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      2 August, 218 BC, Apulia, Italia

      The sound of missiles arcing through the air above Darius was his cue to move his troops forward. At his shout to attack, his horse, a broad black Andalusian, his eyes wild, reared up before lurching into motion. The foot soldiers to his right moved in a straight line, their shields held in front and acting as a continuous wall of armor as far as he could see. Hastae, or short spears, would be used by the infantry once they engaged the enemy.

      A glance to the left as his horse regained his footing had him frowning. The front line of soldiers had faltered, either because a soldier had missed the repeated command or he had tripped and his replacement hadn’t moved into place fast enough. No matter the reason, the broken link in the chain of soldiers allowed a series of pila, javelins made of wood and iron, to penetrate the line.

      Cursing, Darius searched the horizon for the source of the enemy’s missiles. At this distance, it shouldn’t have been possible for his left flank to suffer such a blow. A quick glance to his right showed a solid defense just as a second set of missiles flew overhead. Woefully short of their intended targets, they landed in what appeared to be a continuous fence up ahead of their advance—and the point at which the Roman army would meet Hannibal’s forces.

      At least on this front. Darius was beginning to wonder if the Roman troops were surrounded. The dust from the missiles made it impossible to tell.

      Although Darius and his horse were targets, their armor would protect them from the spears. But what would happen once the battle moved to the ground? He would survive the fighting—he was an Immortal—but from the moment the sun had lit the sky that morning, he sensed the Romans would suffer huge losses.

      Hannibal had grown bold.

      His boldness proved him to be a worthy opponent. Darius couldn’t help but be impressed with the leader of Carthage’s forces. Apparently, Rome was as well, for they responded in a manner Darius had never before paid witness—and he had been a participant in hundreds of years of Roman battles.

      Determined to defeat the invader and prevent more city-states from defecting the Republic, Rome had sent the new consuls, Gaius Terentius Varro and Lucius Aemilius Paullus, to command an unprecedented eight legions against the Carthaginians.

      The numbers alone should have assured Rome a victory, but Darius knew better than to think the battle would be easy. He had seen far too many go awry at the last minute.

      Darius’ troops had made it nearly to the line of where the missiles had landed when a rider from the left flank approached at a gallop. His yells went unheard above the rumble of the soldiers and shields, so it wasn’t until he was directly in front of Darius before the legate heard the words, “Retreat! Go back! It is a trap!”

      From his vantage atop his tall horse, Darius glared at the rider. “On whose orders?” he called back, not recognizing the courier. The man carried no pennon, nor did he ride a horse outfitted for battle.

      “Varro.” He pointed behind him. “A traitor was discovered and told him of Hannibal’s plan to surround us.”

      Darius frowned, doubting the consul would so easily believe a traitor. He halted his horse, although he didn’t call out an order for his troops to cease their forward movement. He pulled up alongside the rider and asked, “To whom have you been ordered to deliver the message?” One simple word would confirm if the order came directly from Varro. If the courier didn’t say it, then Darius was prepared to behead the man.

      From the courier’s pause and sideways glance, Darius knew immediately the real traitor was the man before him. Pulling his sword from the sheath that hung from his war horse, Darius raised it to strike when the rider suddenly jabbed a short spear into his horse’s withers. Darius’ swing missed its initial mark as his horse reared, but worse, his suddenly raised sword signaled his fellow lieutenants to halt the troops.

      His curse loud enough to be heard over the sounds of another round of missiles flying overhead, Darius swung his sword down and through the left shoulder of the traitor even as his confused troops came to a stuttering halt. The enemy’s missiles did their damage where the shields were no longer connected, forcing the second line troops to move forward and fill in.

      At least their numbers were deep. Far deeper than usual.

      With the courier dispatched—his horse reared and ran off in the direction from which it had come—Darius looked for his nearest legatus. He found a war horse, but its rider had taken a spear through the leg and was on the ground cursing.

      “Octavius!” Darius shouted. He swung his sword to indicate the troops should resume their advance, relieved when the left flank did what it was supposed to. Unfortunately, it was still several steps behind the right flank.

      Darius moved alongside the lieutenant’s horse and forced it into a position to help protect the downed man from being trampled.

      “Hades hell!” Octavius ground out from between gritted teeth. He reached up to grasp Darius’ outstretched hand and allowed his fellow legate to help him up.

      “Lean back,” Darius ordered, just before his sword arced down and sliced the shaft of the spear within an inch of the lieutenant’s leg. The man let out a grunt of pain before he remounted his horse. “Gratitude,” he managed before wincing again as he pulled the shaft from his leg. A stream of blood followed before Darius could tighten a length of linen—one of the pennons from his horse—around the wound.

