
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      
        [image: Betrayal of the Gods]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Also By Martin Ferguson

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

    

    
      
        The Relic Hunters

      

      
        Historical Note

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Betrayal Of The Gods

        Relic Hunters

        Copyright © 2023 Martin Ferguson

        FIRST EDITION

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No parts of this book may be reproduced in any form without written consent from the author. Except in the use of brief quotations in a book review.

        This book is a piece of fiction. Any names, characters, businesses, places or events are a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to persons living or dead, events or locations is purely coincidental.

        This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be resold or given away to other people. If you are reading this book and have not purchased it for your use only, then you should return it to your favorite book retailer and purchase your own copy.

        Thank you for respecting the author’s work.

      

        

      
        Cover by Tom Roberts of Zoom Illustration

        Editing by Karen Sanders Editing

        Formatting by Pink Elephant Designs

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY MARTIN FERGUSON

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Relic Hunters:

      

        

      
        Eagle of the Empire

        Curse of the Sands

        Blood of the Dragon

        Betrayal of the Gods

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        FOR HAYDEN

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      CHRISTOPHER: Five Years Ago. Lost in a sea storm over the Aegean Sea

      ‘Mayday, mayday. This is flight 1373,’ I say into the radio communicator as calmly as I can manage. ‘Mayday, mayday. This is flight 1373. My coordinates and heading are as follows…’

      I look at the readings on the instrument panel and see that every single one is going haywire. The needles on each dial are circling uncontrollably; some clockwise, others anti-clockwise. The compass, the speed, even the fuel-gauge all have a life of their own. This is impossible.

      My attention snaps back ahead of me as a blinding flash of lightning erupts. The deafening crack of thunder is instant, and I fight for control of the small twin-engine plane as it’s hit by another blast of wind and turbulence. The aircraft around me trembles, and it takes every ounce of strength in my arms to keep hold of the controls.

      How could this have gone so wrong? I followed the clues and their coordinates exactly. No storm or ill-weather was forecast, but here I am, alone in the air in the very heart of a tempest. I feel the Saint Christopher medallion against my chest and pray that the Saint bestows its luck upon me now.

      As if in instant reply, another bolt of lightning blinds me and strikes the starboard engine. Flames erupt, and on instinct, I divert the fuel from the wing and activate the extinguishers.

      ‘C’mon, c’mon!’ I yell as I watch the flames flicker and then finally die, leaving thick smoke trailing in my wake. The damage has been done, and now I can barely keep the plane in the air on one engine in these terrible conditions. I can already feel that I’m losing control as the aircraft begins to descend.

      ‘Mayday, mayday,’ I say into the radio com. ‘This is Christopher Hunter, and my plane is going down…’
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      RENEE: Five Years Later. Furious and ashamed—Louvre Museum, Paris.

      The Louvre Museum; one of the most famous collections. It is the world's largest art museum and a historic monument perfectly situated in the heart of the most beautiful city in the world, Paris. Beneath the glass pyramid of the Louvre are near forty thousand pieces of art and history. Millions of people flock here to gaze upon the history we have saved and preserved. Now, it is under the most grave threat I have ever known, and everything I have dedicated my life towards will be lost.

      ‘This is outrageous!’ I rage. ‘This goes against all agreed practices and our rights. You cannot do this. This is our national heritage!’

      ‘It is by order of the United Nations Security Council, Mrs Marquette,’ I’m told by Joseph Brackenridge, a suited, self-important man with a clipboard. He is flanked by a team of officials, all with papers, legislations, and orders. Beyond them are teams of armed officers who are sweeping over every inch of the museum.

      ‘You are to give us full access to your storage facilities and warehouses,’ he says, though the words barely sink in. ‘Your prized antiquities are not safe here. Under our care, they will be secure.’

      ‘You’re boxing up anything of worth or value,’ I spit with disgust. ‘This is our history, not yours. We have saved it and made it safe here.’

      ‘Not according to the United Nations Security Council. The actions of collectors and hunters like you have shown that there is a clear and present need to not only protect these relics but to protect the world from them.’

      ‘This is madness.’

      ‘Are you seeing this, Renee?’ one of my colleagues cries. ‘Please stop them!’

      I can only look on in horror as a pair of armed officers tear down the security barriers around the Mona Lisa—one of our most prized and recognisable pieces of art—and pull it from the fixings upon the wall.

      ‘I did not agree to this!’ I yell. ‘I did not agree to any of this madness. You are taking our history from us. Your thugs will likely destroy art and history which will never be replaced. We had this before when Hitler and his cronies tried to take what they wanted. I cannot allow this to happen.’

      I storm towards the officers, but another pair swiftly steps in front of me, blocking my way and brandishing their firearms in warning.

      ‘Failure to adhere to our expectations will not be tolerated, Mrs Marquette,’ the official states.

      ‘You won’t get away with this.’ I turn away, unable to watch as the monsters tear apart more of our displays. All I can do is warn the others.

      As I walk away, I make a quick call on my mobile phone. He answers immediately.

      ‘Renee,’ he greets me.

      ‘They’ve started, Charles,’ I tell him. ‘They’re tearing the Louvre apart. They’re taking everything. You know they will come for you next.’

      ‘I know,’ he replies calmly. ‘We’ll be ready for them.’
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      ADAM: Surrounded, pinned down, and under enemy fire—Battlefield, England.

      ‘Keep your heads down!’ I yell as a dozen rounds fly over my head.

      I grab Sara and Duncan and pull them down into cover behind a low wall. A dozen more rounds strike the brickwork and soar overhead, keeping us trapped. Duncan signals for the others to join us, the paltry few left of our team.

      My name is Adam Hunter, a seventeen-year-old college dropout, operative and hunter of historical artefacts for the British Museum. Now, though, I am at war.

      ‘What do we do now?’ Sara asks as she reloads her gun.

      ‘We have to push forward.’ I risk a glance over the wall. Immediately, three rounds ricochet off it and force me back into cover.

      ‘How far is it?’ Duncan asks.

      ‘The prize is beyond this wall, over the bridge, and through the trees,’ I explain.

      ‘How many of them?’ Sara asks.

      ‘All of them, by my reckoning,’ Duncan replies. ‘And we’ve lost half our team. Where’s your madman mate got to?’

      ‘He’ll show up soon enough,’ I say with certainty.

      I look around the survivors; four others alongside Duncan, Sara, and me. Duncan, my oldest friend, and Sara, his girlfriend and an old crush of mine, look to me for leadership, as do the rest. They are soaked through, covered in mud, and forced to keep low. We’re not much of a team, but we will have to do.

      ‘We don’t stand a chance,’ one of them mutters.

      ‘There’s always a chance,’ I reply, loud enough for the whole team to hear. ‘They may hold the advantage of numbers, but we have the skill, the speed, and certainly age in our favour. We can do this if we work together. The prize is just beyond those trees. We can do this.’

      ‘Certainly can,’ Gabriel, the madman, says as he crashes through the bushes and lands among us in a heap. He’s in his early thirties, with thick stubble, a couple of scars, and the usual dark rings under his eyes. His filthy, tattered clothes at least match the setting this time.

      ‘I got three of them just now,’ he says proudly, sticking his tongue out with bloodlust.

      ‘The odds are shifting in our favour,’ says Duncan with a grin.

      ‘Right, this is it,’ I say as I quickly devise a plan. ‘Duncan, Sara, you stay with me. We will circle around to the left of the bridge and through the ditch. The rest of you, advance to the right and draw as much attention as you can.’

      ‘We’re the distraction?’ one of them asks.

      ‘Yep,’ I confirm. ‘Distract and act. If you meet little resistance, then move up towards the prize.’

      ‘And what about me?’ Gabriel asks as he reloads.

      ‘Like you’d follow orders.’ I chuckle.

      ‘Too right.’ He grins. Without warning, he lets out a war-cry and charges forward, firing his gun wildly as he runs.

      ‘You have the strangest workmates,’ Sara says.

      ‘Sure do,’ I say as I signal for us to advance.

      We move fast and keep low, with Duncan and Sara staying right behind me. We use trees, bushes, anything for cover. Already we can hear the others creating chaos and drawing the enemy to them. Gabriel does much the same as he wages his one-man war. We move slowly, sweeping around and listening out for the enemy.

      ‘Clear to the left,’ Duncan whispers.

      ‘Clear to the right.’ I look down the sights of my rifle for any sign of movement.

      Duncan, Sara, and I keep moving until we reach the ditch that runs parallel to the bridge. Once there, we take cover again and wait. I’m certain I see something, signalling to Duncan and Sara to keep watch. Soon enough, we see two bodies emerge from the bushes and step down into the ditch. One has long blonde hair and glasses, and the other wears overalls covered in oil. They don’t see us coming, and we unleash a barrage at the pair.

      We push on and, keeping watch for any more intruders, cross the ditch. We emerge into a thick hedgerow of trees and keep low and in cover. We stop for a moment, keeping watch and listening for any sign of the enemy. I’m just about to signal to Duncan and Sara to push forward when a burst of gunfire sounds out and rounds pelt the trees around us. Grenades hurtle towards us, and we see Gabriel, still charging wildly, engulfed in a blast. We pull back under the barrage, but Sara is hit three times and is lost.

      ‘NO!’ Duncan cries out, firing wildly back until I drag him away.

      ‘C’mon, you fool!’ I yell as I pull him clear.

      I lead us away, only stopping once we are safe and in cover again.

      ‘I think it’s just us left now,’ Duncan says, and I realise that the gunfire in the distance has fallen quiet. ‘Look,’ he says to me, pointing up ahead. ‘There, it’s the prize.’

      He’s right. It’s less than two hundred paces ahead of us, but with little to no cover.

      ‘That’s a long way out in the open,’ I mutter.

      ‘We can reach it.’

      ‘Wait,’ I tell him. ‘Wait and watch.’

      ‘The reckless Adam Hunter is advising caution? What has happened to you?’

      ‘We step out there and we’ll be gunned down in an instant. The enemy has to come through this way too. Wait and choose our moment.’

      ‘And what if they creep up on us in the meantime?’

      ‘I’ll take care of that,’ I reply with a devilish grin.

      Soon enough, after a short time of preparation, we see smoke grenades hurtle through the air and unleash a thick fog.

      ‘Here they come,’ I say as I take aim.

      Three figures emerge slowly through the smoke. They are cautious and have every need to be. We wait until they are close enough to ensure we can’t miss. We hit all three with a salvo, eliminating them in seconds. I take particular pride in hitting the tallest of the trio square between the eyes. The former soldier should have known better and stayed in cover.

      A crack of deliberately scattered twigs alerts us that there are intruders to our rear. We turn and see a thick branch swing across and strike one opponent across the body and throw him crashing back. The traps I rigged work perfectly, but another figure dives clear of the swinging branches and hits Duncan with two rounds to the chest.

      ‘SURRENDER!’ I order the person, but they don’t stop and instead barge me down to the ground and through the bushes behind.

      We fall and roll down an incline, but when we come to a stop, I’m on top of the person, pinning them down.

      ‘I said surrender,’ I tell them with my weapon still raised.

      To my surprise, the person instead lifts their head and raises both their and my visor enough to bring their lips close to mine. I see her red and purple hair, and as her lips near mine, I hesitate, and that is my downfall. She shoots me with a single round to the stomach.

      ‘That’s cheating,’ I say as I look down at the paint splatter.

      ‘Worked though, didn’t it?’ Emma chuckles as she uses the paintball gun to push me away. ‘Now, where is that flag?’

      A whistle sounds out, ending the game.

      ‘We’re out of time!’ the game’s marshal announces as we regroup around her at the flag.

      ‘I’m guessing I have you to thank for those traps,’ says my older brother, Matt, as he dusts himself down.

      ‘Sure do,’ I reply. ‘You didn’t come off the worst, though.’

      Both of us laugh as we see the others. Abbey and Tristram are covered from a dozen rounds from the ambush in the ditch. Dave can barely see with his visor utterly covered in paint from my headshot.

      ‘Stupid game,’ Dave says as the rest of us laugh.

      Gabriel looks the worst, though, caught perfectly by the grenade and almost covering him in yellow and green paint.

      ‘That thing came out of nowhere.’ He laughs.

      They are my team. Echo Team of the British Museum. Matt is the leader, the Golden Boy, as I call him, who always seems to excel at whatever he puts his mind to. Emma Lovell is an operative like me, around my age, with short red and purple hair. Dave Conway, former combat medic, is our no-nonsense onsite support. Abbey is our brilliant historian who knows more facts than any encyclopaedia. Tristram Hill is the museum’s technical whiz, and Gabriel Quinn is the sole member of the museum’s Bravo Team and would give the Mad Hatter a run for his money in the crazy department sometimes. They have all come together to celebrate Duncan’s birthday.

      ‘I can’t believe you tackled me,’ I say to Emma.

      ‘Be honest, you liked it,’ she teases.

      I have had a crush on Emma ever since I first joined the team. For months, she kept me at a distance, but two weeks ago on our flight back from defeating a certain fanged legend, she kissed me. Since then, we have only seen each other at morning training sessions at the museum, and now on opposite sides of a paintball war.

      ‘Can we talk soon?’ I ask her. ‘In private?’

      ‘Sure,’ she says with a smile. ‘After this?’

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘Dad!’ calls out a young girl with long black hair, rosy red cheeks, and piercing blue eyes as she runs towards Dave. ‘Did you win, Daddy?’

      ‘My team won,’ he replies to his five-year-old daughter.

      ‘Thanks to me!’ Emma laughs.

      ‘But I shot your dad, Libby,’ I boast, making the girl giggle.

      ‘That was certainly an… interesting game,’ the marshal declares. ‘A lot of illegal moves there in using tree branches as traps and rugby tackling and wrestling opponents. After all that, no one got the flag, so the game is tied one all. We don’t have time for a decider, but I had heard there was a special request.’

      ‘Suicide run,’ Abbey says with unrestrained glee. I was dreading those words.

      ‘Do we really have to?’ I ask. ‘Surely it should be Duncan since it’s his birthday. Or maybe Matt, as a wetting the babies’ heads kinda thing.’

      ‘No way,’ Duncan says.

      ‘You’re on your own with this one.’ Matt chuckles.

      ‘You owe me,’ Abbey says, and I’m forced to relent.

      ‘On you go!’ Duncan and Sara laugh.

      ‘I have been waiting to shoot Adam for months,’ Emma says with a giggle.

      ‘Try years.’

      Matt and Duncan cheer.

      ‘Love you too,’ I say to everyone.

      ‘Everyone, take your positions in a row here,’ the game’s marshal orders whilst I’m led away. ‘If anybody is short on paintballs, then take some from the spare buckets. There’s plenty to go around.’

      ‘Great,’ I say sarcastically as I’m forced to surrender my gun. ‘This is going to hurt, isn’t it?’

      ‘Sure is,’ the game’s master replies with a grin beneath her mask. ‘We usually only do these for stag groups… but, apparently, you deserve it. What did you do?’

      ‘Taking off a pair of glasses,’ I reply, drawing a look of confusion from the marshal. ‘I broke a promise to a girl.’

      ‘Fully deserved, then.’ The paintball coordinator chuckles. ‘Right, when I blow the whistle, you are to run from here to the flag pole across the way. Oh, and be careful of the mud out there. It’s a tad slippery.’

      ‘There’s no cover whatsoever!’ I say aghast as less than a hundred paces away stands everyone with ready paintball guns.

      ‘That’s why this is going to hurt,’ she replies as she takes several steps back. ‘I hope you’re quick!’

      She sounds the whistle, and I sprint as if my life depends on it. The onslaught begins immediately, and the paintballs smack into my side, my legs, my arms, and my head. A few hit hard, really hard, and I would cry out in pain if I wasn’t using all my efforts to run. I leap clear of fallen tree trunks and keep running… that is until I hit the thick puddles. My footing slips on the slick mud, and I’m thrown onto my back, driving the air from my lungs. Still, the paintballs come, unrelenting, as I hear the others cheer and laugh. I try to stand and pull myself to safety, but the mud stops me. All I can do is take the punishment until they finally run out of paintballs.

      ‘You okay, bro?’ Matt asks as he and the others saunter towards me, laughing and pointing at my body covered in mud and paint.

      ‘No… not really,’ I groan.

      Everything is beginning to hurt now, and I can feel bruises rapidly forming all over my body. Dave and Gabriel help me stand.

      ‘I haven’t laughed that much in years.’ Gabriel cackles loudly.

      ‘Yeah, thanks, kid,’ Dave says as he slaps me on the back, sending a new wave of stinging pain coursing through me.

      ‘Don’t anyone touch me,’ I say, backing away from them. ‘Abbey, we square now?’

      ‘Almost,’ she says, before lifting her gun and shooting me between the eyes to cover my visor with paint. I take another step back and trip on unseen roots on the ground, falling and splashing in the mud again.

      Everyone breaks down in laughter and I don’t blame them. I stagger to my feet again and pull my visor free. Paint and mud run down my face, and I clamp my eyes shut to save them.

      ‘Hang on, target-practice,’ Emma taunts as she pours water from a bottle over my head and washes away the paint and mud. My eyes remain closed, and I feel her hands linger on my face. Her lips meet mine for a moment before she wipes a hand across my face one last time.

      ‘We’ll talk soon, okay?’ she says.

      ‘C’mon, you two. There are children here!’ Abbey teases. ‘Libby doesn’t want to see that!’

      ‘Gross.’ Libby giggles, sticking out her tongue.

      ‘Sorry to stop the fun, and thank you for inviting us, Duncan,’ Matt says with a grave face, ‘but we’ve got to go. Charles has called and requested all of us report to the museum immediately. Gabriel, Tristram, that includes you too.’

      ‘A mission?’ Emma asks.

      ‘No,’ Matt replies seriously. ‘No. It’s… worse than that.’

      ‘I’m going to Grandma and Grandad’s?’ Libby guesses.

      ‘Afraid so, kiddo,’ Dave replies. ‘I’ll drop you off on my way in.’

      ‘Our private chat will have to wait,’ Emma says to me.

      ‘Guessed as much,’ I reply as Matt calls for transport to pick us up.
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      ADAM: Waiting nervously—The British Museum, London.

      We wait, seated within the Great Court of the museum. Around us is a small collection of public exhibits in secure cases, and overhead is the famed tessellated glass roof, again replaced after another incident at the museum. The museum itself has been closed off to the general public for the foreseeable future. I can’t help but feel that’s a bad omen.

      ‘What is this about?’ I ask Matt, who’s seated beside me.

      ‘You’ll see soon enough,’ he replies. It’s clear from the look on his face that he’s worried.

      ‘Kids okay?’ I ask in an attempt to distract us both. Just weeks ago, Matt’s girlfriend, Kat, gave birth to twins. Apart from the dark rings around his eyes from sleepless nights, he seems to be coping okay.

      ‘They’re fine,’ Matt says, lost in focussing on this assembly.

      ‘Erm… Gabriel?’ I call out to him, seeing him sitting in the row ahead of me.

      ‘What?’ he replies without looking.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Scattered around his seat are dozens of the museum’s tourist pamphlets and maps, each one folded into the shape of a different animal; a swan, an elephant, a rabbit, and at least a handful of birds.

      ‘This just kinda happened,’ he says, bewildered. ‘I don’t handle boredom well.’

      Seated around us is every single employee of the British Museum. The British Museum as I know it, not the public-facing visitor attraction. Below the public floors are hidden levels only accessible to those with clearance. There is a hangar filled with vehicles, a training facility, workshops of equipment, and operations rooms for the teams of operatives. Operatives, or hunters as some name us, are the teams who seek and protect historical relics and artefacts all over the world. Below us, in the lowest levels of the museum, is the Storage and Containment level. Within that are those relics that cannot be on public display. They are the items of the most interest and exactly why I joined the museum. Within that level are items of mythical and supernatural power.

      Beside Matt and me in the Great Court are Emma, Dave, and Abbey; the rest of Echo Team. There are Gabriel and Tristram too, and also Judith Westmore of Charlie Team, and Professor Helena Lainson of Delta Team. Historians, support teams, engineers, and mechanics are gathered for this assembly; more staff here than I even knew the secretive side of the museum had. Even our grumpy doctor, Scott Wallace, has been dragged into this meeting.

      The only one missing is our boss; the one who brought us together.

      ‘Em?’ I ask her. ‘Where’s your uncle?’

      ‘No idea,’ she replies with concern. Her eyes are narrowed and focussed on the man standing ahead of us. He is suited, with slicked-back hair and a sly look as he gazes at us. Everything about him screams government official. He’s flanked by more of his suited cronies, and along with them are several armed guards. No threats or hints at violence have been made yet, but the mere presence of the armed guards shows that they expect some kind of trouble.

      ‘What the hell are we doing here?’ Gabriel asks impatiently. ‘I can think of a dozen better ways I can waste my time.’

      ‘I’m sure you can, Mr Quinn,’ the suited official replies with a mocking smile, ‘and I am sorry to keep you waiting as long as I have. We were awaiting the arrival of your esteemed superior, Charles Lovell, but it seems he has not deemed this assembly worthy of his attention.’

      ‘Steady,’ I whisper to Em to calm her.

      ‘He’d better be careful with what he says about my uncle,’ she replies.

      ‘We have gathered you,’ the suited official announces, ‘the staff and personnel of the non-public aspect of the British Museum, to deliver important news to you.’

      ‘Who are you?’ Dave asks impatiently.

      ‘And who sent you?’ Professor Lainson adds with annoyance.

      ‘Where are my manners?’ the official says. ‘My name is Joseph Brackenridge, and I am here as a representative of the United Nations Security Council.’

      Matt swears under his breath.

      ‘This is bad, isn’t it?’ I whisper to him.

      ‘He wouldn’t be here if it was good.’

      ‘And what is it you want, Mr Brackenridge?’ Judith asks.

      ‘The UN Security Council has been assessing the actions of the British Museum and its partners across the world,’ Brackenridge explains. ‘For far too long, you have been allowed to act independently without oversight and accountability for your actions. The destruction of the Vatican in pursuit of the Roman Eagle Standard of the Ninth Roman Legion. The release of Osiris’s curse and the plagues upon London, Paris, and Stockholm. The chaos inflicted upon Berlin in your unsanctioned raid to find Hitler’s gold trains. The lives lost in the escape of Vladamir Makov from US custody that one of your teams was party to. These are but a sample of the unlawful actions carried out by the British Museum and your allies.’

      ‘And they all feature us,’ I whisper to Matt.

      ‘Only since you joined the team. What does that tell you?’

      ‘I make things more interesting,’ I joke.

      ‘Are you saying we are to be arrested?’ Dave asks cautiously.

      ‘Not yet,’ Brackenridge replies after a brief, knowing pause. ‘Your actions have cost many lives and millions worth of damages to many countries.’

      ‘Our actions have helped save people!’ Judith calls out, standing angrily.

      ‘If not for us, then far more lives would have been lost!’ Emma attests.

      ‘It is not my place to comment on what has or has not happened before,’ Brackenridge says. ‘I merely state the facts and that the British Museum was involved in each and every one of these incidents.’

      ‘Spit it out,’ Gabriel says. ‘Just tell us what you’re here for.’

      ‘It is by the order of the United Nations Security Council that with immediate effect, all historical and archaeological organisations are to cease excavations, recoveries, and acquisitions. Your funding and links with the British Government are hereby cut. An oversight structure will be put in place for you to report to and you will operate at their command. They will be given access to all artefacts currently housed by historical organisations for safe and protected housing, storage, and disposal where required.’

      ‘You want us to surrender everything we’ve found and protected?’ Emma yells as she rises from her seat.

      ‘You have no right!’ Judith shouts.

      ‘Outrageous!’ Professor Lainson cries. ‘Simply outrageous!’

      ‘You can’t do this!’ Matt roars. ‘Not after all we’ve done and endured!’

      ‘ENOUGH!’ orders a military voice that I both loathe and dread.

      ‘Jeez, now we’re in trouble,’ I say under my breath.

      At the entrance to the Great Court stands a man in full US military uniform. A general, with medals and ribbons on full display. He fixes us with a hardened and judging gaze as his escort of soldiers joins the contingent of guards from the UN Security Council. That man has had me arrested once and threatened to do so many more times.

      ‘General Blake Walcott is here to supervise the transition and oversee your activities in the future,’ Brackenridge explains as the general takes his place beside him in addressing us.

      ‘I see many faces I recognise among you,’ the general begins with a knowing grin. ‘Those who know me know we have had our difficulties before. The British Museum has been an inconvenience to many, myself included, but that stops now. Your days of operating without conscience or consideration for your reckless misdeeds are over. I will be your strict coordinator. You will not commit to any operations or conduct any excavations without my authority and approval. You will answer to me and one other whom I shall introduce upon their arrival.’

      ‘What about Charles?’ Dave asks loyally.

      ‘The opinion and motives of Charles Lovell no longer matter,’ General Walcott states coldly. ‘The world has spoken and your unlawful and irresponsible methods of stealing historic items from across the world ends now. If any expedition is carried out without my authorisation, then you will be deemed to be breaking the law and arrested. That is as long as you don’t resist.’

      ‘And if we resist?’ Gabriel dares to ask. The general simply smiles with a tap on his holstered handgun.

      ‘What if we leave?’ Professor Lainson asks. ‘What if we resign and take up posts elsewhere?’

      ‘I can answer this one,’ Mr Brackenridge says. ‘It is by the ruling of the United Nations Security Council that all expeditions, excavations, and acquisitions of historic artefacts are governed and recorded. No matter where you work in the world, you will be under our oversight.’

      ‘We can’t escape them,’ I whisper.

      ‘Charles would never agree to any of this oversight,’ Emma calls out.

      ‘Charles Lovell is a relic of a time long past, just like the rest of your collection in this museum,’ another voice I know says from the entrance to the Great Court. That long white hair and dark, almost black eyes are unmistakable.

      ‘Isn’t that…’ Matt begins in shock.

      ‘Duncan’s mother,’ I finish for him, just as surprised. ‘What’s she doing here?’

      Elizabeth Bowen is the chief executive and owner of Bowen Inc., a global giant that operates in a vast variety of industries. Most recently, they have been praised for swiftly aiding the relief efforts for London, Paris, and Stockholm after Osiris’s curse struck all three cities. I have known Elizabeth since I was a young boy, as she’s the mother of my best friend.

      ‘Mrs Bowen will oversee the safe containment of all artefacts acquired by the British Museum,’ Brackenridge explains. ‘She will also provide command and control alongside General Walcott in directing future excavations and acquisitions.’

      ‘It’s something I have been greatly looking forward to,’ Mrs Bowen declares. Her gaze falls on me, and she smiles in recognition. ‘Please, call me Elizabeth. Mrs Bowen is far too formal.’

      ‘She’s a friend,’ I tell Matt. ‘Maybe this won’t be so bad.’

      ‘I have marvelled at the work of the British Museum for a long time,’ Elizabeth states. ‘Mistakes have been made that cannot be undone, and that is why we’ve been called in. No one will lose their jobs and we are keen to see your operations continue.’

      ‘For you to take everything we recover,’ Professor Lainson argues.

      ‘History belongs to the world, not your private collection,’ Emma says.

      ‘A funny choice of words, young lady,’ General Walcott says coldly. ‘After all, is that not what you house in the hidden levels below our feet?’

      ‘That’s why they’re here,’ Matt says in warning. ‘They want what we have stored away.’

      Housed in the containment below us are all manner of relics and artefacts that are too dangerous to be released to the general public. Among just the ones I know about are the powerful Eagle standard of the Roman Ninth Legion and the cursed Book of the Dead belonging to Osiris himself. I have no idea what else is down there.

      ‘They’ll take everything,’ Dave says with defeat.

      ‘This world is waking up to the fact that so many of the myths and legends we know are, in fact, truth,’ Elizabeth declares as she glares straight towards me again. ‘The world is changing and there you are, the British Museum, smack dab in the middle of it all.’

      ‘Charles won’t allow this,’ Emma states with certainty. ‘He can’t.’

      ‘Charles Lovell did not even deem this assembly worthy of his attendance,’ Brackenridge states taciturnly.

      ‘This assembly is not worthy of my attendance,’ Charles calls from the rear of the hall, ‘but here I am, nonetheless.’

      He stands there, perfectly suited like a typical moustached English gentleman, leaning on his walking stick. Charles waits at the foot of the spiral staircase that encircles the domed Reading Room at the heart of the Great Court. He does not appear worried or concerned at the presence of the UN, General Walcott, or Elizabeth Bowen. Our commander and overseer of the museum faces these intruders who want to take everything from us.

      ‘It is good to see you once again, Charles,’ Elizabeth calls to him.

      ‘I wish I could say the same,’ he remarks coldly.

      ‘Charles, as ordered by the United Nations Security Council, are you prepared to hand over all artefacts housed within the British Museum for secure containment?’ Brackenridge asks.

      ‘Are you prepared to make all your resources, including the staff gathered here today, available and at our disposal?’ General Walcott demands.

      ‘Are you willing to submit?’ Elizabeth asks, eyes narrowed with intrigue.

      We wait in silence for Charles to commit an act of defiance. I expect him to launch a plan that will see these intruders cast away and thrown out of the British Museum, our home. There is no way he would ever allow these people to take everything we have fought to save and give us over to their beck and call. He will fight for us, as he always has.

      ‘I submit,’ Charles says, stunning everyone. There is no sorrow or defeat in his voice, only a calm tone, his gaze fixed upon the United Nations official, the general, and the chief executive of Bowen Inc. All we can do is look on in complete and utter shock.

      ‘I submit to your authority,’ Charles continues. ‘I submit our findings and acquisitions to your ownership. I submit my teams to your command and direction. The museum is yours.’

      ‘Bullshi…’ Gabriel begins to shout out before his voice is drowned out by every team member of the British Museum protesting. Several of us, Emma and Judith among them, approach Charles and try to make him listen to reason. He merely stands silent and continues to look ahead to our would-be commanders. Already, teams are moving in throughout the museum; UN personnel, soldiers, and operatives from Bowen Inc. It has taken them no time to start assessing what items they will claim and remove. Many of our group rise to argue with them and prevent the thefts, even though our opponents are armed.

      Matt, Dave, and Gabriel argue with the general and Mr Brackenridge. Only Abbey remains seated, staying silent and looking back and forth between the confrontations around her, eyes fearful, hands twisting one of Gabriel’s pamphlet animals. I head straight for the mother of my oldest friend and hope I can make her see reason.

      ‘Adam, it’s good to see you,’ she says as I approach, with a knowing smile on her lips.

      ‘Mrs Bowen, what is this?’ I ask her in confusion, accidentally using the name I’ve called her by for years. ‘Why are you involved and why are you interested in what the British Museum does here?’

      ‘It has been a long time since I was within this building,’ she says, not answering my questions and instead looking to the glass ceiling above. ‘Many fond memories were made here. Now, what is yours is mine.’

      ‘Why are you doing this?’ I ask. ‘We’ve only ever tried to help people and protect history.’

      ‘It’s time for a change. Embrace it or fall behind.’

      ‘You don’t know what you’re doing. You don’t know what we have here.’

      ‘I know perfectly well what I’m doing, Adam,’ she tells me before leaning in close so that only I can hear her. ‘If I were you, I would not concern myself with this. After all, isn’t it about time you investigated Alpha Team’s operations room?’

      ‘How do you…’ I begin, but she backs away and summons an entourage of guards. General Walcott and Mr Brackenridge join her, and the three approach the spiral staircase and access to the museum’s secret lower levels.

      ‘Come. It is time we saw what is hidden away in the depths of this museum,’ Elizabeth declares as she and the other conquerors of the British Museum move in to claim their prize.
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      ADAM: Breaking into the operations rooms—The British Museum, London.

      I enter the deserted corridor of the operations rooms alone, leaving everyone still in uproar in the Great Court above me. The lights are uncharacteristically out, and I have to use the torch on my phone for guidance. This place is usually a hive of activity, with screens displaying live feeds of excavations and searches for relics as support teams and historians give live feedback and guidance. Now, every room is dark and empty.

      Passing the operations rooms of Echo, Delta, Charlie, and then Bravo Team, I finally reach Alpha Team. The room was sealed shut and abandoned long before I joined the British Museum. It is one of the many mysteries within this place. The windows are blacked out, and the door secured by three padlocks. Somebody really didn’t want people to see what’s inside. Luckily, I have no problem with trespassing.

      My trusty lock picks are quickly in my hands and, in the light of my mobile phone’s torch, I set them to work on the padlocks. This security is unlike the rest in the museum. Just to get down to these lower levels, you have to give retinal scans and voice recognition, and I know a few of the rooms have coded access panels, yet this room has basic security.

      The locks themselves are old and have been unused for a long time. I need to apply greater effort to each and fear that my picks will jam and snap in the mechanisms. I force myself to take my time, knowing that rushing will only make mistakes. In the back of my mind, the same thought echoes and nags at me. Both Elizabeth Bowen and Hawke, the commander of the Winterbourne mercenary division, have urged me to gain access to this room. Why? Could there be a link between them? I must know what is inside, and I have to really fight my eagerness and just focus on overcoming these locks.

      I listen out for any sign of discovery, which is yet another factor that adds pressure. The meeting in the Great Court will end eventually, and I must be done before then. I spoke to no one about the messages from Hawke or Elizabeth, not even Matt. He has enough on his plate already with the twins and supporting Kat as much as he can, let alone the oversight now placed on us and the museum.

      The first lock is tough but manageable. The second is larger and more complex, but eventually, the metal rods of my picks click into place and the lock falls to the floor. The third is even harder, a smaller and more intricate design. I’m forced to start over from scratch five times, but on the sixth attempt, I have some luck, and I navigate the initial chambers. Just as I think I’ve succeeded, the lock remains secure and closed. The final mechanism has been welded shut.

      ‘Only one choice,’ I say before checking that no one is approaching. I bring my boot up and stamp down on the lock again and again, slowly drawing more and more pain from the impact. Just as I’m about to give up, the lock cracks open and swings free to reveal the door’s lock, requiring a key. Lost in my momentum, I kick the door one more time, and to my shock, it crashes open on creaking hinges.

      ‘That’s probably me fired and a broken foot.’ I wince as I check again if I’ve been discovered. Still, there is no sign of anyone. ‘Here we go, then,’ I whisper to myself as I take a single footstep inside the abandoned Alpha Team operations room.

      I sweep my torch across the room, casting light on a place that has been locked away for a long time. Thick dust covers everything, cobwebs in all directions, and the air is stale. There are desks and a large table in the centre, with folders and files scattered everywhere. A few broken computers rest de-activated upon faded desks. An old projector lies smashed in the corner.

      One item draws my attention more than the others. Against the far wall is a large wooden chair, a seat that could be a throne. From a distance, I can see intricate carvings in the wood, but the closer I look, I see that they aren’t designs but names. Howard Carter, the man who led the discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb. Thomas Edward Lawrence, otherwise known as Lawrence of Arabia. There are more names, and a quick search on my phone reveals their achievements. Gertrude Bell, who excavated the Abbasid Palace of Ukhaidir. Basil Brown, who discovered the Saxon ship at Sutton Hoo. Arthur Evans, who discovered the palace of Knossos on the Greek island of Crete. Dorothy Bate, who excavated Zarzi in Iraq and Mount Carmel in Israel. All are famed British archaeologists and there are dozens more inscribed on the chair. These were the earliest operatives of the British Museum. They were hunters.

      Pinned to the wall above the chair are photographs through the ages. There are many black and white ones showing the teams and their findings. They stand proudly in dig sites or with recovered artefacts. There are group photos, showing the teams of old. Among them are more recent colour photos too. As I scan through them, I see a face that is certainly younger but undoubtedly belongs to the museum’s current curator, Charles. Looking at the photograph of him in his travel gear and deep within a tomb, I realise he too once operated in the field. He was a Hunter. He is young, fresh-faced, and smiling, absent his walking stick. His ever-present moustache is still prominent, as always.

      I glance over the more recent photographs of Charles and come across one of him within this very room. The room is covered with maps and plans for excavations, and Charles is standing with his team for a group photo, everyone smiling and cheering. It’s great to see him like that, with what I assume is Alpha Team. Five adults and one younger lad closer to my age. An apprentice, maybe.

      My enjoyment of this discovery stops as I recognize a pair standing on the far side of the group from Charles. The woman catches my attention first. The hair is brown, not white as it is now, but those eyes. Those dark eyes are unmistakable. I recognise the man too, having spent many days and nights with his family over the years before his death only a few months ago. Elizabeth and Alastair Bowen, mother and father of my friend Duncan. They were hunters too.

      I pull the photo from the wall and stare at it, telling myself it can’t be them, but there they are, smiling and posing for the photograph. I never had any idea they were involved with the museum, let alone that they were hunters.

      I look back at Charles to make certain it’s him too, and it’s only then that I see the man standing beside him, holding Charles’s arm high in triumph. I know that face, that smile, that blonde hair, and those blue eyes. I know the man I have not seen in person for over five years now.

      ‘It can’t be,’ I say in disbelief, almost dropping the photograph in shock. My mind swirls, and I can barely believe my eyes. No, this can’t be. It must be wrong. It must be a mistake.

      ‘I’m sorry, Adam,’ Charles’s voice says from the doorway. ‘You must let me explain.’

      I’m blinded as the room’s lights flicker on. One light shines brighter before blowing in a shower of sparks. Once my eyes adjust, I look back at the photograph in my hands, focusing on the one man. That’s him, no doubt about it. I look at other photos on the wall and see him twice more, even younger than before and closer to my age.

      ‘Adam,’ Charles calls to me. ‘Adam, let me explain.’

      Rage overwhelms me in a flash. I drop the photo and cross the room to Charles, grabbing him by the scruff of the neck. Blind fury has taken me, and I want answers.

      ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ I demand.

      ‘Let me explain,’ Charles struggles to say.

      ‘Why have you been lying to me? Does Matt know?’

      Charles moves with a speed and skill I didn’t know he possessed to escape my hold. He strikes my arm twice to break my grip, but I reach out and grab him again. Charles brings an elbow into my ribcage and pushes me back and away with his other hand.

      ‘Please, Adam. Listen to me,’ he begs.

      ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ I yell as I charge him again, but he evades me and uses my momentum to throw me across the room and slam into a desk. I recover quickly, fury driving me on.

      ‘Woah, woah!’ Dave yells as he enters the room and forces his way between us.

      ‘What the hell is going on?’ Emma demands as she too forces me back from trying to reach Charles again.

      ‘Adam, what happened?’ Matt yells. ‘Have you gone mad?’

      Abbey is there too, watching in stunned silence.

      ‘Don’t you dare place a hand on my uncle again!’ Emma warns. ‘You hear me?’

      ‘Did you know, Matt?’ I demand of my brother, my heated gaze still fixed on Charles.

      ‘Know what?’ he replies. ‘What are you doing in here, Adam?’

      I recover the photo of Alpha Team and hand it to him, instantly seeing the look of realisation and shock on his face.

      ‘Why… why didn’t you tell us?’ Matt asks, calmly at first but quickly with as much anger as I displayed. ‘Why the hell didn’t you tell us that our father was a Hunter of the museum?’

      The room falls silent, every set of eyes turning to Charles.

      ‘You’re right,’ he finally concedes. ‘Your father, Christopher, and I were both operatives for the British Museum.’

      ‘You were both hunters,’ Abbey says with shock as she looks at the photographs on the wall.

      ‘Where do you think the nickname came from?’ Charles asks. ‘The name hunter instead of operative came from your father.’

      ‘Tell us everything,’ Matt demands. ‘Now!’

      ‘When we were only a few years older than you are now, we found the lower levels of the museum forgotten and in disrepair,’ Charles explains. ‘We came together with like-minded individuals to revitalize the museum and return it to glory. We dedicated ourselves to protecting history, ours and the rest of the world’s. We discovered artefacts and saw things that would forever change the world today. Your father and I were partners, and it’s thanks to him that all this around you even exists. He is… was the greatest of friends.’

      He looks up from us and to the plaque fastened to the wall above the photos. It’s like the plaques in every one of the operations rooms, listing the names of the team members whose lives have been lost. The last name listed is Christopher Hunter, my father.

      ‘Did any of you know?’ I ask Emma, Abbey, and Dave. I look at each of them, but they’re speechless. They obviously didn’t have a clue.

      ‘What happened to him?’ I ask. ‘What really happened to him?’

      ‘It was no different from what was reported,’ Charles states solemnly. ‘He set out on his own without explaining to anyone what his destination or goal was. His flight was lost in a storm somewhere off the southern coast of Crete. An official search was conducted for months, but nothing was found except a few fragments of his plane. We lost a ship and two more planes in the search for him.’

      ‘Lost on a business flight,’ I mock with disbelief. ‘What was he doing? Where was he headed?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Charles says.

      ‘You’re lying again.’

      ‘Your father didn’t tell me! He told no one. We didn’t even know he was going until we heard the mayday messages come through.’

      ‘I can’t believe it,’ Emma says, stunned.

      ‘I didn’t want to stop the search,’ Charles confesses. ‘I led search teams for nearly six months using his last known coordinates and heading. I would have given anything to find your father. I nearly did. The storms out there were terrible, wrecking many of our search boats and risking many more lives.’

      ‘Why did you give up?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Because my parents died,’ Emma says. ‘It’s true, isn’t it?’

      ‘I was called home because of your mother and father’s deaths,’ Charles confirms. ‘I’m the only family you have. You were scared and alone, and we hadn’t seen anything of Christopher in six months.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell us?’ Matt asks. ‘Is our father the only reason we were brought onto Echo Team?’

      ‘You are here through your own merits,’ Charles tells us. ‘If that wasn’t the case, you wouldn’t be here at all. As for the reason I didn’t tell you, that was because your mother ordered me not to.’

      ‘She knew!’ I say with disbelief and amazement. ‘And Elizabeth and Alastair Bowen, they were hunters for Alpha Team too?’

      ‘They were our partners for a time. We parted company after several disagreements regarding the focus of our work. Shortly after they departed, they formed Bowen Inc. which has gone on to become the global power it is today. Alastair’s illness and death drove Elizabeth to take some drastic decisions. I now believe she is the leader and commander of Winterbourne.’

      ‘She can’t be! I’ve known Elizabeth Bowen since I was a young boy. She has always been kind to me. Her family gave me somewhere to stay when it was too much with our mother. Now you’re saying she’s the leader of the Winterbourne mercenaries we’ve faced time and again. You’re saying she’s the leader of those thieves and killers? It can’t be true!’

      ‘I don’t know how I can convince you,’ Charles says, unable to look us in the eyes, shoulders dropped as he shifted uncomfortably.

      ‘And now she and General Walcott have command of the museum and possession of everything we have ever discovered and protected,’ Dave says. ‘They have in their hands the Eagle of the Ninth Legion, Osiris’s Book of the Dead, and God knows what else.’

      ‘And you just handed everything over without a fight,’ Emma says, her tone accusing.

      ‘No, he didn’t,’ Abbey says, finally breaking her silence.

      ‘What do you mean?’ Matt asks. He’s still fixing Charles with a cold, hard stare, just as I am.

      ‘I made preparations the moment the verdict was cast by the Security Council that we had lost control,’ Charles explains. ‘I had Abbey instigate the burial protocol.’

      ‘Burial protocol?’ Emma questions.

      ‘The movement of all items within the Containment and Storage levels of the British Museum to secure compounds far from here,’ Abbey explains. ‘Bowen and General Walcott will find nothing but an empty storage facility.’

      ‘Everything?’ Dave asks. ‘Even the pirate and Viking ships and the sections of castle and pyramid?’

      ‘Everything,’ Abbey replies. ‘Buried far from sight and reach. Even the Rosetta Stone was relocated from the front of the museum. I bet none of you even noticed it was gone.’

      Abbey falls silent again as she realises she’s failed to lighten the mood.

      ‘Where have the artefacts gone?’ Matt asks.

      ‘That is for me alone to know,’ Charles says. ‘All that matters is that they are safe and out of the wrong hands.’

      ‘The general will not be happy about that,’ Dave remarks.

      ‘I do not care what that man thinks,’ Charles says. ‘The Security Council has been fooled into trusting the general and Elizabeth Bowen. Once they realize that they have been tricked into claiming an empty treasury, they will come for me. I must leave for a time before we can reclaim our home.’

      ‘What do we do?’ Emma asks. ‘Are we now to be employees of those monsters?’

      ‘Do what you always have,’ Charles says. ‘Protect history from the monsters.’

      ‘They’ll do it without me,’ I vow. ‘You lied to us, Charles. You kept from us the truth of our father all this time. We trusted you. I trusted you. I believed in you, and this is how you repay me. And now you’re naming a friend of our family as the leader of Winterbourne. This is too much.’

      ‘I can only apologise, Adam,’ Charles says as he looks at me and then at Matt. ‘You didn’t deserve to find out this way, but I made a promise to your mother and father.’

      ‘What promise to our father?’ Matt asks.

      ‘To watch over you,’ he says, ‘and see to it that you reach your potential. You have done that and far more. I knew the day would come when you discovered the truth, and I can only apologise a hundred times over.’

      ‘You should have told us from the very beginning,’ I say as I walk past him and out of the operations room. ‘I’m done with this. I’m done with all of it. We gave you everything, and you lied to us the entire time.’

      ‘Goodbye, Charles,’ Matt says as he follows me. ‘We’re done.’

      ‘Adam, Matt. Please don’t do this,’ Emma calls out to us. ‘Don’t leave.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I tell her, ‘but I can’t stay here. Not now. Not after this.’

      We leave them behind us, our team and our boss, and exit the British Museum.
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      ADAM: Seeking answers—The family home, Richmond, London.

      We collect what we can carry from our quarters at the museum and leave; Matt in his prized convertible and me on our father’s old motorcycle. The museum was in an utter state of confusion and chaos as personnel from Bowen Inc. and General Walcott’s soldiers moved in. No one tried to stop us as we left. Not our old friends or the new owners of the museum. We leave it behind us and head straight for our mother’s home for answers.

      She stands in the doorway as we arrive, waiting expectantly as we pull up in the driveway.

      ‘You know why we’re here?’ I ask as we approach.

      ‘Charles called me,’ she replies with concern. ‘We should talk inside. Kat and the twins are here too.’

      ‘I’d rather they didn’t hear our conversation,’ Matt says darkly.

      ‘The study,’ our mother says, walking into the house and leading the way.

      We pass through the home we grew up in, a house of memories that seem tainted by this discovery. Seeing the framed photographs of our dad makes me realise we didn’t know him at all. Sure, he was a keen adventurer. We knew this by his interest in hiking and climbing. The photographs on the walls show this and bring back memories of when he took us on such ventures, but we had no idea how he spent his days at work. He was a Hunter of the British Museum.

      ‘He kept it secret all that time,’ I say to Matt.

      ‘So did I when I first joined the museum,’ he confesses. ‘Something in common, I guess.’

      ‘Is that Daddy and Uncle Adam?’ Kat calls from the living room. She walks to us with a baby in each arm; the twins, Zoe and Zack. Both are sound asleep in their mother’s arms. Kat, though obviously tired, has a smile on her face. A smile that slips away as she sees the look on our faces.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ she asks. ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘I’ll explain everything later,’ Matt says as he kisses Kat and then the foreheads of his children. ‘We need to speak with our mother first.’

      ‘Okay,’ she says with concern but understanding.

      ‘These two been okay?’ he asks of his children.

      ‘As good as gold.’ She carried the pair back into the living room. ‘We’ll be here for you when you’re done.’

      Matt leads me on to the study where our mother is waiting. She stands behind the desk and the piles of books, looking down and away from our gazes. I’m reminded of all the times we were here in this very room when she would shout at me for some perceived misdeed or bad behaviour. We had some furious rows in this room, and I hate just standing in here.

      It’s our mother this time, though, who is at fault.

      ‘Were you ever going to tell us?’ I ask her.

      ‘Honestly, I don’t know,’ she confesses. ‘There were so many times, especially over the past few months, when I wanted to tell you. I couldn’t. I just couldn’t bring myself to tell you what your father truly was.’

      ‘Why?’ Matt asks.

      ‘I didn’t want you to follow in his footsteps. That life with the British Museum… it took your father from us. I couldn’t lose you both too. I didn’t want this for you. Especially you, Adam. I almost lost you once before. You died. You drowned in that river and your heart stopped beating. It was a miracle that you came back to us, and I couldn’t risk you or Matt going off to follow your father on his adventures.’

      ‘Yet we did anyway,’ I say.

      ‘Charles recruited you both, despite my wishes.’

      ‘I never understood why you disliked him so much. Now it all makes sense.’

      ‘We argued,’ our mother explains. ‘For days and weeks, we argued. He would not budge, insisting it was your father’s wish to see you fulfill your potential. He could see in both of you that you are very much your father’s sons. I only agreed so long as Charles kept your father’s past a secret. I didn’t want you to find out like this.’

      ‘It’s too late for that,’ Matt says.

      ‘I know I was wrong,’ she says sadly. ‘It was wrong of me to keep this from you. After seeing everything you’ve accomplished, I know you were both meant for this work. This life.’

      ‘Do I finally have your respect?’ I ask, angry and drawing upon all the times she yelled at me and humiliated me in this very room.

      ‘Adam, you always had my respect,’ our mother says with tears in her eyes. ‘I only sought to protect you. You were reckless, defiant, and a danger to yourself. I thought you were heading down a dangerous path and I couldn’t lose you, not after losing your father. Now I understand it. You simply needed a purpose. I’m sorry for everything that has happened between us. I truly am.’

      She walks around the desk and offers an arm to pull me in for a hug. The sadness in her eyes and her tears are too much for me. No one wants to see their mother in such distress. I pull her in for a hug.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she cries before pulling Matt into the hug too. ‘I’m so sorry, my boys.’

      ‘No more lies,’ Matt tells us both. ‘We are a family. We need to support each other, not lie and keep secrets.’

      ‘Especially with the twins here,’ I add.

      ‘Agreed,’ our mother says as she pulls away from us and wipes away her tears.

      ‘Elizabeth and Alastair Bowen,’ I state. ‘How are they involved in all this?’

      ‘I know they worked closely with your father and Charles. They were good friends before Alastair fell ill. There was a big falling out, and they never reconciled. After your father’s death, Elizabeth and I met only once and agreed to stay amicable for the sake of our sons’ friendship.’

      ‘What can you tell us about father’s disappearance?’ Matt asks. ‘What happened to him?’

      Our mother doesn’t answer at first, but with a sad, heavy sigh, she opens up her laptop and activates the connected projector. Within seconds, a map is projected onto the far wall. A map of the world, covered in notes and markers for locations. It focuses on the Aegean Sea near Greece and the island of Crete. Images appear of small, recovered fragments of plane fuselage and dialogue from witness statements.

      ‘I don’t know why he was there or where he was heading, but it is believed his plane went down in this area,’ our mother says. ‘Before he left, I knew something was wrong. He was preoccupied for days, and the way he left…’ She pauses for a moment, fighting back tears before continuing. ‘I have spent years trying to track him down and find out what happened. I spent a small fortune on searches of the area and hunting down potential witnesses and sightings of his plane.’

      ‘Any luck?’ Matt asks hopefully.

      ‘Nothing but dead ends. The few plane fragments that were recovered were upon shorelines hundreds of miles apart. His last known coordinates and heading gave us nothing. All we know is that he was caught in a storm and never… never seen again.’ She struggles with those last words.

      ‘Charles did everything he could, but even he had his limits,’ our mother explains. ‘It was when he called off the search that our first arguments began. Charles and your father were friends long before I came along, but when your father vanished, I blamed Charles. I know now that I was blinded by grief. The only times we spoke after that were about you two.’

      Matt and I step closer and inspect the map. A highlighted section gives a vast search area across thousands of square miles.

      ‘That’s too much ocean to search,’ Matt says.

      ‘We searched for months.’ Our mother crosses the room back to behind the desk. ‘The storms were terrible, and we nearly lost more lives in the attempt. Eventually, we had no choice but to stop.’ From a desk drawer, she pulls out a sealed envelope. A letter addressed to Matt and me. ‘It’s from him., Your father wrote this just before he left. He asked me to give this to you if anything should happen to him and when the time was right.’

      ‘Have you read it?’ I ask as I take the letter from her.

      ‘No. Your father made it clear that this letter was for his sons only. I had my own messages from him, which I have always cherished. Now, it’s your time.’

      I open the letter, and with shaking hands, I hold it out for Matt and me to read.

      

      
        
        My dear boys,

      

        

      
        If you are reading this, then something has happened to me. Despite my efforts, I have not returned home to you and your mum. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry that it has come to this and you’re having to read my final words to you in this way. This is far from what I wanted, but sometimes fate leaves us with no choice.

        Know that I love you and your mum so much and have always been proud of you. I would not have left you if it wasn’t vitally important. I had no choice, and I hope that in time you can come to understand.

        Take care of each other and your mum. She and I love you more than you can possibly know.

        I will always be with you.

        Your loving father x

      

        

      
        P.S. If you wish to know more about my life and work out there in the world, you will find the answers at the Burrow. Amun-Ra shows the way.

        Cursum Perficio. Finish the Race. Finish the Journey.

      

      

      

      Matt and I struggle to find words and fight back tears. Once I’ve read the letter again, I hand it to our mother. She reads it with tears running down her cheeks.

      ‘I can’t believe it,’ Matt says.

      ‘Wow,’ is all I can manage, utterly numbed.

      A knock sounds at the door, and Kat emerges with a baby monitor in hand.

      ‘Hey, guys. I just wanted to check if you’re okay,’ she says before seeing the looks on our faces. ‘What’s happened?’

      My mother hands Kat the letter, and quickly, her expression changes to shock and sadness. Before she’s even finished, she hugs Matt tightly.

      ‘He loved you both so much,’ our mother says. ‘I just wish I could have stopped him. I knew something was wrong.’

      ‘Don’t blame yourself,’ I say. ‘From what you’ve said, he sounds as stubborn as I am.’

      ‘Worse,’ she says with a chuckle through the tears.

      ‘Impossible.’ Matt laughs.

      ‘He was a good man, a great husband, and an even better father,’ she says proudly. We agree before I take the letter and read it through one more time.

      Find the answers at the Burrow,’ I repeat. ‘Amun-Ra shows the way? Any ideas?’

      ‘Not a clue,’ my mother replies.

      ‘Dad did love his riddles and his codes,’ Matt remarks.

      ‘Oh, my!’ Kat says excitedly. ‘Do I finally know something about history the Hunter family doesn’t?’

      ‘No need to gloat,’ Matt replies with a proud grin.

      ‘Go on, then,’ I encourage.

      ‘Amun-Ra was an Egyptian god,’ Kat explains. ‘His ghost is supposed to haunt the old British Museum underground tube station. The station was closed and abandoned in 1933. It’s said that the ghost screams so loudly that the noise would carry down the tunnels to the adjoining stations. Amun-Ra’s ghost was also blamed for the disappearance of two women from Holborn Station.’

      ‘Not Egyptian mummies again.’ I grimace.

      ‘You think that’s where our father meant?’ Matt questions.

      ‘Not exactly,’ Kat continues. ‘He says the answers are at the Burrow and you can hear Amun-Ra’s screams. You can only hear the screams if you’re on the underground system. There is only one Burrow on the underground…’ She pauses, waiting for us to catch up. ‘C’mon, guys. The Burrow?’

      ‘Churchill’s bunker,’ my mother says. ‘Down Street Station?’

      ‘Exactly. Down Street Tube Station in Mayfair was opened in 1907 and closed in 1932 because of its low use. During the Blitz of London in the Second World War, Winston Churchill and his war cabinet used the abandoned station as a bunker away from the bombings, naming it The Burrow.’

      ‘How do you know all this?’ I ask in wonderment.

      ‘I love ghost stories. Down Street Station is supposedly haunted by the Black Nun. Whilst the station was in operation, there were sightings of a sinister figure in black stalking the station. It was said to be a nun who would walk the tunnels and mourn her executed brother, who worked at an old bank nearby.’

      ‘Creepy,’ Matt remarks.

      ‘We have to go and see it,’ I say to him. ‘The Burrow. We have to know. It’s what he wanted.’

      My brother looks at the mother of his children, but before he can speak, she answers for him.

      ‘There’s no public access to Down Street Station anymore. You will have to take the tube tunnels. Keep an eye out for passing trains… and the Black Nun, of course.’

      ‘We’ll try,’ Matt says as he kisses Kat in thanks.

      ‘Go,’ our mother tells Matt and me. ‘Go and find the truth for all of us.’
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      ADAM: Jumping at shadows—wandering the dark tunnels of The London Underground.

