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      1631 BC, at the Palace of Knossos on Creta, the capital of the Minoan civilization

      Squinting as they emerged from the shadow of the palace and into afternoon sunshine that was both bright and hot, Darius of Agremon listened intently as the King of the Minoans both praised and scolded him.

      “As lochagos of the coastguardsmen, you have no equal on your island,” Cydon said as they made their way down the steps of the palace. “No one with whom to commiserate.”

      Darius allowed a grunt, a bit surprised by the king’s words. The man had never seemed interested in Darius’ personal life, nor had he mentioned much of his own. “I have no complaints, and therefore no need to commiserate,” Darius replied. After the cool confines of the palace in which they had been discussing matters of new trading routes, valuable cargo, and protection from pirates, the heat was a harsh reminder it was summer in the Aegean.

      “You have ypolochagoi, though,” the king stated, referring to the lieutenants who oversaw the watchtowers and the coastguardsmen who manned them.

      “Seven of them,” Darius acknowledged. “One for each watchtower. I meet with each one at least once a sennight. Unless there is trouble, of course, in which case I see them more often.”

      He wasn’t about to admit he liked to join the coastguardsmen on raids against the few pirates who managed to make it onto the island of Strongili. He had learned his fighting skills over decades of practice, in many different lands, and with a variety of weapons, and he wanted to stay sharp.

      Cydon frowned. “Which means you are not taking your day of rest,” he scolded.

      “I have no need of rest when much of what I do is to ride a horse,” Darius argued. Then he dipped his head. This was the King of the Minoans to whom he was speaking—at the man’s invitation. He had no right to counter the ruler’s words. “Apologies, my king.”

      King Cydon paused when they were once again in the shade, this respite courtesy of the olive trees that lined the main thoroughfare of Knossos. “You need not apologize, Darius. I may be your king, but I am not your ruler.”

      Despite having lived in many countries in his lifetime—he had lived six-hundred years, as near as he could figure—Darius had never encountered one in which the king wasn’t so much a monarch but rather a trade negotiator. That, and a keeper of the trade agreements made with allies of the Minoans. But it also meant Cydon had to defend the trade routes that came under his jurisdiction. Ensure shipments made it to their destination. Keep trading partners satisfied.

      Minoa’s reach extended throughout the Aegean, so every island with valuable goods had to be protected from pirates or invasion by enemies. The coastguardsmen of Strongili were essentially the king’s army on that island, and Darius was their leader.

      “And I am not about to order you to do something that is not in your nature,” Cydon added.

      “I appreciate that,” Darius replied with a smirk.

      “However, may I suggest you take a wife?”

      His brows cocked in surprise, Darius stared at the king for several heartbeats. Before he could put voice to a word of protest, Cydon added, “A wife is a woman with whom you can spend your evenings. Your days of rest. A place to put your cock at night and in the mornings,” he went on, as if he were explaining the concept of a female partner to a young boy.

      “I have had wives in the past,” Darius replied, almost embarrassed at hearing the king’s tutorial. At Cydon’s raised eyebrow, he added, “Two of them.”

      He had actually had three wives, but to mention that number would have the king suspicious. Darius wasn’t about to admit he was six-hundred years old when he looked no older than forty summers.

      Cydon frowned. “Death in the childbed?”

      Darius dipped his head, deciding it was easiest to have the king believe that particular scenario for one of his wives. “And disease,” he said. Admitting one had died of old age was out of the question. His second wife had lived to be over eighty.

      “Sympathies,” Cydon replied in a quiet voice. “Still, you are a...” He paused, realizing he couldn’t say that Darius was still a young man. There were slight crinkles at the edges of his eyes, and his chiseled features had long since lost the softness of youth. His close-cropped hair looked as if it would display flecks of gray in the next year or so. “You are a man in need of a reason to go home at night,” Cydon stated. “Which is why I am giving you one.”

      For a moment, Darius thought the king was bestowing a wife on him before he realized they were discussing homes. “I have an oikos,” Darius argued.

      “Ah, but not one you are anxious to go to very often,” Cydon countered.

      The hairs on the back of Darius’ neck lifted, and he regarded the king with a face that could have been carved from stone. Had someone been watching him and reporting back to the king? One of his trusted lieutenants, perhaps? “It is not a bastion of luxury, if that is what you are implying,” Darius replied carefully.

      “Then I have guessed right,” the king said with triumph.

      Darius relaxed a bit, realizing he wasn’t the subject of some royal spy’s efforts to learn more about him.

      “There is a villa on the north shore of Strongili. Near the settlement you know as Tholos. That villa is now yours,” Cydon said with a nod. “A housekeeper—one you already know from your time here on Creta—is seeing to it everything is in place for your arrival in two days’ time. She will see to your meals when you are in residence. I have seen to a stable for your horse, and amenities to match those you seem to appreciate most while you are here in my palace,” he went on, his joy at describing Darius’ new home evident in his enthusiasm and huge grin.

      “Gratitude, my king,” Darius murmured, realizing at once he couldn’t turn down the offer—even if he didn’t make it to the north end of the island more than one or two days every sennight. “But... why?”

      Cydon gave a shake of his head. “I cannot have my very best lochagos living in a tent,” he replied, pausing for a moment. “There is a cost, of course.” When Darius didn’t say anything but merely allowed a shrug, Cydon added, “You will train the new recruits.”

      Contrary to the king’s assumption that training recruits would be abhorrent, this was welcome news to Darius. He had expressed concern only the year before that some watchmen were lax in their duties. That some coastguardsmen lacked training with certain weapons. That most were unfamiliar with tactics invaders might employ to gain access to an island. “I am honored. I accept, of course,” Darius said with a nod.

      “You will need to choose two of your ypolochagoi to train as potential lochagos. So there will be someone to take your place while you are training new watchmen here on Creta,” Cydon warned. “Your best and most trusted men.”

      Darius nodded. “I have two such men,” he replied. Glaukos was of an age and level of experience he could trust in his stead. Klumenos was another, but would require more seasoning before Darius could leave the island in his hands.

      Cydon nodded. “And you will need to find a wife.”

      Darius blinked, stunned by the king’s decree. “And if I cannot find one who would abide my frequent absences from the villa?” He hardly thought it fair to marry and then leave a woman to live alone for days at a time. Although there were no doubt women who would prefer such an arrangement, he had never met one.

      “At least look for a wife,” Cydon replied. “Or arrange a betrothal in the very least, if you find one who is not yet old enough to wed.”

      Thinking of every woman on Strongili who had not yet taken a husband—and he knew most of them—Darius felt a lead weight drop into his stomach. None of them would marry him but one, and she was a prostitute. He hadn’t even spent a night in her bed!

      But perhaps there was a young woman somewhere on Strongili. Someone who might one day be old enough to agree to marry him.

      As an Immortal, he had all the time in the world. As a lochagos, it seemed he was on a deadline.

      “I will do as you say,” Darius agreed. “It may take some time to find one, but I shall be on the hunt for a bride.”

      King Cydon smiled before they were interrupted by one of his advisors. “Let us hope it happens before my successor ascends the throne,” he said. “I should like to meet the woman you choose. Safe travels, Lochagos,” he added, before heading back to the palace with the advisor.

      Darius watched them go, grimacing at the thought of what he was expected to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            A Night on the Beach

          

        

      

    

    
      A beach near Akrotiri on the island of Strongili, in the center of the Minoan civilization

      The flames of a small fire danced about in the late evening breeze as Darius of Agremon sat on the red sands of a beach. Tired, but not weary enough to give in to sleep, he contemplated his latest trip to Creta.

      His only reason for making the seventy milion crossing was to meet with the king. He did so on a regular basis, always during every other new moon, always at the palace at Knossos, and never for very long. There was wasn’t much to tell King Cydon. They rarely spoke of anything other than the security of the islands under the king’s control. The need to prevent pirates and marauders from either landing on the islands or disrupting important shipments from reaching the center of the Minoan trading juggernaut.

      As Strongili’s lochagos, Darius would apprise Cydon of any current threats to the island and to Creta. Request more watchtowers and the coastguardsmen to man them.

      Then Darius would find passage on a northbound ship, ready to spend the return trip sleeping so he could resume his command of Strongili’s coastguard when the ship docked in the morning.

      Today’s crossing was made on a ship heavy with cargo.  Possessed of a huge crew featuring muscled oarsmen, the ship set a new record for speed when it made it into the port near Akrotiri by sundown.

      So much for having arranged a cabin in which to spend the night.

      Had they arrived at dawn the following day as expected, Darius would have made his way on horseback to the tent he kept on one of the mountains in the southern half of the island. Spent the rest of the day there, and then made the trip to a small oikos he owned on the north end of the island the following day. But with the sun having set and no desire to travel in the dark, he decided to spend the night in Akrotiri.

      Not wanting to impose on either of the coastguardsmen he knew who lived there—both had wives and families—Darius instead arranged for a bed and an early supper at an inn near the port. Unable to sleep, he had ventured onto the red beach and discovered the still-hot embers of an abandoned fire. A bit of kindling and dried driftwood brought the fire back to life.

      His thoughts strayed to his meeting with Cydon. At first, he wasn’t sure why his earlier conversation with the reigning King of Minoa had him so bothered.

      Although King Cydon had praised Darius time and again for his skills as lochagos, his other comments as to his personal life had stung in a way Darius couldn’t seem to shake.

      You are a man in need of a reason to go home at night.

      Didn’t the security of the island take precedence over the condition of his living quarters?

      You will need to find a wife.

      The thought of taking another mortal to wife bothered Darius. Was it fair to wed a woman who could never bear his child? After three wives, he knew he could not father a babe.

      The dying fire briefly flared back to life just then, pulling Darius from his reverie. At the same moment, a slight tingle at the edge of his consciousness should have had him on alert. Had him reaching for a weapon and preparing a fight to the death. But something about the sensation seemed more friend than foe. More relaxed than dangerous. More welcome than not.

      Angling his head to glance up at the high ground overlooking the red beach, he couldn’t make out anything—or anyone—watching from above. But the musical sound of a young girl’s giggle, barely heard over the wind, had him grinning.

      Leave it to the young to find humor in my quandary.

      A few minutes later, Darius of Agremon made his way back to the inn and slept harder than he had in years.
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      Meanwhile, on the cliff above the beach

      Curiosity had the baby goat hopping to where Stella sat cross-legged at the edge of the cliff overlooking the red beach. A plaintive bleat preceded the animal’s drop to the ground next to Stella, and a moment later, his head was resting on the young girl’s knee.

      “I miss her, too,” Stella whispered, referring to the female goat that had died the week before. The one who had given birth to this particular kid. She had been too young to give birth, and so it was no surprise to Stella that she would die when she did.

      Helena, Stella’s mother, expected the newborn to die before the sun rose. But Stella had seen to feeding the goat  from a small bottle with a makeshift nipple. She even stayed awake the entire first night just to be sure the babe survived, and now it seemed she had a constant companion and a friend for life.

      Stella absently rested a hand on the baby goat’s head, her attention on the beach below. Specifically on the remains of a bonfire that had just been abandoned.

      Earlier that evening, she had been drawn to the cliff’s edge by the raucous sounds of several young men. Engaged in loud conversation and rough play, they had finally gathered around the bonfire one of them had built with driftwood. Unable to hear their words, Stella had been about to go inside for the night. The goat had fallen asleep, though, and she didn’t wish to wake him just yet.

      The fire seemed to die all at once, the flames guttering as its fuel supply dwindled. Soon the boys drifted toward Akrotiri, calls of farewell signaling an end to their evening gathering. Darkness replaced the purple and peach twilight, and the soothing sounds of occasional waves washing ashore interrupted the quiet.

      Her eyelids drooping, Stella was about to drift off to sleep when a slight tickle had her eyes snapping open.

      The tickle was familiar. She experienced such a sensation when she climbed the oldest of her father’s olive trees. Only one person on the island caused the same tickle.

      A large man—an important man—who visited her father every summer to order olives and olio from the next harvest.

      She turned her attention to the red beach below.

      That very man was making his way to the remains of the fire. The tickle in her head increased until she was grinning with happiness.

      What was it about him that had her feeling such delight in her head?

      Seen up close, she thought him almost frightening. He had strange markings on his skin, and his manner was always so serious, as if he wanted everyone to fear him. She knew he was an important person on the island, but he was not so important that he lived in a palace.

      He wasn’t the king.

      Her mother, Helena, had taught her the king, Cydon, lived in a beautiful palace on Creta, a large island to the south. She had never been to Creta, nor had she seen King Cydon, but she had seen the man on the beach. Sometimes Stella saw him with other men, all on horses, rushing off to the east or to the west, their bows loaded with arrows or their swords raised as if they sought to do battle.

      She never saw whatever—or whomever—they pursued with their weapons. But she heard her father speak of pirates. Heard him talk of invaders from other lands intent on stealing the valuable goods of Strongili.