      “We have traitors in our ranks,” Darius called out above the din of the troop movement. “I need to warn Varro.” A movement from his right drew his attention, but it was Octavius’ sword as it stabbed into his side that had Darius cursing in pain and returning his stunned stare onto his fellow lieutenant. “You?” he asked in disbelief.

      “Hannibal shall prevail on this day, Darius. You would be wise to pledge your allegiance to him. Rome is done.”

      Knowing he would not stay conscious for much longer—he would need to give into the darkness of death before coming back to life—Darius glared at the traitor before slicing the man across the neck with his sword. Beheaded, Octavius listed to one side before his horse sensed his rider was no longer in control. The Andalusian reared, unseating the corpse before it rushed forward into the fray of confused soldiers.

      Trapped in the midst of his troops while gray replaced his vision, Darius managed a last call of “Retreat!” before he aimed his horse in the direction of a clearing in the battle. His thoughts went to his wife, and he remembered when he had last seen her. Naked and aroused with need of him, her arms wrapped around his shoulders as her lips said his name, and he gave into the darkness.

      

      Meanwhile, in Macedonia

      Over four hundred milion away, a band of soldiers garbed in ragged chitons and armed with little more than farm implements, regarded their leader with dubious expressions.

      “Take this village. Burn it if you wish. Enjoy the spoils of war. Then, when you have slaked your thirst, head straight south and follow the coast. Wage war on the city-state just beyond Dium. You will not be expected. You shall prevail, and your reward will be great.”

      “How great?” one of the soldiers called out from the back of the group. From his tone of voice, it was apparent he doubted their leader’s words.

      The man from Rome considered ordering the death of the one who questioned his orders, but his command was already tenuous at best. The group of mercenaries his legates had managed to assemble at the western edge of Macedonia wasn’t exactly trained for a Roman battle. Nor did they seem to display allegiance to any particular country.

      He had marched them over a fifty milion this past sennight, around the Cambunian Mountains and down to Pynda. Although they had received a portion of their promised pay, murmurs of discontent had been overheard.

      “Deminon,” he responded, hoping the name of the peaceful city-state on the eastern shore of Greece would have meaning to these men.

      A collective murmur was followed by nodding heads. “I could take a wife,” one of the men said by way of approval. his hips thrusting forward beneath his dirty chiton.

      “I can return to farming,” another said. “It is said their grain is the very best.”

      “As can I,” another chimed in as the sounds of approval echoed through the group.

      Their leader frowned, their reactions to his orders completely unexpected. At least they seemed of a mind to invade the place. “Then first take this village in the name of Rome, and then take Deminon in mine.”

      

      From her vantage behind a rock wall at the edge of Pynda, a young woman named Diana listened to the Roman legate as she fought back tears. Daughter of a priest and seamstress to the priestesses in the nearby Temple of Apollo, she had been entrusted with the creation and care of the Tyrian purple vestments for the temple.

      Given what had happened earlier that day, she knew she would no longer have that honor. The legate nearest to where she hid had already seen to invading her tent on the outskirts of Pynda, his sweat-soaked body claiming hers in the name of Rome. Fear had kept her quiet, but the revulsion she experienced convinced her she had to do something. Knowing it was too late for those in nearby Pynda, she considered the commander’s words.

      Head straight south. Follow the coast.

      Determined to reach Deminon to warn the citizens there of what was to come, she clutched her satchel of meager possessions, including valuable bone needles and silk threads, and stole away in the night.

      

      Meanwhile, in Deminon

      Standing atop the mount against which the palace of Deminon was built, Stella studied the horizon to the south. Despite the late hour, the lights of camp fires in the distance, a new moon, and the stars above kept the darkness at bay. Turning slightly, she allowed her gaze to sweep east over the Aegean Sea and then across the Theramaic Gulf. Although she was close enough to smell the water, its undulating surface was only evident due to the reflections of a thousand stars.

      If she returned to this spot in only a few hours, she would pay witness to a stunning sunrise. Given her weariness, she knew she would not. Despite her worry for her husband—for her city-state—she needed to sleep.

      Twice on this day, queries had been made as to when her king would return to Deminon. Twice she had lied, saying he would return when the Aetolians had succeeded in fending off the city-states that made up the Achaean League. Why the Grecian city-states insisted on fighting one another, she did not yet know. But their skirmishes made it possible to hide the real reason for Darius’ absence from Deminon. If her people knew he fought for Rome against Carthage, they might wonder if he would then side with Rome should the Republic decide to invade Greece.

      Of course, he would not. Darius of Agremon merely thought to prevent Hannibal from turning his attentions to Greece by defeating him in Italia. He had also vowed the century before to defend the land that Alexander had gifted him, even if it was land Darius had already claimed two centuries before that. By joining the Macedonian’s campaign to expand his territories to the east and by fighting alongside his forces, Darius was assured Deminon would be left in peace.

