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      Spring 198 BC, The Curia, Rome

      The heat in the senate chamber had tempers short and sweat dribbling down the necks of those who argued the latest request. Was it possible that all three-hundred senators were in attendance on this hot spring day?

      “Deminon is a small city-state, yes,” Augustus announced from where he stood addressing the august body. “But they make excellent pottery, and their linens are some of the finest in the Mediterranean.”

      “You just want to go for the wine,” Marcus Orvius said from his seat in one of the middle rows, his voice loud enough to be heard by those in the seats below his own. A round of laughter greeted the comment.

      “The wine is the best of any from Greece, it is true,” Augustus agreed. “But my request to go there has more to do with the king. I count Darius of Agremon as one of my oldest and dearest friends, and I request leave to go there on account that his queen has extended an invitation for me to pay a visit.”

      The consul visibly rolled his eyes, bored with the day’s discussions and anxious to end the session now that the sun was setting. “How long will you be gone from Rome?”

      Augustus almost said, “Forever,” but caught himself. This past century of living in Rome had him weary. Despite having achieved a level of power and influence that only three decades in the Senate could help bring about, he was bored.

      His last wife, the daughter of the tribal leader of the Volcae in Gaul, had been dead for eighteen years. Her treachery, carefully orchestrated with her father to make it appear as if Augustus was the perpetrator and his best friend, Darius, a traitor, had cost Rome the battle at Apulia. She had also raised a small band of mercenaries that had been tasked with destroying small villages across northern Greece, all in Augustus’ name.

      Their ultimate destination? Deminon.

      Although that army had never made it that far, the results of their pillage and burning of Pynda had set off a ripple effect that was still being felt in the city-state of Deminon today.

      He considered just why it was that Stella of Akrotiri, Queen of Deminon, would send him an invitation now. He was never sure if she had forgiven him for having purchased Darius as a slave when Rome arrested him and charged him as a traitor for what had happened at Apulia.

      Better him than someone else, though.

      And he had eventually returned Darius to Stella—both the ashes of his dead body and the slave in which his immortality’s Essence had settled after his death in gladiatorial combat.

      Perhaps that was the reason the queen had sent him an invitation. Perhaps the eighteen years that had passed since his last trip to Deminon had been enough time for her to forgive him.

      He could only hope.

      Or perhaps Darius had requested the presence of his oldest and most trusted friend, and Stella was merely the sender of the invitation.

      He hoped it was the former scenario that had the invitation making its way to Rome.

      Augustus’ attention was drawn to a series of bald heads that were bent together, whispers and quick glances in his direction suggesting he was once again the topic of a discussion that had nothing to do with his request to leave Rome.

      He knew he was the target of another senator’s wrath. He had learned another defamatory claim was making its way through the body of senators on this day. Most who heard the accusation simply ignored the comment. Some replied with comments such as, “He is blessed by the gods with a youthful countenance.” But some, like those he saw bent in quiet conversation, shot glances in his direction that suggested they might have their own suspicions.

      After all, how did a man who had been a senator for well over thirty years still appear to be a man of five-and-thirty?

      One senator, Gaius Molacus, insisted there could be only one reason.

      Sorcery.

      The word had Augustus cringing the first time he had heard it spoken within the walls of the Curia. Earlier that year, when Gaius, obviously under the influence of too much wine—or perhaps the poppy—yelled it out at the exact moment Augustus arrived for a day’s sessions.

      If only he had the power of a mage. The powers of a god.

      Augustus of Assyria had only the power of immortality. A thousand years of life, occasionally interrupted when he suffered a fatal blow that would render him dead but for a few moments.

      He always came back to life, his wounds healed as if by magic. But it wasn’t a magic he wielded. Wasn’t a power over which he had any control.

      So when asked how long he would be gone from Rome, Augustus replied simply, “A month, mayhap two. I should not wish to offend my hosts by leaving too soon.”

      In reality, he had considered mentioning only a fortnight, but the rumors of sorcery would take some time to pass. And the source of those rumors—the only other senator who had been in power as long as he had—would hold the position of senior-most senator in his absence.

      By taking his leave of the Senate for a month or more, Augustus hoped Gaius Molacus would forget he existed and cease his rumormongering.

      Given he was no longer complaining about Augustus’ ownership of a ludus—Gaius thought such an enterprise was an illegal means of making coin for a senator—Augustus thought he had finally escaped the man’s notice.

      He would have preferred the other accusation to that of sorcerer.