      ‘You sure we’re going the right way?’ Matt asks yet again.

      ‘As sure as I was the first ten times you asked,’ I reply.

      ‘Sorry. All that talk of a ghost nun might have me spooked.’

      ‘That and the imminent threat of a speeding train bearing down on us,’ I joke through my nerves.

      ‘Yeah, that too.’

      We continue down the dark tunnel with torches to light the way. We take no risks and stay well clear of the train lines in case they are live. At all times, we listen out for the trains, already having to find shelter twice to avoid a painful and sudden flattening death.

      ‘It has to be around here somewhere,’ I say as I shine my torch ahead.

      We come across a few breakrooms for workmen in the tunnels that haven’t been used in years. There are uniforms and equipment dating back decades. Oh, and rats. Dozens and dozens of rats. I have never seen Matt so scared.

      ‘What’s that up ahead?’ Matt asks as he shines his torch down into the distance.

      ‘More rats? Or the scary Black Nun?’

      ‘Don’t even joke,’ my brother says. ‘I mean there to the right. Is it just me, or does that look like a platform?’

      ‘A station platform,’ I agree.

      We both turn back as a distant groan echoes from behind us.

      ‘Is that the Black Nun?’ I ask cautiously as the groan echoes again.

      ‘Just the air rushing through the tunnel,’ Matt says, but his voice is far from certain or reassuring.

      ‘Why would the air be rushing through the tunnel if there wasn’t a coming…’

      ‘Train!’ Matt yells. ‘Run!’

      We look around us for shelter, but there is nothing to be seen in the narrow tunnel. There’s nowhere to hide and the coming train will reach us in seconds.

      ‘RUN!’ I yell. ‘RUN FOR THE PLATFORM!’

      We run as fast as we can for the safety of the platform. The rumble grows closer and louder behind us, the unmistakable thunder of a tube train hurtling down the line.

      ‘MOVE! MOVE! MOVE!’ Matt yells as the train emerges from the corner behind us and bathes us in light.

      As we close in on the platform, Matt trips, felled by a broken wooden sleeper. I grab him and drag him on, pushing him up and onto the platform. The train’s horn sounds out as I jump and pull myself onto the platform, barely missing the train as it thunders past.

      Matt and I lie on the empty station platform, gasping for breath and laughing.

      ‘That was close,’ I say. ‘We nearly joined the ghost haunting this place.’

      ‘Don’t mention the ghost,’ Matt says as he rises to stand and helps me up.

      ‘You think this is the place?’ I ask as we sweep our torches over the platform and walkways beyond.

      ‘Pretty sure,’ Matt says as his torch illuminates the words on the wall. DOWN STREET TUBE STATION.

      We follow the concrete steps up to the main station. Though the place has been abandoned for decades, there are still remnants of what was once a busy public area before its decline. The old ticket booths and wooden turn-styles and benches are still here. Modern graffiti covers much of the walls, signs that youths have found their way down here. Beneath their work, the posters and signs from the 1930s are still visible. There are more concrete staircases that lead to the cordoned-off ground level, but there is nothing else for us to see. We head back down to the platform level.

      At the lowest level, beyond the platform, we find a maze of dark corridors and rooms for equipment, engineer work, and staffrooms. We search several of them but find nothing of interest.

      ‘Are we wasting our time here?’ Matt questions.

      I’ve asked myself the same thing already.

      ‘Dad wouldn’t have left that message if there wasn’t something we needed to see,’ I say.

      ‘Perhaps Kat was wrong, and this isn’t the place,’ Matt suggests.

      ‘Maybe,’ I say as my gaze falls upon something on the walls. ‘Maybe not. Take a look at this.’

      We focus on a particular piece of graffiti, small and almost hidden by all the other gang signs and artistry. The image is of an Egyptian man holding a staff in one hand and an ankh cross in the other. Upon his brow is headwear of two plumes, and his mouth is open wide as if screaming. The cry is facing towards one of the corridors we haven’t yet searched.

      ‘Amun-Ra shows the way,’ Matt says, recalling our father’s instruction.

      We head down the dark corridor and discover a series of doors locked with old, rusted chains. I make quick work of the locks and chains, and beyond them, we find rooms that have to be Winston Churchill’s Burrow. The corridors and walkways are narrow, with low ceilings and pipes overhead. There are tables covered in maps, old and forgotten radios, and communications systems. Telephone lines run across the ceilings and floors. There are British uniforms in the corner of one room, and several empty cases for what I’m certain were Churchill’s cigars. Maps and stopped clocks line the walls, along with posters warning of loose lips and who might be listening in. Crates of unreadable papers and documents fill one storage room, each marked with a stamp reading PROPERTY OF THE BRITISH GOVERNMENT. There are meeting rooms covered with maps of England and Europe, rooms for typists, radio operators, and war cabinets, their equipment abandoned since the 1940s and covered in dust. There are even kitchens, bunks for sleeping, and lavatories.

      ‘Churchill and the War Cabinet assembled here to wait out the bombs of the Blitz until they heard the all-clear,’ I say. ‘It was here that they led the British war effort. When Europe had fallen and Britain stood alone, the people right here were planning how our nation would survive.’

      ‘Makes you feel patriotic, doesn’t it?’ Matt says with pride.

      ‘Sure does.’

      We move on, passing similar planning and meeting rooms and tiny personal quarters that are filled with as many beds as they could squeeze in. We try the light switches, but there doesn’t seem to be any power supply still running down here. Our torches provide our only light.

      ‘That’s out of place,’ I say as I spot a locked room ahead of us.

      The steel door is old, worn, and rusted like the rest in the Burrow, but the lock is very much out of place with the historic era of the rest of the facility. It’s a keypad, and beneath several thick cobwebs, I see the display screen is powered.

      ‘This must be it,’ I say with excitement.

      We both try the first few combinations that come to mind. Jane, Hunter, Adam, Matt, Matthew, British, Museum, Charles, our home address, each of our dates of birth, Down Street, Burrow, and more. None of it works, and the keypad and door remain unmoved.

      ‘Could it be faulty after all this time?’ I ask as I inspect the mechanism.

      ‘Doesn’t look so,’ Matt says. ‘Any chance you can pick the lock?’

      ‘Not likely. I can manage basic locks and padlocks, but this is electronic. I could accidentally screw up and ruin the lock forever.’

      ‘Dad would’ve left us a clue,’ Matt says as he scans our surroundings. ‘Try Amun-Ra.’

      ‘Nope,’ I say as the door and its lock remain still and silent.

      I think back to the letter he left us and pull it from my jacket pocket. I read it again for any sign of a clue but see nothing. Then my eyes linger on the last line. I try it in English, both versions, and then Latin. To my surprise and elation, the keypad lights up and the lock mechanism cranks to life.

      ‘What did you try?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Cursum perficio,’ I say. ‘Finish the race.’

      ‘Finish the journey,’ Matt replies as the heavy steel door slowly swings open.

      We step through into a small room. A study with a vast desk covered with papers in the centre. It’s difficult to see in the darkness, even with our torches.

      ‘Here we go,’ Matt says as he finds a power switch and flips it on.

      The mechanical churning of a generator sounds throughout the room and gradually fires up. Overhead lights activate, dim at first but slowly growing brighter. A pair of computer screens flicker to life and music sounds from a set of speakers mounted on the wall.

      ‘Is that AC/DC?’ Matt asks.

      ‘It’s painful that you even have to ask that.’ I chuckle. The laugh isn’t so much about Matt’s question, but more in disbelief at what we see around us.

      There are print-outs of excavations and satellite imagery, along with piles of books and stacked pages of historical research covered in a thick layer of dust. The computer screens begin playing recordings from excavations around the world. This place is just like the operations rooms back in the British Museum.

      On one of the walls is a map of the world, with pins denoting places our father visited. It looks just like mine at the British Museum, only far more locations have been ticked off. Around the map are photographs of places, monuments, holy sites, and people from every corner of the world.

      ‘Dad really did see the world, didn’t he?’ I remark.

      Looking again around the room, I see another map of the world, a larger one that covers the entire wall. I step closer and see there is a small LED light within each country, though none show any sign of life.

      ‘Look here,’ Matt calls to me from the far side of the desk.

      A series of three picture frames lines one corner of the desk. They contain photographs of our mother, Matt, and me. Alongside them is a model aeroplane I made for my father at school and gave him for Christmas the year before he disappeared. He kept it here all this time. There is a small trophy on the desk too, a Student of the Year Award, dedicated to Matthew Hunter.

      ‘This is where he worked,’ I say.

      ‘Fresh air is coming from the vents,’ Matt says with a hand raised to the ventilation system. ‘He had power, fresh air, and running water by the looks of the sink in the corner.’

      ‘His lair,’ I say proudly. ‘Just like a superhero.’

      ‘He would have loved to have heard you say that.’ Charles’s voice comes from the entrance, making my brother and me jump.

      ‘You shouldn’t be here,’ Matt warns our former boss as he enters the room. ‘Don’t think we’ve forgotten that you lied to us.’

      ‘I had hoped your mother had explained why I kept the truth from you,’ Charles says.

      ‘She did, but that doesn’t mean we forgive you,’ I say. ‘How did you know we would be here?’

      ‘Honestly, I didn’t, but I’m glad you are.’

      ‘How do you know about this place?’ Matt asks.

      ‘There are two chairs in this room,’ Charles says. ‘The one on your side of the desk was your father’s. The one on this side was mine. This is where we first set up our base of operations before we took over the lower floors of the British Museum. This was where it began those many years ago. It seems your father kept it in good order. This was obviously his choice of music.’

      ‘Well, you’ve seen it, so you can go now,’ I tell him.

      ‘Wait. I have something for you,’ he says.

      ‘We don’t want anything from you,’ Matt says.

      ‘It’s from your father.’ Charles holds up a leather-bound journal.

      ‘What is it?’ I ask. ‘How did you get it?’

      ‘It arrived at my door not long after your father went missing. It came with instructions only to give it to you once you discovered the truth.’

      ‘Do you know what’s in it?’ Matt asks as he takes the journal from Charles.

      ‘If I had to hazard a guess, I would think it has details about exactly what your father was working on when he was lost in that storm. Whatever it is, he only wanted his sons to have it. Perhaps it will explain just why he had to leave.’

      ‘You never tried to read it?’ I ask, my temper rising again. ‘This could’ve told you exactly how to find him.’

      'Your father and I had a level of trust between us, something I had hoped to replicate with his sons but have clearly failed to do. The contents belong to you two alone.’

      ‘You’re not going to stay and see what’s in the journal?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Whatever is in those pages he meant for your eyes alone,’ Charles says. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, I will take my leave. There is apparently a warrant out for my arrest by order of the United Nations Security Council. I must retire from the world for a time.’

      ‘For relocating the British Museum’s secret collection of relics and artefacts?’

      ‘Perhaps we should turn you in for a reward,’ I suggest.

      ‘Perhaps. A word of caution to you both. Whatever you do with the knowledge in those pages, know that you are now on your own. I cannot help you anymore and neither can the British Museum. Your team now answers to Elizabeth Bowen and General Walcott, and they will be ordered to stop you if needed. I cannot comment on what actions they will take, but I do urge caution. I can promise you that Elizabeth and Walcott are not to be trusted. If you boys seek out what happened to your father, they will try to stop you.’

      ‘I’d like to see them try,’ Matt dares.

      ‘They will see your actions as an unofficial and unsanctioned operation,’ Charles warns. ‘You will be seen as lawbreakers.’

      ‘I like the sound of that.’ I grin.

      ‘Regardless, I fear Elizabeth and others may have a personal interest in what your father sought. Stay mobile. Stay on the move. Find out what happened to your father. Find out what happened to my friend.’

      ‘We will,’ I answer with certainty.

      ‘What about you and the museum?’ Matt asks.

      ‘We will survive,’ Charles says with regret. ‘We will do everything we can to slow and restrict General Walcott and Elizabeth. Be careful, both of you, please. Good luck.’

      ‘Thank you, Charles,’ I say.

      ‘Good luck,’ he repeats before disappearing into the darkness of Churchill’s Burrow.

      ‘I really don’t know what to think of him anymore,’ I say to Matt once I’m certain Charles is gone.

      ‘He lied to us from the moment he met us, but I do think it was with good, if misguided, intentions. Now he has lost everything he ever worked for. It’s difficult not to feel sorry for him, despite all that’s happened.’

      I sink into our father’s chair and rub my tired eyes.

      ‘This morning, we were playing paintball with our friends. We had the best jobs in the world and thought our father was just a simple salesman. Now, we’ve lost our jobs and our friends, the museum has been taken over, and we find out our father was involved in all this. You sure this isn’t a dream… or a nightmare?’

      ‘Real I’m afraid.’ Matt flicks through the pages of the journal. ‘Adam, look at this.’

      He lays the journal on the desk and flattens the pages for me to see. Across the pages are strange symbols and combinations of letters and numbers. It is unmistakably our father’s handwriting, but none of it makes any sense.

      ‘Codes,’ I say with a smile growing across my lips.

      ‘Codes. Just like I use in my journals.’

      ‘Which is exactly how I got mixed up in this mess,’ I recall.

      Right at the beginning of this, my first run-in with the British Museum when Matt vanished, I stole his journal and deciphered the encryptions to decode his notes. With that information, I traced my brother’s footsteps, discovered his involvement with the British Museum and their whole secretive world, and eventually found and freed Matt.

      ‘Flick through to the last pages,’ I say as realisation dawns on me. What if this is just like what happened with Matt? What if our father’s final notes hold clues as to what he was doing during his final days here? What if they can reveal where he was headed?

      The final notes are on the last two pages and are separate from the rest of the journal. The writing is scruffier than the rest, as if scrawled in a rush. Like the rest of the journal, the writing is in an ever-changing code. Letters, numbers, and symbols are used and jumbled, leaving an illegible mess. Luckily, our father brought us up on codes, encryptions, and methods of concealing messages. More secrets, I realise.

      It takes a few attempts, but after a while, we decoded the first line.

      THE NIGHT SKY WILL LEAD THE WAY TO THE HEART OF THE OCEAN

      ‘What did he mean by that?’ Matt questions.

      I look at the rest of the two pages, seeing seven distinct symbols that are new to me.

      ‘You know these?’ I ask.

      ‘No idea. That’s nothing I’ve ever seen before.’

      ‘Night sky will the lead the way,’ I read. ‘These are clues to where he was headed. Seven distinct clues. Night sky will lead the way. Northern Lights, maybe?’

      ‘Not even close, Adam.’ Matt laughs. ‘He means stars. Constellations, perhaps?’

      ‘Sailors and explorers used to navigate using stars and constellations. They could give a clear heading and destination.’

      I look at the seven symbols again but still can’t identify any of them. Around each are scrawled notes. A word or two that give little information other than coast, maze, and mountain.

      ‘We need these identified,’ Matt says with a tremor of excitement in his voice. ‘Our father tracked these symbols down in pursuit of something.’

      ‘We know someone who could identify them,’ I say. ‘Abbey.’

      ‘You heard Charles. The museum and its resources are off-limits to us. That includes Abbey and our team. Bowen and Walcott could be listening in.’

      ‘Any other suggestions?’

      ‘Maybe. I’ve got a friend who’s kinda off-record and not exactly… legal. She could help. If we do this, though, you know it will be seen as an unofficial mission by General Walcott and Elizabeth Bowen. They may try to stop us, just like Charles said.’

      ‘If we figure this out,’ I say, indicating to the journal and its notes, ‘then we’ll know where Dad was heading. We have to go after him. We have to know what happened.’

      In Matt’s hand is a beat-up silver lighter. My brother doesn’t smoke, but he always carries the lighter. His good luck charm, given to him by our father. He turns it between his fingers, lost in contemplation for a moment, and then finally nods.

      ‘We have to know,’ Matt agrees.

      ‘Cursum perficio.’

      ‘Complete the journey,’ Matt says. ‘We complete his journey. Our father’s last journey.’

      ‘You’re going to need to have a talk with Kat,’ I tell my brother, knowing Matt will have to leave her and the twins for a while.

      ‘She’ll understand,’ Matt says with certainty. ‘I hope so, anyway. I don’t want to leave them. That’s the last thing I want.’

      ‘But we have to know what happened to Dad.’

      Matt agrees with a simple nod. I know this must be difficult for Matt, pulling him away from his young family.

      ‘I can do this on my own,’ I offer.

      ‘Not a chance,’ Matt says with a forced grin. ‘You will cause ten times the mayhem and likely get caught within a day without me to steer you away from trouble.’

      ‘Kat and the twins can stay with our mother,’ I say, knowing how much she has relished her new role as a grandmother. ‘She’ll love that.’

      ‘Yeah, she will.’

      I move to pick up the journal, but as I do, my gaze falls upon one of the symbols on the page. It’s an emblem of concentric circles, one inside the other. The same symbol appears several times on the pages as if my father was possessed by the need to repeat the pattern. It’s nothing I recognise from codes or encryption, but I have definitely seen it before.

      ‘I know this,’ I tell Matt as the realization suddenly hits me. ‘I saw it on the tomb walls in Osiris’s pyramid in Egypt. It was in Osiris’s Book of the Dead too… and I saw it engraved on tools and weapons of bronze in Colonel Steinhardt’s collection.’

      ‘The undead Nazi colonel?’ Matt questions.

      ‘That’s the one,’ I confirm as I wrack my memories. ‘I know this. I know this.’

      ‘C’mon, Adam. What is it?’ he asks, just as the answer surfaces in my mind.

      ‘You won’t believe this, Matt,’ I say with building realisation and excitement. ‘That’s the symbol of Atlantis.’
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      ALAINA: Hunting—The waters of the Aegean Ocean. The time of Gods and Heroes.

      ‘Smoke ahead!’ cries a voice at the bow of the ship.

      ‘That is our destination!’ I call back with a wide smile. ‘Poseidon, lead us on!’

      The waves crash against the hull of our ship, the Hydra, spraying all aboard, but none are daunted. The winds are with us, the twin sails full and driving us on toward our prey. Above us, the sun shines brightly with not a cloud in the sky. The Gods are smiling down upon us.

      ‘You think this to be them, my Princess?’ Dion, man-mountain, my second-in-command and captain of my guard asks.

      ‘How many times must I tell you to simply call me commander?’

      ‘At least once more,’ he replies with a broad grin. I can see his eagerness as he paces restlessly across the deck.

      ‘Save your energy, my friend. I believe you will need it soon enough.’

      We approach a large grouping of rocks and high reefs. To call it an island in the midst of the vast Aegean would be too much, but the rocks are large enough and dangerous enough to prove more than troublesome. Amongst it is a cavern bay with one narrow entrance, barely wide enough for a ship to navigate. Smoke rises into the air from that cavern, and as we near, we see a single vessel inside.

      ‘It’s the merchant ship,’ Phaedra, the Hydra’s elder and our most experienced warrior calls from the bow.

      For five days, we have searched for the missing ship of a merchant fleet that set out with its cargo bound from Athens. They were ambushed by thieves, rogues, and pirates, leaving two vessels burning and another sinking to the bottom of the ocean. Their cargo was claimed and crews taken as slaves. Barely a handful of survivors were found clinging to floating wreckage, all telling tales of the heinous acts of these accursed pirates. The raiders vanished without a trace, as did the last remaining ship of the merchant fleet.

      Phaedra, skin marked by years of combat and darkened by the sun, joins Dion and me at the helm of the ship.

      ‘No sign of life,’ she says. ‘No sign of anything.’

      ‘Perhaps they fled the pirates,’ Dion suggests as he wipes the sweat and sea from his bald head. ‘They may have sought sanctuary in there.’

      ‘Phaedra?’ I ask, seeking the elder’s guidance to confirm the suspicions I hold.

      ‘This feels like a trap,’ Phaedra advises as she gazes out to the waiting ship within the dark cavern.

      ‘Agreed.’

      ‘What next, my Princess?’ Dion asks.

      ‘We spring the trap,’ I reply with a grin. ‘Sails down, slow row ahead.’

      ‘Sails down!’ Phaedra bellows.

      ‘Slow row ahead!’ repeats Dion to the twin flanks manning the oars.

      The orders are echoed by the captains of our rows of oarsmen, and within moments, the sails fall and the Hydra’s oars propel us towards the cavern. From the helm, I steer, keeping the ship clear of the rocks and treacherous reefs. Though our hull is thick and strong, I would never chance a collision in the midst of the Aegean without support. Battle is different. In battle, I would send our bireme warship crashing into any foe in sight without thought or fear for the destruction I would wreak. In battle, victory is all. To lose a ship to rocks is just foolish.

      Once close enough, I give the order to withdraw the oars and leave our momentum to carry us into the cavern.

      ‘Stay vigilant and keep weapons at hand!’ I call to my crew.

      ‘Bring us closer,’ Phaedra says and I do so, guiding the Hydra beside the merchantman as close as I dare with the ship burning somewhere in its depths.

      There is still no sign of a crew or any life. The only movement is that of the smoke rising from the vessel’s belly. I cast my eyes upon the rest of the cavern, but it’s shrouded in darkness.

      ‘I see nothing,’ Dion states.

      ‘That does not mean there is nothing there,’ I reply, wary of the unknown.

      ‘Your orders, Commander?’

      ‘My guard with me,’ I instruct. ‘We will see the truth of this for ourselves. Bring me my weapon and shield.’

      I already wear my bronze and leather breastplate and grieves, and quickly, my curved tower shield is brought to my waiting arm and my trident, the weapon of my nation, is handed to me. It is the weapon of Poseidon, God of the Sea, heavier and stronger than any common spear. Most carried by my warriors have three deadly sharpened teeth, whereas mine, belonging to royalty, has five.

      I leave Phaedra in command of the ship and walk to the bow, Dion and a pair of my guards leading and four at my back. As we walk, a heavy drumming sounds with every step as my warriors strike down the butts of their tridents. All around us join the beat, every man and woman upon my ship a warrior. Each wears the same bronze armour as I, marked by the trident of Poseidon. The trident is the symbol of our homeland and our warrior renown.

      As we approach the lowered gangplanks, our passage to the merchant vessel, we are joined by ten more of my guards. I take one last long gaze around the shadowed cavern before giving Dion the signal to advance. The beat of our warriors ceases, and we cross over to the merchantman.

      We find it silent, dead, and vacant. Blood marks the deck, dry and faded but sign enough of a slaughter.

      ‘There is nothing but ghosts to be found,’ Dion warns. ‘Hades has already taken all aboard this doomed ship.’

      ‘I fear not,’ I say as a murmur sounds from the decks below us. A murmur that grows into a roar and cheer.

      Light flickers into life from the shadows of the cavern as more cheers join the chorus. These lights rise into the air, and almost too late, I realise what they are.

      ‘Shields up!’ I scream, but a moment before the aflame arrows soar down upon us.

      Our warriors aboard both ships react with instinct, raising shields and crouching low. Two shafts thunder into my shield, but I and those in my command are left unscathed. I hear the call for water to extinguish the flames, but my gaze is focussed on the shadows moving in the cavern. Two approach us, whilst a third drifts to block the entrance of the cavern before bursting into flame, a fire-ship.

      ‘A trap it is,’ Dion declares as the twin shadows reveal themselves as galleys crewed by rogues and brigands. Both vessels are half the size of the Hydra, yet their decks are filled with the foul pirates.

      ‘They cheer for blood and pillage,’ Dion says, with ready shield and trident.

      ‘Blood they shall have,’ I swear with a wide grin.

      As the ships of the brigands near, the cheering from the lower decks of the merchantman builds. From the stairs and ladders of the cargo holds, two dozen of the fiends rise to face us. They are foul and filthy, wretches of men armed with rusted blades and broken armour. They are fools to challenge us, unknowing of who they truly face. We must remain vigilant, though, for even fools can remain deadly.

      ‘Wall,’ I order, and my guard forms a tight circle with me, locking shields with tridents raised high and ready.

      ‘Surrender your weapons, your jewels, and your ship,’ one man among the brigands demands. He must be the leader of this foul band. Silver teeth line his jaw, with a face half covered in burn scars and a blinded crimson eye.

      ‘Surrender or your men will be slaughtered, and your women will be claimed, raped, and worse,’ he orders. ‘I, King Eryx, make this vow.’

      ‘If we surrender, you will kill or enslave us anyway,’ I argue.

      ‘Is it not the way of the world that a victor claims his enemies as slaves?’

      ‘It is not our way,’ I state with hard conviction.

      ‘No?’ he replies. ‘My beautiful lady, you are mistaken. Athens, Mycenea, Sparta, Crete, Rhodes… all retain slaves. What makes you any different?’

      I reply by slamming my trident down onto the deck of the ship again and again. My drumming is joined by my guards, and then my crew upon the Hydra. The drumming grows ever louder as the beat is joined by every one of our oarsmen. We are the only nation in the Greek kingdoms that do not enslave and do not chain man to oar. We arm every man and woman upon our ships, ready to fight when the alarm sounds, warriors one and all.

      The brigands are fools to bring their ships so close to ours, for instead of the few souls they saw upon the deck, they now face near two hundred men and women, warriors with tridents, ready to draw blood.

      ‘Finally, I have you cornered,’ I taunt.

      ‘I think you are mistaken,’ the pirate mutters, though fear has begun to creep into his eyes and voice.

      ‘No, I am not mistaken,’ I say confidently.

      ‘What is this?’ the pirate king asks with a tremor of fear in his voice. ‘Who are you?’

      ‘You made a terrible mistake, king of fools, brigands, and rogues. I am Princess Alaina. We are Atlantis.’

      ‘WE ARE ATLANTIS!’ every one of my warriors roars with a thunder of drumming.

      I do not wait for our foes to react. They showed no mercy to their victims. They shall receive no mercy from me.

      ‘Send them to Hades!’ I order, trident raised toward Eryx. ‘Leave that one to me.’

      ‘I will tear your pretty little head from your neck!’ he screams.

      ‘I welcome the attempt.’ I take one last look at Dion, and the warriors on my right and left.

      ‘Begin,’ I order.

      Four of the rogues fall to the first thrust of our tridents. Three men fall to the second. We keep order, shields locked and only parting to launch our tridents through. The brigands throw themselves at us in a frenzy but cannot break through our wall.

      Beyond us, I hear the battle on the Hydra, my warriors taking the fight to the crews of both pirate vessels. They expected a petty resistance, but what they unleashed was a storm born of the sea. The men and women of my command are making swift work of the rabbles who dared try to take our ship.

      My gaze meets Eryx’s, and the fear I see is overwhelming. The king of fools backs away, as do his men, and this short conflict is all but over.

      ‘They flee!’ Dion roars in triumph. ‘Cowards!’

      ‘Then let us see it ended!’ I cheer, as do my guard.

      Our wall of shields parts as we hunt down the last of the pirate scum. One man charges me in his madness. I block the swings of his rusted, bent blade before slicing my trident across and then through him. I roar as I push past my fallen foe.

      ‘How many slaves did you take?’ I call after Eryx as he continues to back away. ‘How many men did you murder? How many women did you rape and sell to the highest bidder?’

      Eryx snarls and lunges at me with a blade in each hand. He’s clumsy, panicking, and fearful as his men fall around him. With my shield, I hammer him back, lifting the points of my trident to his throat and forcing him to retreat.

      ‘He is mine alone,’ I tell the pair of guards still at my side. ‘Do not interfere.’

      ‘I can give you gold,’ the pirate king pleads. ‘I can give you riches.’

      ‘Stained with the blood of the innocent!’

      Beyond us, at the entrance of the cavern, the burning fire-ship tremors and groans before tearing apart. The blockade that was meant to trap us scatters as another ship rams straight through without sustaining any damage. A grin creeps across my lips as I recognise the arriving vessel.

      In his rage, Eryx swings at me again, but this time, I twist clear of his blade and ram my trident deep through his arm. The pirate king howls with agony, but he does not stop there, desperately swinging his remaining blade at my head. I block it with my shield before hammering him hard in the face with the curved tower.

      ‘How…’ he stammers. ‘You’re… you’re just a woman…’

      ‘I’m Atlantean,’ I simply state, pulling the trident free of the wretch and then stabbing him in the heart. He falls to the deck to the cheers of my warriors.

      I look up and see that the battle is ended. Our foes have been vanquished and the pirate vessels, pitiful as they are, have been taken.

      ‘All too easy,’ Dion boasts.

      ‘A rabble,’ I remark as I pull my trident free of the fallen pirate king and spit on his corpse. ‘They were fools to challenge us.’

      ‘They may have reconsidered if they knew they were facing Princess Alaina of Atlantis,’ Dion cheers, along with my guard. They do not mock but cheer out of pride. They know I would fight and die alongside any of them, and they would do the same for me.

      ‘It seems someone wanted to interrupt our victory,’ I say, looking to the vessel, a bireme like the Hydra, that had rammed straight through the fire-ship.

      ‘Your orders?’ Phaedra asks as I cross over and onto my ship.

      ‘Sink the merchantman,’ I say. ‘That ship reeks of death. Recover what you can and free any prisoners. Then scuttle their worthless vessels too.’

      ‘I will see it done,’ the elder replies. ‘You are unharmed?’

      Phaedra trained me when I was just a child in the use of trident and shield. Even after all these years, she still eyes me with the concern of a mentor.

      ‘We are victorious and live to tell the tale,’ I simply reply.

      ‘What more could we ask for?’ she says with a brief and rare smile.

      ‘Losses?’

      ‘Few,’ Phaedra replies. ‘These brigands were untrained and unworthy.’

      ‘Agreed.’

      I hand my shield and trident to Dion before crossing the deck of the Hydra and looking out at the newcomers. I recognised the ship, the Cetus, the moment its reinforced bow smashed through the fire-ship, and it doesn’t take me long to locate its commander. He has the same height, dark hair, and green eyes as I. We were born into this life together and are bonded as equals, brother and sister.

      ‘Princess Alaina.’ He greets me with a warm smile and a low bow.

      ‘Prince Calix,’ I reply. ‘What brings you to this dark corner of the world?’

      ‘We have been searching for you,’ he explains. ‘We spotted the Hydra just before you entered this wondrous place. You’ve been keeping exceptional company, as always.’

      ‘What do you want, brother?’ I ask impatiently. ‘We had already claimed victory here and had no need for your assistance.’

      ‘It shall be known. I do not seek to claim any high honour here.’

      ‘We are not due to return for another ten days. Why seek us out now?’

      ‘It is by order of our father,’ he replies, his voice becoming serious. ‘He wishes to see us both and requests that we meet with haste.’

      ‘Prepare to cast off,’ I call to Phaedra and Dion.

      ‘Destination?’ Dion asks.

      ‘Home,’ I say. ‘Atlantis.’

      ‘No, sister,’ Calix calls out from the deck of the Cetus. ‘We are to meet east off the coast of Cyprus.’

      ‘Father will be there?’

      ‘Father and the entire Atlantean fleet. We sail for war.’
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      ADAM: Wondering why on earth I’m here—Diouri’s emporium of rare finds & Antiques—Bermondsey, London.

      ‘This can’t be the right place,’ I say as I wander the dust-covered shop. ‘This place is filled with relics, but none that anyone would want. Are you sure someone here will be able to tell us what those seven symbols are?’

      We stand in a small, old, very dusty store that’s hidden away down the narrow backstreets of Bermondsey. It looks like it should have gone out of business years ago. Around us are a dozen or so antiques housed in dirty glass cabinets; chipped china cups, faded vases, and a rusted suit of medieval armour that’s missing a few pieces. There is nothing of real interest and no attempt to modernise and attract customers. Even the till looks to be at least fifty years old.

      ‘You’ll see,’ Matt simply says with a knowing smirk.

      ‘How did Kat take the news that you might be out of town for a while?’ I ask as we wait for the store owner.

      ‘Kat understands,’ my brother says with a heavy sigh. ‘It kills me to leave them. In the end, strangely, it was Kat who encouraged me to go. She said if it was her father, then there would be nothing I could say that would stop her.’

      ‘She’s a good one. You should put a ring on her finger to keep hold of her.’

      ‘Funny.’ Matt pretends to inspect more of the castoffs among the shop displays.

      ‘Looks like a pile of junk to me.’ I lean against the counter before a box thunders down behind me and makes me jump away in fright.

      ‘What seems like junk to you is treasure to others,’ an elderly woman says from behind the counter. She’s hunched over with a walking stick, her face concealed by a veil wrapped about her head.

      ‘Miss Diouri?’ I ask, but the woman eyes me with contempt, daring me to say something else to offend her store.

      ‘Lovely place you have here,’ I say nervously.

      The elderly woman then erupts into a cascade of raised words from a wide range of languages. I hear some French, Arabic, Italian, and others I couldn’t even hazard a guess at their origin. All the time she is fixing me with wide, angry eyes.

      ‘Miss Diouri, play nice,’ Matt says from behind me. He has a cruel smile on his lips and is simply watching.

      ‘Matthew,’ she greets in a softer, almost sultry voice. ‘I presume this is your younger brother, Adam?’

      ‘That’s me,’ I confirm in confusion.

      ‘I thought I might see you soon,’ Miss Diouri says as she casts another gaze over me. ‘Both of you. Yes, you’re certainly brothers, aren’t you? What brings you to my fine store today?’

      ‘No idea,’ I say under my breath, the words escaping me.

      ‘Yeah, you’ve certainly got the Hunter cheek,’ Diouri remarks, ‘but I won’t have that under my roof. Not when it’s you who is coming to me for something.’

      ‘Apologies,’ I say. ‘It won’t happen again.’

      ‘So, what do you need?’ the shop owner asks. ‘Are you in the pursuit of ancient artefacts? Or perhaps the tools to seek them out?’

      ‘How about some information and advice?’ Matt asks. ‘Then we can see about the rest.’

      ‘If you have the cash, I have the words.’ She gives a wide grin. ‘Although, I already know you don’t have the cash.’

      ‘You heard?’ I ask.

      ‘I know the British Museum is under new management,’ Miss Diouri confirms. ‘If it wasn’t, then you wouldn’t be here. Come. Follow me into the backrooms.’

      The elderly woman hobbles with a walking stick past the counter and through the back corridor towards the rear storerooms. As she walks the dark corridor, her appearance changes. The limp has vanished, and she is standing much straighter and taller, with steps covering more ground too.

      ‘After you,’ Matt encourages me.

      I follow down the dark corridor and enter the rear rooms in pitch darkness.

      ‘Where did she go?’ I ask before the lights flicker on and blind me for an instant.

      When my vision returns, I spot Miss Diouri, or rather the woman who was Miss Diouri. Gone is the walking stick and veil, and instead stands an attractive Moroccan woman in her forties with a grin on her face. The drab store is forgotten too, instead replaced with shining glass cabinets displaying wide varieties of artefacts and relics. There are shining suits of medieval armour, crowns inlaid with jewels, and golden chalices of all shapes and sizes. There are items from a dozen different ages; Egyptian, Greek, Incan, Aztec, and more. Each item is housed within a cabinet secured by keypads, laser sensors, and inch-thick glass, probably bulletproof.

      ‘So, why the crappy shop front?’ I ask without thinking.

      ‘To protect what I hide back here,’ she replies with a knowing smile.

      ‘Is this legal?’

      ‘Not even close,’ Matt whispers to me.

      ‘Black market,’ I guess.

      ‘Hence the secrecy,’ Miss Diouri says, ‘and that is exactly how I like it. I keep my little operation on the quiet and I don’t get bothered by you government-funded boys.’

      ‘Your operation isn’t that little, though, is it?’ Matt teases.

      ‘I like to keep busy.’

      ‘If you two have had enough of flirting,’ I intervene.

      ‘What information and advice do the Hunter brothers need from little old me?’ Miss Diouri asks.

      ‘We were wondering if you could take a look at these,’ I say, showing her a photo taken of the symbols in our father’s journal.

      ‘The museum’s resources are unavailable to you, so you seek a different expert.’ She smiles before taking a closer look at the symbols I’ve encircled. Miss Diouri takes a few moments, looking at each of the seven symbols in turn.

      ‘Interesting…’ she says every once in a while, before announcing, ‘I have seen these before.’

      ‘Where?’ Matt asks.

      Miss Diouri smiles, and with a few taps on her mobile phone, she patches into the screens fixed around the room.

      ‘Out of the seven you highlighted, I recognise only this one,’ she says before bringing up the image of the symbol and highlighting certain aspects. Next appears the painting of a bearded man holding what appears to be a lightning bolt.

      ‘The symbol you have there, the bolt of lightning. I have seen it many times before in paintings, on statues, and inscribed on all manner of artefacts. It is a symbol of the king and father of the Greek gods.’

      ‘Zeus,’ I say.

      ‘I could hazard a guess at the others, but give me time and I will find you the answers you seek.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Matt and I say.

      ‘There was something else I recognised from those pages,’ Miss Diouri says with an even wider grin. After another quick couple of taps on her phone, the images of Zeus disappear and are replaced. Instead are images of the concentric circles; on armour, pottery, temple ruins, and more. There are dozens of images, close to a hundred from across the world.

      ‘You’re hunting for Atlantis, aren’t you?’ Miss Diouri asks with a knowing smile. ‘Following in your father’s footsteps.’

      ‘What did you say?’ Matt and I ask in unison.

      Miss Diouri looks at her mobile phone, and after a dozen taps, she brings up images of our father. There’s one of him at a dig site, another in a tomb, and one climbing a mountain.

      ‘You knew our father?’ Matt asks in shock.

      ‘Your father visited this store many times over the years. He always could make me smile. Of course, that was long before your mother came along and you boys appeared. Christopher was a good friend and had a heart for adventure. A quality I believe his sons share.’

      ‘Why did you never mention this?’ Matt asks.

      ‘You hooked up with our dad?’ I ask, stunned.

      ‘He asked me not to reveal our connection to anyone, nor what he sought on his final expedition,’ she says with growing sadness in her voice. ‘I do miss your father and offered all the support I could in finding him, but to no avail.’

      ‘He asked you what these symbols were?’ I guess.

      ‘Yes. The night sky will lead the way to the heart of the ocean. Do you understand the meaning behind that?’

      ‘Stars and constellations,’ Matt says.

      ‘They will lead you to Atlantis,’ Miss Diouri says. ‘At least, that was what Christopher believed. With those seven clues, those seven constellations, you could find Atlantis.’

      ‘You think Atlantis is real?’ I ask.

      ‘Maybe,’ she replies with a sly smile. ‘Your father certainly believed so. Tell me, what do you know of Atlantis?’

      ‘That it’s supposedly a mythical kingdom that sank into the sea,’ I say. ‘Or that it’s a kingdom that exists under the sea.’

      ‘Perhaps both,’ Miss Diouri suggests as she brings up drawings, sketches, and paintings of Atlantis, and of course, the concentric circles symbol. ‘Little is known for certain, and much is clouded in myth and legend. A nation hidden from the rest of the world. A city possessing advanced technology. An island that is still embedded in the era of the Ancient Greeks. There is little real evidence and even less proof. What we do know is that the Kingdom of Atlantis is mentioned throughout time by the Romans, the ancient Egyptians, and the Greeks. The Athenian philosopher Plato wrote at great lengths of Atlantis with detailed descriptions of its lands, its people, and its fall into ruin. There are even mentions of Atlantis in the recovered Dead Sea scrolls and amongst the saved parchment and records from the ruined Library of Alexandria. Throughout time, the symbol of Atlantis—the concentric circles—appears.’

      ‘Why the circles?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Many presume that this symbol is devised from the circular defences that surrounded the city, island, or nation, depending on which legend you are reading. It is difficult to know for certain with there being no photographic evidence of the place nor wholly accurate accounts.’

      ‘Say it was a real place… what happened to it?’ I ask.

      ‘Engulfed in a cataclysm,’ Diouri says. ‘Gone up in fire and storm. Simply sank into the seas. There is much speculation, but little in the way of evidence. What I can say for certain is that men and women have devoted lifetimes in the pursuit of Atlantis. Many have paid for their obsessions with their lives.’

      ‘Like our father,’ I say quietly.

      ‘I mean only to warn you of the dangers.’

      ‘We understand the risks,’ Matt says. ‘We are Hunters, after all.’

      ‘So, back to our father’s clues,’ I say. ‘How do we find these constellations? There are seven symbols here, one that you’ve identified as Zeus. There could be dozens of constellations that refers to.’

      ‘You are right, it could be,’ Miss Diouri agrees.

      ‘What if the symbols aren’t what the constellations are known as today but clues of where to find them,’ Matt speculates.

      ‘You’ve lost me,’ I say in confusion.

      ‘What if Zeus isn’t the constellation but where we can find it?’

      ‘Seven symbols for seven locations,’ Miss Diouri states. ‘At each is the clue as to each of the seven constellations.’

      ‘Symbols to find locations, to find clues to find constellations,’ I repeat. ‘Quite the hunt.’

      ‘And with those constellations, we will have a route. A map to finding Atlantis,’ Matt says with undeniable excitement. ‘Atlantis and our father.’

      ‘A map. The question is, who would leave such a map?’

      ‘Sounds like a question for the British Museum to answer,’ Diouri says.

      ‘We will have to do,’ Matt says, flashing a confident grin. ‘Did he give you any hint of how he acquired these clues and symbols?’

      ‘He certainly did,’ she says. ‘Your father came to me in pursuit of another relic, or rather access to several.’

      ‘I don’t follow,’ I say, confused and looking to a nearby suit of armour engraved with the word Avalon.

      ‘I mentioned the Dead Sea Scrolls. The Dead Sea Scrolls are ancient Jewish religious manuscripts found in the Qumran Caves in the Judaean Desert, near the northern shore of the Dead Sea. Upon these scrolls is much history and many secrets. Your father was part of a team that recovered one of the scrolls. He found this symbol, the concentric circles of Atlantis, upon it. Your father sought access to more of the Dead Sea Scrolls through… less traditional methods.’

      ‘And less legal, I guess,’ Matt says.

      ‘Naughty Dad.’ I chuckle.

      ‘I gained him access at a cost, and from those scrolls, he found these symbols,’ Miss Diouri explains. ‘At least your father has done half the work.’

      ‘And Zeus is the first clue,’ I say as my mind begins to work. I remember more of the notes we deciphered from our father’s journal. ‘Mount. Summit. Seat. Throne. Climb.’

      ‘Mount Olympus,’ Matt says. ‘The Throne of Zeus upon the summit of Mount Olympus in Greece.’

      ‘Is that a real place?’ I ask.

      ‘Your father certainly believed so,’ Miss Diouri states.

      ‘And there we will find the first constellation,’ I say with building excitement.

      ‘And the first clue on the way to Atlantis,’ Matt agrees.

      ‘What about the other six symbols?’ I ask.

      ‘I will reach out to a few of my contacts,’ Miss Diouri says. ‘I will see if I can identify at least a few more.’

      ‘For further payment?’ Matt questions.

      ‘You haven’t paid me for the guidance I have already given.’ She laughs.

      ‘One big problem,’ I say. ‘We have no equipment, no gear, no support, and no weaponry if needed. We won’t even be able to use our own passports, as you know that Walcott and Elizabeth will be keeping watch for us. They will have us arrested if they find out what we’re doing.’

      ‘Sounds to me like you could do with a few black market materials.’ Miss Diouri inputs a code into a dark glass cabinet that lights up along with many others along a wall. Within is a wide range of the latest modern equipment in pristine condition. It’s like an armoury, with climbing equipment, underwater diving gear, oxygen masks, weaponry, armour, and electronics that I can’t even name, let alone use. My eyes fall upon a rack of hunting bows with matching quivers of arrows.

      ‘Planning a bank heist?’ I ask.

      ‘Why, fancy one?’ the store owner challenges before placing a set of passports and identity cards out on a table for us. ‘Give me one hour and I can have you set up with new identities that can get you in and out of the country.’

      ‘We can’t pay for this,’ Matt says. ‘We barely have enough for the help you’ve already given us.’

      ‘That is a pity,’ Miss Diouri says as she switches off the lights to the armoury.

      ‘Aw,’ I say as the hunting bows disappear from sight.

      ‘Charles came to me before you did,’ she confesses. ‘He explained some of what has happened and the trouble he and your museum are in with the United Nations.’

      ‘He is certainly in some hot water,’ I say.

      ‘I’d call it more molten lava that will destroy everything in its path,’ Miss Diouri corrects me. ‘Regardless, he advised that you may come to me and to make his own personal account available. That will be enough to cover the information I am providing you and the IDs and travel documents.’

      This is difficult to hear. I was so angry with Charles for lying to us for so long, but despite everything he’s going through and now being on the run from the authorities, he is still trying to help us.

      ‘Charles’s account doesn’t stretch to a few pieces of equipment, does it?’ I dare to ask.

      ‘I am afraid not, and I am no charity,’ Miss Diouri says. ‘Your father helped me, and I will help you if I can, but not for free. I will be in touch as soon as I discover anything about the rest of your symbols.’

      ‘Flights?’ I ask.

      ‘We may have to dip into our savings,’ Matt says.

      ‘You have savings?’ I’m only half-joking.

      ‘Hopefully enough.’ he says.

      ‘What do you think?’ I ask Matt. ‘With no gear or equipment, no weapons, no support or back–up. You ready to go up against the UN Security Council, General Walcott, Bowen Inc., Winterbourne, and possibly our own friends at the British Museum?’

      ‘You and me, brother, against it all,’ Matt says with a grin. ‘We have a mountain in Greece to climb.’
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      ALAINA: Uniting with The Atlantean Fleet–East of the coast of Cyprus.

      Three hundred ships, more than double what any single Greek kingdom could put to sea. Each is the size of the Hydra and the Cetus, crewed by my brother Calix and me. It is an inspiring sight and one that would drive fear into the heart of any foe we may face, but Atlantis has not been at war for near a century now. On only rare occasions has the Atlantean fleet been rallied like this, and that is what makes me cautious.

      Our course takes us to the largest ship in the fleet, the Throne. Its name is apt, for its commanders are my father and mother, the king and queen of Atlantis. The Throne is larger than any ship in the fleet, a trieme, housing three ranks of oarsmen at its flanks and the only ship of its kind.

      Only Dion and Phaedra accompany me aboard the Throne, joining my brother who is escorted by his crewmen, Spiro the elder, and Vivara, female captain of his guard.

      ‘Have you ever seen anything like this?’ I ask my brother as I embrace him in greeting.

      ‘Nobody has in our lifetime,’ he replies.

      ‘Atlantis cannot be under threat. The fleet would not have united here if our home was endangered.’

      ‘Agreed. This is something else.’

      ‘Princess Alaina, Prince Calix, welcome,’ Vasilos, royal advisor on our parents’ council, greets us. He is advanced in years, hunched, with hair as white as snow and a crooked smile with gaps in his teeth. He has been a part of our lives since the day we were born, and we see him as more of an uncle than an advisor. He embraces us both warmly.

      ‘It is good to see you, Vasilos,’ Calix says.

      ‘As it is whenever I see the pair of you,’ he replies. ‘Zeus smiles upon us whenever the royal family is united.’

      ‘What is this about?’ I ask.

      ‘War,’ he says with certainty and sadness. ‘Come. Your parents are eager to see you.’

      We are escorted to the erected pavilion upon the deck of the ship. The pavilion and ship are plain and battle-ready with very few luxuries or decorative items on display. The only items of note are the bronze statues of the Gods, Poseidon and Zeus chief among them. Guards raise their crossed tridents in acknowledgement as we approach. I recognise a few of the royal guards from our youth and others from service upon ships of the fleet.

      ‘My King and Queen, may I present the Prince and Princess of Atlantis,’ Vasilos announces as we approach the helm of the Throne. There, standing over a wide table covered in maps, are our parents, King Aegeus and Queen Kallista, rulers of Atlantis.

      ‘My children.’ Our mother greets us first, hugging me and then Calix tightly. Though her hair is greying, she still retains much of the beauty of her youth. There is apprehension in her eyes, as there is in our father’s.

      ‘Thank you for coming with haste,’ King Aegeus says as he kisses me on the forehead and then clasps arms with my brother. I can hear the heavy sighs as he moves, wounds to his leg and back wreaking agony upon him in his advanced years. Even if it were not for the pain, it is clear that he is concerned. There is a weariness to him I have never seen; a strain that weighs heavily upon his heart and soul.

      Both Mother and Father wear a simple circlet bronze crown upon their heads, matching their armour. Though neither have seen combat for many years, the armour they wear shows scars of a dozen battles and conflicts. Together, they fought to protect Atlantis and all of Greece, for that is the way of our people. King and Queen, brother and sister, man and woman. All are equal in Atlantis. Our mother and father rule our kingdom together as one.

      Stepping away from them, I see that we have uncles in attendance at this gathering. Yannis, Takis, Romanos, and Philos, younger brothers of our father, are present and greet my brother and me. Each is a ship commander, veteran of battle, and lord of Atlantis.

      There is one last man at the table whose face I do not know. From his clothes and armour, I can see he is Greek, but not Atlantean. His appearance is that of a noble, but his skin is darkened by the sun and marked by toil and work. Storm-cloud grey eyes look at us carefully, as if taking in every detail and every interaction, his lips curling with the faintest hint of a smile.

      ‘Who is this?’ I ask cautiously.

      ‘May I introduce Odysseus of Ithaca,’ Vasilos states. ‘Odysseus is acting as envoy to King Agamemnon of Mycenea.’

      ‘It is an honour to meet the Prince and Princess of Atlantis,’ he says, his words calm and slow. He clasps hands with my brother before placing a kiss on my hand.

      ‘What is this?’ I ask of my parents. ‘Why have we been summoned? I taxed Calix with questions, but he could reveal little. He states that we are at war, and from appearances, near our entire fleet has been assembled. ‘If we are at war, who is our foe, and why have we united so far from home?’

      ‘Direct to the matter with many questions,’ Odysseus comments with a stroke of his beard. ‘I like you already, Your Highness.’

      ‘As my sister asked,’ Calix says, ceasing Odysseus’s words and flattery.

      ‘We are at war, my children,’ Queen Kallista states solemnly.

      ‘All of Greece has been deceived and is unified,’ King Aegeus says with a tiresome sigh.

      ‘Deceived?’ I question.

      ‘Prince Paris of Troy has kidnapped Helen of Sparta, wife of King Menelaus of Sparta,’ Father states.

      ‘Are we certain that is the truth?’ Mother asks. ‘Could she not have left Sparta willingly?’

      ‘It is unknown at present,’ Odysseus answers. ‘There is rumour that she went willingly to Paris’s side and his bed.’ He looks to me for signs of embarrassment but sees none. ‘What is known is that Helen sailed with Prince Paris to his home of Troy without word or explanation. Therefore, as was vowed, it is to be war.’

      I fail at containing the laughter that escapes from my lips. ‘I apologise,’ I say as I feel the eyes of everyone present fall upon me, ‘but all of Greece marches to battle because one wife has fled her husband and home to be with her lover in Troy?’

      ‘It is more than that, my daughter,’ King Aegeus says.

      ‘It has to be for all this,’ Calix states as he sweeps an arm over the map of Greece and its kingdoms and armies.

      ‘I assume neither of you knows the tale of Helen?’ Odysseus asks. Calix and I say that we do not. ‘It is not the most entertaining of tales. Helen of Sparta is a woman known across Greece for her boundless beauty. It is the opinion of many that she is in fact a daughter of Zeus and that her grace is born of godly essence or at least a gift from Olympus.’

      ‘Get to the point,’ I encourage, finding this tedious.

      ‘Continue,’ Calix encourages. As usual, my brother is all ears when it comes to tales of great beauties.

      ‘When she was of age, Helen had many suitors,’ Odysseus explains. ‘They came from the kingdoms of Greece. Lords, princes, and kings wanted her hand in marriage. Her father, King Tyndareus of Sparta, was unwilling to choose one for fear that the others would retaliate. Finally, one wise man proposed a plan to solve the dilemma. A plan that has led us to our current predicament.’

      He falters for a moment, and I realise he means it was his plan and he was one of Helen’s suitors.

      ‘What was the proposal?’ I ask.

      ‘For the hand of his daughter, King Tyndareus required that all suitors pledge to defend the marriage of Helen, regardless of whom was chosen. The oath was sworn by all, uniting Greece in this one great matter. It was then left to Helen to choose. Menelaus, brother of Agamemnon, was her choice.’

      ‘For a while,’ I comment.

      ‘It is believed that, in truth, it was her father who made the choice, seeking to secure the alliance with Agamemnon,’ Odysseus explains. ‘It is said that her tears at the marriage were not of happiness. Years later, and with King Tyndareus long dead, Menelaus now stands as King of Sparta, with Helen as his prize.’

      ‘Not anymore.’ Calix chuckles. ‘What happened to part the happy pair?’

      ‘On a diplomatic mission, the Princes Hektor and Paris of Troy were greeted by the rulers of Sparta as guests,’ Odysseus says. ‘Helen and Paris met. Now, what happened after this has been ripe for rumour, but one undeniable fact prevails. Helen, whether of her own willingness or as a captive, was aboard Paris’s ship when he set course for his home of Troy.’

      ‘I sense the Gods have been playing their games,’ Calix jeers.

      ‘When Menelaus discovered this treachery, he demanded Helen’s return,’ Odysseus continues. ‘Nobody, not even Priam, King of Troy, has answered his calls for truth. That was when Menelaus turned to his brother. He petitioned Agamemnon to uphold his oath as one of Helen’s suitors. King Agamemnon of Mycenae agreed and sent emissaries to all Greek rulers to call them to uphold their oaths in this great undertaking to retrieve Helen. Agamemnon has named himself as commander and will lead the greatest army ever seen by this world. It will be a war like no other.’

      ‘And why is this a concern to us?’ I ask. ‘Why is any of this a concern to Atlantis?’

      ‘Because I was one of Helen’s suitors,’ our father confesses.

      ‘But you were already married to Queen Kallista,’ one of my uncles, Takis, says.

      ‘My heart has only ever belonged to my queen,’ King Aegeus says before kissing our mother’s hand. ‘I was not seeking Helen for myself, but for my son when he was of age.’

      ‘Me?’ Calix asks in surprise.

      ‘I wanted only the best for you, my son. You were only a young boy, but it was worth an attempt. Besides, Sparta would have made a powerful ally to Atlantis.’

      ‘And you were forced to agree to this oath?’ I ask. He nods.

      ‘And so our fate is bound to Greece,’ Mother adds.

      ‘Greece sails for Troy,’ Odysseus says. ‘Stealing the girl insulted all who pledged the oath. Now, it is up to us to uphold it.’

      ‘And now our people are to sail to war because of an oath made by men squabbling over a woman?’ I question.

      ‘Alaina, do not disrespect…’ Father begins.

      ‘People will die, Father,’ I state coldly. ‘It is war. Our people will die.’

      ‘My sister is right,’ Calix says, supporting me. ‘All this just for one woman?’

      ‘What would you have us do?’ Mother argues. ‘We cannot so openly resist all of Greece. We would bring dishonour upon ourselves and summon the wrath of the Gods.’

      ‘And join Troy among the enemies of the Greeks,’ our uncle Yannis adds.

      ‘This is madness,’ I utter before turning to Odysseus. ‘Surely you see the foolishness in this?’

      ‘I must admit that I too resisted the call to join Agamemnon’s forces,’ Odysseus confesses, showing signs of an inner conflict. ‘I wished to stay with the family I have at my home in peace.’

      ‘Yet they convinced you otherwise?’ Calix guesses.

      ‘I was tricked into revealing my identity. Once known, I could evade my oath no longer.’

      ‘You do not look a soldier,’ I say as I inspect the man closer. ‘Your armour is untouched. I doubt it has ever seen battle.’

      ‘I am a man of words and mind rather than sword and spear,’ Odysseus says with a crafty smile. ‘I fight when needed but prefer sense and strategy.’

      ‘That was why Agamemnon sent you. A wit and a sly tongue.’

      He smiles even more at that before darkness sweeps over his gaze. ‘We have dire need of ships. That was why I was sent. Atlantis has the greatest fleet in the known world…’

      ‘And the greatest warriors,’ my uncle Romanos cheers, to the encouragement of the others.

      ‘…and it is needed in order to transport the greatest army,’ Odysseus finishes. ‘Your people know the seas and oceans better than any others. What ships we possess are not enough. Atlantis must play its part in this war. I have travelled much of the world and have been fortunate enough to be a guest of Atlantis. I have seen your many wonders and marvels. Agamemnon has brought to heel all other nations by conquest or oaths. He wants control of the Aegean. Do not risk everything you have.’

