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    Summary of Spoils of Olympus I: By the Sword 
 
      
 
    We are introduced to protagonist Andrikos, his childhood friends, and his family living in the Ionian town of Ilandra. Andrikos and his band of capricious mates are loosely affiliated with their city’s criminal underbelly and he soon finds himself involved in an illicit scheme that threatens his life and the safety of his family. Andrikos is forced to disclose his predicament to his uncle, Argos, who agrees to help him fight Ilandra’s criminal elements. The repercussions of the bloody resolution necessitates his prolonged departure from his home and begins his journey to join the Royal Army of the Macedonian Empire. 
 
    Andrikos meets new comrades and experiences brutal tactics employed on new army recruits along their way to joining the Royal Army. His early time in the army coincides with the first civil war between Alexander’s succeeding generals and he now finds himself a part of an army under the leadership of General Eumenes of Cardia. While tending to wounds received in battle, Andrikos meets an impressive officer of his army’s battle staff named Vettias who recruits him to a secret mission on behalf of their general. 
 
    Andrikos is exposed to a shadowy underworld he could have never imagined and discovers the man who has enlisted his help is actually an operative of a secret society known as The King’s Hand – a group whose members have sworn an oath to protect the heirs of Alexander the Great and ensure their rightful place on the throne of the Macedon. General Eumenes sends Andrikos and Vettias on a clandestine mission to wrest control of the Royal Army away from Antipater and Antigonus and empower Queen Adea at the coming Triparadeisus Summit. Along the way, Vettias recruits the assistance of a beautiful courtesan named Mara who agrees to help them in return for her escape from a life of bondage.  
 
    To Vettias’ vexation, Andrikos and Mara become lovers. Vettias and Andrikos’ efforts at Triparadeisus are foiled by the existence of another secret organization, led by Orontes, a former agent of The King’s Hand bent on the annihilation of Alexander’s surviving family. Orontes’ actions compel Vettias and Andrikos to abort their mission and leave Mara in the custody of an enemy army captain serving in the legendary fighting force known as the Silver Shields. 
 
    Vettias and Andrikos’ failure spells disaster for their army as a massive enemy Greek force, led by General Antigonus, marches to meet them in open combat. Their army is defeated in a gruesome battle enabled by the treachery of their foes and its survivors must take shelter in an impregnable mountain fortress while under siege. We leave our protagonist with his remaining army on the brink at Fortress Nora. Vettias and Andrikos are given orders to embark on a new clandestine mission to Pella, the capital of Macedon, which could change the fortunes of their army and possibly change the course of history. 
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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Who is the more righteous? The stoic farmer who dutifully tends his fields while the world burns? Or the man who brings merciless violence to the enemies of peace? Is the common criminal an equal villain to the agent who kills on behalf of a cause greater than himself? I’ve answered these questions and made peace with their consequences. As I mounted my horse alongside Vettias, my mentor in the dark arts, I would need to draw on the fortitude these answers provided more than ever.  
 
    We were but two men traveling west – but we were bringing the vengeance of a thousand suns with us. The traitor Orontes had bested Vettias at the Triparadeisus Summit where the usurpers of Alexander’s dynasty divided the world between them. Antigonus The One-Eyed, now the Royal General of Asia, had defeated our army through treachery orchestrated by Orontes – banishing its shattered remnants to the impenetrable mountain citadel at Nora in Cappadocia. We were to be ambassadors of Hades, sent by our master, General Eumenes, the rightful Protector of the two Kings, on a mission to right these past transgressions. 
 
    The man I rode with was different from the man left for dead at the hands of Orontes the previous year. I now rode with a man consumed with hatred toward the enemies of Alexander’s dynasty who viewed Orontes as the singular personification of his animus. We were beginning our journey to Pella, the heart of Macedon and epicenter of power for our enemies, to prove there would be no safe haven for heretics to Alexander’s legacy. Death was Vettias’ errand and not even the Gods of Olympus could spare our victims from his murderous wake. As we rode out of Fortress Nora, the thick, protective gate closed behind us – sending out two instruments of vengeance onto an unwitting world. 
 
    It was under these malignant pretenses that we traveled to the Greek mainland – to the birthplace of my ancestors who crossed the Aegean Sea many generations ago to colonize the Ionian coastline. Each step brought us nearer to the Macedonian heartland and further from Mara, who by now was in the Far East under the possession of Hyllos, Battle Captain for the infamous Macedonian Silver Shields. Our success could reverse our army’s condemnation, put control of Alexander’s heirs back within the King’s Hand and, most importantly, hasten my reunion with the woman I loved.  
 
    **** 
 
    “Have you stepped foot on the Greek mainland previously?” Vettias asked.  
 
    “No, never. Who is our contact in Pella?”  
 
    “When I first revealed the existence of The King’s Hand to you I mentioned my time spent as an aide to General Polyperchon, an original member of the order who has since returned to his native Pella. General Eumenes placed him there as an operative within Antipater’s court because of his historic ties to the European Regent. He is from an old and powerful Macedonian family and has become quite influential within Antipater’s staff. His position is no doubt imperiled now that the fiend Orontes has traveled with Antipater’s son, Cassander, back to the Macedonian capital after their short-lived tenure serving under Antigonus in Asia. Eumenes has ordered us to assist with this new development. Orontes knows Polyperchon’s true identity from his time with The King’s Hand and will do all he can, both overtly and surreptitiously, to eliminate Polyperchon from Antipater’s inner circle. Just as in Triparadeisus – our task is herculean. We were generally unsuccessful on our previous mission and we are not expected to fare much better in Pella. At worst, failure will prove to our enemies there is nowhere safe from General Eumenes’ wrath. At best, we can shape events in the capital to our army’s favor. As in Triparadeisus, the potential benefits outweigh the risks.” 
 
    I noticed Vettias spoke to me more as an equal since our army’s defeat at the hands of Antigonus, where my best mate Stephanos and I were left within an inch of our lives. We did not have the chance to converse at length since and he asked me to recount the events of the battle during our journey and was genuinely interested in my tale. He explained that in addition to Orontes’ choreographed treachery, our baggage train had been captured by Antigonus, prompting most surviving members of our army to defect to his side rather than remain with an impoverished, beaten general not of Macedon.  
 
    “You can’t blame them, however,” Vettias opined. “Our men had their entire life’s fortunes tied up in that baggage train. Some were the accumulation of over ten years of plundering the Persian Empire. Some had their whole families with them – wives, children, prostitutes and animals. These men owed no debt to General Eumenes other than the time remaining on their agreement to serve under his army. A name in a ledger book is not enough to keep a man from accepting the loss of his possessions or family, especially when to remain steadfast would cost him his life. This is why I want you to remove all doubt you and Stephanos made the right decision on that day,” Vettias transitioned – referring to our decision to conceal ourselves in the aftermath of our phalanx’s collapse rather than face certain death.  
 
    “What would better support the cause for which you have made a solemn oath: you dying honorably after the battle was already lost; or you fighting with honor and saving yourself when the only other option was certain death? Would you be on this road with me right now had you died honorably? I would have to waste valuable time training someone to the level you have already achieved. We are not Spartans, Andrikos. You and your friend Stephanos did the right thing on the day of the battle and General Eumenes himself recognizes this.” 
 
    Vettias’ counsel put me at ease but the image of Second Officer Neokles with half his face missing, pulling Stephanos from the melee and jumping into the carnage with no concern for his own safety, lingered as a counterpoint to Vettias’ conclusion. His actions differed so drastically from mine when it mattered most. Just as I was relieved that Stephanos made it out alive no matter his actions, so too was Vettias pleased to see me yet draw breath and was more than willing to rationalize our retreat.  
 
    Vettias and I traveled at a brisk pace, conversed throughout the days and bedded down in taverns and inns at night. After two weeks we arrived in Byzantium, the closest Asian city to the European mainland. The city was an ancient Greek colony straddling the narrow entrance to the Black Sea. We secured passage for the short  ferry across the Hellespont where I took my first step on European soil – my ancestral homeland.  
 
    We traveled west across the Thracian coastline until we reached Vettias’ home of Amphipolis on the eastern outskirts of Macedonia. Founded by the Athenians, the city had traditionally been part of Thrace but was conquered by Alexander’s father and absorbed into Macedon proper. Vettias chose to bypass Amphipolis for fear of being recognized and, after another week, we could see the outline of Pella, seat of Greco-Macedonian power.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Thrace and Macedon were rugged countries with little in the way of grand cities. Pella, by contrast, was a relatively new polis, built by the Macedonian King Archelaus several generations ago. It stood along Lake Loudias and was constructed in the Hippodameian style of straight, intersecting boulevards and thoroughfares – creating a neat, orderly grid with a symmetrical agora or city center.  
 
    Pella had certainly benefited from Alexander’s conquests and many of its wealthy families owned magnificent residences near the city center. The agora was ten square city blocks and lined with porticos and storefronts on all sides. The broad roads were well drained and efficient sewage systems were in place. Pella’s defensive walls were in excellent condition and its temples were lavishly adorned with gold, silver and bronze. Its royal palace sat regally atop a hill overlooking the city, yet paled in comparison to the grand Persian structures of Triparadeisus. Despite its relative prosperity, Pella was dwarfed by even mediocre cities of the former Persian Empire. Upon entering at three hours past midday, we dismounted our horses and secured two rooms away from the congested city center on a quiet and clean street near the outer walls. 
 
    “Tonight we will seek out Polyperchon and obtain the state of affairs regarding Antipater. After, I will have a better idea about what is possible here and how we are to go about achieving it. We have the advantage now because even Orontes would not think us bold enough to be operating in Pella so soon after our army’s defeat. The problem is that Polyperchon’s past is known to Orontes, and Cassander is no doubt plotting Polyperchon’s removal as we speak.  
 
    “Go down and order us some food and drink.” 
 
    **** 
 
    We departed at nightfall after eating a large meal, and arrived at Polyperchon’s prominent two-story estate near the Agora. I announced our presence to a servant while Vettias remained in a dark corner. We were shown in and led through the central courtyard lined with Doric columns and decorated with black and white tiles arranged in diamond patterns. Torches were alight throughout the home and we were led to a rear chamber that served as a study. The small space was dimly lit and contained numerous scrolls, tapestries, busts and an eastern carpet. Seated in an ornately carved wooden chair beside a flickering fireplace was Polyperchon, veteran of The King’s Hand. He stood up to receive his former deputy and embraced Vettias as a proud father would his son. Polyperchon was about fifteen years older than Vettias but still retained the common soldierly traits of strength and solidity well into his old age. His skin was worn yet sat tightly over his sharp, striking features. His hair was still thick and held much of its original black color. His hands were massive and looked as if they could crush a man’s head.  
 
    “Vettias, my faithful friend,” the old soldier greeted. “My most loyal of soldiers – unequaled in his steadfast resolve for the sacred oath administered to us by Alexander himself years ago; he who travels countless miles to assist me in The Hand’s most important task.”  
 
    It was revealing to see Vettias had a relationship with another in a similar way that mine was becoming with him. I made sure not to say a word or make my presence known lest I cut short a long-awaited reunion prematurely. Eventually Polyperchon’s attention fell on the young figure standing motionless in the study attempting to avoid notice.  
 
    “And who is this?” Polyperchon asked. 
 
    “Sir, allow me to introduce my apprentice, Andrikos. He has taken the oath and served The Hand well in Triparadeisus. I trust him implicitly and have chosen him to accompany me on this most important of missions.”  
 
    “Come here, son, and allow me to embrace you as a brother. I thank you for your bold choice, especially someone too young to have served with Alexander himself. You arrive during an important time,” Polyperchon concluded while turning his attention back to his apprentice. “While General Eumenes was ensconced within Perdiccas’ inner circle, he decided to embed me within Antipater’s court. I traveled back to Macedon with the ten thousand returning veterans led by General Craterus and was appointed to his staff. When we returned to Macedon it was easy to transfer this position to Antipater’s regime, since the Regent was eager to surround himself with returning Macedonian veterans to bring more legitimacy to his position within Europe.” 
 
    “It was clear from the start that his son, Cassander, posed a threat to the future of the Argeads,” Polyperchon continued. “His hatred of Alexander was palpable, despite his father and close confidants imploring him to silence his seditious beliefs. His frail physique and uninspired character was the antithesis of our God-King. He resented Alexander’s position of authority over his prestigious family. He resented Alexander’s decision to remove his father from power. He views his family as the rightful rulers of Macedon and will stop at nothing to ensure no Argead sits in a position of power again.” 
 
    “I’ve labored tirelessly since arriving in Antipater’s court to subtly drive a wedge between father and son which has begun to bear fruit. This rift has metastasized quickly since Cassander’s absence to briefly serve under Antigonus. I think Antipater is close to making a decree that declares me the successor to the Argead Regency. Antipater does not favor his gentle son and does not possess the same drive to keep the Regency within his family. Cassander’s unexpected return from Asia Minor complicates our affairs here, however, and he arrives with an old foe of ours.” 
 