      The man on the beach was the lochagos of the coastguardsmen, Helena had once explained. Our protector.

      Stella closed her eyes and concentrated on the man who now sat at the edge of a fire he had relit using driftwood. After he settled onto the red sands, his muscled forearms wrapped around his bent legs and his chin dropped to rest atop his knees. Although she couldn’t see his eyes from this far away, she was sure his gaze fell on the flames.

      Fire was always mesmerizing. Hypnotic. Comforting. Even on a hot night such as this. Stella had half a mind to negotiate the goat path that led down toward Akrotiri so she could join him.

      The moon hadn’t come up yet, though. The path wasn’t visible in the dark. What if he didn’t want her company? Her questions? Her comfort?

      Contact with another who was like him? For she was sure he was as aware of her as she was aware of him.

      He just didn’t know it yet. He wasn’t paying attention to the tickle in his head.

      Stella gently moved the baby goat’s head from her knee and stood up. For several minutes, she simply stared at the lochagos. Concentrated on him and his mood, stunned to discover he felt lost. Confused.

      Old.

      Her brows furrowing in shared confusion, Stella watched as he lifted his head and seemed to finally acknowledge he wasn’t alone.

      Studying him as he was now, Stella thought he no longer seemed so large and imposing in such a position. No longer the frightening leader of the coastguardsmen who were said to vanquish any pirates and behead all the marauders who dared land on the island.

      For a moment, Stella was sure he spotted her atop the cliff. Finally!

      She thought of the very funniest memory she had—of the baby goat and how he hopped instead of walked everywhere he went—and she giggled in delight.

      The man’s alert state abated, and his serious manner slowly changed to one of amusement. Another moment, and he stood up and made the short trek back to Akrotiri.

      Instead of taking satisfaction in what she had managed to accomplish, Stella frowned. At no point had the lochagos acknowledged her. At no point had he waved in her direction. He hadn’t even sent a thankful thought in response to her efforts to ease his mind.

      Perhaps he wasn’t like her at all.

      Just old, like the ancient olive trees.

      Allowing a long sigh, Stella led the baby goat to the stables behind the oikos and settled onto a straw pallet for the night. A few more days, and the baby goat would no longer be so lonely.

      Stella, on the other hand, might remain lonely for a long time.
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      A sennight later

      Given the importance of the tree that stood before him, Darius of Agremon couldn’t help but feel a bit underwhelmed. It was not particularly tall, nor was it wide. The leaves weren’t fragrant or colorful, although they stayed on the tree year-round. The green fruit was quite small, and the trunk was reminiscent of a gnarled old man he had once come across in his travels. If he hadn’t been told it was over a thousand years old, he would have guessed the tree was far younger.

      Perhaps it was the age of it that had him staring at it for so long. For the first time in his life, Darius had discovered a living thing that was older than him.

      “There are two-hundred more just like it in my orchards,” Andros said as he watched the commander of the Strongili coastguardsmen regard his favorite olive tree. “Not as old, of course, but they produce the best olives in all of the Aegean Islands. The best olive olio in all the world, when we combine the black and the green fruit together in the press.”

      Darius gave a nod as his gaze traveled down the crooked rows of olive trees that populated the south end of the largest land mass of Strongili. Although it would have been easy to accuse the olive grower of boasting, he could tell by the man’s passion he spoke the truth. Having tasted the products of the old but not-so-exotic trees, Darius had to agree.

      Which made bargaining with the man that much more difficult.

      “So, what will it cost me to keep my men in olives and olio this next year?” he asked as he placed one of his palms against the tree’s trunk. Just as he did so, a slight tingle made itself apparent at the edge of his consciousness at the same moment his horse nickered softly. He gave a start and glanced around, his hand breaking contact with the tree as he did so. The tingle disappeared, and he held his breath as he contemplated what had just happened.

      “The same as last year,” Andros replied with a shrug, unaware of what the commander had just experienced. “Your service to our island is necessary,” he added, when he noted Darius’ look of surprise. “We all know the Egyptians or Hittites could lay waste to our lands should they wish to.”

      Darius nodded, although inside he bristled at the implication the Hittites could overtake the island. Not on my watch, he almost said. Those two potential enemies as well as Mycenaeans and pirates were the reason he and his men were charged with defending Strongili, Creta, and the other nearby islands that made up the center of the Minoan civilization.

      Since most of the cities on the islands were built atop hills that allowed for fortification, his men were stationed at watchtowers and ports next to the shore that surrounded the mostly round island. Should a ship filled with marauders be spotted, it was possible for his men to stop an invasion before it started.

      “Gratitude for your words,” Darius said then, just as the familiar tingle returned in his head. Once again, the Sorraia lifted his head and nickered. Darius frowned when he realized he wasn’t even touching the tree trunk. His gaze swept across the orchard in an attempt to determine what—or who—might have caused the odd sensation, one he had learned over hundreds of years ago foretold the presence of another like him.

      An Immortal.

      When he didn’t immediately spot anyone else in the orchard, he was about to turn his attention back to Andros when movement in one of the trees had him reaching for his sword.

      “Oh, do not mind her, sir,” Andros said with a shake of his head, one hand held out as if he could prevent Darius from raising his weapon. “She is just curious.”

      Furrowing a brow, Darius stared at the tree, finally spotting a flash of color among the leaves. “Who is she?” he asked in a whisper, remembering just then the young girl’s giggle he had heard when he was on the beach the sennight before. The sound chasing away his dark thoughts and replacing them with amusement. The reminder of them later that night sending him into a deep sleep that left him more refreshed than he had felt in a very long time.

      Andros dipped his head. “My daughter, Stella. She is young, but quite good at climbing the trees, especially at harvest.” When the commander gave him a sideways glance, he added, “She has hands that are perfect for removing olives from the branches. My Helena says it is like watching her slide the pearls off of a necklace.”

      Finally allowing a grin, Darius regarded the farmer a moment. “And when it is not time to harvest?”

      Andros motioned towards a pair of boulders and took a seat on the lower one. “She uses a knife to cut out the tiny branches that do not bear fruit,” he replied as Darius leaned on the larger boulder. Andros held out a gnarled hand, aged with liver spots and years of labor. “Something I can no longer do well.”

      A quick glance at Andros’ arthritic fingers confirmed the man was too old to be climbing in olive trees, but it also had Darius wondering if Andros’ wife was far younger than him. The girl in the olive tree couldn’t be older than nine or ten summers. “Does your wife work in the orchards then?” he asked.

      Andros shook his head. “Only at harvest. She helps to pick up the olives from the burlap we spread beneath the trees. Like me, she is no longer young enough to do what Stella does.”

      Darius dared another glance in the direction of the tree in which he had spotted Stella, but he couldn’t see any evidence of her through the sage green leaves.

      He couldn’t help but notice the pleasant tingle in his head was no longer present, though.

      “Your older children must help, I suppose,” he hinted, wanting to know if Stella was the youngest.

      “We have no other children,” Andros said with a shake of his head. “Stella was a gift from the gods.” When he noted how the commander stared at him, his dour expression suggesting he didn’t believe in deities, Andros added with a shrug, “We were blessed.”

      Giving a non-committal grunt, Darius half-asked, “If you do not have other children to help you...” He paused and waved at the orchard behind him. “You must employ others for the harvest, no?”

      This time, Andros nodded. “I hire the men from Akrotiri who also gather the saffron. The two crops come in at different times, so those men are available when I need them. In the autumn, before the nights are too cold,” he explained. “They help cart the olives to the mill where they are pressed for the olio.”

      Darius nodded his understanding. Saffron was the most lucrative of all the crops on Strongili, its yellow used in the manufacture of dyes for fabrics. “Perhaps I shall have to come watch while your daughter slides the pearls from the necklaces,” he said with a grin.

      Andros smiled, his white teeth gleaming in the harsh sun. “You are welcome to do so, but be warned. She may put you to work picking them up.”

      His smile matching that of Andros’, Darius said, “Perhaps she will.” He straightened and pushed his red cape from his shoulders. “I would not be adverse to a day of labor.” With that, he mounted his Sorraia, the horse once again lifting his head as if to listen. Darius gave another glance in the direction of the olive trees before he took his leave of the orchard.
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      A sennight later

      Darius watched as two of his men dispatched the last of the five pirates that had attempted a raid on an outbound ship from Perisa. Their boat, half sunk but stuck in the sands of the black beach, would make a suitable fishing boat should some enterprising young man dig it out.

      How such a small craft had made it to the island on the rough waters of the Mediterranean, Darius was wont to know. None of the pirates spoke a language he understood, though, and his men and those of the targeted ship were ruthless in dispatching the first three pirates.

      Their bodies were somewhere beneath the surface of the water.

      “I spotted your warning shot from above,” Darius said as he indicated the steep hill behind him. “I see I am too late to have any fun, though,” he added as he indicated the bodies at his feet. “How did you know they were pirates?”

      Glaukos, one of Darius’ most trusted lieutenants, glanced over Darius’ shoulder. “We saw them come ’round from the north,” he explained. He motioned toward the sea with the helm he carried in one hand, its boar’s tusks threatening to impale anyone who came too close. “At the very same time Orestes set sail for Creta. Four of my men were in a packet seeing to the launch of the Eritha when they sent up the fire.”

      The warning signal, a flaming arrow shot straight up into the sky, was one of the means by which the coastguardsmen knew a threat existed. For boats still out at sea, smoke signals from bonfires provided the notice necessary to gather troops to the threatened beach.

      Orestes captained Eritha, a vessel that transported saffron, olive oil, and textiles the seventy milion to Creta. His frequent and successful sailings were a source of pride for the seaman. He had yet to lose a shipment, let alone a ship, to the waters of the Aegean.

      Or to marauders.

      “And your men?” Darius asked, his gaze taking a quick survey of the contingent stationed on the southeast side of the island.

      “All accounted for, sir,” Glaukos replied. “Orestes lost two oarsmen, though. Arrows got both of them.”

      Darius hissed. “I will give him my apologies—”

      “I have already given mine,” Glaukos interrupted, and then ducked his head when he noted Darius’ frown. “I have... I have failed in my duties,” he added.

      Darius took a deep breath. Glaukos was his very best ypolochagoi. He didn’t want the man feeling guilty over something he couldn’t have prevented. “Could you have taken either arrow in place of the oarsmen who did?”

      Glaukos furrowed a brow. “No, sir.”

      “Then you can hardly count this a failure,” Darius said in a voice kept low so that only his lieutenant could hear. “I will not hear your resignation, nor will you be allowed to fall on a sword. Do I make myself clear?”

      Startled at hearing the commander’s orders, Glaukos nodded. “Yes, Lochagos.”

      “Take what can be salvaged from the bodies and see to it they are buried.”

      “Buried?” Glaukos repeated. “Not... burned?”

      His attention going to the two pirates that had just had their throats slit, Darius gave his head a shake. “Pirates do not deserve to be burned,” he replied. “Let the creatures of the earth have them.”

      “Yes, Lochagos.”

      Darius made his way to where the Eritha was docked, heartened to find the ship’s captain giving orders.

      “Orestes,” Darius called out as he approached, his dun-colored horse following close behind.

      The captain paused in his conference with a crewman and gave the commander a nod. “Darius of Agremon,” he said by way of a greeting. “I could hardly think this is a matter worthy of your attention,” he added as he held out his hand.

      Darius took Orestes’ hand and gave it a firm shake. “Any incident that threatens Strongili is a worthy matter,” he replied. “Apologies for the loss of your men.”

      An expression of appreciation passed over Orestes’ face. “They were good men. Old, though, and not long for this earth. Much like us, no?” he teased.

      Wondering if his face appeared more worn than usual—he hadn’t heard this many comments about this age since his assignment on the island had begun—Darius scrubbed a hand over a cheek. “Still, two men are two men too many,” he countered. “Will you still launch today?”

      “Indeed,” Orestes replied. “I was just about to give the order.”

      “Take some of my men,” Darius insisted. “Just in case—”

      “I have no room for them,” Orestes interrupted, one hand waving in front of him, as if to punctuate his words. “And even if I did, I would rather they stay guarding the shore. For my return. In two sennights, I should think. Perhaps less if my wife does not welcome my return to Creta.” This remark was followed with a roll of his eyes.

      “I hear gifts of gold are always welcome by those who have been left alone for too long,” Darius hinted. “Maybe a gemstone or two.” He had learned the hard way with his second wife, although he could barely remember her.

      Orestes grinned. “I have acquired a most stunning piece for my Karantha. A necklace made of gold with pearls,” he added, his eyebrows lifting.

      “Sounds expensive,” Darius remarked.

      “It was. But my cock shall have a willing home for several nights. Maybe for my entire stay on Creta,” Orestes said in a lowered voice.

      Darius nodded his understanding. “Then safe travels, old man,” he said before dipping his head.