      If only Alexander hadn’t died so young. If only Antigonus III hadn’t died two years ago. If only Darius would return to Deminon.

      Stella sighed, silently cursing the warmongering of men.

      Where are you, Darius?
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      A few days later, in Deminon, on the eastern shore of Greece

      Stella of Akrotiri, Queen of Deminon, smiled as she watched a young boy practice his somersaults down the slight incline from where she stood. “How old is he now?” she asked of the young woman who stood next to her. A babe on one hip and a satchel with her day’s purchases from the agora hanging from her arm, the woman was similar in appearance to many of the denizens of Deminon. At one time, though, she had been Stella’s favorite handmaiden.

      “Six years. He will begin his training with a sword next week,” Hedda replied. Although she said the words with pride, there was a hint of sadness in them as well.

      Wincing at the reference to a sword, Stella allowed a nod. Although her city-state was a peaceful one—Deminon hadn’t seen a major battle in over two-hundred years and only border skirmishes of late—she knew training young men in the art of battle was necessary. Rome, Thrace, Macedonia, or even another Greek city-state could decide they wished to invade them.

      “He will grow strong like his father,” Stella remarked, remembering she had been the one to arrange for her handmaiden to marry the man who headed her army now that Darius was back in Italia. “Perhaps he will follow him as strategus of my army.”

      The boy’s father, Trevius, had come to Deminon from Rome, a slave from the arena sent on a mission to slay the Queen of Deminon and bring her body back to his owner. The gladiator did as he was sent to do. He thrust his sword into Stella’s belly—at her insistence—and then bowed at her feet in fealty when she pulled the sword from her body and held it to his neck.

      Despite having told all the men sent to kill her that she could not be killed—she was immortal, after all—they still came. And they still tried.

      Stella had learned a millennia ago that men could be a stubborn and stupid lot. No matter what a woman told them, they still had to learn the lesson for themselves.

      Her guards had been about to behead Trevius, but Stella saw in him traits she recognized in a warrior. A leader. Traits she had come to know from having been married to Darius of Agremon for over a thousand years.

      His answers to her three queries—From what country do you hail? To whom do you pledge your allegiance? Do you wish to live?—proved Trevius had been taken as a slave when his troops had been overcome by those of Rome.

      Leadership. Cunning. Strength. A hint of ruthlessness. But beneath all of that, a human. Men caused wars. Men fought wars. With Darius off to fight in battles not his own—he still fought for Rome despite his role as King of Deminon—he agreed that Deminon needed a man of Trevius’ skills to lead the army. And so Trevius stayed in Deminon, gladly took the wife Stella offered, and now had a family.

      The strategus’ son was running back up the hill, a huge gap-toothed grin bringing a wide smile to Stella’s lips. “I must go,” she said as she bent down and kissed the boy’s forehead. “A ship has just pulled into port and carries important cargo.”

      Hedda, bowed. “You honor my son,” she said in a whisper. “I would not have him if it were not for you. Gratitude.”

      Stella allowed a nod. “And your husband honors me with his service to our city-state. Gratitude. I shall see to it he is allowed three full days in your company.” She furrowed a brow as she reconsidered the offer. “That is, if you wish that much of his company.”

      The young woman chuckled. “I do, my queen. Gratitude a thousand times over.” Her attention was suddenly drawn to the north, where a bedraggled woman limped toward them from the farm fields beyond where the herders tended their goats.

      “Who is this?” Stella asked in a whisper, not recognizing the woman from those who lived in Deminon.

      Her handmaiden, Nike, stepped forward. Despite her youthful appearance, Nike had served in the queen’s temple next to Mount Ossa ever since Hedda had agreed to be Trevius’ wife. “She is unfamiliar to me,” she said as she pulled a dagger from the leather holder at her thigh.

      “And unarmed,” Stella said, chiding her handmaiden for her defensive posture. The woman looked so weary, Stella wondered if she would even make it to where they stood.

      As for her safety, it mattered little if a visitor turned out to be an assassin. The last two who had attempted to kill her learned too late her immortality wasn’t a myth.

      Hedda pulled her son close. “She may be from Macedonia, my queen,” she murmured.

      Stella frowned. “Have there been others?” she asked, her gaze not leaving the limping woman who had begun waving in their direction. She seemed determined to reach them.

      “Two men appeared late yesterday at the agōgē with tales of men who attacked in the middle of the night. Trevius said their village was burned. He gave them sanctuary at the barracks until he could decide what to do with them.”

      “Why was I not told?” Stella asked in a raised voiced, immediately regretting her quick anger and reaction. Hedda was a civilian—a mere messenger when it came to the information she provided. “Apologies,” Stella added on a sigh. “My query should be directed to Trevius.” She was too old to abide those who thought to keep news of trouble from reaching her ears. She was Deminon’s queen. She needed to know everything that might threaten the small city-state.