    “Orontes,” Vettias respectfully interrupted. “He was the primary catalyst for our failure in Triparadeisus and has joined his anti-Argead cause to Cassander’s. I planned on informing you of this situation had you not uncovered it on your own.” 
 
    “He attempts to hide his little vizier from me but we are both aware of each other’s presence,” Polyperchon assured. “He’s no doubt poisoning little Cassander’s ear about me as we speak, in whatever hole he’s currently inhabiting. Orontes is too new in Macedon and I am too embedded for him to take swift action just yet, which is why I sent for you. We are now in an awkward game of wits to see who can accumulate enough power within Antipater’s inner circle to succeed him when his time comes. We will strike out at Antipater the minute I feel confident my position as Regent is secured. I will need you two to eliminate Cassander’s operatives while I further estrange him from his father.” 
 
    Polyperchon certainly had grand plans for our position in Pella. If one of our own could be made Regent and named official Protector of the Kings, General Eumenes’ fortunes in Asia would be far different. That would grant him the money, manpower and the legitimacy we so desperately needed. I wondered if such a scheme could be successful. Orontes assuredly got the better of us in Triparadeisus, but now we would be playing our dangerous game within the capital of the Macedonian Empire. Polyperchon certainly had the strategic aptitude necessary to lead such an audacious plan and I felt better about our chances knowing that both he and Vettias were working together.  
 
    “I have a list of suspected and known operatives of Cassander who can be eliminated without worry of anyone taking notice. He has a number of higher-level allies whose disappearance would raise suspicion, however, and I will deal with them personally. We must take care of his foot soldiers before I can put my plan into effect.  You two will shadow and track these cockroaches for the next few weeks in order to determine the best way to eliminate as many as possible on the eve of our move against Cassander.”  
 
    “I discreetly own several apartments throughout the city and have a few criminals on my payroll that will be at your disposal should you need them. There is also a concealed entrance to this dwelling that is unknown by anyone except my sole house servant. You two will exit through this passageway tonight so you know its location and will use it from now on when meeting with me. I will determine our meeting schedules by lighting the torch on my second-floor balcony facing east at noon. You must ensure you check each day at noon to determine whether it is lit. It can be seen for some distance so you will not have to be close to my home. If it is lit, you will know to meet me via the passageway that evening two hours past dusk. If either of you need to contact me, purchase a jug of wine from a local tavern and pay them to send a runner to my home for delivery. This act will signal your need to meet with me immediately and will alert me you are presently on the other side of the passageway awaiting entry. However, only use this option in case of a true emergency. Understood?” 
 
    Polyperchon handed us a list of six names with various identifying information and intelligence on where to acquire them. He brought us up to the second-floor balcony and pointed out where the torch would be lit to signal a meeting for that evening. We then shared a jug of excellent wine from the Italian Peninsula before he led us to the cellar and opened a sturdy wooden door leading to a dank corridor lined with brick. We followed our guide about one hundred feet until we came to another wooden door. Polyperchon unlocked it and we entered the cellar of a separate residence. Ascending to the first floor, we found ourselves in a small, unfurnished apartment located on the same block as Polyperchon’s residence. He provided us a key to the small dwelling and reinforced the necessity to keep this passage inconspicuous. He shook our hands and thanked us for our commitment to the cause. We took our leave and purchased a jug of wine before returning to our apartment.  
 
    “No merriment for us in the taverns and brothels,” Vettias stated as he poured two cups of wine and proposed a toast. “I’m too known around here and our mission is too important. Your ugly face will have to suffice as my only company for the next several weeks.” 
 
    “Polyperchon certainly has grand ideas,” I stated. “Is it possible he can become the next Regent of the Kings?” 
 
    “I put our chances above where they were at Triparadeisus, but not much. And remember, Queen Adea resides within those walls,” Vettias responded while motioning toward the royal palace sitting atop Pella. “She may again prove useful if Polyperchon’s designs require a palace insider. Her humbling in Triparadeisus will assure she listens to reason this time. She knows her current situation will become dire if Cassander succeeds his father. That very real possibility will mean further marginalization and eventual banishment or death. You’re going to be the one to talk to her this time since I can’t go anywhere near the palace. Tomorrow we’ll familiarize ourselves with the city and begin working on Polyperchon’s list the following day. So, let’s get drunk tonight and tomorrow we’ll go to work.” 
 
    The next morning I woke to find Vettias had already washed, dressed and dined. “Still can’t hold your wine?” Vettias taunted as I hurriedly prepared for the day. I had only been awake for about seven minutes by the time we exited our quarters to begin our familiarization. Pella’s population had swelled since Alexander’s conquest and Antipater had managed the city’s rise to prominence well. Vettias and I were able to get lost in the sea of people present on almost every major street. The agora was bustling with hundreds of citizens and lined with several stores selling all manner of items. The diverse inventory of these vendors had no doubt increased substantially after Alexander’s campaigns and they now sold goods from every corner of the world. We walked through the large boulevards running through the city center, the clean avenues of Pella’s temples and prominent homes, the cluttered streets of the city’s taverns and brothels, as well as the large network of back alleyways connecting everything together. We took note of all obscure alleys, dark corridors, congested thoroughfares and desolate side streets to utilize during our campaign against Orontes and Cassander.  
 
    “Our targets may be low-level agents, but they will have at least some semblance of awareness as to whether they are being followed,” Vettias cautioned while we traversed the city. “It will be more difficult than our exercises of shadowing unsuspecting citizens back in Tarsus. Now that we have become familiar with our new surroundings we’ll finish the day with some advanced shadowing exercises. I want you to follow me and pay close attention to all the times I lay eyes on you through the course of my seemingly innocuous activities. Use this exercise to better keep yourself inconspicuous tomorrow. Since our targets will not know they are being shadowed we will have the advantage. Since we cannot have them describe me to their superiors in the chance they do discover us, however, you will be conducting the close-in work of maintaining visual contact as much as possible. Today will assist you in this task. Remember, the longer we remain in Pella, the higher the probability becomes we could be shadowed ourselves – so keep that in mind as well.” 
 
    The remaining daylight was spent performing these exercises. The greater difficulty of maintaining sight of someone who thinks they might be followed was as Vettias described. Several times he would be staring directly at me while performing some normal task, such as speaking with a street vendor or drinking from a fountain. We continued my lesson as night fell which brought a new set of variables to contend with. I quickly learned the importance of being aware of my surroundings and the necessity to blend into a crowd at a moment’s notice. I also learned the significance of choosing a smart route when attempting to uncover someone following you and the importance of what ‘normal’ looks like. We concluded the evening with dinner at a vacant establishment on a small side street near our quarters. 
 
    **** 
 
    The next morning Vettias and I both rose early to acquire and shadow our first target. Polyperchon had obtained the location of his domicile and we lingered at a venue selling food which held a line of sight to his small building of crowded apartments. We sat at different tables to avoid anyone associating us and waited for the man described on Polyperchon’s scroll to appear. After about an hour we spotted a man fitting his description entering the building – signaling he did not spend the night there. Vettias and I remained for another hour before deciding to change our location for fear of raising any suspicions by loitering too long.  
 
    “We’re going to have to determine where he spends his evenings,” Vettias muttered as we browsed a number of street merchants nearby. We chose to sit at another venue close by and wait for our target to emerge. After another hour the man departed the dwelling and Vettias motioned to me that it was time to put my training to use. As I got up to follow him, the man suddenly stopped at a food stand to purchase a bit of fruit. I awkwardly did the same at a vendor several feet behind him and continued my shadowing when he continued walking.  
 
    The mid-morning streets he traveled were crowded, making it easy to avoid detection. He turned off a congested avenue down a vacant alley, however, which caused me to halt and wave off Vettias. If he were to look back at that moment he would clearly see me – only me, causing him to possibly become suspicious and alert his network. I peeked around the corner and watched him turn left onto another larger street. As he did so I raced down the empty corridor and turned left to regain sight of him. The road was busy and relocating him was difficult. Fortunately, I caught a glimpse of his profile just as he turned into a butchery.  
 
    Believing he was patronizing the establishment, I stood and waited for him to exit. After ten minutes, however, I walked past the butchery and did not see him. Fearing he had successfully lost me, I entered the establishment to find he was working in the back of the store. He did not seem to notice me and I avoided looking at him. The woman standing at the counter took a great interest in me, however, and began peppering my unfamiliar face with questions. I bought a small amount of meat to shut her up and quickly departed to report back to Vettias. 
 
    “Arriving at work this late in the morning points to a drunkard. It’s very likely the man spent last night at a brothel or in a ditch. We’ll wait for him to depart to determine which establishment he frequents. We’ll pick him up there tomorrow morning and follow him back to his residence. This street has many storefronts which will allow us to linger unnoticed for quite some time. Let us grab some food and drink at that establishment,” Vettias suggested, pointing to a small food vendor.  
 
    Vettias and I split up for the remainder of the day and patronized just about every storefront and food cart on the busy street. I was learning first-hand how tedious it was to surreptitiously study a stranger’s pattern of life. As dusk approached, our target exited his butchery. I spotted him first, and ran over to Vettias to alert him I was resuming the shadow. Our mark took us down less congested streets, making it more difficult to blend in with our surroundings. I observed him entering a medium-sized tavern from a distance and motioned Vettias to approach.  
 
    “I’ll go in since there’s a good chance he caught a glimpse of you in the butchery,” Vettias decided. “I’ll meet you in the adjacent tavern after I’m satisfied this is where he spends his evenings. I’ll follow him if he departs so just wait here and avoid talking to anyone or getting too drunk.” I obeyed Vettias’ instructions and sat patiently by myself in the adjoining establishment for three hours until Vettias’ return. 
 
    “There’s a very good chance this is where we’ll find our target if he is not at his home,” Vettias surmised. He apparently has a favorite girl who works there so he probably spends a lot of time and money at this tavern. We’ll pick him up again early tomorrow morning and follow him again for the remainder of the day. Afterwards, we’ll make our notes and move on to the next name on the list. Let us depart and get some sleep. We’ll be here at dawn in case he decides to get to work at the proper hour. The storefront across the street should offer us the required cover since his attention will be down due to intoxication and the need to rush home.” We did as Vettias instructed the following morning and wrote down our notes that evening after watching him perform a similar routine throughout the day. 
 
    **** 
 
    The next week was spent in much the same manner. We would attempt to acquire our target in the morning using Polyperchon’s information and follow them throughout the day. Some days we were unlucky in locating our target. Other days they were exactly where Polyperchon said they would be. After watching them for two or three days we would write down all we had learned and move on to our next target. It was taxing work but as the days wore on I became more comfortable shadowing people and was able to act more naturally while performing the unnatural act. We took varying routes to check Polyperchon’s balcony torch each day and always ensured we were not being followed ourselves. After about one week the signal was lit on Polyperchon’s balcony and Vettias and I made ready to meet our contact that evening. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    We took a circuitous route to the small apartment and unlocked its front door after ensuring no other people were around. The unlit dwelling was pitch black and we felt our way downstairs to the cellar where Vettias lit a torch. I unlocked the passageway’s wooden door which creaked open – creating a loud echo down the long dank corridor. We gave the predetermined knock on the wooden door at the opposite end of the hallway and heard it immediately unlock and lurch open. Polyperchon’s servant greeted us on the other side, with a torch in one hand and a drawn short sword in the other.  
 
    “Be at ease, this is protocol,” the servant assured. He escorted us through the cellar and up to the residence’s main floor. We were ushered to the same study as before where we found Polyperchon, seated in the same chair, holding a cup of wine. The servant quickly departed after announcing our presence and closed the door behind him.  
 
    “So, how do you find Macedon’s greatest city – the seat of all power in the known world?” Polyperchon asked with a little sarcasm. “Not exactly Babylon is it? How do my operatives fare in their task?” 
 
    “Making good progress,” Vettias answered. “You gave us an excellent head start and I expect we should be finished in the next two weeks. At that time I feel confident we will be in a position to eliminate most, if not all, on the eve of your plot.” 
 
    “Good. I summoned you here to discuss my progress and where we currently stand with father and son. Since Antipater departed for Triparadeisus last year, I’ve been slowly orchestrating an attempt on his life. My poor assassin believes he is working for Cassander’s operatives and has no knowledge of my involvement. To the contrary, he has been ordered to kill me as well. I will arrange for the attack to be thwarted after trying to get myself injured in the process to further sell the ruse. On the eve of this attack you will eliminate as many of Cassander’s operatives as possible.”  
 
    “I will have damning evidence planted in Cassander’s quarters which will come to light during our attacker’s interrogation,” Polyperchon continued. “I will ensure all this occurs while Cassander is off on one of his frivolous hunting expeditions and make certain Antipater is present during my agent’s interrogation. Assuming the old man doesn’t have a heart attack and I am successful in convincing Antipater of his son’s culpability in the attack, I will be well positioned to be named Successor.”  
 
    “Until this happens,” Polyperchon continued, “I will arrange to be made in charge of the investigation into the assassination plot and utilize the palace’s guard to eliminate Cassander’s foothold within the higher ranks. When I am confident I am to be named Successor, I will have the old man put it in writing and then eliminate him.” 
 