      “Very well, but do not be thinking to take a non-citizen to wife while you are there,” the consul warned with an arched brow. “We have no quarrel with Deminon, and we do not wish one at this time.”

      Augustus gave a start as a raucous round of laughter sounded throughout the Curia. He allowed a grin to form, realizing he needed to show he wasn’t offended by the consul’s teasing.

      Besides, he had no intention of marrying again, despite having met a parade of eligible young women at various festivals and house parties in Rome. If he wanted companionship, he had a sex slave he could order to his bed. If he wanted a woman on his arm at an important event, he need only ask the widow of a late senator.

      “I assure you, Consul, I have no intention of taking a wife,” he said with a nod, allowing his feigned amusement to continue to show.

      Never had he wanted to get away from Rome more than he did at that moment.

      And, before he returned to Rome, Augustus knew he would have to devise a way to look older.

      Or, better yet, not return to Rome at all.

      

      Standing just outside the open door of the Curia, Cassius Cato Flavius, personal secretary to Gaius Molacus, watched as his master slowly but effectively spread his suspicions about the senator known as Augustus Assyrius. That he would believe such nonsense as sorcery did not reflect well on a man who had served Rome for so long.

      But Cassius had been paying witness to Gaius’ increasingly strange accusations for some time. His paranoia was growing, as well, and Cassius could no longer attribute the senator’s behavior to the insanity of old age.

      Something else was at fault.

      Something he was fairly sure came from the East. Something white and powdery. Highly addictive. Expensive.

      For until just the year before, Gaius Molacus had been a reasonable man. Highly respected by his fellow senators. Likable.

      Now? Now there were times when Cassius thought Gaius’ behavior bordered on evil.

      And that evil was clearly aimed at Augustus.
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      A sennight later, at the agōgē in the city-state of Deminon

      Her short sword held to the side and her feet positioned for an attack, Diana regarded her opponent with a grin. “You are winded, old man.”

      Darius of Agremon furrowed both brows and dropped his sword to his side. “Old man?” he repeated, incredulous. “Why, I think you are in need of...” He didn’t have a chance to finish the response when Diana took advantage of his relaxed stance and came at him with a perfectly aimed attack.

      Although he was able to recover and stop the swing of her blade just before it would have connected with his forearm, Darius was left off-balance. Before he could reposition his feet, her follow-up thrust caught the fabric of his exomie and sliced it. The short sword continued downward, allowing him the fraction of a second he needed to step to the side and raise his own sword in defense.

      Diana grinned again. “A lesson?” she teased, thinking that’s what Darius was about to claim she needed.

      He narrowed his eyes as he caught his breath and nodded. “A lesson, indeed. A lesson in how to respect your elders.” He started an attack then, bringing his sword down in an arc that Diana had to deflect from an awkward angle. He continued the attack, impressed at how the warrior-in-training seemed to guess correctly at his every move.

      He was also surprised at how her loyal dog remained beyond the circle. The black Molossian, a huge and muscled canine, could have easily decided Diana was in need of protection and made a run at him. Instead, Takoda was sound asleep under a plane tree, apparently unaware his mistress was under attack.

      Except she wasn’t just then. Diana had just countered his latest move and then swung her sword in an unexpected arc to the side. Darius paused, as if uncertain of what to do.

      The pause was his undoing.

      The arc of Diana’s sword changed, the flat of the blade striking him hard against the side of his hip. With her momentum carrying her in the same direction, she dropped and rolled, one leg kicking out to pull one of his from beneath him. Darius went down—hard—and let out a curse in a language Diana hadn’t heard before at the very same moment she returned to a battle stance.

      “Diana!”

      The scolding voice had Diana turning to find her mother, Stella, garbed in a white peplos and turquoise stola, regarding her with a look of alarm. The bright yellow chiton draped over one of her arms was a sign that Diana’s presence was required elsewhere—and soon. She would not have time to stop at the palace to bathe and dress.

      Diana stepped back, nearly into the circle of her fellow army recruits, and watched as her mother rushed up to stand over Darius.

      “Do not be cross with her,” Darius said as he openly admired the woman who stood over him, her red hair haloed by the rays of the sun. On a mid-spring day such as this, it wasn’t yet hot, but he appreciated how her body blocked the blinding light.

      For a moment, he was reminded of what that body had looked like earlier that morning, flushed and replete from the pleasures he had seen to creating with both his tongue and cock.