      Hedda dipped her head. “Trevius did not wish to burden you with tales of a minor skirmish.”

      Minor skirmish? If a village burned just beyond the northern reaches of Greece, then there were no doubt casualties. Spoils. Women who would have been raped. Refugees who would be seeking new homes. New lives.

      Alarm had Stella hurrying toward the woman, Nike close on her heels. “From where have you come, and what is your name?” she asked in three different languages.

      Diana, seamstress to the priestesses in the Temple of Apollo, dropped to her knees and told her tale. When she finished, she wept. “They will come to Deminon next. I heard their leader tell them that would be their next victory.”

      Stella turned to Nike. “See to it she is given a chamber in the palace and food for three days,” she ordered, just before she headed in the direction of her army’s training grounds.

      “Where are you going, my queen?” Nike asked, reluctant to leave her side.

      “The agōgē. I wish to have a word with Trevius. We should expect an invasion from the north.”

      Nike bowed, her frown apparent as she regarded the weeping woman. “Come, Diana. I will take you to a place of safety.”

      Diana shook her head. “There will be no safety. They are coming for Deminon next.”

      Pointing in the direction of the buildings in which Deminon’s army resided, Nike shook her head. “Then they will not receive the welcome they expect,” she replied.

      Still on her knees, Diana turned her attention to the retreating back of the Queen of Deminon. Stella’s white robes and turquoise stola hugged a body that appeared far too young to belong to a queen. “Then let us hope they are fast and that their weapons find their mark,” she whispered.

      For the first time since she began her life in Deminon, Nike worried for her home.
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      Meanwhile, in a ludus in Veii

      Dressed in a dark robe, Augustus of Assyria stared at his newest slave and gave a shake of his head. “I find it difficult to believe it has come to this,” he hissed. He had been pacing in front of where Darius of Agremon was leaning against a stone wall, his thick arms crossed over his chest. Iron bars stood between them, clear indicators that the space in which the older Immortal was being kept had at one time been used to imprison animals.

      “I do not,” Darius countered. “We both know there is treachery on both sides. Besides, it could be worse. I could have ended up in Capua or Cumae. At least you are not a stranger to me.”

      Augustus allowed a sound of disbelief. “How can you be so calm? You were going to be tried on charges of treason and... and crucified,” he whispered hoarsely.

      Darius allowed a shrug, wishing his Roman citizenship hadn’t ended over two-hundred years ago, or that he could have been granted the privilege based on his service to the Roman Army for the past four years.

      Citizens were never sold into slavery.

      He finally pushed himself away from the wall. “But now I am not,” he replied, referring to the possibility that he could be crucified for what had happened at Apulia. “How much did you have to pay for me?” In all his two-thousand years of existence, Darius had taken on many guises, held any number of positions having to do with war, and outlived nearly everyone he knew, but never before had he been a slave.

      “Only two-thousand didrachm,” Augustus replied with a shrug.

      Frowning at the amount—he wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or offended—Darius allowed a snort. He had commanded centurions who were paid four-thousand per annum. “I will have to arrange for you to be reimbursed for the coin you have spent. There is a trunk at my domus in—”

      “You no longer have a domus in Rome,” Augustus interrupted.

      Darius stilled himself, his back going rigid. “My possessions?” he asked, fairly sure he knew what his oldest friend was about to say.

      “Confiscated.”

      “I was a guest at Rome’s invitation—”

      “And now they believe you to be a traitor,” Augustus argued. “What is worse, though, is that I am to present you as one of the gladiators in a munus scheduled for the day after tomorrow.”

      A sly grin touched Darius’ lips. Although he had been a warrior his entire life, Darius had never fought as a gladiator. “Ah. A chance for you to earn back some of what you have spent on my behalf, then. I shall do my best.” The thought of wielding a sword against another—one-on-one—seemed appealing just then. He could work out the frustration he felt upon learning that someone from his former country had framed him for what had happened in the losing battle against Hannibal.

      Augustus rolled his eyes. “If you die—”

      “I cannot die,” Darius interrupted.

      “If you die, there may be a way I can get you out,” Augustus hinted, obviously annoyed his friend didn’t seem more bothered by his circumstance.

      Darius stared at the other Immortal for a moment and finally shook his head. “I will not die in a munus,” he replied. That such spectacles were staged as part of funerals for wealthy Roman citizens—the men, at least—was a practice he found barbaric, but then he had never had the stomach for slavery, either.

      He thought of Deminon and why it was the city-state enjoyed such prosperity despite its lack of slaves. As its king, he saw to it the citizens were productive. They enjoyed their lives. And those who served others were afforded a status others could not claim.