      When he was sure his orders were being carried out by Glaukos’ men, Darius mounted his horse and was about to make his way up the steep incline to the middle of the island when several men on horseback approached on the beach from the south. He paused when he recognized one of his lieutenants. “Klumenos!” he called out.

      The coastguardman’s eyes scanned the scene before him before he turned his attention to Darius. “Lochagos. We saw the signal and came as soon as we could,” he said as he pulled his horse alongside Darius’ Sorraia.

      “Five pirates in a boat far too small to have made a crossing,” Darius said, one eyebrow arching up.

      “Which means they came from somewhere near?” Klumenos guessed. Two of his men joined them, also on horseback, listening in on their conference.

      “That is my guess,” Darius agreed. “How would you like to dispatch a nest of snakes?” he asked, knowing the man was probably hungry for action. Klumenos’ men had the responsibility for guarding the entire southern shore of the island, but they saw little in the way of action. Most ships that arrived at that port came by way of Creta.

      Klumenos glanced at his men, who nodded their agreement. “I should like my odds better with two, perhaps three more men,” he said.

      Darius glanced over towards Glaukos and his men. “Take four of them. Glaukos, too, if you do not mind another ypolochago. He is anxious to take revenge. Two oarsmen were killed by pirates before they were intercepted.”

      Nodding, Klumenos glanced in the direction of his fellow coastguardsman. “And you, Darius? Do you wish to join us on our hunt for snakes?”

      The commander gave a shake of his head. “Snake hunting is for the young,” he replied with a laugh. “Just do not get yourself bit by a viper.”

      Klumenos grinned and saluted, and he and his men were off at a gallop to the other end of the black beach.

      Darius watched as they hurried off, a sense of melancholy settling over him. Talk of age had him anxious to spend time in the company of someone far younger.

      And he knew exactly where he could find her.
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      An hour later

      The pounding of the sea against the black shore faded as the horse made quick work of the gradual climb from Perisa to the pass between two mountains and the road heading west. Darius had his mount pause as he turned to survey the horizon from the highest point of his journey. Although he no longer had a view of the beach, he did spot the Eritha well on its journey south to Creta. A few fishing boats dotted the sea near the pristine beaches, but he could see no other ships from this vantage.

      He knew another place from which he could scan the southern horizon. Andros’ oikos sat near a slight cliff, the city of Akrotiri spread out below. Getting there would require Darius make his way along the southern beaches or inland over undulating hills and through Andros’ olive orchard. On a warm day such as this, he was already planning to go through the orchard. The trees would provide some shade as he made his way.

      At the edge of the grove, he half-expected to feel the slight tingle he had come to realize was the signature of Stella’s Essence. Had she been older, or if she had already died for the first time, he knew her Essence would be more pronounced, the tingling sensation it caused more noticeable. Having learned of her existence only the week before, Darius had spent the past few nights wondering if she was truly another Immortal.

      Anticipation had him wanting to urge his horse to trot faster—run, perhaps—but he had no need to hurry, and he feared he might miss her if he allowed his horse the rein.

      About halfway through the orchard, the tingle tickled at the edge of his awareness, and he slowed his horse to a walk. He glanced to his left and right, looking for the colorful fabric of a skirt amongst the leaves of the trees. When the tingle increased in intensity, he halted the Sorraia and studied the trees. He could detect no movement in their branches, nor any color outside of the sage green of the leaves. There was no sound of birds or insects. The quiet in the orchard was almost unnerving, which made him wonder why his mount suddenly nickered.

      The thump of an olive hitting his head had him giving a start.

      He might have expected such an occurrence should he be parked beneath one of the trees, but he had stopped his horse between a row of them.

      Listening carefully for the sounds of tree branches cracking or leaves rustling, he allowed a chuckle when a second olive hit his shoulder.

      “Another direct hit!” he called out, making sure to keep his expression from appearing dour. He didn’t want to scare his assailant.

      The sound of a giggle gave away the young girl’s location. Seeing Stella’s grinning face staring at him from between two branches, Darius realized the color of her skirt was nearly the same as those of the leaves of the black olive tree in which she was sitting. “Your aim is excellent, young lady,” he called out.

      “You are so close, I could not miss,” Stella countered as she lowered herself onto a branch closer to the ground. She sat on it, her legs dangling below the lowest branches. “Are you searching for my father?”

      Darius had his mount approach the tree, and he halted the beast when he was nearly under the young girl. “No. But I am gladdened to find you,” he responded. “I had hoped to introduce myself when I last visited Andros.”

      Glancing around as if she thought he might be speaking to someone else, Stella finally asked, “To me?”

      He gave a nod along with a look of amusement, deciding the young girl wasn’t as precocious as he first thought. “I am Darius of Agremon.”

      Stella furrowed a brow. “I have not heard of Agremon. Is it on the other end of the island?”

      Darius shook his head. “It is... it is far east of here. In a much larger land than this,” he replied. His gaze went to her feet. She wore thin leather sandals, the ties wrapped around her calves to keep them in place. “And you? Where are you from?”

      Stella regarded him with suspicion a moment before she said, “Akrotiri.” She straightened on the branch and announced, “I am Stella of Akrotiri.” And then she giggled, the musical sound bringing a smile to Darius’ face. He was sure he recognized that giggle from his night on the beach. He almost asked what she had found so amusing, but decided he didn’t want to embarrass the young girl.

      His smile had her suddenly sobering. “You don’t look as old as father says you are.”

      Darius blinked. He was about to reply with a comment about how old he really was, but thought better of it. No need to give away his age to one who probably hadn’t seen ten winters. “What makes you say that?” he asked.

      She dimpled and gave a shake of her head. “He said you have the soul of a very old man.”

      Dipping his head, Darius considered this bit of news. Perhaps having an old soul wasn’t the same as being old. “And you? How old are you?”

      Stella’s attention was on his horse, though, her swinging legs having attracted the attention of the Sorraia. “How old is your horse?”

      Darius ran his hand along his mount’s neck. “Four springs, I think,” replied.

      Brightening at this, Stella said, “I am ten summers. What do you call him?”

      Not having given his mount a name—he thought to decide on something once he had ridden him more than a month or two—Darius wasn’t sure how to respond. “Perhaps you can help in that regard.”

      Her swinging legs came to a halt and her eyes widened. “Help?” she repeated.

      “Give him a name. What would you call him?”

      Stella seemed uncertain for a moment. “I think I would need to ride him before I could give him a name.”

      Darius allowed a smirk, recognizing her ploy for what it was. “Have you ever ridden a horse before?”

      Shaking her head, Stella clambered down from the tree and moved to stand in front of the Sorraia.

      Alarmed at what the horse might do—Stella had positioned herself directly in front of the beast—Darius was about to dismount. But the horse merely nickered and then lowered his head until Stella’s hand could come to rest on the side of his nose.

      “Take care,” he warned. “I should not want you trampled—”

      “Ssh!” she interrupted, holding a finger to her lips as she leaned to her right.

      Blinking, Darius stared at her. How dare she shush him! And how dare she touch his horse! But he was mesmerized as he watched her return her attention to the beast. He knew she was saying something, but her whispers didn’t quite make their way to his ears, and he leaned forward in an effort to hear.

      In the meantime, his horse continued to nicker, as if he was conversing with the child. Darius rolled his eyes in dismay, wondering how much longer Stella intended to treat the horse as a plaything. Then she was suddenly standing next to where his leg gripped his mount, her arms raised as if she expected him to lift her onto the horse.

      He paused a moment before he leaned down and captured her beneath her arms. Lifting her onto the leather saddle at the same time he repositioned himself to give her room behind the pommel, Darius nearly gave a start. The mere act of touching her had a pleasant sensation replacing the slight tingle in his head.

      He wondered if she had the same sense of him.

      When she was settled, both legs hanging over the left side, she turned her gaze onto him. “You shall call him Augustine.”

      Darius blinked again. “Oh, I shall now?” he replied, nearly rolling his eyes with amusement.

      “It means ‘majestic’—”

      “I know what it means,” he countered, and then wondered how it was she knew the name’s meaning. She was but ten summers old!

      “He likes being your horse.”

      “Does he?” Darius couldn’t help the hint of pride he felt at hearing her words.

      “Yes. You are a man of great importance, and he knows it,” she stated. “But sometimes you hit him too hard with the flat of your hand. It hurts him—”

      “I do not hit him,” Darius argued, straightening in the saddle. Any hint of humor he had felt the moment before dissipated.

      “Not intentionally, of course,” she agreed. “Just when you are trying to pat him on the shoulder—”

      “Withers,” he interrupted. “They are... they are called withers,” he explained.

      Stella blinked. “Then you are patting him too hard on his withers when he has done well.”

      Frowning, Darius stared at Stella for a moment before the edges of his lips quirked. “You got all that out of him, did you?”

      She nodded, unaware he was teasing her. “And more. He is three springs old. He loves to run. Should you ever have cause to race another, he would like that very much. He is lonely, and he is very thirsty.”

      Darius stared at the red-headed girl for a long time before his brows furrowed. “It has been some time since he had water,” he agreed, deciding it better he not address the comment about the horse being lonely.

      Was he expected to acquire another horse to provide companionship? At least there were horses on the lands surrounding his new villa on the north end of the island. He had plans to return there in a few days.

      “There is a trough at my father’s oikos he can drink from,” she suggested. “I do not think he will mind that the goats drink from it.” She pointed to the south.

      “Then I suppose we should see to it his thirst is slaked.” Placing an arm around her in an effort to ensure she didn’t bounce off the horse, Darius knocked his heels into the underside of the horse and had them off at a fast trot through the middle of the orchard.

      He couldn’t help but notice how Stella beamed in delight, one of her hands pressed against the Sorraia’s mane as they made their way. He couldn’t help but smile, too, her enthusiasm for the ride infectious.

      “I will have to explain to your father why it is I have taken you from your work on this day,” he said, wondering how much of her day she was expected to spend in the olive trees.

      “He will not be at the oikos,” she replied. “He took Helena to Akrotiri,” she added when she saw how he frowned.

      “He left you alone?” Darius asked, a hint of alarm sounding in his voice.

      Stella grinned. “I am not alone. I am with you,” she countered.

      “It is not safe for you to be up in the trees without protection,” he argued. “Why, I just came from where my men had seen to ridding this island of some pirates.”

      The grin disappeared from Stella’s face as she regarded him a moment, their ride forgotten. “So they are pirates?” she half-asked, her reddish brown eyebrows furrowing with concern.

      With the oikos in sight, Darius slowed the horse until it was just walking. “What do you mean, they are pirates?”

      Stella pointed due south. “There is a ship in the tiny cove down there,” she said. “I have never seen it before.”

      Alarmed, Darius quickly dismounted. Tossing his cape behind his shoulders, he reached up to capture her beneath her arms. “Show me,” he ordered as he lifted her down from the horse.

      “You can see it from over there,” she said as she pointed to where the wooded land fell off in the form of a slight cliff. Before she headed in that direction, she helped herself to the horse’s reins. She quickly led the beast to the trough, her small feet running while Augustine followed at a quick walk.

      When she was sure the horse was drinking, she took one of Darius’ hands and led him to the edge of the cliff. From this vantage, he could clearly see Akrotiri below and to the south as well as the cove to the left that she claimed held pirates.

      Staring down at the unfamiliar ship—it’s bottom was broad, and there were two masts for sails—Darius looked for signs of life but didn’t see anyone on board. He turned to her and asked, “How long has it been there?”

      Stella angled her head, as if in thought. “It was not there two nights ago, but it was there yesterday morning,” she replied. “I told Helena when she was teaching me yesterday, but she said I was imagining things. That it was just a fishing boat.” She glanced up at him. “I thought it too large to be a fishing boat.”

      Darius regarded the girl for a moment, rather charmed by her manner. He was also curious as to why she referred to her mother as ‘Helena’ rather than ‘mother’. She referred to Andros as her father.

      “From where do you think they have sailed?” Stella asked, turning her attention back to him.

      He shook his head. “Until I get a look at one of them, I cannot say, and even then, I might not know.”

      Her shoulders sagged, as if she were disappointed by his response. “I think they are from the lands to the south. Not Creta, though. Maybe Egypt. Or Assyria,” she said, her eyes widening as she watched for his reaction.

      “Assyria is due east,” Darius said with a shake of his head. “And how is it you even know of the lands to the south?” he asked, turning to regard her in surprise.

      She allowed a shrug. “Helena teaches me many things. She is not of Strongili, and knows much about Creta and other islands. Like you, she is old.”

      Having heard entirely too much about age on this day, Darius regarded her with a combination of humor and offense. “Old?” he repeated. “Just how old do you think I am?”

      Her head angling to one side, Stella regarded him for a long time before she reached up and touched his bare arm. A shiver passed through him just then, as if the essence of her immortality was attempting to merge with his.