      Although he had at one time looked forward to the black of night to make love to Stella of Akrotiri, mornings were now his favorite time to remind her of his devotion to her.

      Not that she needed reminding, necessarily. She had been his wife for nearly fourteen-hundred years.

      “She has done as she should have,” he added with a nod to his daughter. Propped up on one elbow, he looked as if he intended to remain on the ground, despite the number of other warriors in training who watched from the edge of the battle circle.

      “Apologies, Father,” Diana said as she dipped her head.

      Darius angled his head in her direction. “None needed. You only did what I taught you to do. You will do well in battle, Daughter.”

      He knew without looking at her that Stella winced at hearing his compliment. Although she had never asked him to give up on his idea to train his adoptive daughter for battle—their first daughter in their long union—Stella frequently reminded him that she might not survive a battle. Should one of his blows land and prove fatal, she was positive Diana would die—for good. Unlike Stella and Darius, Diana was not immortal. None of the fifty-two adopted sons that they had raised over the centuries had been, either.

      When Stella held out an arm, Darius grasped it and allowed her to help him up. “Gratitude, my love,” he said as he stood. “Is my presence required as well?” he asked as he indicated the yellow chiton Stella still held over one arm.

      She shook her head and gave the chiton to Diana. “Be quick. A large ship has been spotted on the horizon,” she said in a quiet voice, well aware they had an audience given the trainees who stood around the combat circle. All were in competition for positions in Deminon’s army, and how they performed during their duels on this day and the next would determine their fate.

      Diana nodded and hurried out of the battle circle. In the past, she would have done so with her head angled down, but not on this day. Not when she had just bested her father for the first time in the duels.

      She acknowledged the nods of her fellow trainees with a curt nod of her own, and with her head held high, she made her way to the changing room, Takoda on her heels.

      If her presence hadn’t been required by her mother, she would now be standing with the other trainees watching the next match, listening to their doctor, Antony, and Leonidis, the legatos of Deminon’s army, call out instructions and complaints about their performance.

      When his gaze swept the training arena, Darius grimaced at seeing his defeat had been witnessed by not just the other trainees, but by his strategus, Trevius, as well.

      His dark hair displaying streaks of gray and his weathered face attempting to hide his amusement at seeing Darius bested by a young woman, Trevius dipped his head when Darius caught his eye. “About time you let her win one,” he murmured.

      Darius opened his mouth, ready to put voice to a protest. Knowing he would be overheard by those whose attention had turned to the next combatants, Darius instead allowed a shrug.

      Trevius turned and gave a deep bow in Stella’s direction. “My queen. It has been some time since your last visit,” he remarked.

      “Too long,” she acknowledged, turning to indicate the duel that had commenced. “I see your oldest son has become one of our best soldiers. I remember when he was but six springs and had just started his training.”

      Trevius straightened, his chest puffed out in pride. “He will lead an army one day, should the Romans ever decide to invade,” he murmured in agreement. “May I inquire as to why your daughter must leave us? It is an important day of duels.”

      “I will allow her to return when she has completed her task,” Stella replied. “Remember, you agreed she must learn diplomacy as well as combat.”

      Trevius dipped his head. “Ah. A ship with an important visitor must be on its way,” he whispered, his attention still on the two who were carrying on a spirited exchange of blows in the center of the training arena.

      Stella turned her attention back to Darius. “You are welcome to join us, of course, but it appears you are expected for another duel.”

      More comfortable in battle than in his role as king of Deminon, Darius allowed a smirk. “I trust you and Diana will do better without me,” he replied. “But do send a handmaiden with word if you need my assistance.”

      Arching an eyebrow, Stella allowed her gaze to travel down her husband’s dirt-stained and torn chiton to his worn sandals, and back up to his short-cropped dark blond hair.

      He looked nothing like the king of the city-state they had founded over four-hundred years ago, but she had grown accustomed to his younger visage and body. She grinned. “I will, but if not, do plan to join us for the evening meal. I will have a welcome surprise for you.”

      His eyes widening in wonder, Darius was about to ask what it might be, but he knew she wouldn’t tell him. Not until she was ready.

      He glanced out toward the water, realizing that whatever it was, it was arriving on the ship that was headed toward the docks. “I would not miss it,” he replied. He leaned over and bussed her on the forehead, just beneath the small gold crown she favored for days when she was scheduled to welcome someone of importance.