      “I cannot simply let you go,” Augustus whispered. “I am being watched. Followed wherever I go. In a few days, I must depart on a ship to Narbo. My latest wife has demanded—”

      “Another one?” Darius asked, incredulous. “How many do you have in your harem now?” he teased.

      Augustus sighed. “Just Melicia. And I have never had more than one wife at a time.” His face suddenly screwed up in thought. “Well, there were two once, but that was only the one time, and it was... hundreds of years ago,” he argued as a hand waved through the air. He was about to say more, but he saw how Darius’ expression had changed to one more serious. “What is it?”

      “Sorrow for your loss,” he replied in a hoarse whisper. “Marcella could have not been that old. When... how did she die?”

      Shrugging, Augustus raised his hands to cover his face and said, “Five... six years now. In the childbed. The babe as well.”

      Furrowing his brows, Darius stepped forward and gripped the bars of his cage. “Yours?” he asked, obviously surprised at learning the other Immortal might have become a father.

      Augustus shook his head. “Of course not. I had her... lie with a friend. One I knew had seed.” He lowered his hands, his fingers dragging down the skin of his face so his features appeared misshapen for a moment. “I had him do the same service for Melicia, and she has conceived.”

      Darius supposed that was one way to ensure a mortal wife was left with child. Since neither he nor his wife could have children—Stella never had monthly courses, and he had never gotten a child on any mortal he had bedded before he found Stella—they had always taken in foundlings when they were of a mind to have a child. That all of them had been boys might have been a coincidence. Or perhaps Stella had only brought the male babes to his attention.

      The thought of Stella had him glancing at his bare hand. “About my possessions,” Darius murmured. “Are they truly lost? Completely?”

      The younger Immortal frowned. “I do not know. What is it you seek?”

      Darius held out his hand. “A ring. A gold ring, with the head of a bull. The details have been worn away, though,” Darius described. “But the head can still be seen.”

      “A gift from your Stella, no doubt?” Augustus guessed, his query made with a hint of impatience.

      Darius nodded.

      Augustus sighed. “I will send a servant to inquire, but... I do not hold much hope for finding it.”

      Allowing a sigh of disappointment, Darius nodded. “Understood.” He released his hold on the bars and moved to sit against the stone wall. Despite the heat outside, the stones were cold against his back.

      “I have ancillae should you wish some company,” Augustus offered. “One is particularly gifted. Very limber.”

      Darius shook his head. “Let her warm your bed, then,” he replied. “I have no use for her.” He was about to ask if he could gain an introduction to the new wife, but thought better of it when he considered his situation. Besides, it was doubtful a Roman wife would even be present at the ludus.

      “I used to allow the other gladiators to spend a night or two with the ancillae,” Augustus said as he indicated the cages farther down the hall. “But their performance in the munus suffered greatly, so I only provide them should they have a good showing, and then for only one night.”

      Despite his revulsion at the thought of what gladiators might do with sex slaves, Darius feigned indifference. “When does training start in the morning?”

      “A slave will rouse everyone at dawn. The doctor requires two hours of training before you can break your fast,” Augustus explained. “Perhaps I can—”

      “I do not require coddling,” Darius stated, his manner now morose. “It will be good to get back into fighting shape.”

      His expression displaying his uncertainty, Augustus finally nodded. “Very well. I must return to my domus in Rome before I am missed. What ever you do, Darius, please do not kill any of your fellow gladiators,” he begged. “Especially the doctor.”

      Darius displayed his obvious shock at hearing the plea. He never killed for any reason other than defense or when he was in battle. “I promise I shall not.”

      Unless they attempt to kill me first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            A Counter Invasion Creates Questions

          

        

      

    

    
      A few days later, in the palace of Deminon

      “We lost no one, my queen,” Trevius said as he regarded Stella from the other side of the reception chamber. He had made his way to the palace immediately upon the delivery of the queen’s summons. “I sent forty troops with my most trusted legate.”

      Stella frowned in disbelief. Trevius hadn’t even led the force she had ordered be sent north toward Macedonia. According to Diana, an army had destroyed a village just north of their border, and yet only forty from Deminon had vanquished them.

      “How is that possible?” she asked, her confusion apparent.

      “They did not have a true leader. They carried farm implements—”

      “Never discount the effectiveness of a scythe when used in close combat,” Stella warned, memories of past skirmishes replaying in her mind’s eye.

      Trevius swallowed the first words that came to mind and instead said, “Several spoke of settling in Deminon. Two wish to be farmers here, and one wants to take one of our women as his wife.” He paused before adding, “One of the farmers mentioned his desire for a wife as well.”

      Stella blinked at his words. These men did not sound like typical invaders, who merely wanted to pillage and plunder, burning everything in their wake. “What have you done with them?”

      Trevius sighed. “I have them locked up in the gaol awaiting your orders,” he said.

