didn’t really blame him. The Empire was not kind to rebels, so he would probably choose death in battle himself, but he was also condemning his men.
Perhaps slavery was not so great a fate, but it was living, and it was something one could possibly even escape from. Now, however, most of their fates were sealed.
Janusi’s maniples slammed into the enemy line, sending a visible ripple through the Zealots’ formation. The sheer weight of man and metal slamming into the Zealot line was enough to likely break the bones of the first men to intercept it, as it wasn’t merely the weight of a single line of men in armor with shields. No, it was the weight of many lines of men, each pushing the man in front of them with as much force as they could.
It was the weight of a Legion, and it could crush mortal men with ease.
Even from his distance, he could see the wicker shields of the Zealot forces shattering against the Legion scutem and the ripple of men being forced back under the weight of metal bearing down on them. His men were reasonably fresh, they hadn’t been fighting a battle now for however long the enemy had, and they were Legion-trained and equipped, so Gordian wasn’t surprised to see the Zealot lines falling under his assault. He was, however, a little surprised that the enemy wasn’t falling away from him faster than they were.
“Militia line is holding surprisingly well,” his Adjutant said, apparently reading his mind.
Gordian looked past the enemy lines and saw that they were, in fact, holding quite well, given how thin the line actually was. He also saw that they had already redeployed their archers to harass the enemy forces if they got past.
Someone over there knows what he’s doing.
“Good,” he said aloud. “Hopefully we can mop this mess up here and now and get the Legion back to Caesarea before the Legatus gets back and has me crucified.”
His tone was more than a little wry, but there was a real hint of tension in it just the same. While Gordian didn’t believe that he’d be crucified for his interpretation of his orders, he might well lose his rank, and that would be a level of shame his family might not easily recover from.
“This battle is over.”
Gordian nodded. “All save the final tally for Pluto’s domain.”
The men around him agreed quietly. There was, after all, no escaping that fate.
****
“Shift more weight to the center of the line! Break through! Break through!”
The battle was going…poorly.
He hadn’t expected the ragged line to the front of his force to hold nearly as well as it had, and that was losing them a lot of time that they didn’t have. Dozens were being cut down every moment they were locked into action with the Legion at their backs, and almost as many were dying at the front, where the militia line was stubbornly holding against their push.
He directed his forces more to the middle, putting more and more force to one point in the line. It lost him scores more men, but it was the only way to punch a hole through the phalanx line. The Roman line was buckling, being pushed back more and more by the weight of his men, and, as he knew, it must finally shatter.
His men poured through the center, splitting the Roman force into two segregated forces as the fighting once more descended into the chaotic fury inherent in that sort of free-for-all. He surged forward with his men, sword flashing in hand as he pushed to break through the newly formed gauntlet.
Blades flashed in the Egyptian sun as the fighting turned from lines of battle to a desperate scramble through two formations of slicing and hacking soldiers. More and more men fell from the sides, but he pushed his force through and emerged on the other side.
Only to be greeted by flight after flight of arrows raining down from both sides. He cursed and he swore, but there was nothing to do by press forward. They could do nothing here to earn vengeance for their fallen—there was no time and even less opportunity—but he was confident that they would be avenged when the day came.
The forces of the Lord were patient, like the water that flowed on the land. Come what may, they could be triumphant when the final bells tolled.
Those thoughts were raging through his mind as he surged with his forces, aiming to escape the trap he’d found himself in, when a crushing blow slammed into him from the side and drove the Commander of the Zealot forces to the ground. He hit rolling, several men sprawling over him as he took their legs out from under him, and forced himself to a crouch.
A gap had opened up in the fleeing mass of men, and across a short distance, he spotted what…or, rather, who had struck him.
“Grecian whore,” he spat, climbing to his feet. He brought his sword up, eyes narrowing as he glared at the woman child who’d dared strike him.
“Zealot pig,” she returned with a hint of a smile.
A pair of Romans was at her side, blocking and fighting the flow of his own forces, killing many as men fled without care for what was in their path. He seethed at the lack of discipline and the pointless loss of otherwise good temple-going men, but then just wasn’t the time.
“First, you die. Then I see to the escape of my men.”
“Don’t be more stupid than you must,” she told him with a casual flick of her blade. “Neither you, nor your men, are escaping anything. All you’ve won here today is a quicker death than you had coming to you.”
“Perhaps that is the truth.” He hefted his blade before lunging forward. “But if so, I’ll take you with me!”
She parried his strike with the spine of her own blade, deflecting it wide before thrusting down and out.
He grunted, more surprised than anything when the heavy curved blade dug into his sternum and swept downward right through his armor as if it were not there. The mail he wore was better by far than any of his men owned, but against her blade, it may as well have been naked flesh.
She leaned in, eyes looking into his for a long moment as men rushed by them in a blur.
“No,” she hissed. “You will not.”
Then she pushed down, levering the blade into a deep gash that emptied his entrails to the ground as he fell. The world was quiet as he lay there, darkness infringing on the periphery of his vision, and so he just looked up as she stood over him.
All around her, men were rushing, nothing more than a blur to his eyes, though she remained in crisp detail. Her hair blew in the wind as she turned and seemed almost lost, looking around herself as retreat turned to route. Roman uniforms rushed passed them both, and for a moment all he could see was the red, gold, and polished metal grey of the Legion.
And then the moment passed, and all he saw was the blackness as it claimed him.



Chapter 25
On the bank of the river, Dyna rested on a spare shield she had taken from the battlefield, unwilling as she had been to sit in the bloody mud roiled up by the battle. The Twenty-Second had arrived, and with them, her campaign was over, just as simple as that. She found herself at something of a loss.