      Diana appeared next to her mother, her training chiton and leather armor replaced with the bright yellow chiton. Worn so one shoulder remained bare, the chiton was secured at her waist with a belt. She had twisted her braided brunette hair into a high bun atop her head and surrounded it with an ornate lisette.

      From the admiring looks of her fellow trainees—several had turned to regard her instead of watching the duel before Trevius loudly cleared his throat—Diana wondered if she should have waited and changed elsewhere. Everyone here knew she was the daughter of the king and queen, but none of them had seen her dressed for anything other than combat training while at the agōgē.

      “We will take our leave and head to the docks,” Stella said before she kissed Darius.

      Diana stepped up and dipped her head to her father. Before she could step back, though, he leaned down and kissed her forehead. “You have done well on this day,” he murmured. “And despite what Trevius will tell you, I did not let you win our match.”

      Diana’s eyes widened before she dared a glance in the direction of the strategus. “Gratitude, Father.”

      With another dip of her head in Darius’ direction, she hurried off to join her mother, Takoda at her side.
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      A few days earlier

      “Well?” Gaius Molacus huffed, his attention on his most trusted advisor.

      Cassius Cato Flavius arched a brow. “Word is that the captain of the Nantia is a man called Theseus. He is well-respected in these parts and delivers cargo on behalf of several city-states to Egypt, Rome, Tin Island, and beyond,” he explained.

      “I do not care about his reputation,” Gaius replied, a hand flicking through the air as if he were swatting an insect. “Where is his next port?”

      Dipping his head, Cassius said, “Deminon. He will deliver his cargo and passengers there and remain to take on more cargo before departing for his next destination in a few day’s time.”

      Gaius fumed. “This captain. He is committing treason by taking Augustus as a passenger,” he claimed.

      Cassius sucked in a breath. “I must remind you, the senator has permission to leave Rome. The ship’s captain is merely doing his duty in seeing to his cargo, Senator,” he said in a quiet voice. “He is free to take on paying passengers. It is his right—”

      “Do not lecture me about rights. When I return to Rome, I shall ensure he has none. His ship will no longer be welcome at Ostia Antica.”

      Blinking, Cassius wondered if Gaius had imbibed in too much of the wine they had purchased in Ostia Antica. They had only been gone from Rome for the time it had taken to reach Rome’s nearest port city, but his master’s behavior had become more unpredictable the farther they traveled.

      “Will you inform the port authorities, then?” Cassius asked gently. “Seeing as how the Nantia transports wine from one of Rome’s most influential families to Egypt, they will be hard pressed to find a replacement vessel quickly for this year’s shipment.”

      Gaius frowned, apparently understanding the problem he would create by making good on his threat. “If I was allowed a ship large enough to transport cargo—”

      “Senators are not allowed to own such ships,” Cassius reminded him with a shake of his head.

      “I know that,” Gaius spat out. The limits placed on senators as to how they could make their living had made it all but impossible to own a business. Prevented from having the means to make money, new senators acquired their posts simply because they already owned enough land and were wealthy from inheritance. If they made money from their land, it was not publicized. “Still, I will have a word with this captain. Learn what I can about the sorcerer.”

      “Sorcerer?” Cassius repeated.

      “Augustus, of course,” Gaius said. “It is the only explanation for how he retains his appearance. He is a mage, and he shall not be allowed to return to Rome.”

      Cassius blinked, not sure now to counter this newest accusation. His employer was growing madder by the day, his use of opium now a daily habit. His paranoia was becoming so pronounced, Cassius never knew what to expect from a man who had at one time been predictable to a fault.

      What could he do but coddle Gaius? Another year or two in his service, and he might be able to retire. Move to a villa in the country and leave the slums of Rome behind.

      “You will put forth a proposal in the Senate then? Accusing him of sorcery so that his fellow senators can vote to have him removed?” Cassius suggested, attempting to sound as reasonable as possible.

      Gaius gave a huff. “You should know that only death allows a senator to leave the senate,” he groused. “So Augustus Assyrius will have to die, preferably when he is not on Roman ground. This... what was the name of the city-state in Greece?”

      Cassius hesitated before he offered the name he had heard Augustus mention when he requested he be allowed to leave Rome. Cassius had been standing at his usual post just outside the Curia when the elder statesmen had made his request of the Senate. “Deminon.”

      “Ah. That is the one. Now that we are here, you shall secure a ship—something a bit larger than a yacht—so that we may follow Theseus’ ship. My personal guard will be joining us for the sailing, and their captain, Marianus, shall pilot the ship.”