    “Sir, might I suggest an angle that may assist in your maneuverings within the palace?” Vettias interjected.  
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “As you know, Queen Adea is a notorious adversary to Antipater, especially after the events of Triparadeisus. During our time there, we were integral in aiding her attempt to incite the Royal Army to her cause before Antipater’s arrival. Although we were eventually unsuccessful, it did achieve a tertiary goal of further alienating the Queen from the Regent. Adea and I spoke on two occasions and I can assess confidently that she trusts me to be her ally. If someone you trust were to make contact with her, you will find a willing participant eager to strike out at our enemies with excellent placement and access throughout the palace. She can assist with planting damning evidence within Cassander’s quarters or eliminating the old man himself.”  
 
    “She’s young and has much to learn, but her intelligence and passions cannot be underestimated. Using my name as the interlocutor will also further shield you from suspicion. Since I cannot be seen within the palace, Andrikos will speak with her. He was in her presence in Triparadeisus and whatever trust she has in me will be conferred on him as well.” 
 
    “A clever perspective, Vettias. I hear you served well in Triparadeisus despite the overall outcome. The girl may prove valuable and would serve as a useful resource. In fact, Cassander may just as soon accuse her of plotting the crime as he would me. I will have someone make inroads to her tomorrow. If she’s willing, my people can get Andrikos inside to meet with her.”  
 
    I felt sorry for this poor girl who was so often the object of intrigue and manipulation by men with designs of murder. If she wasn’t so strong of heart and will, she surely would have been dead by now. I also felt a little nervous that a potentially important part of their overall plot was going to fall on my shoulders. 
 
    “Once I am named Successor I will name General Eumenes Royal General of Asia and grant him the power to draw from the royal treasuries in Cilicia. I will also order the Silver Shields, the most loyal supporters of the Argeads remaining, to attach themselves to General Eumenes’ army. That should give him the legitimacy and money necessary to swell his ranks and keep those damn fickle Macedonian veterans behind him.” 
 
    Polyperchon’s words educed a trance-like state in me at the mention of the Silver Shields and I heard nothing after that – if he were to order the Silver Shields to join with our army, I would be reunited with Mara. My resolve to see this plan through amplified one hundred fold. I came back to reality as Vettias called my name for the second time to instruct me we had been dismissed and were returning to our quarters.  
 
    As Polyperchon’s servant locked the wooden door behind us, Vettias turned to me as we walked down the long corridor. “You can’t even hear the name Silver Shields anymore without becoming some pathetic sap in a love daze? And in front of a man as important as General Polyperchon!” 
 
    “I apologize for my lapse. The possibility of our army joining with them caught me completely by surprise, as if he had struck me on the nose.” 
 
    “He should have. You need to keep your wits about you. Did you not hear the significance of coming events?” 
 
    “You have my word,” I assured. “In fact, this news has propelled me to an even greater level of intensity to see we are successful. Besides, is it not to our advantage to have an agent so deeply embedded into the Silver Shields’ leadership?” 
 
    “Of course it is – that is why I was eager to let her go with Captain Hyllos in the first place. She will be an asset if she still holds a favorable opinion of us. She may hold a grudge if her time with Hyllos has been distasteful.”  
 
    The thought of her suffering further made me feel nauseous but I decided not to press the matter further. We did not speak for the remainder of the evening and we continued our work the following morning.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    The second week went by as the first, with Vettias and I shadowing each member of Polyperchon’s list for a couple days and recording their movements and activities in our growing ream of notes. I began noticing some looks of recognition in certain street vendors as the days drew on and our presence in Pella continued. Polyperchon had called a meeting during this second week to inform us his operative had reached out to Queen Adea on Vettias’ behalf and found a willing partner in our scheme. I didn’t know whether to think she was incredibly shrewd or incredibly foolish. Either way, I thought she was better off keeping herself out of palace intrigue after Triparadeisus.  
 
    “Alright kid, you’re going to see her tonight. Are you up for it?” Polyperchon asked, looking at Vettias for the answer. 
 
    “I have faith in him,” Vettias assured. “Please describe the role she is to play and how much of it Andrikos should divulge to her.”  
 
    “First, tell her nothing of The Hand or my involvement in any of this,” Polyperchon cautioned. “As I described earlier, the assassin believes he is working with allies of Cassander. I of course didn’t have my operative tell him this outright, but allowed some pertinent information be released through the course of their dealings that would lead a logical person to come to that conclusion on their own. The important point is to sell the plot to Antipater. At my operative’s next meeting with the assassin, he will be told of Cassander’s key role as leader of a broad network of assassins who provide the thumbs of their victims as proof of their achievements.” Polyperchon then produced a bundle of severed thumbs wrapped in cloth. 
 
    “Best if you don’t know where these came from,” he grinned sadistically. “This is the evidence I need her to plant within Cassander’s quarters. Because of Cassander’s outward antipathy to the Argead line, Antipater has ordered his quarters to be guarded at all times to prevent an attempt on his life. The discovery of this morbid bundle described by the assassin during interrogation tshould provide enough corroboration to the old man that his son was at least nominally involved in the plot.” 
 
    “Your instructions to Queen Adea will be for her to devise a scheme in which the evidence is planted without knowledge from the guards,” Polyperchon continued. “Her knowledge of the palace should allow her to get within a close enough proximity,” General Polyperchon emphasized while looking me gravely in the eye and handing me the bloody, rolled-up cloth. “The importance of your task cannot be overstated. You have the power within your hand to change history.” 
 
    “You know her temperament, Andrikos,” Vettias interjected to calm the moment and better focus me on the task at hand. “You’ll need to be confident yet deferential. The fact she won’t be threatened by you will work in your favor. If you’re lucky enough, your similar ages may entice her to remove some of the barriers she has erected – Triparadeisus likely chastened her daring but not her resolve. This is the culmination of all you’ve learned from The Hand thus far and we have faith in your abilities. Are you ready?”  
 
    I gave a confident nod. Vettias turned to Polyperchon, “How are we getting him in the palace?” 
 
    “One of my operatives works in the palace galley. He’ll be arriving shortly and will have you on as part of his detail delivering meat for the following morning. Do as he says and don’t open your mouth. A girl from the Queen’s entourage will escort you to the royal chambers. I am told you will know her from Triparadeisus.” 
 
    Vettias and Polyperchon shared a drink while I was left to my thoughts. There was a well of nervous energy within me that I stifled by thumbing clumsily through the many scrolls within Polyperchon’s study. Vettias was correct in that I felt increasingly confident in being alone now with the Queen of Macedonia than I ever could have before meeting my mentor in the dark arts, but the weight of the impending meeting lay heavy on me. Would she blame Vettias and me for her failures in Triparadeisus? Would she turn me over to Antipater’s guard to further her position within the halls of power? I was snapped out of these reflections by the arrival of Polyperchon’s agent, Pallas.  
 
    Pallas reminded me of Davos in his general appearance and propensity for swift violence, but did not look to hold my colleague’s subtle cunning. His hair and tunic were unkempt and several teeth were either missing or crooked. We were briefly introduced before Polyperchon hastened us down the cellar and out the adjoining apartment.  
 
    “We’ll meet two others from the royal mess to pick up a slaughtered lamb and several other sundries at a nearby butchery to deliver to the palace kitchens. I’ve informed them I am bringing on new help tonight, so no words of introduction will be required. Make small talk if engaged, but remain inconspicuous. What name will you introduce yourself as?”  
 
    “Nearchus.” 
 
    “Alright, Nearchus, your contact will summon you through the servants’ hallway and I’ll ensure you two exit the galley undetected. Keep yourself busy with the mess chores until then. Any questions?” 
 
    “No, lead the way.” 
 
    I followed my new associate through the winding streets of Pella’s back alleys which were by now deserted. The throngs of the larger thoroughfares were also beginning to wane as we turned on to Pella’s largest road, running from the palace to the agora. There we entered a large storefront where two others acknowledged Pallas’ entrance.  
 
    “This is the new kid, Nearchus.” 
 
    His introduction was met with disinterested nods – it appeared it wouldn’t be hard to stay ignored.  
 
    “Are we ready?” Pallas questioned. 
 
    Both nodded. 
 
    “I’ll bring the cart. Start loading.” 
 
    I quickly fell in with the galley detail and loaded the cart with vegetables, spices, wine, oil, grain and a fresh lamb carcass. Once complete, we continued down the main thoroughfare as it wound its way up the small bluff that housed the royal palace. It was a low, sprawling structure with a simple stone façade, brightly painted in some areas and interspersed with several marble reliefs and columns. The building was punctuated by an immense main portico that served as the grand entrance. We passed two massive torches lighting the grand portico where Pallas was allowed entry by four imposing sentries. We turned away from the main entranceway and arrived at a wide, wooden door on the side of the palace leading to the kitchens. Pallas gave two sturdy knocks and the door unlatched to allow our delivery to fill the galley stores.  
 
    “Nearchus, take the grain down the basement steps,” Pallas ordered. I complied and began making trips from the cart to the dark cellar. The galley was bustling with activity due to a royal event occurring that evening and I executed my task unnoticed. After my third trip, I was summoned by Pallas and looked up to see the Queen’s agent standing beside him. It was the same girl Vettias and I had met in the Triparadeisus palatial gardens. She gave me a slight grin of recognition and Pallas handed me a thatch basket containing a small jug of wine and morsel of fresh bread.  
 
    “This is for the Queen.” 
 
    I took the item without question and followed her through a dark servants’ passage. It appeared the palace had miles of these secluded corridors, meant for slaves and attendants to traverse the expansive grounds without notice of its royal residents.  
 
    “The Queen’s quarters are not far,” my female escort informed me. “Lord Regent Antipater is entertaining emissaries from Athens tonight which should allow us to move you in and out undetected. If we are interrogated by anyone, I will inform them the Queen has requested evening refreshment be brought to her quarters.” 
 
    I nodded as we continued snaking our way through the tertiary corridors of the palace. We finally came to a sturdy door where my contact gave a deliberate knock. The door unlocked from the inside where the Queen’s bodyguard stood waiting with sword drawn. He, too, was from Triparadeisus and didn’t look any happier to see me this time than he did during our first tense meeting. I suspected he too felt his master should keep herself out of further palace intrigue.  
 
    We ascended a narrow staircase which led to the Queen’s personal apartments on the second story of the palace. Her bodyguard used a key to unlock the door at the top of the stairwell and the three of us entered to find two sentries guarding the secret entrance to the Queen’s suit. At the sight of their superior they saluted and sheathed their swords. We had entered what looked to be a private room for entertaining guests. It was dimly lit and empty. Despite having only the moonlight through an open window as an aid, I could still see ornate eastern carpets, marble statues, intricate tapestries and plush couches. My female guide scurried off to an antechamber while I followed my intimidating handler to an ornately decorated doorway with the Argead seal carved above the ingress.  
 
    “The Queen’s private chamber is beyond this door. I will remain directly outside. I have a key to this room should I need to enter at a moment’s notice,” the bodyguard reminded me with a violent leer. He gave a small knock and the thick wooden door, girded with iron, lurched open to reveal Queen Adea standing before me. She was a stunning vision of beauty wearing a colorful eastern robe, with radiant skin and glowing hair freshly anointed with oil.  
 
    “Thank you Markos. That will be all.” The Queen’s guard dog shot me one last sneer before closing and locking the door behind us. 
 
    A year had passed since our last encounter and any questions about lingering childish qualities disappeared before my eyes. During my two previous audiences, Vettias did all the talking which allowed me to stand quietly in the background. Now the full weight of her stature settled on my shoulders like an anchor.  
 
    “Come in, Andrikos,” she instructed warmly while motioning me to sit on a couch opposite her. “You travel alone? Vettias either has great faith in your abilities or no longer feels me worthy of his time,” she began with a smirk. 
 
    “Absolutely not, my Queen,” I stuttered, being caught off guard by her statement. “As you know, Vettias is well known in Pella, especially among the palace retinue, and would never risk endangering your interests by showing his face here.” 
 
    “And did he have the same regard for me last year when I was betrayed by the very men who cried out for me only days earlier?” 
 
    “Vettias and I were held captive by the Silver Shields after Antipater’s arrival and our enemies struck. We were helpless to intervene on your behalf, and narrowly escaped with our lives. Vettias was severely wounded and teetered between life and death for weeks. You mustn’t think our resolve is diminished in any way. We have traveled hundreds of miles to continue our campaign against the enemies of the Argead blood and have devised a plot to separate father from son here in the palace, with the longer-term goal to shape the succession of the Regency to an ally of our cause.”  
 
    I quietly exhaled during this brief statement, having believed I passed the first test of effectively communicating our steadfastness. Adea did not seem to be listening to me, however, and she stared off to an open window overlooking the city before turning back to my direction. 
 
    “Where will you go after your time here in Pella, Andrikos?” she asked whimsically. 
 
    Her question again took me aback before I muddled through an answer. “Assuming everything goes well, I believe I will return to the army of General Eumenes, who eagerly awaits to throw his full weight behind the Argead cause and place yourself, your husband and Alexander IV on the Macedonian throne.” 
 