      ‘Father, Mother, please, do not let Atlantis be swept up in this petty conflict,’ I implore, unwavered by the words of Odysseus.

      ‘It is too late, my daughter,’ King Aegeus declares. ‘We must abide by Agamemnon’s order for now. We simply cannot risk his attention. If he willed it, he could wield his vast army and lay siege to the gates of Atlantis.’

      ‘I’d like to see them try,’ Calix sneers.

      ‘You know what we protect within our walls,’ Queen Kallista says. ‘The Gods gave us a holy order. The evil within our home must be contained and guarded. We cannot risk it falling into the hands of…’ She stops, but already too much has been said.

      ‘What do you mean by that?’ Odysseus questions.

      ‘Nothing that concerns you,’ Vasilos retorts.

      ‘Atlantis will join this great voyage,’ King Aegeus pledges. ‘This will be the greatest war the world has ever known. My son and daughter will lead our people in this conflict.’

      ‘Father?’ my brother questions.

      ‘I am too advanced in age and too crippled to be of use in battle,’ the King of Atlantis admits, our mother comforting him. ‘The strain of what we protect within our home has proven too great a task of late. I am stretched. Breaking, but still here. Still king.’

      ‘A great king,’ Kallista says.

      Seeing him like this, tired and dejected, it strikes at my heart. I know that, within Atlantis, there is an evil we do not speak of and that the world knows little about. It is our duty to contain it, but the efforts have taken their toll upon our father and king.

      ‘I will not let Atlantis descend into chaos,’ Father vows, his old fire returning for a moment. ‘By upholding our oaths, we will appease the Gods. Returning Helen will save our home and our people. For nineteen years, I have watched you grow from babes in my arms to the warriors and commanders at sea you now stand. You will lead our forces. As aides, I send four of your uncles, Yannis, Takis, Romanos, and Philos. My queen and I will return to Atlantis with a small flotilla of ships to protect our kingdom. The rest will carry our warriors and the rest of the Greek army.’

      ‘And there is no way we can dissuade you from this course you have set us upon?’ I dare to ask. ‘I fear that our people and way of life will never be the same after this.’

      ‘We are Atlantis,’ the queen says proudly.

      ‘With the will and strength of Poseidon, we prevail and survive,’ the king vows. ‘May Poseidon, Athena, Apollo, Zeus, and all the Gods of Mount Olympus watch over and protect you, my children.’
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      ADAM…I MEAN JACOB: Travelling incognito—Somewhere over mainland Europe.

      ‘How are you, Mr Frank Richardson?’ I ask Matt, still getting used to the new identities from the IDs and passports Miss Diouri provided us.

      ‘Eager to land and get this started, Mr Jacob Clifton,’ he replies.

      ‘I am definitely not a Jacob.’ I laugh, hating the name.

      ‘Definitely not. But I can pull off being a Frank.’

      ‘A used car salesman,’ I taunt. ‘The look and the name.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Matt laughs as he shoves me with his elbow.

      Less than twenty-four hours after discovering our father’s base in the heart of Churchill’s Burrow, we are aboard a plane bound for Greece.

      ‘Feels weird not to have Abbey in my ear giving us a briefing,’ I say.

      ‘I know what you mean. We could sure use her help on this one, but for now, we’re on our own.’

      ‘What about Miss Diouri?’ I ask.

      ‘We can only use these phones she gave us,’ Matt says as he hands me an old, beat-up mobile. ‘I’ve got one too. They are programmed only to call her number and receive calls.’

      ‘Untraceable,’ I say as I look over the phone and then secure it in my backpack, alongside everything we could pack. I have my old set of lock picks, a few changes of clothes, a waterproof jacket, a compass, and a few maps of Greece our mother had already printed off for us. Buried in the backpack is also the penknife my father gave me, my most treasured item out of everything, secured in a case provided by the British Museum months ago that shields it from metal detectors. I’m wearing my pair of hiking boots for the climb of Mount Olympus and, of course, my father’s grey leather jacket.

      ‘We’ve got about another hour until we land and then we need to find transport to Mount Olympus,’ Matt says. As he speaks, he scribbles away in his journal, encrypted notes as always. He pauses for a moment and then rests a hand on a photo tucked into the pages of Kat and his two children.

      ‘We’ll be home in no time,’ I promise him, but he’s lost in thought and doesn’t reply.

      Before heading to the airport, we made one final visit home to collect what equipment we had and say our final goodbyes. There were tears between my brother and Kat and gentle hugs for his newborn son and daughter. There were tears from our mother too, this mission of ours far more personal than anything we previously accomplished during our time with the British Museum. Matt and I promised to return as soon as we could before a final round of hugs and goodbyes.

      I tried to call Emma but only reached her voicemail. I thought to leave or send her a message, but I couldn’t risk others discovering our plans. I regret the way I left things when last I saw her, in the aftermath of our discovery in the Alpha Team operations room. I walked out on her and our friends. I saw the hurt in her eyes, and I hate myself for causing that.

      I tried to call Duncan too, but likewise, there was no answer. That was probably a good thing as I hadn’t even stopped to think that his mother could easily be tracking his phone and messages. For a moment, I fear that Duncan could be involved in the organisation too, but I dismiss it just as quickly. Duncan is my closest friend and would never betray me.

      ‘There’s a question that’s been bugging me that I have to ask,’ Matt says, though from the look on his face, he’s not keen. ‘

      ‘Fire away,’ I encourage him.

      ‘How did you know to look in the Alpha room?’ he asks. ‘I know you. You see a sign saying DO NOT ENTER and you have to go inside, but why now? For nearly a year we’ve been working together, so why check that room now?’

      ‘Hawke told me,’ I confess. ‘It wasn’t long after Zack and Zoe were born. He approached me and encouraged me to enter the Alpha room.’

      ‘He knew about it?’ Matt asks. ‘That was weeks ago.’

      ‘And I wasn’t going to act. I know we can’t trust him, but today, Elizabeth Bowen told me I needed to go in there.’

      ‘Sounds like they’re working together. Why would they want you to enter the Alpha room?’

      ‘To find out the truth about our father?’ I guess. ‘They have to be linked to what happened to our dad. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.’

      ‘It’s okay. The past few weeks have been a blur since becoming a father.’ He pauses for a few moments, closing his eyes as he does when deep in thought. ‘We need to be careful here,’ he warns me. ‘They could only want us to discover the secrets of the Alpha room for their own gain. Perhaps to sow discord among our teams before their takeover of the museum.’

      ‘I’ve got a bad feeling it’s more than that.’

      ‘Yeah, me too,’ my brother confesses. ‘Despite that, we have to stay on task in this. We have to find out what happened to our father, but we’re on our own. There’s no back -up or cavalry coming to save the day.’

      ‘You’re right. It’s just you and me this time, brother. Tracking down clues that will lead us to Atlantis and our father.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Matt says with a knowing smile. ‘Let’s try not to dwell on it for a while yet. Did I ever tell you that we once saved the queen?’

      ‘The queen?’ I ask. ‘The Queen of England?’

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘No, you didn’t,’ I reply in disbelief.

      ‘We sure did,’ he says, laughing.

      For those brief moments, talking and laughing, we forget about the tremendous challenge that lies ahead of us. No matter what we talk about, though, the conversation always returns to back home, or more accurately, our second home.

      ‘So, you and Em, huh?’

      ‘What about us?’ I ask.

      ‘Before all this, you two seemed to be hitting it off pretty well.’ Matt nudges me in the ribs, drawing a smile from me.

      ‘We were meant to have a talk about it… you know, us,’ I say as the smile fades away. ‘But then this happened, and I walked away from her.’

      ‘We walked away from her. We walked away from the team. It wasn’t you alone. Em and the rest of them, they will understand, I’m certain of it. After all this waiting, your story with Em isn’t done yet.’

      ‘I tried to call her before we set out, but she didn’t answer,’ I say with regret.

      ‘I’m sure Emma and the rest of our guys are fine,’ Matt tries to reassure me, but I can tell that even he doesn’t fully believe his own words.
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      ALAINA: Sailing with the largest fleet the world has ever seen—On course for The Trojan Lands.

      ‘Is it not an inspiring sight?’ Dion asks of me. We stand at the bow of the Hydra, gazing upon all we see around us.

      ‘Inspiring and terrifying,’ I reply.

      ‘Has there ever been so many?’

      ‘Not in our time,’ Phaedra answers.

      The three hundred Atlantean galleys and the men we carry are joined by the rest of Agamemnon’s vast fleet. There are ships from Athens, Argos, Arcadia, Sparta, Kephalonia, Crete, Rhodes, Phthia, Magnesia, and the Cyclades. More are sighted with sails hoisted high of Boiotia, Phthiotis, Phylace, Phocia, Euboea, and Corinth. Our Atlantean bireme ships, carrying two-hundred warriors each, dwarf the Greek vessels that only carry a hundred at most. We are the pride of this fleet, and we were welcomed with choruses of cheers when our forces joined at Aulis. Our worth is understood and valued, a welcome from our warriors in reply with the beating rhythm of our tridents.

      Over a thousand Greek galleys sail for the Trojan lands. Over a thousand ships carrying the warriors of more kingdoms than I can name, all launched to find and return a single woman to her husband. It is madness, yet already this war is creating its own history.

      ‘Have you heard the rumours going around the men of Magnesia and Crete?’ Dion asks with a hushed voice.

      ‘How many times must I warn you not to listen to rumours and hearsay?’ I ask him.

      ‘When you hear it from enough people, it ceases being rumour. I have heard it from five others now, and there are those that have heard it from more besides that. They speak of Agamemnon making the ultimate sacrifice to ensure we have the sun above us, fair winds at our sails, and calm seas. Agamemnon sacrificed his own daughter to Artemis, Goddess of the Hunt.’

      ‘It cannot be,’ Phaedra says in shock. ‘Iphigenia?’

      ‘The same, with his own hand, so the tale goes.’

      ‘Do not spread these falsehoods,’ I advise. ‘Rumours of commanders can break an army just as well as the enemy.’

      ‘Rumour can often be born from certain truths,’ Odysseus says as he joins us.

      ‘We do not mean to spread lies and hearsay,’ I say to the Lord of Ithaca, hitting Dion on the arm and flashing him a glare of warning.

      ‘In this case, the rumours are true,’ Odysseus says with a glint in his eye and a knowing grin. ‘Or at least they are part of the truth. What is not known by many are the reasons behind this sacrifice. For, you see, it is little known of how our overseer and warlord, commander of this fleet and its armies, brought the wrath of the Gods upon him by hunting a sacred deer.’

      ‘A deer?’ I ask sceptically.

      ‘Artemis was not pleased and cast down upon us terrible storms and waves high enough to sink every ship you see around us,’ Odysseus states. ‘That was before we enlisted your assistance. Agamemnon was convinced that the fault was his, and the only way to appease the Gods was to make a sacrifice that only he could.’

      ‘And so his own daughter died?’ Phaedra asks with disgust.

      ‘Iphigenia, yes.’ Odysseus gestures to the clear skies, calm oceans, and full sails. ‘A heavy price, yet it has brought us this.’

      ‘A heavy price,’ I say.

      I do not condone or condemn. The Gods will and their blessings play as much of a part in this as the ships and the men they carry. To sacrifice your own daughter, though… that is a step I do not know if I would be willing to take. Perhaps I will only know when I have children of my own one day.

      ‘Enough talk of such sadness,’ Odysseus announces, ‘for it is time we meet with our chieftain. Come, Princess of Atlantis. We are to join your brother aboard the Titan.’

      The Titan is Agamemnon’s personal warship, larger than all others, even our Atlantean biremes. In truth, it is three Greek vessels united as one, requiring many more oars and sacrificing speed and manoeuvrability. The Titan is just a testament to Agamemnon’s ego. He is the commander of this great fleet and its army, and he needs to be seen as superior.

      Calix joins us from the Cetus, and with Odysseus, we board the Titan. I admit that there is trepidation within me, a longing to just turn and return to my ship and sail away. An unfamiliar nervousness grows with every footstep. I would rather face a thousand bloodthirsty pirates than have to attend an audience with the rulers of Greece. I am a warrior first and royalty of Atlantis second. I share a glance with my brother and see the same doubt in his eyes, but he forces a smile to encourage us both.

      We are welcomed to the Titan by guards and slaves. The guards eye us with mistrust and the slaves instruct us to remove our weaponry. I concede my trident, but not without a firm warning that it is to be returned to me in perfect condition. I look at the men guarding this ship and realise they are no ordinary soldiers. I know a mercenary when I see one, and aboard the Titan, I see hundreds of prized warriors. The best that gold can buy.

      Calix, Odysseus, and I are led through the warship into its raised pavilion. Inside, we see bronzed statues of the Gods, lavish piles of delicacies, and cups of fine wine. Everywhere to be seen is bronze, silver, and jewels; a proud display of wealth and power, but none so great as those of the men and women enslaved to Agamemnon’s will. Slaves tend to the needs of all, and despite attempts at concealment, I see bruises and wounds of punishment. Slavery is not the way of Atlantis, and it sickens me to see people living in such conditions.

      ‘Now is not the time,’ Calix warns me, guessing my thoughts.

      ‘Our host awaits,’ Odysseus encourages.

      We are led under guard to the summit of the pavilion at the bow of the warship. There, we see Agamemnon atop a bronzed throne, looking down upon his audience as if at the top of the world. A thin smile is upon his lips, neither welcoming nor cruel. Agamemnon, ruler of Mycenae, is a large, imposing man, taller than many and wider too. Whilst some with an untrained eye may think he is fat, I see differently. There is strength there. Power too, and his hands show the scars of hard labour. A golden crown marked with jewels rests upon his head; another display of wealth and power. Behind him stands a woman in silence and unmoving, a crown upon her head too. Though she is in the shadows of the pavilion, I can see that she is quite beautiful but for a large swelling and bruise around one eye. By the way she looks at Agamemnon in a daze, I presume she is his wife, Clytemnestra, mother of the lost Iphigenia.

      Seated beside this King of Kings is his brother Menelaus, King of Sparta. As tall as his brother, but slim and lean rather than large, he peers at the assembly with a permanent scowl. He does not speak, but only motions for the nearest slaves to refill his wine cup. It is clear there is anger there in the slaves’ eyes, a rage simmering just below the surface.

      As we approach, I see many rulers and warriors. Some I cannot name but others are famed across the world. The towering, monstrously strong Ajax of the Salamineans. Young Diomedes of Argos, the general who tricked Odysseus into joining this war. There is Nestor too, King of Pylos, eldest and wisest of all Greeks.

      Lastly, I see Achilles of the Myrmidons of Phthia. His glory eclipses us all. It is said that he is the son of the Gods, and as such, they will not allow him to die. He is a warrior of great renown, undefeated in combat and equally honourable and ruthless. Golden-haired, blue eyed, lean, and strong, with not a single scar or mark upon his skin. A god upon the battlefield, so the tales go. He remains at the rear of the assembly, eyeing the rulers with suspicion and contempt. Just from appearance, I can see the man he is; a warrior who is only at home with a weapon in hand and an opponent to fight. We are of the same mind in this, for I would much rather be on a battlefield than at this assembly.

      Odysseus greets the rulers as old friends before introducing my brother and me.

      ‘I have the great pleasure of introducing the Prince and Princess of Atlantis, Calix and Alaina,’ Odysseus states loudly to the assembly.

      ‘Welcome to this great undertaking,’ Diomedes says.

      ‘You honour us with your presence,’ Nestor states.

      ‘We are honoured to be here,’ Calix replies, thankfully speaking for us both.

      ‘I look forward to finally seeing Atlantean soldiers in the field,’ Diomedes says. ‘I have heard many tales of your prowess.’

      ‘They will not disappoint,’ I promise.

      ‘The fleet of Atlantis certainly does not disappoint,’ Odysseus says. ‘No ships upon the Aegean are as mighty, except, of course, the Titan we now stand upon.’

      ‘Your warriors… they include women?’ Ajax questions with a hearty laugh. ‘How do you hope to join us in defeating the Trojans if you are too busy protecting the weak?’

      A few laugh at his jest, but there are those who simply await my reply. I do not fail them. This is far from the first time I have been mocked in this way.

      ‘We shall see who is weak when blood is spilt upon the lands of Troy.’

      A great cheer greets my words, and Calix flashes me an approving grin. Others give introductions, praise, and a few attempts at humour. Achilles merely nods a welcome before taking to his wine cup again. I too am offered wine by a chained slave but pass. I will need a clear head for what is to come.

      ‘I call to order this great assembly of the might of Greece,’ Agamemnon bellows as he rises from his throne. He looks at each of us, his cold, calculating smile growing on his lips. He is the only one to carry a sheathed blade, and his hand repeatedly grips the hilt in anticipation.

      ‘Kings and lords, you honour me and my brother in your attendance,’ Agamemnon states. ‘You have honoured the oaths made and rallied in defence of my brother’s marriage to Helen of Sparta.’

      ‘Helen of Troy, now, I suppose,’ Achilles mutters, only heard by a few.

      ‘Helen of Sparta,’ his brother Menelaus affirms. ‘She is my wife in the sight of men and the Gods. I will see her returned to me.’

      ‘Which is exactly why we stand here this day,’ Agamemnon states. ‘All of you, kings and lords, rulers and even a princess attend today to uphold your vows or the vows of your fathers. Troy has shamed us through the actions of the coward Prince Paris. The prince was a guest of Sparta, welcomed as a brother, yet he conspired against us to steal Helen from her home. The kidnap of Helen is an insult to all of Greece and offends the Gods. We will see these traitorous acts punished and Helen returned to my brother.’

      A great cheer rises among us, rallied by the King of Kings. These men of Greece, rulers of nations and commanders of armies of thousands, are led by a man who sacrificed his daughter for fair winds. The Greek commanders roar in praise for the conflict to come, a war that will likely see many of them never return home. I notice it is only Achilles, Odysseus, Calix, and I who do not cheer. Calix listens intently at my side, whilst Odysseus looks upon each ruler in turn, judging as he gazes. It is Achilles I notice most. He remains at the rear of the assembly, silent and looking only at the cup of wine in his hands.

      ‘I will slaughter the Trojans!’ Ajax roars. ‘The war will be over in a matter of days by my hands!’

      ‘Alone?’ questions Odysseus.

      ‘I am no ordinary warrior!’ the man-mountain cheers. ‘I am a master of the battlefield and an equal of any god in battle, even Ares and Zeus!'

      ‘An equal of the Gods?’ Nestor asks. ‘Quite the boast, mighty Ajax.’

      ‘It is no boast. You will see it for yourselves soon enough. Troy will fall to my might!’

      ‘Our might,’ Diomedes corrects. ‘You will not seize the glory for yourself.’

      ‘There will be glory aplenty for us in this war if Helen is not returned,’ Nestor says.

      ‘We will burn their city!’ Ajax states. ‘We will take their women to our beds, whether willing or not!’

      ‘And what of the reason we are here?’ Calix asks. ‘Should Helen not be our sole aim?’

      ‘I want all of Troy to suffer for their crimes,’ Menelaus rages. ‘I want them to scream. I want them to burn. Does that offend you, Prince of Atlantis?’

      ‘What can we expect when their warriors are women and boys?’ Ajax taunts.

      ‘What my brother means to say is that we will fight to see honour restored,’ I explain before Calix can say more, ‘but Atlantis will not see women and innocents raped and enslaved.’

      ‘Would you break your pledge and sail away?’ Agamemnon asks. And bring about the wrath of all of Greece is heavily implied.

      ‘I believe what the prince and princess are trying to explain is that slavery is not the Atlantean custom,’ Odysseus interjects.

      ‘Nor mine,’ Achilles says, his first words at the meeting.

      ‘I would see no division here,’ Agamemnon declares. ‘We are a unified Greece with one purpose. We do not expect the Atlanteans or the Myrmidons to break their vows and customs. All we ask and what the Gods demand is that we see this great endeavour completed. This is the greatest fleet and the greatest army ever assembled. We will rescue and return Helen to my brother, and Troy will be punished.’

      ‘How long until we arrive at the Trojan shores?’ Diomedes asks.

      ‘Ten days,’ Nestor answers.

      ‘Eight,’ Calix corrects. ‘The winds are in our favour, the Gods willing us on.’

      I dare to look to Agamemnon at the mention of the Gods and see no sign of reaction. It is his wife, Clytemnestra, who silently weeps for the loss of their daughter.

      ‘What of storms?’ Odysseus asks.

      ‘Our crews can evade any storm,’ I reply.

      ‘A proud boast,’ Achilles comments.

      ‘It is no boast,’ Calix says.

      ‘Eight days, you say?’ Agamemnon questions, earning a nod from Calix and me. ‘If we land upon the Trojan shores on the eighth day, then our quest is truly blessed by the Gods.’

      ‘And if we do not land on the eighth day?’ Odysseus asks.

      ‘Troy will burn, nonetheless,’ Menelaus glowers. ‘I, nor my warriors will return home until Helen is returned to me with Troy in ashes or the last of us is sent down to Hades.’

      ‘Just so,’ Agamemnon vows. ‘Regardless, make no mistake, my friends. This war will change our world forever.’
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      ADAM: Climbing…Up…And Up….And —Mount Olympus.

      ‘How…  much… further?’ I struggle to ask between gasped breaths as we pace onwards and upwards along the rocks.

      ‘Just over this ridge,’ Matt replies from ahead of me.

      ‘That’s what you… said… after the last ridge,’ I reply, pausing for a moment and looking out across the mountain range.

      Our ascent of the mountain began yesterday, leaving from Gortsia and resting at the Apostolides Refuge with fellow hikers. Ours is the less crowded and quicker route, but it is a good test of our hiking and climbing abilities, as well as our general fitness. The route began as gravel paths, but the final stretch of the ascent is a scramble up loose rocks. The route is marked out by red and yellow flags, which are vital in keeping us on track and away from the steep edges and a deadly fall.

      From where we now stand, we can see the trails filling with fellow hikers below us. The huts we used for resting are now tiny dots in the distance, and strangely, we see a prop airplane pass low below us. The sun is beaming down upon us on what would normally be a beautiful day. Ideally, I would be wearing shorts and a T-shirt in such weather, but the danger of sun exposure is very real.

      During the entire climb, we keep an eye out for any sign of the clues and symbols our father hunted, but both of us are certain that what we seek will be hidden at one of the summits.

      ‘How many peaks are there again?’ I ask yet again.

      ‘Fifty-two,’ Matt replies.

      ‘And you want us to search all of them?’

      ‘Just the highest. We’re making good time. Keep going. What happened to the young lad who used to run up and down the mountains and hills in Scotland and the Peak District?’

      ‘He got involved with a bunch of amateur treasure hunters and grave robbers!’ I joke.

      I resume my ascent, catching up to Matt, and we keep a steady pace, but the going is tough. The route is narrow with sheer drops on either side and loose rocks and stones underfoot.

      ‘Want to know something interesting?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Now you sound like Abbey,’ I mock.

      ‘This section is called the Evil Staircase.’

      ‘I could’ve done without knowing that.’ I laugh.

      ‘It’s a good sign. This is the final approach to the tallest peak on the mountain. Mytikas is its name.’

      ‘There it is, look,’ I say as up ahead I see the route ends in a small summit marked with flags.

      Seeing our end goal motivates and drives me on, my pace quickening until we reach the summit of Mytikas, the tallest peak on the mountain. Matt and I cheer and high-five at the top, taking a moment to recover from the effort before setting ourselves to task. At the peak is a marker with the name MYTIKAS, PANTHEON OF THE GODS. 2,917 METRES / 9,570 FEET. Around the summit are small flags from dozens of nations and tokens of religious prayer and offerings. What we don’t see is anything about Zeus, Atlantis, or anything regarding stars or constellations.

      ‘It’s a bust,’ I concede. ‘What now?’

      ‘There’s one more peak I want to check out,’ Matt says, looking at the maps.

      ‘Is it far?’

      ‘The next summit along the ridge. Ha, you’ll like this. The peak is called Stefani!’

      ‘Strange name for a mountain top,’ I say with a laugh. ‘Any reason to check this one instead of the other fifty peaks?’

      ‘I’ll tell you when we get there, but I think the ascent of Stefani is tougher and steeper than what we just did getting here.’

      ‘Yay,’ I cheer with resentment. ‘Let’s get on with it, then. Why postpone what can be done today?’

      ‘Now you really do sound like Dad!’ Matt laughs.

      ‘We are following in his footsteps,’ I reply with pride. ‘He was here, standing upon this mountain.’

      We soldier on, descending from the Pantheon of the Gods until we reach the route that will lead us to Stefani. Matt wasn’t wrong; this ascent is much steeper, and to make matters worse, rocks have fallen to block the path at several points.

      ‘Be careful, lads,’ a woman among a passing climbing party tells us. ‘The route is treacherous up there.’

      ‘I can vouch for that,’ says one climber as he is carried by the rest of his group.

      ‘You okay?’ I ask.

      ‘Rocks gave way beneath my feet.’ He winces in pain. ‘Broken ankle, by my reckoning.’

      ‘It could have been far worse,’ the woman says. ‘We almost lost you when you fell.’

      ‘Hope you have better luck than me,’ says the wounded climber to Matt and me in farewell.

      We attach a rope to each other for added safety and take great care as we climb around or in over the fallen rocks blocking the path. With cautious steps, we continue our ascent, but the final stretch of the climb presents the greatest challenge so far.

      Without warning, Matt suddenly lets out a cry as the rocks beneath us shift and he falls away down the side. My brother desperately scrambles at the ground for purchase but continues to slip away. Instinct takes hold, and I grip the rope tight, bracing myself for the pull. It comes hard, my brother not a light weight, and I almost lose my balance and tumble after him. With gritted teeth and strained legs, I take the strain upon the rope and cease Matt’s fall.

      ‘Almost!’ Matt shouts as he climbs back up to the path.

      ‘You need to lose some weight!’ I laugh, still cautious until Matt has clambered back onto the route. ‘You okay?’

      ‘Hands are sore,’ he replies, his gloves torn and the skin beneath red and bleeding in places.

      ‘Be more careful next time,’ I caution him in jest. ‘Our mother would have my head if anything happened to her Golden Boy, let alone what Kat would do.’

      ‘Don’t,’ Matt warns, and I realise I’ve said too much. Our father died in this pursuit, leaving the two of us with a single parent. I know Matt is very aware of the risk he’s taking in repeating our father’s mistake.

      From my backpack, I pull a small first aid kit, cleaning his wounds and bandaging them. When ready, we continue, every step cautious. This, the toughest part of the climb, rightly takes the longest time.

      At last, we reach the top, but we do not celebrate or cheer once we reach the summit. We both slump down on the rocks, resting and recovering with our feet dangling over the edge.

      ‘Welcome to the Throne of Zeus,’ Matt says after a long drink from a water bottle.

      I can see why it has earned its name. Despite not being the tallest peak, we can see the entire mountain range and the countryside beyond for miles. From here, upon the Throne of Zeus, it feels like we’re at the very top of the world.

      Once recovered enough, we look around our surroundings. Again, we find flags and tokens from previous climbers, but what interests us both more is a small pile of debris, remains of what had once been a small monument. Closer inspection reveals the statue to be that of a strong, bearded man with a lightning bolt in his hands. Zeus, King of the Gods.

      ‘Look at the lightning bolt,’ I say to Matt, excitement in my voice. There, across the stone of the lightning bolt, is the intricate engraving of an eagle.

      ‘The wings,’ Matt says with equal excitement.

      Within the design of the wings and its feathers are the unmistakable concentric circles that began our search.

      ‘Atlantis.’ The word escapes my lips.

      We look closer and see the same symbols across the eagle’s body too.

      ‘I bet you a fiver they’re the markers of a constellation,’ I say with a beaming smile.

      ‘No bet.’ Matt laughs as he pulls a digital camera from his backpack and takes more than a dozen photos of the small, broken monument, the statue, and the lightning bolt and its eagle.

      ‘One down, six to go,’ I remark. ‘The rest can’t be as tough to reach as this one.’

      ‘Want to bet?’ Matt chuckles. ‘This is a great start, though.’

      ‘And we may soon find out where to go next,’ I say as I check my phone provided by Miss Diouri. Even at the top of this mountain, the phone has a signal; a wonder of technology. The phone has received a single message from an unknown number.

      ‘Litochoro Train Station,’ I read from the message.

      ‘Doesn’t sound like the site of a clue to find Atlantis,’ Matt says as he pulls open his map.

      ‘No. That’s where we will find further instructions. Locker three-one-five. Matt will know the combination. Thank you, Miss Diouri, you strange woman.’

      ‘Hey, she’s helped us out, hasn’t she?’ Matt says defensively. ‘Found it. Litochoro Train Station. Just over an hour’s drive east of the base of the mountain.’

      ‘That’s not far. Do you remember that train that could take you down from the top of Mount Snowdon in Wales?’

      ‘Sure do.’

      ‘I wish there was a train up here too,’ I half-joke.
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      ALAINA: Sailing to war—Upon the deck of Hydra. The Seventh Day.

      Poseidon is with us. We’re making good time, and I expect to see the Trojan shore in the distance at any moment.

      ‘Water?’ Phaedra offers me a cup.

      All of me, clothes included, is soaked through with sweat from my time at the oars. My muscles ache, but it is nothing that won’t fade. I drink half the cup and pour the rest over my face.

      ‘Any sight of our destination?’ she asks me.

      ‘Not yet,’ I reply.

      ‘Agamemnon will not be pleased if the planned eighth day does not give reward,’ the elder warns.

      ‘I do not believe Agamemnon or his brother Menelaus will be pleased until Troy is reduced to rubble,’ I say.

      ‘Or he has conquered all the known world,’ Dion adds as he joins us.

      ‘Any sighting of the rest of the fleet?’ I ask of my second-in-command upon the Hydra.

      ‘They struggle to keep up.’ He grins.

      As Odysseus predicted, a storm had fallen upon us, but it was nothing to fear; not for an Atlantean. Poseidon, God of the Sea, is a friend of Atlantis. To us, his storms are a cause to rejoice; a good omen. We pushed on and emerged from the storm without loss. The same could not be said for our Greek allies. Agamemnon’s Titan, too big and slow, was forced to wait out the storm with the lesser ships, but even a few of those were lost to Poseidon’s fury. Since that day, the Titan and much of the rest of the fleet have remained to our rear at distance. Only the Myrmidons of Achilles are still with us.

      I look out across the waters to the Cetus, my brother’s ship. Even at a distance, I can see Calix, leading by example, bare-chested and working with his men. That is the Atlantean way. Beyond the Cetus, I see four more Atlantean command ships, captained by my uncles. They each command a flotilla, a squadron of twenty biremes. If Calix or I should fall, it would be our uncles who would lead the Atlantean forces in this war.

      After a time watching the horizon, I wash and change into my armour, equipping myself with my bow and trident. Each day I train with both, just as my men do. I loose arrows at distant targets across the ship and duel Dion, Phaedra, or any of the warriors under my command with trident and shield. It is when I have fought my fourth opponent, sweat once again dripping down my face, that Dion shouts out a warning.

      ‘We have guests,’ he calls. ‘Prince Calix and Achilles of the Myrmidons.’

      I see them approaching aboard one of the Myrmidon galleys. A gangplank is brought across, and the pair, along with one other man, traverse across to the Hydra and are welcomed with cups of water.

      ‘No wine?’ Achilles asks. ‘Just a drop would be greatly savoured.’

      ‘Not in this sun and heat,’ I reply. ‘I would not lose a single warrior before the war has begun.’

      ‘A sound judgement. Princess Alaina, may I introduce my cousin, Patroclus.’

      Just like Achilles, Patroclus stands tall, blonde, and blue-eyed. Those eyes are not as experienced as the legendary warrior, though, and his wide smile betrays a keen youthfulness. He is barely a man.

      ‘I have wished for some time to see the great city of Atlantis and its people,’ Patroclus says in greeting. ‘I am pleased to say I am not disappointed in meeting such a beauty.’

      ‘A dangerous beauty by the looks of it,’ Achilles says as he looks upon my armour and trident in hand.

      ‘Tomorrow?’ Calix asks as he looks out to the horizon.

      ‘Possibly before sunset this day,’ I reply, drawing a knowing smile from my brother. ‘It was good to see that at least some of our Greek allies could maintain our speed.’

      ‘I will be the first upon the Trojan shores,’ Achilles vows. ‘It is fated.’

      ‘The Myrmidons of Phthia are keen sailors,’ Patroclus adds. ‘It does us honour to be equals to the great Atlanteans upon the waves.’

      ‘And soon it will be so upon the lands,’ Calix encourages.

      ‘My brothers of the sword are superior to any Trojan… or Atlantean,’ Achilles says with a hint of jest.

      ‘We shall see,’ I reply. ‘What brings you aboard the Hydra?’

      ‘When we convened for the council of war, much was made of the fighting ability of the Atlanteans,’ Achilles says. ‘I wish to see it for myself before battle begins.’

      ‘I would be happy to give a demonstration,’ my brother offers.

      ‘My apologies. I was not clear of intention,’ Achilles says. ‘I wish to see the abilities of the Atlantean women. It is said that the Amazons are allies of Troy and that not a single man stands in their ranks. They call themselves daughters of Ares. Have you ever fought an Amazon warrior? No? I am sure we all will soon enough.’

      ‘You wish for an example of the fighting capabilities of a woman?’ I ask. ‘We have many who would offer the chance.’

      Phaedra stands to attention at my side, armed and ready for demonstration.

      ‘I would fight,’ Patroclus offers. ‘I would see this firsthand, but surely you have a younger among your numbers.’

      ‘Phaedra welcomes any challenge,’ I say proudly.

      Achilles, Calix, and I step aside as Phaedra and Patroclus advance on each other. Both nod in welcome before pulling helms upon their heads. Phaedra of Atlantis carries a shield and trident, facing Patroclus who wields a shield and sword. Initially, they keep distance, probing and testing before Phaedra attacks. She thrusts her trident forward, crashing upon Patroclus’s shield and forcing him back. He tries to retaliate, but Phaedra holds firm, shield high and close, giving no opportunity.

      ‘Strong form and technique,’ Achilles says. ‘Endurance?’

      ‘You doubt her will or the strength of her arms?’ I ask.

      ‘I am merely observing.’

      We continue to watch the contest between Atlantean and Myrmidon until Phaedra gains momentum and forces Patroclus onto his back. Her trident lowers to his throat and remains there until Patroclus laughs and yields.

      ‘You still have much to learn, cousin.’ Achilles chuckles as he helps Patroclus to his feet.

      ‘I am pleased that the warriors of Atlantis, men and women, will be standing with us against the Trojans,’ Patroclus says.

      ‘Now that you have bested my whelp of a cousin,’ Achilles taunts, ‘I would have challenge myself. I need to be tested before blood is shed tomorrow. You and you.’

      He has indicated to two of my female warriors, Salia and Halina, who are training nearby. Both look to me for approval, which I willingly give. I would like to see this man, this legend, fight.

      ‘One more,’ Achilles states. ‘I wish to face one more.’

      ‘Then you can face me,’ I say as I pull my helm down and take my trident from Phaedra. ‘Who will you face first?’

      ‘I have not been clear,’ Achilles explains as he wields his shield and spear. ‘I wish to face you all, now.’

      Without warning, Achilles attacks, hammering his spear into Halina’s shield and clashing shields with Salia. I move to strike, but he is quickly facing me, ducking beneath my trident and forcing my shield back, crashing into me. Halina and Salia advance, but again, Achilles forces them back, sending Salia crashing to the deck of the ship. I step forward to protect my fallen brethren and so begins a flurry of strikes between shields, tridents, and spears between Achilles and me. He moves quicker than anyone I have faced, and each blow upon my shield sends great tremors up my arm. I catch him smiling, for he is not even panting for breath.

      ‘WALL!’ I command, and Salia and Halina join at my sides.

      We link shields, with tridents threatening through the only gaps in our wall. Achilles hammers his spear into our shields, but we hold firm. As one, we advance on the Myrmidon, but he does not fall back. Instead, he smiles and charges us, leaping high and over our shields. Before we can react, he has struck us from behind, sending the three of us crashing to the deck of the Hydra. I try to rally, angry now as I struggle to my feet.

      ‘Enough!’ Achilles calls with lowered shield and spear. ‘I have seen enough!’

      ‘No,’ I argue. ‘I will not let you shame us aboard my own ship.’

      ‘There is no shame to be had here,’ Achilles replies calmly. ‘My men would not have lasted as long as you three. I am impressed. If the Amazons fight as you do, then it will certainly be a keen contest when we meet.’

      ‘No contest for you, mighty Achilles,’ Calix says as he helps Halina to stand and checks I am unscathed.

      ‘They say you are a son of the Gods,’ I remark as I pull the helm from my head.

      ‘Is that what they say?’ Achilles jokes.

      ‘They say you can’t die.’

      ‘Everyone dies,’ Achilles says sombrely. ‘All that matters is the when and how. Would you believe it if I told you that I am fated to die in the war with Troy?’

      ‘No,’ Patroclus says. ‘Not after what we have just seen and the vast army we sail with.’

      ‘Why come here if you know you are to die?’ I ask.

      ‘Because my doom is bound tightly with my legend,’ Achilles replies, looking out to the horizon. ‘This war will never be forgotten, nor the men and the women who fight in it.’

      ‘It will be an honour to fight and die, if it is fated, beside you, Achilles, and Patroclus,’ Calix says.

      Achilles lifts his spear in salute. ‘Tomorrow, we go to war. Blood and death, because one man could not please his wife. Such a small thing to affect so many. Fate has always taken unexpected turns.’

      We speak for a while more, and Achilles inspects the men and women under my command. He also takes considerable interest in our biremes and our craftsmanship, having never seen anything like them in his many travels. By the time Achilles and Patroclus take their leave, it is near sunset, both promising that we will celebrate together upon the conquered Trojan shores.

      Calix and I talk for a while after, making plans for the next day and the coming campaign. Both of us agree that we want this war over as quickly as possible, but we know that will likely not be the case.

      ‘And what of after the war?’ my brother asks as he hands me a cup of wine. I permit it as the sun will soon be setting and I will distribute a single cup to my crew as well.

      ‘You think we will both survive it?’ I ask. ‘If it was a war at sea, I would be certain of an Atlantean… I mean Greek victory. We shall fight on the land, though, and from what I have heard, the Trojans have impressive defences and are skilled horsemen and archers.’

      ‘Regardless, what will happen after the war?’ Calix persists.

      ‘We return home,’ I reply, puzzled by the question.

      ‘And then what?’ You and I both know Father and Mother are keen for us to forge marriages and allegiances.’

      ‘So much for marrying for love,’ I reply with an annoyed sigh. I hate any talk of marriage. If it was my choice, I would remain at sea for all my life, my crew the only husband I need.

      ‘Perhaps the great warrior Achilles would make a fine match for you, sister?’ he suggests. ‘Or maybe even the cunning Odysseus. I have seen your gaze linger upon him many times since first meeting.’

      ‘He has a wife and child in his homeland of Ithaca awaiting his return,’ I argue, wishing to change the subject. ‘Besides, what about you? What fine wife has Father picked out for you?’

      ‘An argumentative wench, knowing my luck.’ He chuckles. ‘It would be like marrying you!’

      ‘Ha! What of Vivara? I heard you have spent many twilights together in the darkness.’

      ‘Marriage? I do not think Mother or Father would approve.’

      ‘Maybe not for their prized prince,’ I agree.

      ‘Perhaps we should survive this war first.’

      ‘Agreed.’

      ‘I just hope that we are proven right,’ Calix says. ‘If the eighth day passes, Agamemnon will not be pleased.’

      ‘There…’ I simply murmur with a hand raised towards the horizon.

      ‘Land,’ Calix says.

      ‘Troy.’
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      ADAM: Feeling like a spy—Litochoro train station.

      ‘You couldn’t look more suspicious if you tried,’ Matt mocks me as I return from my third covert pass of the lockers and return to the café where my brother is seated.

      ‘I’ve no idea what you mean,’ I say as I lower my hood and remove my jacket. I speak quietly so as not to be overheard. ‘There are no guards or security to be seen, but there is a surveillance camera covering the lockers.’

      ‘The camera could pose a problem.’

      ‘It would if it was plugged in.’ I chuckle.

      ‘Good,’ Matt says. ‘I waited and observed. No one is watching the lockers or following us.’

      ‘Let’s do this, then.’

      On tired legs from the climb and descent of Mount Olympus, we vacate the café and head for the station’s lockers. We pass the lockers once more to make sure no one is watching and double-check that the camera is not active before then approaching our target.

      ‘Here we go. Locker three-one-five,’ I say as we close in. ‘Any idea on the password?’

      ‘Not really,’ Matt says before suddenly chuckling to himself. ‘Try teapot.’

      ‘Teapot?’ I laugh.

      ‘A long story for another time,’ he says as he inputs the password into the metal lock. ‘Fingers crossed.’

      The lock clicks into place and falls away, opening the locker.

      ‘Teapot indeed,’ I say as I pull open the locker door. Inside is a package wrapped tightly in brown paper.

      ‘Let’s open it somewhere a bit quieter,’ Matt suggests as I take the package and close the locker again. The package has some weight to it, and by its size, I guess that its contents is a book or papers.

      With the package in hand, we walk to a platform devoid of trains and people and enter one of the shelters.

      ‘Open it up,’ Matt says with interest, like a child at Christmas.

      I pull apart the brown paper and find a single folder with a letter stapled to its cover. I pull the letter free and hand Matt the folder.

      ‘It’s from Abbey!’ I say in surprise.

      ‘Really?’ Matt says in equal shock. ‘How?’

      ‘Hmm… she isn’t happy,’ I say as I quickly scan the letter. ‘There’s a lot of swearing.’

      ‘Matt chuckles as he looks through the contents of the folder.

      ‘Dear idiots…’ I begin.

      ‘Nice start.’ Matt laughs.

      ‘Firstly, I cannot… believe you have gone on a… mission without me. You have no… idea how… angry I am with you. It’s… Greek mythology and… Atlantis!’

      ‘A lot of pauses,’ Matt comments.

      ‘A lot of swears,’ I correct him. I chuckle before continuing. ‘First you… abandon us, then you… go on the greatest hunt of your lives! Secondly, I can’t believe you went to Miss Diouri before approaching me! Luckily, Miss Diouri trusts me more than you do!’

      ‘Of course Abbey was one of her contacts,’ Matt says.

      ‘In the folder,’ I continue reading the letter, ‘you will find what research I could pull together about the second and third symbol. I will continue to work on the rest, but it is difficult in our current… situation. I will do what I can.’

      ‘Good girl,’ Matt praises her.

      ‘There are also what details I could pull together regarding star constellations and their links to Greek mythology, as well as some information on the Greek legends and stories themselves.’

      ‘She must’ve pulled some strings over here to get all this printed off and delivered in such a short time,’ Matt says.

      ‘I will try to do what I can to support you both and get what details I can on the rest of the symbols. I know and understand why you are doing this, and I wish I could help more. Good luck to you both. I hope we will see you soon. Take care of each other and stay safe. Love, Abbey.’

      ‘Even under watch, she still does so much for us,’ Matt says.

      ‘Thank you, Abbey,’ I say, wishing I could contact her to express my gratitude. I know the research and arranging all this could not have been easy with Elizabeth Bowen, Winterbourne, and General Walcott keeping watch.

      ‘Look at this,’ Matt says as he pulls a sheet from the folder of documents. Across the page are images of star constellations, and my brother indicates one near the top. An outline in the stars called Aquila.

      ‘Doesn’t that look familiar from a certain bird we just saw in the mountain?’ Matt asks.

      I turn on the digital camera and compare the constellation on the page to the image of the eagle from atop the mountain. The stars match the symbols for Atlantis on the eagle perfectly.

      ‘Aquila, carrier of Zeus’s thunderbolts,’ Matt reads from Abbey’s information.

      ‘That’s it! That’s the first constellation.’

      ‘Find all seven and we find Atlantis!’ Matt says with disbelief.

      ‘Where do we go next?’ I ask. ‘What does Abbey say of the second and third symbols?’

      ‘Okay, so symbol two was snakes. That relates to Hades.’

      ‘God of the Underworld,’ I remark. ‘So, we going to hell?’

      ‘Amphipolis Tomb, to the north of us,’ he replies.

      ‘Why there? What’s the link to Hades?’

      ‘Legend says that deep within the tomb are gates to the underworld,’ Matt says grimly.

      ‘Of course it does. We go to the gates of Hades’ home… in the underworld. And the third symbol? Something a bit more cheery, I hope.’

      ‘The trident of Poseidon,’ he replies. ‘We go to Knossos on the island of Crete.’

      ‘Hang on, I know this one,’ I say, remembering the Greek myth. ‘That was where the labyrinth housing the minotaur was. We have to find the labyrinth?’

      ‘You guessed it!’

      ‘The underworld or a labyrinth guarded by a minotaur. I’ll be honest, I’m not liking the options.’

      ‘Amphipolis Tomb to the north is nearest,’ Matt says as he looks at a map of Greece and its neighbouring countries.

      ‘Then we go there first,’ I decide for us.

      ‘Mister Clifton?’ a young and nervous station guard interrupts as he calls out from across the platform. ‘Is there a… uh… Mister Jacob… Clifton here?’

      ‘That’s you.’ Matt nudges me, reminding me of my new identity.

      ‘Over here,’ I call to the station guard, seeing that the jumpy young man poses no threat.

      ‘A message was… erm… arrived… received for you…’ the guard explains in broken English as he hands me a sheet of paper.

      ‘Thank you,’ I reply before Matt and I read the message with intrigue and then urgency as we see the words of warning.

      THEY KNOW WHERE YOU ARE. LEAVE, NOW!
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      ALAINA: The war begins—The Trojan Shore.

      The rest of the Greek fleet rallied during the long night and all agreed that the invasion would begin at first light. We held our position, just out of sight of the shore so as not to alarm the Trojans and give them time to prepare for our attack. Few found sleep easy, eager or fearful for the day to come. It matters not. Come dawn, every galley in the Greek armada will strike like a hammer upon the Trojan shore.

      At the first glimpses of the sun rising above the ocean, basking the waters in a golden glow, the signal is given. Every single man and woman under my command is armed and ready. The oarsman row with renewed vigour, eager to see this journey end and the battle begin. A drumming builds from tridents striking the deck of the ship. It grows as we near the shore ahead. Already, I can see groups of people upon the dunes; soldiers preparing for our arrival.

      ‘Warriors of Atlantis!’ I call out to my command. ‘Trusted brothers and sisters! We stand now, together! Once your feet hit the sand of that beach, we are to form up and fight as one! We are warriors of Atlantis. No one fights alone!’

      My people cheer, roaring and barely able to contain themselves. Dion and Phaedra are at my side, crying out encouragement to all around us. The ships nearby join the drumbeat, growing until every Atlantean bireme and nearly every Greek galley is drumming, and the whole coastline can hear our rhythm.

      ‘This war will never be forgotten!’ I say, repeating Achilles’ words. ‘We will never be forgotten!’

      As the cheers grow ever louder, I am handed my helm, my shield, and my weapon. I hold my trident high for all to see and lower its five deadly teeth toward the shore ahead.

      ‘POSEIDON, LEAD US ON!’

      All cheer, roar, and are ready to fight, kill, and die.

      Our ships crash through the waves, and as we near the shore, the first Trojan arrows soar towards us, whistling horribly as they fall. Shields rise to meet them, and their attacks only add fuel to the fire raging within my warriors. I look to our right and see the first ship, an Atlantean bireme commanded by my uncle, Takis, hit the sands. Protesilaus of the Phylaceans is the first to leap clear of his ship and is the first Greek to touch land. Arrows and spears fall around him, killing many of those joining Protesilaus from the Greek galley, but still, the man survives and is rallying others to him. I see Takis at his side and they advance.

      ‘NOW!’ I scream as our bireme hits the sands.

      Dion leaps from the Hydra first, followed by me and then many others. Arrows and spears descend towards us, and I see the first of my people fall and die.

      ‘WALL!’ I order, and instantly shields join up with mine.

      More men and women join us from the Hydra, and soon those from other ships are reinforcing us. They form a row behind us and lift their shields over our heads as a second wall. Archers advance behind those carrying the shields and loose arrows over us to drive back the Trojans.

      ‘FORWARD!’ I command, advancing us from the waters towards the dunes.

      Peering between a gap in the shields, I see formations of men massing ahead, and in the distance are horsemen charging towards the beach. Arrows and spears continue to rain down upon us, but we push forward until we near the dunes. Compacted together with our linked shields united, none of my warriors fall.

      ‘We break when we reach the dunes,’ I yell to Phaedra and Dion. ‘Second rank, launch tridents.’

      As I give the instruction, two arrows thunder into my shield before a spear flies overhead and strikes an archer behind me. I peer through the shields and see dozens of Trojan soldiers charging down from the dunes.

      ‘BREAK!’ I order.

      Our shield wall parts, and the second rank launches their tridents at the Trojans, killing many and halting their advance. Our archers loose arrows to fell even more of our foes as our first rank, me included, charge forward. Dion and Phaedra remain at my side, and we cut down any enemy in our path. Swords and spears clatter against my shield, but my trident strikes true, tearing through man after man. One larger brute seeks to tear me in two, but I duck beneath his blade and bring my trident up and through his throat.

      With every passing moment, more of our ships are reaching the shore. Calix’s force advances, my brother’s shield impaled on a spear and a handful of arrows. The black-armoured Myrmidons charge past the Trojan barricades, Achilles’ swift movements almost god-like as he tears through the Trojans. Ajax roars with laughter as he slaughters any foe he faces. Menelaus screams his stolen wife’s name with every life his sword takes.

      I see the Greek horsemen massing and charging us from the flank. Protesilaus and my Uncle Takis attempt to form their men together to face the assault, but they are swiftly cut down, their forces decimated by the onslaught of horsemen. I see the man who killed Protesilaus and Takis, vowing to remember that face to claim vengeance when given the chance.

      ‘WALL!’ I order, and my warriors form up around me again, the wall larger this time as more Atlantean biremes reach the shore.

      Calix is quickly with us too, my brother’s warriors joining mine.

      ‘HOLD STRONG!’ Calix commands, the order repeated along the wall. ‘PUSH FORWARD!’

      ‘HOLD STRONG!’ I repeat as the Trojan horsemen near. I expect to hear the thunder of hooves but realise the soft sand is slowing the horses. That is to our advantage.

      ‘ARCHERS…’ I call out, waiting until the horsemen are near enough for every arrow to count. ‘SPEARMEN…’ I order the Greek warriors who have formed behind our shields. ‘NOW!’

      Our upper rank of shields part and arrows and spears rise and fall towards the Trojan horsemen, killing many, but more charge towards us.

      ‘HOLD STRONG!’ every man in the wall calls out moments before the Trojan horsemen crash into our shields.

      ‘FORWARD!’ I command. ‘FORWARD AND NOT ONE STEP BACK!’

      Many of the horses are driven back by our tridents, faltering their charge, but more smash into our shields. Any horses or riders that threaten to break through are swiftly cut down. The wall holds strong, with any gaps quickly filled by men and women waiting behind. When the Trojan horsemen try to circle round and attack our flanks, the wall bends to meet the assault. We give no quarter, no time or space to show mercy in the midst of this carnage and death.

      One horse, its rider already dead, crashes into mine and Dion’s shields, the horse whinnying and kicking out wildly as it tries to escape. Dion’s trident ends its suffering, but a Trojan rider behind tries to take advantage. He swings a blade through the gap, his horse impaled upon trident, spear, and arrow, but still alive. The Trojan’s blade strikes my shield and glances off my helm. I suffer no injury, but my vision blurs for a moment from the blow. Thank the Gods that Phaedra is with me, for the three teeth of her trident tear through the rider’s arm, wrenching his sword from his grasp and gifting Dion the chance to end his life.

      ‘My Princess.’ One of my soldiers tries to aid me, but I shrug him away and force my senses to clear.

      ‘HOLD STRONG!’ I scream as loud as my voice will allow. My order is repeated as a chant until all Atlanteans and Greeks are roaring it in defiance of the attacking Trojan horsemen. Again and again, they charge and crash into our wall of shields, but each time, we do not break or flee. Arrows and spears rise and fall on both sides, and though our losses grow, we do not retreat. With each passing moment, our numbers grow as more ships reach the shore. The sands of the beach and the waters of the ocean are stained red with blood and littered by the fallen. A handful of ships are burning, but this is pitifully few of the tremendous Greek fleet.

      A horn sounds in the distance, playing again and again until the Trojan horsemen circle away from their charge towards our wall. The horn continues to sound out, summoning the Trojans and signalling the retreat. I order my warriors to stay in formation, wary if this is a trick to fool us into believing the Trojans are withdrawing. As I peer through the shields, I see that it is no trick, but that the horsemen and defenders on the beach are fleeing.

      When the Trojan horsemen have fled past the dunes and out of sight and all semblance of resistance has fallen, Agamemnon’s gigantic warship finally reaches the sands. A cheer sounds from the great Greek galley as our King of Kings takes to the Trojan sands once the fighting is over. Regardless, I am sure he will still see this as his victory.

      I look back again to the lands of Troy ahead of us and see a single rider looking back towards our beachhead. Even at such a distance, I recognise him. The man who killed Protesilaus and my Uncle Takis. He waits but a moment longer before joining his men in retreating towards the city of Troy.
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      ADAM: In search of the gates of The underworld—Amphipolis Tomb.

      We have been on the move since receiving the anonymous warning at Litochoro Train Station. They must be Elizabeth Bowen, Winterbourne, General Walcott, and all those who have captured the British Museum with the backing of the United Nations Security Council. The UN itself could be hunting us for all we know. We still have at least one ally at the museum; Abbey, and perhaps one other if the message was not from our historian.

      Matt and I travelled north to Amphipolis Tomb by train, bus, and then walked the final few miles. We kept our heads down, wary of any surveillance cameras or police that may also be on the lookout for us until we reached the location of the second clue.

      A sane person would steer clear of the area, knowing others are likely trailing us, but we are far from sane. All we have are the symbols, the clues our father gave us, and we are not giving up on the hunt just yet.

      It’s close to midnight by the time we reach the tomb. Any visitors are long gone, and we pass the near five hundred metre circular marble wall that surrounds the crypt unseen. The entrance is guarded by two stone sphinxes on an archway. I know the sphinx from Egyptian and Greek mythology, and in the Greek tales, they have the body of a lion, the wings of an eagle, and the head of the most beautiful of women. Those at the entrance to the tomb are missing the heads and wings, long destroyed or taken, but the incredibly detailed bodies of lions and their claws remain. The pillars of the entrance are faded and crumbling away, but there is still some evidence of the markings across their surface; words, perhaps, or warnings.

      With lock picks in hand, we bypass the padlocked gates and enter the tomb. Head lamps and torches light our way, and we walk silently, listening out for any sign of discovery or alarm. A pair of robed female statues, named Carvatids by the tourist signs, tower over us, their detail as exceptional as the beheaded sphinxes at the entrance. In silence, we search for any sign of a symbol of Hades or the constellations.

      I look closer at the floor, noticing for the first time that it is one large mosaic. I step back and see the mosaic tells a story; a man taking a woman and travelling by horseback.

      ‘Hades kidnapping the goddess Persephone and taking her with him to his kingdom of the underworld,’ Matt explains.

      ‘We’re in the right place,’ I say as I take a closer look but can see no evidence of symbols or constellations.

      We continue our search, and I’m surprised to discover a severed stone head among the items on display. Beside them are fragments of stone wings, and I realise these were from one of the sphinxes at the entrance. There are more fragments of statues, marble doors, and fixtures on display, but none hold the clues we seek. Further inside the tomb, we find a stone vault that is indicated to house over five hundred and fifty human bones. A sign explains that the contents are from five different corpses, buried together within the tomb; perhaps a family.

      We explore the entire tomb, inspecting the statues, walls, floors, and the surrounding exhibits but find no evidence of what we hunt.

      ‘There’s nothing here,’ Matt says in defeat.

      ‘Then we delve deeper.’ I lift my torch towards a sectioned-off passage marked with a sign I understand to be a warning as off-limits.

      ‘I was worried it would come to this.’

      On our way to Amphipolis, Matt and I read through Abbey’s notes. We learned that Amphipolis Tomb, or Kasta Tomb as it is also known, is believed by historians to be a shrine in honour of Hephaestion, a close friend of Alexander the Great. Though that was interesting in itself, what I found more intriguing were the warnings of the lower levels of the tomb. As we have now discovered, they are indeed closed off to the public, and only those who are rightly prepared should proceed.