      “Six-hundred years?” she guessed, and then giggled when she noted his look of shock. “Five-and-thirty?” she quickly amended, her shoulders rising up so her head seemed to turtle between them. “I just guessed.”

      He relaxed a bit at hearing her amended number, and finally allowed a grin. “You have the right of it,” he murmured.

      In more ways than one.

      Her first guess nearly matched his own. He didn’t know exactly how many years had passed before he started to keep track of the passage of time. He knew he was different from most when his first wife showed signs of age and she complained that he looked the same as the day they were wed. Back then, there was only his reflection in the surface of water to show him what he looked like to others.

      Darius was torn between wanting to stay with Stella—to learn more about how she had come to be—and discovering more about the visiting ship below.

      He decided he needed to attend to his duty. Had there been a fire nearby, he might have shot up an arrow as a warning signal. But he didn’t yet know enough about the ship, and he didn’t want to alarm the coastguardsmen if it really was just a fishing boat usually moored somewhere else on the island.

      Either way, Klumenos would not appreciate learning of a vessel that had landed under his watch, but stranger things had happened.

      Darius was about to head for the trough—once his horse had had enough to drink, he feared he might wander off—but he turned to find it standing directly behind Stella.

      She turned and reached up to capture the Sorraia’s head between her small hands. Augustine immediately lowered his head, and she kissed his nose. “Farewell, my friend,” she murmured.

      A stab of jealousy caught Darius just then, and he chided himself for the reaction. He had never been jealous of his horse before. He knelt down, his head even with Stella’s. “Do I get a kiss?”

      All at once, Stella displayed a streak of shyness. “I can afford you a kiss for farewell and a kiss for welcome,” she said in a quiet voice. “I am too young to bestow kisses of affection.”

      Darius struggled to keep from grinning just then. Her manner was so serious!

      “Then a kiss of farewell,” he agreed. He leaned down and bussed her small lips, managing to keep a straight face as she pursed hers into a rosebud. The light tingling sensation at the edge of his brain flared into an intense tingle, and for the first time in a very long time, he felt young again.

      “Until your father returns, perhaps it would be best if you stayed inside. I should not want a pirate to make off with you,” he half-teased.

      Stella nodded her understanding. “I will go hide in a tree.”

      Darius mounted his newly-named horse, gave her a wave, and headed off the way he had come. Even before the tingle in his head subsided, he knew he would look forward to seeing her again.

      Perhaps when next they met, she would bestow a kiss in greeting as well as in farewell.
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      Stella watched the leader of the coastguardsmen ride off to the north, disappointed he had taken his leave so soon. From the moment he had appeared in the olive orchard, she had known it was him from the tickle she had felt at the edge of her thoughts.

      Did the man have any idea how thrilled she had been at riding his horse? Such a magnificent beast! And one that had been born in a land far from Strongili. Chosen for his sure-footed hooves and stamina, the Sorraia was perfect for the terrain of the mountainous island. Proud but lonely, the beast was well aware his master was a man of importance on the island. A man of great responsibility.

      And a man of advanced age.

      Darius of Agremon certainly didn’t look as if he were six-hundred years old, but when she touched him, there had been that shiver of awareness that passed through her. Of knowledge that she was in the presence of a man who had seen much, suffered as a result, and continued to live only because he had no choice.

      An old soul, indeed.

      She could almost feel sorry for him.

      Except she could not. He rode a magnificent horse. A horse she hoped she might one day ride by herself.

      Daring one more glance in the direction of the ship anchored in the small cove below—there was no one about on the deck nor anywhere nearby—Stella made her way into her father’s oikos.

      Hurrying to the small room in which she slept every night, Stella pulled a sheet of papyrus from beneath her short bedstead. Her father had allowed her to purchase several sheets of the imported paper when they last visited the agora in Akrotiri. Although she could have used her allowance—her pay for her work in the olive grove—for toys or sweets, she always chose to buy the papyrus from Egypt or colored dyes she could mix with water or olive olio. With a small brush made of goat hair, she applied the colors onto the wet papyrus to make paintings.

      While delivering olives to a multi-storied oikos in Akrotiri, she had seen the frescos on the walls and hoped to one day paint one on a wall in her own bedchamber. By the end of the next year, she might be able to acquire the lime necessary to make plaster.

      A man in town had explained that an artisan needed to spread only as much of the wet plaster on the wall as could be colored during a session of painting. Once the plaster was too dry, it would no longer take the pigment.

      Sure she could do such a thing, Stella practiced her craft on papyrus, making sure to apply only the amount of water she could color with her pigments in a single sitting. Once the papyrus was dry, she could move on to a different part of the painting, working her brush and the colors into a scene as vibrant as her imagination.

      Sometime soon, she intended to create a painting to rival that of the fresco she had seen in the oikos in Akrotiri.

      Stella placed the sheet of papyrus atop a thin, fired-clay tray. After crossing her legs, she pulled the tray onto her lap and regarded the blank canvas with a grin of excitement. Using a stick of charcoal her father had carved for her, she began to draw the outlines of the Sorraia.

      Augustine.

      Such a noble horse. Proud, and not just because of his master’s status on the island.

      He certainly wasn’t born on the island—Darius had confirmed that with his words about the beast having come from a land far away—but Augustine had endured much in the trip over water that brought him to Strongili. For seven days, stormy seas, lightning, wind and rain were followed by blistering heat. Barely weaned, he would have died of fright if there hadn’t been other horses of his kind on the same ship. At least he had been given enough to drink. Not like today, when Darius seemed oblivious to the midday heat and the toll it took on the horse to climb and descend the mountains.

      Why didn’t Darius know this about his mount?

      Stella sensed that he was aware of their shared traits. Of how she knew he was near even before she looked for him from between the tree branches. He knew she was there—she was sure of it as she watched his body tense and his mind still as he searched for her.

      And yet, he hadn’t been aware of the gust of steam that escaped from the ground near Augustine’s hoof. The horse certainly knew. She saw how his nostrils flared at the smell of the noxious odor that accompanied the steam. The same smell as the broken rotten eggs in Helena’s hen house.

      Stella wrinkled her nose before returning her attention to the drawing before her, somewhat dismayed when she couldn’t remember if Augustine had any distinctive markings on his body.

      Finally content to simply paint him as she remembered him, she mixed a series of ochres and browns from her ground dyes and set to work with her brushes.

      An hour later, she regarded her still-wet painting with a grin. Once the papyrus dried, she would darken some of the browns where Augustine’s coat was in shadow and add the details of his eyes, nostrils, and ears.

      “Am I to surmise the Lochagos Darius has been here today?”

      Stella gave a start, glad she no longer held a pigment-filled brush that might have obliterated some of what she had accomplished. She looked up to find her father leaning over her, his hands on his knees as he surveyed her work.

      “He was, and it is not finished,” she murmured.

      “Was he after more olio?” Andros asked, hope in his voice.

      “I do not think so,” Stella replied, realizing just then she wasn’t sure why Darius had come to the olive orchard. She had meant to ask. But she was easily distracted by Augustine and by the lochagos’ determination to see what might be a pirate ship. “He was riding between the trees and saw me. I showed him the strange ship down below,” she added.

      Andros frowned. “What ship?”

      Before Stella could even answer, her father turned on his heel and left her room. After a moment, she knew he had left the oikos. Setting aside the papyrus and placing her brushes into a clay pot of water, she got to her feet and quickly made her way to where her father stood staring down at the cove below the cliff’s edge. Helena, busy seeing to her goats, seemed oblivious to her husband’s concern.

      “When did you first see this?” he asked, his frown nearly matching the one Darius had displayed earlier that afternoon.

      Stella repeated what she had told Darius. “The lochagos said he was going to have his men see to them,” she added, noting her father’s consternation. “Why are you worried?”

      Andros turned his attention on her for only a moment. “I am not. Especially if Darius has his men looking into it,” he replied, attempting a manner of nonchalance.

      Furrowing a reddish-brown brow, Stella regarded her father for a moment and then allowed a sigh. “You are a poor liar, Father,” she whispered on a sigh.

      Allowing a chuckle, Andros said, “As long as you are the only one who knows it, my daughter.”

      Stella dared a glance in Helena’s direction, quickly averting her eyes when she realized her mother had been watching them with interest.

      Helena knew her father was a poor liar, too. The older woman had known as much for longer than Stella had been in their household. But being a wife to a well-regarded farmer on Strongili required Helena simply do her duty and provide help where she could.

      She did so with the goats and chickens and otherwise spent her time on the loom making beautiful fabrics Andros could trade for goods and gold.

      “Now. How are my olive trees on this fine day?” Andros asked as he led them back toward the oikos.

      “Except for the tree that is too close to the heated ground, the trees are all well,” Stella replied. That single tree, north of the main grove and well away from the others, displayed signs of stress as its leaves withered and fell. Very little fruit grew on it, so Stella no longer pruned it.

      Andros frowned. “Heated ground?” he repeated in alarm.

      “Another steam vent appeared today—right in the middle of the orchard—although this one was far enough away from a tree that I do not expect it will hurt one,” she explained. “It nearly hurt Augustine, though.”

      “Augustine?” Andros repeated.

      Stella nodded. “The lochagos’ horse. It nearly burned one of his hooves,” she said in a hoarse whisper. “And it smelled ever so bad.”

      Andros regarded his daughter for a long time before nodding toward the oikos. “You will tell me of these steam vents over supper,” he said as he led the way.

      By the end of the evening meal, Andros finally understood why his olive orchard was no longer producing as many olives as it once did.
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      Two hours after Darius left Stella

      Klumenos, Glaukos, and their men weren’t where Darius expected he might find the coastguardsmen. Given the direction from which the pirates had sailed in their attempt to board the Eritha, Darius thought he would spot them just north of Perisa. From his vantage above that location, he could see no evidence of pirates—or of anyone, for that matter.

      The appearance of two horses, their heads showing between the leaves of trees, had him pausing in his descent down the slight incline.

      Although he had been following a donkey path at first, it led off in the direction of Perisa. He wanted to end up north of the outcropping just beyond Perisa, perhaps as far as Kamari. When a foot trail through the foliage made itself apparent, he took it. He allowed Augustine a bit of rein, the Sorraia negotiating the path at his own speed while Darius studied the shoreline below.

      Upon spotting more horses, he halted his mount and listened.

      Expecting to hear voices, he was frustrated at hearing only the slight sound of waves crashing onto the black shore. He allowed Augustine a few more steps and then had him pause again. Another riderless horse came into view, which had the hairs on the back of Darius’ neck coming to attention.

      Where were his men?

      Another few steps, and he allowed a sigh of relief when one of Glaukos’ men came into view. He was holding onto the reins of his horse, although he wasn’t mounted. Apparently, the others had dismounted and continued on foot while this man was left to mind the horses.

      Pursing his lips, Darius made the sound of a bird’s whistle and watched, hoping the man might look in his direction. He did it again after a moment, waving a hand when the sentry turned to survey the hill above him.

      Darius knew he had been spotted when the sentry whistled back and then motioned that he should join him.

      Augustine made the descent slowly, serpentining his way down the slope until they reached the flattened area upon which seven horses and the sentry were located.

      “Greetings, Lochagos,” the coastguardsman said in a hoarse whisper.

      “Where is Klumenos?”

      The sentry gave a nod to the north. “He has taken some men to the caves while Glaukos awaits on the other end of the shore.”

      From this location, Darius could make out Glaukos and three of his men seated around a fire at the beach. From his vantage, they appeared to be men simply gathered about a small fire—not a contingent of warriors ready to do battle. “You think the pirates are hiding in the caves?” he asked in a whisper.

      The sentry nodded. “Footprints in the sand have given them away,” he said, his finger directed to a series of disturbances in the otherwise pristine black beach. “We have not yet found a ship, though.”

      Darius took a breath before saying, “It may be in a cove near Akrotiri. Arrived sometime the night before last.”

      Frowning, the sentry shook his head. “There are coastguardsmen there,” he whispered. “Surely a boat would have been spotted, especially if it made it into the cove.”

      Nodding his agreement, Darius said, “Or it was mistaken for a fishing boat.”

      The sentry seemed to consider this possibility before he finally nodded. “A costly mistake,” he murmured.

      “Perhaps,” Darius whispered, just before his brows furrowed. “What are you called?” he asked, sure he had seen the sentry before.

      “Aries, son of Glaukos.”

      “Ah,” Darius responded. “Learn well, and one day you might replace him,” he said. In the growing gloom of dusk—he secretly wished he had been on the other side of the island to pay witness to a glorious sunset—the nearby islands to the south and east were barely visible on the horizon. “When will you raid the caves?”

      Aries gave a shrug. “I thought Klumenos might have done so by now,” he replied, his attention going to where the ypolochago and his men had disappeared earlier that evening.

      Darius glanced in the direction of where Glaukos and his men were gathered around a bonfire. The hairs on his forearms stirred, but not because of a breeze. “Have you heard anything at all? A signal, perhaps?”