      Cassius stiffened. “A ship?” he repeated. Personal guard? Gaius Molacus had at least ten men in his new personal guard, most ruthless bastards who would sooner slice a man’s neck before determining his identity. “But... you must acquire permission from the Senate to take your leave of Rome,” he reminded his employer.

      Gaius shook his head. “I will not, for no one will know I have left Italia.” He lowered his voice and leaned forward. “They think I am ill. I saw to the ruse before we took our leave of the villa.”

      Cassius thought of what ruse Gaius might have used to convince everyone he was sick. His addiction to opium frequently rendered him unable to open his eyes, so he supposed any of his fellow senators would believe he was ill.

      When Cassius didn’t immediately agree, Gaius narrowed his eyes. “If my story is not believed, it can only be because someone from my household is guilty of undermining my cause. Is this your intention?”

      Cassius quickly shook his head. “Of course not.”

      “You are to be on that ship, for if you are not, I will know it was you who reported me leaving Rome,” Gaius warned.

      Although he hadn’t expected to be left behind, Cassius still wished he wouldn’t have to be on a ship with Gaius and his personal guard. “I will say nothing of this voyage,” he assured his employer.

      He was wondering if Gaius was even sober now when the man drew a long sword from the back of the carruca in which they rode.

      “Do you require it be sharpened?” Cassius asked carefully.

      Shaking his head, Gaius replied, “Of course not. It has just come from the sword maker. I had it made specifically to kill Augustus. I shall do so when we reach Deminon. And anyone else in his company. They may be sorcerers, as well.”

      Cassius finally allowed a nod and said, “Very well, Senator.” He did so without enthusiasm, though, for he knew something that Gaius Molacus obviously did not.

      Augustus could not die.

      Cassius had known this for nearly two decades, having paid witness to the man’s resurrection on more than one occasion. Both times, Augustus Assyrius had suffered a wound that would render any mortal man dead before Hades. Both times, Augustus had lain still for a few moments and then had suddenly drawn breath in a whoosh. When he had stood up, the evidence of his wounds had disappeared.

      Perhaps Augustus was a sorcerer. But Cassius was more comfortable thinking of him as an Immortal.

      Immortality, he could comprehend.

      Immortality was a trait of the gods.

      And Augustus wasn’t the only god Cassius had come across in his five-and-forty years.
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      Meanwhile, just north of Deminon’s cemetery

      “Must you go?”

      The words were said in a whisper so faint, Michaela almost didn’t hear them. She leaned over the prone body of the man she had made love to in the early hours before dawn and brushed her lips over his. “I will return,” she murmured.

      He stirred, a gnarled hand moving to stroke the side of her face. Half-expecting her to shy away from his touch, he allowed a wan grin when she seemed to lean into it.

      How she could spend time with him and not show revulsion had him more curious now than during her last visit. “You still have not told me why it is you do this,” he said, his voice growing stronger now that he was fully awake.

      After her ministrations, he had expected to feel stiff and sore everywhere but in his nether region, but instead, he felt refreshed. Younger.

      “The priestess told me to see to you,” she replied as she pulled away and then sat on the edge of the down-filled bed. She lifted her chiton from where she had dropped it onto the marble floor and shook it out. “To provide you pleasure.”

      Andros lifted himself onto an arthritic elbow and lowered his lips to her back. “The priestess?” he repeated. “One of Athena’s?”

      Michaela gave a start and then a slight giggle erupted when his lips suckled a shoulder blade. The musical sound was odd coming from a woman who was at least five-and-forty. Her hair was still jet black, though, and hung in plaits down her back. “Yes. She even gave me coin.”

      Coins, she nearly amended. Every day for the past two months, a coin had been delivered to her by one of the young boys who worked as couriers in Deminon. Payment for your service to someone important, Petros had said when she had questioned the first delivery.

      Someone important turned out to be the last son of Darius and Stella, the king and queen of Deminon. A man who oversaw the funeral steles at Deminon’s cemetery on the northern edge of the city-state. A man who knew everyone who was buried there and was therefore keeping them immortal.

      Andros couldn’t help the slight disappointment he felt at learning she was being paid to pleasure him. But then, Michaela was one of Deminon’s only prostitutes. She had to make her living somehow, and she had done so with the support of his parents.

      They understood the importance of keeping unmarried men from the beds of married women, so prostitutes were allowed. The money the sex workers made was theirs to keep. And since others were not allowed to profit from a prostitute’s work, brothels were not allowed in Deminon.