      Though the upper levels of the tomb are harmless, it is known that local wildlife avoids the area for any that come close do not survive long. There are areas above the tomb, away from the public approach, where toxic gases escape the ground and poison the soil and air. The tomb itself is safe enough, but the lower levels are a different matter. In Abbey’s notes, she mentions that ritual sacrifices were common at this site. Priests threw animals deep into the tomb to die from the toxins before pulling them back out with ropes. This site was used as a ritual passage to the underworld.

      We expected we may need to enter the deadly lower levels of the crypt and came prepared. In our packs are respirators and a small oxygen tank, enough for at least an hour exploring amongst the deadly and highly flammable gases. We will need to be quick in our search, though our plan is hampered by the lack of a map or a recording of what the lower levels of this tomb house.

      ‘Ready to enter the gates of the underworld?’ I ask.

      ‘It’s no different to any other tomb or crypt,’ Matt says, though I wonder which of us he’s trying to convince.

      We test our respirators and oxygen tanks and check on each other’s to ensure that the oxygen is flowing properly and that there are no leaks. Once ready, we pull apart the barriers and locks barring our way. There are more locks and chains than expected, and more warning signs too, but we continue and force open a large set of heavy steel doors that sealed away the lower levels of the Amphipolis Tomb and the dangers within.

      Marble steps lead us lower and deeper into the crypt and then down narrow corridors with low ceilings. The small space is full of a vapour so misty and dense that we can barely see the ground. Further on, the tunnels branch off, giving differing routes to explore. Without a map, it would be easy to lose ourselves down here, but we mark the walls with a luminous paint that will fade and vanish over the coming days. This is the only way we can clearly retrace our steps, and at least it’s better than breadcrumbs. We use numbers to mark our way, avoiding any risk of losing ourselves.

      ‘This way,’ Matt says as he leads us down the dark, silent corridors.

      We continue, reaching dead ends and chambers so narrow that we have to squeeze through with our oxygen tanks strapped to our backs. Some routes are blocked off by fallen rubble too large and heavy to clear, whilst others appear to have been undisturbed for centuries. With torches and headlamps as our only source of light, we search for any sign of the symbols of Hades, constellations, or Atlantis. The walls are marked with inscriptions and words, but none seem to match what we seek. With one eye on the clock, knowing we have only an hour of oxygen, we hurry in our search until we see finally something ahead we recognise.

      The tomb ends in a gate, flanked by marble columns with an arch overhead. Upon the arch is a pair of stone sphinxes. Unlike those that greeted us at the entrance, these mythical beasts are in perfect condition. The wings and heads are untouched and truly beautiful; a far cry from the damaged examples on exhibit in the tomb above us.

      We walk closer, drawn in by the wondrous sight. I look to the columns too and see the inscriptions and symbols across them have not been ravaged by time.

      ‘The underworld… greets you,’ Matt translates slowly, using more of Abbey’s notes.

      Beyond these marble gates is only darkness that cannot even be broken by our torches. I try not to be alarmed by this but feel dread slowly creep over me. I look away and to the sphinx statues above us. I then see them; the symbols we have been searching for.

      ‘The eyes.’ The words escape my lips in excitement. ‘Matt, look at the eyes.’

      The eyes of the sphinxes are not those of a beautiful woman but the concentric circles of Atlantis.

      ‘There! There it is!’ Matt cheers as he points to the wings of the mythical beasts.

      The patterns are not those of feathers, but instead, multi-headed snakes stretching out across the wings.

      ‘Hydras,’ I state with a growing grin, knowing the legend.

      ‘That’s one of the constellations,’ Matt says with triumph. ‘Look, you can see the markings for the stars across the snake heads.’

      He’s right. We’ve found the next clue and the next step in our pursuit of Atlantis and our father. My brother and I high-five in celebration, and then Matt takes out his camera from his pocket. With a flash, he takes a photo, the camera illuminating the gateway and penetrating the darkness beyond. In that brief flicker of light, I’m certain I see something. A shape or figure, perhaps.

      ‘You see that?’ Matt asks me, confirming that he saw it too.

      I nod, and together we take a slow step forward beyond the gate with raised torches. The sound of passing water and rippling waves greets us as we enter the darkness, and after a dozen steps, we stop, rooted to the spot. The way ahead is illuminated without the need for torches, and we now stand on the bank of a great river passing through the rock of the cavern. Upon the waters are small boats with no oars or sails. Each carries a single passenger, silent and unmoving, staring emotionlessly ahead.

      ‘Are those…’ I begin to ask before I realise what I’m seeing. These are the boats carrying the dead to the underworld across the River Styx. I can scarcely believe my eyes.

      ‘Coin for the boatman?’ a gravelly, creepy voice calls to us, sending terror coursing through me.

      On the bank not far from us stands a lone figure with a hood raised over its head. The figure is silent and still, with an aged and wretched hand held out open towards us. For a moment, the light flickers, and I see the sunken, withered face beneath the hood, eye sockets hollow.

      ‘Charon, ferryman of Hades,’ Matt whispers.

      ‘Coin for the boatman?’ the ferryman repeats, and my brother and I back away in silence.

      As we pass the gate, the darkness returns, and the river, boats, and the hooded figure are gone.

      ‘Was that… I can’t… Was it really…’ I struggle to speak.

      ‘I don’t know…’ Matt says, equally shocked. ‘I… I really can’t believe it.’

      ‘We need to get out of here,’ I say as I see the time on my watch. ‘Can you check the valve and readout on my oxygen tank?’

      ‘Should be more than half remaining,’ Matt tells me as he pulls open my rucksack.

      ‘That’s what I thought.’

      ‘Adam, your oxygen tank!’ Matt warns in alarm. ‘The valve says it’s empty!’

      ‘Can’t be. Check again! You sure you’re reading it right?’

      ‘I’m sure. It says it’s empty!’ I feel Matt disconnect the respirator from the oxygen tank. The hiss of escaping oxygen should sound, but there is only silence. ‘You’ll have to share mine. Check my readout, would you?’

      I pull open the straps of Matt’s rucksack and lift the valve and its dial to my gaze. The needle rests unmoving at empty.

      ‘You’re not going to like this,’ I say. ‘We’re both running empty.’

      ‘Impossible,’ Matt says as he pulls the rucksack from his shoulders and checks himself.

      ‘We need to get out of here now!’ I warn as I look at the deadly mist looming over the ground at our feet. With every passing moment, we’re inhaling more of the toxic gas.

      ‘Go,’ Matt urges as he sees the truth for himself. ‘Go now, Adam! GO!’

      We run, urgency and fear driving us on as we try to flee the tomb. We hurry through the narrow tunnels, dropping and discarding our now-useless oxygen tanks and respirators. We rush from chamber to chamber, tracing our steps until we reach a turning. I scan the walls for signs of our luminous paint that leads the way, but there is no trace of it anywhere.

      ‘It can’t be,’ Matt says with fear in his eyes. ‘We marked every turning. We must have come this way.’

      In the distant darkness, a voice can be heard. It doesn’t call or question but chills my bones with its echoed mocking. It’s laughter. At first a man’s, then a woman’s, and then that of a dozen children. We flash the light of our torches and headlamps down every stone corridor, but there is no one, nor anything to be seen.

      ‘Come out!’ my brother yells, but the mocking laughter only continues.

      ‘I don’t like this,’ I tell him.

      A wave of nausea overwhelms me, and I have to place a hand on the wall to steady myself. The stone shifts beneath my touch, and I realise it’s not stone at all, nor a solid wall. To my horror, I see that what was stone is now a wall of skulls and human bones piled high. I back away and collide with the far wall that’s now also skulls and bones.

      ‘Keep moving,’ Matt tells me, eyes wide in fear.

      ‘Which way?’ I ask, panicking as we now have no directions to lead us out. ‘Where do we go?’

      ‘Anywhere but here,’ Matt urges as he pushes me on.

      The laughter continues as we take the first and nearest turning in the crypts. We find more human remains lining the walls, and the rubble that once blocked our path is now a mountain of skulls. New voices call out to us, some shouting and screaming as others cry and shriek. We hear words in dozens of languages call out, but one voice I understand is a scream of terror. HELP US. The skulls upon the walls tremor and turn, their hollowed, empty eyes following us.

      We turn another corner as a wail of sorrow rapidly approaches and then passes us, like a freight train thundering past. Ahead of us, the wall shudders and crumbles, revealing a new path yet leaves no debris or rubble. In one chamber, the ceiling drips crimson tears, and in another we see slender shadows crossing the marble floor, yet no person standing in the room. A booming drumbeat sounds around us, building to a crescendo before silence, and then the laughter returns.

      Figures appear to us in the darkness, foes, and friends, past and present.

      ‘Why did you abandon us?’ Dave and Abbey cry out. ‘Why did you leave us?’

      ‘Why did you leave me?’ Emma pleads.

      ‘Why did you let me die?’ a rotting John Westmore, wife of Judith, accuses.

      ‘You are unworthy,’ Vladislav Dracula sneers with fangs drawn and bloody.

      Colonel Heinrich Steinhardt, Follia, Jack Bishop, and Leon Bransby, all possessed by anger and fury, swearing bloody and terrible vengeance. Duncan, Sara, Tristram, Gabriel, Judith, Cecylia Nowak, Jesse Carlyle, Eric Jackson, Sergeant Danielle Valentine, and more, friends old and new. They appear in the shadows of the tomb, some in terror, pain, and suffering, others accusing us of failing, abandoning or betraying them. The spectres haunt us, following our every step as we try desperately to escape the tomb and its deadly poison.

      ‘It’s not real!’ I call out to my brother, urging us both on. ‘It’s not real! It can’t be!’

      Through all this, we continue to run, searching for our lost markings and the way out of the terrible haunted tomb and its toxic air. We only stop when a figure steps into our path. The man whose journey brought us here.

      ‘Father?’ we ask as he turns to face us. He is just as we remember him; the age when he disappeared.

      ‘Why did you not search for me?’ the spirit asks. ‘I waited for you. I needed you. You left me for dead!’

      ‘No… we didn’t know…’ I struggle in the face of such damnation.

      ‘We would’ve come for you…’ Matt pleads.

      ‘You failed me!’ screams our father. He turns and charges us, screaming in fury before he too vanishes from sight.

      ‘Come on!’ I urge Matt, pulling him onwards through the dark tomb.

      We hurry on until, as one, our torches and headlamps flicker and fail, plunging us into darkness. I reach into my pocket for a backup torch, but before I can light it, a great, blinding wall of flames engulfs the path ahead and behind us.

      ‘Now what?’ Matt questions, until we hear footsteps approach beyond the roaring fire.

      Through the flames steps a single figure, tall and looming in black-plated body armour and a helmet with glowing red eyes. He is our enemy, Hawke, commander of the Winterbourne mercenaries.

      ‘Another ghost,’ I dismiss. ‘Of course you’re here.’

      ‘Oh, I am very real,’ declares Hawke as he charges us but doesn’t vanish. Instead, his fist hits me hard across the face and sends me crashing to the crypt floor through the mist. Hawke then strikes at Matt, kicking him hard in the stomach and pinning him against the wall.

      ‘Very real.’ Matt grimaces as he struggles against Hawke’s hold on him.

      I rise and charge our foe, barging him away, but Hawke quickly recovers. He strikes hard and fast, and I can barely defend myself against such ferocity. Matt joins me, and together we face Hawke, but still, he proves more than a match. Our attacks do not slow nor hinder him, and his fury is unending. Matt cries out in pain as his arm is twisted back before he’s thrown into the tomb’s stone wall. The air is driven from my lungs as I’m hit hard in the gut, forcing me to my knees. Before I can recover, Hawke drags me across the ground and I’m forced down beside Matt, Hawke standing victorious over us.

      ‘I know what you came here for,’ Hawke tells us. ‘You Hunters are all the same. You came here searching for the way to Atlantis. You are as foolish as your father.’

      ‘Don’t you dare speak about our father!’ I shout, but Hawke’s boot forces me down.

      ‘I will speak of Christopher Hunter however I want. I think I knew him better than you ever did.’

      ‘How?’ demands Matt.

      ‘Because I was a Hunter too,’ Hawke reveals with venom in his voice as he spits the words. ‘I worked for the British Museum. You took my advice and finally entered Alpha Room, correct? Did you see the photos on the wall of the team?’

      He removes his helmet and lowers himself to look us both in the eyes. In his late twenties with blonde hair, a hardened face, and a scar running from one of his green eyes down a cheek, he eyes us with contempt.

      ‘I was the naive and foolish boy in those photos,’ he states. ‘I dreamt of adventure and treasure and seeing the world. I was your father’s apprentice until he abandoned me.’

      ‘You lie,’ I say with disbelief.

      From his pocket, he pulls a penknife, which is almost identical to my own.

      ‘Recognise it?’ he asks. ‘A gift from your father when I passed the museum’s trials and became his student.’

      ‘And now you are a commander,’ another voice calls from within the tomb.

      I look up, and beyond Hawke, I see Elizabeth Bowen approach, flanked by mercenaries of Winterbourne. They wear breathing respirators, but I can see beneath hers that Elizabeth has a cruel smile on her face. Her dark eyes appear as black as night. At her hip is a blade, a crimson-sheathed curved sabre with a gold and black hilt.

      ‘So, it’s true,’ I accuse. ‘You are Winterbourne.’

      ‘I warned you, Adam, that this is a time of change,’ she says, her words slow and careful as Matt and I are pulled up and forced to our knees before her.

      ‘You wanted us to discover the truth of our father,’ I accuse. ‘You knew we would seek him out and, in doing so, lead you to Atlantis.’

      ‘That was very much my intention,’ Elizabeth confesses. ‘I have watched the pair of you for a long time. I know your skills, capabilities, and greatest fears. I knew Christopher would have hidden his clues with you. Seeing your exploits over this past year convinced me that you were ready.’

      ‘And my friendship with your son?’ I ask. ‘Was that a lie too?’

      ‘A convenience.’ She smiles with dark cunning. ‘My plan has always been to see the museum fall and to gain access to the wonder that is the kingdom of the oceans.’

      ‘You released the curses of Osiris,’ Matt says. ‘You tried to have us killed.’

      ‘Killed and the British Museum discredited. Through those means, I gained the support and resources of the Security Council. I now have the resources of the British Museum under my command and have even brought your team and friends to heel. Now I shall gain the riches of Atlantis, something your father prevented.’

      ‘It has to be more than that,’ I say. ‘It can’t be greed alone that drives you.’

      ‘It isn’t.’ Elizabeth’s hardened gaze falters for a moment, betraying her. ‘Atlantis holds something of interest that could change the world and return…’ She pauses then, looking away briefly before her gaze returns to us with renewed focus. ‘That is all you need to know,’ she tells me. ‘For now, I have a question for you. I know you’re following your father’s clues. I know of the mountain and this terrible place, but that is all. I know you seek the way to Atlantis. Hand over what you have and tell us what you know. Failure to do this will result in… punishment.’

      ‘You were one of us once and close friends with our father,’ Matt says. ‘What happened to turn you this way?’

      ‘Loss can make a person wake from their dream of what the world is,’ Elizabeth explains cryptically. ‘Loss can give life to truth.’

      ‘Does Duncan know?’ I ask. ‘Does he know what you truly are?’

      ‘I have always valued your friendship with my son, but that friendship was fated to end the day you joined your brother at the British Museum. Now, tell me what you have learned. Tell me how to find Atlantis.’

      ‘Commander…’ one of the mercenaries says with a shaky voice. ‘Commander, my respirator… it’s failing…’

      ‘Are you seeing the walls?’ another asks. ‘They’re moving… they’re running with blood…’

      ‘Mother… Mother, how are you here? Please… please don’t yell…’

      ‘Hawke, get your men into order,’ Elizabeth instructs.

      Hawke paces towards the mercenaries, striking one and yelling at another to see sense. They are distracted, and this is our time to act. Luckily, my brother is already prepared.

      ‘Adam,’ Matt whispers to me. ‘Cover your face and run.’

      ‘What?’ I ask before I see my brother’s lighter in his hand. I then remember that the air around us is not just poisonous, but also highly flammable.

      I turn away, burying my head in my arms as Matt ignites the lighter. A brief and sudden eruption engulfs the chamber, throwing me back against the wall. I recover quickly, knowing this is my chance, and scramble away. The flames blocking our path are gone and the light has returned to my headlamp. I hear Matt fighting his way free in the darkness and his hurried flight as he cries out to me, ‘RUN!’

      A Winterbourne mercenary, still dazed by the blast, staggers to block my path. I sprint at the man, striking him hard and running past him into the next tunnel. Ahead of me are more Winterbourne soldiers, but it’s clear that the gas in the air is affecting them too. I hear warnings of failed breathing equipment and cries of terror as hallucinations threaten to overwhelm them. In one crypt, I see a woman swiping at the empty air with a knife as another cowers in a corner.

      One mercenary regains his senses, and he charges once he spots me. I dodge his first swing and kick at his passing knee to see him tumble away. He recovers quickly and grabs hold of me around my torso, attempting to wrestle me to the ground. The mercenary squeezes tighter, but I clap him hard across both ears, utterly disorientating him for a moment so I can make my escape. He seeks to grasp me again but is forced to back away as his knife-wielding comrade wildly charges him. Taking the chance, I flee into the next tunnel and keep running until my path is blocked by Hawke once again.

      I can’t stop myself, and the Winterbourne commander catches me with a waiting arm to send me tumbling over. One of his command tries to grab me, but I hit him hard between the legs and then once under his chin to send him away before Hawke grabs hold of me and pins me down. My headlamp is knocked away, and in our struggles, it’s crushed under Hawke’s boot.

      ‘Stop this,’ he tells me. ‘You cannot win.’

      ‘Listen, Adam,’ Elizabeth Bowen urges as she joins Hawke’s side. ‘We do not need to be enemies. My enemy was Charles and the British Museum. They take what they want and hide it away from the world. I merely seek to reveal our history and use our relics of power for the betterment of humanity. I could have saved my husband had your father and Charles allowed it.’

      ‘I don’t believe that,’ I argue. ‘My father wouldn’t turn his back on anyone in need.’

      ‘How wrong you are,’ Hawke states coldly.

      ‘Charles and your father abandoned us when Alastair fell ill,’ Elizabeth says. ‘The curses I sent were payment for that, though I had no idea what devastation they would unleash. A happy coincidence for the aid Bowen Inc. provided at the disaster sites greatly rose our reputation.’

      ‘Profits, wealth, and reputation.’ I laugh. ‘So that is the truth of it.’

      ‘I have always known Matt takes after your mother. Yes, he has his strengths, but you have the spirit and strength of heart that I saw in your father. Do not make the same mistakes he did. Do not squander what you have. Join us and we will discover everything this world holds and share it with the people.’

      ‘I see why the British Museum was an enemy to you. We seek to protect the people from the dangers of myths and legends. You seek to unleash those dangers, no matter the risks.’

      ‘I must say, I am disappointed,’ Elizabeth says.

      ‘Good.’ I laugh.

      ‘We need to leave this place,’ Hawke interrupts. ‘My respirator has failed. I can’t…’

      ‘It’s this place,’ I warn them. ‘This tomb is the gateway to the underworld. I bet a great number of ghosts haunt you both.’

      Their reactions are my answer, Elizabeth backing away from me with a look of fear in her eyes. Hawke also retreats, hands stretched out as if keeping something at bay.

      ‘No... no!’ Hawke yells at his spectres as he steps back. ‘Stay away! You can’t be real! Stay back!’

      ‘It cannot be… Alastair…’ Elizabeth calls out with tears in her eyes. ‘I’m sorry… I did all I could… no, please…’

      Now is my chance, and I take it, abandoning the Winterbourne commanders and fleeing into the darkness of the tomb.
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      MATT: Fleeing The Underworld—Amphipolis Tomb.

      I run as fast as I can, still haunted by the ghosts of the tomb. My clothes and right hand and arm are singed by the explosion I ignited, but it was worth the price to escape Hawke and Elizabeth Bowen. I pray Adam has managed to find his way out. At least one of us must escape and continue in our mission. More Winterbourne soldiers block my way, but most are terrorised by the horrors of the tomb and too occupied to fight. One man runs past me, screaming in terror, as another, a woman, mercilessly beats down a comrade.

      I use the confusion to my advantage and keep running, with no idea of my route out of this accursed place. My hurried steps only falter and stop when a single figure stands in my path. Facing spectres of our foes and our lost did not haunt me nearly as much as seeing her, carrying our children in her arms.

      ‘Why did you leave me?’ she demands, eyes red with tears that run down her cheeks. ‘Why did you leave your son and daughter?’

      ‘I didn’t leave you,’ I argue, though my words falter.

      ‘You made the same mistakes as your father.’ Kat damns me. ‘You left me alone to raise our children. They will never know their father.’

      From all around me sound the cries and tears of infants, my children, Zack and Zoe. I clamp my eyes shut as their crying grows louder and closer around me before Kat speaks close to my ear.

      ‘You abandoned us,’ she accuses, driving at my worst fears. ‘You will never see us again.’

      ‘NO!’ I cry out, opening my eyes but seeing the spectres gone. I’m alone once again in the tomb.

      With trembling hands, I wipe my tears away. I breathe deep to calm myself, forgetting the poison in the air for a moment. I force myself on and stumble into the next chamber. Within are a pair of Winterbourne mercenaries, both dazed and confused, but they turn on me as I enter. The helmet of one has been sprayed a vibrant pink, and the other has twin horns like a Viking. Neither are equipped with firearms like the rest of the Winterbourne force, likely warned about the flammable gas in the air that I used to create a fiery escape.

      They charge me, and I’m ready, evading the fists of the pink helmet and kicking back the Viking before launching myself at him. We crash to the marble floor, and I strike the Viking once before the pink helmet is looming over me. His fist cuts through the air towards me and I catch it, pulling the man over with his momentum and sending him tumbling into the feet of a stone statue.

      I rise, but so does the Viking, who extends a baton and strikes at me, the weapon hitting me hard across the thigh and then again in my arm as I move to block the attack. Both limbs scream in pain, and all I can do is throw myself towards the man, closing the distance and robbing him of the use of his weapon. He reacts quickly, bringing his horned helmet down against my head. I careen away in a daze, stumbling back with stars before my eyes.

      The Viking laughs beneath the mask of his respirator as he paces toward me. As I struggle to recover, I spot his weakness and prepare to exploit it. I feign weakness and wait for him to approach. When close enough, he raises his baton, sensing an easy victory. That’s when I strike. I rise and lunge forward, wrenching his mask and respirator free. The Viking reacts with terror, scrambling for the respirator I’ve thrown across the room. I’m ready to take the opportunity and flee but feel the cold metal of a gun barrel rest against the back of my head.

      ‘I’ve got him,’ a new arrival sneers as the pair of mercenaries I fought recover and rise to face me again. ‘He ain’t going anywhere now.’

      ‘I owe him one,’ the pink helmet mercenary says before his fist collides with my ribs, forcing me to gasp for air. The handgun’s barrel remains at my head until I recover.

      ‘Commander Hawke will want him,’ the Viking says. ‘The exit out of this hellhole?’

      ‘This way. We were guarding it,’ the new arrival says.

      ‘Thanks. This place is a damn maze,’ pink helmet mutters.

      I’m forced onto the marble steps that lead back up to the public tomb. Behind us, I can hear cries of terror and warning, and again I pray for the safety of my brother. As I’m escorted through the upper tomb and past the many Winterbourne guards, I prepare to take any opportunity to escape, but my captor keeps the gun close to my head. He forces me on, kicking me whenever I slow and pushing the handgun into the back of my skull.

      ‘Got one!’ a mercenary cheers. ‘The boss will soon get the secrets out of him!’

      ‘Is it as bad down there as we’re hearing?’ another asks.

      ‘Worse,’ my captor replies.

      ‘Why don’t you go see for yourself?’ I sneer, earning a punch to the gut.

      ‘Get him into the celled vehicle. He can await judgement there.’

      A ripple of cheers sounds around me, and I dread to think about what awaits. Whatever it is, I’m certain it can be no worse than what I’ve received before at the hands of our enemies. I still bear the scars of those terrible experiences. I’m pushed onwards until we’re clear of the tomb and emerge into the darkness of the night. I breathe deep the fresh air and hope the toxins in my lungs leave me soon without lasting damage.

      An assortment of vehicles awaits, showing that Winterbourne came in force for us. The message we received at Litochoro Train Station was right. They did know where we were and where we were heading. Elizabeth Bowen gave something away, though. She knew of Mount Olympus and this tomb, but she doesn’t know of the rest of our father’s symbols, nor their meaning and locations. I must hold on to that knowledge for as long as possible and hope Adam escaped with our father’s journal.

      I’m forced into the back of a vehicle where a cell awaits me. My hands are put in cuffs, and I’m chained to the floor before the doors slam shut on me, trapping me and leaving me alone. The cuffs and chain don’t budge when I pull at them, and I wish I had Adam’s lock picks and the skill to use them. I look about for a way out but see nothing in the darkness of the cell. At least Adam hasn’t been captured as well, but I fear what he’s enduring within the horrors of that tomb if he hasn’t escaped yet.

      I hear the driver of the vehicle climb into his seat and the engine roar to life.

      ‘What is it with you and getting yourself captured by the enemy?’ a familiar voice asks me. A window opens at the front of the cell and the face of the driver, my brother, appears.

      ‘Adam?’ I say in disbelief. ‘How?’

      ‘All they saw was the uniform, nothing else.’ He laughs. ‘Sorry, but it was the only way I could think of to get us out of there and past their guards. Besides, keeping you in the dark made it far more realistic. Also… sorry about kicking you, but you are an unruly prisoner.’

      ‘You held a gun to my head?’ I ask in shock.

      ‘Pretty sure it wasn’t loaded.’

      ‘I’m impressed,’ I say with relief and elation. ‘Father’s journal?’

      ‘Right here in my pack,’ he says. ‘Now, hold on tight. I’m going to try and sneak us out, but once they realise we’re gone, they’ll probably give chase. That… and we both know I’m not the best driver.’

      ‘Get us out of here,’ I tell him as our vehicle pulls away and slowly vacates the area. Once clear, I feel us gain speed and flee into the night.

      ‘Here, let yourself out,’ Adam calls to me as he throws me a key.

      I release the cuffs and climb onto a seat closer to my brother so we can talk more easily.

      ‘Can you believe what we saw?’ Adam asks me. ‘Do you think it was just the gas messing with our heads? What about the ferryman and the boats? Do you think they were real or just another hallucination?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      I hadn’t had the chance to think on what we had seen, but now the sight of spectres and their damning words return to my mind. Worst was the sight of Kat and our children and the condemnation she cast upon me. I know her words were born of my fears, but that doesn’t make them any less wounding.

      ‘You okay?’ Adam asks, but I don’t answer. The words of Kat and the others overwhelm me for a moment, and my hands tremor.

      ‘Funny thing is, all those angry spirits, and I didn’t see our mother once,’ Adam jokes. I know he’s trying to cheer me up.

      ‘Get us out of here,’ I repeat.

      ‘Two down and five to go.’

      ‘Yeah.’ I bury my face in my hands and will the terrible memories of that place to leave me.
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      ALAINA: Hoping for peace—The City of Troy.

      We travel towards the city of Troy in three chariots. Menelaus rides in the first with his guard, Odysseus rides in the second, and I ride in the third with Dion as my escort. We travel under the cover of darkness with no army at our backs and carry no weapons but for the olive branches in our hands.

      The idea had come from Odysseus, as all notions seem to. One last attempt at diplomacy to avert the coming war. In this meeting, we will seek the surrender of Troy, or at least the return of Helen, amongst other favourable demands. I agreed with the plan until he mentioned that my attendance at the meeting would be required. Odysseus believed the attendance of a woman could ease tensions. Others, Menelaus and Ajax chiefly, believed the appearance of a woman would show weakness. Their words only increased my insistence to join the assembly. Calix was less trusting and wanted to accompany me, but I promised him I would return unharmed.

      Messengers were sent with the speed of Hermes, and a meeting was arranged. It was hoped that the ease with which we conquered the Trojan beach and the plains surrounding it would convince the Trojans they could not win this war. Now, riding towards the towering walls of Troy, I am less certain.

      We come to a stop at the southern gates of Troy. In the dim light given by the moon, we can see hundreds of archers lining the city’s battlements. We are made to wait under the watchful eyes of the archers and their arrows before the vast gates slowly open and we are permitted entry. Under constant armed guard, we’re led through the streets of Troy, the people and soldiers of the city watching in silence as we pass. It’s clear there is fear here; a dread of the coming conflict. For their sake, I hope it can be avoided.

      We’re not taken to the palace but led to the Temple of Apollo in the southern quarter of the city. This is wise on their part, for it does not gift us the opportunity to further inspect their numbers and defences. Hosting the meeting on godly ground also guarantees that no blood shall be shed.

      We are led to the darkened halls of the temple, where the Trojan representatives are already waiting. The smell of perfumed incense and woodsmoke greets us and reminds me of the times I spent in prayer and seeking guidance within the Temple of Poseidon in Atlantis. We are offered water and wine as we take our seats. Odysseus and Menelaus take cups of wine, and I choose water.

      Before us is the royalty of Troy, each wearing gilded crowns and splendid bronze armour. Many guards flank them, but as each side had sworn, no man or woman at the assembly is armed.

      ‘Welcome to the city of Troy,’ states the elder man sitting centrally among the Trojans. He is aged, with sparse white hair, a frail body, and a withered face. There is still strength behind those eyes, and the scars on his face and arms show he has seen combat many times.

      ‘I am Priam, King of Troy,’ he introduces himself. ‘This is my wife, Hecuba, and my eldest son and heir, Hektor. We are honoured to have you as guests.’

      Hecuba is younger than Priam, yet still in her later years. She has pale skin, black hair with a streak of white, and green eyes that hint at wisdom. She holds her husband’s hand lovingly and is forcing a smile as she looks at us. I recognise their son well. Hektor is young, strong, wears armour scarred from battle, and has skin darkened by toil in the sun. He looks at us with a fiery intensity, damning us as invaders. I know him as the commander of the Trojan horsemen and the killer of Takis on the beach.

      ‘I am Penthesilea, daughter of Ares and queen of the Amazons,’ the last member of the Trojan assembly says.

      I’m surprised by her attendance, though Achilles did state that the Amazons are allies of Troy. It is clear from her appearance and hardened stare that she too is a warrior. The Amazon has piercing blue eyes, long blonde hair, and a beautiful yet toughened face with a deep scar running from brow to cheek. She is slim, wearing hardened leather armour.

      ‘I am Odysseus of Ithaca. This is Alaina, Queen of Atlantis, and this is Menelaus, Hing of Sparta…’

      ‘And rightful husband of Helen of Sparta,’ he interjects angrily. ‘Where is my wife?’

      ‘Helen is safe,’ Hecuba states. ‘We have clothed and fed her as if she is one of our own.’

      ‘But she is not one of your own, she is of Sparta! Where is my wife?’

      ‘Safe,’ Priam assures, ‘as you shall all remain if you keep your calm. This is a place of worship, and I will not permit bloodshed.’

      His words are a warning. Though no one within the temple carries a blade, spear, or trident, I must remember that we Greeks are unarmed yet surrounded by a city that could easily have us killed.

      ‘Agreed,’ Odysseus says with a calming hand upon Menelaus. ‘We are here to talk. None of us want a long, drawn-out, bloody war. For years, there has been peace and friendship between Troy, Sparta, and the many kingdoms of Greece.’

      ‘A peace we are keen to maintain,’ Prince Hektor states solemnly.

      ‘You were not peaceful when you led your horsemen upon the beach,’ I snap, unable to hold my tongue.

      ‘You invaded our shores,’ Hektor replies, remaining calm, but I can sense the anger he holds back.

      ‘You killed my uncle,’ I say, wishing my trident was in my hand.

      ‘You invaded our shores,’ Hektor repeats without remorse.

      ‘To reclaim what was stolen from me!’ Menelaus rages, rising and throwing his cup to the floor. Hektor rises to challenge him, but it is Priam and Odysseus who stop them.

      ‘Enough!’ Priam orders. ‘We are here for words, not blood. If we wished, we could have you hung from our walls as an example to all Greeks who seek to conquer Troy. I do not wish this. I only seek peace.’

      ‘If we do not return to our ships unharmed, Agamemnon will lead the greatest army this world has ever seen to these walls and murder every man, woman, and child within,’ Menelaus threatens.

      ‘But we do not wish to see such bloodshed,’ I argue. ‘We came here to talk.’

      ‘I would rather see blood,’ the Amazon queen says with a wide smile. ‘Achilles is with your forces, is he not?’

      ‘He is,’ I reply as Odysseus forces Menelaus back to his seat. ‘What is your interest in him?’

      ‘He gave me this many years ago,’ Penthesilea says with a hand to the scar across her face. ‘I am hoping to repay him soon.’

      ‘Achilles and the forces of Greece shall tear this city to the ground,’ Menelaus says.

      ‘I command the defence of this city,’ Hektor replies with certainty. ‘You will never breach our walls.’

      ‘You have never faced Menelaus of Sparta, Ajax the Great, nor the mighty Achilles! Even Ares himself marches with us!’

      ‘Enough!’ Priam repeats. ‘You have brought a thousand ships to our shores. What are your terms?’

      ‘The return of my wife,’ Menelaus states coldly.

      ‘She will never return to you!’ a voice cries from within the temple.

      The doors at the entrance burst open, and in storms another man of Troy. He is young and handsome, with fair skin and short golden hair. He appears strong, with the arms and hands of a worker.

      ‘You cannot be here,’ Hektor tells the intruder, rising and preventing him from entering the assembly.

      ‘Paris, you must leave,’ Hecuba orders.

      ‘Paris?’ Menelaus spits the name. ‘You came to my lands as a guest, and I welcomed you as a brother. Then, when my back was turned, you stole my wife, the mother of my child, from me.’

      ‘I stole nothing,’ Paris swears. ‘Helen’s heart never belonged to you. It was she who came to me.’

      ‘Lies,’ Menelaus argues. ‘You speak nothing but lies.’

      ‘Then perhaps our judgement should rest in the hands of the Gods,’ Paris states with his brother, Hektor, still holding him back. ‘We can end this war with a single contest, just you and me, for Helen’s hand.’

      ‘No!’ a woman screams from behind Paris. ‘You cannot do this! I would not see you fall, and I will not return to him!’

      She hurries to Paris’s side, clutching his arm, and tries to pull him away. I know who she is the moment I see her. Helen of Sparta, or rather, Helen of Troy. She truly is a beauty, not a flaw upon her pale skin, with eyes alive and wanting, and long red, curled hair filled with ribbons. Tears fill her eyes and cover her cheeks as she pleads with Paris to leave.

      Dozens of rulers fought for her hand in marriage, and her theft launched a thousand ships to return her home to her rightful husband. All this for one woman. This woman.

      She tries to pull Paris away again, but the Prince of Troy does not move, his eyes aflame with rage and looking only at Menelaus. Ever since Father told me of the kidnapping of Helen of Sparta, I have heard tales of the coward Paris. Now I see him, I see the fire with which he stands to defend Helen. I see her look at him, with fear for his life but also for fear of being taken from him. This was no theft or kidnap, this was love. Helen of Sparta loves the young prince of Troy. Aphrodite has struck their hearts true.

      ‘Helen?’ Menelaus says, stepping towards her before Odysseus and I stop him from reaching Paris and Helen. ‘Helen, what is this? Are you safe? Have they harmed you?’

      ‘I am safe,’ she merely says, unable to meet his gaze.

      ‘Did that coward force you?’ Menelaus’s voice is gentle now, his anger banished. ‘Did he steal you from our home? Did he steal you away from me?’

      ‘It was my choice to leave,’ Helen says, looking her husband in the eye with a fiery certainty. ‘I was nothing but your trophy, a trinket to make other men jealous. I did not know real love until my heart found Paris.’

      ‘Why did you do this to me?’ Menelaus asks, voice broken with grief and rising anger. ‘I gave you everything, and this is how I am repaid? What did I do to deserve this, you traitorous snake?’

      ‘You will not take her,’ Paris vows.

      Menelaus snaps and reaches out for the Prince of Troy. It takes all my strength and that of Odysseus to hold back the King of Sparta. Seeing the hatred in his eyes and the venom spewing from his mouth, I can see why Helen would run from him.

      ‘Get them out of here, now!’ Priam orders, and his guards escort the pair away.

      ‘You won’t take her!’ Paris yells one last time. ‘She will never be yours again!’

      ‘Your son brings shame to you and all of Troy!’ Menelaus shouts at Priam as we lead him back to his seat again.

      ‘If we should agree to return Helen…’ Priam suggests once Paris and Helen are gone and the temple doors closed behind them.

      ‘Paris would never accept that,’ Hektor argues.

      ‘Nor would Helen,’ Hecuba adds.

      ‘What Helen desires is of no matter to us,’ Odysseus interrupts.

      ‘She must be returned to her rightful husband.’ It pains me to agree. It is the only way to avoid certain war and untold suffering.

      Priam pauses for a moment and looks at his wife before making his decision.

      ‘Paris is young. He will find love again,’ the king of Troy declares. ‘Helen will be returned.’

      ‘There is one more condition,’ Odysseus announces, though he pauses with uncertainty before revealing more. ‘Even with the return of Helen, Agamemnon will not accept peace without recompense.’

      ‘Name his demand,’ Priam says with caution.

      ‘You control the Straits of the Dardanelles. You tax every vessel and its cargo that passes. You will surrender control of the Straits and pay a yearly tithe to the nations of Greece.’

      ‘Outrageous!’ Hektor says in shock.

      ‘That would cripple our nation,’ Hecuba adds with a shake of her head. ‘This cannot be.’

      ‘A crime has been committed and there must be a penalty,’ Menelaus sneers.

      I too am surprised by these demands. Neither Agamemnon nor Odysseus had made any mention of this when I agreed to attend this meeting.

      ‘Father, we cannot do this,’ Hektor says to Priam.

      ‘We are agreed,’ the king tells his son before turning on us. ‘Now I know the true reason Agamemnon has summoned you all. His greed knows no bounds. This has nothing to do with a husband’s honour and the return of his wife.’

      ‘She will be returned to me!’ Menelaus demands.

      ‘Not under these terms,’ Queen Hecuba vows.

      ‘King Priam, no one wants this war,’ Odysseus begs. ‘I wish only to return home to my wife and child. Consider the best choice for you, your family, and your city.”

      ‘Agamemnon will not be turned away from this,’ I warn the Trojans. ‘He sacrificed his daughter to ensure the Gods’ favour and our safe passage to these shores.’

      ‘Is this true?’ Priam asks Odysseus, who simply nods.

      ‘This Greek is a monster,’ Penthesilea says, aghast.

      ‘A monster who will destroy everything you hold dear,’ Menelaus swears.

      ‘Leave us now,’ Priam orders. ‘Be gone. Troy will not be bullied into submission. We are well-provisioned with neighbouring allies who will rally to our cause. You will find no victory or glory here.’

      ‘Go back to your ships and sail home to Greece before the wrath of Apollo claims you!’ Hektor warns.

      ‘It is you who have shamed yourselves in the eyes of the Gods!’ Menelaus roars. ‘We Greeks will act as vessels to fulfil their furious vengeance!’

      ‘Troy and all you hold dear will burn,’ Odysseus says, not as a threat but as a tragic promise.
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      ADAM: Barely…Awake…Yawn—Piraeus, Greece.

      I stifle a yawn and rub my tired eyes. I haven’t slept properly for days, and I think it’s finally catching up with me. It’s the middle of the night again and I’m looking out at the boats in the dock from a bar’s balcony. Matt is inside and is supposed to be reading through Abbey’s notes on what awaits us in Crete. Instead, he ordered a drink and has been staring at the glass ever since. He’s struggling with something, but I don’t know what.

      Fleeing the Gates of the Underworld, we ditched the Winterbourne vehicle at the first town we came to in case it was being tracked. There was no sign of any pursuit, but regardless, we took the first train away from there. Matt and I travelled through the night and the following day, heading south until we reached the port town of Piraeus, where we now await a ferry to take us to Crete and the location of the third of our father’s clues.

      The pair of us know too well that what happened at the Amphipolis Tomb, and our run-in with Elizabeth Bowen, Hawke, and the Winterbourne team was as close a call as you can have. It was a miracle that we escaped, but what we saw and endured in that tomb has had a lasting effect, and I don’t just mean the bruises and wounds. Matt has barely spoken since our escape. I know something happened to him when we were split up, but he hasn’t spoken of it yet. I tried a couple of times to see if he would open up but decided to give him his own time and space. My brother will talk when he wants to, and it won’t help to push him.

      What I saw haunted me too. Seeing friends and family like that, in distress and terror or furious with hatred was simply awful. The memories that are still in my mind will take a long time to fade. I’ve realised that the symbols and constellations will not be easy to obtain. This is all a test to prove our worth in reaching Atlantis. The crazy thing is, even knowing that my father was working for the British Museum as a hunter, I can’t imagine him going through this alone. I barely survived the Amphipolis Tomb, and I had Matt with me. I wonder if our father saw us as part of his hallucinations.

      Checking my watch, I see we have almost an hour to kill before the ferry arrives. If it was any other mode of transport, I would be annoyed at the delay, but I don’t long to cross the open water and face my fears. I wonder if I can find a quiet corner of the bar and get a few minutes of shut-eye before we set off again. Just as I’m about to leave the balcony in pursuit of sleep, my phone rings.

      ‘Hello, Miss Diouri,’ I say as I fight back another yawn. ‘Any luck with the rest of the symbols?’

      ‘Adam, it’s me.’

      ‘Em?’ I say in surprise, my heart racing as I hear her voice. ‘I didn’t think you’d have this number.’

      ‘Abbey got it for me. We’re being watched and I don’t have much time. I just needed to know if you and Matt are okay.’

      ‘We’re hanging in there,’ I say, keeping the details vague so she doesn’t worry about us. ‘I can’t tell you where we are, but we’re safe. I’ll be honest, it’s been tough. Anyway, how are you? How are the rest of the team?’

      ‘Keep on the move,’ she tells me, ignoring my questions. ‘Bowen and Winterbourne are gunning for you both.’

      ‘Trust me, we know,’ I sigh. ‘Em, I tried to call you before. I wanted to tell you I’m sorry for how it went with Charles. I’m sorry Matt and I just left you all, but we couldn’t stick around after what Charles did.’

      ‘I wish you hadn’t left us. You should’ve stayed. We could really use you here. We could’ve talked about this, and we could be helping you now.’

      ‘It’s too late for that,’ I reply, my guilt for leaving the team and frustration with Charles getting the better of me. ‘Matt and I need to see this through. You can’t help us, not with Winterbourne and everyone else watching your every move.’

      ‘Yeah? Who do you think sent you the warning message at the train station?’

      ‘That was you?’ How did you…’

      ‘Yes, it was me!’ she snaps. ‘Despite abandoning us, we’re still trying to help you, not that you deserve it!’

      ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean what I said before. It’s late and I’ve barely slept since…’

      ‘Look, I’ve got to go,’ Emma says, still annoyed. ‘As I said, they’re watching us.’

      ‘How is it over there?’ I ask. ‘How’s the team?’

      ‘We’ve been assigned to track you. We’re hunting you down.’

      ‘Was that why you called? To give me a heads up, or to try and track my location?’

      ‘How could you…’ she begins before stopping herself. ‘Look, I can’t talk now. I’ve got to go. Stay safe, both of you.’

      ‘Will you try to stop us?’ I ask her.

      ‘I might not have a choice,’ she says before ending the call.

      ‘That went well really well, Adam. Well done,’ I mutter as I sink down in despair and bang my head against the ledge of the balcony.
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      ALAINA: Preparing for war—The Greek Camp upon The Trojan Beach.

      ‘The discussions with the Trojans went well, I see,’ Achilles jests as he adds more wood to the fire.

      Dawn is still a while away and none of us will find sleep this night. It has been a day since our meeting with the rulers of Troy, and in that day, we have readied for the war to come. The camp on the beach has been constructed, our fleet waits in the waters, and our vast Greek army has been assembled. The remainder of our warriors were brought ashore, along with much of our provisions. Labourers have joined our camp; armourers, carpenters, and even shepherds for the herds of cattle brought from Greece by ship. Foraging parties were dispatched and scouts sent to keep watch on the city of Troy for any sign of a Trojan army marching towards our camp.

      Amidst the preparations, I witnessed the treatment of the slaves held by our allies. By law, Atlantis takes no slaves, but no such order exists in the rest of Greece. Within our camp, men, women, and children are beaten, whipped, starved, and held chained in the waters as punishment. The condition of some I can only describe as rotten. I argued with many of our commanders over their terrible treatment, but my words were ignored and laughed away.

      The most important task of that initial day of our war was laying our dead to rest. Those that fell taking the Trojan shore, my Uncle Takis among them, were placed upon pyres with coins upon their eyes for Charon, the boatman of Hades, as he carries the souls of the dead across the river Styx.

      ‘You heard of Agamemnon’s rage at Priam’s insolence?’ Odysseus asks.

      ‘All the camp heard his bellowing,’ Calix says before turning to me. ‘I thought you were meant to keep the peace talks calm?’

      ‘I failed,’ I admit, ‘and I do not blame Priam for wanting to protect his people. Agamemnon’s demands for the Straits and the tithes was too much. We had Helen and peace could have been achieved. We could be sailing for home.’

      ‘No one is going home now,’ Patroclus says. ‘My Princess, your cup runs dry. Please take mine.’

      I decline him, and once again feel the young man’s gaze fall upon me.

      ‘Our young Myrmidon is quite taken with you,’ Odysseus whispers to me. I ignore them both, pouring myself a fresh cup.

      ‘The Amazon queen remembered you,’ I warn Achilles as I pull my cloak tight around me.

      ‘Penthesilea?’ he says. ‘I hope she does remember me.’

      ‘You gave her the scar across her face. She wants your head.’

      ‘I am certain she does,’ Achilles says without a smile or remorse. ‘She is not the first and will not be the last.’

      ‘A dispute of lands and people,’ Patroclus says. ‘A contest between rulers was proposed and Penthesilea was defeated.’

      ‘She came closer than most to claiming victory,’ Achilles admits. ‘And for that, I let her live. It seems that the Amazon queen still holds the shame of defeat.’

      ‘The Amazons stand with Troy?’ Patroclus asks.

      ‘They do,’ I confirm.

      ‘I look forward to crossing swords with them, as Achilles has once before,’ the young Myrmidon boasts.

      ‘One taste of battle and he is a warrior born,’ Odysseus says of the young man.

      ‘We will all see more than enough in the days to come,’ my brother remarks.

      ‘We knew the Trojans would not release Helen with ease,’ I say.

      ‘But we had to try,’ Odysseus says, meeting my gaze for a moment. We tried for peace, but now there must be war.

      ‘This coming day, we march on Troy,’ Calix says. ‘Then we will take the city.’

      ‘And then sail for home,’ Odysseus adds thoughtfully.

      ‘You mentioned a wife and child wait for you in Ithaca,’ I say.

      ‘Penelope is my wife,’ Odysseus says with a wry smile as he looks into the flames. ‘As smart as she is beautiful, with long auburn hair and eyes that miss nothing.’

      ‘And your child?’

      ‘A boy. Telemachus is his name,’ the King of Ithaca replies with a broader smile. ‘He is wild, like his father in his younger years. Always running, always laughing and smiling, and he loves playing with the horses.’

      ‘He does you credit, I am sure,’ I tell him.

      ‘With the Gods’ blessing, we shall return to our homes and families soon,’ Calix replies. ‘That is what Agamemnon believes. He thinks Zeus watches over him and blesses his every decision and will.’

      ‘I do think rejecting your offer is a mistake,’ Odysseus comments.

      ‘Agreed,’ Calix and I reply.

      We made the offer to Agamemnon to use the Atlantean fleet to blockade the ports Troy uses to bring in supplies. This would only be necessary until the city is surrounded by our land forces. The offer was rejected, our King of Kings believing the war will be over long before starving the city is required. Regardless, I have dispatched ships to scout the coast for any routes of access to the city in case needed.

      ‘Wine?’ My brother offers a jug.

      ‘One last cup,’ Achilles says. ‘Then I am going to bed where Briseis awaits me.’

      ‘Briseis?’ I ask. ‘I did not know you are married.’

      ‘He is not,’ Patroclus explains. ‘Briseis is a Trojan, taken when we conquered the beach and the surrounding lands.’

      ‘She is your captive?’ Calix asks. ‘I didn’t think you took slaves?’

      ‘I do not,’ Achilles says. ‘I found Briseis, and I protected her. She remains under my protection. That is all you need to know.’

      ‘The great warrior has a heart beneath the armour,’ Odysseus jests.

      ‘A sword in his hand too, if you wish to meet it,’ Achilles jokes.

      ‘A sword that will be needed when we meet the Trojans in battle,’ Calix says.

      ‘I look forward to seeing your Atlantean warriors in action,’ Patroclus says. ‘You certainly proved your worth in taking the beach.’

      ‘I do not long to see Hektor’s horsemen in the field again,’ I say. ‘The Trojans are said to be skilled archers too, as are the Amazons.’

      ‘Is that fear?’ Odysseus asks.

      ‘Respect,’ I correct him. ‘A warrior should always respect its enemy.’

      ‘Very true,’ Achilles says. ‘Respect allies too, although I fear our illustrious commander does not see it so.’

      ‘He took the praise and glory of taking this very beach,’ Odysseus explains. ‘He is expecting tribute to honour his bravery.’

      ‘His ship did not touch the sand until after the fighting was done!’ Calix says in disbelief.

      ‘That’s the mighty and powerful Agamemnon,’ Achilles says with derision.

      ‘Why do you follow him?’ I ask. ‘Most of us are here because of the oaths made by the suitors of Helen. You made no such oath, nor did your bloodline. You spoke of a prophecy before, of your death and your glory here, but I feel it must be more.’

      ‘We fight a war in a land I care nothing for, over a woman I have never met,’ Achilles says as he looks into the flames of the fire. ‘I have lost count of the number of men and women who have tried to end my life and failed at the cost of their own. I have never faced anyone who can best me.’

      ‘And you think there is a man in Troy whose destiny it is to claim your life?’ Odysseus guesses.

      ‘Or perhaps a woman,’ Patroclus says with a wary look towards me.

      ‘Man or woman, I long to meet them,’ Achilles says. ‘I long to prove fate wrong.’

      ‘Princess Alaina! Prince Calix!’ Salia calls out as she hurries to our fire. ‘You are needed, now!’

      ‘What’s happened?’ I demand, seeing Salia’s urgency.

      ‘A group of soldiers has attacked our warrior women,’ she explains. ‘Ajax is among them.’

      ‘Lead on!’ my brother orders, grabbing his trident and handing me mine.

      We cross the camp with haste and hear a great commotion in the distance. Screams pierce the night, and my pace quickens until I’m running along the sands. Calix and I reach the tents and see they are of the island of Salamis. Dion and Phaedra are there, as is Spiro, elder of my brother’s bireme. There are more of our warriors, and all are trying to force their way past the armed Saliminean guards.

      ‘Move aside by order of Princess Alaina of Atlantis!’ I command, trident raised to the throat of the nearest guard.

      ‘Do as my sister says,’ Calix orders, his own trident raised and ready.

      The guards part, and I push past and into the tent. There, I pause and look on in horror. I see two of my women, two of my warriors, beaten and bloody. The first is barely conscious, trembling on the ground as two men beat her. The other is being stripped by the man-mountain Ajax. His captive is fighting with all she has, bruises and blood on her face, arms, and legs.

      Without warning, I thrust my trident towards the fiend, tearing a wound across Ajax’s arm and shoulder and forcing him to release the woman. He bellows with anger as his captive hurries away to stand with Dion, Phaedra, and my brother. With raised tridents, they force away the other Salimineans and rescue our brethren.

      ‘How dare you interrupt me?’ rages Ajax, caring nothing for his wound.

      ‘I should kill you now for what you have done, pig!’ I spit at him.

      ‘Vivara… Vivara, no!’ I hear my brother cry.

      In the corner of the room lies another body; another of our Atlantean sisters. My brother falls to her side, but her lifeless gaze shows we are already too late. Calix screams out the name of his second-in-command as he pulls her body to his.

      ‘She tried to protect us,’ one of our wounded attests. ‘Ajax killed her when she fought him.’

      ‘Bitch deserved it,’ Ajax sneers.

      ‘You will die for this!’ Calix swears as he rises and charges the brute.

      Ajax meets the charge and slams my brother aside, picking up his towering Warhammer before I can stop him. I thrust my trident up, stopping the Warhammer before it can descend and crush my brother. Calix quickly recovers, stabbing his trident into Ajax’s leg before he can pull his hammer free. The giant roars in pain and anger, knocking me aside with a crashing fist before grabbing my brother by the throat. Calix tries to fight free, but Ajax brings their heads together with a sickening crunch.

      ‘Let him go!’ I demand with my trident raised again to Ajax’s throat, the teeth drawing trickles of blood.

      ‘I will snap his neck and my men will murder the lot of you pathetic Atlanteans!’ the brute vows. ‘I am Ajax, breaker of stones! Despair, for I am your doom!’

      ‘No, you are not!’ Odysseus says as he enters the tent with twenty men at his back. They advance quickly, surrounding us and forcing Ajax to release my brother.

      ‘This ends now,’ Odysseus commands. ‘The war has not even begun, yet you are tearing at each other’s throats.’

      ‘Have you seen what he has done?’ I ask, trident still held tight at Ajax’s throat. ‘He has killed one of our warriors and tried to rape two others.’

      My brother walks to Vivara, tears filling his eyes, and lifts her body into his arms.

      ‘We take this to Agamemnon,’ Odysseus vows as he looks to my wounded and dead brethren. ‘Ajax will answer for his crimes.’

      ‘I think our commander has his hands full with Achilles’ bitch,’ Ajax says without remorse.

      ‘What did you say?’ Odysseus asks with alarm, but Ajax remains silent. Odysseus walks towards him, facing him and daring to act. ‘Justice will come for you, Ajax.’

      ‘It will take a bigger man than you,’ the brute sneers.

      ‘Out!’ Odysseus orders. ‘Everyone out!’

      ‘What of him?’ I ask, trident still raised towards Ajax.

      ‘We take this to Agamemnon,’ he repeats. ‘I fear, though, that this is not the only trouble this night will bring.’

      ‘Dion, with me,’ I tell my second-in-command as Calix walks past us and carries Vivara away. ‘Phaedra, spread word to our warriors that they are to go nowhere alone, within and outside the camp.’

      I give Ajax one last murderous look before I leave with Odysseus and his men following close behind.

      ‘Hurry,’ Odysseus tells me. ‘If Ajax was right, we may lose this war before it has even begun.’

      We move quickly to Agamemnon’s beached command warship, the Titan. From there, our King of Kings should be planning out our campaign against the Trojans. Instead, we find Achilles surrounded by a dozen mercenary guards as he towers over the fallen commander of the Greek host. A trickle of blood runs from Agamemnon’s lips, but he does not beg for his life. He glares back at Achilles, daring him to strike.

      ‘Where is she?’ Achilles demands as the guards circling him edge closer, threatening to overwhelm the Myrmidon.

      ‘Who?’ Agamemnon laughs.

      ‘You know who,’ Achilles yells. ‘Where is Briseis? You had her taken!’

      ‘We share the spoils of war. It was my turn with the whore.’

      ‘Call her that again and I will tear your heart from your chest,’ Achilles threatens with a raised blade. ‘Where is she?’

      ‘She is mine now,’ Agamemnon declares.

      ‘Achilles, lower your sword,’ urges Odysseus.

      ‘You stand with him?’ Achilles asks.

      ‘I stand with Greece,’ Odysseus says. ‘A unified Greece against the Trojans.’

      ‘Not unified,’ Achilles says, dejected, as he backs away from Agamemnon. ‘We fight whilst he takes the glory. We die while he takes from us anything of worth. I will suffer it no more. You have lost my sword.’

      ‘Are you fleeing before the war is even begun?’ Agamemnon taunts as he rises to his feet. ‘The great Achilles is now a coward?’

      ‘No. I upheld my oath to come here,’ Achilles says, ‘but I will not fight.’

      ‘And your Myrmidons?’

      ‘You have lost us.’

      ‘Every other man in this army honours my authority,’ Agamemnon declares. ‘Why should you be different?’