      Shaking his head, the sentry’s attention was still on the area where he had last seen Klumenos. “Nothing, Lochagos. But they may be delaying in an attempt to learn more about the invaders.”

      “Or they may already be dead,” Darius whispered hoarsely. He untied a saddlebag from the back of the horse and slung it over his shoulder. “Take my horse,” he added as he held out the reins.

      Ignoring Aries’ look of alarm, Darius made his way toward Glaukos and the fire, his gait slow and as relaxed as he could manage lest anyone was watching him. Surely the invaders would have a lookout posted, and he didn’t want to appear as if he were ready for a fight.

      Glaukos’ men certainly were. Three tensed and half-stood once it was apparent he was headed in their direction. A murmured command had them taking their seats on small boulders that had been assembled around the fire.

      “Lochagos,” Glaukos said with a hint of question. “Has something happened?”

      “You tell me,” Darius countered, easing himself down to the coarse black sand and resting his elbows on his knees.

      “I wait, but I do so only because Ypolochago Klumenos told me to give him until the moon appeared completely.” Glaukos pointed to where just half of the mostly-full moon was rising in the east. With its reflection on the fairly still water, it looked as if it was already full above the horizon. “If we hear nothing, or see nothing, then we are to raid the caves.”

      At least the moon would provide some light. As would the torches each man had planted in the sand next to where they sat. “With your permission, I think I should like to join your raiding party on this night,” Darius said, his eyes glimmering in the firelight.

      Glaukos glanced around at his men. “We would be honored to have you and your weapon, Lochagos,” he replied, his words supported by the nodding heads and grunts of approval coming from the men surrounding the fire.

      “Have you eaten?” Darius asked.

      Several heads bobbed, and one man indicated the fire-charred carcasses of two hares, their hides drying on the other side of the fire pit. Darius opened his saddlebag and pulled out a bunch of grapes. He divided it in two, passing the small bunches to the men on either side of him. Then he pulled out another bunch and did the same to those who sat across from him. He helped himself to the loose grapes at the bottom of the bag, wishing he had arrived in time to enjoy some of the meat.

      “Gratitude, Lochagos,” one of the men said before he seemed to swallow several grapes without chewing. His eyes widened when he looked first toward the moon and then toward the caves. “Arrow!” he said with urgency.

      All eyes turned to follow the arc of a flaming arrow as it shot up into the twilight before coming to a halt and then diving down toward the water.

      “That’s our signal,” Glaukos hissed as he got to his feet.

      The men were already up from their seats, though, a few leaving behind their torches as they hurried towards the caves. Not as quick to rise from the black sand, Darius helped himself to a torch, jogged to join the rest, and took up a position at the rear of the group.

      Given Klumenos seemed to have shared a plan with Glaukos, Darius simply followed the orders the lieutenant called out. His sword in one hand and the lit torch in another, he was left to stand guard outside the cave opening. Knowing he would need both hands if a battle ensued, Darius planted the base of the torch in the black sand so it provided light for the cave’s opening but didn’t blind him should someone come out of the cave.

      He stepped to the side and listened intently. Whoever had shot the arrow had apparently done so and then returned to the cave, for no other coastguardsmen could be seen on the beach. In the deepening twilight, he could barely make out the horses still grouped at the base of the mountain. Another few minutes, and they would be impossible to see.

      The sound of a scuffle within the cave had Darius poised for a fight. He knew this particular cave was deep. Knew that its cavernous interior provided protection from wind and water, given how it angled to the north. The depth of it extended to the mountain’s base. Any number of pirates could easily hide in the back, although there was only one way in and out.

      The sound of a warning whistle made its way to Darius’ ear, a clear indication that the first man out of the cave was a foe. He crouched to one side of the opening opposite where he had left the torch, his sword raised and the hilt clutched in both hands.

      At the very moment the man emerged from the cave, Darius brought down the weapon in a wide arc. The blade should have intersected a mid-section—should have sliced the man in half—but it missed the escapee entirely. Darius watched in dismay as the small man, down on all fours, scrambled away from the cave’s opening towards the safety of darkness.

      But Darius was quick to pull a dagger from his sandal tie. He threw the blade toward the nearly naked man, satisfied when he heard a howl of pain. The dagger’s blade, buried deep in the man’s thigh, hindered his forward momentum and had him reaching back with a flailing hand as he attempted to get a hold of it to remove it.

      Darius stood over him with his sword raised and finally reached down and retrieved his dagger. The tang of fresh blood filled the air, as did a screech of pain. Using his foot, Darius pushed the man over until he was on his back.

      “Where are you from?” Darius asked from between gritted teeth.

      When the moaning man didn’t respond, Darius asked the question again in three other languages. The last one had the prisoner’s eyes widening in surprise.

      “Gutium, yes,” came a strangled response. “I am Gutian.”

      Darius frowned. He had thought the Gutians and Sumeria—the Akkadian Empire—long gone since the Babylonians had taken control of that part of the world nearly two centuries ago. “Why?” He ignored the chain of men who were emerging from the cave, each man’s ankles tied with rope to an ankle of the man behind them. The line was flanked by all the coastguardsmen that had been on duty that afternoon. In the dim light from the torch, it was evident several of the intruders had been wounded by blows to their heads and upper bodies. “Why?” Darius repeated when his prisoner didn’t respond.

      “Gold. We... we seek gold. And silver.”

      Well aware the wounded man would not live much longer—he was bleeding out—Darius lowered his sword. “You have come to the wrong island,” he said in the man’s language. “There is no gold here. Who sent you?”

      Klumenos joined him then and regarded the dying man as he struggled to catch his breath. The battle in the cave had obviously been heated. “You understand his words?” Klumenos asked in hushed tones.

      “He speaks an ancient language,” Darius whispered, not adding that he had at one time used the Gutian language because he had lived in the region from which this prisoner hailed. “But that doesn’t mean he is from the east.” He raised his voice to repeat his query. “Who sent you here?” Although he was glad for the light from the nearly full moon, it cast an eery glow over the beach.

      “No one. We came of our own accord.”

      “You speak lies,” Darius accused, his gaze going to the line of nine men Glaukos and his team had pinned against the outside of the cave. “Who sent you?” he called out, using the same language the dying man spoke.

      “We were told of riches. Gold and pearls. Silver and gemstones,” one of the younger men replied. “This is the center of Minoa, is it not?”

      A series of angry words, spoken in a slightly different language from Gutian and directed at the one who had responded, had the younger man cowering in fear.

      Darius walked up to the line of men and studied their features. The one who had spoken first was so young, he could have still been a boy. The one who had rebuked the boy appeared older than the others and was probably their leader.

      As to the language the leader had used, Darius recognized it as one he had also spoken, although not so long ago. Akkadian. The language of Babylonia and Assyria.

      “From where do you come?” he asked in Akkadian. Despite remembering how to say the words, he couldn’t recall exactly where he had said them. In the course of only a few minutes, some of his past had flashed through his mind in a series of disjointed images.

      Several prisoners straightened and regarded Darius in wonder. “The mountains known as Zagros,” one of them finally said. “But we have been gone from there for two summers.”

      “You are far from your home,” Darius remarked, the image of the Zagros Mountains forming in his memory. Although he had lived in their shadow, he had done so as part of a nomadic life.

      “As are you,” another said.

      Darius furrowed a brow. He hardly knew where his original home was located. It had been nearly six centuries since he had been near the mountain range. “What do you know of me?”

      The prisoners exchanged nervous glances. “You spoke Gutian. How is this possible if you are not from Gutium?”

      Rising to his full height had him towering over the line of prisoners, and he felt a hint of satisfaction when several suddenly cowered. “We trade with all peoples,” he stated. “As you say, this is the center of Minoa.” He turned his attention to Klumenos. “What do you wish to do with your prisoners?” he asked.

      Klumenos gave him a look of surprise, obviously expecting the leader of the coastguardsmen to make that determination. “If it were truly up to me, I would put them to work in the saffron fields. As slaves, if it were allowed.”

      Darius gave a grunt. “I hardly think men from the hills would make good farmers,” he whispered hoarsely.

      “We are sailors,” the oldest prisoner said, which had Glaukos threatening him with his sword. Darius noted how the man didn’t flinch but stared at his captor with a steely gaze. From his comment, it was obvious the man understood the Minoan language.

      “Pirates, you mean,” Klumenos hissed.

      “We came seeking trade,” the leader countered. “We offer grain for gold and silver.”

      “Hiding in caves?” Glaukos countered in disbelief, just then realizing the man understood the Minoan language.

      “We could not find accommodations,” the boy said then.

      “Do you all speak our language?” Glaukos asked, his brows furrowed.

      “Some do,” the leader replied on a sigh. “As I said, we came to trade. We are not...” He struggled for a moment, as if he didn’t know the word for pirates. “Invaders.”

      “Where is your ship?” Darius asked, waving a hand to indicate the eastern horizon.

      A few of the men gave quizzical glances in the direction of their leader. He seemed to hesitate before he asked, “If I tell you, what assurances do I have that you will not rob it of its cargo?”

      Darius once again straightened. “I will not raid the hold of your ship, nor will my men,” he stated.

      The older man nodded. “I am Perakles. The captain of the South Winds, which I left anchored in a cove on the south end of the island.”

      “Near Akrotiri?” Darius half-asked.

      Perakles gave a start. “I went there first. Alone. I was told grain was not traded there, though. I was directed to come to Perisa.”

      Darius frowned. “By whom?” Not having experience in trading grains—Darius only negotiated with Andros for olive oil, and he paid coin for it—he wasn’t aware of who saw to the local grain trade. He did know it was occasionally available at the agora.

      The captain shrugged. “My queries directed me to seek a man in Perisa, who it seems has made his way to Creta.”

      Rolling his eyes, Darius said, “Orestes,” at the same time as Klumenos. Neither were surprised when the man recognized the name and nodded vigorously.

      The two coastguardsmen regarded one another with lifted brows before they turned their attention back to the ship captain. “He will not return to this island for another sennight,” Darius said. “After he has had enough of his wife.”

      “Or she has had enough of him,” Klumenos whispered.

      Perakles blinked and then his eyes widened in understanding. A look of disappointment crossed his face. “I fear for the grain in the meantime,” he remarked.

      “Is your hold not sound?” Klumenos asked.

      Obviously offended, Perakles gave a huff. “The ship’s hold is more solid than any ship its size. My fear is of thieves,” he replied. “I left only one man to guard it, but he is weak of flesh and no doubt spending this night in the bed of a prostitute.”

      “And if there is no prostitute?” Klumenos countered, knowing there were only a few in Akrotiri and none who would entertain strangers in their beds.

      “A widow?” Perakles guessed. “Lukios is handsome enough, and he speaks your language.”

      Darius nodded his understanding. “If we release you, where will you go on this night?”

      Perakles pointed toward the cave entrance. “Back into the cave. We intended to sleep there on this night. And then we shall make our way back to our ship at first light to await Orestes’ return,” he said.

      Sighing, Darius waved for Glaukos and Klumenos to join him several steps away from the strangers. “What are your thoughts?”

      Klumenos sighed. “Am I mad to believe him?” he asked. “He seems sincere.”

      “I was prepared to kill every one of them,” Glaukos said before allowing a sigh of his own. “But they are not men of war. They have but only a few weapons.”

      “What did you find among their possessions?”

      Glaukos shrugged. “Idols, pallets for sleeping, a few items of clothing. Nothing much of note,” he replied.

      “And you?” Darius asked as he turned his attention on Klumenos. “What would you do with them?”

      The lean man dared a glance back at the line of men and gave a shake of his head. “I would escort them back to their ship and see that they departed our shores,” he answered.

      “And the grain?”

      Glaukos leaned in and said, “If they have a goodly amount, perhaps we should put in a bid for it, Lochagos,” he suggested. “My oikos is in need of stores for the winter.”

      “As is mine,” Klumenos chimed in.

      Darius furrowed a brow. “Which means all the coastguardsmen could benefit,” he reasoned. He had some gold. Some silver, too. No pearls or gemstones, though. At least none that he would be willing to trade.

      A thought of the young girl, Stella, had him wondering what she might like in the way of jewels. When she was old enough, what might he bestow on her in honor of their eventual joining? He hoped she would like the gold and pearl ring and the bracelet of colorful gemstones he had kept safe in his trunk. There were other jewels, as well.

      He gave his head a shake, embarrassed by the thought he would be caught daydreaming. “Allow them the use of the cave for the night,” Darius said, knowing he wouldn’t be going to his own villa that night. Paradisos was too far away, especially this time of the night. “Then escort them to their ship once the sun is up.”

      Glaukos nodded. “And if the grain is good? What are we to use as payment?”

      Darius had some gold coins stashed in a hole beneath his tent he could use to buy the grain, but he would have to retrieve it.