      “You would deny me pay?” Michaela asked in a whisper.

      His rheumy eyes widening, Andros shook his head. “No, of course not. In fact, I should be the one giving you coin,” he said as he started to sit up.

      “What I receive is enough,” she replied as she pushed his torso down, the palm of her hand pressed onto his bare chest.

      The wiry hair, once white, was now gray, and she wondered at the change in the color. The wrinkles at the edges of his eyes, once deep and marred with age spots, were less noticeable now.

      Leaning over him to get a closer look, she allowed her bare breast to brush over his chest, and she marveled at how her nipple tightened into a bud at the touch. Apparently, he noticed, too, for all at once, she was on her back, and he was atop her, his lips covering a breast as his tongue flicked across the nipple.

      Michaela was sure he would enter her at any moment. She knew his cock was hard. She had seen it tenting the bed linens when she had sat up.

      But instead, his head moved lower over her body until his lips kissed the insides of her thighs. Instinctively, she raised her hips and within seconds, his tongue was circling her womanhood, the rough tip providing exactly the right amount of friction for what was to come. For when he ceased flicking his tongue over the swollen red bud, he pulled it between his lips and suckled it.

      Michaela was sure everyone in Deminon knew of her pleasure, for her screams filled the oikos as her hips bucked and his tongue entered her.

      When her cries turned to whimpers, he finally moved his head from between her thighs and kissed her belly.

      Her fingers raked his scalp, sending skitters of pleasure through his entire body as she continued to whimper.

      Andros moved up the bed and pulled her into his arms, stunned when she clung to him. “Now will you stay?” he asked in a teasing whisper, dropping a kiss onto her forehead.

      The waves of her pleasure seemed to rock about in his own head, and he was glad he hadn’t taken advantage of her by shoving his cock into her when she had been at her most vulnerable.

      Her mewling having finally subsided, Michaela allowed a nod and settled back onto the bed. When Andros covered her with the fine linens and blanket, she murmured, “Gratitude,” and sighed.

      Before sleep took her, Michaela remembered the first night she had arrived at the small oikos. Having walked nearly a milion to get there, she wasn’t sure how she would be received. But Andros had opened his door and offered her water and food, thinking she was there to visit one of the graves.

      Expecting to find him smelling of death and disuse, she was surprised his scent wasn’t unpleasant. He apparently still bathed regularly, and his oikos was clean. Although the furnishings were sparse, what he had was comfortable.

      Especially the bed.

      She had learned that when she had gently ordered him to lie down so that she might see to his pleasure. Although he had hesitated, he wasn’t a fool. He was suspicious, though, thinking perhaps someone had sent her in a effort to tease him. Make fun of the fact that he was past one-hundred years in age but still alive enough to see to his vocation.

      What they wouldn’t have known? He was still alive enough to respond to her ministrations. Still alive enough to spill his seed and then thank her for her attentions.

      Men rarely thanked her. They were usually sound asleep for those first few minutes after their ecstasy took them from the here and now, and then they dressed, left a coin, and took their leave of her oikos.

      But Andros had remained awake and alert, and then offered to walk her home when she finished dressing.

      She had thought the distance too far for him that night, and she had declined the offer. Now she thought he could easily walk the distance both ways.

      What had changed?

      Whatever it was, Michaela was too tired to think about it any longer. She allowed him to hold her close, and she slept better than she had in years.
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      Back in Deminon

      Stella had already stepped away from the agōgē and was heading south toward Deminon’s residential area and the docks beyond when Diana caught up to her. “Your timing is to be questioned, Mother,” Diana said after they were well out of earshot of those at the agōgē.

      Stella arched a reddish-brown brow. “In what way?”

      “You were not present for any of the other duels, but you appeared for the one in which I had to fight Father,” Diana replied.

      Angling her head to one side, Stella considered how to respond. “Yours was not the only match I paid witness to on this day.” When she noted Diana’s look of confusion, she added, “I admit to having watched the earlier proceedings from above.” She slowed and pointed to another part of the training grounds—one higher up on the side of the steep mountain that protected Deminon’s northern edge. The young boys who trained for the army did so on the higher plateau.

      “But close enough so you could still sense Father,” Diana accused. She didn’t understand how it was her parents could be aware of one another even when they couldn’t see one another.