      ‘Because I am different,’ Achilles says. ‘Your army will suffer and fail and never breach the walls of Troy. The shame of failure will forever damn you, King of Kings.’

      ‘It is you who is shamed!’ Agamemnon bellows. ‘Flee home to your dung-heap of Phthia, but know this. Once Troy is a burning ruin, I will come for you and make you pay for your insubordination, oath-breaker.’

      Achilles doesn’t reply but pushes past the guards and out into the night.

      ‘I should have him strung up and whipped for his insults,’ Agamemnon says as he takes his seat upon his bejewelled throne.

      ‘Did you take her?’ Odysseus asks.

      ‘Who?’ Agamemnon replies as he drains his cup of wine.

      ‘Did you take her?’ Odysseus repeats.

      ‘The girl is unharmed, but she is mine now. Blessed by the Gods or not, I will not have that man give me orders. He will suffer for his insolence.’

      ‘I do not agree with your actions,’ I tell Agamemnon, ‘but I have other matters to discuss.’

      ‘What now?’ the King of Kings says impatiently. ‘My brother Menelaus fights the coward Paris at dawn. If he is victorious, then Troy will have no choice but to meet our demands. If my brother should fail, though, only the Gods could stop his murderous rage, then… I have other plans for Troy. Now, I must deal with Achilles and his ilk deserting us. As you can see, I am busy with a great many matters.’

      ‘Now may not be the time,’ Odysseus tries to warn me, but I don’t listen.

      ‘Ajax of the Salimineans,’ I begin.

      ‘Ajax the Great,’ Agamemnon interrupts with a grin. ‘Perhaps I should have him crush our friend Achilles like the troublesome insect he is.’

      ‘Ajax has committed crimes against my people,’ I state before Odysseus warns me again. ‘He has murdered one of my best warriors and attempted to rape two others.’

      ‘Warriors?’ Agamemnon asks. ‘You mean women?’

      ‘There are both men and women amongst my ranks, as is the Atlantean way.’

      ‘Women have only a few roles within an army camp,’ Agamemnon says as he takes another cup of wine from a nearby slave. ‘They can cook, clean, and service a man in whatever way he wants so that he is ready to face the enemy in his best possible condition.’

      ‘Ajax murdered one of my people,’ I argue. ‘It would likely have been three if we had not stopped him.’

      ‘Is this true?’

      ‘It is,’ Odysseus answers.

      ‘Ajax is possibly my greatest warrior,’ Agamemnon says. ‘He commands great respect from all men, and with Achilles turned to cowardice, Ajax will likely lead our forces on the battlefield in this coming war.’ He pauses before taking a slow drink from a cup of wine.

      ‘You will not seek justice?’ I ask in disbelief.

      ‘How can I punish one of my commanders when he has simply sought what all men desire?’

      ‘Especially when you have committed similar crimes,’ I reply without thinking.

      ‘Watch your tongue, woman,’ he warns me. ‘You may be a princess, but Atlantis is a long way from here.’

      ‘If this is your judgement, to let the murderer of my brethren escape justice, then you have not just lost the Myrmidons this night,’ I vow.

      ‘Be careful, Princess,’ Agamemnon says as he rises from his throne and walks closer. ‘If you and your Atlanteans should leave, you will break your oaths. Greece and the Gods will seek to punish Atlantis for its treachery.’ Agamemnon edges closer to me so he only has to whisper. ‘I do not think you want to bring war to Atlantis. I already know of the great prize your people protect on your island. I know of the Box.’

      I back away and see the sickening smile spread across his lips. Just as I’m about to leave, I see Clytemnestra standing in the shadows. Her right eye is blackened, and she is visibly shaking.

      ‘Atlantis will not flee,’ I say as I turn back to the King of Kings. ‘We will not flee, but we will not fight in your war.’

      ‘I am surrounded by cowards,’ Agamemnon sneers. ‘I should have known with women filling your ranks. You have no place on a battlefield. You have no place in command.’

      ‘Rather a coward than a murderous rapist,’ I reply. I look at Odysseus before I take my leave. ‘Good luck, for you will need it with these fools.’

      ‘My Princess,’ he replies with a bow and a hint of a smile.
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      ADAM: In heaven, at least for a short time—Heraklion, Crete.

      I relish each mouthful of the meal, and for a while, I forget the difficulties and fear we’ve endured. Though it’s only a simple dish, I savour the tomatoes, peppers, olives, and even the herbs of the sauces. Since setting out on this journey, we’ve been living on whatever food was available at train and bus stations, along with the few ration bars we brought with us. I jumped at the chance to get a proper hot meal as Matt made final preparations in our cheap and dank hotel room. I’m glad I did, even if I made a mess of the Greek language in my attempts to order from the waitress.

      I read through Abbey’s notes as I eat. Our target here is the labyrinth within the ruins of the city of Knossos, five kilometres south of us. In 1900, famed archaeologist Sir Arthur Evans uncovered the Palace of Minos, also known as Knossos, and gave credence to the minotaur tales. The palace is said to have a maze-like quality. An intricate collection of over a thousand interlocking rooms. There was also evidence of markings, concentric circles, which Abbey highlighted for us. There are no signs of any constellations in the photographs Abbey included, but this is a good start.

      Abbey made the link between the symbol of Poseidon from my father’s notes and the minotaur myth, though it is not for the faint of heart. The labyrinth we must search was built by King Minos of Crete to hide the minotaur, a half-man half-bull creature that was the offspring of Minos’s wife, Pasiphae, and an actual bull. How this came to pass was the result of a battle of wits between King Minos and Poseidon. The creation of the minotaur was a punishment cast down by the God of the Seas upon Minos for his lies and attempts at deceit. The labyrinth was created to house and protect the mighty beast until Theseus of legend defeated and killed the creature. There is more detail to this, but I quickly lose track of names and the entwining stories of what is yet another Greek tragedy.

      All that matters is that Knossos exists, and the Palace of Minos may well be the labyrinth of legend. I cannot say if that means the minotaur and the rest of the myth is true, but I have a feeling I’ll soon find out.

      I take another mouthful of my meal and look at the notes in front of me, thankful once again for the work Abbey has done and the risks she must have taken. I worry about her, Emma, Dave, Tristram, Judith, and even Gabriel. We left them behind at the mercy of General Walcott and Elizabeth Bowen. We abandoned them when they needed us the most. I hope they understand, Emma most of all. Both of our last two conversations have been in moments of anger, though I really wish they weren’t. Things were just going right between us, but now, I don’t know. What I do know is that I miss her. I miss all of them. We were a team, friends, even family, and I hope there is still a chance to get that back.

      ‘Could I interest you in some company?’ someone asks as the seat next to me is pulled back and then occupied.

      ‘I wondered if I might bump into you eventually, Dani,’ I reply. ‘Sorry, I mean, Sergeant Valentine.’

      ‘Dani is fine,’ she replies before ordering a drink from a waiter in fluent and faultless Greek.

      Sergeant Danielle Valentine, athletic and strong, in her mid-twenties by my guess, with blue eyes and fiery hair. She is wearing her military uniform as a member of a covert unit, part of Special Operations within the U.S. Army. On her shoulder is the insignia of the Crimson Knights; a dagger stabbing down through a snake. We have crossed paths once before, joining forces to face an immortal legend. We parted as friends, but something tells me this will not be the case this time around.

      ‘You couldn’t get me a glass of water, could you?’ I ask. ‘I tried three times to ask but gave up in the end. My Greek isn’t… well, it sucks.’

      Danielle quickly makes the order before looking me in the eyes. There was always a strength and authority to the sergeant, but now I can see she is conflicted.

      ‘How did you find me?’ I ask. ‘I’m guessing it’s not just chance that we bumped into each other like this.’

      ‘A call from one of your friends was traced.’

      Emma’s call. I hope that wasn’t her plan all along.

      ‘We then used what surveillance footage we could acquire to track your whereabouts,’ Danielle explains. ‘I’ve heard about your journeys to Mount Olympus and Amphipolis Tomb. You have been busy, Adam.’

      ‘As I’m sure you’ve been,’ I reply. ‘General Walcott have you looting the British Museum of its prized possessions?’

      ‘We were, but now we’ve been assigned to a new mission. You.’

      ‘I’m flattered.’ I chuckle.

      ‘You shouldn’t be,’ Danielle replies seriously. ‘The world has changed. For right or wrong, there are new rules now, and you and your brother are breaking them.’

      ‘I always did have a reputation as a troublemaker.’

      ‘I was sent to bring you in. It’s not just Winterbourne or Bowen Inc. pursuing you. Everyone is hunting you.’

      ‘I guess your commander is happy. He finally has everything he wanted. The British Museum under his control and Charles out of the picture.’

      ‘The general is not entirely happy. A rogue element slipped his grasp.’

      ‘Us,’ I say with triumph, punching a fist in the air. ‘Rogue element, I like that. Tell me, Dani, do you know why we remain a rogue element?’

      ‘You hold substantial information and have set off on an unsanctioned mission.’

      ‘Do you know why?’ I repeat.

      ‘No, and nor do I want to,’ she says in a lowered tone. ‘I know from our previous interactions that you wouldn’t be acting in this way without good reason. The acquisition of the British Museum…’

      ‘Is that what we’re calling it?’

      ‘…on orders from the UN Security Council has greatly changed the situation and complicates everything. You’re acting alone now, outside the law. I would be within my rights to drag you from this restaurant and…’ Danielle pauses for a moment and calms herself before looking at Abbey’s notes on the table. ‘Reading up on the minotaur and the labyrinth?’ she asks. ‘Can you tell me where the beast originated from? Why would the king of this land want to protect such a creature?’

      ‘You really don’t want to know,’ I reply as I cover the notes.

      ‘I’m guessing Matt is nearby?’ she asks.

      ‘Somewhere.’

      We fall silent for a moment, neither sure of how to proceed until Danielle breaks the silence.

      ‘You want my advice?’ she asks, and I nod. ‘No truth or prize is worth all this and its repercussions. You should give up and go home.’

      ‘Yeah, you’re probably right,’ I reply.

      ‘But you won’t,’ she says with a smile as the waiter brings us our drinks.

      ‘You know me too well already.’ I chuckle.

      ‘Is this really the path you have to take?’ Danielle asks as her smile fades away. ‘You can’t be deterred?’

      ‘It’s a family matter,’ I explain.

      ‘If I was in your shoes,’ the sergeant whispers, ‘then I would seek your prize within the labyrinth immediately, before other parties arrive and cordon off the area. If you wait until nightfall, you will be too late.’

      ‘Understood,’ I say. ‘Anything else?’

      ‘Yes,’ Danielle says as she takes a sip of her drink. ‘This bar will shortly be raided by my company in search of you. I could only buy you a short window of time to encourage you to surrender.’

      ‘How long do I have?’ I ask as I gather up my notes and throw them into my backpack. I then wolf down the remains of my meal.

      ‘Thirty seconds,’ Danielle says with a check of her watch. ‘Be seeing you, Adam.’

      ‘I don’t mean to be rude, but I hope you don’t,’ I reply as I rise from the table and leave money for the food.

      I leave the sergeant alone at the table and head towards the rear of the restaurant, cutting through the kitchens. Ahead, I see figures beyond the rear door. Soldiers in full tactical gear, and I realise there’s no escape that way. Chefs and waiters shout at me, and I’m thankful I don’t understand a word as they yell and curse. I hear the doors at the front and rear of the restaurant open and the commotion of soldiers entering. I head for the restrooms and fire exit beyond them but risk a look over my shoulder across the restaurant to the main entrance. I see a looming soldier with the size, hair, and beard of a wild Viking, an old friend by the name of Eric Jackson, fellow member of the Crimson Knights.

      I don’t wait to see if I’ve been discovered and instead kick open the fire door and hurry into the alley beyond. The Crimson Knights are circling the building, and I know they will likely have both ends of the alleyway guarded. I force open the door to the next building, a shop selling a strange mix of furniture, clothes, and decorative ornaments. I intended to hide in the store for a while, but I’m yelled at by the owners. My pace quickens, and I hurry out of the shop with my hood raised over my head. I don’t dare look back towards the restaurant, and in case I’m being followed, I pace away from the hotel where Matt is. I cross streets and change direction a dozen times before finally circling back and heading for the hotel.

      It's a cheap place to stay, with peeling wallpaper, chipped paintwork, and creaking floorboards and stairs. The employee at the reception barely looks up from their newspaper as I enter and pass, showing no interest in their guests, which is how we prefer it in our current circumstances. I approach our room and enter after once more checking that I haven’t been followed.

      ‘Matt! Matt, we’ve had another close call,’ I say as I open the door.

      I stop, still and silent as I enter the room and find Matt fast asleep on his bed. He doesn’t stir and is perfectly at rest for the first time since we set out on our journey.

      I check my watch and know that he can only have been asleep for an hour at most. I don’t want to disturb him, but if I’m to take advantage of Danielle’s suggestion and strike at the labyrinth before her Crimson Knights can secure it, I need to leave now. The decision is made in my mind, and I silently collect the equipment I need and vacate the room. I will go to the Labyrinth of Knossos alone.
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      ADAM: I am a shadow in the night—The Labyrinth of Knossos.

      I throw myself behind a crumbling, half-destroyed wall, pressing myself close against the stone, and wait in silence in the shadows. Boots march towards me and voices are all too clear as they stop at the doorway I just entered. They pause for a moment, and I hold my breath, fearing discovery.

      ‘There’s nothing here,’ a female soldier mutters. ‘We’re wasting our time. This is work for a security guard, not us.’

      ‘Yeah, but at least we’re being paid for it,’ the second soldier remarks before both Crimson Knights march away.

      Once the footsteps have faded into the distance, I release my breath in relief. I hurry to the next room and then the next, sweeping the floors and walls for any sign of the symbols of Atlantis or Poseidon and the constellations we need. The Crimson Knights are here. I have heard and seen them, but I’m, so far, undiscovered. They sweep the area in pairs, caring nothing for the archaeological ruin, only seeking me and my absent brother.

      The sun is setting on the horizon, bathing the ruins of Knossos in golden light. I entered the labyrinth as soon as I arrived, ascending the wire fence around its perimeter. The area was previously accessible by the public, but a recent archaeological dig has rendered the site off-limits. I wonder at what discovery has been made and follow the power cables I’m certain lead to the heart of the winding maze of the labyrinth. The Crimson Knights arrived before I could find it, but I sense I’m growing close.

      I crouch down low behind a fallen pillar and wait for a patrol to pass before rushing on as quietly and quickly as I can. Turning a corner, I see make-shift barricades, wire fences, and panels hastily erected to protect machinery, equipment, and the dig site. Remaining as quiet as I can, I pick my way past the barricades and emerge into the heart of the labyrinth, seeing that the archaeologists have been hard at work. The floor has been excavated, revealing a hidden lower level deep beneath where I stand. I scan the room for any sign of what I’m looking for before waiting in silence, fearful of discovery or approaching soldiers.

      Satisfied that no patrols are near, I climb onto the steel wire of a crane and descend towards the lower level. I move slowly and carefully, using a torch to light the chamber below me. Without warning, the crane’s wire suddenly slackens, and I’m sent crashing down. I collide with containers filled with equipment and scaffolding erected by the archaeologists, and I’m sent careening into the near wall that had already been breached. I crash hard, and what remains of the wall disintegrates from the impact, stone and marble rubble falling around me.

      Dust covers me and fills my lungs as I pull myself from the ruins, causing me to cough horribly and gasp for air. My shoulder aches from the fall and my left knee flares in pain as it takes my weight. I recover my fallen torch and scan my surroundings, knowing the sound of my clumsy descent must have been heard. I need to move quickly. The chamber I fell into is larger than the others I searched above, and it’s circular, whilst the others were predominantly square.

      At the centre of the large room is something I never thought was real, let alone that I would see. Sat upon a single tall throne is a skeleton, a giant that towers over me with the body of a man and the head of a bull. This is the minotaur. Littering the floor around the throne are bones, skulls, and entire skeletons; victims of the beast. There are weapons too. Swords, axes, and spears, some still in the grips of those who died wielding them. As I step closer to the minotaur, I see that its bones are marked, chipped, and cracked; wounds likely inflicted by the weapons scatted across the floor. In that moment, I pity the beast. It could never have asked to be hunted like this. This was a cruel joke or punishment by Poseidon.

      I cast the light of my torch over the skull of the minotaur high above me and am glad I never had to face such a beast. The weapon that delivered the killing blow still rests where it struck. A double-bladed axe is wedged deep in its ribcage; the axe of King Minos, according to legend and the images from Abbey’s research. Perhaps the king took pity on the creature after all its torment and torture trapped within the labyrinth. The axe still appears deadly sharp, and as I look closer, I see an engraving along the blades. It is of a sea monster, a dragon of the waves. The ancient Greeks called it a Cetus. At its eyes and claws are further markings, the concentric circles of Atlantis, denoting the stars of a constellation.

      ‘The Cetus,’ I say aloud as I quickly photograph the inscription on the axe. When I’m certain that the image has been recorded, I hurry back into the first chamber and take hold of the crane’s wire. I cast one final look back at the mighty minotaur and utter a ‘thank you’ before beginning my climb.

      I move fast but with care, in case the wire should suddenly slacken again. Once high enough, I grasp onto the marble and stone floor above me and pull myself the rest of the way. I emerge onto the labyrinth above ground again and then wait and listen. Around me, I hear the thunder of boots and alarmed shouts from the Crimson Knights. They’re trying to find the source of the noise I created in my fall and discovery of the labyrinth, but they can’t locate the centre of the great maze. I smile at that and then navigate my way past the barriers and fences that had secured the central chamber.

      I hurry through the ruins, keeping to the shadows when I can but knowing that my luck can’t last forever. A patrol hurries past me and another almost corners me, but still, I continue unseen as the sun finally sets on Knossos.

      As I reach a junction between several chambers, I hear soldiers approach again. I dive into the nearest room, but footsteps sound from behind me. Before I can take to the shadows and hide, a single figure looms over me; the unmistakable Eric Jackson. The Viking even has his trusty axe in hand as he faces me and slowly raises the weapon. My heart sinks as I realise I’m cornered, but Eric merely smiles before turning on his approaching comrades.

      ‘Keep searching!’ he bellows at them. ‘They must be here! Look that way!’

      Eric orders his soldiers away from me and then raises a single finger and points in the opposite direction. I nod a thank you and the Viking smiles again before pacing after his comrades and yelling at them more.

      I hurry on, taking the route Eric indicated. Despite the winding, unending maze and the constant searching patrols, I feel like I’m nearing the exit. As I approach, I hear more voices and recognise Sergeant Danielle Valentine’s among them. I kneel down, hidden behind a series of fallen columns, and listen.

      ‘We wait here,’ she instructs her command. ‘This is the only clear way in or out without ascending the walls and falling into the hands of our patrols. We either corner our prey or drive them into our waiting arms.’

      She’s right. I have no choice but to bypass them somehow. They have clear sight over the area, with more troops arriving every minute. Winterbourne, Hawke, and Bowen are likely already on their way, General Walcott too. I’m so close, but I need to move and get away from here. Panic threatens for a moment, more trapped and helpless now than I have at any point in the labyrinth. Then I hear it; a whistle and a bang. The sky flashes green and red before another whistle sounds, then a loud explosion of colour and sound. Fireworks. A distraction.

      They rise and explode from the far side of the ruins of Knossos, then to the left and right of where I’m hiding. A great many fireworks explode in a growing crescendo that echoes for miles.

      ‘IT’S A DIVERSION!’ Sergeant Valentine yells at her men. ‘THEY’RE TRYING TO ESCAPE OVER THE WALLS!’

      Shadows move, and more orders are yelled, accompanied by the screeching of tyres. I wait for as long as I can as the fireworks continue to explode brilliantly overhead. This distraction will not last forever, and I summon my courage before rising and sprinting to escape. Cries of alarm are shouted as I emerge from the ruins, but as the fireworks continue to rocket and explode above, all they see is a shadow flickering fast among them until it is lost in the darkness of the night. I don’t stop running until my legs and lungs scream at me and I’m certain of my escape.
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      ALAINA—Watching the war—The Trojan Hills overlooking the City.

      Odysseus approached my brother and me three times in an attempt to change our minds. I am sure he did the same with Achilles and was just as successful with the Myrmidon as he was with us. After each attempt, I told Odysseus the same thing. Unless Ajax is brought to justice for his crimes, then the Atlantean army will take no part in the war. Odysseus, hands tied by Agamemnon, could do nothing.

      We watched as the rest of the army formed and marched across the plains towards Troy. I knew many of our warriors wanted to march, wanted to fight, but I would not allow it, nor would Calix. My brother remains at the camp with our warriors, still mourning for the murdered Vivara.

      With the few horses we have, I led a small group to the hills east of Troy. From there, we now watch the Greek army march towards the city, a great dust cloud rising into the air in its wake.

      ‘A sight to behold,’ comments Philos, the youngest of my uncles and the most capable warrior.

      ‘Is that regret that we are not with them, marching to victory?’ Romanos, my eldest uncle and veteran of many wars asks.

      ‘Would it be so wrong if it is a regret?’ my Uncle Yannis, the best commander of ships in the Aegean asks. ‘The killer of Takis is down there. This could be our chance to avenge him.’

      ‘Uncles, you know the reason we do not fight,’ I tell them. ‘A crime was committed, and until we see justice, we do not fight.’

      ‘Perhaps justice will be gifted to you,’ Achilles calls as he and Patroclus approach.

      ‘Princess,’ Patroclus greets me with blushed cheeks and an inescapable smile. ‘You are as beautiful as ever this day.’

      ‘You believe there is a man that could defeat Ajax?’ I ask of Achilles, ignoring Patroclus’s clumsy attempt at flattery.

      ‘Any man can be killed,’ Achilles replies.

      ‘Even those blessed by the Gods?’ Romanos asks.

      ‘Especially those blessed by the Gods,’ Achilles replies. ‘Everyone wants to seize the glory of taking their lives.’

      ‘It may not come to a full battle,’ Patroclus suggests. ‘Menelaus will face Paris for Helen’s hand. Menelaus is a strong and skilled fighter. This war could be over in moments. Overnight, Agamemnon sacrificed his prize steed and a hundred other animals to the Gods to gain their favour in this coming conflict.’

      ‘If by some chance Paris survives and Menelaus is defeated, do you really think Agamemnon will keep to his oath?’ Philos asks.

      ‘And that we will return to our ships and sail home?’ Yannis laughs.

      ‘Why not?’ Patroclus asks, again proving his youth and innocence.

      ‘You still have much to learn, cousin,’ Achilles says. ‘Agamemnon is a warmonger. He will not stop until he has what he wants.’

      ‘And he wants Troy,’ I say, looking over the vast city and the armies outside its gates.

      The Greek army has come to a stop just beyond the walls of the city. The vast majority of the army are foot soldiers, with two ranks of chariots ahead of them, likely carrying the commanders. I can see Agamemnon and Menelaus upon the lead chariots, both adorned in shining bronze armour. The chariots are intricately carved and display wealth rather than battle readiness. Upon the other chariots, I can see Diomedes of Argos, Nestor of Pylos, and Odysseus of Ithaca. Lastly, I see Ajax, the giant brute roaring at his men to keep pace with his chariot. My blood boils at the sight of him, remembering the harm he caused to my brethren and the death of Vivara.

      I force my eyes away from the murderer and look at the Trojan army instead. It is surprising that their army of foot soldiers and spearmen has positioned itself outside the city gates, facing the Greek army instead of using Troy’s high walls for defence. I can see no archers but know they must be upon those walls with thousands of arrows ready to fly.

      ‘The Trojans should be behind their walls,’ Yannis remarks.

      ‘Their positioning is wrong too,’ Philos says. ‘I presume the Trojans have archers upon the walls?’

      ‘They did at the negotiations,’ I confirm.

      ‘The distance is too great for their arrows to reach the Greek army. They will fall among their own soldiers.’

      Philos is correct, and the distance is too great if archers are on the walls. What can the Trojans be planning?

      ‘The Greek army holds the numbers,’ Romanos comments. ‘There are six Greeks for every Trojan.’

      ‘There are no archers,’ I reply.

      ‘And no horsemen,’ Achilles adds.

      He is right, for there is only a single pair of riders at the head of the Trojan army. They must be the commanders, Prince Hektor and Prince Paris. The brothers are deep in conversation, and I can only imagine the fear threatening to overwhelm Paris. His taking of Helen began this war, and now an army of thousands stands ready to attack his city; his home. He can end this in single combat, but he must defeat Menelaus, a husband scorned and furious at the betrayal.

      The Greek force comes to a halt before the city of Troy, and for some time, the two armies face each other without words or movement. Thousands of warriors, restless and fearful, both eager for blood and for safety and salvation, are simply waiting for the orders of their commanders.

      Agamemnon and Menelaus make the first move, the horses leading their chariot between the two armies. Prince Hektor and Paris ride out from the Trojans and meet the Greek commanders. They talk, but at our distance, we cannot hear their words.

      ‘Paris is but skin and bones,’ Philos sneers.

      ‘He’s just a boy,’ Yannis agrees.

      ‘Boys can be dangerous,’ I argue. ‘He is young and quick, and he has a cause to fight for.’

      ‘Troy?’ Patroclus guesses.

      ‘Helen.’

      ‘I heard rumour that Menelaus dabbles in poisons,’ Philos says.

      ‘He has poisoned his blade?’ Patroclus asks in shock. ‘That would shame all of Greece if true.’

      ‘He wants to make certain that the man who stole his wife suffers.’

      ‘Uncle, when are you going to stop listening to the talk of drunken soldiers around a campfire?’ I ask.

      ‘I only repeat what I hear,’ he says with a wide grin.

      We watch from the hills as Paris and Menelaus advance towards each other. The Trojan prince is armed with spear and rounded shield, the Greek King of Sparta with sword and tower shield. Hektor remains mounted upon his horse and Agamemnon upon his chariot, both merely watching as the rivals for Helen’s hand face each other. Further words are uttered between the combatants before Menelaus charges forward and the contest is begun.

      The Greek swings his sword manically at the prince, all rage and fire, eager to kill the man who stole his wife. Paris backs away quickly at first in the face of such ferocity, but when he finds his courage, he stands his ground and weapons clash. Spear and sword strike the shields, both men looking to end the other fast. Menelaus has the rage and strength, but Paris has the speed and energy to duck and spin away from the Greek’s attacks before bringing his spear to bear. The armies cheer for their champions, the sound echoing across the plains like a storm’s thunder. It is a keen contest, youth and love fighting hatred and experience.

      The first blood drawn belongs to the King of Sparta as Paris’s spear finds his arm and tears open the flesh. The city of Troy erupts with cheers. Roaring in pain and anger, the Greek invader charges the Trojan, forcing him back as he thrusts his sword wildly. The blade strikes Paris’s shield three times before it finally glances down and cuts across Paris’s thigh. This time, it is the Greek army that cheers. The wound is not deep and Paris spins away from his foe again and awaits the next attack. Menelaus is struggling now, energy spent and bleeding heavily from his arm.

      ‘The Spartan king is losing,’ Achilles says.

      ‘Not for long,’ Philos remarks.

      All watching the contest quickly realise that the rumour of Menelaus’s use of poison must be true. Paris begins to struggle, swaying at first and then barely able to lift his spear and shield. The next impact tears Paris’s shield from his grasp. Menelaus strikes him hard with his fist, throwing Paris back and to his knees. Menelaus hits Paris again and again, the Trojan prince barely able to defend himself.

      ‘Menelaus is the coward here,’ Patroclus says. ‘Poison is a woman’s weapon.’

      I flash him an angered glance and he turns away in embarrassment.

      ‘Hektor,’ Achilles says, and we see the Prince of Troy advance on the duel as his brother continues to be beaten.

      Hektor quickly leads his horse between Menelaus and Paris, spear raised towards the Greek whilst he shouts at his brother. Paris is gifted new life as, still staggering, he rises to his feet, struggles to mount, and then finally collapses onto the back of Hektor’s horse. Menelaus threatens both, as does Agamemnon from his chariot. The signal is given and the Greek army advances on the city.

      ‘The war truly begins now,’ Achilles whispers beside me. ‘It was always fated.’

      The Trojan princes withdraw, their horse carrying them back towards the city’s gates as fast as it can. Once among the men of their army, Hektor re-joins the foot soldiers and Paris is carried into the city.

      The Greek army overtakes Agamemnon and Menelaus upon their chariot, charging towards Troy and the waiting defenders. As the warriors of Greece advance, shouting and screaming, the Trojans begin to falter and take steps back.

      ‘The cowards are fleeing!’ Romanos cheers.

      ‘This will be the shortest war in history!’ Patroclus laughs.

      ‘Wait…’ I tell them, for the Trojan army has stopped. They have joined shields and are waiting for the Greeks to attack.

      ‘Archers,’ Achilles simply says.

      ‘They’re too close to the walls,’ I realise in horror.

      The Greek army, in its haste, has run into range of the bows upon the walls of Troy. Now, the warriors of Greece, ragged and over-stretched from their pursuit, are the first to suffer. Arrows, hundreds of them, rise from the city and fall upon the Greeks like rain. Swathes of men are cut down and those that reach the Trojans meet a solid wall of shields and spears.

      ‘We should be down there,’ Patroclus says with frustration. ‘We should be fighting. Greeks are dying and we are simply watching.’

      Achilles says nothing but continues to watch.

      ‘They need to close ranks and get into order,’ I say, aghast, as the Greek army falters in its advance and the arrows continue to fall.

      Only in one place does the attack begin to succeed as Ajax tears through the Trojan lines with his tremendous Warhammer. His men are behind him, and they are cutting their bloody way through the defenders of Troy until Ajax is faced by a worthy foe, Hektor. The prince charges the giant with spear and shield, but the brutish murderer fends Hektor off and overpowers him with ease. The mighty Warhammer crashes through Hektor’s shield and sends the prince stumbling away. A Trojan soldier attacks, defending his prince and commander, but Ajax crushes the life from the man with his bare hand. The man’s sacrifice gifts Hektor time to recover, and the prince attacks again, but the towering Greek catches him by the throat.

      The prince thrashes against Ajax as the giant squeezes the life from him. With one last effort, Hektor seizes a sword and brings it down on Ajax’s arm. The prince strikes again and again until the arm is severed. Ajax roars in fury and becomes lost to madness, crushing and maiming any man in his path, be they Trojan or Greek. His allies try to stop him and make him see sense, but all he sees are enemies. None are safe from his wrath, but one man’s blade tears through the beast’s chest, then through his stomach, and then one more time through his chest where the heart beat within. It is Prince Hektor of Troy who stands the victor, sword bloody in hand and name chanted by the Trojans. Part of me wants to cheer, seeing the death of Ajax, Vivara’s murderer. He was a monstrous pig who enslaved anything he desired. Ajax deserved death, but his fall has ended the Greek advance.

      A horn sounds from the city, a signal, and its intention is soon clear. The ground trembles as over five hundred Trojan horsemen charge towards the Greek left flank and another five hundred charge the right flank, the Amazon Queen Penthesilea at their lead. The horsemen crash into the flanks of the Greeks whilst the centre of their army endures a downpour of arrows.

      ‘It’s a disaster,’ I state in disbelief.

      ‘Only because they were led by fools and madmen,’ Achilles declares. ‘They charged without order or plan and let themselves be caught in a trap without protecting their flanks. They will be lucky to escape with any army at all.’

      ‘None of us will be returning home any time soon,’

      Another horn sounds, this time from the Greek army, Odysseus leading the withdrawal. I can see Agamemnon and Menelaus arguing with the Ithacan, but they lead the retreat all the same, along with the thousands of men of the surviving Greek army. Odysseus wheels his chariot around alongside Nestor and the pair rally their men to form a rear guard and prevent the Trojan cavalry from routing the Greeks entirely.

      ‘We need to get back to the ships,’ I say as I hurry to my horse. ‘The Trojans will take this chance to counter-attack and drive us from the beaches.’

      ‘Will you fight?’ Patroclus asks as he too mounts his horse.

      ‘We will have no choice if our warriors and fleet are to survive.’

      Philos, Yannis, and Romanos, along with our guards and Patroclus, ride from the hills as fast as our mounts can carry us. Only Achilles remains, silently looking upon the city of Troy and the many dead outside its gates.
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      ALAINA: Awaiting the attack—The Greek Camp upon The Trojan Beach.

      Calix has already formed our warriors by the time we reach the beaches. Philos, Yannis, and Romanos return to their commands, and I find Phaedra and Dion waiting.

      ‘How bad was it?’ Dion dares to ask as he hands me my helm.

      ‘Bad,’ I reply.

      Already, groups of Greek soldiers are reaching the camp, some with wounds and others thanking the Gods that they escaped. Their commanders try to rally them, but that is not my concern. We must not let the Trojans reach our ships.

      ‘Have our archers well provisioned,’ I order. ‘Once the Trojans are here, they must bring an unending downpour of arrows upon our foes’ heads. Let them taste our iron rain.’

      ‘Position?’ Phaedra asks.

      ‘We advance to the top of the ridge beyond the sands. Let the Trojans exhaust themselves in the climb to face our tridents.’

      ‘Send word to Yannis to lead his command to our left flank and Romanos to the right,’ Calix orders from further down our ranks of warriors. ‘They are to expect an attack by horsemen. We will not make the same mistake that befell our allies.’

      Word is sent, and as we lead the main body of the Atlantean force to the top of the ridge, I see my uncles leading their warriors to our flanks. Thousands of Greek soldiers, including many wounded, are now passing us as they seek the safety of the ships. The Trojans could attack at any moment. Amongst the last of the retreating Greeks is a chariot carrying Odysseus, and a gravely wounded Nestor.

      ‘They’re coming!’ Odysseus calls to me. ‘Spearmen, archers, horsemen. They march with Hektor at their lead.’

      ‘Atlantis stands ready,’ I reply with certainty, despite knowing we will be greatly outnumbered.

      ‘Give me time and I will rally all I can,’ Odysseus says. His task will not be easy, for the army is in total disarray on the beach.

      ‘Hurry,’ I say as I pull on my helm.

      As Odysseus leads his chariot away, we see the first of the Trojan warriors appear in the distance. He is soon joined by more. Dozens at first, and then hundreds, with more advancing with every moment. They spread across the horizon as far as we can see. From the long line steps forth a single man, and he beats his spear against his shield. Another man steps forward and joins the beat, then another and another until the entire line is drumming and the beat echoes across the plains. They are warriors fighting for their homes and families and seek to drive the invaders from their lands. I merely seek to keep my people alive.

      From our ranks, I take a single step and beat my trident against my shield. Dion steps beside me and joins the beat, as does Phaedra. All my Atlantean brethren, my brave warriors, step forward, beating trident against shield until I lift the teeth of my weapon towards the waiting Trojans. I scream, roaring in defiance, as do all my Atlanteans. As one, the Trojans raise their spears and swords to honour us, and as one, they advance.

      ‘Have the archers begin the downpour once the Trojans are in range,’ I order. ‘They do not stop until commanded.’

      ‘Ares, bless us and gift us your strength,’ Dion prays.

      ‘Pass this message to every warrior!’ I call out to all that can hear me as the Trojans continue to advance towards us. ‘We do not move from this ridge! This ridge is Atlantis! We will not surrender our homeland!’

      ‘WE ARE ATLANTIS!’ Dion yells. ‘WE ARE ATLANTIS!’ His cheer is taken up by every Atlantean, repeated as our arrows fly overhead and descend among the Trojans.

      ‘WALL!’ I command, and two rows of our shields interlock. We close in together tight, and I hear more than a few of my warriors praying to the Gods.

      ‘Odysseus, hurry,’ I whisper to myself.

      Peering through our shields, I see our arrows fall upon the Trojan warriors. They advance, slow and careful, with raised shields. Our arrows find a few of them beneath their shields, but not nearly enough. When the Trojans finally reach us, they crash into our wall like a storm. They yell and scream murder, tearing at our shields, but we show them how Atlanteans fight. As the arrows continue to fall and our wall stands firm, it is our tridents that draw blood. The Atlantean weapons thrust forth from our wall, tearing through the Trojan armour and killing many, but our foes are unending. As one falls, two more take their place, hacking and clawing at us, beasts unleashed upon the battlefield.

      ‘Horsemen at the flanks!’ cries Phaedra.

      ‘Are we holding?’ I yell back over the chaos of battle.

      ‘For now… but, my Princess, they…’ Dion’s words are cut short as a spear punches between our shields and through his chest. He staggers and tries to pull the spear free. Blood runs from his lips and he looks at me in confusion before falling to the ground.

      ‘NO!’ I cry for my friend. As I falter, a blade nearly slices across my face, but I duck away, and in rage, stab my trident back at my attacker and then at another and another. I scream with each life I take, but it is not enough, more shall die in vengeance of Dion, my friend.

      Though bloodlust has taken me, I still see more Atlanteans fall. The sheer numbers of Trojans, with Hektor at their lead, threaten to overwhelm us, and our shield wall is buckling. I fear we are to be routed at any moment. Ground is surrendered and the Trojans seize the peak of the ridge. They are forcing us back towards the camp and our fleet, but we make them pay for every step gained with blood.

      ‘HOLD STRONG!’ I cry out, trying to rally my warriors. We fight like demons escaped from the underworld of Hades, but it is not enough. We’re forced back, the mass of Trojans too great to stop.

      ‘We cannot hold,’ Phaedra warns.

      ‘Where is Odysseus?’ I demand.

      No reply comes, but through the chaos, I hear something else; a name chanted behind us.

      ‘ACHILLES. ACHILLES. ACHILLES.’

      ‘He is here!’ Calix calls out. ‘The Myrmidons are here!’

      I see the warriors in black armour charging through our ranks and smashing into the Trojans. Achilles leads them and his fighting with us is enough to inspire all in our ranks. I see four men fall to his blade and far more driven back by his men. Odysseus, Diomedes, and a large host of rallied Greeks join the attack, and together, they cut deep into the Trojan lines. Now, we fight on equal terms.

      ‘FORCE THEM BACK!’ I yell. ‘FORWARD!’

      My words are not needed. Every one of us is fighting for survival, and the arrival of Achilles and Odysseus may have just given us a chance. We fight anew and retake the ground that was lost until we stand on the peak of the ridge once again, surrounded by the bodies of the slain.

      A murmur ripples through the ranks of my warriors, and in turn, through the Trojans too. The chaos of battle begins to hush, and the Trojan attacks lessen. Peering through the shield wall, I see that the Trojans have taken two paces back, with everyone looking in the same direction. Even the horsemen have withdrawn a dozen paces from our flanks they threatened to break.

      I take a half-step forward and see what has caught their attention. The greatest warrior of each army faces one another, Achilles and Hektor.

      ‘Phaedra, send word to reinforce my uncles at our flanks,’ I order, taking advantage of the lull. ‘Have those Greeks joining us fill any gaps in our wall.’

      Phaedra carries out my orders as I and those upon the ridge bear witness to the contest between Achilles and Hektor. This will be a fight like no other, the greatest warriors of both armies.

      As I watch, I realise that their duel is but a poor shadow of what it should be. Hektor stands tall and strong, a soldier, but his opponent does not. I have seen Achilles fight many times now, seen his movements, his speed and grace with his blade in hand. This is not the Achilles I know. His movements are slow and awkward, he retreats too fast and strikes where there is no hope to hit true. Hektor evades the wild swings of Achilles’ blade with ease and inflicts wounds to the Greek’s arm, side, and back. Never has anyone, not even his Myrmirdon Brothers of the Sword, seen the great Achilles cut. Gasps sound from both armies as the wounds are inflicted. This cannot be. He wears the armour, the helm, the sword and shield of Achilles, but this cannot be him… unless…

      I step back from my post among the ranks and hurry towards the contest. As I edge closer, I realise my suspicions are correct. I’m about to yell to stop and force the two men apart, but Hektor’s sword punches past Achilles’ shield and tears deep into the legend’s stomach. Hektor tugs the sword free and brings the blade up and across Achilles’ throat. The sword brutally cuts down to the bone.

      Achilles falls, and I hurry to his side. I see those young eyes meet mine and a smile of recognition creeps across his lips despite the pain.

      ‘You fought well,’ I tell him. ‘Achilles would be proud.’

      ‘Patroclus,’ Odysseus realises, and he removes Achilles’ helmet from his cousin.

      ‘He is just a boy,’ Hektor says in shock and remorse. ‘I thought he was…’

      ‘We all did,’ Odysseus says. ‘He is his cousin.’

      Patroclus, unable to speak, looks at me as his life seeps from him. I grip his hand tight and comfort him as he takes his final breaths, and his gaze grows distant.

      ‘Enough killing for today,’ Odysseus says to the commander of the Greeks.

      ‘Agreed,’ Hektor says, voice broken with despair as he still looks at the body of Patroclus. The signal is given, and the two armies retreat from each other.

      ‘Help me carry him,’ I say, with Calix and Phaedra by my side.
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      ADAM: Getting earache—Bali, Crete.

      ‘You shouldn’t have gone on your own!’ Matt yells at me again. ‘What on earth were you thinking?’

      I returned to the hotel in Heraklion but found only a note, leading me to the town of Bali, west along the coast. A taxi took me most of the way, the fee paid double to avoid the searches and blockades of Sergeant Valentine’s Crimson Knights. I found Matt on the beach, concealed amongst crowds of people at a resort lit by large floodlights. Music sounds nearby and many of the people are dancing, laughing, and enjoying themselves, but not my brother.

      Matt was deep in thought, gazing at a photo of his Kat and children, with another of Abbey’s packages close by. In one of his hands is our father’s lighter, turning between Matt’s fingers. I was hoping my brother would be pleased I had found the third of the clues we need in the search for our father. What greeted me wasn’t the reaction I was hoping for.

      ‘You always do this. You always have to do things on your own and in your own way. To hell with the rest of us! You’re lucky I was able to follow you and set off those damn fireworks.’

      ‘Distract and act.’ I chuckle as I mimic explosions with my hands. ‘Just like in Berlin.’

      ‘This is no joke, Adam.’

      ‘Sergeant Valentine warned me we had to strike before sunset. When I returned to our room at the hotel, you were utterly sparked out. You hadn’t slept for days, and I wasn’t going to wake you…’

      ‘I could have slept at any time. That was no reason to leave me behind.’

      ‘You needed to rest and recover,’ I argue. ‘Whatever happened at the Gates of the Underworld… whatever you saw in that tomb… it has shaken you and still haunts you. You don’t sleep, you don’t eat, and you won’t talk about it. It wasn’t easy for me to leave you… and it wasn’t easy to get this either.’

      I throw the digital camera into his lap, angry and tired.

      ‘You got it, then?’ Matt says without appreciation as he loads the pictures from the labyrinth.

      ‘Three down, four to go,’ I say, though I’m far from happy.

      ‘Well done,’ Matt says, his voice softer and thankful.

      ‘Emma called. I didn’t get the chance to tell you before.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘She got the number from Abbey and Miss Diouri.’

      ‘How are they?’

      ‘Struggling, like we are. From the sounds of it, Bowen and Winterbourne are cracking down on them. She said we shouldn’t have left them.’

      ‘I’m beginning to think she’s right,’ Matt confesses with a heavy sigh before leaning back and lying on the sand. ‘Maybe this was all one big mistake.’

      ‘You can’t think that.’ I shake my head ‘You know why we’re doing this. We can’t give up now.’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Emma warned that they may not have a choice,’ I tell him. ‘They may be forced to hunt us down and stop us.’

      ‘Winterbourne, Bowen, the U.S. Army, the UN Security Council, the Crimson Knights, and now the British Museum itself,’ my brother lists. ‘Is there anyone who doesn’t count themselves an enemy?’

      ‘We still have some friends out there,’ I remind him, indicating to Abbey’s newest set of notes. ‘Where next?’

      ‘A local village girl brought this over to me. How Abbey and Miss Diouri are doing this, I have no idea. Abbey’s notes show a symbol to be Athena, Goddess of Wisdom. The target is in Athens. Another is the sign of Apollo, God of the Sun, and it leads to Delphi.’

      ‘Athens and Delphi,’ I repeat. ‘Okay, which one first, and when do we set out?’

      Matt doesn’t answer me. He lies in the sand with his eyes clamped shut for a time, gripping our father’s lighter tight.

      ‘Father never returned from this,’ my brother says. ‘The danger we’re facing is real. He died trying to find Atlantis…’

      ‘Or he did find it?’ I suggest optimistically. ‘Why are you saying this now, after everything we’ve been through before? We’ve survived worse than this.’

      ‘We were never on our own like this before,’ he argues.

      ‘Why does that make a difference?’

      ‘Because I’m afraid, all right!’ Matt yells at me. ‘Is that what you want to hear? I’m afraid my kids will grow up without a father, just like we did!’

      Members of the public around us are startled by the outburst and look on in surprise. I don’t care about them watching, only taking note of my brother’s words. I’d never heard him speak like this.

      ‘The point is, Father never returned,’ Matt went on. ‘I can’t do that to my children. It’s bad enough that I’m away from them now.’

      I realise what Matt must have seen among the spirits of the dead and living. He saw Kat, Zoe, and Zack. He saw his family and their words have grown the fear that he may never see them again. I can’t even begin to understand what that has done to his heart and mind. My brother was so certain of our path when we set out, but now I see the conflict within him.

      ‘I understand,’ I reply as I take Abbey’s notes. ‘Look, Matt, you should go home. Go back to Kat and the kids. I will go on to Athens and then Delphi and then wherever else is needed. I will finish this journey.’

      ‘No,’ Matt says after a time. ‘No. I would find even less rest if I knew you were wandering the world alone. At least with two of us out here, we stand a better chance. Although, splitting up might not be a bad idea. You take Athens and I’ll go to Delphi. Perhaps we can divert some of our pursuers too.’

      ‘Divide and conquer?’ I ask, trying to stay positive.

      ‘Something like that.’ Matt takes back the notes on Delphi, leaving those of Athens with me. ‘Keep in contact and don’t take any unnecessary risks.’

      ‘Me?’ I joke. ‘No idea what you mean.’

      ‘You’ll need this,’ my brother says as he passes me a handful of Greek currency. He also hands me one final page with a single note. ‘Pretty sure this was meant for you.’

      Kent, Wayne, and Troy? Those are your worst guesses yet!

      After nearly a year of guessing, I’m still no closer to discovering her surname. I chuckle for a moment before seeing the second part of the note.

      Be safe, both of you. Together, you can beat the odds.

      ‘You sure about this?’ I ask Matt. ‘Splitting up, I mean?’

      ‘No,’ he replies, ‘but I can feel the net tightening around us. We don’t have much time. We need to find the rest of these constellations quickly. You’ve grown a lot in your time with the museum, little brother. I trust you. Go to Athens. I will meet you after. Be careful, keep out of sight, and stay safe.’

      ‘Finish the journey,’ I say, repeating our family motto.

      ‘Good luck, Jacob Clifton,’ he tells me, using the alias from my forged passport. ‘I’ll see you soon, yeah?’

      ‘Of course,’ I reply, though my voice is far from certain. ‘Good luck to you too, Frank Richardson. Good luck, brother.’

      I pace away across the sands of the beach before turning to look back. Matt is already gone, leaving me alone with what little money I have and the research Abbey and Miss Diouri sent us. I look out to the docks and the moored boats, contemplating how I will overcome the first challenge of getting back to the Greek mainland.
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      ALAINA: Escorting a debt of blood—The gates of Troy.

      ‘HEKTOR!’ Achilles calls out. ‘FACE ME, HEKTOR!’

      The ground is marked with the blood of the dead; broken spears, arrows, and splintered shields and chariots litter the plains. The hum of flies and cawing of the carrion birds feasting on what gore remains haunts and disgusts me. The gates ahead of us remain sealed, and only a few archers on guard duty peer over the walls, watching us. Calix and I wait upon the chariot gifted to us by Odysseus, ready to retreat at any sign of hostility from the Trojans.

      My brother and I are the sole escorts to this spectacle. We received no orders or guidance from Agamemnon or Menelaus. Little has been seen of the brothers since their failure upon the ground where Achilles now calls out his cousin’s killer. Odysseus tried to dissuade Achilles from journeying to the city and again, not to go alone, but the Myrmidon did not say a word. Calix and I followed, taking Odysseus’s chariot. If the legendary warrior should fall as is fated, he will not die alone, and we will tell his story. Achilles understood that and allowed us to follow.

      As we set out from the camp, my eyes found Agamemnon watching from his command tent. I’m certain there was a smile on his lips, and I can understand why. When Achilles faces Hektor, whoever falls gifts Agamemnon victory. If Hektor dies, Troy loses its greatest warrior and the commander of its army, weakening the city’s defence. If Achilles should fall, his death will unite the Greek army, including the Myrmidons, in continuing the war to avenge the great warrior. Agamemnon wins, whatever the outcome.

      ‘HEKTOR! HEKTOR!’

      The hot day draws endless sweat, the sun high above in a cloudless sky. Apollo is watching, as are all the Gods. This moment was fated once Hektor’s blade tore the life from Patroclus. Achilles nearly killed us when we spoke of what had happened on the ridge overlooking our camp. Patroclus, impatient and unable to convince Achilles to fight, had taken his armour, helm, and weaponry, and led the Myrmidons under the guise of his glorious cousin. The young Greek paid for his foolishness with his life.

      ‘HEKTOR! HEKTOR!’

      We wait in silence as Achilles screams out the name again and again. After what must be the fiftieth attempt, the gates finally creak open to allow a single man to pass before slamming shut again. The man is, of course, Prince Hektor, commander of the army of Troy. He carries a spear, shield, and sheathed sword. He is ready for battle but shows little willingness. I should feel anger at seeing him, the commander of our enemies and killer of my Uncle Takis, but I forget it all upon seeing the regret and shame on his face.

      Above us, upon the battlements of Troy, King Priam and Queen Hecuba watch their firstborn son. Prince Paris is there also, carrying many wounds from his fight with Menelaus. Helen is with him, her beauty unmistakable, and around them are nobles and the many people of Troy, watching in support of their prince and champion. Penthesilea, Queen of the Amazons, is upon the walls too, eager to see Achilles’ blood and death, I’m sure.

      ‘Finally, the murderous coward shows himself,’ Achilles sneers as Hektor approaches.

      ‘I thought the boy was you,’ Hektor states. He looks to Calix and me in warning, but we raise our empty hands in a show of peace. Our tridents are safely hidden aboard the chariot if needed, not that we will interfere in this fight. This is between these two men and the Gods.

      ‘Now you know who you face,’ Achilles says as he tears free his helm and throws it to Hektor’s feet. ‘They say you are the greatest of Trojan warriors. If so, then I long to prove destiny and fate as fools.’

      ‘How many fathers and sons of Troy have fallen to your sword and spear?’ Hektor asks.

      ‘Not enough,’ Achilles spits. ‘Not nearly enough, but one prince shall soon join them in the halls of Hades.’

      ‘Why commit such slaughter?’ Hektor asks. ‘Helen is not your wife, nor do you care for the lands of Troy.’

      ‘I want you dead,’ the Myrmidon vows. ‘Nothing else matters.’

      ‘So be it,’ Hektor relents. ‘I would seek agreement with you. Whoever should fall, let us agree that their body will be returned to their people, their corpse to be honoured with all expected burial rites.’

      ‘I make no such agreements with you, Prince of Troy,’ Achilles says with an ominous tone, his patience lost. ‘I will see you dead and your rotting corpse as feed for the flies by day’s end. I want all of Troy, Greece, the world, and the very Gods to know that I, Achilles, have come to avenge the murder of my cousin.’

      ‘It was no murder,’ Hektor states, though there is shame and regret in his voice. ‘Patroclus…’

      ‘Do not dare say his name!’ Achilles rages with raised spear.

      ‘He fought with honour and died with honour.’

      ‘He was a boy with many years ahead of him,’ Achilles says with sorrow and anger. ‘YEARS YOU STOLE FROM HIM!’

      At those words, Achilles launches his spear with a strength and speed I have never witnessed. Hektor brings his shield up just in time, but the spear punches through the shield, its sharpened tip near piercing the prince’s eye. As Hektor lowers his shield, I see the sorrow in his eyes is now gone, and returned is the cold, focussed glare I saw upon the battlefield. He is a soldier again, not a man begging forgiveness.

      Both men charge, Achilles with drawn sword and Hektor with his spear. The sword swings and the spear lunges, the shields thundering with impact. Achilles is fast and agile whilst Hektor is calculated, waiting for his moment before striking. Achilles closes in attempt to remove the spear’s advantage of reach, but Hektor tries to slam his shield into the Greek. The Trojan advances as Achilles wheels away but is unable to bring his spear to bear. As Hektor tries to press his attack, Achilles leaps and brings his sword down, barely blocked by the Trojan’s shield. Achilles backs away, but not before bringing his sword across the shoulder of Hektor’s shield arm. The Trojan reacts by launching his spear at Achilles and can only look on in shock as the Greek drops his shield and catches the spear in mid-air.

      ‘You do not fight a boy this time,’ Achilles sneers as he attacks again without mercy.

      Hektor draws his sword, and again, the pair is evenly matched, Achilles with a sword in one hand and Hektor’s spear in the other. Both attempt to end the other’s life, and both almost seize victory but for the reactions, skill, and strength of their foe. The Trojan fights valiantly and pushes Achilles harder than any man before him, but he is tiring in the face of Achilles’ relentlessness.

      ‘You are brave, Prince of Troy, and I hope your people remember you,’ Achilles says without remorse.

      ‘We are not finished,’ Hektor swears as he gasps for air and sweat streams down his face. He points his sword to the arm of his foe where a trickle of blood flows. ‘I cut you. You are no son of the Gods or warrior blessed by Zeus. You are a man. Flesh and blood like all others.’

      ‘Fate waits for us all. I am your fate. I am your judgement.’

      ‘Only the Gods can judge us.’

      ‘I am their judgement!’ Achilles says with rage.

      The men advance again, roaring this time, and they fight like lions. Achilles is relentless, bringing his sword and spear down again and again, but Hektor blocks each with his battered shield, though his weariness grows with each assault. When the Trojan prince attacks, he hits nothing, Achilles ducking away and evading every swing of Hektor’s blade. The two warriors close in on each other and Hektor punches Achilles hard across the face, drawing a smile and a chuckle from the Greek before he attacks again. Hektor then attempts to hammer his shield into the face of the Myrmidon but misses and staggers. This is the chance Achilles needs. The Greek spins clear of the shield and cuts deep across Hektor’s bare thigh. The prince tries to bring his sword down on Achilles, but the Greek brings his blade up quicker, severing Hektor’s hand just above the wrist. Before a cry can escape his lips, Achilles rams the spear into Hektor’s throat.

      The crowd upon the walls gasps and many wail in sorrow. Priam and Hecuba recoil in horror, and Helen comforts the distraught Paris. There are calls for mercy, but the fury in Achilles’ eyes is undying. He forces Hektor to his knees before leaning close to whisper.

      ‘When you reach the River Styx, pause a while before joining the boatman,’ Achilles whispers. ‘For those you love shall soon follow you.’

      Hektor is barely clinging to life, still fighting, still the soldier struggling until his last breath. He looks into Achilles’ eyes as the Myrmidon looms over him, facing death as it approaches. Achilles raises his bloody blade in recognition of his bravery before bringing it down and ramming it into Hektor’s chest and heart. The prince is dead before his body hits the ground.

      Even with his foe beaten and lifeless, Achilles looks at the corpse with murderous rage. Despite the protests from the people of Troy, he takes a rope from his chariot and ties it around the feet of the dead Trojan prince. Without a word to my brother and me, Achilles mounts his chariot and orders the horses on, dragging Hektor’s lifeless body across the blood-soaked ground back towards our camp.
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      ALAINA: Damned and cursed. The Greek Camp upon The Trojan Beach.

      ‘We should have stopped him,’ Calix tells me. ‘Dragging the body, desecrating it. The act shames all of us and will bring the Gods’ wrath upon us.’

      ‘You saw how he fought Hektor,’ I reply. ‘Do you really think you could have stopped him? I know I couldn’t.’

      My brother and I talk in hushed tones by the fire, startled by the ferocity we witnessed as Achilles killed Hektor and then dragged the prince’s body back to our camp. The corpse was barely recognisable by the time it was strung up for the Greeks to witness. Only the armour proved the man once stood a prince of Troy, not that any man would argue with Achilles.