The Library had been her home and her dream for so long, but just then, it felt like it had lost all its color compared to what she had seen and done. She didn’t know that she wanted to return to that life, but she did know that there was little other choice. There was yet work to be done, and the Library was an all-consuming Master for the scholars who dedicated their lives to it.
She knew she’d be able to fit back in, forget this portion of her life, except for quiet times at night when the combined terror and thrill of it would seek her out in her dreams. Her work there was satisfying, but for all that, it would now seem almost pedestrian, and she knew that she could do truly great things, as had her Master.
None of which would quite manage to wipe away the sheer vivid life she had just experienced.
“You must be the Spartan I’ve heard tales of for these many weeks past.”
Dyan twisted on the shield to see a tall man standing over her, his face affable, if not overtly friendly. She recognized his emblem, however, and rose to her feet.
“Dyna of Sparta, Tribunus Militum Laticlavius.”
“Gordian,” he told her in return, looking past her to where the battlefield was being cleaned up. “I’ve heard a great deal about you, Dyna of Sparta. We met once, I believe.”
She nodded. “Almost a year ago, before the Twenty-Second was ordered to the northeast.”
He looked out over the water, remembering the day she was referring to. “Bad business, that. Still, I must tell you, Dyna of Sparta, you did well.”
She shrugged. “I was just advising Centurion Cassius. He deserves the credit, if there is any.”
He smiled, clearly amused. “Is that the story then? Alright, I’ll congratulate him as well, but I’ve spoken with your men. They speak highly of you, and that speaks highly of you.”
“Pardon?”
“Only two types of Commanders gain the love of their men,” he said, looking over the work still being done to clean up the area. “The first is someone who gives them everything and asks nothing. That Commander will be loved by his men until the first battle, when most of them are killed. The other is the one who gives them what they need and demands of them what they can give. That is a Commander who wins wars.”
Gordian gestured to the battlefield around them. “This speaks for itself.”
“I…” She swallowed, honestly not knowing what to say.
Gordian just smiled, and then saluted. “My Lady.”
Dyan returned the salute. “Tribunus.”
“Good luck to you back in Alexandria, Lady Dyna of Sparta,” he told her formally. “I wish you the very best and leave you with my thanks for handling work that should have been done by the Legion. Farewell.”
She nodded numbly as the Tribunus of the Twenty-Second Deiotariana Legion turned and walked away.
Perhaps I did well after all, and just maybe the University is looking better than I thought. She smiled, thinking of Master Heron, who would no doubt be waiting with new projects to complete and new wonders to build.
She might not be able to lead forces into battle, but she would help lead the world into a brighter age, and that…that would be more than enough.
Many times more than enough.
****
The city of Rome gleamed on the surface, white marble and polished metals shone from every corner like jewels in the crown of the Empire that bore its name, but under the surface, there was a far different story to be told. Sewers flushed feces and urine, death and decay, and all manner of trash away from the sight of men, but not away entirely.
Disease was rampant in the city, all manner of infections commonplace, and despite the enormously sophisticated medical knowledge of the practitioners who worked to stem the tide, there was little their advanced knowledge of mending trauma could do against the plagues that beset the city.
The famed skills of Roman physicians were far more effectively geared to the treatment of wounds and injuries sustained on the field of battle than against the nebulous enemy that spread plagues and sickness within their gleaming city walls. Despite that, they worked tirelessly and, all too often, feverishly to control the unseen enemy, healing what they could and crediting the Gods with both their failures and their triumphs.
In the Roman Senate, another such sickness existed and had rooted itself just as deeply, with coming consequences every bit as deadly as the plagues.
“Word from the south, Senator.”
“What of it?”
“The Zealot forces have been repelled from Egypt, no significant casualties. The Twenty-Second has moved to retake the port at Caesarea. Predictions are that Jerusalem will fall within the year.”
Galba masked his displeasure, only just and only because he had already known of the report through his spies. He smiled, nodding. “Excellent news. Who do we owe this great victory to?”
“That is the odd part, Senator,” the young man said, appearing a little confused. “The reports speak of a woman, Dyna of Sparta. Apparently one of the Agiad line. Have you heard of her?”
“No,” he lied, looking up to see Nero himself walk into Senate room.
“Ah, Galba, you’ve heard the news from the south then?” the Emperor asked, all smiles, in a slightly off-center manner.
“Yes, excellent news.”
“Oh yes, excellent indeed,” Nero said, his expression dropping a little as he frowned just slightly. “What do you make of this Dyna woman, though?”
“She must be a very…” Galba’s mind sought the right word, but his tongue had already found it. “…ambitious lady.”
Nero’s expression darkened just slightly more. “Yes. Yes, I would suppose so.”
“Likely views herself as a new Cleopatra in Egypt,” Galba smiled, as if sharing a joke. “I’m certain the people there will love her for saving them from the Zealots.”
Nero nodded, now appearing distracted. “Yes, of course. Well, I must be going. I need to speak with people.”
“Of course, Emperor.” Galba bowed. “Always a pleasure.”
“Of course.” Nero waved his hand as he walked away.
Galba watched him go, dark eyes glittering as he began to formulate new plans to remove the fool from the seat of the Empire. He may have lost a little time with these events, but unless he very much missed his guess, there was now a new level he could work to dethrone the impotent fool.
Well, Dyna of Sparta, he thought behind darkly glittering eyes. Welcome to the game of Imperial politics. I expect you’ll find the experience to be very…educational.
END
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