      Rolling her eyes, Stella had half a mind to have them all executed. But the two who wished to be farmers? “You will send them to me here on the Day of Complaint. I will listen to what they have to say. What about the others? Was it a large army?”

      Once again, Trevius sighed. “Their numbers were far less than those that burned Pynda. I heard tell they were over one hundred strong.”

      “From whom?” she asked, even as she wondered what might have become of all the deserters. They might still cause problems, even if their numbers were diminished.

      “The woman called Diana,” he replied. “I spoke with her yesterday.” He paused a moment. “May I ask as to what you have planned for the girl?”

      Stella furrowed a brow. “Refuge, of course.” Stella turned and motioned for Nike to join her. “How does Diana fare?”

      “She is recovered from her journey and awaits word.”

      “Word of what?”

      Nike straightened. “If she will be allowed to live in Deminon. She is a seamstress and can make her living here, but she does not know if she is welcome to do so given what happened to her.”

      Stella remembered Diana’s tale and bristled at the thought of what the young woman had endured. Women always seemed to suffer from wars more than those who waged them.

      “As a daughter of a priest and seamstress to the priestesses of her temple, she is to be granted the honor of creating the vestments. See to it she has such a position at the Temple of Athena.” A woman who had suffered the ravages of a battle would understand the importance of Athena to the Greeks. That she hadn’t simply run away from her attacker but had done so to warn Deminon made it easy to grant her asylum.

      Nike nodded even as the strategus furrowed his brows. “Are you sure she is still a virgin, my queen?” Although he didn’t know the woman’s entire story, he was sure she had been ravaged by at least one of the marauders.

      Stiffening as if she were preparing for a fight, Stella regarded Trevius for a moment before saying, “The work she performs does not require she be a virgin,” she argued. “None of the priestesses in Athena’s temple are virtuous.”

      “But if the priest...”

      “Luke will not discover the truth because we will not tell him the truth,” she said in a voice filled with warning. She wasn’t about to deny the woman her right to employment when she had been the one to warn them of an impending invasion. She wasn’t about to punish a woman for having suffered the brutality of battle. In fact, she had every intention of seeing to it Diana was rewarded for her service to Deminon.

      And she knew just the man to see to that reward.

      “If she is with child—”

      “Then the priest will welcome the child as a gift to the temple,” Stella argued. “And if he does not, then I shall... then I shall raise it as my own.”

      Trevius didn’t try to hide his look of shock. “My queen,” he started to protest.

      “I have raised two-and-fifty sons in my lifetime,” she stated, her thoughts going to the last son who now lived on the very outskirts of Deminon, his old and frail body due to fail at any time. “But never a daughter, it is true.” She noted how Trevius settled back in the cushions of the klinae and reconsidered his words. “Now, let us get back to this... this border skirmish,” she said. “The enemy. How many were killed?”

      Trevius allowed a sigh. “Two. The rest surrendered just south of the border.”

      Just south of the border? She remembered Diana’s words and wondered at why the woman seemed so frightened. “I had reason to believe they had made it farther south. Are you quite sure you have found all of their men?”

      Trevius nodded. “I have patrols on the border, my queen. They have sent word of a few stragglers. But the invaders were... mostly drunk. I believe their orders were to invade Deminon right after they burned the village on Pynda, but whoever gave the order was no longer present to see to it they accomplished their mission. The poor excuse for an army thought to simply enjoy the spoils of war before making their way here.”

      Stella allowed a nod. “I want the guard at the north border doubled,” she ordered.

      “I have already seen to it, my queen,” Trevius replied. “As well as the border to the west.”

      Stella took a deep breath and allowed a long sigh. “Of course you have. Apologies...”

      “No offense has been taken, my queen. This has been a reminder to all that we must remain diligent. Our time of peace may be coming to an end.”

      Stella nodded, well aware his words implied that without Darius of Agremon at her side, Stella—and the city-state of Deminon—were vulnerable. “Word from Rome is not good,” she whispered. “The tyrant Hannibal continues to vex the Roman army.” Vex wasn’t a strong enough word to describe how Carthage had apparently defeated the Roman army in their latest engagement.

      “Yet Rome will prevail,” Trevius said in an equally quiet voice. “Their latest defeat was due to a traitor. It is said he has been captured and is now enslaved as a gladiator. He will be vanquished in the arena as payment for his treachery.”

      Wincing at the mention of the barbaric fighting that took place as part of funeral rituals, Stella regarded the general of her army with furrowed brows. “How sure are they of traitorous acts and not incompetence on the battlefield?” She knew Varro could be an impetuous man, easily goaded into acting without regard to repercussions. On top of that, the huge number of legionnaires involved in the military campaign meant anything could go wrong—and did—when it came to war.