      In the morning, our dead will be laid to rest. Patroclus, Dion, our Uncle Romanos, and all those who died in the foolish attack on Troy and in the defence of our camp and ships will be laid upon pyres and released to the afterlife. Romanos fell to the Trojan horsemen upon the ridge, with his bloodied trident still clutched tight in hand and many Trojans dead around him. He died an Atlantean warrior, just as he lived, and we will honour him as such.

      Hektor of Troy will not be laid upon a pyre. By order of Achilles, Hektor’s body is to be a feast for crows and jackals and remain where it hangs. Already, flies have gathered upon the lifeless flesh. I should be pleased to see him dead, but the sight of his desecrated corpse brings no joy to my heart. His treatment by Achilles sickens me. No one should be treated in this way, no matter the perceived crime. I cannot look upon the Trojan prince without wishing to flee from this place and never wield a trident and shield again.

      ‘Agamemnon…’ Calix begins.

      ‘…will do nothing,’ I finish for him. ‘Agamemnon cares little for honour or injustice. What matters to our King of Kings is that Achilles fights for the Greeks once again, and now the Trojan commander is dead.’

      ‘We cannot return to his command,’ Calix vows. ‘He offered no retribution for Vivara’s death and no assistance when we fought upon the ridge.’

      ‘We are sworn to an oath,’ I say, though I agree with Calix completely. ‘We cannot leave.’

      ‘You’re right,’ my brother says with a heavy sigh and a shake of his head. ‘How did we become embroiled in this madness? Already there has been so much loss. Two of our uncles have fallen. Dion… and Vivara… are gone.’

      ‘Honour,’ I reply. ‘Honour and love are the doom of us all.’

      ‘So much for the glory of war,’ Calix mutters. ‘This conflict shows no sign of ending. Achilles is lost to grief, that monster Ajax accompanies Hades in the afterlife, Nestor is hideously wounded and may never leave this cursed place, and a great many of our brethren are dead or dying. Hektor is gone, but Troy still stands strong, and its wall is impenetrable.’

      He sighs again before drinking deep from his wine cup and finishing the contents.

      ‘That is your fifth cup,’ I tell my brother.

      ‘I didn’t know you were counting,’ he says as he pours another. ‘What do you think they are doing at home in Atlantis?’

      ‘They?’

      ‘Mother and Father.’

      ‘Mother will be watching the ocean from her balcony,’ I say with a smile at the thought.

      ‘As she does every night,’ my brother adds, also with a smile. ‘Waiting and watching for our return, she would say.’

      ‘Father, he will be speaking with the high priestess.’ My smile fades. Each night, Father speaks with the priestess long until the morning. Each night, they talk of it, the evil housed and protected from the world. Only they are allowed to talk of it, and the strain it places upon Father was clear to see when last we met.

      ‘When this war of ours is over, Mother and Father will need our aid at home,’ Calix says with certainty. ‘Our time quickly approaches.’

      ‘And we shall rule together. That is when our mother and father will seek suitors for us.’

      ‘I was to tell them when we returned,’ my brother says as he looks away, ‘of Vivara. With their permission, we were to be married.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I tell him, with a reassuring hand upon his shoulder. ‘She was a good woman and a skilled warrior who died protecting our brethren. She deserved better. All our fallen deserved better... and Ajax deserved a noose.’

      ‘Do we send a message to Father of the fall of his brothers?’

      ‘We should speak with Yannis and Philos. They were brothers, and they may want to tell Father in person.’

      ‘Alaina of Atlantis,’ a voice says from the darkness.

      ‘I am,’ I reply. ‘Come closer and be recognised, friend. Who are you?’

      ‘An old fool seeking his son,’ the aged, hooded man with the appearance of a shepherd says as he edges closer to the fire.

      ‘Priam,’ I say in shock. Calix reaches for his trident, but I stop him, urging caution.

      ‘You take great risk coming here alone,’ I say in a hushed voice. ‘How did you pass our guards?’

      ‘I think I know my lands better than you Greeks,’ the King of Troy says. ‘Hermes, the messenger god, led my way. Can you show me where my son’s killer awaits?’

      ‘What is to stop us taking you directly to Agamemnon?’ Calix asks.

      ‘I came here for the body of my son, nothing else. I care little for my own life now that my first-born has been taken from me.’

      ‘You seek Achilles,’ I say. ‘We will let him cast judgement on what to do with you.’

      Calix grudgingly agrees but fixes me with a look of caution. In the cover of darkness, with many of the Greeks either drunk or at slumber, we lead the hooded Priam through the camp.

      ‘We can offer you no guarantee of what Achilles will do,’ I warn the king as we arrive at the Myrmidon’s shelter.

      ‘I have but one question to ask,’ Priam says, without hope or fear. Mourning and sorrow have taken the ruler and driven him to drastic action.

      We enter the shelter and find Achilles kneeling beside a sleeping woman, simply watching her. She is young, a delicate flower with golden, soft skin and hair as black as night. There are bruises and cuts across her body and her clothes are little more than torn rags.

      ‘Briseis?’ I ask.

      ‘Agamemnon had her returned to me,’ Achilles says with a broken voice. ‘A reward, he called it, as if she is an object or token to be bartered.’

      ‘It should hearten me to see you so tortured, but it does not,’ Priam says.

      ‘Who are you, old man?’ Achilles asks without interest.

      ‘The father of the man you slayed before the gates of my city.’ Priam lowers his hood and reveals himself.

      ‘You should not have come here,’ Achilles warns.

      ‘But I came anyway. You know what I seek.’

      ‘Your son.’

      Calix and I remain silent, for this is a conversation meant only for these two. We keep watch for signs of discovery, nothing more.

      ‘Do you understand why he had to die?’ Achilles asks.

      ‘Do you understand why I want him returned?’ Priam asks back. ‘Do you understand that until he has been laid to rest, embraced in flame with coins upon his eyes for the boatman, my son, Hektor, will forever wander the afterlife alone and suffering?’

      ‘He killed my cousin.’

      ‘And I had to suffer the terrible fate of watching my son die,’ Priam says. He falls to his knees before Achilles and takes the warrior’s hands in his own. ‘I kiss hands still marked with my son’s blood. I do this and beg on my knees for the return of his body. He deserves the honour of a true burial.’

      ‘He killed my cousin,’ Achilles repeats.

      ‘Thinking it was you,’ Priam argues. ‘How many have you sent to the halls of Hades? How many cousins, brothers, fathers? Hundreds? Thousands?’

      ‘It will be one more soon if you continue to taunt me.’

      ‘I do not seek to taunt. I am a father, unable to truly grieve or mourn for the son I lost this day. The son I have loved since the day he entered this world. Give him back to me. Your cousin fought and died a warrior, and you will give him a burial befitting a warrior. What would you do if you were unable to gift him that honour?’

      ‘I would burn this very world around me.’

      ‘I am an old, feeble man,’ Priam says. ‘I cannot burn the world, but I can come to you, and I can beg. Please, mighty Achilles. Return my boy to me.’

      Achilles remains silent for a time with his head low. He does not speak or move, but when he looks at Priam, it is with tears in his eyes and on his cheeks.

      ‘Go, king of Troy,’ Achilles says. ‘Your son will be returned to you at dawn.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Priam says, with tears on his face too. He is trembling as he rises to stand.

      ‘With the Gods as my witness, there shall be twelve days of mourning as is our custom,’ Achilles says.

      ‘It is our custom too. A truce of peace for twelve days. Then this war can continue.’

      ‘Agamemnon will not care for a truce,’ I warn.

      ‘My word is given,’ Achilles says, ‘and it shall be honoured. Return home, Priam. Your son will be returned, and the mourning can begin this coming day. I swear it by Zeus and all the Gods.’

      ‘I swear it too,’ I vow.

      ‘As do I,’ Calix says.

      ‘Thank you,’ Priam says to Achilles, my brother, and me. ‘You have greater honour than the men who lead this army.’

      Though none of us say the words, we all agree.

      ‘Know this, King of Troy. It was not Hektor alone who holds blame for my cousin’s death,’ Achilles says. ‘The hands of your second son are stained with his blood too. If it was not for Prince Paris, then this war would never have begun. When the walls of Troy fall, I will seek out your son and he shall fall to my blade as well.’

      ‘A fear for another day,’ Priam says with remorse.

      ‘Give news of the truce to Agamemnon,’ Achilles asks of us. ‘I shall see Priam safe from this camp. Briseis will accompany him.’

      ‘You are setting her free?’ I ask.

      ‘She was never my slave or prisoner,’ he says softly.

      ‘You would be rid of me now?’ she asks, woken from her slumber and pained by any movement.

      ‘You will be safer away from this camp,’ Achilles tells her. ‘I can only apologise for your treatment and swear that I did not wish this for you.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘I will see you again, my lady of Troy,’ Achilles vows as he kisses her gently upon the brow. ‘When the city falls, and fall it will, we will meet again.’

      ‘Thank you,’ she repeats as Calix helps her to stand.

      We watch and wait as Achilles leads Priam and Briseis through the camp and into the darkness. We give them time so the king of Troy can make his escape. If Agamemnon knew Priam was within reach, he would tear the camp apart and never stop hunting the Trojan ruler.

      Together, we enter Agamemnon’s command tent and find him seated in audience with Menelaus and Odysseus. A small fire burns in the hearth, filling the enclosed space with warmth but giving the King of Kings upon his throne a devilish, hellish appearance with its flickering light.

      ‘The men are tired and need to rest,’ Odysseus argues.

      ‘The men can rest when the war is won,’ Menelaus says as a slave cleans the wound at his shoulder. ‘We attack again tomorrow. With their commander gone, the Trojan’s morale is lost. They are leaderless and we should strike now.’

      ‘And how will the attack be any different?’ Odysseus asks. ‘Hektor is gone, but we have no way past their walls.’

      ‘We have Achilles,’ Agamemnon says proudly.

      ‘Now you value his worth?’

      ‘Watch your tongue, Thracian,’ Menelaus warns.

      ‘Ah, the Prince and Princess of Atlantis honour us with their presence,’ Agamemnon mocks. ‘Have you had enough of sitting on your arses and watching your fellow Greeks fight and die?’

      ‘We fought, and many of our people died protecting this camp,’ I argue.

      ‘We did not see you, Agamemnon, or you, Menelaus, when we fought to protect this army after you were so soundly defeated,’ Calix says.

      ‘We had our share of the fighting,’ Menelaus says. ‘Troy would be ours if you had marched with us.’

      ‘Was that wound given to you by Paris?’ I ask of the King of Sparta. ‘You are lucky that the Prince of Troy was not so cowardly as to use poison.’

      ‘What are you suggesting?’ Menelaus asks as he rises to stand with a hand on the hilt of his blade.

      ‘I think you know,’ Calix says with his trident in hand.

      ‘Enough!’ Odysseus calls. ‘Enough of this. Our fight is with the Trojans, not each other!’

      ‘I am glad you are here, Atlanteans,’ Agamemnon says. ‘I have need of you and your fleet. I want you to encircle the ports Troy uses for supplies. Blockade them and do not let a single ship pass you without it sinking or falling capture to the Greeks.’

      ‘Was that not your plan?’ Calix asks me.

      ‘We starve the city and let it wither,’ Agamemnon vows, undeterred. ‘If the Trojans will hide behind their walls, then they can die behind those walls.’

      ‘What of my wife?’ Menelaus demands. ‘Is she to die behind those damned walls?’

      ‘This war is not just for your faithless wife, brother!’ Agamemnon bellows. ‘Surely you don’t think I rallied the armies of Greece and assembled the greatest fleet the world has ever known just to return your whore? With Troy in ruins, I will build an empire that will last the ages. I want the ground stained forever red with Trojan blood. I want their very existence as a people extinguished. Greece will rule the Aegean at my command! Your wife, despite her famed beauty, matters nothing in comparison to the empire I will create.’

      Finally, the truth of it, as suspected. He never came here for his brother’s honour, but for his own greed. This is no revelation, but again strikes at the madness of this campaign. It was thought that the war was all for the taking and kidnap of one woman when, in truth, it is for the greed and power of one man.

      Now is the moment to tell him, for I do not see a better one in our future.

      ‘A truce has been agreed with the people of Troy,’ I state. ‘Twelve days of mourning for the dead.’

      ‘A truce?’ Agamemnon splutters. ‘Twelve days of mourning? Who agreed such a thing?’

      ‘Achilles and Priam, King of Troy,’ Calix says.

      ‘Achilles does not command this army!’ Agamemnon shouts. ‘Wait… was Priam here, in this very camp?’

      ‘He was,’ I confess, ‘but he is gone long into the night by now.’

      ‘You were party to this betrayal?’ Menelaus demands.

      ‘There was no betrayal,’ Calix says. ‘There was but a father seeking the body of his fallen son.’

      ‘Which I’m sure Achilles gave willingly, along with his twelve days of mourning!’ Agamemnon mutters in disbelief. ‘Perhaps we can use this to our advantage. Twelve days of mourning will become twelve days of pain and suffering.’

      ‘Our word was given,’ I say.

      ‘Not mine,’ Agamemnon replies.

      ‘Nor mine,’ Menelaus agrees.

      ‘We cannot allow this,’ I say. ‘There is no honour in breaking a sworn truce. You spit in the face of the Gods.’

      ‘And what will you do?’ Agamemnon asks us. ‘Will you sit and watch as we fight and die and take the glory of victory? Or will you run? Will you flee back to your Gods-forsaken island?’

      He steps closer to us, daring us to act.

      ‘If you break your oaths and leave, we will come for you,’ he warns. ‘We will burn Troy to ash and then come for Atlantis. Your home will burn and the prize you protect, I will take it and seize its power for myself.’

      ‘We do not know what you speak of,’ Calix lies.

      ‘Do not test me, boy. I know and speak of the Box.’

      ‘You should fear it, as all should,’ Calix warns as he begins to raise his trident. ‘It is not a prize to be sought by a foolish warmonger. You cannot…’

      His words stop, caught in his throat.

      ‘No man calls Agamemnon a fool,’ the King of Kings sneers as he releases the hilt of his dagger, its blade deep in my brother’s chest. Calix looks on in horror and tries to pull the dagger free. His knees buckle and he falls to the ground.

      I’m struck numb, unable to think. Unable to move or scream. Before I can act, Menelaus advances on me with a raised spear. I care not, falling to my knees and pulling Calix to me. My brother tries to speak, but his words are lost as blood trickles from his lips. He looks into my eyes but for a moment until their gaze slips and falls distant. He is gone. My brother is gone.

      I seize Calix’s trident, and with a scream, rise, ready to strike. Menelaus is already upon me with his spearhead at my throat. Odysseus steps between us, forcing Menelaus’s spear away and looking only at me. Agamemnon’s mercenary guards surround us, weapons raised and ready to end my life at the order of their master.

      ‘Do not let his death lead to your own,’ Odysseus warns as he takes the trident from my hands. ‘He would not want that. I do not want that. Stop, before you set yourself down a course you cannot return from.’

      ‘The army and fleet of Atlantis will fall to my command,’ Agamemnon orders. ‘Any defiance of this order will see you and your homeland slaughtered. Do you understand?’

      ‘You will die for this,’ I swear.

      ‘Do you understand?’ Agamemnon demands as he strikes me hard across the face. His guards edge closer, with raised weapons, simply awaiting the order to strike. ‘Your fleet will blockade the ports and your army will march at my command!’ Agamemnon orders. ‘Do you understand?’

      ‘My Princess, please,’ Odysseus says.

      ‘Yes,’ I say, with my eyes on the body of my brother as his blood soaks the ground.
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      ADAM: Alone—Athens, Greece.

      I find it strange now, having discovered and explored so many lost cities and civilisations, to walk amongst ancient ruins surrounded by people. Groups of tourists swarm around me with a guide leading them on with a raised umbrella and lanyard around his neck. I hear a dozen languages spoken, and I don’t understand any of them.

      Around me stands the Acropolis, the ancient citadel where many of the most famous ruins in Athens can be found. At its heart is the Parthenon, my destination. I recognise the image from Abbey’s notes and know it as the quintessential ruin of ancient Greece. As I near, I stand close to a tour group and am thankful their guide is speaking English.

      ‘Perhaps the most-recognized monument in all of Athens, I give you the Parthenon,’ states the portly, sweating tour guide from beneath his umbrella, shielding away the sun’s rays.

      ‘This ancient building, over two thousand years old, served as a temple to the goddess Athena, the patron of Athens. Construction began in 447 BC and took fifteen years to fully complete. The Parthenon remains particularly special and important because of the high level of artistry and skill it took to create such a building. The Parthenon retains much of its former beauty, from the adorning sculptures to the iconic columns.’

      I follow the group as they enter the Parthenon and pass between the tall stone and marble columns. The temple truly is a magnificent reminder of the ancient world and in impressive condition considering its age. Dozens of artefacts are displayed and protected within thick glass cabinets and protected by motion sensors and guards posted close by. The guide is the closest thing to Abbey I could hope to find, so I keep within earshot and listen closely to his words.

      ‘Here you will see tokens of history,’ the guide explains. ‘Coins, jewellery, tools, and weapons. These are magnificent examples of a time long forgotten. Despite countless wars and destruction, this Holy temple and the relics within have survived the test of time.’

      I look closely at the exhibits, and for a moment, I feel like I’m at home at the British Museum again.

      ‘One item is of particular note amongst this collection,’ the guide announces. ‘The spear of the legendary hero Achilles.’

      A murmur of excitement ripples through the group, and I take note too, for he’s talking about exactly what has drawn me to Athens.

      ‘A relic claimed to be Achilles' bronze-headed spear, wielded at the siege of Troy, was for centuries preserved in the temple of Athena in Lycia, a port on the Pamphylian Gulf,’ the guide explains.

      ‘I thought the Trojan War was just a story?’ asks a woman between taking countless photos of the ruins around us.

      ‘Maybe… maybe not.’ The tour guide chuckles. ‘There is much evidence that Troy existed, a very real city amidst what is now modern-day Turkey. This city fell into ruin amidst a war with all of Greece… but we are becoming distracted. The port of Lycia was visited in 333 BC by Alexander the Great, who envisioned himself as the new Achilles. It was recorded that Alexander carried the Iliad, Homer’s recollection of the Trojan War with him as he conquered much of the known world. Many years later, when Alexander the Great’s treasury was discovered, a Greek spear was found amongst his possessions.’

      ‘Was it Achilles’ spear?’ a young girl asks from amongst the group.

      ‘Impossible to tell for certain,’ the guide replies as he dabs away the sweat from his face with a ragged handkerchief. ‘What is known is that the spear was tested and proven to date back to Ancient Greece and very well could have been wielded by Achilles. The spear itself is a wonder to behold, the dedications along the spearhead and the markings the works of a true craftsman.’

      ‘Where is the spear now?’ another of the group asks.

      ‘Well, it should be right here…’ the guide flusters for a moment as he looks over the display cabinets. He then approaches a security guard and speaks quickly before returning to the group. ‘Unfortunately, the spear of Achilles was moved as part of planned restoration works upon the Parthenon,’ the guide explains, earning himself a disappointed groan. I join in their disappointment. The spear was the only reason I came to Athens, and its markings sound like I’m on the right track.

      ‘Let us move on quickly. There is still lots to see amongst all this history,’ the guide tells his group as he ushers them away.

      I let the tourists leave as I scan the display cabinets again for any sign of the spear. There are notices posted, but I can’t understand a word of them. I even approach one of the security guards, but my attempts to question him in Greek are truly atrocious. The guard looks on in utter confusion before laughing and urging me away, pointing towards the departing tourist group.

      Defeated, I walk out from the Parthenon and slump onto a bench. From my backpack, I take out Abbey’s research that details the link between my father’s symbol of Athena, the patron of the Parthenon temple, and Achilles’ spear housed within. Flicking through the pages, I see nothing about the movement of the spear to another site. I then look to my phone and wish it had access to the internet, despite knowing Bowen and Winterbourne could use that to track me down. The phone only holds a single number, and I call it, not knowing what else to do.

      The call rings twice before it’s diverted and then answered. The voice speaking is not what I was expecting.

      ‘About time you called me, Hunter,’ Abbey says with her unmistakeable hint of Irish. ‘Or should I call you Artemis, Goddess of the Hunt since you are delving into Ancient Greek myths?’

      ‘Abbey?’ I say with surprise and joy. ‘I thought this was the number for Miss Diouri?’

      ‘It is,’ Abbey says, ‘but Miss Diouri is busy with another matter and redirected the call to a secret phone she slipped to me.’

      ‘How can I believe it’s really you and not a trick? Tell me your surname and I might believe you.’

      ‘Not a chance, you idiot.’ She laughs. ‘You have to guess it just like everyone else.’

      ‘Yep, it’s you. Can you talk?’

      ‘I wouldn’t have answered if I couldn’t,’ Abbey replies. ‘I’m being watched closely. We all are.’

      ‘Not close enough by the sounds of it,’ I joke. ‘How are you? How is the rest of the team?’

      ‘We will be better once this whole nightmare is over and you and Matt are back with us. I know you didn’t call just for conversation… and yes, I am still mad that you went to Miss Diouri before me!’

      ‘Everyone seems to be mad at me at the moment.’

      ‘Things going well then?’

      ‘As well as always,’ I say. ‘Thank you for your help with the symbols. You have been spot on each time… apart from this one.’

      ‘Spear or oracle?’ Abbey asks, not naming the location in case our conversation is overheard.

      ‘Spear. I’m standing exactly where it should be, but it was moved due to renovations.’

      ‘Let me guess, you tried to ask where it was moved to and the locals didn’t understand you?’ she mocks.

      ‘They probably thought I was mad.’ I laugh.

      ‘Could Matt not ask them?’

      ‘Matt and I…’ I begin, finding the words difficult. ‘We are tackling one clue each for the moment.’

      ‘That doesn’t sound good,’ Abbey says with concern. ‘So, you were trying to contact Miss Diouri to track down the spear?’

      ‘Well, even better now I’m speaking to you.’

      ‘Don’t try to flatter me,’ Abbey says before falling silent for a time. I hear voices in the background and fear she has been discovered.

      ‘The Met,’ she then says in a hushed tone.

      ‘America?’ I reply in surprise. ‘New York?’

      ‘As part of an exhibit of ancient civilisations. It will not return to Athens for another month.’

      ‘And there are no images or recordings of the spear that detail what we need?’

      ‘Not that I have access to. You need to see it in person. Did you read the research I sent?’

      ‘Yes. The spear has many intricate markings, including many repeated patterns of circles within one another. The concentric circles of Atlantis, but nothing about star constellations or other symbols.’

      ‘You need to fly to America,’ Abbey urges me. ‘Though the display is under heavy guard and surveillance and will be near impossible to access properly.’

      ‘This just gets better and better,’ I mutter before an idea strikes me. ‘There may be someone who can help.’

      ‘Who?’ Abbey questions.

      ‘You’re not going to like the answer,’ I reply as I rummage through my backpack and pull out my notebook. Within the pages is a phone number I thought I might never need to use.

      ‘Who is it, Hunter?’

      ‘Jesse Carlyle.’

      ‘The thief?’ she says in surprise. ‘You can’t be serious. How do you even have her number?’

      ‘She sent it to me a few months back. I kept it in case of emergencies.’

      ‘That’s sneaky. Better not let Em find out, especially after your last run-in with Jesse. Em would be furious if she knew you were joking about calling her.’

      ‘It’s no joke.’

      ‘Don’t do this,’ Abbey implores. ‘You know you can’t trust her.’

      ‘What choice do I have? We’re running out of time and your new bosses are closing in. Last I heard, Jesse was stateside…’

      ‘You can’t trust her,’ Abbey repeats. ‘We did before and she betrayed you, leaving you in the middle of the desert.’

      ‘And then she helped us,’ I reply. ‘Don’t forget that. Without her, we would never have…’

      A sudden commotion sounds from Abbey’s side of the call with raised voices in the background.

      ‘I have to go,’ Abbey says. ‘I’m sorry. Be careful, Hunter, please. Be safe and keep fighting.’

      ‘Are you okay?’ I ask with worry. ‘Abbey?’

      No answer comes as the call suddenly ends.
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      ALAINA: Taking a course I cannot return from—The Greek Camp upon The Trojan Beach.

      It’s almost dawn and few can be seen still awake throughout the camp. Calix’s body rests beside me, his blood still on my hands and clothes. In the shadows, I see eyes watching. Four, by my count; the eyes of Agamemnon’s spies sent to watch me closely.

      Odysseus sat with me for a time, expressing his grief and giving apologies for what happened. He again warned me from taking a stand against Agamemnon, but in his eyes, I saw understanding. He already knew what I had planned and ensured that the guards around the camp were his own or well-supplied with wine.

      With a deep intake of the night air, I rise to my feet and raise my trident high, giving the signal. In the darkness, shadows move, and the eyes that were watching me close one by one, shut by Phaedra, Yannis, Philos, and Calix’s ship’s elder, Spiro. They emerge into the light of the fire with blood upon their tridents and death at their hands.

      ‘Now,’ I whisper.

      From their shelters emerge the warriors of Atlantis, moving silently without words or orders. They carry what supplies and weaponry they can and help the sick and wounded return to the ships already prepared for travel. Yannis, Philos, and Spiro help me with the body of Calix, and we hurry for my command bireme, the Hydra. We take as many of our ships as we can crew without notice, abandoning several on the beach of Troy that were too close to our former allies’ encampments. I would set them to flame if I could, but we must escape without raising alarm. What I can do is free the slaves I can, those chained, starving, beaten, and held in the water to suffer. I offer them freedom of the Trojan plains or places with my people. Men, women, and children, all of them joined us.

      I take one last look at the camp, certain of my course. I thought to ask Odysseus and Achilles to join us but knew what their answers would be. Their fates are tied to this army, and they will not leave this war until it is over.

      ‘We are ready,’ Phaedra tells me.

      ‘Then let us escape from this accursed place,’ I reply.

      As the last of us board our biremes, the signal is given to the rest of our fleet waiting in the waters. Several have come closer and, by rope, will pull our ships from the sands. Most of our fleet come free with ease, but my bireme, the Hydra, requires double the effort to pull free due to its size. When at last we move back into the waters, I hear that the alarm has been sounded and the Greek camp begins to wake.

      ‘Oarsmen, now! With all your might!’ I order.

      They set to task, and as one, they send us away into the ocean of the night. The tide and winds are with us, a sign that Poseidon and the Gods support our cause. Arrows rise and fall harmlessly into the water behind our ships, and we laugh at the Greeks’ foolish efforts. I look back to the Greek camp upon the sands and am certain I see Odysseus watching. There may even be a smile on his face.

      ‘Princess Alaina!’ Phaedra calls to me. ‘It seems we have not escaped yet.’

      Ahead of us, several of the Greek galleys manoeuvre to cut us off. Agamemnon must have feared we would abandon him and took steps to warn the rest of his naval might.

      ‘Do not slow or alter course!’ I order. ‘Show them that Atlanteans rule the waves!’

      The Greek galleys seek to surround us, but we sail straight for them, utilising the wind and the strength of our oarsmen. We, the Atlantean fleet, do not falter and our bireme warships slam into the waiting Greeks. The rams at our bows tear through the hulls of the Greek galleys, several capsizing with others torn in two from the impact. Not a single Atlantean ship is lost as we continue out into the open waters. A few of the surviving Greek galleys attempt to give chase but are easily outpaced and forgotten.

      ‘Destination?’ Phaedra asks me.

      ‘We return the body of a son to his father,’ I reply.
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      ADAM: Making another bad mistake—New York, America.

      ‘I never thought Adam Hunter would be calling me for help,’ Jesse says with untampered glee over the intercom.

      ‘Me neither, but here I am. You going to let me in?’

      The door beeps loudly and the lock clicks, allowing me inside to the lift.

      ‘Floor eighteen,’ Jesse tells me.

      ‘Which room?’

      ‘You’ll see.’ She chuckles.

      I enter the lift and hit the button for floor eighteen. My eyes ache and I stifle another threatening yawn, fighting away the tiredness and aches from the long flight. I know I will need my wits about me for what’s to come. Jesse was eager to meet me when I requested help, especially when I said that my business was in New York. It seems she was already in town. Luck, I hope, and not planned. Jesse organised and paid for a direct flight over to New York, and from the looks of this neighbourhood, she is doing quite well for herself. I wonder who she’s swindled this time.

      The lift comes to a stop at the eighteenth floor and the doors open, revealing not a corridor but an apartment that sprawls the entire floor. What greets me is something I didn’t expect but really should have. Everywhere I look, there seems to be evidence of a different crime and law broken.

      The apartment is a hive of activity with loud music playing and over a dozen people at work. Valuable and aged paintings are stacked against each other, authentic or forgeries, I can’t tell. A pair of young women work at documents, a pile of passports, papers, and IDs, each one fake and doctored. Another pair inspect and appraise a mountain of jewels with magnifying equipment. Along a wall are weapons and technological tools of all manner, a quartermaster inspecting and ensuring every item is ready for when called upon. A studious woman with thick-lensed glasses uses counting machines for piles of cash of various currencies, splitting them into further piles before ticking off a checklist. Across a large circular table are maps and information sheets with five operatives, all female, gathered around them and assessing plans. I look around the room and notice I’m the only male on the entire floor.

      ‘Adam Hunter!’ beckons a voice from the far side of the apartment, drawing the attention of everyone, and they watch me closely as I walk past.

      Entering the next room, I see a single person. Jesse Carlyle sat upon a tall chair—a throne overlooking everyone. She is only a few years older than me, in her early twenties by my guess, but her hair is now dyed white and blue and trimmed short. Her eyes are still the same, taking in everything around her and missing nothing. A crooked smile is on her lips, and it grows wider as I approach.

      She bounds down from her throne and hugs me tight. ‘I have long wanted to see you again, blue eyes.’

      ‘It’s good to see you too, Jesse,’ I reply. ‘Or is it another name now?’

      ‘Would you prefer… what were their names… Emma or Abbey?’ she mocks as she releases me and then looks me up and down. ‘How are the boring librarians of the museum? Accustomed to their new rulers? Sorry, is it too soon?’

      ‘You heard?’

      ‘Of course I heard of the fall of the mighty and pompous British Museum. Everyone has.’ Jesse laughs. ‘It’s good to see that you managed to escape, although I sense you’re not keeping out of trouble.’

      ‘I could say the same for you.’ I chuckle. ‘How did you come by all this? Any of it legal?’

      A sudden silence descends upon the apartment, and I feel every set of eyes fall on me again.

      ‘I’m only letting you see this because I know you’re a wanted man,’ Jesse taunts. ‘General Walcott and Winterbourne would pay a pretty penny for your head.’

      ‘Then why not cash in? It wouldn’t be the first time you’ve done that to me, would it?’

      ‘You always did have a way of making me smile,’ Jesse says. ‘Come, let us get to business. Though I have enjoyed this reunion, I know you haven’t come so far just for a chat. What do you need?’

      ‘I’m looking for an artefact that was moved from Athens to the Met. I need to see the Spear of Achilles up close. I need to see what’s inscribed upon the spearhead.’

      ‘You only want to see it, not take it?’ Jesse questions with a hint of disappointment.

      ‘Steal is the word you’re looking for, but yes. I only want to see it. They have the spear on public display, but behind thick glass and a perimeter that is closely guarded.’

      ‘Can you not make a request of the curator?’ Jesse asks before pausing and smiling cruelly. ‘Oh, wait, that’s right. You’re not exactly seen in the best light at the moment, are you, Jacob Clifton?’

      ‘Very funny,’ I remark as she laughs.

      ‘So, you just want a closer look at something that’s already on public display?’ Jesse asks before a burst of laughter escapes her again. ‘Of all the things you could ask of me, that is the most hilarious.’

      ‘I’m glad I amuse you.’

      ‘You always have,’ Jesse says with a sly smile.

      A young girl who can only be ten or eleven years old at most enters the room. Her hair is dyed dark pink and tied tightly in bunches. Jesse leans closer so the girl can speak quietly in her ear before she looks at me.

      ‘That him?’ the girl asks with a Brooklyn accent. ‘He don’t look like much to me.’

      ‘Appearances can be deceiving,’ Jesse replies.

      ‘So, you’re the great Adam Hunter she talks about.’

      ‘Oh, really?’ I tease.

      ‘Not in a good way,’ the girl says with a stern look. ‘I’m Ezme. I warn you, don’t mess with my girl Jesse. You betray or hurt her in any way, then you’ll find a sharp point in your back.’

      ‘Understood,’ I reply, hands raised in surrender. I want to smile, but Ezme’s serious look shows that hers is no idle threat. ‘Trust me,’ I say as I drop my hands. ‘Out of the two of us, it’s far more likely that Jesse will be the one who betrays.’

      ‘Which makes your coming to me all the more interesting,’ Jesse says as she takes her seat on the throne once more. She turns to me and smiles.

      ‘It seems fated,’ Jesse says with a wide grin. ‘The Met is already of interest to us, and though it won’t be easy, we can certainly help you.’

      ‘What do you want that’s inside the Met?’ I ask.

      ‘None of your business,’ says Ezme. ‘You want our help or not?’

      I weigh the situation in my mind. I either accept the help of these thieves and rogues to gain access to what I need or attempt to go it alone without any backup. With time running out and much already wasted on the flight to New York, I don’t have much choice.

      ‘What do you want as payment for your help?’ I ask. ‘I have no money.’

      ‘Oh, I know that,’ Jesse says. ‘All I wish for is a simple favour, to call upon when needed.’

      ‘I have no choice but to accept,’ I say, ‘though I’m sure I’ll regret it.’

      ‘Do you have a plan?’ she asks.

      ‘Distract and act,’ I simply reply.

      ‘Distract and act,’ Jesse repeats. ‘I like that. Life is certainly never boring with you, blue eyes. Tell me more.’

      I go over the plan I thought up during the flight from Greece. Jesse listens closely with a cunning smile on her lips.

      ‘It should be fairly straightforward,’ I say after finishing my explanation.

      ‘Easy pickings,’ replies Ezme.

      ‘What can go wrong?’ Jesse smiles.
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      ADAM:Continuing another bad mistake—The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, America.

      ‘You almost look respectable,’ Jesse whispers to me as we walk the halls of the Met. ‘Suited, booted, and oh so boring.’

      ‘The life that could have been,’ I joke, agreeing with her.

      Shirt, tie, trousers, jacket, shoes, fake glasses with slicked back hair, and a briefcase in hand. I look very much the dull office worker, whereas Jesse’s appearance has once again changed. Her skin is tanned darker, her hair now dark brown, long, and hanging loosely down her back, with sunglasses covering her eyes. A pretty summer dress completes her ensemble.

      ‘Who are you this time?’ I ask. ‘Marie Deveux again?’

      ‘Would you like that?’ she replies with the perfect French accent she had when we first met. ‘Does my voice still appeal like this, Adam?’

      I turn away so she doesn’t see my cheeks redden, making her laugh.

      ‘Here we are,’ I say, thankful to change the subject. ‘Collection of the Ancients.’

      We enter a long hall housing collections from around the world. The Roman Empire, the Egyptian Pharaohs, the Aztecs and Minoans and so many more. Statues, sculptures, fine works of art, and coins of gold, silver, and bronze. There are jewels too, shining brightly and worth a king’s ransom at least. Amongst one collection are weaponry and armour. A war chariot once belonging to Boudicca of the Iceni draws a lot of attention from visitors and tourists, as does a bronze Roman chest plate once belonging to Julius Caesar. Though interesting, none of these is my target, but the item I’m looking for is protected by the most security, as I expected.

      The Spear of Achilles is held in its own secure case, protected by thick, reinforced glass and kept at a distance from visitors by a cordon. Warnings are posted that both the cordon and glass case are alarmed, and closer inspection reveals laser and motion sensors. Just for good measure, a pair of security cameras overlook the display, as does a single guard who observes everything. I look upon the spearhead, but at this distance, I can’t make out any of the details or engravings on it.

      I check my watch and see that we’re right on time and that the diversion should begin in two minutes. As planned, Jesse approaches the security guard and begins her part in this.

      ‘Excuse me, sir,’ she says with a natural and seductive Spanish accent.

      ‘How can I help you, my lady?’ the guard replies, his attention fully on her.

      ‘Selena Espinosa,’ she replies with a smile, drawing a grin from the guard. ‘Can you show me on this map where we are?’

      ‘Collection of the… er… Ancients,’ the guard replies, struggling to focus on his work as Selena places a hand on his arm.

      ‘Thank you, Mr…?’

      ‘Dwight… Dwight Marlow,’ he replies keenly.

      ‘Thank you, Dwight,’ she replies with a parting smile before approaching one of the collections and gazing at the contents.

      ‘Just as planned,’ I whisper.

      ‘Just as planned,’ Jesse confirms.

      With a final check of my watch, I press the button at the handle of my briefcase and activate the device within. A barely audible high pitch tone sounds, and I know that the recorded feed from the surveillance cameras has been severed and is now only distorted static. Now, all I need to do is wait… which I do, but nothing happens. Minutes pass and still nothing. I check my watch and see that it is now past the allotted time.

      ‘What’s happening?’ I whisper to Jesse. ‘Ezme is late.’

      Jesse simply smiles, setting off alarms in my head. Alarms that are then joined by real ones when, without warning, sirens sound throughout the hall. Dwight, the security guard, ushers the visitors out of the exhibit and most have already evacuated when Jesse slips and falls, crying out in her Spanish accent. Dwight, the honourable gentleman that he is, hurries to her aid. As he reaches her, a crackle of electricity sounds, and the security guard cries out in pain and collapses, unconscious.

      ‘Easier than I thought,’ Jesse laughs with a taser in her hand.

      ‘This wasn’t part of the plan.’

      ‘This wasn’t part of your plan,’ Jesse replies as she takes my briefcase and removes from it what looks like the handle of a dagger attached to the head of a drill. ‘My plan is very different.’

      She throws the tool at the cabinet housing the Spear of Achilles, and it punctures the glass before drilling deep, creating a spider web of cracks across its surface. More deafening alarms sound, forcing me to cover my ears with my hands. I see that Jesse was already prepared, pulling on a set of ear defenders and then readying a mask.

      I hurry to the cabinet containing the spearhead, but the cracks make it even harder to see the relic.

      ‘What’s your plan?’ I call out to Jesse above the sirens.

      ‘This,’ Jesse simply says before rushing me and kicking me hard in the chest. I’m thrown back and crash into the exhibit, shattering the thick glass. The collision dazes me, and I struggle to recover as Jesse steps over me and takes the spearhead.

      ‘Wait…’ I struggle to say as Ezme then enters the room and hurries to Jesse’s side.

      ‘Got it?’ Jesse asks.

      ‘Sure have,’ Ezme replies with a pat of her pocket. She then pulls on her own skull mask before looking at me.

      ‘Good. That’s another debt paid,’ Jesse says. ‘And likely one created.’

      She lowers herself down and raises my face to hers.

      ‘Distract and act,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry, but you are very much the distraction.’

      She then kisses me as she forces something into my hands.

      ‘Until next time,’ she says as our lips part and she backs away from me, pulling the skull mask and its respirator over her face. In my hands, a canister detonates, gas pouring out and engulfing me and the room. Through the fog, I see Jesse and Ezme hurrying away, the spearhead in Jesse’s hands.

      Coughing and spluttering, I drop the canister and crawl away across the broken glass and through the fog of the gas. Pain stabs at my left hand and it leaves a bloody trail in my wake across the floor. I tear a horrid shard of glass from my palm and hastily pull my tie from my neck and use it as a makeshift bandage. The alarms continue to sound, and I know I only have seconds before armed guards surround me. Still struggling for air, I stagger to my feet and away from the exhibit and the Collection of the Ancients, just as security guards storm the room. I evade them, ducking beneath and behind more exhibits and their containers, but the smoke still fills my lungs, and I can’t help but cough and retch. This draws attention, and soon I’m being chased and shouted at to stop.

      I force myself on, circling past the nearest exhibits and then on towards a fire exit still crowded by people being escorted away. There are too many people ahead of me and I realise I can’t escape that way. With the security guards closing in, I instead take the nearest door and enter the administrative offices of the museum. The staff is mostly evacuated already, and as I run down the corridors and cut through an office, I hear at least three security guards give chase and call out to summon help. Jesse was right; I am the distraction and she and Ezme are likely already gone.

      I cross another office, colliding with a desk in my haste and sending its computer crashing to the floor. The green sign of a fire escape is ahead of me, and I hurry towards it, bounding over a coffee table in a break room and scattering a table and chairs. I force open the door of the fire escape and emerge onto its steps, realising I’m still two floors above ground.

      ‘Stop right there!’ orders the guard below me as he hurries up the fire escape steps.

      ‘Don’t move!’ yells another guard as he and at least five others hurry through the office behind me.

      I climb the steps higher and higher until I reach the roof. The museum’s security is very close behind me and I have to keep moving. One guard, short and fast, closes in on me and almost grabs me as I sprint across the roof and jump from the edge. I leap across to the adjacent building and its lower roof, rolling as I land, hard. Though the impact hurts in a dozen places, I get up and keep running. I have to, as the short, quick guard thunders down onto the roof close by, still in pursuit.

      Crossing and leaping to the next roof and then the next puts more distance between me and the Met and its security guards, but they are still chasing me. I reach the edge of one rooftop and see that the gap is too large between buildings for me to leap.

      ‘Nowhere to run now!’ the short guard sneers as he recovers from landing on the same rooftop. ‘Only down!’

      ‘Down works for me,’ I reply, as I quickly make up my mind, take a run-up and a leap, praying to all manner of Gods.

      I was right; the distance is too great, and I fall and collide with the fire escape of the adjacent building. I scramble desperately to hold on to anything, but my grip fails and I fall, colliding with more of the railings and then finally descending onto the roof of a parked car below. I land hard on my back, the impact driving the air from my lungs and triggering the car’s screeching alarm.

      ‘Not… my worst… landing,’ I gasp, wincing as I roll over from the car’s roof and stagger into the alleyway.

      I emerge onto the next street and see it filled with spectators watching a running event; a half-marathon across the city. This was always the planned getaway, to lose ourselves in the crowd. Raised voices draw my attention and I see the security guards of the Met thundering towards me.

      ‘They just don’t give up,’ I mutter as I try to force myself through the crowd but find it difficult amongst the press of people. There is only one area with any space; the street.

      I push my way through the spectators to the barrier and pull myself over it, despite the protests of those nearby. I discard my jacket and pull away my tie as I join the procession of runners, drawing some strange looks from the athletes and praise from some in the crowd. I lose myself among them, and when I reach the next mile marker for the event, I exit and hurry towards the nearest subway.
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        * * *

      

      I return to Jesse’s apartment, soaked with sweat and blood from a dozen cuts. The entrance is already open, and I hit the button for the eighteenth floor, fighting the urge to slump down and sleep. The lift doors open and reveal the apartment is now abandoned. Jesse’s entire team, their equipment, and ill-gotten loot are gone. I walk through in search of my belongings and find them on Jesse’s throne, along with a note.

      
        
        Dear Blue Eyes,

      

        

      
        I knew you’d escape. You never disappoint me. It was difficult for me to betray you again, honest it was. I changed my mind a dozen times, but ultimately, I have debts that must be repaid. I cannot thank you enough for your assistance… and your diversion. You drew the attention of the security, meaning we could operate and escape unseen. For that, you have my sincerest thanks.

        In your backpack, you will find enough money for a return flight to Greece where you can continue this adventure of yours and photos of the Spear of Achilles. These contain the detail and the information I think you need. After all, you only wanted a closer look at the spear.

        I wish you luck, I really do, and I apologise again for leaving you surrounded by guards and with the alarms screaming, but I knew those little inconveniences wouldn’t be enough to stop you.

      

        

      
        Until next time, Blue Eyes,

        Jesse / Marie / Selena / Whoever you want me to be

        xxx

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33

          

        

      

    

    
      MATT: At peace—Delphi, Greece.

      With my eyes closed, I sit and let the world pass me by in solitary calm. Forgotten is my mission and its purpose. Forgotten are my fears for family and friends. The sun warms my skin, and the gentle breeze rejuvenates me and banishes the weary exhaustion. My breathing is slow and calm, and all concerns fade into the distance.

      At the breaking of dawn, I walked the same path along the Sacred Way on Mount Parnassus that was followed by thousands of pilgrims seeking to pay homage to the Gods and the Oracle so long ago. Along a winding path up the hillside, I pass the ruins and remains of many ancient treasuries and monuments. These were donated by important cities to thank the Oracle for helpful advice that led to victories and to establish a presence at the important site of Delphi. Now they are little more than stones and rubble, faded and broken.

      Chief among what remains are the ruins of Thalos and the Sanctuary of Apollo where I now sit and meditate. Thalos and its temple devoted to Athena is one of the most photographed structures in Greece, a testament to the ancient world. The round temple is surrounded by a circle of columns and other ruins and a collection of beautiful parts and pieces that belong to them. I stood among what remains and looked upon the hills and beautiful scenery that surrounds it. At this early hour, not another soul could be seen on the path or at Thalos, leaving me alone with my thoughts, hopes, and fears.

      I walked on until I reached the Sanctuary of Apollo, the site dating back to the 4th Century BC. This Holy site originally had six columns at the front, flanked by a further fifteen columns, all decorated with fine artistry and skilled workers. Offerings would be piled high upon every available space and sacrifices made by the priests and priestesses. The famed Oracle of Delphi was said to have lived and given guidance to the rulers of ancient Greece on this very spot, and their prophecies shaped the destinies and fates of entire nations.  Amidst the breathtaking scenery of the hills and countryside surrounding it, the Sanctuary of Apollo at Ancient Delphi was the most important sacred site in the Greek world. Now, around me, one complete column of the façade and portions of five others can be seen, as well as the foundations of the temple and its supporting structures. It is upon those foundations that I now sit, attempting to focus my mind and soul.

      I was so close to never seeing this place. Upon that beach in Crete, I was ready to give up on our quest and return home to the family I had abandoned. What I saw at the Gates of the Underworld, the spirits of my Kat, Zack, and Zoe, shook me to my very core. Their words gave new life to the seeds of doubt that were already in my mind. Though I had not spoken about it, I already worried that I was making the same mistakes as my father. Those spectres only confirmed my doubts and fears and now, in the peace and isolation, I calm myself and seek focus.

      ‘And I thought I would be the only person here,’ a warm, welcoming voice beckons. I open my eyes, seeing the ruins of the temple around me and beautiful scenery beyond. Then I see him, an older man with olive skin, white flowing hair and beard, age lines, and eyes as blue as the sky. Though advanced in years and walking with a tall stick like a staff, there is an evident strength to him. His clothing, a brown and red robe, is frayed and patched, giving him the appearance of a beggar or hermit.

      ‘What brings you to the Sanctuary of Apollo?’ the man asks.

      ‘Answers,’ I reply.

      ‘Like so many before you,’ he replies with a smile. ‘May I sit?’

      ‘Of course.’ I pull my pack and Abbey’s notes aside and allow the man to sit with me. ‘You guessed I’m English?’

      ‘Over the years, I have seen many people upon the Sacred Way. You quickly become accustomed to the tell-tale signs of origin.’

      ‘What gave me away?’

      ‘Your papers here are in English.’ He laughs loudly. ‘You have certainly done your research.’

      ‘Someone has.’

      ‘Do you know that we sit upon not just one temple?’ he asks. ‘There have, in fact, been six temples devoted to Apollo upon this very site, each one fallen and destroyed by war, fire, and earthquake.’

      ‘Yet faith persevered. They kept rebuilding.’

      ‘That they did,’ the old man says with a smile. ‘Faith can empower and overcome all. I think that is maybe why you sit here in silence, alone. A conflict of faith?’

      ‘You can read that in people too?’ I ask, forcing a smile.

      ‘Sometimes. I apologise. I do not mean to pry. I did not expect to meet anyone at such an early hour and there is not much to do here other than talk and meet strangers.’

      ‘You live here?’ I ask.

      ‘I do. Siromos is my name.’

      ‘It is good to meet you, Siromos,’ I reply. ‘I’m Matt.’

      ‘Mat… as in rug?’ the Greek laughs.

      ‘As in Matthew.’ I laugh back.

      ‘It is a pleasure to meet you, Matthew. You spoke of seeking answers. Surely you know that many, many others over the ages have sought answers from this very spot from the Pythia, the Oracle, and prophet of Delphi. Do you know the tales?’

      ‘Some, although I’d welcome the distraction of their telling by someone so versed in the myth and history.’

      ‘I like how you put that, myth and history. After all, they can sometimes be one and the same.’

      I nod, my experiences with the British Museum teaching me that all too well.

      ‘The myths and history,’ the hermit begins, ‘tell us that the mighty God Apollo killed a python, a tremendous, horrible serpent that was wreaking havoc upon the mortals of Greece. After Apollo slew the demon, he cast the body into a river in the valley below us. He then brought his high priestess to breathe in the fumes coming from a chasm that was the centre of the universe, and she went into a frenzied state, and through this could see the future. This priestess became the first Oracle of Pythia, in honour of the python he had slain. It was said that the fumes coming from the chasm were of the python's remains.’

      ‘And so the Oracle of Delphi was born,’ I add.

      ‘For many centuries, there was a prophet, an Oracle, their spirit reincarnated from life to life,’ Siromos explains. ‘This sanctuary was home to the famous oracle of Apollo who gave cryptic predictions and guidance to city-states, individuals, and, of course, kings. It was the Oracle who advised King Minos to create the labyrinth to hold his minotaur. It was the Oracle who spoke prophecies to King Leonidas of Sparta before his fateful final stand with three hundred of his countrymen against the mighty hordes of Persia.’

      ‘Perhaps he should have listened to the Oracle’s warnings,’ I suggest.

      ‘The true meaning of the prophecies uttered by the Oracles are often hidden or misleading, but there can be no doubt that they hold the favour of the Gods. Even Roman emperors made the pilgrimage. Alexander the Great once visited the Delphic Oracle wishing to hear a prophecy that he would soon conquer the entire ancient world. To his surprise, the oracle refused a direct comment and asked him to come later. Furious, Alexander dragged Pythia by the hair out of the chamber until she screamed ‘You are invincible, my son!’ The moment he heard those words, he dropped her, saying, ‘Now I have my answer.’ It is believed by some that this act insulted the Gods and cursed Alexander, signalling his downfall.’

      ‘Serves him right,’ I murmur.

      ‘The last recorded oracle,’ Siromos continues, ‘was in 393AD when, by order of Emperor Theodosius of Rome, the temple was closed and never reopened, extinguishing the sacred fire that had burned uninterrupted for centuries despite the many devastations that took this place. The Oracle declared all was ended and within five years the Emperor was dead, and the mighty Roman Empire was soon to follow.’

      ‘And now I make the same pilgrimage as those who have come before me,’ I say. ‘Though no Oracle remains to gift me words and visions of the future.’

      ‘What has brought you here, Matthew?’ Siromos says. ‘I fear it is not to hear tales of times long past from an old fool like me. As you likely have already guessed, I like stories. Tell me yours.’

      ‘My father once stood right where I am now,’ I tell him. ‘He journeyed across Greece in pursuit of answers to one of the great mysteries of this world. My brother and I have followed in his footsteps, seeking the truth of what happened to him. It has been… an eventful journey, and I’m not sure I can complete it.’

      ‘Fear and doubt can be as powerful as any weapon,’ the hermit says. ‘There is no shame in suffering so. In my time, I have seen the bravest of warriors succumb to panic and crisis, and the most craven of souls summon the courage of a lion. The difference is faith, hope, and belief.’

      ‘Despite all he faced and risked, my father didn’t give up. He faced everything that I have and still continued.’

      ‘And yet there is regret in your voice.’

      ‘My father never returned home,’ I say. ‘I can’t risk that because I have my own family now. My father sought out a legend, and I truly believe he found it, but we never saw him again.’

      ‘What is your family name?’ the hermit asks, his gaze shifted, now cautious and concerned.

      ‘Hunter.’

      Siromos laughs for a moment, looking away and then towards the sky above. ‘I knew there was something about you. The Gods are once again playing their games.’

      ‘Are you the Oracle of legend?’ I half-joke.

      ‘No, I am just an old man,’ he says, ‘but these eyes have seen more than can be believed.’

      ‘I don’t know. I can believe quite a lot.’

      ‘I am certain of it,’ the Greek hermit says. ‘Did you know that upon a towering Ionic column stood not far from here is the Sphinx of the Naxians, with the face of a woman bearing an enigmatic smile, prey bird wings, and the body of a lioness? It was set close to the Halos, the most sacred spot in Delphi. It is believed that the Halos is where Apollo killed the python.’

      ‘Why are you telling me this?’ I question, but then I recall a mention of the Sphinx in Abbey’s notes and pull open the pages, searching them.

      ‘The Sphinx now resides within the Archaeological Museum of Delphi,’ Siromos explains. ‘If I were you, I would take a closer look, son of Christopher.’

      ‘I never said my father’s name,’ I say in shock. I look up, rising to stand with alarm, but Siromos is already walking away, back along the Sacred Way.

      ‘Heed my words, Matthew Hunter,’ he calls back to me. ‘Have faith, for your journey is far from over.’

      I hurry after the hermit, tripping in my haste, but as I reach the path of the Sacred Way, I can see no sign of Siromos. He is gone.

      My phone rings in my pocket, the sudden noise in the now silent shrine making me jump. I look one last time for the hermit before looking at the phone.

      ‘Adam,’ I answer. ‘It’s really good to hear from you.’

      ‘You too, brother.’

      ‘Where are you?’ I ask.

      ‘Waiting for my flight back,’ Adam says. ‘You?’

      ‘Still at Delphi,’ I reply. ‘Listen, I’m sorry for our argument before. I shouldn’t have spoken to you like that. I’m sorry about a lot of things. You’re right, I haven’t been the same since…’

      ‘You don’t need to explain,’ Adam says. ‘All I need to know is if you’re okay.’

      ‘I will be. Father made this journey alone and never returned. That is what worries me. We will be different. I have faith… in us.’

      ‘That’s music to my ears,’ he replies, ‘especially as I got clue number four.’

      ‘And I have a feeling I’m closing in on number five,’ I reply as I return to my pack and look down upon Abbey’s notes of the Sphinx of the Naxians.

      ‘Well, I hope yours was a little easier than mine. I was nearly arrested a fair few times.’

      ‘Why?’ I ask, though I’m unsurprised.

      ‘I asked for help from Jesse Carlyle.’

      ‘And she obviously betrayed you… again,’ I tease. ‘When will you learn? Tell me everything.’
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      ALAINA: Facing death or welcome—The Mountain Pass.

      A day at sea and a day’s march through the mountains sees us to our destination. Phaedra and a guard of six are my only companions, eight of us needed to carry our cargo in shifts of four. We travel unarmed but for olive branches and daggers to ward away thieves and wild animals. Thankfully we see neither, both likely long scared away by the war.

      ‘Stop where you are!’ a woman’s voice commands from ahead of us farther down the track, but we can see no one.

      ‘Who are you?’ I call back.

      ‘Drop your weapons!’ another woman orders, this time to our left from amongst the trees.

      ‘And drop that cargo!’ a third woman to our right yells. Like the others, she is unseen.

      ‘Who are you?’ I repeat with dagger in hand. ‘I warn you, we…’

      ‘You warn us?’ A voice I recognise laughs. Penthesilea, Queen of the Amazons, steps out directly in front of me, emerging from the trees where she was hidden from my sight. Her warriors surround us with bows drawn and arrows ready.

      ‘We saw your ships approach the cove and tracked you all the way here,’ Penthesilea says. ‘You never saw us, did you?’

      ‘Not once,’ I admit, impressed by their tracking skills.

      ‘My Princess, we should leave this place,’ Phaedra warns me.

      ‘You are not going anywhere, Princess,’ Penthesilea says. ‘Atlanteans, allies of the war-mongering Agamemnon, what brings you to this supposedly hidden entrance to Troy? Were you trying to smuggle yourselves inside to perhaps allow your murderous Greek brethren into the city?’

      ‘We have a previous cargo to deliver to the King of Troy, as promised,’ I state.

      ‘Perhaps we should see this treasure,’ Penthesilea says, reaching for the cargo still carried by my warriors.

      ‘No,’ I order, stepping in the Amazon’s path. Her warriors raise their bows towards me, but I do not stand down.

      ‘This is meant for King Priam only.’ I raise the olive branch in my hand. ‘We come in peace, unarmed but for our daggers.’