    “Yes … my husband,” she responded sullenly. “Tell me, Andrikos, what became of the courtesan you spoke of back in Triparadeisus? What was her name?” 
 
    “Mara, my lady. I’m quite surprised you remember such a trivial matter. She is in the possession of a Battle Captain within the Silver Shields.” 
 
    “And do you love this girl?” 
 
    “I do, my lady.” 
 
    “Well, there’s nothing trivial about love. And what would you do if she were sitting here with you now?” 
 
    I blushed and smiled at the question. 
 
    “You may be taken in by the magnificence of these surroundings, but it is you who is the more fortunate of the two of us,” Adea stated. “You are free: I am a prisoner. You have love: I have none – not even the love of family, for I am an orphan wife without child. I may be queen, but it is you who are in control of your own life. You will, of course, take orders from your superiors within the army, but you are free to make your own decisions. There are many within these very walls who would see me killed for making the wrong decision. Can someone as lowly as you understand the paradox I speak of?” 
 
    “To be honest, no one even approaching your stature has ever spoken directly to me, save for General Eumenes, and your words strike me as incredibly sad. I apologize for being so forward, but your kind and simple demeanor has put me at ease. Someone such as me, being told his meager existence is the envy of the Queen of Macedon, is almost surreal.” 
 
    “And what if I left this place, this gilded cage. Would you and Vettias take me to General Eumenes?” 
 
    “That is why I am here, my lady. Not to bring you back with us, but to execute a plan that will firmly establish you and your husband in the position of power your stature deserves. This scheme has been set in motion over the past year and has entered its final phase. We requested an audience with you to ask you play a small role in its success, given your ability to move throughout the palace freely.” 
 
    “I cannot leave this room without the many eyes of this palace following my every movement. If it is movement with discretion you seek, I fear you’ll have to look elsewhere.” 
 
    “Perhaps if I told you what is required you could determine the best way to accomplish it, given your knowledge of the palace.” 
 
    “It’s true, I’ve lived here my whole life and know every dark corner of this place. Proceed.” 
 
    “As I mentioned earlier, my Lady, our plan aims to remove son from father, Cassander from Antipater. Several aspects, most of which I am not even privy to, have been set in motion already. All that is required from you is brief access to Cassander’s private chamber during his next hunting excursion.  
 
    “We will need you to place this small item within the ash bin of his fireplace,” I entreated, holding up Polyperchon’s wicked bit of evidence. “This seemingly small task will serve as the final piece in a larger plot to remove Cassander from the line of succession to the Regency.” 
 
    “You have performed well, Andrikos. Perhaps you should have done the talking in Triparadeisus. Convey to Vettias that I will assist in his little scheme, but nothing of my involvement is to be uttered at any time or I will have you both flayed alive. Now, I have a demand of you.” 
 
    “Anything, my lady.” 
 
    “Kiss me as if I was your woman.” My eyes widened at the unexpected command. It seemed everything this woman said caught me off guard. Before I could collect my thoughts she walked toward me, looking directly in my eyes. I remained still while my heart fluttered rapidly. As she neared, I motioned to speak but she placed her soft finger over my lips. 
 
    “Shhh. Grant me this courtesy. There is no love in my life, there is no love within the ornate walls of this prison. I want to feel what it’s like to be kissed by someone with love in their heart.” She ran her hand through my hair and pulled my lips to hers. I could feel the angst in her words, so I closed my eyes and thought of my time with Mara at Triparadeisus – alone in her tiny chamber. I let myself believe I was with her and acquiesced to the Queen’s order as best I could. Adea lingered with her eyes closed while showing a slight grin. 
 
    “Andrikos, I want you to make love to me.” 
 
    “My lady, I … I …” 
 
    “Consider it a royal command from the Queen herself,” she interrupted. “It is also the price for my complicity in Vettias’ plot.” 
 
    Before I could respond, Adea removed her robe and placed my hand over her breast. “Am I not to your liking?” she asked, knowing full well the degree of her beauty. She kissed me passionately while guiding me to her bed. The heat of the moment overwhelmed me and I threw her down on her bed and removed my tunic. My force caused her to gasp as she pulled my hips to hers. She let out a moan as I entered her and lustfully writhed her hips with mine. We inched up on the bed and I now lay on top of her where she breathed passionately in my ear. Her hands moved through my hair before she flung them down on the bed and clenched the blanket as she began to climax. Her lust drove me to completion and I collapsed on her chest. We remained still for a long while, before our breathing became regular and I rolled to her side. She stood, poured herself a glass of wine and put her robe back on.  
 
    “Thank you, Andrikos. The evidence will be planted. My attendant will escort you back to the galley. My candor with you will remain between us.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lady.” I rose and donned my tunic before Adea opened her chamber door and bid me farewell. 
 
    I left the palace feeling a confusion of emotions on my way back to Polyperchon’s estate: elation in my success; guilt in my infidelity; and nervousness in the outcome of our plot. Polyperchon and Vettias had placed great faith in me – mostly out of necessity – and I had delivered. More importantly, The King’s Hand had conducted an operation within the palace of Lord Regent Antipater – in the very chamber of Queen Adea no less. Most importantly, my success hastened the day I would reunite with Mara. The thought of her after my time with Adea opened a pit in my stomach and I fought to rationalize as an act of necessity. The sight of Polyperchon’s servant opening his cellar door with sword drawn was a welcome one as I ascended the stairs to report on my success. 
 
    **** 
 
    The hour had drawn late and my superiors were sufficiently full of drink when Polyperchon’s servant announced my arrival. Polyperchon was happy to see me and anxious to hear my report while Vettias shot me an aggressively inquisitive look. I gave him a nod and a smirk upon which he rejoined Polyperchon’s merriment.  
 
    “Our young agent of the blood returns,” Polyperchon proclaimed while giving me a clumsy paternal hug and messing up my hair. “Tell us, how fares our Queen. Will she do what is required of her?” 
 
    “She will,” I replied with a proud smile. 
 
    “How much time did you spend with her?” Vettias interrogated. “What is her manner? Her disposition? Does she assign blame from Triparadeisus?” 
 
    “You were correct in your initial assessment. She is chastened but resolute. Her manner and disposition are rather sad, however. She sees herself a victim of her circumstances – a prisoner of those who work to hasten her demise.” 
 
    “So she did open up to you?” Vettias continued eagerly. 
 
    “A bit, but only in the manner I have described. She is rather depressed but willing to participate in our plan. All previous signs of youth from last year have been shed.” 
 
    “Excellent work Andrikos. The hour grows late. General Polyperchon, we will take our leave to continue our surveillance on the morrow.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Midway through the third week, Vettias and I had finished our scouting work. We initiated a meeting with Polyperchon to inform him of our completion and that we were now ready to carry out his plans at the time of his choosing. Polyperchon informed us all preparations had been made from within the palace, thanks to the Queen, and he was now waiting for Cassander to depart for his next hunting expedition. We were to remain unseen until then, with the exception of tying up any loose ends of information regarding our target list. He would schedule a meeting with us on the eve of his treachery to instruct us to begin our part. He also provided us the directions to an unused apartment he owned as the location of our meeting the night after the attack was to occur. 
 
    Vettias and I followed our orders and remained primarily in our quarters for the next several days with the exception of checking Polyperchon’s balcony each day at noon. On the fifth day of our sequester, the torch was lit. At the predetermined hour, we knocked on the cellar door and were let in by Polyperchon’s armed servant. Polyperchon stood in anticipation of our arrival, flanked by Pallas and another large unfamiliar man. 
 
    “He departed yesterday,” was Polyperchon’s curt greeting. “Enough distance has been traveled to ensure he will not be informed of the event until it is too late. You will execute your part of the conspiracy tonight. Pallas and Ladon will assist you should you run into trouble. I pay them well for their discretion and to ensure they do as they’re told. I don’t need to reiterate how important this mission is. It could change the outcome of everything we have worked toward. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    Vettias shook his head and we were dismissed. As we exited through Polyperchon’s adjoining apartment, Vettias turned to our new colleagues. “I will be in charge tonight. Let the kid and I do our jobs and always be on alert for anything that may sabotage our mission. If all goes well, we will not require your services after our first two targets. If all Hades breaks loose, I expect you two to kill first and ask questions later. Understood?” 
 
    The two men nodded and the four of us began our bloody errand. Our first two victims could be taken while the majority of Pella was awake. They were expected to be located in their homes at this time. Both of their dwellings were detached units unaffiliated with other families, and both did not have families of their own. Their domiciles could be forcibly entered and overtly attacked without others hearing the commotion. Polyperchon’s goons would prove the most useful in these situations. Our other targets would require more stealth. 
 
    Arriving at the first dwelling, Vettias carefully looked around the neighborhood to ensure we were alone. Being satisfied with our level of solitude, he slowly crept toward the small residence to determine if our victim was present. A light could be seen flickering through one of the windows and Vettias peered through it from an angle. He gave the prearranged signal all was ready and motioned for us to begin the attack.  
 
    The two goons made a dash to the front door with me close behind. Pallas was first on the entryway and easily kicked the flimsy lock open as the four of us poured into the small residence. The inhabitant let out a scream that was quickly muffled by several violent stabs to his mid-section. Our violence of action was so swift, so devastating, the man was dead within seconds of us entering. Vettias extinguished the lights and ordered Pallas and Ladon to drag the body into the back room. We then hurriedly exited, closed the door behind us and were down an abandoned alley before anyone laid eyes on our murderous band.  
 
    Our second victim’s residence was too close in proximity to travel directly to it. We took a meandering route through several alleys and boulevards before circling back to the adjacent neighborhood of our crime. Vettias walked down the dark street while the three of us waited at the corner. There were several passersby and Vettias continued walking past the residence and around the block to rejoin our contingent. We conducted another circuitous route before returning to the neighborhood and trying again. Vettias sent me down the street and it was clear there were still too many people around for us to commit our offense. I doubled back around the block and Vettias decided to wait and attempt it again just before we moved on to the remaining victims later in the evening.  
 
    Our group sat separately at a large tavern on a quiet street to pass an hour so the time would be right to revisit our next victim. Our band blended in with the surrounding revelry and none but the most astute would remember us from anyone else in the tavern. We made our exit without fanfare once Vettias decided enough time had passed and returned to the second victim’s home once more.  
 
    Vettias made the walk down the now empty street while the rest of us waited for his assessment. He stopped in front of the residence and motioned us to approach. As we did, Vettias moved cautiously toward the unlit home. He knelt in front of the door, unrolled a smart leather pouch, and removed three small metal objects to pick the locked entranceway. The door was more substantial than the previous dwelling and could withstand several strong kicks from our goons. Vettias rapidly defeated the lock and motioned me to approach. Our goons stood back to reduce the amount of noise made within the residence. Vettias and I entered the foyer and stood still for a moment to allow our eyes and ears to adjust to our surroundings. 
 
    “You do this one, kid,” Vettias casually instructed. I crept through the still dwelling to the bedchamber and found our target comfortably asleep. I walked to the edge of the bed and stood directly over the man who looked peaceful as he carelessly lay before me. I gripped the hilt of my short sword and quietly unsheathed it. I assessed the swiftest way to dispatch my victim, given the position in which he slept, held my sword with both hands above his head with the blade pointing downward, took a deep breath, and brought the blade down upon the man’s neck opening a horrid gash that turned his bed dark crimson. My victim made a muted scream, choked out by his own blood, and writhed about in a confused and violent seizure. I held him firmly in place and watched life leave his body until he eventually lay still. I lingered for a moment to contemplate whether this fate lay in store for me some day and decided there were worse ways to be slain in this world. 
 
    I washed his blood off my hands with a bowl of water sitting in the bedchamber and returned to Vettias in the foyer. I nodded at his inquisitive eyes and we departed, closing the door behind us.  
 
    “Any issues?” Vettias asked.  
 
    I shook my head. I still wasn’t comfortable voicing the treacherous deed out loud, as if my silence would somehow shield my questionable morality from the Three Judges of the Underworld sitting at Trivium to determine the fate of the newly deceased.  
 
    Our next four victims either had families or lived in large residential buildings, precluding a direct assault. Our scouting operation over the previous three weeks uncovered other likely locations to intercept these more difficult targets. The first of these frequented a certain tavern and brothel on a regular basis. On the three occasions we observed him, he was there twice and left relatively early. We knew the route he took home and Vettias positioned himself with the two goons at the corner of two dark alleyways where we decided it was safest to strike. I would follow the man out and give a predetermined signal when our target traveled into our ambush.  
 
    I entered the establishment inconspicuously but did not see our target. I ordered a cup of wine and sat in a corner, giving me preferable vantage of the entire ground floor. The tavern was moderately filled with patrons so I did not fear being noticed. After a half-hour I worried our man may have already left or was not coming at all. I ordered a second cup of wine from the barkeep and casually asked if he had been here this evening. Not assuming ulterior motives, the barkeep nonchalantly motioned upstairs, denoting our man was already with a woman. Given he had been upstairs for at least half-an-hour, his departure was imminent. I quickly finished my cup and exited the tavern to prevent the barkeep from pointing me out to his regular patron and took position at a street corner where I was able to conceal my presence in a large shadow. 
 