      Stella allowed a smile. “I can sense your Father even when he is...” She was about to say milions away, but her awareness of him did not extend that far. Out of doors was always easier, when there weren’t any marble walls or stone buildings to impede the tell-tale tingle that lived at the edge of her consciousness. “...On the other side of Deminon.”

      Since the day of her first death—Stella had been crushed by a falling column during an earthquake on the island now known as Thera—the slight tickle she always felt in Darius’ presence had doubled into a more noticeable tingle. A pleasant sensation that increased the closer he was to her. When they touched, pleasure suffused them both. When they made love, the pleasure magnified, doubling and tripling on itself until their shared ecstasy left them both breathless and boneless, satiated and sleepy.

      Although she had never voluntarily lain with another man, Stella had never been tempted to do so. She had pledged fidelity to Darius the day he had taken her to wife. The day before her sixteenth birthday.

      Besides, she knew it wouldn’t be satisfying to lie with another. Knew that no other man could pleasure her the way Darius could do. Knew that she would only bring her husband heartbreak should she ever show consideration to another man.

      Stella slowed her pace and turned to regard her daughter, knowing the young woman had been watching her as they made their way. “Ask your question. I promise to tell the truth,” she said, resisting the urge to bite her tongue.

      For years, she had expected Diana to begin questioning her life in Deminon. How she got there. Why her parents never seemed to age.

      Whom she would be expected to marry.

      So Stella was unprepared when Diana asked, “Where is my mother?”

      Glancing in the direction of the docks—Stella could see that the inbound ship was in the process of lowering its sails—she dipped her head. “Her body is buried in the cemetery along the northernmost edge. Next to one of your brothers.”

      Diana sucked in a breath, obviously not prepared to hear such news. “And... and my father? My... my real father?”

      Stella inhaled slowly. “I do not know where he is buried,” she replied with a shake of her head, secretly hoping he had been burned. “Only that he is dead at the hands of...” She stopped speaking, wondering if this news was hers to tell. “Of his brother,” she finished, deciding it best the brother be the one to tell Diana the entire story. That man had been the one who had expected to raise Diana as his own, after all. And he would have, if Diana’s mother had not died in childbirth.

      When Stella saw the look of shock on Diana’s face—a look that suggested the young woman hadn’t expected such candor from her adoptive mother—Stella allowed a shrug before she continued on the marble-paved road that led to the harbor. The ship was approaching one of the six berths at the docks. Another quarter hour, and the gangplank would be dropped onto the large wooden planks. A few moments later, and the passengers would begin making their way into Deminon.

      Stella intended to be there when they did. If the missive she had received by way of a courier was to be believed, an old acquaintance was about to make a reappearance in Deminon.

      At her invitation.

      Diana stood still for a moment, replaying her mother’s words in her mind a second time. If her real mother had been buried in the Deminon cemetery, then she had been a citizen of the city-state. But the fact that her father was also dead and the queen claimed to know nothing of his remains had her confused.

      Had he died on the way to Deminon? Moved on and left her mother behind?

      Or am I a bastard?

      She shook the thought from her head. If she had been a bastard, it was rather unlikely the king and queen of Deminon would have adopted her.

      Wasn’t it?

      When she realized the queen was well ahead of her, Diana quickened her step and eventually caught up to Stella, Takoda lumbering along behind her.

      “Gratitude,” she said between labored breaths.

      Stella turned a troubled expression on her. “Gratitude?” she repeated. Once again, her daughter had surprised her. She expected the girl to rant and rave, demand to know more about how she had ended up a princess in the palace at Deminon.

      “Of course. That you would take in an orphan—”

      “All of our children have been orphans,” Stella interrupted, saying the words so that she wouldn’t have to tell Diana about the girl’s first adoptive father.

      What would Diana do when she learned a man with whom she spent most of her days of late had at one time been married to her real mother? “Now, we must hurry. The Nantia has already docked,” she added, hoping Diana would save further questions for another time.

      “The Nantia?” Diana repeated, matching her mother’s increased pace and double-stepping when required. Despite their equal stature, Stella was capable of covering a good deal of ground when required. “How do you know?”

      Stella allowed a nervous laugh, tempted to tell Diana she had watched this same ship come into port for more than a hundred years. “Do you see the prow?”

      Diana furrowed a brow and then squinted. She made a sound of disgust. “Is that Medusa?” she asked in a hoarse whisper.

      Stella’s expression matched her daughter’s expression before a grin split her face and she laughed. “That is supposed to be Athena,” she replied. “I will not tell Captain Theseus you said that, but you may wish to make amends to the goddess the next time you pay a visit to the temple,” she suggested.