      ‘Very well, Atlantean,’ Penthesilea says with a sly smile. ‘Hand over your weapons and we shall escort you to the city. Be warned, if you show any hostility or make any attempt at foolish cunning, my warriors will cover you in arrows.’

      ‘Understood.’ I hand over my dagger and order my warriors to do the same. Phaedra does so, but not without a look of warning.

      We march for the rest of the day, seeing the walls of Troy as the sun begins to set. Penthesilea maintains a fast pace, with many reminders of what should happen if we betray them. With each threat, the smile across her face grows. I’m certain a part of her wants us to try to escape or attack.

      ‘How did you know of the mountain pass?’ Penthesilea asks.

      ‘I had my fleet scout the coast for Trojan ports that could be used for resupply,’ I reply. ‘We discovered the cove and the mountain pass many days ago.’

      ‘Are the Greeks aware?’

      ‘No. Only those under my command know of this approach to the city.’

      ‘I can only take your word for that,’ the Amazon says. ‘For all we know, Agamemnon and his entire army could be following you.’

      ‘Unlikely,’ I reply with my own smile. ‘I would see that monster to the depths of the oceans if he should ever set sail.’

      ‘Interesting,’ Penthesilea replies with a devilish grin.

      We approach the small gates and entrance to the city, hidden among a thick overgrowth of trees and foliage. Before we can near the gates, we hear the thunder of hooves and are encircled by horsemen. At their lead is the man I wished to see, King Priam of Troy. The elder somehow looks even more timid and fragile beneath his armour.

      ‘What brings eight Atlanteans to what is supposed to be a hidden entrance to my city?’ Priam asks from atop his stead.

      ‘We offer you a gift, King of Troy,’ I reply. ‘It was vowed that this cargo would be returned to you. We are here to fulfill that vow.’

      With the eyes of the Trojan horsemen and our guard of Amazons upon me, I pull the covering from our cargo, revealing the body of Prince Hektor of Troy.

      ‘By the Gods,’ Priam says, lowering himself from his saddle and approaching his son. He places a hand upon Hektor’s brow, tears in his eyes. ‘I feared the oath was broken and he would not be returned to me.’

      ‘Achilles would have seen him returned,’ I explain, ‘but I doubt Agamemnon would have allowed it.’

      ‘And so you thought to use the dead son of Troy to bargain?’ Penthesilea mocks.

      ‘Perhaps,’ I admit, choosing the truth rather than lies. ‘I offer the supplies aboard our ships too, taken from the Greeks. Your people must be in need of them, and we will not feast on plenty when others have so little.’

      ‘Why such charity?’ Priam asks. ‘Are you not with the Greeks?’

      ‘We stand with the Greeks no longer.’

      ‘She seeks vengeance,’ Penthesilea declares. ‘It is clear to see. There is hatred in those eyes whenever the Greeks or the fool Agamemnon are mentioned. What did he do to you?’

      ‘He murdered my brother!’ I say, furious. ‘I would see Agamemnon’s head on a spike for what he has taken from me.’

      ‘What do you want?’ Priam asks.

      ‘Nothing,’ I reply, ‘but I offer you the services of myself and my Atlanteans. Our warriors and our fleet are at your command.’

      ‘You would join us and fight to protect the city you attacked not so long ago?’ Priam asks.

      ‘We never attacked your city. The actions of Agamemnon and his vile allies tested our allegiance and forced us to merely watch and witness the attack. We only fought in defending the Greek camp, protecting ourselves and our ships.’

      ‘It was your shield wall alone that held off our assaults,’ Priam says. ‘Hektor spoke with grudging admiration of your prowess in battle against superior numbers. I understand you seek revenge, but why should I believe you can be trusted?’

      ‘We aided in bringing the Greeks to your shores. Let us atone for this terrible mistake.’
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      ALAINA: Among uncertain allies—The Palace of Troy.

      ‘I still do not agree with their presence here,’ sneers Glaucus, commander of the Lycian army, allies of the Trojans.

      We stand within the Temple of Zeus, housed within the royal Palace of Troy. The floor is marble, as are the statues of the Gods that line the walls. A fountain trickles water at the centre of the hall, with each member of this meeting required to drink from the fountain before words could be shared. This is our third day since arriving in the city of Troy, and still we are forced to have the same discussions.

      ‘They fought against us, costing many Trojan, Lycian, and Amazon lives,’ Glaucus continues. He is a large, burly, bearded man, a commander in many battles and second only to Paris and Priam in commanding the Trojan forces.

      ‘The Atlanteans came to us with good reasoning,’ Priam argues.

      ‘And a great deal of the Greeks’ supplies,’ Penthesilea adds. ‘I have seen the warriors, the women and men of Atlantis in combat and the strength and devastating impact of their shield war. They will help us win this war.’

      ‘And your warriors are not opposed to fighting their former allies?’ Queen Hecuba asks.

      ‘We are united in grief and seek vengeance for our lost prince,’ Yannis swears.

      ‘The Atlanteans come as a blessing from Poseidon,’ the King of Troy states. ‘Hades take me if I’m wrong.’

      ‘I do not know of Godly blessings,’ I state, ‘but I and my uncles who stand here with me and the forces of Atlantis will defend this city. We will make Agamemnon pay for his crimes against us. If you do not want our assistance, then we will leave. Once the twelve days of mourning have passed, we will take the fight to the Greeks and finish this war for you.’

      ‘Gladly,’ Philos says, Yannis agreeing beside him.

      ‘We have enough supplies to return to Atlantis,’ Yannis says. ‘Give the word and we are gone.’

      ‘There will be no need for you to leave us,’ Priam says. ‘We are honoured by your presence and need all the allies we can find in the face of Agamemnon’s brutality. The tremendous loss of my son, Hektor, is felt by all. Your allegiance and aid in defending our home will help in healing the grievous wound we have suffered.’

      Queen Hecuba turns away for a moment, wiping tears from her eyes for her lost son.

      ‘You were at our gates,’ Prince Paris says. He sits away from the rest of us, sweat glistening across his face. Bandages cover the wounds he suffered at the hands of Menelaus, the worst on his leg that still seeps with blood. Helen, the cause of this great war, attends to him, and again, I see the love that exists between them.

      ‘No Atlanteans fought at the attack on the city,’ I swear.

      ‘No. You were there when Achilles cut my brother down,’ Paris murmurs angrily. ‘You were there when Achilles dragged Hektor away to your camp.’

      ‘And it was Princess Alaina who brought your brother’s body back for us to mourn and lay to rest,’ Hecuba says.

      ‘You are right,’ I say to the assembly. ‘I did stand at the gates as an escort to Achilles. My brother…’ I pause at the memory of Calix. ‘My brother and I would not allow him to make the journey alone. If Prince Hektor was the victor, we would have returned to the Greeks with news of the contest.’

      ‘It was not Alaina nor her brother who ended my son’s life,’ Priam states. ‘This is the fifth day of mourning and the fifth day of the truce. We have seven more days before our war begins again. We will make preparations.’

      ‘We should strike sooner and catch the Greeks by surprise,’ Glaucus suggests.

      ‘And break the agreed peace?’ Penthesilea asks.

      ‘You would defy the Gods by attacking during the twelve days of mourning?’ I ask.

      ‘I would do anything required to win this war and return home,’ Glaucus replies. ‘The Greeks will be thinking the same.’

      ‘Yes, but we are not the Greeks,’ Priam replies. ‘Have we posted sentries to keep watch for Greek movements?’

      ‘Scouts are keeping watch across the countryside,’ Paris replies. ‘All have been warned to keep a distance and not to incite any conflict but to report back directly to us.’

      ‘And at sea?’ Priam asks of me.

      ‘We already have a number of our biremes keeping watch and ensuring the cove and its route to the city remain hidden,’ I reply. ‘With your permission, my Uncle Philos here will lead out several of our ships and keep watch on the Greek fleet from a safe distance.’

      ‘I will keep watch on them and tear out their hearts if they dare approach us,’ Philos warns.

      ‘See it done,’ Priam replies.

      ‘And when the truce is over?’ I ask.

      ‘Can your fleet defeat the galleys of the Greeks?’ the King of Troy asks.

      ‘Yes,’ Yannis, Philos, and I reply with confidence.

      ‘Then we will trap Agamemnon. Our forces will attack by land whilst you will attack their fleet to ensure they cannot escape and cut them off from re-supply.’

      ‘Can it be done?’ Glaucus asks me.

      ‘It is exactly what I proposed to do to Troy,’ I reply with honesty. ‘I would have starved your city and forced you to surrender. Thankfully, the murderous coward Agamemnon did not listen to me, and by the Gods’ will, you were saved. Here we now stand, allies.’

      ‘We will crush the Greeks between the Atlantean fleet and our armies,’ Penthesilea says with glee. ‘Then I, daughter of Ares, will make Achilles suffer for the pain he has inflicted on so many.’

      ‘He awaits your challenge,’ I warn the Amazon.

      ‘As I await his head upon the tip of my sword.’

      ‘Then it is agreed,’ Priam says. ‘We shall make our preparations to destroy these Greek invaders but only attack once the twelve days of mourning are complete. Meanwhile, we will watch the Greeks and see what they have planned.’

      ‘We need to know of the Greeks’ numbers,’ Paris says, looking at me. ‘How many warriors still march? How long can their supplies last? How many ships have they at sea?’

      ‘Your questions will have to wait, my son,’ Priam announces upon seeing priests approach. ‘We must retire to the upper balcony, for the ceremony awaits us.’

      Priam, Hecuba, Penthesilea, and Glaucus lead the way, with my uncles following, leaving me alone with Paris and Helen.

      ‘I will answer your questions and more, Prince of Troy,’ I tell him. ‘Know this. Although he killed my uncle in battle and although I was with Achilles when Hektor fell, your brother fought nobly and died a warrior’s death. He brought honour to your family and to Troy.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Paris says before wincing in pain and forcing his eyes closed. Only then do I notice how pale the prince’s skin is.

      ‘Your wounds, they fester?’ I ask.

      ‘They will not heal,’ Helen says as she lowers a cloth into the waters of the fountain and then places it over her lover’s face. ‘The priests and I have cleaned the wounds time and again, but still they fester and refuse to heal.’

      I step closer and inspect the injuries for myself, seeing signs of sickness, worst of all the cut to his thigh. The wound is deep, deeper than when inflicted by Menelaus, a sign of the poison used by the King of Sparta and the efforts to cut away the foul flesh.

      ‘Poison,’ I tell the pair. ‘Scorpion venom, by my guess.’

      ‘Menelaus, that deceptive snake,’ Paris mutters. ‘I would have killed him and ended this war if not… I will face him again… I will defend you…’

      ‘You can barely stand, my love.’ Helen tries to calm him.

      ‘I can still wield a bow better than any man,’ Paris vows. ‘I will not let Menelaus take you… I would give my life to see you free…’

      ‘Do you see now why I left Menelaus?’ Helen asks me, not waiting for an answer before she tends to Paris again.

      ‘We could heal Paris in my home, Atlantis, but here…’ I pause for a moment, trying to recall the brief training I received from the healers in my homeland. ‘Olive ivy.’

      ‘What of it?’ Helen asks.

      ‘Grind it up, add it to heated water, and have the prince drink as much as he can. He will retch and his wounds will continue to suffer, but his fever will break and the poison will slow for a time.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Helen says to me.

      ‘The Gods…’ Paris says with eyes rolled back in his head, lost in deliria. ‘They brought this doom to us…’

      ‘Do not say such a thing, my love,’ Helen says.

      ‘Hera… Athena… Aphrodite,’ he mumbles. ‘They made me choose. Aphrodite promised me the most beautiful woman… in all the world. Hera’s fury led us to this war…’

      ‘Calm, calm,’ Helen says. ‘It is the fever.’

      Paris falls quiet for a moment as Helen gently sings to the young prince, lulling him to slumber.

      ‘Say it,’ Helen urges me quietly. ‘Say what so many have before you. This war would not have started if it was not for us.’

      ‘Is it not true?’ I ask.

      ‘Have you ever been in love? Truly in love?’

      ‘No,’ I admit.

      ‘Then you cannot understand. Menelaus and Agamemnon are warmongers, ever hungry for power. I was but a prize to them and both felt they could do and take whatever they wanted from me. Paris was the first man to show me kindness. I had not known love before him. If he should fall, I would not want to live on without him.’

      ‘We all lose loved ones in war,’ I tell her. ‘All we can do is honour them with our actions.’

      ‘Our actions,’ she repeats. ‘It was my actions, in truth. I am the cause of this suffering, not Paris.’

      ‘So, you were not stolen away?’ I ask, although I already know the truth of it.

      ‘Paris did not even know I was aboard his ship until we were already at sea with Sparta far behind us. This war, those many dead… it is my fault, no one else’s. I brought this disaster and misery to Troy. I can barely look these people in the eye, especially Andromache. I know she blames me for Hektor’s death. So many blame me for the loss of their sons, fathers, husbands, and brothers. I brought doom to this country and its people.’

      Helen falls silent. These are far from the first tears she has shed this day. Her gaze falls upon the Prince of Troy, and I see that her love for Paris is the only thing keeping her from leaping off Troy’s high walls or returning to the brutality of Menelaus.

      I leave the pair alone and follow the others up the stairs and to the upper balcony. There, I find Queen Hecuba comforting a woman who holds a sleeping baby. The weeping Trojan wears the royal colours of Troy, and I realise she must be Andromache, widowed wife of Hektor. In her arms is their newborn son. Andromache does not acknowledge me, only looking to the city square below us.

      Nearby, I see Briseis gazing out towards the walls of the city and their gates. The young woman has been taken into Priam’s protection. The bruises and wounds from her treatment by Agamemnon have mostly healed, but there is a hardness in her eyes, an innocence stolen.

      ‘You wait for him, don’t you?’ I ask quietly. Of course, I speak of Achilles.

      ‘He vowed he would come for me,’ Briseis says distantly. ‘He is a good man who protected me. He knows he will die here, but he swore we would see each other again one last time.’

      I don’t know what to say or how to comfort her. Though we were allies and I bear no ill blood for Achilles, we now stand as opposing commanders in this war.

      ‘I watched swans upon the eastern lakes beyond our walls,’ Briseis says, voice and focus lost. ‘They were singing. A swan’s song is a ballad of death and only sang when they feel their end approaching. Perhaps we will all be singing when this war is finally over. Achilles sings, but never of death…’

      I leave Briseis where she stands, looking out from the balcony, lost in thought of a man now considered our enemy.

      Yannis and Philos welcome me and move aside so I can see down from the balcony. Below us are the funeral pyres, over five hundred of them, each with a fallen warrior laid out atop. The people of Troy are in attendance to honour their lost, waiting silently. Despite the protests of some, the fallen Atlanteans are amongst those to be laid to rest. They were warriors, we had argued, and deserve a warrior’s funeral. Wiser minds had won the argument, and now my fallen warriors lie beside the fallen of Troy, including Prince Hektor. Seeing his body upon its pyre heartens me, an oath fulfilled. Andromache may mourn now, but her sadness would have been much greater if her husband had remained in the hands of the Greeks.

      Amongst the fallen is my trusted friend Dion, my uncle, Romanos, and of course, my brother, Calix. I personally placed the coins upon their eyes, offering prayers to the Gods and pledging that I would see them again, one day united in the afterlife. Grief had almost overwhelmed me when I stood at Calix’s side. Tears flowed from my eyes and for the first time, I realised I would never hear his voice or see his smile again. My brother is gone.

      ‘Go to Vivara,’ I whispered to him. ‘She waits for you. Live on together upon the oceans of the afterlife. I will see you again one day, brother. I will forever honour you.’

      I struggle to look down upon him from the balcony. Tears threaten again, but I keep them at bay.

      ‘We stand with you, Alaina,’ Philos says, and I feel Yannis’s hand on my shoulder for comfort.

      ‘We honour them in death as they honoured us in life,’ I tell them.

      Priam steps forth and speaks aloud for the gathered crowd below us to hear. ‘People of Troy. We are gathered now to pay tribute to those who gave their lives in this terrible conflict. Every man and woman we lay to rest fought and died honourably. We celebrate them and ask the Gods to bear witness as they enter the afterlife.’

      The signal is given, and aflame torches are lowered to the many pyres below us. I watch as the flames envelop the fallen warriors of Troy and Atlantis. I say a final farewell to Dion, Romanos, and then Calix. The fires rise high and the smoke billows over the city. No tears prick at my eyes, mourning lost to a certainty and my own fire. My brother was murdered by the fiend who threatens this city. I vow, as I watch Calix’s body burn, that the monster will die by my hands.

      ‘We find faith in our hearts as a city of believers,’ Priam says. ‘With faith in the Gods, our hope, and the spirit that exists in Troy, we will survive the doom that threatens our doors. Whatever happens these coming days, know that so long as a single one of us still breathes, Troy lives on. Wherever we go, Troy will rise again.’

      ‘We will rise again,’ I say. ‘Goodbye, brother.’
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      MATT: Reunited and probably lost—Cyprus.

      ‘The map says the next left,’ Adam says.

      ‘You sure this time?’ I ask as I peer into the darkness beyond the Jeep’s steering wheel.

      ‘If your bartering skills were better, we could have afforded a ride with a decent SatNav,’ my brother teases. ‘Or suspension… or two working headlights…’

      He’s not wrong. This rusted heap has certainly seen better days. We brutally feel every pothole, and the failing lights make navigating the darkness of night difficult. I was promised by the dealership that the engine and brakes were sound and wouldn’t fail me. Frankly, right now, that’s all that matters.

      ‘We couldn’t afford anything else,’ I say. ‘We needed the money for the scuba equipment and the ride out of here. You just keep an eye out to make sure we’re not being followed.’

      ‘Yeah, that’s easy without any mirrors,’ he says, pointing to the vacant spaces where the mirrors once were. I laugh. ‘At least the radio still works, even if it does have a cassette player.’ He turns on the radio, the station playing an eighties rock song. ‘Yes, some classic rock!’

      ‘Really?’ I grimace.

      ‘Absolutely.’ He turns up the volume so the song is blasting out of the broken and smoky speakers.

      It’s good to have him back with me. Despite his impulsiveness and recklessness, he is my brother. There’s something about him being here with me that makes me feel like we can take anything on. When we reunited after his return from the US, we spoke at length about what made us part and my fears. I promised I was focussed again on our task, and we hugged it out like all good brothers do after an argument. Then we traded stories.

      Of course Jesse betrayed Adam. What matters is what Adam came back with. In his possession were photos of the Spear of Achilles. Upon its spearhead was the marking of a centaur, the half man, half horse, and another of the Greek star constellations. This was clue number four.

      I wasn’t empty-handed either. At the Archaeological Museum of Delphi, I found the Sphinx of the Naxians. Upon its stonework was the engraving of the Corvus, the crow Apollo was said to have sent out in search of water. With it were the markings of the Corvus star constellation, clue number five.

      With clues four and five secured, we set out for clue six. Somehow, Miss Diouri must have known of our progress as she had already sent me a single image from an unknown number, signed Miss D. The symbol in our father’s journal was of a rose, a symbol of Aphrodite, Greek Goddess of Love and Beauty, but was surprised that Miss Diouri’s image was of a map with a single pin signalling the location in the island of Cyprus, the aptly named Baths of Aphrodite.

      ‘So, tell me about these baths,’ I say. I had given Adam the task of researching the popular tourist site as I arranged our transport and equipment. ‘What makes this place so special?’

      ‘I found out what I could from a very talkative guide who was far too keen for us to join his tour,’ Adam replies.

      ‘He just wanted your money.’

      ‘She certainly did,’ my brother corrects me. ‘The baths are just a cave and a small pool, overlooking the bay of Polis. The cave is where the Goddess of Love was said to bathe and possibly where she met and seduced Adonis. Bathing in the waters of Aphrodite is said to gift you eternal youth or ensure that you fall in love with the next person you see… or possibly be a source of great fertility, not that that’s a problem for you.’

      ‘Rude,’ I say with a laugh.

      ‘Entering the baths is prohibited, but you are allowed to wet your hands in the waters,’ Adam says.

      ‘We’re going to be doing far more than that.’

      ‘No, you are going to be doing more,’ Adam replies with certainty. ‘There’s no chance I’m going in there, let alone at night.’

      ‘We all have our inner conflicts,’ I say, knowing too well the fear of water that plagues my brother.

      ‘I’m glad you’re with me. I don’t think I could do this without you.’

      ‘I shouldn’t have driven you away. Right now, all we have is each other.’

      ‘It’s enough,’ Adam says with a forced smile.

      ‘Zeus, Hades, Apollo, Hera, Aphrodite…’ I list the names as I change the subject for Adam’s sake. ‘All the big Greek gods, and we are Artemis…’

      ‘God of the Hunt,’ Adam finishes. ‘That’s exactly what Abbey said.’

      ‘We’re getting close,’ I say, feeling the excitement build. ‘After this, we need only one more constellation. Then we will have our path to Atlantis. We will have our path to Father.’

      ‘And here comes clue six,’ Adam replies with eagerness as we reach the gates that have sealed away the historic site within.

      ‘Everyone’s gone home,’ I say with a smile.

      ‘Glad we came at night?’ Adam asks as we vacate the Jeep and approach the gates. I’m carrying the scuba gear and oxygen tank slung over a shoulder, and Adam sets to work on the gate’s lock.

      ‘I think two English lads diving into a sacred Greek historical site where no one is allowed might have been difficult to explain to the hundreds of tourists that come here every day,’ I say.

      ‘This isn’t exactly what the beach outlet had in mind when you hired the scuba equipment,’ Adam jokes as he picks the lock and pulls the gates open.

      ‘Couldn’t agree more.’ I chuckle as I turn on a torch and lead the way.

      We climb a short stone path flanked with benches for the public, and in no time, we reach the fabled Baths of Aphrodite. Adam was right; the site really is just a cave with a small pool sheltered by rocks. The pool is framed by overhanging branches, and the waters themselves are very dark, almost black with the torchlight upon them.

      ‘After you,’ Adam says with dread in his eyes as he looks at the water.

      ‘I’ve got this,’ I tell him with a hand on his shoulder. ‘It’s okay. Just keep watch. We know Winterbourne can’t be far behind us.’

      Adam looks at me with regret in his eyes. I offer him a comforting smile.

      ‘Now, turn away,’ I tell him as I pull off my shirt and ready myself for the borrowed wetsuit that stinks of saltwater.

      ‘I wonder how many other people have already worn that?’ Adam teases. ‘You think they ever wash it?’

      ‘One more word and I will push you into the water,’ I warn him, making him laugh.

      I undress and pull on the still-damp wetsuit. Next is the oxygen tank, the regulators, weight belt, boots, gloves, hood, and then the fins on my feet. A pair of small torches is secured at my shoulders. I tie another around a wrist as, looking down to the dark water, I think I’ll need all the light sources I can carry. Lastly, I pull on the mask and test the regulator mouthpiece, ensuring the oxygen supply is flowing. Fully kitted up, I turn to Adam and give him a double thumbs up. He replies by shoving me into the water with a tremendous splash.

      Despite the warm night and the wetsuit covering me, the waters of the Baths of Aphrodite chill me to the bone. I sink deeper into the pool, forcing myself to remember my scuba lessons and to control my breathing as my torches barely penetrate the dark waters. I peer through the gloom as my fins and arms tangle in branches, roots, and vines.  The descent is not long nor the water deep, but it would be impossible to search without the oxygen tank and respirator.

      I scan the floor of the pool, wiping away mud and dirt from the rock. It takes a long time of tedious searching amongst the darkness and shadows of the pool, but the floor nor its sides reveal any sign of symbols or constellations. The tangle of roots and branches makes the task even more difficult and greatly frustrates my efforts, but I continue, knowing the clue has to be down here. Every few minutes, I check the readout from my gauges, not trusting the hired gear after the failures of similar equipment at the Amphipolis Tomb. Shadows play tricks with my mind, and I think I see movement around me, branches reaching out for me and rocks flickering past.

      I cast the beam of light from my torches to the darkest and deepest corners of the pool. When I pull a series of vines from my path, a section of the floor shifts and reveals a shape. With my gloved hands, I pull at the rock beneath me, shifting a section of broken stone and revealing what once was possibly a statue or monument. I find more broken pieces and realise they form the shape of a woman. A testament to Aphrodite, perhaps. Inspecting each recovered piece reveals nothing of note and no sign of what I’m looking for.

      I fit the pieces together like a jigsaw as best I can in the gloom of the dark waters. It’s only when they’re fully formed that I see that Aphrodite’s arm is reaching out towards the heavens, head raised and gazing upwards. What’s missing is Aphrodite’s hand. I search the bottom of the pool again, pulling at anything in the mud and muck that appears suspicious until I find the hand a fair distance away from the rest of the statue. I pull away the mud and wipe it clear, revealing that, in the palm of the outstretched hand, is the engraving of a Cygnus; a swan. Within the pattern, I see the markings of stars. With my camera, thankfully waterproof, I take many photographs of the stone hand, knowing that the picture quality at this depth won’t be great. Once happy that the find has been recorded, I return the hand to the rest of the stone statue, leaving the pieces of Aphrodite at rest within her sacred site.

      With one final look around, I ascend and emerge from the water. The moment I surface, I pull off my mask and remove the mouthpiece, breathing the fresh Greek air into my lungs.

      ‘Nice night for a dip, ain’t it?’ asks a man’s voice that is not my brother’s.

      ‘Who are…’ I begin before a dozen torches blind me with their light. I see beyond the light that the torches are attached to firearms, all of them pointed at me.

      ‘How’s the water?’ the voice, an American asks. ‘Nice and warm?’

      From the darkness emerges a face; a ghost I had thought long dead. Tanned skin, white hair beneath a battered Stetson hat, in his late fifties, and with a cigar burning in his mouth.

      ‘Hank Buchanan,’ I name him with disbelief. ‘I thought you died in the Egyptian desert.’

      ‘After your friend pushed me out of a helicopter.’ He chuckles. ‘It’ll take more than that to get rid of old Hank. Come on, boys. Fish him out of there before he catches a cold.’

      As the armed men and women drag me out of the water, I recognise their uniforms as those of Winterbourne. I’m unarmed and surrounded, with no choice but to comply. Once clear of the water, I pull off my gloves and fins and discard my oxygen tank. Though I try not to make it obvious, I look for any signs of Adam, but he is nowhere to be seen.

      ‘What do you want, Hank?’ I ask. ‘I guess you’re leading this merry little band.’

      ‘We want what you went down into those dirty waters for. You were down there a fair while, and from the look on your face, I’m betting you found something, didn’t you?’

      I don’t reply and instead act distracted by the weapons pointed at me.

      ‘Look, our intel told us that you and your brother were here, and we found you taking a midnight swim. Where’s little brother? Is he taking a nice nap whilst older brother does the big boy work?’

      ‘It’s usually him who sneaks out whilst I sleep, actually,’ I remark.

      ‘I don’t care.’ Hank rests a hand on the grip of a holstered handgun at his hip. ‘Tell me what you saw down there and where charming Adam is. My boss may have further questions for you, but that’s her business to ask. My orders are to find you, detain you, find out what you’re doing here, and then bring you in.’

      ‘Orders, like a good little doggy,’ I taunt, earning a fist across my jaw.

      ‘The youth of today,’ Hank says as he massages his knuckles. ‘Fine, have it your way. Put him in the van.’

      They bind my wrists together in front of me with a zip-tie and push me back down the stone path towards the entrance and the gates. There are two waiting vans, and I’m forced towards the open rear doors of the one to the right.

      ‘Shame we couldn’t have stayed longer,’ Hank says. ‘The view from the Atlas Mountains is simply stunning.’

      ‘Let me go and you can take a well-earned vacation,’ I suggest.

      ‘Nice try, my boy. As I said, I’ve got orders, and I won’t…’

      My captor stops as an engine roars to life close by. Tyres screech and a vehicle thunders towards us from the darkness of the night. Gunshots ring out, but the vehicle doesn’t slow, heading straight for me. I jump up just as the vehicle, a rusted, broken-down Jeep, collides with the rear of the van. The Winterbourne mercenaries, Hank included, dive clear, but I land on the Jeep’s bonnet unharmed. Adam’s face appears from behind the windscreen, smashed by bullet holes.

      ‘Hold on!’ he screams as the Jeep accelerates and sends us hurtling into the darkness. He has no lights on and is driving blindly down the narrow roads, barely able to see any distance ahead of us.

      ‘LIGHTS!’ I yell as I barely cling to the bonnet.

      ‘Oh, yeah!’ he replies before activating the windscreen wiper, the radio, and then finally the Jeep’s single working headlight. ‘Get in!’ Adam yells at me without slowing the Jeep down.

      Though my hands are still tied, I pull myself higher across the bonnet and then through the smashed window at the passenger door.

      ‘You really need to stop getting captured,’ Adam says as he hands me his penknife to free my wrists of their bonds.

      ‘Yes, I know,’ I reply as I cut myself free and hand back his penknife. ‘Where did you disappear to?’

      ‘I saw their vehicles heading towards us and couldn’t get your attention, despite throwing rocks at you in the water.’

      ‘That’s what those were!’

      ‘I knew it had to be Winterbourne, and I knew I’d be outnumbered and outgunned, so I waited and watched.’

      ‘You’re lucky you didn’t get yourself killed ramming that van as they shot at you,’ I say, ‘but you have my thanks again.’

      ‘Don’t thank me yet,’ Adam replies. ‘I’m certain they’ll be hunting us, and daylight isn’t far off. I think I’m seeing things too… ghosts!’

      ‘Nope, that was Hank Buchanan, in the flesh.’

      ‘Our list of enemies grows ever longer.’

      ‘You know where you’re going?’ I ask, pulling the map from the dashboard.

      ‘No idea, and with my driving and this rust bucket, you’re lucky we haven’t crashed.’

      ‘Again,’ I add. ‘Just keep heading east. Our extraction is at the abandoned city of Varosha, on the other side of the island.’

      ‘Abandoned city?’ Adam asks.

      ‘Abandoned and forbidden,’ I reply, knowing that will interest him.

      ‘Sounds like our kind of place.’ Adam grins.

      ‘It will take us a couple of hours to get there. If we keep to these quiet roads, we may stand a chance of losing our Winterbourne friends and anyone else who may take an interest in us.’

      ‘A couple of hours?’ Adam says. ‘In that case, we will need some tunes!’

      ‘Don’t,’ I beg. ‘Please don’t.’

      ‘Yes!’ he replies with glee.

      He ignores me and turns on the radio, again playing eighties’ rock music. I move a hand to turn it off, but he bats it away and cranks up the volume, singing loudly as our beat-up Jeep keeps us hurtling through the night and early morning.
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      ADAM: Can’t slow down, can’t slow down. Nearing The Forbidden City, Cyprus.

      ‘Don’t slow down!’ Matt warns as he looks out through the rear window of the Jeep.

      ‘I don’t know if this thing can take much more,’ I say. The fuel gauge reads empty, and the oil pressure gauge is maxed out. Smoke pours from the bonnet, and I can feel the entire Jeep tremoring from its efforts.

      ‘It has to keep going because Winterbourne is right behind us!’

      I risk a look over my shoulder and see he’s right. For over two hours, we managed to evade them, but now the two vans from the Baths of Aphrodite, though damaged after I rammed them with our Jeep, are right on our tails. They screech around corners and nearly crash a few times in the brief moments I witness of their pursuit.

      ‘We’re nearly there!’ Matt says.

      In the golden light of the sunrise are red and yellow signs, warnings that the area is off-limits, I’m sure. A vast fence of barbed wire surrounds what we can see of a city ahead of us, the abandoned city of Varosha.

      ‘Why is this place off-limits again?’ I ask as we thunder towards the city. ‘It wasn’t caught up in a virus outbreak or escaped experiment, was it?’

      ‘Nothing so fantastical or interesting,’ he replies, still watching the pursuing Winterbourne vehicles. ‘In 1974, a Turkish army invaded Cyprus. As the army approached Varosha, the city’s inhabitants fled, intending to return when the violence ended.’

      ‘I’m guessing they never returned,’ I say.

      ‘The Turkish Army controlled Varosha when the UN brokered a ceasefire. They fenced off the city and have refused any visitors or former residents to return.’

      ‘And our pickup is the other side of this city?’ I ask with disbelief.

      ‘The last likely place to look. Now we just need to find an entrance.’

      ‘There are no guards. The outposts and towers are abandoned, and the fences are rusted and half fallen.’

      ‘We just need to pick a spot we can enter without being seen,’ Matt says.

      ‘Too late for that!’ I warn as ahead I see another pair of Winterbourne vehicles heading towards us. Not only that, but in the air, I see two helicopters approaching from the horizon.

      ‘You reckon they’re for us too?’

      ‘Of course they are!’ I turn the steering wheel hard and send our Jeep bounding across over-grown grass verges and heading straight for the barbed wire barriers.

      ‘HOLD ON!’ Matt and I yell as we brace for impact.

      The jeep crashes through the first barriers with relative ease, the wood splintering into shards and rusted barbed wire parting with a section of the fence trailing after us. Matt and I are thrown around the Jeep as we smash our way into Varosha, but the second barriers of stone send the Jeep over and our world spinning around us.

      ‘Still alive?’ I ask Matt once the Jeep has finally stopped with us upside down and the wheels still spinning in the air. My body aches from a dozen or more cuts and bruises, but I’m still breathing, and my head and limbs still work.

      ‘Nope.’ My brother winces as he unclips his seatbelt and falls to the roof of our vehicle below. Though I dread the impact, I do the same, drawing another gasp of pain before crawling my way free of the twisted metal and shattered glass. More smoke pours from the Jeep, and I fear flames will take hold soon.

      ‘Come on,’ Matt urges as he helps me up and away to escape. Winterbourne’s vehicles are circling beyond the broken fences, and they will soon be upon us, not to mention the helicopters above.

      ‘Lead on,’ I tell him as we limp towards the abandoned city. A single gunshot sounds out, a warning from Hank Buchanan I’m sure, urging us to run in our flight into the city.

      Forbidden, abandoned, and forgotten, that is the perfect description of Varosha. The city has been frozen in time, decaying, and slowly reclaimed by nature. Grass and plants have broken free through the pavements and roots have worked their way through walls, broken windows, and doors that hang from rusted hinges. Trees have grown through houses and entire buildings have crumbled into ruins. All is faded by the Greek sun, and we see restaurants and bars with plates, cutlery, cups, bottles, and glasses still resting upon tables. Cars remain where they were parked those many years ago, and suitcases and bags litter the streets, abandoned in the population’s hurried flight from the city. I even see a newspaper on the ground with the date on it reading July 20, 1974.

      We hurry and stick to the alleys and streets, keeping watch and listening out for the Winterbourne mercenaries and taking cover whenever the helicopters circle overhead. We pass an overturned bike in the street, the back wheel missing and rusted front wheel rotating in the breeze with a squeak.

      ‘Where are we headed?’ I ask.

      ‘The coast,’ Matt says with a check of his watch. ‘A boat will meet us in fifteen minutes.’

      ‘Won’t they be able to follow us?’ I ask, pointing to the sky and the pair of helicopters circling over the city.

      ‘We will be transferred to a fishing ship and then to a cruise ship,’ my brother replies, having already planned our getaway with the expectation that we would be followed. ‘There, that hotel up ahead. It’s right on the beach and we can hide there.’

      ‘Let’s be gone from this place,’ I say. ‘Only ghosts live here.’

      We wait and check there’s no sign of Winterbourne before hurrying across the streets and up the steps towards the hotel entrance. What signs there were have long fallen and vanished, leaving the hotel unnamed and as empty as the rest of the city. We enter the foyer and pass the reception, restaurant, and bar. All of it shows signs of life that was abandoned, discarded paperwork, empty coffee cups, meals half-eaten, scattered tourist brochures, and more luggage from visitors and holiday-makers.

      ‘Quite the sight, isn’t it?’ I remark.

      ‘Come on,’ Matt says, indicating towards the staircase. ‘We can hide until our ride arrives.’

      ‘Too late,’ I mutter as the shouts of armed men and women beckon from outside the hotel. The thunder of helicopter rotors grows louder, and through the gaping windows where glass once was, we see the aircraft descend nearby.

      ‘We still have ten minutes before the boat approaches the coast,’ Matt says with a check of his watch.

      ‘How will they find us?’ I ask. Matt produces a flare and tries to hand it to me. ‘I need to buy you some time. Take this and go. I’ll hold them off.’

      ‘No. No, I won’t leave you.’

      ‘Finding our father is all that matters now,’ Matt tells me. ‘We need time, and I can give that to you so you can escape this.’

      ‘No! None of that matters if I lose you. Nothing we have done matters if I lose you.’

      He moves to argue, but I stop him.

      ‘We face them together,’ I vow. ‘You and me.’

      ‘You and me,’ he replies with a forced smile.

      ‘They won’t know what’s hit them,’ I say, despite whatever fear threatens. ‘Besides, Kat would never let me hear the end of it if I let you get yourself hurt or worse.’

      From the hotel reception, I find a fire extinguisher, large and heavy, and Matt stamps down on a fallen chair, breaking off two legs to use as clubs. We retreat towards the hotel’s restaurant, hiding behind tall pillars as the mercenaries of Winterbourne enter the building.

      ‘Good luck,’ Matt whispers to me.

      ‘We got this,’ I reply, trying to sound confident despite my fear.

      From my hiding place, I see nine of them, with Hank Buchanan at their lead.

      ‘Search every room,’ Hank orders with a drawn handgun. ‘Our chopper crews spotted them entering this building. They have no way out and nowhere to hide. Find them!’

      I look at Matt, and he signals for me to wait, hidden behind our pillars. I close my eyes and listen, hearing Hank and his mercenaries splitting up. Half ascend the stairs to search the upper levels whilst the rest search the reception and bar. Two pairs of boots approach the restaurant, and I ready myself. The footsteps approach the entrance to the restaurant and the pillars Matt and I are hidden behind.

      We share one last glance and silently understand our next action. As the mercenaries pass the pillars, the barrels of their guns beyond us, we strike. With all my strength, I swing the heavy fire extinguisher around and bring it crashing against the mercenary, the heavy blow throwing the man back to collide with the pillar before collapsing, unconscious. I kick away his gun and then turn to my brother, seeing him struggle against his foe. Matt has struck his opponent with both his makeshift clubs, shattering them to splinters upon the mercenary, but still, his foe stands. The two men grapple for the handgun and neither notices my approach with the heavy fire extinguisher in hand. Again, I use its weight to bring it crashing down upon the target, this time requiring two strikes before the man falls. Both Winterbourne soldiers are down before they can fire a shot, but the commotion has raised the alarm.

      ‘HERE!’ Hank Buchanan yells. ‘THEY’RE HERE!’

      Matt quickly pulls the weapon, a handgun, and other items from his fallen foe, firing a couple of rounds to buy us some time. I recover the fire extinguisher again, and despite its age and the impact dents, I’m able to activate its spray, creating a thick fog in the air of the restaurant, covering our retreat further inside as we find hiding places behind tables. Matt and I split up, taking opposing flanks before falling still and silent, hidden as Hank and two others enter the restaurant with weapons raised. From behind the tables, I see Hank and his two goons approach; a large brute of a man and a woman who smiles wickedly as she stalks us.

      ‘Come out, come out, wherever you are,’ Hank taunts. Gunshots sound out, warnings again, or attempts to make us reveal our hiding places. Neither my brother nor I move a muscle as our foes edge closer.

      ‘All we want is to know what you’ve seen,’ Hank calls out to us. ‘Surrender yourselves and no one will be hurt. Don’t throw your lives away, boys.’

      ‘Now,’ I hear Matt call out from the far side of the restaurant, and an object flies through the air towards Hank and the mercenaries; a stolen flashbang. I instinctively clamp my eyes shut as the grenade explodes brilliantly and engulfs the room in blinding light.

      I wait only a moment before opening my eyes and rising from my hiding spot. As guessed, the three villains are blinded and struggling. Hank and his goons fire their weapons wildly in Matt’s general direction and don’t notice my approach until it’s too late. With adrenaline coursing through me, I lift one of the restaurant tables and slam it into the woman and Hank before leaping up and kicking the brute hard in the side. He falters for a moment, giving Matt a chance to charge and strike him hard, barging the mercenary over and sending them both crashing through tables and chairs.

      Hank rises and aims his handgun at Matt, but I grab his hand before he can pull the trigger. We grapple for the weapon, and I bring a knee up into our hands to send the gun tumbling away. Hank strikes me hard across the jaw and I’m forced back as the female mercenary recovers and throws a chair at me.

      ‘Here,’ Matt yells, throwing me another flashbang grenade before returning to wrestle the tall brute who will not stay down.

      I pull the pin and wait a few seconds before throwing the flashbang at Hank and covering my eyes. The grenade explodes, and I hear the woman and Hank scream in pain as their vision is taken, eyes burning.

      ‘C’mon,’ I yell at Matt, dragging him away from his fight and back towards the kitchen at the rear of the restaurant.

      We slam the kitchen doors behind us and lock them, buying us precious seconds. As Matt searches for a way out, I test the hobs and the ovens, discovering that the gas supply is still working even after all this time. I turn every hob and oven in the kitchen on but don’t light them, letting the gas fill the room as I recover a box of matches from a utensil drawer.

      ‘This way,’ Matt shouts from a doorway that leads into a storage area and hopefully a way out. Once in the doorway, I light a match and set fire to an old kitchen cloth, throwing it back into the kitchen as our pursuers enter after us. The gas ignites, creating a wall of flame that forces our foes back, buying us time to escape.

      Matt and I hurry away, barring any doors behind us, knowing that the flames will not keep Hank at bay for long. We follow the corridor further until we reach a series of storerooms, still housing boxes of food and provisions from when the hotel and the city were abandoned. Beyond the shelves filled with supplies we see a single door, a way out to the beach beyond and our escape, but…

      Two people stand in our way, and their appearance makes both Matt and I stop in our tracks. Emma Lovell and Dave Conway.

      ‘Fancy seeing you here,’ I call to them, but it’s clear that they feel no joy at this reunion. Both are armed and wear their body armour, eyeing us with uncertainty and regret.

      ‘You’ve been sent to stop us,’ Matt guesses.

      ‘Yes,’ Emma says.

      ‘We have our orders,’ Dave mutters.

      ‘Elizabeth Bowen’s orders?’ I ask. ‘You don’t have to follow them.’

      ‘Yes, we do,’ Emma says. ‘You don’t understand. We have no choice.’

      ‘There’s always a choice,’ Matt says. ‘It appears you’ve made yours. We were a team…’

      ‘A family,’ I add.

      ‘…and now it has come to this,’ Matt finishes.

      ‘Stand down and surrender,’ Dave orders, though the regret and remorse are clear on his face and in his voice. ‘There’s no need for further conflict. We can guarantee your safety.’

      ‘No, you can’t,’ I reply. ‘You know the monsters that are your masters. We can’t stop, not now.’

      ‘We need to leave this place,’ Matt says as we pace closer, ‘and you’re blocking our path.’

      ‘We can’t let you escape,’ Emma says, looking only at me, eyes pleading. ‘I warned you before that you should never have left us. Now it’s come to this.’

      ‘Stand aside, please,’ I ask them.

      ‘We can’t do that, kid,’ Dave tells me as he faces my brother and Emma faces me. ‘We don’t want this, but your actions are forcing us. We have to stop you.’

      ‘Then let us begin,’ Matt says as he draws one last flashbang from his pocket.

      Before he can activate the grenade, Dave lunges forward and tackles my brother first, slamming him into the racks of shelving. Without warning, Emma charges, leaps, and kicks me hard in the chest, throwing me back and to the ground. I struggle to rise, but again, she’s upon me, with strikes and kicks, forcing me back and crashing through the remains of a broken door and into the next room.

      I roll over and take to my feet again, readying myself as Emma emerges through the doorway. In her hands, she spins a bolas, a wire weighted at its ends, a weapon meant to trap and ensnare. She throws it at me and the wire wraps around my arms, pinning them against my body. I quickly draw my penknife and cut myself free, but not before Emma is upon me again, beating me back and reminding me of the very first time we met in the British Museum. She kicked my arse then too.

      ‘I don’t want to fight you, Em. Why are you doing this?’ I ask, the question catching her unaware for a moment.

      I close in quickly, her fist glancing off my shoulder before I can wrap my arms around her, pinning her in the same way the bolas tried to pin me. Emma struggles against me, forcing me back against a wall and tumbling to the ground. I pull her down with me, but she lands, recovers quickly, and climbs on top of me with an arm across my throat. I look into her eyes, the left one green and the right one blue, and for a moment, I’m lost in their intensity. The fire that drew me in when we first met.

      With her free hand, she strikes her shoulder once, twice, and then a third time, revealing a camera mounted in her body armour. With the camera damaged, Emma lowers her face, so her lips are close to my ear.

      ‘You need to go,’ she warns me with a hushed voice. ‘This is all a front. They’re watching and listening in to everything.’

      ‘I should’ve known.’

      ‘You’re still idiots for leaving us, but we’re doing everything we can to help you.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘They are calling upon every resource to track you down and stop you,’ she says. ‘That means you must be close.’

      ‘Do you really want us to stop?’ I ask.

      ‘Not now. Finish what you’ve started. Finish the journey.’

      ‘Come with us.’

      ‘I can’t,’ she says with regret. ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t. I can buy you time, though.’

      Emma stands and takes a pace away, back towards the storage area where Dave and Matt are still fighting.

      ‘Hey,’ I call to her, making her stop and turn back to me.

      ‘What?’ she asks.

      ‘I just wanted to take one last look at you. I’ve really missed you.’

      A smile appears on her face, and though she shakes her head, she runs back to me, kissing me with urgency.

      ‘If you fail…’ she says once our lips part, ‘…look, just don’t fail. Find what you need and come back to us. Come back to me.’

      ‘I promise.’

      ‘Go get them, Hunter.’

      We kiss again, one last time before parting without further words. She takes a canister from her pocket and pulls the pin, foul smoke pouring from the device and quickly engulfing the room. Dave and Matt part from their struggles for a moment, and I grab my brother and pull him on towards the exit. I look back one last time, seeing Dave and Emma amongst the choking smoke, suffering to allow us to escape.

      ‘Thank you,’ I whisper to them before pushing Matt out through the exit and onto the beach. We see a boat out in the distant waters, their occupants spotting us without need of the flare. A dinghy speeds towards us as we wade out into the ocean and clamber onto the craft that will take us to the first of many boats in our voyage back to the Greek mainland.

      ‘That was all a ruse,’ Matt tells me as he continues to cough and rub his eyes from the smoke’s effects. ‘Dave was pulling his punches. If they wanted to stop us, we would never have made it out of the hotel.’

      ‘I know,’ I reply, lost in thought as I look back towards the abandoned city and the hotel.

      ‘How was your reunion?’ he asks.

      ‘Better than I hoped, I guess.’

      ‘There’ll be time, after this, to sort things out with Em,’ Matt says. ‘The two of you will be all right, you’ll see. For now, though, that’s another constellation in the bag. Six down, one to…’

      ‘Don’t,’ I simply tell him as I continue to look back to where we left our friends. ‘Just don’t.’
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      ALAINA: In disbelief—What was the Greek camp upon The Trojan Beach.

      ‘I do not believe it.’ The words escape my lips. ‘The Greeks are gone.’

      For two days, storms ravaged the lands of Troy and the oceans beyond. For two days, we watched as Zeus cast lightning down upon the lands, thunder echoing around us. For two days, our scouts on land and sea were blinded. When the storms finally passed on the last day of mourning, the Greeks and their fleet were gone.

      We ride out to the remnants of the Greek camp as soon as word reaches the city. The shelters have fallen and been discarded along with a dozen of the beached ships. Weapons, armour, and supplies have also been cast away. Could the Greeks really have abandoned their campaign and fled back to their homelands?

      ‘All they left were the dead and dying,’ Phaedra tells me as we walk the abandoned camp.

      ‘Plague ravaged them,’ Penthesilea says as she looks at the bodies of the few Greeks still living. ‘It seems you were lucky to escape this place, Atlantean Princess.’

      ‘So it seems.’ I scarcely believe this camp that had been a home for the armies of many nations of Greeks is now abandoned.

      ‘Short of supplies and stricken by plague,’ Priam says. ‘The Gods have cast their judgement down upon the Greeks and justly punished them.’

      ‘We are victorious!’ cheers Glaucus.

      ‘Agamemnon’s lust for power would never let them give up on their cause,’ I warn.

      ‘Perhaps the Greeks turned on him,’ Penthesilea suggests.

      ‘And Menelaus? He would never leave these shores without his wife.’

      ‘Why must you doubt the gift the Gods have granted us?’ Priam asks.

      ‘The gift is beyond those dunes,’ Paris says. The prince, much recovered but still suffering from his leg wound, leads us on horseback over the dunes of the beach.

      In a secluded area of the dunes, not far from the ridge we Atlanteans fought to defend, waits a towering wooden monument, a horse standing upon a platform.

      ‘What is it?’ Phaedra asks.

      ‘A gift to the Gods, seeking safe passage back to Greece,’ Priam declares.

      ‘It would take more than a wooden horse to appease Poseidon,’ Phaedra tells me.

      I walk around it, the monument hastily erected using discarded wood and sections of hull from the Greek galleys. It is barely held together but stands despite the ferocity of the storms these past two days.

      ‘I don’t like this,’ I murmur.

      ‘We should burn it,’ Paris says.

      ‘Let my fleet scour the oceans and find them,’ I tell Priam. ‘We cannot simply let Agamemnon escape justice.’

      ‘The war is over,’ King Priam says firmly. ‘This monument is a gift to the Gods. We will not anger them by burning their gift. Bring it into the city. It will be a symbol of our victory and the centrepiece of our celebrations. Today, Troy rejoices.’
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      ADAM: Waiting, bored and hungry—Alanya, Turkey.

      ‘They leave any food?’ I ask as my stomach groans loudly. I can’t even remember the last time I ate.

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Matt replies as he sits on the floor of the abandoned house and makes notes in his journal. ‘Not anything you’d want to eat anyway. This place has been empty for a good couple of years. We’re lucky it has electricity and running water.’

      ‘Yeah, real lucky,’ I say as my belly roars again.

      I walk around the bare house, searching through cupboards and drawers but find nothing of note. The previous owners must have taken everything they wanted and only left what was old, broken, and of little use. I rummage through the remains but find nothing and instead take a seat at the old table on a broken chair.

      ‘At least we’ve got a roof over our heads,’ I remark as I look out the window and see the rain pouring down.

      ‘This is all we can afford at the moment,’ Matt says.

      ‘Afford?’ I laugh. ‘We broke in!’

      The crossing from Cyprus to Turkey required four different boats; the dinghy, a fishing boat, a cruise ship, and then finally a yacht. We saw helicopters in the distance a few times, but Winterbourne never came close. Turkey was the nearest mainland to the island of Cyprus and we’re waiting out our time hidden on the outskirts of the town of Alanya until we receive instructions about the seventh and final clue. The symbol in our father’s journal is of a boar by our guess, with no other notes. Matt tried to contact Miss Diouri without success, so for now, all we can do is wait. We have no access to the internet or any information sources, so we are well and truly stuck.

      ‘It’ll be good to stay in some actual accommodation again when we get the museum back,’ I say as I throw a busted lamp at a mouse in the next room.

      ‘If we get the museum back,’ Matt corrects me. ‘And even if we did return to the old ways, I’m not sure I’d be around for long.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘There will come a time, pretty soon, I think, when I won't be able to set out on expeditions like this.’

      ‘We’ve never been on expeditions like this.’ I laugh.

      ‘You know what I mean.’ He throws a pebble at me to make me pay attention. ‘With Kat and the kids, I can’t take risks like this anymore. I don't want my children growing up without a father around.’

      ‘Like we did. It will be strange, though. I mean, we were so close before you became a hunter for the British Museum. Us working together… I guess I felt like I got my big brother back.’

      ‘I don’t mean I’ll be disappearing for good.’

      ‘I know,’ I reply. ‘You’ve just always been there, watching out for me and looking out for me, especially when we lost Dad and it was getting too much at home. When I was getting bullied, you taught me to fight and stand up for myself. When I joined the museum, you tried to advise me as much as you could on what and who I needed to be as part of the team.’

      ‘I mostly failed at that.’ Matt chuckles. ‘But seriously, you’ve done the same for me. When I was taken by Makov, both times, you came to my rescue. Even on this journey, you’ve saved me a dozen times.’

      ‘You’re my brother,’ I reply with ease. ‘I’d die for you.’

      ‘Don’t say that,’ my brother says, his tone serious as his gaze meets mine, his eyes betraying fear and hurt. The smile falls from my lips as I dwell on our words. I rise from the broken chair, cross the room, and sit on the floor next to him.

      ‘I mean it,’ I tell Matt. ‘You’re my brother, my first and best friend in this world. Not just that, but you’re a father now to my favourite niece and nephew.’

      ‘Your only niece and nephew.’

      ‘I’d do anything for you,’ I finish.

      ‘I know,’ my brother says, ‘and that’s what scares me. I saw you fall into that river so long ago. I dragged you out and you were lifeless. Gone. You came back to us by a miracle. I can’t see that happen to you again.’

      ‘It won’t…’

      ‘I hope you know I’d do the same,’ Matt says. ‘I’d die for you too.’

      ‘You’d better,’ I joke, both of us laughing for a moment before falling quiet.  There is a certainty to both of us and we nod in agreement before hugging each other tight.

      ‘Yeah,’ I tell him with a smile. ‘It won’t come to that, though, I’m sure.’

      ‘It’d better not,’ Matt replies with his own smile that quickly fades as he releases the hug. ‘Dad would be proud of us, following in his footsteps.’

      ‘I’ve been thinking about that. Remember when we were kids, the activities and holidays we went on? It was all hiking, climbing, exploring, and diving with you. He taught us encryptions and codes and picking locks. Even the archery, it was…’

      ‘I know what you’re going to say,’ Matt replies. ‘I’ve been thinking much the same since we read the letter he left for us. Dad was readying us for this life.’

      ‘He was preparing us to be hunters,’ I say with a smile.

      ‘The family business, so it seems,’ Matt says. ‘Finding relics, protecting our history, and saving the world.’

      ‘You can’t leave the family business in my hands,’ I joke.

      ‘There are far worse out there.’

      The phone Miss Diouri gave Matt begins to ring.

      ‘Thank God. We were getting too emotional and mushy for my tastes there.’ I sigh with relief.

      ‘Hello,’ Matt greets as he activates the speakerphone on the mobile so I can hear.

      ‘Matt! Adam!’ Abbey’s voice calls out, rushed and urgent. ‘It’s Ares! The last symbol is Ares! The last constellation is in…’

      Her voice is suddenly cut off and there is a commotion and struggle in the background. Abbey manages one final word before she’s silenced.

      ‘…Hisarlik…’

      ‘Abbey?’ Matt calls to her. ‘Abbey, what’s happening? Are you okay? Abbey?’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ the voice of Hawke taunts. ‘Abbey cannot come to the phone right now. We can take a message if you like.’

      ‘What have you done with Abbey?’ I yell. ‘If you’ve hurt her…’

      ‘What?’ Hawke sneers. ‘What could you possibly do? You are wanted men, penniless and unarmed, without allies. You are alone.’

      ‘Matthew and Adam,’ Elizabeth Bowen calls to us through the phone. ‘You have done so well, my boys, but now is the end of the line. It is time to return home.’

      ‘No,’ Matt says. ‘You have come for us time and again and failed each time. You’ve sent thieves, murderers, and our own friends against us. Even you have failed.’

      ‘You know we’re getting close to the end of this,’ I say. ‘You’re afraid.’

      ‘Naive and reckless,’ Bowen says. ‘You boys will never change.’

      ‘Be seeing you real soon,’ Hawke says.

      Without responding, Matt grabs hold of the mobile and throws it against the far wall, shattering the phone into several pieces.

      ‘That’s one way to end a call,’ I remark, earning an angry look from my brother. ‘You think Abbey is okay?’

      ‘I don’t know, but we have to move on,’ Matt declares as he collects his possessions and his rucksack. ‘They could have tracked the call and our location.’

      ‘Abbey said Ares was the symbol. The boar, I mean,’ I say. ‘Her last word was Hisarlik. I know where that is.’

      I pull out a map of Greece and its neighbouring countries, spreading it across the broken table. I search the country of Turkey and find the name Hisarlik, to the north of where we’re hiding out.

      ‘There,’ I say, pointing to the region. ‘It’s not far from us.’