      Trevius regarded his queen with new-found respect. “The need for a scapegoat was no doubt great, my queen,” he replied. “Hannibal has been far more formidable than Rome expected. I would expect he placed spies in their ranks months ago. Men who would be willing to die in order to undermine a Roman campaign.”

      Stella felt a rock drop into her stomach. Darius was acting as a legate for the Roman army. Although he was no longer a Roman citizen, his skills had been sought by a Roman consul who wanted an experienced strategist to help in the war against Hannibal. Darius’ only concession? That he could return to Deminon as king of the city-state once Hannibal was vanquished.

      “I must share a secret with the expectation it will go no further,” she whispered.

      Trevius gave her a dubious look. “It shall die with me,” he vowed.

      “Darius is a legate in one of their legions,” she said in a quiet voice.

      He visibly relaxed. “A situation of which I am already aware,” Trevius replied. At his queen’s look of surprise, he added, “Darius told me of his plans. And his reasons for going to Rome.” At seeing Stella’s look of shock—as if she had thought she was the only one who knew her husband’s secret—Trevius wished he hadn’t said anything. “Do you wish me to send a spy there? To discover how our king fares?”

      Stella was about to scold the strategus—Darius didn’t need to be watched—but she was worried.

      And she missed her husband far more than she let on.

      “I am curious,” she admitted, her expression of worry still evident. “But I do not wish to put one of your men at risk.”

      “He will not be,” Trevius assured her. “I have other reasons for sending a man to Rome.” His words were still quiet, as if he expected someone besides Nike might be listening in on their conversation.

      “Do share,” Stella encouraged.

      Trevius gave a shake of his head. “Something is not quite right in Rome. Someone is making a play for power. A senator, perhaps, or someone high up in the army’s ranks,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “City-states throughout Italia are changing their allegiance to Carthage in anticipation of Hannibal taking Rome.”

      Although the news wasn’t a surprise—Stella knew it was better to end up on the side of the victor than to be on the side of the defeated after a war—she was curious as to how he knew such a thing. “Your suspicions are borne of evidence,” Stella said, knowing Trevius was not usually a suspicious sort.

      “When our men took the marauders to the north, one of the soldiers made mention of a Roman who had given them the order to burn the villages they came upon.”

      “A Roman?” Stella repeated in alarm. Rome wouldn’t dare invade Greece! They were known for their respect for the ancient country. As for Macedonia, she couldn’t imagine Roman troops being allowed into the country, even if the western banks of its shores belonged to the Republic.

      “He did not give the man’s name, nor his rank in Rome,” Trevius quickly added. “Upon further interrogation, the soldier fell on his sword. I mean that as I say it,” he added. “He was one of the men who died.”

      Giving her head a shake, Stella wondered who they had to fear. Apparently someone in Rome thought a city-state in Greece could be taken, but for what purpose? The beginning of an invasion into all of Greece?

      Or was it something more personal?

      She thought of the ongoing war between the leagues in the south. She expected Athens and Sparta to prevail over Corinth, but they had already been at it for over a year. Rome could invade and catch all of them unawares.

      Trevius watched as Stella considered his words. “I will send my spy on the next ship bound for Rome, my queen. Tomorrow, if there is room on Captain Theseus’ schooner. I expect his return within three sennights, a month at most.”

      Stella nodded her understanding. “Have him come here to the palace on his way to the docks. I will see to it he has a purse. For bribes and such,” she added when she noted the general’s look of curiosity.

      Dipping his head, Trevius said, “I shall see to it, my queen.” He paused then, apparently anxious to ask something of Stella but unsure of how to bring up the subject.

      “You may speak freely,” she said.

      Trevius hesitated but finally said, “I am aware you are preparing for visitors.” The palace guard fell under his command, and one of their ranks had mentioned the preparations being made in the chambers reserved for guests.

      Although she felt a bit of annoyance at learning he had been told of impending visitors, she supposed his men were only during their jobs. Even if he hadn’t been told, the extra work being done by servants to prepare the palace could hardly go unnoticed. “I am, but I do not expect their arrival for a sennight at least,” Stella replied. “I sent an invitation to an old friend of the king. Someone who has influence in Rome. I received word he is to leave on a journey to another city-state but will add to it by stopping here.”

      Trevius regarded her a moment. “And you trust this man?”

      Stella considered the query. “Darius trusted him. I cannot say that I do as I do not know him well enough to say one way or the other.”

      “I will post extra guards while he is in the palace,” he replied, sensing his queen’s unease.

      “Gratitude. And to reward you for your service, I ask that you take three days to be with your family. Leave the agōgē in the capable hands of Antony.”

      Trevius gave a start at hearing this bit of news. “Gratitude, my queen.”

      “And gratitude to you and and your men.”

      With that, Trevius took his leave of the palace and headed toward the agōgē.