      He glanced over at the path that led up and to the side of the mountain. His tent was beyond where the trail disappeared, located on a flat of ground that allowed for a view of both sides of the island. Set up against a stand of trees, the large tent provided privacy as well as safety from interlopers.

      Given the light from the moon, he decided his horse could negotiate the path.

      “I will see to acquiring some coin and meet you at their ship in the morning,” Darius finally replied. He glanced back at the fire at the other end of the beach, noting how its flames were no longer visible.

      “Understood,” Klumenos said. “We will take shelter in the cave. At the front,” he said, obviously disappointed he wouldn’t be spending the night in his own bed.

      “I will tell the boy guarding the horses of our plan,” Darius offered, well aware the young man had been watching the proceedings from the back of the beach. The herd of horses were quiet now that the sun was down.

      A snort erupted from Klumenos. “Aries is nearly eighteen summers.”

      “As I said, a boy,” Darius replied, although he did so with a grin.

      Knowing the sky would be black soon, Darius retrieved his saddlebag from near the fire, took his horse from the guard named Aries, and explained the plan to him. Without a backward glance, he mounted Augustine and made his way up to his tent.

      He spent the night in a sound sleep.

      Visions of a red-headed young woman were all he wanted to remember the following morning.
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      The following morning

      Darius loaded a saddlebag with several purses of gold coins, wincing when he realized how heavy the bags would be for his horse.

      Augustine, he thought with a grin. Stella had been so serious with her edict. “Augustine, let us see if we cannot make this load a bit easier to carry,” he said in a low voice.

      The horse nickered softly, much like he had done with Stella.

      “Do not expect me to talk to you all the time,” the lochagos continued. “We have work to do on this day.”

      His nickering continuing, Augustine tossed his head.

      Darius gently placed a hand on the horse’s withers and nearly pulled it away just as quickly. The flare of awareness that erupted in his head had him understanding why Stella had done it the day before. It wasn’t that the horse spoke to him exactly, but simply acknowledged him as his master. Smoothing his palm over the horse’s hide, he nearly laughed as the horse continued to nicker. “Enough,” Darius murmured.

      Evenly distributing the purses into two bags, Darius finally decided to rebury a few of the purses in his tent. He didn’t want to take the chance of losing the coins should he be robbed along the way, nor did he believe the traders had that much grain to trade. The ship he had spotted from Andros’ overlook hadn’t been that large, so he doubted there was much cargo in its hold.

      Although he had no idea how much grain cost these days, he wasn’t about to spend more than his annual wages to secure it for his men. The sellers would simply have to find others to buy the rest if what he took in gold wasn’t enough to pay for all of it.

      As for transporting the grain, he would have one of his men see to those details once the transaction was complete.

      Securing his tent’s opening, Darius mounted Augustine and headed south. He was tempted to go through Andros’ olive orchard on the way—a glimpse of Stella would assure him she was safe—and then make his way down the goat path to Akrotiri. Reason prevailed, though. Allowing his horse to pick its way down the mountainside, he was gladdened to join several of his coastguardsmen on the beach south of where the traders had been discovered.

      “It appeared there was trouble last night?” Argurios half-asked as Darius came to a halt next to their watchtower. The small village of Theros wasn’t far. “I saw Glaukos leading men down the beach.”

      “Men from the east. He thought they were pirates, but they may be traders in grain. I will know in the next couple of hours,” Darius replied, before telling Argurios and his two men what had happened.

      The mention of grain had the three murmuring. “May we help?”

      “Indeed. Follow me, but stay back and keep watch as I continue to their ship. It could be a trap, and I do not wish to lose any men over what could be a ruse,” Darius explained.

      “Understood,” Argurios replied, turning to order his men to retrieve their horses. “I shall remain here and keep watch. I will send up an arrow and smoke should I spot any ships,” he added.

      “If all goes well, I should have your men back to you before the sun is high.” With that, Darius continued south on the beach, eventually followed by the watchmen.

      

      Just before the cove came into sight, Darius slowed his mount and gave final instructions to the men. From his vantage, he could see Klumenos’ men down near the water’s edge, although Glaukos and his crew were nowhere to be seen. Continuing along the beach, the cove and its ship came into view. Several of Perakles’ men were on board, while Glaukos had a few lined up on the beach, still in their rope shackles.

      Darius whistled and waited until Glaukos acknowledged the signal. When his lieutenant gave a wave, Darius made his way to the ship. Perakles, standing with those in ropes, straightened at the sight of the lochagos and gave him a nod.

      “We did not discuss price last night,” Perakles said before Darius could get out a greeting.

      “We did not discuss how much grain you have for sale,” Darius countered.

      “Enough for all your men, certainly.”

      “Is that all?”

      Perakles winced. “I still hope to make a deal for the remainder with Orestes, or perhaps someone on Creta.”

      Darius held out a gold coin, the profile of the Minoan king displayed in relief. “One of these for each sack of grain?” he guessed.

      “Three,” Perakles countered, barely glancing at the gold. At Darius’ look of doubt, he added, “They are large sacks.”

      “Then let us see these sacks,” Darius replied.

      Up on board the ship, the crew was bringing up grain from the hold and stacking it near the ramp.

      “My men believe you will simply take all of it and leave us with nothing,” Perakles said as he watched one of his crewman walk down the ramp with a sack over one shoulder.

      “My men believe this is a trap. That your grain is rotted.”

      When a second man descended with a sack of grain, Darius moved to the end of the ramp and ordered the man to open it.

      Giving his captain a quick glance, as if to be sure he was allowed to do as the lochagos demanded, the crewman pulled away the rope tie and opened the fabric bag.

      “Now dig in with your hand to the bottom and pull some up.”

      The man did as he was told, the golden grains separating as his hand delved into the sack nearly to his armpit. When he pulled up a handful of grain, it appeared unspoiled, nor was there evidence of insects.

      “What are you called?”

      The crewman replied, “Tyrus.“

      “Did you grow this grain, Tyrus?” Darius asked, recognizing emmer. Not exactly like the wheat they imported from the lands to the north, but it would do to feed many families.

      The man shook his head. “My brothers are farmers. The yield was too great last year, though—”

      “Too great?” Darius interrupted, his tone suggesting disbelief.

      “Yes. There were few buyers in our lands—the weather was good to us—so Perakles said he would add it to his cargo for this trip if we could get it to the port where his ship was docked.”

      Struggling to remember the distance to the Zagros Mountains, Darius frowned. “From where did you come? How far did you travel?”

      Tyrus dipped his head. “Akkad,” he replied, which had Darius reeling for a moment. Although he was sure he had never lived in the center of the Akkadian Empire, it was close to Kunara, a village that he did occupy in his very early days.

      At least, he did until the city burned.

      “Three of us followed the trade route to Ugarit—”

      “That is over five-hundred milion!” Darius claimed.

      “Indeed,” Tyrus affirmed with a nod. “But we did so with a caravan. Once in Ugarit, we joined Perakles’ crew.” At Darius’ questioning glance, he added, “Farming does not suit us.”

      Still wondering if he could trust Perakles, Darius pretended interest in what was in the sack. “Where does Perakles usually trade?” he asked in a quiet voice.

      “The lands south of here. But he does not like the Hyskos—“

      “Hyskos?” Darius repeated, his head jerking up to regard the crewman. Now there was a tribal name he hadn’t heard in some time.

      Tyrus leaned in. “It is said the Egyptians have fallen to their influence, but others say the Hyskos have prevailed over Egypt in battle and now rule the entire country,” he explained. “Perakles refuses to trade with them. Instead, he wishes to trade with Minoans.” He paused and lowered his voice. “He was not aware of how difficult it would be, though.”

      Perakles probably hadn’t considered the number of coastguardsmen that could be found on all the islands near Creta. Probably hadn’t thought he would be considered a pirate when his unfamiliar vessel arrived on Strongili.

      “He should have sailed on to Creta, but I am glad he did not,” Darius murmured. He took his leave of Tyrus and made his way back to stand before Perakles. “Do you have fifty sacks of grain?”

      Perakles allowed a look of offense. “Is that all you want?” he asked in dismay.

      “I can take one-hundred for two-hundred coins,” Darius offered. A quick glance at the small ship had him wondering how much cargo it could carry.

      “Two-hundred-and-fifty for one-hundred sacks,” Perakles countered. He quickly added, “Not all will be emmer, though.”

      Darius frowned. “But something just as edible?” he guessed.

      Perakles nodded. “Since you speak our language, and you look as if you do so because you once lived among our kind, you must know of the other crops. Crops better even than emmer,” he said with an arched brow. “There are pistachios and almonds. Barley, too.”

      Pistachios. The word brought back pleasant memories of the green nut he had enjoyed as a boy. A food that had staved off his hunger in the winters.

      “I will give you one-hundred sacks for two-hundred-and-fifty coins,” Perakles stated.

      “Done.” Darius gave the gold coin to Perakles and shouted orders to his men. When he turned his attention back to the captain, he said, “You will sail on to Creta.” He pointed due south. “I will give you a token and a pennon you can fly on your sail. The harbormaster will let you dock when he sees you have both. But be warned, Captain, that should you cheat us in any way, you will not leave Creta on your ship.”

      Perakles eyes widened, as if he was surprised by Darius’ words. “Understood.” Then he angled his head closer to Darius. “You are not going to rob me?” he asked.

      Darius furrowed a brow. “As long as you do not cheat me.”

      “Gratitude, Lochagos.” After a moment, he asked, “Why did you make this deal and not make us wait for Orestes?”

      Shrugging, Darius wasn’t about to tell the captain that Orestes would probably charge him double for the same number of sacks. “I did not wish to have my men guard you for another sennight while we waited for Orestes’ return. They have more important duties,” he explained.

      Perakles held out a gnarled hand. “Gratitude.”

      Darius grasped the man’s hand and gave him a nod. When he turned around, he discovered a chain of men were passing the sacks of grain from one to another until the last man set them on an already growing pile on the cove’s red beach.

      Returning to his horse, Darius pulled three purses from his saddlebag. He knew each one held a hundred coins, but he doubted the captain would take his word for it. Carrying them back to the captain, he handed two of them over.

      “Two-hundred,” he said before untying the cord securing the third. He opened the purse and dumped about twenty-five coins into the palm of his hand and gave the third purse to Perakles, who struggled to hold onto the first two given their weight. “Fifty, and some extra for your men,” he murmured. “For the trouble we have put them through.” Then he gave a nod and returned to his horse to deposit the extra coins and pull out a yellow pennon from his saddlebag. The cloth, woven from linen and dyed using saffron, would notify the harbormaster that this ship had come from Strongili but that he should use caution when dealing with the crew.

      Augustine nickered as Darius climbed onto his back and then inexplicably turned around and faced the overlook.

      About to chide his horse for the unexpected move, Darius glanced up and grinned when he spotted Stella waving. He wondered how long she had been watching them, especially now that he realized the telltale tingle at the edge of his consciousness was barely there and had been since his arrival in the cove. The young girl had probably paid witness to the entire exchange.

      Darius gave a wave and was sure he heard the musical sound of her giggle before the wind took it away.

      When he turned his horse around again, he noted Glaukos frowning. He urged Augustine forward until the horse stood before the lieutenant. Darius dismounted, noting how Glaukos regarded him with a look of worry. “What is it?” he asked.

      Glaukos pointed to the pile of grain sacks on the small beach. “How are we to transport it?” he asked in dismay.

      Darius gave a shrug. “A sack on every horse and the rest by donkey. See to it every coastguardsman on the island gets two sacks,” he ordered.

      Nodding, Glaukos allowed a huge grin. “Yes, Lochagos. But what about the rest?”

      “I will take two on my horse right now. Split the rest between you and Klumenos for the horses.”

      “Gratitude,” Glaukos replied, his eyes widening. His family would have enough grain for the rest of the year.

      A half-hour later, sails hoisted and filling with wind the opposite of its namesake, Perakles’ ship made its way out of the cove and headed south to Creta.

      Seeing that Klumenos was not convinced of the trader’s trustworthiness, Darius made his way to where the lieutenant was examining sack after sack of grain. He had opened each one, peering in or shoving his hand in and lifting up a sampling of the contents. “Did you find any filled with sand?” Darius asked, noting Klumenos was arranging the bags into neat piles—after he had retied them.

      “Not a one, although this bag is different from most.”

      “How so?”

      Klumenos shrugged. “It appears to be a grain, but it is rather unusual,” he noted, holding out a handful for the lochagos to see.

      “Barley,” Darius remarked, a memory surfacing from his boyhood. “Boil it in water with vegetables, or, if you are of a mind to make your own beer, it will work for that, too.”

      Giving an appreciative nod, Klumenos opened another sack that he had set aside from the others. “Are these edible?” he asked, a small green pellet held between his thumb and forefinger.

      Darius allowed a laugh. “It is a dried pea, you idiot,” he replied. He had memories of eating those, as well, although he couldn’t recall liking the soup his first wife made from them. “Your woman will know what to do with them.”