      ‘Winterbourne will know,’ Matt says. ‘They will be mobilising and heading there as we speak.’

      ‘Not if we can get there first. Why postpone what can be done today?’

      ‘This is a hell of a risk,’ Matt says with concern. ‘They will bring everything to stop us this time. They know this is their last chance. All the might of Winterbourne, Walcott, and possibly our friends from the British Museum. We’re just you and me. That’s it.’

      ‘We’ve come so far. We have six of the seven constellations. We just need this last one and we have the path to Atlantis.’

      ‘I’ve been plotting the course of these constellations,’ Matt says. ‘They make no logical sense. They give a path but no starting point.’

      ‘Then we need this seventh clue. I don’t care about the odds or how many will try to stop us. We will find that last constellation and we will find Dad.’

      ‘Yeah, we will,’ Matt says with renewed certainty.

      ‘You think Abbey’s okay?’ I ask again.

      ‘Dave and Emma would never let anything happen to her,’ Matt says. ‘Besides, we both know she’s tougher than she looks.’

      I make a silent prayer, hoping Abbey, Emma, Dave, and all of them are safe and thanking Abbey for her help. She took great risks in supporting us, and I hope she isn’t paying the price for that now.

      We collect our gear and check the empty house one last time to make sure we’ve left nothing and no evidence behind before heading for the door towards the pouring rain outside.

      ‘Stop,’ Matt says as we’re about to leave. ‘Hisarlik? What’s there? I don’t know the name.’

      ‘Perhaps you will from the ancient city that was once there. You know battles, wars, and legends were always my favourite parts of history growing up. Hisarlik rests upon what was perhaps one of the most famous of them all. Every child around the world is told the tales of the war, the heroes that fought in it, and the final tragic end.’

      ‘What was once there?’ Matt asks with wonder and urgency.

      ‘Troy.’
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      ALAINA: Amidst the celebrations—The City of Troy.

      As Priam wished, the city rejoices in its victory. The Greeks are gone, and Troy has been saved. I still can’t believe it, and perhaps that’s why I cannot bring myself to join the festivities.

      Wine flows and food is plentiful. The city is alive, reborn in its triumph. The people sing, cheer, and dance. Music fills the air, as does laughter and merriment. It brings joy to my heart to see the fear that welcomed us replaced with so much happiness.

      ‘Princess of Atlantis, will you join the Queen of the Amazons for a cup of wine… or perhaps five?’ Penthesilea offers me.

      ‘One,’ I say.

      ‘You’re not partaking in the festivities?’

      ‘Not fully,’ I reply. ‘Not yet.’

      ‘Still guarded,’ Penthesilea teases. ‘The Greeks are gone. You can lay your trident to rest.’

      ‘Not whilst Agamemnon still draws breath.’

      ‘My one regret is that Achilles escaped my grasp. I longed to face my foe again and never had the chance.’

      ‘It is a blessing. Did you not see the contest between Achilles and Hektor?’

      ‘That only made my longing grow,’ Penthesilea says with a broad smile.

      ‘Thank you for the wine,’ I say as I finish the cup.

      ‘Hurry back for more, if any still remains,’ the Amazon calls after me with laughter as I walk on.

      I pace through the city and see the many people of Troy celebrating long into the night. There are feasts, musicians, entertainers, and more wine poured and drank than I have ever seen before. The release felt by the city after enduring so much fear is expected, and I do not judge any who revel, feast, and drink heavily.

      Thank the Gods that I had half our warriors removed from the city and temptation. Phaedra leads them back to our ships whilst Calix’s second-in-command, Spiro, makes our fleet ready. The choice still remains whether to return home or pursue Agamemnon, a choice that can wait one night. My uncles have joined the festivities, and after the loss of two of their brothers, I do not begrudge them that. I have permitted the rest of my warriors to join the feasts, though have warned that none are to lose total control of their senses in drunken oblivion. I wish Dion was still with us, as he would have seen to it that our warriors remained honourable. My brother, though, would have been leading the revelries for us, never one to shy away from a chance to drink, sing, and dance. I hope he is doing all of that in the afterlife, with Vivara by his side.

      Though not knowing why, I find myself drawn to the palace. I see Priam, Hecuba, and their advisors enjoying a lavish feast and recounting stories of their triumph. Andromache is there too, with her son again, Hektor’s wife smiling for the first time since her husband’s death. Helen is there too, and it appears that she has truly been accepted amongst the nobility of Troy. She smiles and dances and is a joy to those around her. Briseis is at the feast for a time before returning to the upper balcony alone. She looks out to the walls and gates of Troy, still longing for Achilles to return to her.

      I leave the feast without being seen, and in the courtyard, I see Paris. The prince shows none of the cheer and joy that has claimed most of the city, but instead looses arrow after arrow at targets across the yard. The prince is skilled, as good as any Atlantean archer, perhaps better. His skill is tempered by his anger. I know he was not satisfied with the way the war ended. He still feels great guilt at being the cause of this conflict, and though poisoned, he is shamed by his failure against Menelaus.

      Without greeting or acknowledgement, I pick up a bow and quiver and join Paris in his assault upon the targets. It helps ease the creeping dread that I have not been able to shake.
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      ALAINA: Something is terribly wrong—The City of Troy.

      I wake, startled, and reach for my trident. Though its weight in my hands reassures me, I know something is wrong. I rise from my bed in the palace, instinctively pulling on my armour and grieves marked with the trident of Poseidon. The halls of the palace are silent, as is all the city beyond. It is still the middle of the night, the moon high above us, and the people of Troy lost to slumber. I walk out onto the streets of the city, unable to shake the dread now coursing through me. My heart thunders in my chest and my hands tremor with fear. The Greeks are gone. Why am I feeling like this?

      I walk the streets, seeing nothing out of place but knowing I will be unable to find rest and sleep feeling as I do. All around me are the remnants of the festivities. Men and women slumber in doorways, streets, and even on table tops, all in differing states of dishevel and undress. Empty cups and jugs of wine litter the ground, as do discarded bones and carcasses of the feasts.

      I walk to the square where my brother and so many other fallen warriors were laid to rest. In the centre resides the Greek wooden horse, the Trojan horse, as renamed by Priam. Flowers and coins surround the monument, as do other offerings to the Gods.

      ‘Alaina,’ a voice calls to me from the darkness. ‘I knew I would find you.’

      ‘Odysseus?’ I say in shock. ‘How are you here?’

      Before he can answer, I turn to the horse. I instantly see it has changed since we first brought it into the city. The horse’s mane has shifted, and sections are missing from its flanks, as if moved by those hiding within.

      ‘You were inside it!’ I say with building terror.

      ‘And I was not alone,’ he confesses.

      A cry sounds out from across the city, piercing the night’s silence. It is joined by another and then another, each filling me with mounting dread.

      ‘The Greeks are inside the city,’ I realise with horror. ‘I must rouse the guard and our armies…’

      ‘It’s too late for that, my Princess. The gates have been opened and we Greeks pour into the city. Troy will be burned to the ground before sunrise. I warned you not to do anything foolish, yet here you are. You must escape the city.’

      ‘You led them here!’ I say with raised trident. ‘This was your idea!’

      ‘I would finish this war and return to my family, but not at the cost of your life. You must know of my growing feelings for you, Alaina. I would not see you fall with the rest of this doomed city. Please, listen to me. You must flee Troy!’
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      ADAM: Hunting One Final Clue—Hisarlik, formerly known as Troy.

      The constant downpour drives away any would-be tourists, leaving only Matt and me in the heavy rain. My brother pulls his trusty baseball cap tight on his head, like that will somehow shield him from the elements. Likewise, I zip up my father’s leather jacket, though I’m already soaked through. Around us are the ruins of an ancient city, remains of walls, mosaics, temples, and a few broken and weathered statues. Tourist information is plentiful, though the crude towering wooden horse in the centre of it all is laughable.

      ‘Where do we begin?’ I say as we approach an information point that displays a map of the area.

      ‘Anything about Ares?’ Matt asks as we scan the map.

      ‘Nothing. Ares was the God of War, right? This was the site of one of the most famous wars in history. There has to be something else.’

      ‘Nothing stands out. We’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way.’

      ‘Look,’ we both mumble.

      ‘Keep an eye out,’ Matt tells me. ‘Winterbourne knows we’re here.’

      ‘Keep an eye out?’ I laugh. ‘I can barely see a thing through this rain!’

      We hurry from ruin to ruin, searching as best we can, as fast as we can. There are walls of crumbling stone bricks, mosaics faded and half-lost to time, broken statues and pillars; barely anything in comparison to the much larger remains we’ve seen over the past few days. None of it reveals even a hint of a clue or constellation, but we keep searching.

      ‘It’s not here,’ I say with frustration as the rain continues to fall.

      ‘We have to keep looking,’ my brother says as he wipes his face clear for a moment.

      A rumbling sounds in the distance, but whether it’s thunder or helicopter rotors, I can’t tell.

      We expand our search, now looking through the outermost ruins amongst a dense woodland. A path leads us through the trees to an area that looks even more forgotten and deteriorated than the rest. A broken sign indicates that the ruins, a single crumbling wall, was once Troy’s Temple of Poseidon.

      ‘Not much to look at, is it?’ Matt says as he and I pull branches, leaves, and dirt away from the foundations.

      ‘If the legends are true, then not a building was left standing at the end of the Trojan War,’ I reply. ‘We’re lucky that even this has survived and is...’

      ‘Wait!’ Matt suddenly shouts. ‘Look! Bring me a torch! Here, this section is newer than the rest and recently put into place. They’re faded, but they’re clearly a new set of bricks.’

      ‘So?’ I ask, confused.

      ‘The rest of these areas have been kept exactly as they were,’ Matt says as he works his fingers behind the brickwork and pulls.

      ‘Shift over,’ I tell him so I can add my strength to his. ‘You know, if you’re wrong, then we’re desecrating historic remains.’

      ‘True,’ Matt says. ‘Thankfully, the rain prevents anyone from seeing it.’

      ‘Pull together. Three… two… one… now!’

      The bricks and mortar crumble and come away far easier than they should, revealing a much older wall beneath that matches the rest of the temple’s remains. We pull debris away, and with our torches, we find a carving in the stone. A beast with wings spread wide and open jaws. Along its body and wings are a pattern of the small concentric circles of Atlantis, marking out the stars of a constellation.

      ‘A Draco,’ Matt says with disbelief. ‘A dragon.’

      ‘That’s it,’ I reply with triumph. ‘That’s the final one! All seven accounted for! We did it!’

      ‘We can find Dad!’ Matt says.

      ‘You will not be finding anything or anyone,’ a voice announces, startling Matt and me. ‘You will not be leaving this place.’

      Matt and I turn and see a tall, commanding figure watching us through the downpour. He has long auburn hair that hangs just below his powerful shoulders. The rest of him is just as muscular and strong, and his olive skin has been darkened by many years under the sun. Tribal patterns mark his arms and neck, and a silver hoop pierces to the right of his bottom lip. His eyes, as blue as the ocean, stare at us with a hardened glare. In his hands is a long, slender staff, his grip tightening as we look at him. His clothes are old, dirty, and torn, and a high-collared jacket barely contains his strong form.

      ‘What do you mean?’ I ask as I frantically look for anything we can use to defend ourselves.

      ‘You’re not from Winterbourne,’ Matt guesses.

      ‘I know not of what you speak,’ the man says as he takes a single step towards us. ‘All I know is that the secret you have stumbled upon cannot leave this place.’

      ‘You have reached the end of your journey, friends,’ a second voice says, this one from a tree branch overhead.

      There sits a young woman, shorter and less formidable than her comrade, though equally armed with a similar staff. She has similar tribal tattoos which cover half her shaved scalp. Her eyes are a shimmering blue, and she looks at us with curiosity and intrigue. She wears a patched cloak of crimson and dark yellow with a lowered hood, despite the rain.

      The woman drops from the tree branch and lands on the Trojan wall, twirling her staff in her hands and forcing Matt and me to back away.

      ‘We’re sorry for breaking the wall,’ I say as we raise our hands. ‘We have no money, but I’m sure we can find a way to pay for the damages.’

      ‘Oh, we don’t care about the wall.’ The woman laughs before calling upon her compatriot. ‘I told you, Stelios, that no one would fall for that pathetic attempt at deceit.’

      ‘It was successful for five years until today, sister,’ the taller man says. ‘If you had stopped them at the labyrinth of Knossos, they would never have got this far, Alexio.’

      ‘The labyrinth at Knossos,’ I repeat, looking at the woman. ‘You were watching me? Who are you?’

      ‘What do you want from us?’ Matt asks.

      ‘You know too much and have come too far,’ Stelios warns as he looms over us. ‘My sister is right. Your journey ends here. You will find no riches, nor land to plunder. You find only a short path to the afterlife.’

      At that final word, Stelios slams down the butt of his staff and its tip splits into three deadly points that crackle with electricity. Alexio does the same with her staff, revealing the deadly weapons that I recognise as something else. Tridents.

      Matt and I are back to back, Matt facing Alexio, and the much bigger, stronger, scarier Stelios facing me.

      ‘We wish no conflict with you,’ Matt says as the pair paces towards us.

      ‘Let’s talk about this,’ I say as I search for a way out.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ Alexio’s smile ruins the apology.

      ‘You are not the first nor will you be the last,’ Stelios tells us, but I can only see the deadly points of his trident and the sparks of electricity. ‘There is no other way.’

      ‘My brother is correct. We must protect our people,’ Alexio vows, ready to strike at us.

      ‘And your lives are the sacrifice to be made,’ Stelios says as he brings his arm back and then lunges forward with his trident.

      ‘ENOUGH!’ booms a voice as another figure emerges through the downpour and brings his trident up to stop Stelios, the weapons cascading a shower of sparks. ‘ALEXIOS, STELIOS, BACK AWAY!’

      ‘You cannot stop this!’ Stelios says.

      ‘Yes, I can,’ the newcomer states. He is a much older man with beggar’s clothes, and white flowing hair and beard. He shares the bright blue eyes of the other two, and his staff, like Alexio’s and Stelios’s, is extended into a trident.

      ‘These mainlanders are seeking our home!’ Alexio argues.

      ‘They are,’ the elder agrees, ‘and I believe their quest is worthy. They have already made it this far and now stand where our ancestors once fought.’

      ‘The stars are meant to act as a guide for our people to find their way home,’ Stelios says as he backs away from me. ‘The stars are not a means for outsiders to discover us.’

      ‘Siromos?’ Matt says to the elder.

      ‘You know him?’ I ask.

      ‘We met in Delphi,’ Matt says. ‘Wait, you know these two?’

      ‘They are my brethren, Matthew Hunter,’ Siromos says. ‘And this, I presume by the likeness, is your brother?’

      ‘Adam,’ Matt says. ‘Hang on. You said brethren and homeland. Where are you from?’

      ‘Have you not guessed yet?’ Siromos smiles. ‘We are brethren of Atlantis.’

      ‘You’re Atlantean!’ I say with overwhelming excitement. ‘You’re from Atlantis!’

      ‘I knew it. I so knew it,’ Matt adds, just as excited.

      ‘No, you didn’t.’ I dismiss my brother before turning back to the trio with overwhelming eagerness. ‘Real life Atlanteans! The stories are true! Atlantis is real!’

      ‘Enough of this, Siromos!’ Stelios says, ignoring my enthusiasm. ‘You know and understand our roles as guardians better than any who draw breath. Why allow them to reach this far?’

      ‘For the same reason as Alexio,’ Siromos says.

      ‘I wanted to see just how far they got,’ the youngest Atlantean admits. ‘I was impressed by their determination and creativeness.’

      ‘That may well be, but that is no reason to allow them to discover our sacred land and our people who we swore to protect,’ Stelios argues.

      ‘They have just cause,’ Siromos reveals. ‘They are the sons of Christopher Hunter.’

      Stelios and Alexio look at us with shock, backing away.

      ‘How do you know our father?’ I ask.

      ‘He was on the same journey as you now are,’ Siromos states.

      ‘Did he find Atlantis?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Yours is a path of discovery. I fear that what you seek will only bring you pain and suffering.’

      ‘Did you tell our father the same?’ I ask.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And did he listen?’ Matt asks.

      ‘You know the answer to that.’ Siromos smiles.

      ‘What happened to him?’ I ask. ‘What happened to our father?’

      ‘Yes, do tell us!’ the voice of Elizabeth Bowen calls out.

      She stands in the pouring rain with her sabre at her hip, flanked by Hawke and a dozen Winterbourne mercenaries. All but Bowen wear plated black body armour similar to Hawke, equipped with similar all-encompassing helmets with crimson eyes. Some have emblems sprayed on their helms; symbols, skulls, and playing cards. Others have horns and spikes, meant to intimidate, as if the red eyes aren’t already enough. Their firearms are raised and pointed at us, unmoving in the pouring rain.

      ‘You will surrender and come with us,’ Elizabeth beckons in her cold, calculating tone. ‘You are surrounded and outgunned. There is no need for bloodshed.’

      ‘Who are you?’ Sironos asks as his brethren turn to face the new threat. Stelios sneers at the challengers and reactivates his trident with a crackle of electricity. Alexio leaps atop another section of broken Trojan wall and brings her trident around in a wide arc, daring the mercenaries to approach.

      ‘My name is Elizabeth Bowen. We seek the same goal as the boys you stand with. Lay down your arms and let us talk.’

      ‘That is a lot of weaponry for someone who wishes to talk,’ Sironos says.

      ‘These are my bodyguards. I do not wish to see them cut you down when all we desire is information. Information and guidance. I can see to it that you are handsomely rewarded and live well for the rest of your days.’

      ‘Don’t listen,’ I warn the Atlanteans. ‘She will take whatever she can lay her hands on. She wants Atlantis. Your home will be another acquisition to her. Another prize to plunder.’

      ‘You know nothing of my intentions,’ Elizabeth snaps.

      ‘I know this one,’ Hawke says as he removes his helmet and raises a finger towards Sironos. ‘He will give us the information we require.’

      ‘Aaron?’ Alexio questions. ‘Aaron, is that really you?’

      ‘You know him too?’ I question with complete surprise.

      ‘He was with your father,’ Stelios explains. ‘His protégé.’

      ‘A lifetime ago,’ Hawke says with anger. ‘I advise you do as my commander orders. To resist will be a waste of your lives.’

      ‘What has become of you?’ Sironos asks Hawke. ‘This is not what Christopher would have wanted…’

      ‘Enough of this idle chatter,’ Elizabeth declares. ‘If you or the Hunter boys will not give me what I need freely or with payment, then I will take it by force.’

      Hawke pulls his black helmet back on as his soldiers advance a step with raised firearms, fingers upon the triggers. Others appear at our flanks and more to our rear, emerging from amongst the trees and through the pouring rain with glowing red eyes.

      ‘I will give you to the count of five,’ Elizabeth announces. ‘Make your decision. Save yourselves. One… two…’

      ‘You boys might want to hold on to something,’ Sironos warns Matt and me.

      ‘Your time of judgement is nigh,’ Stelios sneers at the Winterbourne soldiers as Alexio grins with wicked delight.

      ‘You will find no joy in this endeavour,’ Sironos tells Elizabeth. ‘Nor will we relinquish our secrets, for…’

      ‘WE ARE ATLANTIS!’ the three Atlanteans roar.

      With a sudden ferocity, they turn their tridents and slam the points into the ground, emitting an enormous shockwave. Elizabeth, Hawke, their soldiers, Matt, and I are overwhelmed and thrown by the impact. A torrent of falling rain, many of the tree branches above, and much of the old Trojan brickwork is blasted clear.

      I land against a tree trunk, vision dazed, senses blurred, and numbed, with a constant ringing in my ears. As my vision returns, I see Matt in a heap by what remains of the Trojan wall. Beyond him are the Atlanteans, standing tall and defiant.
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      ALAINA: Within a dying city—The City of Troy.

      ‘THE GREEKS ARE IN THE CITY! WAKE AND DEFEND YOURSELVES!’

      I run as fast as my legs can take me, screaming out to all around me to raise the alarm until my throat is hoarse and pained. The people are still lost to slumber and wine, but the screams of the people in the distance awaken many. An orange glow emanates from the far side of the city, rising flames engulfing everything in the Greek’s path.

      ‘Princess Alaina!’ Philos greets me at a clearing before the palace where the streets of the city meet.

      ‘Thank the Gods, for we feared you were lost to us!’ Yannis says as he hands me a shield.

      My uncles have rallied our warriors, the few still within the city.

      ‘We hold the palace!’ I order. ‘Spread the message for all people to seek sanctuary here!’

      Glaucus and other Trojans rouse and join us, all suffering from the night’s festivities. Some stink of wine and others are unable to hold the contents of their stomachs, retching into the streets. Penthesilea and her Amazons join us too, as does Priam in armour and wielding a blade and Paris with his bow.

      ‘My city burns!’ Priam cries as the flames grow closer and the cries of the people resonate around us.

      ‘We fight them here!’ I order, my Atlantean warriors, standing ready at my command.

      ‘This is a battle we cannot win,’ Paris says quietly to me. ‘They have breached our walls and flood our streets. We cannot hold them or beat them here. Troy will fall.’

      ‘The hidden gates,’ I say. ‘Send all the people you can find and save them. Get Helen out of the city. My ships will see us from this land.’

      ‘Where will we go?’ Paris asks.

      ‘Sanctuary will be given in Atlantis,’ I say, loud enough for all to hear.

      ‘I will not abandon my city,’ Priam vows.

      ‘Your city is lost,’ I tell the king. ‘What we can do now is save as many of the people as we can. Philos, lead the innocent to our ships.’

      ‘I would not leave you, my Princess,’ my uncle says.

      ‘Go now. I command it.’

      Philos shares a last glance with his brother Yannis before hurrying towards the hidden gates.

      ‘Men of Troy!’ Priam calls out. ‘Fight for our city! Fight for our people! May Ares guide your swords!’

      ‘Lycians!’ Glaucus calls to his men. ‘Let us show these Greeks and Trojans who the real men in this city are! It has been a life’s honour to fight with you!’

      ‘Amazon sisters!’ Penthesilea calls to her warriors. ‘Daughters of Ares! We do not fall until a score of our enemies lie dead at the feet of each of us! Athena stands with us! Do not disappoint her!’

      ‘WHO ARE WE?’ I ask my Atlantean brethren.

      ‘WE ARE ATLANTIS!’ every one of my warriors roars.

      ‘FIGHT WITH THE STRENGTH OF ARES, THE SKILL OF ATHENA, AND THE AIM OF APOLLO!’ I scream, met by the roars of my brethren and the Trojan and Amazon warriors joining us. ‘WALL!’ I order, and as one, the Atlantean shields join together.

      The people of Troy run towards us, some bloodied, and all terrified. We can do nothing for them and only hope they receive the warning to flee for the hidden gates. The flames in the distance grow, as do the screams, until the first of the Greek soldiers reach the palace. They swing blades and throw spears at the fleeing people and corner the women, tearing at their clothes. Atlantean and Amazon arrows reach the invaders before they can reach us.

      ‘They burn the temples of the Gods!’ cries Priam. ‘Have they no honour?’

      ‘We will show them honour!’ I roar as the streets around us erupt with Greeks.

      Their army has reached us, and now the final stand of Troy begins. Arrows and spears stop many, but their sheer numbers push on and slam into our shields. We struggle to hold them back, even with the Trojans, Amazons, and Lycians with us. We cut down as many as we can, but still they attack. Our tridents are coated with blood and the dead pile around us, but the Greeks are unending.

      ‘HOLD STRONG!’ I order, Yannis repeating the command. ‘WHO ARE WE?’

      ‘WE ARE ATLANTIS!’ my warriors roar.

      Though greatly outnumbered, we are holding the Greeks back. The arrows of our archers and the Amazons continue to soar, and with every moment, we give the people of Troy a chance to escape. We have to hold out. Flames rise through the buildings around us, and I feel their heat, but still we hold and fight.

      ‘They’re behind us!’ yells Paris. ‘The Greeks are to the rear!’

      ‘No!’ I cry with despair, turning and seeing hundreds of the Greeks thundering towards us, the golden-haired Achilles at their lead. He cuts through any in his path, eyes darkened in murderous rampage.

      ‘PARIS!’ he roars, but it is Penthesilea who faces him.

      ‘I have longed for this moment,’ she declares with glee.

      ‘Fool woman,’ Achilles mutters as he charges the Amazon.

      Their blades clash and both fight with a speed and skill my eyes can barely follow. Penthesilea swipes her twin blades at Achilles time and again, but just like Hektor, she cannot reach her foe. The Amazon keeps attacking, and any lesser foe would be dead already to her blades. Achilles knocks the Amazon’s weapons away and sends them one after another clattering to the ground. The Myrmidon is merciless and stabs his sword through her stomach. Still, Penthesilea does not stop, lashing out at her enemy, but Achilles pulls his blade free and steps behind the daughter of Ares.

      ‘You were not worthy of challenging me,’ Achilles gloats as he tears his sword deep through Penthesilea’s throat.

      To my right, an Atlantean warrior falls, then another to my left. The arrows, blades, and spears of the Greeks are finding their way past our wall, their sheer numbers overwhelming us. Our gaps close, but our enemies are forcing our shields apart. I hear the voices of Agamemnon, Menelaus, Diomedes, and others but cannot see them in the carnage and chaos of battle.

      ‘HOLD STRONG!’ I shout to my warriors, but behind us, Achilles and his men threaten to overwhelm the Trojans.

      ‘YANNIS, LEAD US,’ I call to my uncle as I step away from the wall. With a thrust of my trident, I ensure no Greek takes advantage of the momentary gap in the shields before turning to face Achilles and his men.

      I hammer the first of the Myrmidons back with my shield before running my trident through him. The next swings an axe at my head, but my trident drives him into the path of a Trojan’s blade. The next Myrmidon is bigger and stronger too. He charges me, but with ready trident, I rush at him. At the last possible moment, I duck low and beneath his reaching spear and stab my trident into his bowels. He bellows with agony, a moan that grows louder as I stab him again and force him to the ground. As the brute collapses, he traps my trident beneath him.

      I reach for the nearest weapon, a bow from a fallen archer, and pull the arrows from his quiver. Behind me, I see that the Atlantean wall is still holding, but now near half of my warriors have fallen and the wall continues to shrink. ‘Apollo, gift me your aim and see these arrows soar true,’ I pray.

      Seeing my dead and dying brethren fills me with rage, and I loose arrows at any Greek I see until my eyes fall on Achilles.

      ‘PARIS!’ the legendary warrior screams as he tears his way through the Trojan soldiers. ‘YOU ARE WHY WE ARE HERE IN THIS ACCURSED CITY! YOU ARE WHY PATROCLUS DIED!’

      ‘I am here,’ the Prince of Troy calls back with bow in hand.

      ‘And here you will die,’ Achilles yells as he charges.

      ‘ACHILLES, STOP!’ I call out, and without thinking, I loose an arrow at the Myrmidon. A warning, nothing more.

      Achilles deflects the arrow with his sword but sends it tearing through his heel. He falters, stopping in shock. Another arrow soars and punches into his chest, then another, and then a third into his stomach, Paris the archer.

      ‘NO!’ cries Briseis as she runs through the chaos around us and catches Achilles as he falls to the ground. She weeps as she holds him, and though blood runs from his lips, he smiles at seeing her.

      ‘I said… we would meet… one last time,’ Achilles struggles to say. Though pained, his smile is unfaltering.

      ‘You will never be forgotten,’ Briseis tells him. ‘Your legend will forever live on.’

      ‘Thank… you,’ he says. ‘Run… be free.’

      Achilles’ eyes lower, and he falls silent, his breath ceasing and heart still.

      There is no time to cheer or grieve for the fallen warrior as, behind me, the Atlantean wall falters and begins to break. I recover my trident and a shield, hurrying to my countrymen and forcing my shield into the wall to support them. I am about to call out an order when something immensely strong slams into us.

      Three of us are thrown back by the blow, and I crash to the ground, shield falling from my grasp. The world spins around me, ringing in my ears, and my vision blurs. When I finally focus, I see the Atlantean wall break and collapse, shattered by battering rams wielded by the Greeks. My brethren fall, surrounded, cut, and stabbed to death. I see Yannis suffer a dozen blows from spear and sword before he is finally defeated by the dagger of Diomedes. With his last breath, he curses the Greeks, screaming to Zeus to strike them down.

      ‘Priam, we finally meet,’ Agamemnon gloats. He faces the Greek king with blooded golden spear, his eyes wild with uncontained glee as he cheers the onslaught around them. Fury takes me, and I want to charge the demon, but I can’t even stand, let alone fight.

      ‘My city burns, and you laugh!’ Priam cries. ‘You desecrate temples and kill innocents! You have no honour!’

      ‘Who needs honour when you have victory?’ Agamemnon laughs.

      ‘You foul…’ Priam rages before a spear tears through his back and out his chest.

      ‘You should have surrendered Helen to me, old man,’ Menelaus sneers from behind the Trojan king, the spear his.

      I struggle to my feet, still grasping my trident, and attempt to summon my wits to continue the fight. Hands grab me and force my head down, pulling me away from the conflict.

      ‘It is too late, my Princess,’ Odysseus warns as he leads me on. ‘Troy is lost, as are your warriors. You must flee.’

      ‘No, I cannot…’ I try to argue, but looking back, I see the last survivors of Troy’s army surrounded. Glaucus roars one last battle cry until he too is overwhelmed and cut down. The Greek soldiers pour into the Palace of Troy, greeted with the cries and screams of those hiding within those walls.

      ‘You must go now,’ Odysseus tells me.

      ‘Alaina!’ another voice calls to me, and I see Paris and Briseis hiding in the shadows. ‘Alaina, we must go!’

      Odysseus escorts us through the city, ordering any Greek soldiers away from his prisoners. When finally we are near the hidden gates, he tells me once again to go.

      ‘Come with us,’ I ask him.

      ‘I cannot,’ he says, heavy with regret. ‘My fate is tied here, but I know our paths will cross again, my Princess.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I tell him, and as I am about to say more, his lips meet mine. I do not fight it, and I’m lost in the moment.

      ‘Go now,’ Odysseus urges when our lips part. ‘Prince Paris, Briseis, Troy lives on in you. You are Troy, just as much as our Princess here is Atlantis. Go now, all of you. Flee this cursed city and never look back.’

      ‘Goodbye, Odysseus,’ I say to him as I take one last look at the city from within.

      The screams and cries of terror echo around us and not a single building or home is untouched by flames. The palace high above us burns, signalling the final fall of Troy.
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      ADAM: Standing with the Atlanteans—The Ruins of Troy.

      The rain continues to pour as Matt and I scramble to our feet from amongst the debris of tree branches and broken stone. Matt coughs and gasps for air, both of us aching from our falls. I’m amazed by the destruction wrought by the Atlanteans but realise there is no cover as the Winterbourne soldiers recover their weapons and advance on us. The warriors of Atlantis do not seem fazed in the slightest as more than a dozen gun barrels point towards them.

      Elizabeth screams orders, but with the ringing in my ears, I hear only one word. FIRE.

      With incredible speed, the Atlanteans form around Matt and me. Each now wears a device at their wrists, which they trigger, drawing a series of metallic plates to extend, forming a solid shield at their arms. The three shields lock together around us as the first Winterbourne bullets cut through the air, ricocheting harmlessly off the Atlantean defences.

      ‘I have missed this!’ Stelios the bruiser says.

      ‘The glory of battle!’ Alexio laughs until the guns fall silent and we hear Elizabeth and Hawke issuing orders.

      ‘Our turn.’ Sironos smiles.

      The tridents, protruding through small gaps in the ring of shields, begin to hum with power. Sironos gives the order, and each of the high-tech weapons releases a burst of blue energy that crackles like lightning. The Atlanteans fire their weapons again and again as the three of them slowly rotate in a tight circle around Matt and me. I risk a glance through a small gap in the shields and see a dozen of the masked Winterbourne soldiers down on the ground and others hurrying for cover. Once a full rotation has been completed, the Atlanteans come to a stop.

      ‘NOW!’ Sironos orders.

      The shield formation opens, and the three Atlanteans charge our attackers. Alexio, shield retracted, falls upon a group of her foes, trident whirling in her hands, slashing swiftly at everyone around her. Stelios charges with his shield and trident like a stampeding bull, felling everyone in his path. Sironos walks the battlefield, bringing his trident down and emitting shockwaves in the direction of anyone who dares to approach.

      Matt and I, not knowing what else to do, charge with them. One soldier, with red spikes across his helmet like a Mohican haircut, is on the ground in front of me, reaching for his rifle. I beat him to it first and swing the butt of the rifle around, smashing it against the helm and snapping off several of the red spikes. Matt takes the rifle from me, firing five rounds to keep our enemies at bay as I draw two extended batons from the fallen soldier’s holsters.

      More of Winterbourne’s legion approach, two of their number charging us as their comrades swarm the Atlanteans. We use the trees for cover as the soldiers fire their weapons. Bullets whizz past us and thunder into the tree trunks. Matt and I charge our foes through the trees and the unending rain. Matt fires a dozen rounds in reply, but they ricochet harmlessly off the black armour of the Winterbourne soldiers. I use our surroundings to my advantage, leaping off a splintered tree and bringing both batons down on the nearest soldier, his helmet marked with a laughing skull. He sees me coming and brings his rifle up, striking me hard in the chest before I can reach him. I land hard on the ground but quickly kick out at Laughing Skull, taking his legs out from under him. Once he lands, I bring the twin batons down on his helmeted head to daze him. His rifle rises again, but I stamp on his hand and kick away the firearm.

      ‘ADAM!’ Matt yells to me as he and the other soldier, Ace of Diamonds by his helmet, wrestle over a rifle with the barrel pointing straight at me.

      The weapon fires sporadically, and I dive clear just in time as the bullets hammer into Laughing Skull. At such a short distance, even his armour cannot save him. Ace of Diamonds roars at the loss of his comrade and butts his armoured head against Matt’s, sending my brother reeling. I charge, kicking the rifle barrel away before he can fire again and striking hard with the batons to his head, chest… anything I can hit. Ace of Diamonds takes the blows but simply stands there until I stop, gasping for breath.

      ‘That it?’ he asks.

      ‘For… now…’

      Ace of Diamonds laughs and reaches out to grab me. I duck away, kicking him hard to the knee to make him buckle before grabbing hold of his helmet from behind. The armour is secured down, and despite my best efforts, I can’t pull the helm free. The soldier laughs again, even more so when his elbow swings around and strikes me hard in the face, forcing me back with a bloodied nose. He reaches for me again, and this time I can’t evade him, his fingers tightening around my throat as he lifts me and slams me into the ground.

      ‘I thought you Hunters were supposed to be tough,’ he sneers from beneath his crimson-eyed helm. ‘You’re nothing alone.’

      ‘I’m not… on my own,’ I reply, just as Matt barges Ace of Diamonds off me and sends him crashing away. The soldier staggers to his feet, looking at Matt until he sees the pins in my brother’s hand. Pins from his own grenades.

      Ace of Diamonds fumbles frantically with the explosives but is too late to stop them as their detonation blasts him away into the trees and out of sight.

      ‘Come on,’ Matt says as he holds out his hand and helps me to stand.

      Around us, the Atlanteans are still fighting off the soldiers of Winterbourne. Closest are Stelios and Hawke, who are locked in their own private battle for survival. Stelios, bloodied trident still in hand, fights with strength and rage, but Hawke is gaining the upper hand. The Winterbourne commander, helmet lost in the fray, fights with incredible speed and brutality, wielding a knife in one hand and an extended baton in the other. He dodges the deadly points of the Atlantean trident with ease, striking hard or slicing at Stelios with each attack. Stelios grunts in pain with each cut and blow, and he’s struggling to keep Hawke at bay. With one last roar of fury, the Atlantean charges and nearly skewers his foe. Hawke ducks away at the last moment and cuts his knife deep through the flesh of Stelio’s arm, forcing him to drop the trident from his grasp. Without remorse, Hawke gives his opponent no time to recover and strikes him hard across the head with his metallic baton and then finally kicks him to the ground.

      Though the Atlantean wanted to execute us mere moments ago, Matt and I charge through the rain to his aid. I block Hawke’s knife arm with my own baton and Matt brings a Winterbourne rifle up to stop Hawke’s baton.

      ‘You are making a mistake,’ Hawke warns us.

      ‘Nothing new,’ I joke.

      ‘So be it.’ Hawke ducks and swings his weapons around, striking my chest with his baton and slicing across Matt’s thigh with his knife.

      We back away as Hawke goes on the offensive. His knife cuts through the air, but it’s the baton that hits home, dazing and disarming me before Hawke’s boot catches me in the chest and knocks me back. Matt tries to fire his rifle, but the mechanism is broken and fails, forcing him to use the firearm as a club. He manages to knock the knife from Hawke’s grasp, but the baton rises and falls hard on his forearm, drawing a cry of agony from my brother. The Winterbourne commander draws another knife and swings its blade down towards Matt, but he twists away and closes in tight, striking Hawke with the fist and then elbow of his one good arm. Hawke recovers quickly, bringing the baton hard into my brother’s ribs before bringing the dagger down towards him again. Matt catches Hawke by the wrist and struggles against the mercenary’s strength as the blade inches closer and closer to my brother’s chest.

      I rise, kicking out at Hawke and forcing him back. With my fists, I strike him hard across the jaw and bring my knee up into the body armour covering his ribs. Hawke catches my incoming fist and hits the back of my elbow like a hammer, drawing a painful, sickening crunch before pushing me down to the ground with his ready knife. From the ground, I recover a broken brick from the Trojan wall and smash it into the hand holding the knife. Hawke spits in pain and anger, hitting me twice before bringing a boot crashing into my gut.

      ‘Get away from my brother!’ Matt yells as he advances on Hawke with the fallen shield of Stelios in his hand. Matt crashes into the Winterbourne commander and they fight on, both yelling in defiance and anger.

      ‘Enough of this!’ Elizabeth calls to us as she thunders towards us with her drawn sabre. The sword looks just like those carried by officers in the Napoleonic army, curved, sharp, and dangerous.

      ‘Boy!’ the wounded Stelios calls to me as he throws me his trident.

      I catch the mighty weapon and bring it up in time to block the swing of Elizabeth’s sabre, the sword and trident singing as the metals meet.

      ‘I did not want it to come to this,’ Elizabeth says with an intensity in her dark eyes I’ve never seen. ‘You were right before. I do want Atlantis, but all of this, it is not for personal gain. I know of their technology, their advancements. You can see it now in their weaponry. We can use them. The world can use them. We can prevent the tragedy that claimed my husband. We can save so many more. Injuries and wounds, sickness and disease, we can put an end to all of it and so much more. I believe they have ways of conquering death itself. They possess it, the Box… it can bring them back… it can bring them back…’

      ‘Stop this!’ I implore as I see the madness that has taken hold. ‘Stop this, please. It’s not too late!’

      ‘Yes, it is, Adam,’ Elizabeth says as she draws back her sabre and brings it down towards me again. ‘Far too late!’

      I raise the trident and block the swings of Elizabeth’s sword once, twice, and then a third time. The sabre sings through the air and generates a spark each time it strikes the metal of the trident’s staff. Ducking away, I try to flank my foe, but she recovers quickly, pirouetting and bringing her sword across to knock the points of my trident away. The rain continues to pour, the Atlanteans and Winterbourne soldiers still fight, and my brother is locked in brutal combat with Hawke, but that fades away as I face the mother of my oldest friend and betrayer of my family. As I drive her sabre clear, I try to ram the staff of the trident into her side, but Elizabeth recovers far too quickly and cuts the sabre down towards my head. I dodge away, but the blade slices across my shoulder and back, drawing a cry of agony from my lips. Staggering back, I feel the warmth of blood running down my back from the wound.

      ‘I expected so much more,’ Elizabeth says in her cold, calculated tone. ‘Your father would be disappointed.’

      ‘Not just in me,’ I reply with gritted teeth. ‘He would not have wanted any of this.’

      ‘Yet here we are, because of your stupidity. We could have been partners. We could have sought out Atlantis together, yet here you and your brother stand, alone. The measure of a person’s wealth is the friends and allies they keep. It seems you are very short of friends.’

      ‘By your actions!’ I call her out with raised trident. ‘Duncan would be ashamed if he could see you now!’

      My words cut deeper than any knife and Elizabeth screams with rage as she charges. Her sabre rises high, ready to slice my head clean from my shoulders, but I’m ready. As Elizabeth closes in, I take a single step forward, lifting the points of the trident towards her. She barely stops in time, sabre still raised, but the trident tips rests on her throat.

      ‘Clever boy,’ she says as the rage fades and her calmness returns.

      ‘Stop this,’ I urge. ‘Please.’

      Matt suddenly cries out as he falls to the ground, beaten and bloodied, with Hawke looming over him, knife in hand. I look at Elizabeth, knowing I have to act, and a smile appears on her lips.

      ‘Make your choice,’ she simply says.

      It’s already made, and I launch the trident at Hawke. The weapon sails through the air and its sharp points tear through the Winterbourne commander’s armour at his chest, knocking him back and clear of Matt.

      ‘Inevitable,’ Elizabeth taunts as she grabs me by the scruff of the neck with the blade of her sabre resting against my cheek. A trickle of blood runs down my face as the razor-sharp edge cuts me.

      ‘I give you this one chance,’ Elizabeth says. ‘Tell me everything you know and have discovered of your father’s path. Tell me, and you and your brother can return home.’

      ‘No,’ I say. ‘You know me better than that. As does your son.’

      Elizabeth raises the sabre, preparing to cut me down, but her strike falters. She looks at me, and I see the anger and contempt slip away. For a moment, I see the woman who took me in when I couldn’t stay at home. I see the mother who cared deeply for my closest friend and all her children. I see Mrs Bowen, Duncan’s mum, not the leader of Winterbourne.

      ‘There’s always a choice,’ I tell her, using Matt’s words.

      ‘True,’ Elizabeth agrees, releasing me and backing away. ‘My choice was made a long time ago. I may not be strong enough to end your life, but that is why I have allies.’

      Behind her approach several of the crimson-eyed soldiers, with raised weapons like a firing squad. Matt stumbles to his feet, the Atlantean shield lost in the battle with Hawke. He paces towards me, standing close by my side.

      ‘Here at the end,’ I tell him with a shaky voice.

      ‘Wouldn’t have it any other way,’ he replies with equal fear.

      ‘Fire,’ Elizabeth says blankly.

      My eyes close as the guns fire and bullets soar, but the pain or end I was expecting does not come. I risk opening my eyes, expecting to see the white pearly gates, or even fire and brimstone, but instead, I see I’m still standing in the rain-soaked ruins of Troy. Matt is beside me, equally puzzled at our survival until we look ahead and see Sironos and Alexio before us with their shields raised. Stelios joins them with his recovered trident, and the three Atlanteans face Elizabeth and her soldiers as a bloody Hawke joins their ranks.

      ‘This ends now,’ Sironos orders. ‘Walk away.’

      ‘No,’ replies Elizabeth before three projectiles fly through the air and land at our feet.

      ‘GRENADES!’ Matt yells as he grabs and pulls me away before the explosions engulf us.

      Matt and I are blown to the ground by the force of the blasts. As the flames extinguish and dust settles, we see that Stelios and Alexio have already recovered, but Sironos remains on the ground. The Atlantean elder bleeds heavily from a dozen wounds across his chest, and he coughs violently.

      ‘No,’ cries Alexio. ‘We must find you a healer.’

      ‘It is… it is too late, my friend,’ Sironos struggles to say. ‘My path… it comes to an end…’

      ‘It has been a life’s honour,’ Stelios says as he brings his brow to Sironos’s in respect and love.

      ‘The honour… has been mine,’ the elder replies with tears in his eyes.

      ‘Leave,’ Stelios tells Matt and me. ‘Go now, while you still can.’

      Alexio screams with rage and rushes the Winterbourne soldiers, trident twirling in her hands as it fires its electrical blasts. Stelios joins her, charging, roaring, and cutting down everything in his path.

      ‘Sons of Christopher Hunter,’ Sironos calls to us with a paled face and fading voice. ‘The stars are a… they are a path left by my people. They are a message. A guide to lead the way home after the cataclysm. Sail from… sail from the island of Gavdos. West… hold your course true west. The thunderbolts of Zeus… will guide you on. The stars… the stars will navigate our walls.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I tell the elder. ‘Thank you for everything.’

      ‘I envy you,’ Sironos says with gasped breaths. ‘You will get to see my home… and its wonders… for the first time. I pray to the Gods that you are… worthy of this… gift.’

      ‘We will earn this gift,’ Matt swears. ‘Thank you.’

      Sironos smiles at that. ‘Hades… a warrior of Atlantis approaches,’ he says, his eyes staring into the sky above us.

      The rain continues to fall as Sirinos, elder of Atlantis, draws his final breath. He then falls silent and still, gaze fixed upon the sky.

      Anger flares within me as I see Sironos’s blood staining my hands. Alexio and Stelios fight back the Winterbourne horde, and I want to join them. I want to fight and make them pay, but Matt takes hold of my arm and pulls me back.

      ‘Adam, we need to go,’ he tells me. ‘We can’t waste this chance. We need to go now!’

      I resist at first but realise he’s right. Winterbourne have us outnumbered and outgunned. This is a fight we can’t win, and we need to continue. We need to find Atlantis and our father.

      Matt pulls me on, and we withdraw into the trees with the battle still raging behind us. I look back once, to the still body of Sironos, and say one last thank you before we’re gone, tired and beaten.

      We came here for the seventh and final clue, which we now have. This should be a victory, but it feels like a crushing defeat. All we can do now is push forward and finish the journey.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

        

      

    

    
      ALAINA: Sailing for home—The Aegean Ocean.

      I look back one last time to Troy, seeing the orange glow of the inferno that was the city on the distant horizon. Troy now stands as a beacon, a burning warning to stay away from the cursed city. To me, it is only a reminder of our failure and the many people, family and friends, lost within its walls.

      ‘How many did we save?’ I ask Phaedra.

      ‘Two hundred and thirteen,’ my second-in-command replies.

      ‘Two hundred escaped a city that had housed a nation,’ I say in disbelief.

      ‘We were lucky to save that many.’

      It should have been more. We should have had warning. We should have held out longer. We should have never brought that damn Trojan horse within the city walls.

      ‘Have our ships keep a wary eye for any sign of the Greek fleet,’ I order. ‘I want to know if they attempt to follow or attack us.’

      ‘They would be foolish to attempt an attack,’ the elder says.

      ‘We are weakened. We have lost many warriors, ships, and commanders.’

      ‘They all died honourably.’

      Not Calix. His is a debt that is still to be repaid and vengeance that will only be fulfilled with the death of Agamemnon. I received word from a survivor of the palace that the Greek King of Kings had found and claimed Andromache, widow of Hektor, as his own. Another wife to torture and torment. I can’t bring myself to even think of what happened to her infant son. I would see Agamemnon die a thousand times for the crimes he has committed, Menelaus too, but now we must flee and seek safety and sanctuary.

      I look away from the city and to the Trojan refugees clustered aboard our ship. My eyes look over them and find Briseis at the bow of the ship. She looks to the city as if lost in a daze of memories, likely of her legendary warrior and lover Achilles. I see Paris and Helen huddled together, the Prince of Troy looking at his burning city with tears in his eyes. He lost his family, his people, and his home in a war that began with their love. Troy lives on in him, as it does in all of the survivors, but I cannot imagine the guilt residing within the prince and his lover. She rests her head upon his chest, eyes closed tight in attempt to shut out the world.

      ‘They will not stop looking for her,’ I say aloud of Helen.

      ‘We could leave them at the next port we come across,’ the elder suggests.

      ‘That is not our way,’ I reply, though I am tempted. ‘No. Their fate is bound with ours now. Do we have enough supplies for everyone?’

      ‘Depends how long the voyage is expected to last,’ Phaedra replies. ‘What is our heading, my Princess?’

      ‘Home,’ I reply, looking at Poseidon’s trident upon my armour. ‘We sail for Atlantis.’
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      ADAM: Aboard a leaking, stinking, barely afloat tub—heading for Atlantis.

      Our flight from Turkey was hurried, and to throw Winterbourne off our scent, we took planes, boats, and then finally, a several hours-long coach ride to reach the west coast of Gavdos. I read a pamphlet about the local history of the island whilst on the coach and strangely heard Abbey’s voice in my head. I miss her. I miss Emma, Abbey, Dave… even Charles.

      The island of Gavdos was described by the philosopher Homer as the place where King Odysseus of Ithaca shipwrecked on his way back from Troy. It was on Gavdos that the hero was rescued by Calypso, the island’s goddess, who held him prisoner for seven years.

      It was there, on Gavdos, that we pieced together the seven constellations and plotted their course.

      The Aquila, eagle of Zeus. The Hydra, multi-headed water snake slain by Hercules. The Cetus, sea monster slain by Perseus. The Centaur, wise half-man, half-horse. The Corvus, crow of Apollo. The Cygnus, swan and disguise of Zeus. The Draco, dragon slain by Hercules. Together, they give a convoluted route of seven course corrections that will guide our way through the walls, as Sironos said. What the Atlantean meant by walls, we don’t know, but we will soon find out.

      We spent every penny we had and traded everything of worth we owned; Matt’s diving watch, the mobile phones Miss Diouri gave us, all the equipment we would not need in this final journey… everything. All we could afford was the hire of this boat, the worst one in the harbours of Gavdos, for three days and sufficient fuel. Even then, we had to sign significant waivers in case we or the boat did not return intact. Our boat is meant for days out and fishing trips, nothing like what we have planned. We were promised that despite its awful appearance and age, the boat wouldn’t sink. So far, I remain unconvinced.

      Worse were the warnings given to us by the sailors we hired the boat from.

      ‘Business or pleasure?’ the toothless, elderly shipmaster asked in surprisingly good English.

      ‘We’re heading west,’ I explained. ‘We’re looking for the thunderbolts of Zeus.’

      The shipmaster’s reaction said it all. He spoke with those around him on the harbour, other sailors, mechanics, and carpenters, all looking at Matt and me with a mixture of concern, laughter, and warning.

      ‘The Death Waters,’ some of them muttered.

      ‘Go south,’ one woman said. ‘You’ll find beautiful coves and diving spots to the south.’

      ‘Thank you, but our course is to the west,’ Matt replied. ‘Why the strange reactions?’

      ‘Many ships and planes have gone west to explore,’ the shipmaster replied in a grim tone. ‘Very few return once they reach the storms. Systems go down and engines fail. If you value your lives, go south and enjoy this glorious sun.’

      ‘You mention the storms,’ I said, remembering that both Charles and my mother mentioned the terrible storms in the area as they searched for our father five years ago. ‘What’s there? What scares people so much?’

      The shipmaster leaned closer to us, speaking in just a whisper. ‘The Walls of Poseidon. Best have your affairs in order if that be your destination. Say goodbye to your loved ones while you can, for you are headed to a ship graveyard.’

      The Walls, just as Sironos had described them.

      We set out immediately with enough provisions to last us nearly a week, despite the agreement that our journey and return would take us three days. Our ship was towed as far west as the sailors we hired dared take us, the rest of the journey ours alone. The Greek crew warned us time and again that this course was foolish, but we didn’t listen to a word. Our minds were made up long ago, and now, as Matt and I sail out alone, we know that answers to questions that have plagued our family for years are soon to be answered.

      Waves rock the boat, and once again, I clamp my eyes shut, gripping the handrail on day three of our search.

      ‘Woah!’ calls out Matt from the wheelhouse where he steers our rust-bucket fishing boat. ‘That was a big one!’

      ‘You’re not helping,’ I call back to him.

      ‘You’re doing well. There was a time not too long ago when you wouldn’t have even set foot on this thing, let alone joined me in sailing across the Mediterranean.’

      I agree, and if I had my choice, I wouldn’t be here. The fear strikes hard surrounded by so much ocean. My heart thunders in my chest and panic and dizziness threaten to overwhelm me, just like it always does. All I can do is fight my fear of water by focussing on the goal.

      My wounds have barely recovered since our run-in with Elizabeth Bowen, Hawke, and their Winterbourne-hired thugs. Matt is much the same, although for a couple of cracked ribs that still cause him pain. We both have gained more than a few stitches and scars as mementos of Troy, and though exhausted we push on, always forward.

      ‘We still heading west?’ I ask for the hundredth time.

      ‘Yes,’ Matt calls back. ‘You know I can work a compass.’

      ‘Just checking.’ I dare to open my eyes for a moment before clamping them shut once again as waves crash into the creaking, rusted hull of our boat. Smoke faintly pours from the engine, which I’m told is perfectly normal, though I think Matt might be lying.

      ‘Can you see anything ahead?’ he asks.

      ‘You know I’m not looking!’ I call back.

      ‘You really should.’

      I open one eye and then another as I see what has drawn his attention. I pull myself up and over to the front of the boat, fear forgotten and replaced with excitement. Ahead of us on the horizon as far as I can see are storm clouds. Lightning flashes from amongst them, followed by a distant rumble of thunder.

      ‘The thunderbolts of Zeus!’ I say. ‘That has to be it!’

      ‘Almighty Zeus will guide us.’ Matt repeats the words of Sironos. ‘Next stop, Atlantis!’

      ‘Atlantis.’ I say the word, having almost forgotten that was our destination. Instead, I have been focussed on what, or rather who, we hope to find there.

      Matt secures the wheel and joins me at the front of our boat, looking out to our destination. As we approach, I realise the sheer size of the storm ahead of us. To the north and south of us, as far as I can see, are bolts of lightning rippling through the clouds and down to the waters below.

      ‘Usually, sailors try to avoid storms,’ I say to him. ‘We are the only ones dumb enough to actively hunt them down to enter.’

      ‘There’s an area of Venezuela that has lightning storms at the exact time and place a hundred and sixty-five nights a year. From what the shipmaster in Gavdos said, these storms ahead of us are all year round.’

      ‘That’s not ominous at all. It does make the perfect defence for something to hide within.’

      ‘My thoughts exactly,’ my brother says as the rumble of thunder grows louder. The waters are growing rougher too, the waves knocking our boat hard and drawing more creaks and groans from its rusted hull. Smoke continues to pour from the engine as it struggles to keep us going.

      ‘Look,’ I say, pointing to the darkening sky above and the stars shining through the clouds.

      ‘The stars will navigate our walls,’ Matt says, remembering Sironos’s words.

      ‘The constellations were never a path to Atlantis!’ I say. ‘They’re a way in! The storms beat back everyone who searched for our father, but we have the route through!’

      ‘We’re almost there, Adam,’ my brother says with a widening smile. ‘I know it.’

      In his hand is our father’s battered lighter, gripped tightly for luck, as if this token is leading us straight to him.

      ‘Me too,’ I reply. Despite being at sea and heading towards the monumental storm, despite what we have endured and suffered in our pursuit of the star constellations… despite all of it, I’m smiling. Matt is too.

      ‘Whatever happened,’ Matt tells me, raising the lighter and signalling ahead, ‘we’ll find him.’

      ‘Dad,’ I say as I look on into the heart of the storm ahead, ‘we’re coming.’
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            HISTORICAL NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Atlantis and the War of Troy. These were two legends that I was always keen for Adam and the Relic Hunters to explore.

      The War of Troy is the ultimate Greek tragedy. The cast of heroes and villains, their trials and tribulations, victories and losses, make Homer’s Iliad one of the greatest tales ever told. I tried to feature as much of the war and its events as possible, but to include everything from a decade-long war is near impossible. As told by Homer’s Iliad, the entire might of Greece was united in seeking the return of Helen of Sparta. The love between Helen and Paris started a war that would be told for generations, and even now, the world knows of the mighty Achilles and his infamous weakness, of Helen’s unparalleled beauty and the deceit of the Trojan Horse.

      Arguments still exist over the real existence of Troy and the war. The ancient city of Hisarlik in modern Turkey has been accepted by some to be the location of Troy, but this was only after many decades of scientific and literary study. There is still no agreement that the War of Troy, or its combatants, ever existed, but the exploits of Hektor, Paris, Helen, Agamemnon, Menelaus, and Achilles will live on forever thanks to Homer’s Iliad.

      What isn’t mentioned in the Iliad and the War of Troy is the role Atlantis played, which sadly is my own creation to link the two legends. What information that does exist about the people of Atlantis describes them as a proud nation, with a strong warrior army and a naval fleet unmatched by any upon the Aegean ocean. There were wars with the Greek nations and even an invasion of Athens once, but sadly, no mention of them in the War of Troy.
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