    Our target emerged after another half-hour and I began following him on his predictable walk home. Since I already knew his route I was able to keep a large distance between us, mitigating any chance the half-inebriated victim would notice his follower. As he turned down the condemned alley, I waited until he had neared our ambush. As he did I let out a loud whistle which caused the victim to turn toward me in a mild curiosity. I watched as three dark shadows emerged from the night and set upon him like a silent pack of wild dogs. The man was dead within seconds and his body dragged into a dark alcove. One more hour remained before the proper time to strike our next two victims, so our band occupied one of Polyperchon’s vacant apartments located nearby. 
 
    When the time came to move out again we found our target was not at the planned location. We lingered for another half-hour until Vettias decided to move on. Our next two objectives posed no issues and were readily dispatched. We now made ready to strike the last name on Vettias’ list – the first man we shadowed three weeks prior.  
 
    Daybreak was approaching and we estimated our target would be leaving his woman approximately one hour after sunrise. Our task would be more difficult than the last since daylight inherently provided more variables to take into account. Given this, our plan was to take the man right there and drag him into a nearby alleyway. The illumination of the sun made me feel as though we were standing exposed for all of Pella to see as several passersby strolled down the small street and gave us discerning glances.  
 
    When our target finally emerged, there were already three other citizens within sight of us. Vettias shook his head and we began to follow the man. Ladon and I stayed behind him while Vettias and Pallas hurried round to our alternate ambush point along his route home. Every street the man turned down was populated with several people. I began to worry we would not get our chance.  
 
    As our victim turned down the predetermined side street, I saw two beggars sitting idly up against a wooden building façade. Vettias and Pallas now turned down the small street at the opposite side and began walking toward us. It was clear Vettias was going to do the deed despite our unwanted audience and I hoped he would not call on me to ‘take care’ of the spectators.  
 
    As Vettias neared the unsuspecting man he quickly and violently stabbed him in his heart while smothering his mouth and our final target fell to the ground without a sound. The two beggars sat motionless as they witnessed this seemingly random act of violence. Vettias gave a nod to the two goons who calmly approached the doomed bystanders and ran them through several times with their swords. 
 
    “It’s sometimes messy, kid,” Vettias stated, noticing my uneasiness. 
 
    “Well, we’re done, so let us retreat from this blasted sun which highlights all manner of treachery,” I replied. 
 
    The goons dragged all three bodies into a small ditch and our murderous band parted ways. Vettias and I returned to our lodging and made a large order of food and drink to be brought to us. I was exhausted after staying up the entire night and walking about a dozen miles. Blood still stained my tunic and my arms which I aggressively scrubbed.  
 
    “Sleep in kid, we’re not leaving our quarters until tomorrow night when we get the final report from Polyperchon. Come by this evening and we’ll share a jug of wine, maybe even have a girl brought up. We’ve been to almost every brothel in town, might as well partake just once.” 
 
    That evening Vettias had me fetch a few jugs of wine and a woman from a nearby tavern and brothel where we celebrated our blow to Orontes and Cassander while I devotedly practised my abstinence – to the jeers of my mentor. If Polyperchon and Queen Adea were successful in their tasks today, we would have our revenge from Triparadeisus. At the very least, we would have sown further mistrust within Antipater’s court, albeit at the expense of Queen Adea once again, and prove to Cassander and Orontes they were not safe from The King’s Hand – even in Pella.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    We slept in the next morning and remained out of sight during the hours of daylight. That evening we made our way to the vacant apartment owned by Polyperchon. I felt uneasy walking through Pella after our night of marauding and thought every eye that looked our way perceived our criminality.  
 
    With his now familiar sword drawn, Polyperchon’s servant opened the door to the small dwelling and ushered us in. Polyperchon was sitting by a lit fireplace and motioned for Vettias to sit beside him.  
 
    “Were you successful?” 
 
    “Out of the six men we targeted, five of them have been eliminated. The sixth was not alerted to any danger. Only two bystanders were killed during the operation. In total, I can report Cassander’s network was dealt a critical blow.” 
 
    “Good. Five less operatives on the ground will certainly frustrate Cassander’s ability to counter our strike, especially since news of the incident is only now just reaching him. I’m sure you are wondering how my little ordeal went. Well, I would characterize it as a success. The attack was thwarted; I managed to receive a small injury in the process of interdicting our assailant and took the lead on his harsh interrogation. Antipater was present for the captive’s reluctant admission that he was working for an agent of Cassander and charged with killing the both of us.  
 
    “The old man didn’t believe it at first, but our little Queen fulfilled her role perfectly. In the days prior to this attack, I arranged for our hapless assailant to murder several vagabonds who he believed to be operatives of mine. He was instructed to remove their thumbs as proof of their murder and Antipater witnessed with his own eyes the small pouch containing the severed appendages recovered from Cassander’s quarters just as the assailant described. Antipater may not be fully convinced of the man’s claims, but enough doubt had been cast for him to take action.”  
 
    “Antipater now grudgingly believes his son to be behind the plot but is reserving action until his return. I have positioned myself to lead the investigation. With any luck, I’ll be named Successor before the year is out.” 
 
    “There’s something else,” Polyperchon continued. “Orontes did not accompany Cassander on his hunting expedition. He’s here, in Pella – vulnerable without his master, holed up in whatever pit he’s made for himself. There may be a way to coax the viper from his den to strike out at a target of opportunity,” Polyperchon posited while looking at Vettias. “By now Orontes will know the strike has been made and The Hand’s likely involvement. If he were to become aware of your presence, we may entice him to take a calculated risk and expose his position.” 
 
    “We would have to make it look like a lapse in operational security,” Vettias responded. “Orontes no doubt has established his own burgeoning network of eyes in the capital. Allowing me to be seen overtly in the palace for example would be too conspicuous.” 
 
    “Perhaps make it look like the mistake of another? Perhaps someone you were meeting with?” Polyperchon conjectured while smirking at Vettias. 
 
    “Someone whose comings and goings Orontes no doubt takes a keen interest in. Someone he believes would be eager to assist in the plot yet inexperienced enough to plausibly allow one of his operatives to uncover the clandestine meeting?” Vettias answered returning the grin. 
 
    A vision of Queen Adea looking longingly out her chamber window flashed through my mind’s eye as I realized they were casually speaking of further damning this poor teenager and endangering her position with her malevolent caretakers. The thought of this beautiful girl trapped by circumstances not of her making made me ill. I had sworn discretion in her presence and now we were discussing intentionally making her participation known to our enemies.  
 
    “I gave the Queen my word her involvement would be kept discreet,” I blurted out. Polyperchon was puzzled by my concern and Vettias shot me a murderous look.  
 
    “Pay no mind to my young apprentice, sir, he still has a soft spot for pretty eyes and fair skin,” Vettias interrupted with an alarming level of disgust in his tone. 
 
    “She is a valuable asset, we must …” 
 
    “That will be all, Andrikos!” Vettias snapped. “This is for her own good.  She’ll never be safe with Orontes in Pella.  You just be ready to carry out whatever task is required when commanded to do so.” 
 
    Being sufficiently chastened I held my tongue for the remainder of the evening in Polyperchon’s apartment. 
 
    “My operative in the palace will make contact – and will be sloppy about it,” Polyperchon continued. “Orontes will likely hear of a meeting between the Queen and a ranking member of Cassander’s opposition. Orontes, of course, won’t know who but hopefully his interest will be sufficiently piqued. As the time of the meeting nears, we will let it out that Vettias is in fact the envoy meeting with the Queen. The mere utterance of your name should provide the crowning bait needed to ensure Orontes personally overseas any designs on your life.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Vettias replied. “A meeting in the palace is still too risky, however; it will have to be somewhere in the city. You no doubt know of a secure venue commensurate with a public visit from the Queen; provide us one of your choosing and we will perform reconnaissance on the location and its surroundings on the morrow. Our blow to Cassander’s network, coupled with Orontes’ short time in Pella, should force his own hand – giving us a chance to kill him. We must also ensure the Queen comes to no harm – preferably she will not know anything untoward has transpired.” 
 
    “Orontes’ position in Pella is not yet secure enough to make any attempt on the Queen. Given the recent attack on Antipater’s life and my new position as chief investigator, I can facilitate a meeting between her and the garrison commander of the Pella city guard located near the agora,” Polyperchon surmised.  
 
    “If you can arrange for him to request the audience, it would provide sufficient separation from you in Orontes’ eyes,” Vettias added. 
 
    “In two days, the Argead royal retinue, to include Queen Adea, King Philip III, Rhoxane and Alexander IV, will publically preside over Pella’s ritual sacrifices in the agora to allay any fears this assassination attempt has stirred within the populace. I’ll arrange for Queen Adea’s audience to occur immediately afterward.” 
 
    “That should give the kid a glimpse of what he is fighting for,” Vettias concluded while shooting me a satisfied grin. 
 
    **** 
 
    The following morning Vettias and I made our way to the agora where we inconspicuously took inventory of the space. We walked the route Queen Adea would take, from the sacrificial altar being constructed in the agora, down the broad thoroughfare to the Pella city guard garrison. Along the way we noted many alleys jutting out along each side between the agora and the garrison. Arriving at the venue, we cased the reinforced stone and wood building while avoiding the suspicion of the sentries posted at its entrance. Feeling confident in our understanding of the environment, we departed to meet with Polyperchon’s familiar goons, Pallas and Ladon, to assign them their tasks for the following morning.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Vettias and I retired early that evening and woke at dawn. We enjoyed a long, hearty breakfast before making our way to the agora for the morning sacrifice. A makeshift temple to Zeus had been erected on the altar, with a magnificent golden eagle hanging in front of its tympanum. Burning incense billowed through its wooden Doric columns wrapped in white orchid garlands. Hundreds of residents lined either side of the main thoroughfare leading toward the royal palace. Vettias and I took up an inconspicuous position within the crowd and awaited our glimpse of the surviving members of the Argead house. After a half-hour, the head of the royal guard could be seen marching toward the altar, guiding a white ox painted with bright ceremonial colors and wearing a wreath of oak leaves around its neck. A troop of musicians playing aulos woodwinds followed next, heralding the arrival of the royal family.  
 
    Following the heralders was an ornately decorated, over-sized golden chariot drawn by two white horses, carrying Alexander’s widow, his son and a driver. Rhoxane wore a pure white, ankle-length tunic underneath blue and gold eastern silks. Her gold necklace and earrings were in the Greek style, but her extravagant bracelets and rings were from the east. Her skin held a slight hue of bronze – more so than the pale color of Greek women of the aristocracy that was currently in fashion. Her eyes had an eastern shape and her hair was thick, straight and deep black. She carried herself with amazing dignity and grace, and it was apparent she held the respect of Pella’s citizenry.  
 
    Young Alexander’s head barely made it over the front edge of chariot. It wasn’t until the chariot passed that I was able to get a good look at him. He wore a knee-high white tunic with gold embroidery throughout the collar and shoulders. A singular gold necklace hung from his tiny neck and he wore a gold bracelet and tiny signet ring. His skin was lighter than his mother’s, but he had her unmistakable eyes. His hair was brown with golden flourishes and hung down to his shoulders. The royal youth was strikingly good looking and carefree – he appeared to still retain his childish innocence and did not yet understand the enormity and precariousness of his situation. He smiled and waved at the spectacle of adoring citizens while he clung to his mother’s leg. As he rode by, I suddenly felt deeply sad and wanted to grab the youth, hold him, and take him far from this den of vipers.  
 
    Young Alexander’s chariot was followed by King Philip III and Queen Adea. The Queen remained elegant and stoic amid the affectionate crowd. She knew how to keep the perfect regal composure amidst such public displays of affection. Her husband stood as a stark contrast to her grace. He waved to the throng while brandishing a juvenile smile which looked to cause drool to form on one side of his mouth. He had unmistakable Argead facial features but they were over-pronounced to the point of deformity – his forehead too prominent, his eyes too small. Despite his disfiguration, he was well groomed and clothed which made for the semblance of normalcy. I clearly witnessed the source of Adea’s longing for love and compassion. Had the two been strangers meeting by chance on the street, Adea would have scoffed with disgust at such a man before quickly continuing on her way. 
 
    The crowd threw barley seeds at the condemned beast marching toward the altar for sacrifice in solidarity with the ceremony and the animal’s executioner. The white ox was led up the platform stairs in front of the makeshift temple and tied to one of the columns. Rhoxane and young Alexander than ascended and were introduced to the crowd which responded with roars of approval. They were followed by Queen Adea and Philip III who received a decidedly quieter round of applause. The presiding priest ushered young Alexander and Philip to the restrained animal where they placed a hand on its forehead, signaling the royal approval of the sacrifice. The priest then produced a ceremonial knife from a bowl of barley seeds and neatly slit the ox’s throat. The beast let out a deep bellow before convulsing and falling to the ground. Assistant clerics quickly removed the entrails and pronounced the sacrifice pleasing to Zeus.  
 