      “Soup?” Klumenos guessed.

      Nodding, Darius regarded the other sacks. “If these are not distributed by nightfall, be sure they are covered with oil cloth,” he ordered.

      “Yes, Lochagos,” Klumenos replied.

      “I will see to mine right now.” Darius reached down and hefted a sack into each of his fists, his biceps bulging with the effort.

      Although his own household wouldn’t have need of two sacks of emmer, he knew of one that would appreciate such a gift.

      And Augustine would appreciate not having to carry two of the sacks all the way to Paradisos.
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      The following day

      “She is not yours, is she?” Darius half-asked, his gaze darting to where Stella was gathering twigs and small branches she had cut from the insides of the trees onto a burlap sheet. She wore the same style of skirt most of the women on the island wore, but also a tunic of lightweight fabric, and she went about her work humming. A small animal had captured her attention just then, and she bent to watch it for a moment before returning to her work.

      “She is my daughter,” Andros argued, his chin rising with his claim. As soon as the lochagos’ attention was back on him, the piercing blue eyes the only challenge to his words, he relented. “She has been since Helena found her, abandoned in a basket. She was left beneath the olive tree closest to our oikos,” he admitted, his manner guarded. “The morning after Helena prayed for a child.” He paused and turned his gaze back onto the young girl. “Her hair was not nearly as red back then. More... orange,” he murmured with a grin. The hair color alone had been cause for caution upon finding the baby. Most Minoan females had very dark, sometimes black hair.

      “Still a babe?” Darius asked, his brows furrowing. Never before had he encountered another Immortal so young. The fact that she was still growing meant she hadn’t yet died her first death. Once that happened—if it did happen—she would appear the same for the rest of eternity. Or until her Essence passed into another Immortal, should she ever have cause to give up the body she now inhabited.

      Andros nodded. “Helena said she could not have been there long. She was nearly a newborn, wrapped in a linen cloth and sleeping quite soundly.” He paused before he lowered his voice. “The gods have been good to us. We could not produce as much fruit as we do without her.”

      Darius considered the farmer’s words. “She has a pleasant disposition,” he remarked, almost as if he were regarding a horse for sale at the agora.

      “Indeed. And Helena is teaching her to read and write her numbers,” Andros said then. “She is... smart. Clever for one so young.”

      Darius couldn’t argue with that. He followed the old man’s gaze and watched as Stella pulled the fabric sheet closer to where they stood. She paused, though, one hand moving to the side of her head as if she were in pain. Her eyes darted to the left and right, and she turned in a circle, apparently in search of someone.

      At the same moment, the tingle Darius associated with her presence tickled his own brain, and he allowed a sigh.

      The thought of experiencing that pleasant tingle all the time had him deciding right then to offer for the girl. When she was old enough, he would take her to wife. “I wish for her to be my betrothed,” he announced, just before he stood up and lifted a sack of grain from the back of Augustine. He set it down before the farmer.

      Andros regarded the gift and stared at him, his astonishment apparent. “She is but eight winters old,” he stated.

      “Ten summers,” Darius countered, remembering her words. “But I would not take her to wife until she is... sixteen or seventeen,” Darius replied, not sure when most of the girls on Strongili were old enough to wed. Despite having been on the island for over two decades, he hadn’t given a thought to taking another wife. Now that Cydon had taken notice of his lack of a mate, though, it seemed imperative he at least look like he was betrothed.

      Frowning, Andros regarded Darius a moment before he said, “Pardon, Lochagos, but you are not a young man. Another six or seven years, and you will be... you will be too old to take my daughter to wife.”

      Despite the comment, Darius grinned. “I will be no older than I am now. And I am young in spirit,” he replied. Even younger when he was in Stella’s presence, but he didn’t think it necessary to mention it to the girl’s adoptive father.

      He reconsidered his last comment. Before what had happened two days earlier, when Stella had touched his arm in an effort to determine his age, he hadn’t felt young in centuries. But the thought of continuing his life with a wife he wouldn’t lose to death after only a couple of decades gave him hope just then. Gave him something to look forward to.

      And he was tired of being alone.

      “I cannot do without her,” Andros replied in a quiet voice.

      “You would keep her here, working in the trees, for the rest of her life?” Darius asked gently. “She will grow to resent you.”

      Andros’ expression betrayed his sadness at the thought. “What would you have me do?”

      “I will give you coin. Enough so that you can hire someone to take her place,” Darius offered. “It is not for another six years, at least.”

      “It would take three men to do what she does,” Andros argued.

      “Then I will give you enough coin for three men. More, if need be.” Despite his purchase of the grain the day before, he had coin aplenty. Gold, too, should the coins from Creta prove worthless in a decade. He had been collecting gold for centuries once he learned it was the universal currency among most peoples.

      Glancing out to find his daughter had resumed her work, Andros finally nodded. “Seven years,” he murmured. “Should the gods take me before then, you will give the coin to Helena.”

      Darius frowned. “Agreed, but with the proviso it might be six years.”

      Andros finally dipped his head. “It is your gold.”

      Seven years was not so long to wait, Darius thought as he mounted his horse. Not when he’d been alive for six hundred years.

      He thought of how he had something to look forward to now. A reason to continue living on the island. A reason to continue in his position as lochagos.

      When Stella paused in her work to wave at him, her smile wide, he grinned and waved back.

      He would look forward to seeing her wave and smile, too.
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      Three years later

      Her hands on her hips, Stella regarded the second oldest olive tree in her father’s orchard and sighed. Despite having taken special care with the pruning the past few years, she realized the tree had barely enough fruit to warrant including it in the upcoming harvest.

      She would have felt annoyed—angry, even, given she thought she had done what was necessary to revive the ancient tree—but for a pleasant tingle that foretold the arrival of a welcome visitor.

      It had been several sennights since she had last seen the lochagos, Darius, and his absence had her thinking he might have left the island.

      What if he had left and never came back?

      The thought had a sense of despair settling over her. There was no one else like him. No one else who seemed as interested in her as she was in him.

      “I should not wish to ever displease you,” a deep voice said from her left. Stella grinned and turned her attention on Darius, her arms dropping to her sides.

      “Nor I you,” she replied, her eyes rounding as she noticed the leather armor he wore on his chest, wrists, and shins. An oval shield was gripped in one hand. His feet, normally clad in sandals, were completely covered in leather boots. And his red cape, secured around his neck with a bronze closure, hid his shoulders. Even Augustine sported a collar of leather, and the hilt of a sword could be seen protruding from its leather sleeve. “Is the island under attack?”

      Darius allowed a shrug. “Only if you consider new recruits to the coastguard as enemies,” he said as he dismounted. He attached the shield to his saddle and then approached her, shocked by how much she had grown since the last time he had seen her—only two months ago.

      What was she now? Thirteen summers? In only a few years, he would take her to wife. “I have been training them for the past sennight, and despite their prowess with swords and bows, I fear for Strongili’s future.”

      As was her custom, Stella reached up and kissed him on the lips before she fell into step beside him. Her thoughts about the old olive tree were forgotten when she noted how the tickle of pleasure in her head became more pronounced with their every meeting. She wondered if he noticed it, too.

      She clasped her hands behind her back, hoping he might notice how her breasts had rounded. “I feared you might have left for Creta,” she murmured, allowing the relief she felt at seeing him to sound in her voice.

      “I did,” he acknowledged, feeling a hint of relief that she had noted his absence. “Apologies for not having paid a visit before I took my leave. I was summoned without warning by the king—”

      “The king?” Stella repeated as she paused mid-step, excitement evident in her voice. “Do you know him?”

      Allowing a chuckle, Darius nodded. “It was my...” He did a mental calculation. “Fourteenth time in his presence.” He didn’t add that he had been summoned by the prior king even more often—six times a year, always at the new moon. That had been because King Cydon understood the need for a strong defense. Pirates had been wreaking havoc around the Mediterranean for centuries, but their boldness had increased as the wealth of the Minoans multiplied.

      Given the king was the administrator for trading activities with other countries—he had little power when it came to the governing of the islands once ruled by King Minos—King Tektamanos was determined to see to the safety of the trade routes and ports under his control.

      “He must hold you in high regard.”

      Darius wondered at the hint of pride he felt just then. He had been alive far too long to think such thoughts, but now that he considered how he was received by Tektamanos, he decided Stella had the right of it. “I suppose,” he hedged.

      “Were you tasked with training his personal guards?”

      Once again, Darius displayed his amusement. “Only some coastguardsmen,” he replied. “New recruits for the two watchtowers the king ordered be built on the south side of Creta.”

      “To catch pirates?” Stella asked, giggling when Augustine moved up and nudged her shoulder. The horse had been following them as they made their way through the center of the orchard. She paused to smooth a hand along his neck before she dropped a kiss on his nose. “I have missed you, too, you big beasty,” she murmured with a grin.

      Darius bristled at the wave of jealousy he felt just then, before he reminded himself that Stella was but thirteen summers old. He couldn’t be hoping for such attentions from her until she was older. Much older.

      “To catch pirates, yes,” Darius agreed, just then remembering her query.

      “Why do you have new recruits here on this island?” Her eyes suddenly widened with excitement, and the slight tingle at the edge of Darius’ consciousness flared into a bright, pleasant sensation. “Is there a new watchtower here, too?” she asked.

      His grin widening until he was very nearly smiling, Darius finally nodded. “Indeed. On the north end of the island. Not far from my villa, in fact. It should be finished any day now.”

      Stella gave a start at how he referred to his home. Not an oikos, but a villa. How grand it must be, she thought, now that she knew he was an important man.

      “And your new recruits... are they worthy?” she asked.

      Not expecting her to be interested in his coastguardsmen—Darius had thought they might spend their time conversing about the upcoming harvest—he gave a nod. “They are. Ours here are better suited to the position than those I trained on Creta,” he added, sotto voce.

      “Why do you say that?”

      He wondered at how he might explain the difference between the life of a young, unmarried man versus that of one who had taken a wife. Those without wives but with coin could afford to employ prostitutes to see to their sexual needs. Some were far too needy, though. They tended to be easily distracted by thoughts of who would next warm their beds and therefore made bad watchmen. “Our new recruits have all taken wives,” he finally said. “While those on Creta are not yet betrothed.”

      “So our recruits have women to care for them when they are not in the watchtower,” Stella reasoned.

      Darius swallowed a guffaw. “Something like that,” he agreed. “Which has me wondering why you were arguing with that olive tree back there,” he teased.

      Stella gave him a quelling glance. “I fear I have lost that argument,” she murmured. “Again.”

      “You let an olive tree win an argument?” he asked in disbelief, trying to imagine how a conversation with a tree would go. Before her comment, he figured it would be a rather one-sided conversation.

      “I did not let him,” she countered. “We had what I thought was a reasonable arrangement. I would prune him, but not too much, and he would produce at least as much fruit as he did last year.”

      Darius nodded his understanding—not that he thought for a moment the tree and Stella could actually communicate with one another. He wasn’t completely convinced Augustine and her could, either, even though the horse seemed particularly attuned to her. “What has happened?”

      Stella rolled her green eyes and sighed in a most dramatic fashion. “I held up my end of the bargain, but he did not. I do not believe I shall even try to harvest a single olive from his branches next month.”

      Furrowing a brow, Darius remembered a time before he knew of Stella. Back when Andros had explained that some of his trees were over a thousand years old. “No unfurling the pearls from their strings?” he murmured in mock surprise, wondering if she was familiar with the way some on the island referred to the harvest. Although most simply beat the trees and let the fruit fall to tarps below, he knew Stella actually drew her fingers along the thin branches and dislodged the olives much like one would push the beads from a leather strip.

      “That would require there be enough pearls,” she replied, her gaze going back to Augustine.

      The bleating of a goat interrupted their discussion, and Augustine’s ears flattened. Stella giggled as the horse tossed his head. “You have no need to be frightened of a goat,” she chided him. “Besides, if you are as thirsty as you claim, you will have to drink from the same water trough as he does.”

      A whinny of complaint sounded from Augustine at the same moment the goat lifted his head from the trough. The goat gave another bleat and bounded off, disappearing behind the oikos. “For a beast that has seen the number of battles you have, I cannot believe you would allow a goat to get the better of you,” Darius said, just before he rolled his eyes. He was talking to his horse as if he expected an answer.

      Augustine whinnied again and Stella let out a giggle as the horse hurried on ahead, eventually stopping at the trough for a drink. “He is a proud animal,” she murmured. “But he fears other animals he does not know.”

      Darius realized the same could be said of most people. “I am sorry to hear about your miscreant tree,” he said as he moved to take a seat on the stump of a tree. “Is he the only one?” He had hoped to learn what she thought the harvest might produce, remembering the news he had from King Tektamanos. Given the increasing number of people who occupied Creta, it was doubtful there would be enough in their olive harvest to meet the demands of the island.