      Nike moved closer to Stella. “I will see to Diana’s appointment now, my queen,” she said.

      Stella nodded. “I shall walk with you for a time,” she said as she stood up and made her way out of the reception chamber. She lifted her head and closed her eyes as they emerged from the palace, the wash of sunshine warming her face. When she opened them, she turned her attention to her handmaiden.

      Dressed as she was now, in a flame yellow gown of the finest linen, it was apparent it was time Stella see to a mate for the girl. Her beauty and black hair would suit a number of the nobles who vied for her approval. With an impeccable lineage and her experience in service—only those who were deemed worthy could work as servants—Nike would one day make a fine noblewoman.

      “After you have spoken with Diana, see to it Trevius spends not less than three days in his family’s company,” she murmured. “I have told him to do so, but he may need prodding.”

      Despite having heard the queen’s conversation with her strategus, the petite woman still gave her a look of disbelief. “Does Hedda welcome such a long visit from her husband?” she asked. “He already spends his evenings and nights in her company,” she added. Although most would never think to question their queen’s instructions, Nike had learned to share her concerns with Stella. The older woman seemed to welcome the challenge, and sometimes, although not often, changed her mind as a result.

      Stella laughed. “I asked the same question of Hedda when I last spoke with her,” she replied. “She assures me she does. Her youngest is weaned, I think, and it is time he got another child on her.”

      Nike nodded her understanding. Remembering Trevius’ mention of the preparations being made in the palace, she asked, “Pardon, my queen, but are we to welcome someone new to Deminon?” From the tone of her query, it was evident she felt offense at being left out of the plans for the visitors.

      Stella’s gaze swept the horizon before them, an expanse of sea that extended to Pergamum and included hundreds of islands. None of them fell under her rule, but those who lived on those islands allowed Deminon its peace. “Cassandra is seeing to the guest chambers for an important visitor,” Stella replied, referring to one of her other handmaidens. “I invited a friend of Darius to spend a few days here. There is no need to share his identity with Trevius, however. Augustus and Darius have fought many a foe together in their lifetimes,” she added.

      “Do you think this Augustus will bring word of Darius?” Nike asked. Although she had served as a handmaiden to the queen for many years, she had learned long ago to engage the queen in conversation. If Stella was left too long without speaking, she would be lost in thought for hours at a time. Over a thousand years of memories could be more compelling than whatever was happening at the moment.

      “That is my hope,” Stella said as her gaze swept the horizon once more. “We will know in a sennight. Maybe two.”

      They were silent for a time before Stella sensed Nike’s desire to speak. “What is it?” she asked. “You know you are welcome to speak freely.”

      Nike glanced in the queen’s direction, feeling a bit foolish when she finally put voice to the query. “Are you a goddess?”

      Stella allowed a grin and gave a shrug of one shoulder. “I am not. At least, not that I am aware. I have no great powers, other than I am still with the same man who took me to wife over a thousand years ago.”

      “But you do,” Nike countered. “You decide the fates of those who live here in Deminon.”

      Taken aback, Stella regarded her favorite handmaiden for a moment before she gave her head a shake. “In what way?”

      “You arranged for Hedda to marry Trevius.”

      Stella shook her head. “I gave them my blessing. Nothing more,” she argued. At Nike’s look of disbelief, she added. “I knew Trevius was taken with Hedda from the moment he arrived at the palace.” She smiled as she remembered that day. “Hedda had to be courted, though. Once they spent time in one another’s company, and she learned he was not the barbarian she thought him to be, she agreed to be his wife.”

      Nike dipped her head. “Will it be that way for me? Will you allow me to marry the man I wish to marry?”

      Angling her head in the handmaiden’s direction, Stella nodded. “You are not a slave here, Nike. You are free to make the decision as to whom you will take as a husband. But I may... encourage you to consider a particular man if I think you two might suit,” she warned with a grin. “Or if I think it might benefit Deminon for you to do so. It does not mean you have to marry him, though.”

      Nike nodded her understanding. “There is no one for me here in Deminon,” she murmured.

      Stella thought of her last son, her heart clenching at the thought he would have been perfect for Nike—sixty years ago. “Then we will find a man who is not from Deminon,” she said. “Someone who will arrive on a ship, perhaps. Maybe someone who has been sent to kill me,” she added with a teasing grin.

      “My queen!” Nike replied in shock.

      And the two laughed as they made their way to the ship that had just docked. “What is this important cargo you spoke of?” Nike asked when they greeted the ship’s captain.

      “Tin,” Stella replied. At Nike’s expression of disappointment, she added, “To make bronze. We are running low,” she whispered. “What did you think it might be?”

      Nike allowed a shrug. “King Darius, perhaps?”

      Her smile disappearing from her face, Stella resumed her duties as queen and saw to it the captain and his crew had their accommodations for the night.
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