    The spectacle was powerful and I sensed all in attendance felt a strong unity and attachment with the survivors of Alexander. These ceremonies were more important now than ever without a strong male Argead holding the reins of power. At its completion, Rhoxane and young Alexander descended the altar to their chariot and the procession returned back through the agora in the direction of the royal palace. Vettias and I took our leave while Queen Adea and Philip III made their way to the Pella city guard garrison with the remaining royal guardsmen. 
 
    I met Pallas outside the garrison while Vettias entered the building discreetly through a back entrance sheltered from the visibility of any main thoroughfare. Ladon lay in wait in an alley adjacent to the garrison with a clear line of sight to Vettias’ rear entry since he would also be leaving from there to further sell the ruse of maintaining operational secrecy. Pallas would be positioned near the front entrance of the garrison while I would be moving along the perimeter and passing any pertinent information between the two. As the King and Queen entered the garrison, there was still no sign of Orontes. 
 
    I did however recognize two familiar faces from Queen Adea’s personal guard – out of uniform and lingering within the vicinity. It appeared the Queen hadn’t fully trusted her safety to Vettias after all. Their aggressive posture and over-interest in their surroundings was too alerting for the discreet role they attempted to play and were certain to be spotted by Orontes’ network. Their conspicuous presence would either spook Orontes from making his move on Vettias or it could draw his attention away from me and my boorish colleagues – allowing an opening for us to strike. Our orders were to identify, follow and kill at the first availability – in broad daylight if necessary.  
 
    The royal party entered the front entrance to the garrison, accompanied by several uniformed members of the royal guard. The city guard stationed four sentries at the front and two at the rear of the garrison, who allowed Vettias access to the building. I began my roving overview of the situation, moving between Pallas and Ladon while avoiding the Queen’s undercover men. The fact I did not see Adea’s head bodyguard, Markos, enter the garrison meant there was another dangerous variable lurking in our midst. 
 
    I continued this routine for the next twenty minutes when I noticed upon returning from the front of the garrison that Ladon was not at his post. I went to investigate further and saw the silhouette of a man quickly entering a door within the alley Ladon was to be stationed. I drew my sword and chased after the man – kicking the door in and violently entering the small building. There I found six men from the royal guard with swords drawn and the lifeless body of Ladon before them with his throat slit and dead eyes staring directly at me. 
 
    “What treachery is this?” I exclaimed while looking to retreat from the ambush. As I turned to exit, the door was slammed shut by Queen Adea’s head bodyguard, Markos. 
 
    “I am here assisting an operation on behalf of the Queen. That man you just killed was doing the same. You are acting counter to her wishes!” My lecture did not have its intended effect as the armed men remained in a combative stance awaiting orders.  
 
    “You may be acting on behalf of her wishes, but we are acting on behalf of her interests,” the Queen’s chief henchman, Markos, responded with noticeable satisfaction. “I’ve stood by and watched her emotions overcome her judgment in agreeing to connive with you and that arrogant prick, Vettias, for too long. I sat back and watched her almost lose her life back in Triparadeisus. And were you and Vettias there to protect her? Certainly not. I was … dutifully standing by her side … on the brink of fighting my own men from opposite factions of the royal guard while you two slithered away in the dark of night like the snakes you are. Seize him!” 
 
    The palace guardsmen moved toward me and I dropped my sword after accepting the futility of my predicament. Two men grabbed each of my arms while a third held his sharpened blade against my throat. Markos walked toward me and struck me in the face. The trauma from his strong blow induced a mental blur, with several colors vying for dominance over my vision like staring through thin eastern silks of different colors.  
 
    “Don’t hurt our guest too seriously,” an unfamiliar voice hissed in a low tone. “We need him coherent a little longer.”  
 
    Before the voice’s owner came into view I already knew its possessor. Orontes’ hideous façade emerged from his hood like a serpent. His skin was severely weathered to the point of disfiguration. His stature was sleight, with his gangling physique barely filling out his eastern-style cloak. His arms and fingers seemed abnormally elongated and his sharp facial features further promoted a reptilian appearance.  
 
    “You are one of Vettias’ little minions? Then I assume I need no introduction. Too young to know any better and certainly unaware of the dangerous world he has thrust you into. He always chose his underlings well. You no doubt idealize him – his skill, his commitment to the Argeads. You have no concept of the depraved House you serve. You haven’t seen what I have seen. Vettias was always too enamored with Alexander’s cult of personality to understand the monolithic instrument of despotism and destruction he had become. Alexander was a beautiful man. He died a paranoid, vindictive, murderous addict. I watched this foul mutation. I was there when he burned Thebes and Tyre to the ground; his drunken destruction of the Achaemenid Palace in Persepolis; his murder of his childhood companion, Cleitus. I watched his metamorphosis from an enlightened Greek Philosopher King to a Persian tyrant, forcing his Macedonian equals to bow in his presence. His descent broke my heart in a way a silly boy like you could never understand.” 
 
    Orontes’ characterization of everything I now held dear overwhelmed my mental faculties. I could not form words to refute his narrative and continued listening in silence. It was like watching a shipwreck knowing there was nothing to be done for the screaming crew. 
 
    “It was I who nurtured the Macedonian mutiny in India. And when I stood with Vettias in Alexander’s tent whilst he divulged the new purpose of The King’s Hand along the Indus River, I knew his malignant transformation was complete. In the end, he never forgave his men for abandoning him on the banks of that exotic and beautiful land. Men who bled with him for over ten years – over the span of the entire Eastern world – who did everything ever asked of them – whose only request was to return home to see their farms and families one last time before their death.” 
 
    “Alexander finally relented and marched those men to Babylon through the Gedrosian Desert as punishment. It was there I underwent my transformation – both physically and mentally. Many others fared far worse – brave, loyal men whose carcasses now litter that hellish land, never to return home. It was in that desert – starved, dehydrated and on the verge of death – that I knew what had to be done.” 
 
    “That is the man on whose behalf you commit murder so freely. That is the character your precious Vettias wishes to reinstitute in this land – and he is willing to kill anyone in his path of achieving it. It was I that ended Alexander’s life in Babylon.”  
 
    As he finished this last sentence he casually pierced my finger with his dagger point, drawing a small amount of blood. I barely noticed as the weight of Orontes’ words hung heavy in the room as the utter sacrilege of his statement sunk in. 
 
    “Hold his finger out!” Orontes commanded. “Don’t worry; I’m not here to mutilate your flesh like your precious mentor, Vettias. He was always too quick to inflict pain on perceived Argead enemies. You’ve no doubt seen the pleasure he takes in such matters.” He produced a small clay jar and removed the stopper. 
 
    “In this jar I hold the world’s most lethal poison. Alexander’s campaign to India brought us into contact with men of unbelievable spirituality, men whose very being resides in an existence inconceivable to those whose only notion of reality is what they can see and touch in the physical world. We had become the greatest scourge to the balance and harmony of humanity – you can imagine how ridiculous Alexander and his army of power-crazed megalomaniacs looked to men who shed all notion of personal possession and want of base ambition. While Alexander embraced the oppressive and decadent ways of Persia, I began to learn the balance and harmony of Indian mysticism.” 
 
    “There was a man in India, a young man, just short of Alexander’s age. He held all of Alexander’s cunning and strategy, yet lacked all his ego and insecurities – a practitioner of the enlightened ways in which I speak , a true Philosopher King, more so than Alexander ever was. He met with us briefly after the battle along the Hydaspes River with King Poros. He offered friendship and alliance with us against the decadent and corrupt Kingdom of Nanda further south. Alexander and his generals did not take him seriously and rudely declined his offer through mockery and ridicule. They did not see his potential, but I did. His name is Chandragupta Maurya and soon all of the empire will know him as King of India. While Greeks and Macedonians were too arrogant to listen to these men of unsurpassed enlightenment, I picked up a thing or two. One little secret resides in this jar,” he taunted as he showed me the clear liquid contents.  
 
    “Cobras of India have a venom far more potent than Adders of Greece. This particular venom is from the spitting cobra. It’s relatively harmless to the skin but just a dab in the small wound I’ve opened in your finger would induce an episode of immeasurable pain. You would probably lose your entire hand, perhaps even die. If any were to get in your eye, you’d be sure to go blind.” 
 
    “Now that I’ve explained your potential fate, I trust we’ll have no issues. Correct? So, let us begin. Who is Vettias’ Pella contact within The King’s Hand? How did you infiltrate the palace?” 
 
    These were questions to which Orontes already knew the answer. Vettias and Polyperchon already explained their former relationship with Orontes, thus I would cooperate to stall for time. 
 
    “General Polyperchon is the King’s Hand chief operative in Pella. He has an extensive network of agents, some with access to the palace. One of them is lying dead on the floor before you.”  
 
    “Good. I know Vettias and the old fool orchestrated that absurd attempt on Antipater’s life. Unfortunately, Antipater is decrepit enough to believe his son was behind the false attack. It’s a shame when a man outlives his mental faculties. Where is Vettias’ quarters in Pella?” 
 
    “He has a room at an inn on the outskirts of Pella.” I proceeded to give him the exact directions to our quarters since Vettias would not dare return there if I was not rescued. 
 
    “And how do Vettias and Polyperchon communicate?” 
 
    “Polyperchon’s residence near the agora. They’ve kept contact to a minimum however and Vettias’ primary task while in Pella had been to assist Polyperchon in striking a blow to Cassander’s network of agents.” These answers were true and were no doubt already known to Orontes so I did not believe their divulgence to be problematic. If my tormentor pressed much further, however, I would have to make a more difficult choice.  
 
    Queen Adea’s chief bodyguard, Markos, who had been intently watching my slow demise, suddenly raced to the door as loud shouting could be heard from the alley outside. 
 
    “Get over here!” he yelled to the royal guards. “Barricade this door!”  
 
    The men snapped to action and ran across the room to bar the entry but arrived a moment too late. The door violently flung open, slamming into Markos’ face, breaking his nose and throwing him to the floor. Five city guardsmen armed with short spears poured into the small room and formed an aggressive line standing shoulder to shoulder. Polyperchon entered last. 
 
    “Lower your weapons!” Polyperchon shouted at the royal guard. “This man is wanted in the assassination attempt of Lord Regent Antipater,” Polyperchon asserted while pointing at Orontes. “You are harboring a traitor and if you do not lay down your weapons immediately you will be killed for abetting this villain.” 
 
    The royal guard nervously looked to Markos for instructions. Polyperchon’s imposing entrance had succeeded in shaking their resolve. Markos was still struggling back to his feet and a tense silence settled on the room. 
 
    “Kill them!” Orontes hissed while he ran to a large bowl burning incense and threw an unknown substance into the flame – causing a bright flare that emitted a large cloud of billowing smoke. As he did so, Polyperchon’s men moved forward and thrust their spears toward the royal guardsmen opposite them while Markos made his way toward me with sword in hand. I was unarmed but was no longer detained since my previous restraints were engaged with the city guard, and Orontes was running toward the back door through thick smoke. My sword lay on the ground, but remained too far away to retrieve before Markos reached me. I searched desperately for an item to defend myself from Markos’ imminent attack when I instinctively grabbed the jar of cobra venom and threw it in Markos’ face. The venom seeped into his eyes and open facial wounds, causing him to immediately cover his face, fall to the ground and scream in agony.  
 
    With my attacker dispatched, I grabbed my sword and darted out the back door after Orontes. I could not see anything as Orontes’ burning substance was having its intended effect of filling the entire room with dense smoke. The embattled city and royal guardsmen were no doubt having a hard time of it and could only be heard cursing and screaming while their weapons clanged and bludgeoned against each other.  
 
    Luckily, Orontes’ age and physique extended to his mobility as well. As I entered the back alley, he had not gotten very far and was still within my sight. “Orontes you traitor!” I yelled to get his attention and hopefully slow him down. He turned back toward me and threw a volley of three small projectiles, one lodging into my right shoulder, the others scraping off the wall past my head. Understanding we were too close for him to outrun a man twenty years his junior, he rushed toward me with an elongated eastern dagger. I took up an aggressive posture to control the coming battle and delivered several hard strikes which he deftly blocked and parried while being pushed backward. I unleashed a second offensive that yielded me favorable position over him and could tell I was overpowering the frail villain.  
 
    My emotion now controlled me and I rained an unending barrage of violent strikes down on my faltering opponent to not only kill the man, but the vile accusations made of Alexander’s legacy. As I moved to exploit my hard-won advantage and deliver a death blow, I suddenly lost all feeling in my right shoulder. Despite this, I brought down a heavy strike which was only partially blocked and opened a large gash on the side of Orontes’ face – knocking him fully to the ground. I made ready to kill him but found I had lost my ability to raise my right arm. Orontes grinned while slowly rising to his feet.  
 
    “What’s the matter boy? You suddenly choose to show mercy to an old man? I don’t recognize that in a pupil of Vettias,” Orontes sneered while scoffing at my wavering stance. 
 
    “What have you done to me?” I stuttered. My vision was beginning to narrow and I was losing my balance. 
 