      Could the nearby island of Strongili be counted on to make up the difference?

      Stella shook her head. “My father does not believe me, but I think the ground grows hot at the northern end of the orchard.”

      Darius furrowed his brows. “The ground?” he repeated.

      Nodding, Stella replied, “Yes. And I have seen clouds of vapor appear and disappear. The odor is most foul.”

      Remembering how his men complained of noxious fumes from a mineral spring near the western shore, Darius angled his head. “This odor you speak of. Have you smelled it before?”

      Stella nodded. “Many times. The first time was when you found me in the tree. The day I met Augustine. The steam nearly burned his leg, and you did not even notice.” She gave a start then, her gaze going straight up.

      Alarmed, Darius noted how Augustine had stopped drinking, his head lifted as if he were listening. He whinnied softly and was about to resume drinking when he suddenly reared. Darius was up and reaching for the leather reins when the ground seemed to shift beneath him. He managed to capture the reins before Augustine could bolt.

      Her eyes wide, Stella was staring up at the trees, and Darius followed her gaze. The tallest branches on the two nearest to them swayed, the trunks bending back and forth in wide arcs. If they hadn’t grown in the presence of the ever-present winds, which helped to make their trunks more flexible, the trees might have snapped in two.

      “What did you notice?” Darius asked, relieved that Augustine seemed to have calmed down. “Just before the ground shook? What made you look up?”

      Stella blinked as she turned her attention on the lochagos. “The birds. They stopped singing.” Even as she made the comment, birdsong resumed, and the air around them seemed to come back to life.

      “That was an earthquake,” Darius stated. Although the ground’s movement hadn’t felt too violent out in the open, he feared what damage might have been done inside Andros’ oikos. He was about to suggest he go inside to determine if it was safe when he saw how her attention had turned to the north. To the olive orchard. “What is it?”

      Stella sighed and gave her head a shake. “With every earthquake, the ground grows hotter at the edge of the orchard,” she murmured. “The oldest trees are dying. I am sure of it.”

      Darius saw her eyes brighten with tears, but she quickly blinked them away. “Everything dies, Stella,” he said in a quiet voice. “Everything and everyone,” he added. Just because he had lived for six-hundred years didn’t mean he was invincible. One day, he thought he, too, would die and not come back to life.

      He remembered the body he had had as a youth. Underfed and gawky, that body had succumbed to a blow from a rider wielding a spiked club.

      A mace, he now knew. He could wield it with cunning precision when necessary. Back then, though, he was unfamiliar with weapons. Back then, he had never seen so much as a stone dagger.

      With the blow from the mace, his descent into the Darkness had been quick. Almost painless, despite comments from some suggesting it was otherwise. He recalled wishing it had taken him when his hunger was so great he could barely go on. When he knew not when or from where his next meal might come.

      Had he died from hunger, he now knew he would have come back to life, just as hungry and just as desperate.

      Dying from a blow delivered by another Immortal had been a blessing. For when his body went to the Darkness, his Essence went into the other Immortal. A man whose own Essence was barely there. Untested by hardship, unchallenged by life’s lessons, the other’s Essence simply gave way to his, for when Darius had come back to life, he had done so in the other’s body. With his Essence quickly subsuming the marauder’s Essence—his memories, his personality, his limited intelligence and lack of good sense—Darius was left with the brute’s body and its muscle memory.

      The muscle memory had been another blessing. The ability to ride a horse. To wield weapons. Combined with his desire to defend himself and those he cared for, Darius soon gained notoriety, and later, earned coin for his work on behalf of those who could not defend themselves.

      Work as a mercenary kept his belly full.

      

      When Darius shook himself from his reverie, he found Stella regarding him with an expression of worry. “Where did you go?” she asked in a whisper.

      Darius immediately understood her meaning. Her awareness of him was as evident as the tingle her presence set off at the edge of his consciousness. “Into my past.” The simple words didn’t exactly answer her query, but she straightened and allowed a nod.

      “Because you prefer it?”

      He shook his head. “Because I do not. Sometimes, I must remind myself that living now is preferable to the way things were back then.” Preferable because I have you to look forward to, he almost added.

      Stella allowed a wan grin, an expression he found made her appear far older than her thirteen summers. “It gladdens me to hear it.”

      A shout had the two turning to see Andros and Helena cresting the hill to the south. The path on which they walked led to Akrotiri. They were breathing heavily as they carried sacks of goods from their day at the agora.

      Darius stood up and hurried to relieve them of their burdens. “Did the earthquake do damage in town?” he asked as he hefted the four bags in his hands.

      Andros and Helena exchanged looks of confusion. “If there was an earthquake, we were unaware of it,” Andros replied.

      Helena had already hurried to the oikos, though, her expression of worry evident to Stella.

      “Mother, no!” Stella called out, just as Helena made her way through the door. Stella was behind her as quickly as she could run, sure her adoptive mother would find the household in disarray.

      Darius cursed and followed them in, depositing the bags just inside the door so that he could navigate the close confines inside.

      A wail erupted from Helena even before she made it to the kitchen, and Darius winced when he noted the wide crack in the ceiling and the overturned jars of oil and water in the storage room.

      Andros followed them in, but at a much slower pace. His eyes were hooded as he surveyed the damage.

      “I do not know if it will be safe for you to stay the night here,” Darius remarked, his hand easily reaching the ceiling so he could test its strength. When the open edges along the crack didn’t move, he allowed a shrug and moved farther into the oikos. He pretended to survey the damage when he was really just curious to see where Stella spent her nights.

      “We are honored by your concern,” Helena said as she watched him move from room to room, watched as he studied hairline cracks in the concrete.

      “Of course I am concerned,” Darius remarked. “From where else will I get my olives and olio, if not from you?” The words were meant to sound light, but in truth, Darius was more worried about Stella. Especially when he found her bedchamber at the back of the oikos.

      Small and hosting only a low cot and a table bearing a few idols for worship, it hardly suited a girl he intended to eventually wed.

      One wall featured what appeared to be a partial fresco, though. A scene depicting the olive orchard with a large white space left undone. “Is this your mother’s doing?” he asked, noting the detail that had gone into painting the leaves and the trunks of the trees.

      “No,” Stella replied, giving her head a shake. “Please do not judge it, as I have not yet finished it.”

      Darius’ eyes widened. “You did this?” he half-questioned, admiring the art. “And what will you paint here?” he asked as he waved to the white area. His gaze then went to the adjacent wall, where a sheet of papyrus was pinned to the plaster. Despite the evidence of it having been painted in a child’s hand, he knew the horse was Augustine.

      Stella dipped her head, her face turning  a crimson shade. “I have not yet decided.”

      Darius pulled the papyrus from the wall and then held it over the white void in the fresco. “I believe Augustine would be honored to have such a prominent place in your fresco,” he said, stepping away from the wall as he held out the painting and angled his head.

      “I painted that when I was but a child,” she said, hurrying to take the papyrus from him.

      “And yet it is done well enough that I recognized my horse,” Darius countered. “Did you mix the plaster for the fresco by yourself?”

      Deciding he wasn’t going to chide her for the primitive skills displayed in the painting, Stella set the papyrus on her cot. “Helena helped, at first,” she replied as she pointed to the middle of the wall. “Once I knew how much to mix, then I did the rest.”

      Darius thought of the number of walls in his villa. Walls that were void of any decoration. “You have skills, Stella. If you lived closer to my villa, I would hire you to do one similar to this in a bedchamber.”

      Stella’s eyes widened.

      He tore his attention from the art and turned to see a crack running down the corner. Frowning, he hurried up to it, one finger following the jagged tear.

      “That was already there,” Stella said as she joined him in the close confines. “From the last earthquake.”

      Darius nodded his understanding and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. The slight tingle flared into a sensation he wished he could hang onto for a long time. He closed his eyes in an effort to concentrate on it. To memorize how it felt. When he opened his eyes, he found Stella watching him with a look of awe on her face.

      “You feel it, too?” she whispered.

      He gave a nod. “Every time you touch me,” he murmured.

      Stella stared at him for a time. “Why?”

      The query was so simple, and yet he had no answer for her. That is, unless he told her she was an Immortal. He had no intention of doing such a thing until she was older. Much older. “Because you are special. Because you were a foundling. Because you are not like the others on this island.”

      Dipping her head, Stella knew he spoke the truth. Being special wasn’t necessarily a trait that earned her friends, though. Or perhaps it was merely her red hair that had other girls her age avoiding her. “I do not like being special,” she whispered with a shake of her head.

      “Why not?” Darius asked as his fingers traveled the length of the crack in the corner. He was tempted to use those same fingers to stroke her face, for her smooth skin would have felt like velvet. He struggled to keep his attention on the damage.

      For the concrete to crack meant an excessive force had acted on the oikos. The houses down below, in Akrotiri, were mostly made from stone blocks. This oikos had been formed by a combination of stone blocks and a mixture of lime, volcanic ash, and seawater. The thick mixture made it possible to form walls and a floor that should have been impervious to the earth’s temperament. Cracks in the concrete were proof it could suffer in an earthquake.

      He had a brief thought as to how his villa might have faired.

      “What of your villa?” Stella asked, as if she could read his mind.

      Darius gave a shake of his head. “As long as my servants were not injured, I care not,” he replied.

      Stella stared at him. “But... it is your home,” she said in a whisper.

      “True,” he acknowledged. “But if there is damage, it can be repaired. As can this,” he said as he motioned to the crack. “Before the winter rains do it more damage.” His gaze went from where the ceiling curved into the two walls, grimacing at the thought the crack might make it that high.

      “I do not believe my father will spend coin on a crack,” Stella replied.

      Darius tamped down the anger he felt just then. Although Andros was a good businessman—he grew a product that was in demand, and he did it well—he was a fool when it came to other concerns. “I will see to it the repairs are made,” Darius vowed. “I will not have you suffer this winter, nor allow this fresco to get wet.”

      Stella’s eyes widened. “Gratitude, Lochagos,” she said in a quiet voice.

      “Darius,” he countered. “You shall call me Darius.”

      At the sound of a bleating goat and an answering whinny from Augustine, Darius thought he best get his horse away from the water trough. He gave Stella a quick kiss on the lips and took his leave of the oikos with the promise he would see her again soon.
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      A few days later

      Darius allowed his housekeeper to lead him through his villa as she pointed out the damage from the island’s latest temblor. He had expected worse, given what he had seen in Andros’ oikos. Here, there were only a few cracks in some interior walls.

      “Did anything break?” he asked, once they had completed their tour. The nine rooms that made up the sprawling villa were far more than he required, but the king had insisted he have quarters suited to his position.

      Iris gave a shake of her head. “I had Pietros check the columns out front, and he said they are still upright.” The entire portico on the front side of the villa was held up with red painted columns made from the trunks of cypress trees.

      “I meant did anything break inside?” Darius asked. He thought the villa in good shape considering the reports he had heard from some of his men. The extent of the damage seemed to depend on where people lived on the island. Buildings in the south had obviously suffered more than those at the north end of the island.

      Shaking her head, Iris said, “No,” not adding that there was little that could have broken. Despite his wealth, Darius didn’t display much in the way of decorative vases or trinkets in the villa.

      “And the stables?” When Stella had first informed him that Augustine was lonely, he had seen to acquiring a mare from one of his ypolochagoi. The two seemed to get along, but just barely. He had hoped to have a colt from the union, but it was apparent the mare wasn’t breeding.

      Or that Augustine didn’t yet know what to do with a mare.

      Although, he thought his mount was quite interested in Glaukos’ mare. When near one another, the two seemed to exchange greetings, their soft nickers and whinnies eliciting a crude comment from his ypolochagoi. He would have to ask if the mare was breeding when he next saw Glaukos.

      “The stables are fine, sir,” Iris assured him, the old woman rolling her eyes. “Melanie is fine,” she added, referring to the mare. “As high-strung as ever, according to Pietros.”

      Darius nodded. “And the trees. How do they fare?”

      At this query, Iris allowed a shrug. “I do not know. They are all alive but the one that did not take root,” she said, one hand waving in the air. “As to whether or not they will bear fruit will be up to the gods.”

      Glancing out the window to the east, Darius could just make out the first few trees in an olive orchard. He had ordered they be planted the day after he had made the arrangement to take Stella to wife, deciding she would require her own trees to look after once they were wed. The plot of land just east of the villa would only support twenty trees, but he thought it enough.

      As his wife, Stella would be expected to perform other tasks besides seeing to a garden and the orchard. He had already ordered a loom be set up in one of the well-lit rooms. Now that he knew she liked to paint, he thought about what she might require to practice her craft once they were wed.

      He turned his attention back to the olive grove. The gardener had argued the north winds might be too much for the young trees, but Darius had seen to the installation of a row of thin poles on the north edge of the orchard. Not quite a fence—there was nothing connecting the vertical posts together—the poles broke the wind before it could damage the young trees.
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