      They had just passed the Temple of Athena, and Diana dared a glance back at the marble structure. “I will,” she murmured, just before she realized her mother was nearly running in her haste to reach the docks.

      Diana frowned, wondering what cargo the Nantia could hold that would have her mother running.

      The woman had to be in her fifties.

      Diana gave her head a shake.

      Late forties, perhaps? She certainly didn’t look as old as the other matrons in Deminon.

      But then she remembered Stella’s mention of other children. Her father had once said something about his last son, and he had done so in a wistful voice.

      Where was he? Or had he died? Was he the one buried next to her mother?

      She didn’t have a chance to wonder any longer, though. Patmos, a fisherman, greeted her as he stepped out of his vessel. A net filled with barbounis hung from one of his shoulders.

      “Kalispera, Patmos. It appears the gods have favored you on this day.” The small, pinkish goatfish he had caught were favored by most in Deminon.

      “They have indeed.” He noted what she was wearing, and his attention went to the cargo ship that had just been tied to the next berth over from his. “An important visitor?” he guessed.

      Diana nodded. “I have not yet met him, but the queen insists I be present for his arrival.”

      “Then I shall not keep you from your duties,” Patmos replied, giving her a slight bow. He hurried off to a nearby building where fish were prepared for sale at the agora.

      Diana’s attention was captured by Theseus, the gray-haired and white-bearded captain of the Nantia. He was calling out a greeting to Stella.

      “Hail, my queen!”

      Her mother paused to wave. “I am still not your queen, Theseus, but should you ever decide to live on the land, you are welcome to do so here in Deminon.”

      The captain clasped his beefy hands together and held them to his chest. “You should be queen of the world.”

      Stella gave an exaggerated bow, one she had performed for the sea captain nearly every time the Nantia came into port. “Then you must agree to be the captain of my navy. But since you will never give up your Nantia, I am hoping you are bringing me an important guest on this day.”

      Nodding, Theseus pointed toward the gangplank.

      Diana made a sound of disbelief and gave her head a shake. The easy rapport her mother shared with a man of the sea surprised her. They had obviously seen one another many times before.

      Not having met Captain Theseus before—Diana was used to greeting Captain Carticus when he brought cargo and guests to Deminon—she wondered from where Theseus sailed.

      Her attention went to where the captain pointed, and Diana stood transfixed.

      Up ahead, a man dressed in white robes trimmed in Tyrian purple stepped down from the gangplank. His shoes, maroon in color, were strange. His bearing suggested he was someone of importance. But then he was nearly upended by Stella, who had thrown herself at the tall man even before both of his feet were on the dock.

      Diana recalled the hours of training she had received from her mother when it came to proper behavior and comportment. She blinked at seeing the queen’s current actions, glancing about to see if others were watching before she returned her attention to their guest.

      Given the man’s expression of delight, she could tell he obviously appreciated the queen’s more than warm welcome. And her mother seemed to welcome his as she allowed him to kiss the back of her hand and both of her cheeks.

      Father would be furious if he could see the obvious signs of affection the two shared, she thought.

      Diana settled an expression of disgust on her face and moved to join them, signaling to Takoda that he should remain behind.

      The guest turned his gaze on her and immediately sobered. “A new handmaiden?” he asked in a whisper, his query meant only for Stella’s ears.

      “I am not,” Diana spat out. A strange tickle at the edge of her consciousness—one that was unlike anything she had felt before—had Diana giving her head a quick shake.

      Stella gripped her wrist, sending an odder sensation that seemed to trip along the edge of her thoughts.

      “Diana,” Stella whispered in shock. “He is a Roman senator!” In a louder voice, she said, “Augustus of Assyria, may I present Diana of Deminon?” She darted a glance in the direction of Diana before she added, “She is my daughter.”

      The name of their guest had Diana’s eyes widening. She had heard of this man before. Not because he was a Roman senator, but because her father had mentioned his name as his friend. Many times. They had served in battle together.

      “Your father’s very best friend,” Stella added when she returned her gaze to Diana.

      The other two seemed to regard one another with a mixture of gladness and confusion before Augustus finally spoke again. “How is this possible?”

      Stella furrowed a brow before she tore her attention from her daughter and stared at Augustus. “Whatever do you mean?”

      Augustus of Assyria narrowed his eyes, and for the first time in centuries, he knew exactly what he wanted.
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