    “It’s not quite cobra venom, but it will surely make the rest of your short existence excruciating. I never could get cobra venom to hold its potency on my little throwing spikes, but the toxin you’ve just been given is known for its heartiness.” 
 
    I grabbed my sword with my left hand and took a defensive posture as Orontes now began his offensive. It took all of my remaining faculties to fend off my assailant.  
 
    “You still know nothing, boy. You have sided with a faction that promotes the scourge of humanity. If that child takes his father’s throne and continues his conquest, countless thousands more people will die. How much of the world is left? Europe, Arabia, Carthage, India? I’ve seen the untold misery Alexander’s wars of conquest inflicted on humanity and I will spare no sacrifice to ensure that does not happen again. If that means killing the child, so be it.” 
 
    I lost the ability to understand him after this last vow. All noise became distorted. I could hear other gargled yelling and the last coherent image I remember was the silhouette of Orontes slinking down the alley in the opposite direction. My breathing became restricted; I lost all ability to move, but I was moving – or being moved. I was looking up at the bright blue sky and felt a great sense of urgency all around me. I only saw flashes of what I perceived as reality now, but one voice persisted in my mind. It was clear as day and I felt like I was shot in the forehead with a diamond – Orontes was taunting me and challenging everything I had believed to my core. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    ‘How many more countries conquered? How many more people slaughtered? How many more Mara’s created? Is the entire world even enough for the Argeads?’ Orontes’ words tormented me as my body lay helpless and my mind descended into frightening depths of unconsciousness. I remember little else during this episode of unconsciousness – flashes of my family, Mara, Vettias, Polyperchon all vied for attention in my mind’s eye, but it was the menacing face of Orontes, and his condemnation of Alexander, that stubbornly endured. So powerful was his impression on me, I now heard him citing further denunciations that he hadn’t even voiced during our encounter. In the span of a few short minutes, Orontes had successfully shaken my faith in the cause. 
 
    **** 
 
    When my eyes opened, and the fuzzy haze of reality set in, I immediately felt drunk. Vettias put his hand on my chest and leaned in close. 
 
    “You’ve been severely poisoned. We’ve plied you with strong alcohol. You’re in an apartment owned by Polyperchon. You need to remain calm.” 
 
    The room was spinning as I looked at my surroundings. I was lying on a table and covered only with a small loincloth. I looked down at my injury and was startled to see a dozen black leeches attached to the wounded area. The sight of these hideous creatures panicked me into a seated position at which Vettias yelled over to Pallas to hold me down. 
 
    “Kid, you have to relax, you’re not out of this yet,” Vettias cautioned while dumping a concoction down my throat and washing it down with strong wine. “Just breathe kid. Let this work its way through your body and allow yourself to sleep. These leeches are sucking the poison out of you.” 
 
    I tried to fight my restrainers but was too weak and eventually succumbed to whatever Vettias forced me to ingest. My eyes were rolling to the back of my head which brought on a spell of dizziness that made my head feel as though it was falling through the table. My consciousness faded back out to the vision of Vettias strapping me down.  
 
    **** 
 
     I opened my eyes again and everything was calm. Vettias and Pallas were standing motionless over me in an unnatural stasis. My father was standing next to Vettias looking down upon me with a warm concern.  
 
     “You’ve seen better days, son.” 
 
     “Am I dead?” 
 
     “Not yet. The Fates haven’t finished spinning your thread.” 
 
     “Do I fight on the side of unrighteousness?” I asked, still shaken from my encounter with Orontes. 
 
     “Not for me to say. Not for anyone to say but you. Do you think your enemies are more just? Powerful factions have formed to decide the fate of the world – and you must choose which side you are on. Will refusing to take a side enable you to save Mara? Will Orontes care for you the way Vettias does? Will he stand by your bed with panicked concern for your life?” my father asked while pointing to Vettias’ statuesque figure.  
 
     “Is Antipater, Antigonus, Ptolemy, Seleucus or Cassander going to usher in an age of peace throughout Alexander’s Empire? You made an oath to the Argeads, and to Mara. Embrace your choice and fulfill your vows.” With that, my father stepped to the rear and Vettias’ still form re-animated and began gently slapping my face. 
 
     “Wake up kid, wake up.” 
 
     I slowly re-entered reality and quickly looked back down at my wound. To my dismay the leeches remained latched around the affected area but my restraints prohibited me from reeling in disgust.  
 
     “You’re going to have to get used to your new friends a little while longer. They will assist your humors to return to a healthy balance.” 
 
     “How long have I been here?” I asked, realizing I was no longer inebriated but had a heavy hangover. 
 
    “About three days. We were very nervous for you the first night. You were in a lot of pain and we drugged and drunk you pretty good. You must have developed some tolerance for wine – we fed you enough to kill an elephant. That, some crushed snake pancreas and these leeches are what kept you alive.” 
 
    “It was Orontes, he—” 
 
    “I know kid,” Vettias interrupted. “You were babbling about him the whole first night. He must have made an impression.” 
 
    “Did he escape?” 
 
    “He did. General Polyperchon and the city guardsmen succeeded in killing his palace soldiers after losing a few, and made it to the back alley where they came upon the two of you. Orontes threw another poisoned spike at one, hitting him in a vital artery and we were not able to save him. General Polyperchon and the remaining city guardsman dragged you back here just in time.” 
 
    “He is unlike any man I’ve ever encountered.” 
 
    “That he is, but he is just a man like you and me. I hope he didn’t shake your resolve too much,” Vettias added with an inquisitive look. 
 
    “Rest assured, I have made my choice.  My allegiance lies with the Kings…and Mara. I was able to inflict a wound to his face that he won’t soon forget. And the Queen?” I asked, suddenly remembering all that transpired. How did your meeting fare? Was she alerted to the incident? Her chief bodyguard was involved with Orontes. He was acting without her knowledge. I think I killed him but she must be warned her inner circle was compromised.” 
 
    “Yes, I am aware of the traitor Markos’ involvement. General Polyperchon recognized him during the skirmish. He said you threw cobra venom in his face. You’re one ruthless bastard,” Vettias laughed. “After the initial fight they came upon him writhing in unbearable pain on the ground, praying for a swift death. He was denied this mercy and left on the floor as punishment for his crimes against the Argeads and his collusion with such a villain as Orontes. As for the Queen, that is a separate matter. Your street battle caught the attention of many within the city, including Adea. Suffice it to say she was incensed at being made bait for our ulterior motives. She remains livid and will not listen to reason, even when confronted with Markos’ treachery. I think we have lost her willingness to assist our efforts for the time being and she will need to be carefully managed by General Polyperchon after we depart as he maneuvers for the Regency.” 
 
    “And just how did General Polyperchon and a band of five city guardsmen come to my rescue so quickly?” I asked as the answer came to me before I finished the question. 
 
    “You were the bait. Don’t take it personally, Andrikos – you’re only now beginning to understand how dangerous Orontes is. The less you knew about that aspect of the plot the better. Now, why don’t you get some rest? We’re returning to Fortress Nora as soon as you’re able to travel.” 
 
    “You can remove these restraints now,” I replied while turning my head from Vettias. I was angry over this seeming lack of confidence in my abilities but decided to reserve final judgment about it till later. I had enough to digest as it was. I fell asleep shortly after the restraints were removed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    We made swift time returning to Fortress Nora. As the Cappadocian mountain fortress came into view, so too did the presence of Antigonus’ forces surrounding all major paths leading to and from the summit. Despite the imposing size of the besieging army, it was clear Antigonus left only a residual force to impede any attempt of Eumenes to escape.  
 
    “Is there a way up?” I asked, not holding much hope of success. 
 
    “There is a protocol in place. We’ll wait till nightfall and begin our ascent. In the meantime, make sure your gear is firmly secured in your rucksack. We’re going to be making a vertical climb. Once we reach the first plateau we’ll be able to signal the sentries to lower ropes down.” 
 
    The thought had not occurred to me that we would be directly scaling the mountain. I remembered back to my youth in Ilandra not particularly liking heights. Nearchus and Patrochlus were always the daring ones of our band growing up, while Alexandros wouldn’t even attempt our boyish adventures that involved climbing and jumping from steep heights. I begrudgingly followed my more audacious mates but never enjoyed high elevations. 
 
    **** 
 
    As night fell, we crept to a craggy side of the mountain too rugged to be guarded effectively, given the number of men Antigonus left for the task. The rocky spur gradually leveled out before colliding with a vertical cliff. Vettias examined the rock face carefully before determining which path looked the most promising to scale. We did not have proper equipment for the task at hand and would have to rely on our fortitude to keep from falling. Vettias tied strong pieces of burlap around our hands to shield our bare skin from the sharp rocky edges. 
 
    Vettias went first and we began our ascent. The full moon assisted our diminished ability to find suitable edges to grip and recesses to place our footing. My strength and stamina had grown considerably since joining the army but my body was not conditioned properly for the rigors that climbing a vertical rock face posed. After pulling myself up about thirty feet, my shoulders and arms were burning and heavily fatigued. After forty feet, I began feeling a nervous weakness throughout my body as our high elevation began to weigh on my nerves. I also began appreciating Vettias’ stamina since he was a good fifteen years my elder. 
 
    “Thirty more feet,” Vettias voiced to me as we continued our climb. My perilous situation induced heavy breathing as every motion I performed was slow and deliberate.  
 
    “Fifteen more feet,” Vettias yelled as I stopped my ascent due to a particularly difficult section of the rock face. The closest available grip was a couple feet higher than what I was comfortable stretching toward and required a hearty step up, precluding me from having a firm grip on the cliff face for a brief moment while this motion was performed. I paused a moment longer, dreading what needed to be done, and used the possibility of reuniting with Mara as my motivation. In one swift motion I raised my right foot, set it on the nearest recess and pushed myself up while grabbing the ledge jutting out from the rock face with my left hand. 
 
    The final ten feet were manageable, and I looked up to see Vettias hanging over the plateau’s edge extending his arm to me. I pulled myself up onto the narrow plateau and sprawled out on the ground allowing my body and nerves to recover while I observed Vettias handling a miniature bow. It was not a bow fit for warfare, but rather a secret weapon made for concealment. After assembling the collapsed item, he produced an arrow shaft that was in three pieces which he quickly screwed together and wrapped the arrowhead in a pitch-soaked  rag. Once the device was assembled, he lit the arrowhead which was laced with some element that produced a red hue to the burn. He loosed the arrow straight into the air above us with a slight arc that inclined toward the fortress summit. After waiting several minutes, a thickly wound rope came crashing down the side of the mountain. Vettias grabbed hold of the line, tied it tight around his waist and ensured I was comfortable in doing the same after him. He gave the rope a strong tug and was pulled up the cliff’s face. After he ascended thirty feet I lost sight of him and waited for the rope to be thrown back down.  
 
    When the line was dropped I tied it around my waist in the same manner Vettias showed me and gave a strong tug. I was immediately pulled up at a consistent speed which pointed to some machine performing the task as oppose to men hauling the line. I was pulled for an estimated one hundred feet until I could see the walls of the fortress before me. As I reached the top of the fifteen-foot walls, two sets of hands reached out to pull me over.  
 
    I let out a sigh of relief once my feet stood firmly on solid ground. Evening precluded me from seeing the whole of our surroundings but I felt cramped. I looked ahead to see my rope coiled around a large wooden gear. The machine appeared easy to operate and had no trouble lifting my full weight in a smooth and orderly ascent up the rock face. Despite our arduous climb to the fortress, it was still early enough to meet with General Eumenes and inform him of our progress in Pella. After we dusted ourselves off and drank some water, Vettias and I made our way to the headquarters building. 
 
    We found General Eumenes alone, brooding over various maps strewn about a table. He looked up as we entered and produced a large smile. He approached and embraced us warmly. 
 
    “My loyal operatives, what news, what news? As you can see, there is not much to plan these days and we receive little, if any, information from the outside. Tell me, how goes it in Pella?” 
 
    “Polyperchon has succeeded in delivering a blow to our enemies, sir,” Vettias replied proudly. “At the time of our departure he was well positioned to become Regent over the Kings in short order. We assisted him in a well-executed plot to sever father from son. Polyperchon now waits for the right time to eliminate the old man and take the reins of power in Macedon. We have his word that when this is accomplished, you will be named Lord of Asia. Our army will be supplemented by the venerable Silver Shields and we will be given access to the royal treasuries in Cilicia. We now must only wait for news of these events to transpire.” 
 
    “Yes … wait,” Eumenes interrupted dejectedly. “I must confide I do not know how much longer we can do so. Our men are steadfast but these confined conditions are enough to test the patience of the gods themselves. I have mitigated our hardship through mandatory exercise for the men each day along a small track and, borne out of necessity,  rigging a clever apparatus for the horses to ensure they put their limbs to use each day. The mundane repetition of each day combined with the bland nourishment stored within the fortress has worn down the stoutest of my soldiers. But enough of our difficulties. You two come bearing promising news and have once again served the Argeads with distinction.” 
 
    “Thank you sir. Might I inquire into the situation further? Where do we stand concerning Antigonus at this hour? Since our absence we have heard little with regard to his actions.” 
 
    “The situation is that he has succeeded in keeping us here with the detachment you see before us and has crushed our Perdiccan allies commanded by Attalus and Alcetas. Had those fools listened to my appeals to join forces several months ago, we may have already defeated our anti-Argead foes. But, as with all Macedonians I am forced to deal with, they could not see past their own narrow self-interest and chose to be defeated and killed separately. Antigonus is now unopposed in his mastery over the near east and will look to consolidate the empire’s far eastern holdings once we are defeated.”  
 
    “Although our interests are at odds, we still call each other friends, however,” Eumenes continued. “At the onset of our siege, Antigonus and I met face to face after assuring me safe passage into his camp in return for hostages to be brought into ours. I agreed to allow Hieronymus to be held by Antigonus. My kinsman and fellow member of The Hand still remains within our foe’s entourage and is hopefully making useful inroads into the battle staff. After warmly embracing, Antigonus made generous offers to restore my former governorship and the wealth I had lost if I make myself his ally in Asia. Though his proposal was enticing, to side with him would be to choose against the future of The Kings, of which Antigonus has little regard. I respectfully declined the pact and returned to our stronghold where we have remained ever since.” 
 
    “We do not sit idly waiting our fate, however. I have sent several probing and attack sorties out to test their defenses and each has been unsuccessful in creating an opening large enough to effect a breakout. I fear we may not be capable of escaping, even if Polyperchon is successful in Pella.” 
 
    “There’s something else,” Vettias added. “As expected, Orontes is in Pella. We were very close to eliminating him, but he narrowly escaped.  
 
    “You saw him?” Eumenes asked. 
 
    “The kid did. Gave him another scar on that hideous face of his as well. Our scheme to uncover the viper strained our relationship with Queen Adea, however. She will not be inclined to help the cause in the near future unless her life depends on it.” 
 
    “It might well. It’s of little matter. She is a means to an end. Alexander IV is the ultimate goal,” Eumenes concluded. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    The bleak picture Eumenes painted of our situation did not foster any sense of hope in me for our future prospects. I saw my reunion with Mara slipping from my grasp as I could not conceive a way for us to successfully ally with the Silver Shields. Vettias seemed undeterred, however, and began poring over the various maps with our general. Noticing I was too tired and unskilled in stratagem to add anything to the conversation, I was dismissed for the evening. I found an open space on the floor of one of the barracks, unrolled my bedroll and used my rucksack as a pillow. I fell asleep easily that evening despite my earlier optimism for seeing Mara being dashed for now. 
 
    The next morning I was awoken by the clamor of men within my barracks preparing for the morning’s exercises at Nora’s makeshift track. I considered myself exempt from such unwanted activity and went back to sleep once my barracks was empty. I was awoken again two hours later by the rush of men re-entering the barracks and loitering about with idle conversation.  
 
    The frequent sneers I was receiving by the men who were all questioning my presence within their quarters provoked me to wake, gather my belongings and receive instructions from Vettias on what to do next. I was also eager to reunite with Stephanos and actively looked for him on my way to the headquarters building. Along the way I observed the extraordinary contraptions designed to allow the horses movement within our confined space. They were cajoled into a harnessed-pulley that raised the beasts off the ground. The stable-hands then coaxed the animals to attempt to run and thrash about through verbal commands and whips. The exercises proved effective as the animals perspired and foamed after a short time within the apparatus.  
 
    I noticed a neatly drained sewage ditch that ran under a section of the bastion’s wall and emptied over the cliffs below. Several men were engaged in cleaning the rapidly accumulating animal dung while others ensured any puddles of sitting water were removed. Despite the impressive operations to keep our accommodations sanitary, a persistent stale and foul odor wafted throughout the fortress. Having found Vettias and received the vague instruction to ‘settle in and relax’, I spied Philotheos in the infirmary and thanked him again for patching me up after the Battle of Orcynia. He was happy to see me but shared in the common misery of our confinement. Finally, I moved purposefully to seek out Stephanos. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    I found my closest of friends still lingering at the gymnasium, along with a forty-man contingent performing Syntagma movement drills. I stood off to the side, away from anyone’s notice, and observed my friend execute precise battle movements with as much skill as any of the hardened veterans present. I watched for the better part of an hour before they ended their drills and slowly made their way to the exit. I snuck up behind my perspiring friend and jabbed my finger like an assassin’s blade into his side. He quickly turned around, recognized me, and tackled me to the ground. 
 
    “You little shit, where’ve you been this time?” Stephanos laughed while putting my face into his armpit. 
 
    “Uh, you stink! Get off me you swine,” I yelled as I jammed my thumb into a pressure point on his side, causing him to release his grip. We stood up and embraced, still laughing from our childish sparring, and began catching up as we walked out of the gymnasium toward his quarters.  
 
    “How did you get back into the fortress? Did you scale the cliffs?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. It was too perilous a journey up those blasted rocks only to be stuck in this latrine with a bunch of savages. Can you point me to the nearest brothel?” I asked sarcastically. “I am in need of a woman’s touch.”  
 
    “Ha! Go take a long walk off that short cliff over there. You’ll find all the release you need.” 
 
    “So what was that training in the gymnasium after everyone else had completed their exercises for the day?” I inquired. 
 
    “Much has changed since your departure, my friend. I have been chosen by General Eumenes himself as an officer within his Phalanx when we escape this damned rock and reconstitute our army. What you witnessed was the officer corps’ daily training regimen.” 
 
    Stephanos was beaming with pride and my heart warmed for the well-deserved promotion of my friend. Being the men we were, however, it was incumbent upon me to greet this news with derision. 
 
    “An officer in command of a shithole atop a desolate mountain. A lot of good that will do you!” I chided.  
 
    “Well some of us have to work around here while the rest run off with delusions of grandeur, chasing little boys in Persian brothels. They haven’t made a eunuch out of you yet have they?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t allow it until I had the pleasure of knowing your mother,” I shot back. 
 
    “I’m afraid she would not be worth the wait my friend! Perhaps I will perform the surgery now?” 
 
    The two of us bantered back and forth for several more minutes as we entered his cramped quarters and he introduced me to his new comrades. It didn’t take long to recognize Stephanos had become the leader of this new band of officers, just as he had during our recruitment. Stephanos also informed me our friends Spear and Bacchylides survived the defeat and made it to Nora. Rhexenor was captured with the baggage train and hopefully was serving in Antigonus’ army. Dion did not fare as well, however, and was killed during the battle. 
 
    **** 
 
    I fell into the mundane routines of the bastion over the next two months: joking with Bacchylides and Spear; taking shifts in the mess hall; cleaning the stable; performing morning exercises; and working to renovate the stronghold’s crumbling fortifications. Luckily, my staff position kept me from servicing the latrine ditch too frequently. Despite the preponderance of tasks to complete, the majority of each day was spent in monotonous languor. Vettias encouraged me to use this time to become proficient with bow, throwing spikes and throwing spears which, he explained, were useful in our line of work. I heeded his words out of sheer boredom and found I had natural abilities with a bow and arrow. I would spend an hour or two each day shooting targets made of packed hay. 
 
    Another old friend sought me out shortly after my arrival: “You lucky little shit, do you know what it’s been like for me on this blasted rock?” I eagerly turned toward the familiar voice to see my friend Davos standing before me, looking like a ragged dirt farmer instead of the ruthless and cunning killer I knew him to be. The prolonged seclusion had clearly begun to wear on my friend who was normally accustomed to moving and acting as he pleased.  
 
    “You look like you’ve been living in Hades these past months.” 
 
    “I would have preferred it – at least there’d be some interesting scenery. Whatever you and Vettias did in Pella better be getting me out of here in the near future. May the gods help the first poor maiden I see outside these damned walls.” 
 
    “We certainly hastened that day. Events are in motion in the capital that should facilitate our escape in the coming months.” 
 
    “It won’t be soon enough. I will find you later for I am scheduled to clean the stables like some common swineherd.” With that, my valued friend trudged off disgruntled toward the horses and I continued on to my next menial task. 
 
    **** 
 
    At the end of the fourth month, a delegation from our besiegers approached the gate of our stronghold requesting an audience with General Eumenes. The General’s closest advisor and fellow member of The Hand, Hieronymous – Hiro to those that knew him, hostage to Antigonus for almost a year as part of their prior agreement – was part of the contingent standing before our battle staff and vouched for its intentions. Vettias had summoned me so I could observe how diplomacy is conducted at the highest levels and I occupied a small sliver of space in the farthest corner of the headquarters building and generally remained unnoticed.  
 
    The leader of the besieging delegation stepped forward and greeted our council of officers. “I am Polemaeus, General serving under Antigonus, General of Asia,” the envoy announced before clearing his throat and reciting a rehearsed greeting. “General Eumenes, victor over Neoptolemus and Macedon’s most honored General, Craterus; Royal Secretary to King Philip II and Alexander III, General during the India campaign, and honored member of Alexander’s sacred bodyguard. Antigonus, General of Asia as proclaimed by the Macedonian Kings Philip III and Alexander IV, bids you warmest regards and compliments for the skilled defense of Fortress Nora. Under a lesser man, the bastion would have fallen long ago.” 
 
    “I thank you and your master for the kind words,” Eumenes replied. “Antigonus is an extraordinary general and a remarkable leader of men. I am honored to call him friend these past twenty years and anxiously await the day when I may call him ally once more. But you did not come to our wretched bastion to exchange niceties. Please, state the nature of your business so we may both get on with our tasks at hand.” 
 
    At Eumenes’ command, Hieronymus stepped forward holding a scroll with the seal of The Kings for all to see. “General Eumenes, my most trusted friend and countryman, General Antigonus has allowed me to retake my rightful place within your battle staff in exchange for personally presenting a treaty between yourself and Antigonus that will cease all hostilities and return you to staunch allies in pursuit of common cause. I can personally vouch for the sincerity of General Antigonus and for the merits of the agreement I lay before you. It is an oath to support General Antigonus in his endeavor to bring peace and order to the empire of Alexander.” 
 
    “Hieronymus, my most loyal supporter,” Eumenes replied, genuinely pleased to see his comrade. “Fellow countryman from Cardia, your counsel could inspire me to remain on this wretched summit forever. If you declare the earnestness and favorability of General Antigonus’ oath then I too will give it my utmost consideration.” 
 
    Polemaeus then stepped to the fore, broke the royal seal and unrolled the document. “Antigonus of Elimeia, General of Asia and Protector of The Kings Philip III and Alexander IV, seeks a formal union with his ablest of allies from the time of Philip II, General Eumenes of Cardia, through the following oath: 
 
    ‘I, General Eumenes of Cardia, make solemn oath, to The Gods and all present to bear witness, that I will support Antigonus of Elimeia, son of Philip, General of Asia, in his charge to unite the fractured Empire and restore order to all of Alexander’s holdings. Furthermore, I will freely lend men, resources and my own support to General Antigonus in combating all enemies of the Empire. I take this oath of my own accord and under no external duress.’  
 
    “In return for vowing allegiance to Antigonus, General of Asia, you will be granted your previous Satrapy of Cappadocia, you will have all property and wealth returned to your coffers, with an additional one hundred talents from the royal treasury as a token of General Antigonus’ generosity and gratitude. Our army has strict orders to allow you and your men safe passage from Nora, to the satrapal capital of Cappadocia, on the condition you recite and sign the oath in their presence. This is the offer of Antigonus, General of Asia.” 
 
    “General Polemaeus,” Eumenes responded, “I thank you and your master for making such a generous offer to an old friend. Such an important decision needn’t be rushed without careful consideration, however, and I request proper time to consult with my staff. When I am prepared to make a decision I will send a delegation to you. Normally, I would invite your delegation to eat and drink with us this evening, as is tradition for valued guests, but since we have neither spirits nor proper provisions for such a banquet, I will bid you farewell as a respected adversary with hopes of soon calling you ally.” Eumenes warmly embraced Polemaeus and they were escorted from our mountain summit.  
 
    “Well, this is everything I’ve asked for,” Eumenes stated while turning to his assembled advisors. “I must seriously consider such a generous offer, if for no other reason than for the benefit of the men who have sacrificed so much to remain sequestered atop this damned rock for so long. Hiro, my most trusted and loyal compatriot, is it as you have claimed? Does Antigonus make this gesture in earnest?” 
 
    “It is my belief that he does, sir. I say this as a man who has been recently freed from the man’s court and who is no longer subject to repercussions from giving my honest assessment. The man has grand designs to take over the entire empire for himself. He cares not for the petty political squabbles that separate two friends presently. He cares not for the fate of The Kings. He only seeks to remove a potential thorn in his side in Cappadocia so he may focus on his interests abroad. He’s the strongest of the Successors and it would be advantageous to be in his inner circle to ensure the safety of The Kings. In my opinion, sir, I would take this deal.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true diplomat,” Vettias sneered.  
 
    “And what of the men who languish on this summit?” Hiro retorted. “This deal will secure their safe passage back to their families. It would mean an end to hostilities for them.” 
 
    “Becoming the lap dog to the very man who threatens to usurp the Argead throne from its rightful owners would denigrate everything these men willingly sacrificed,” snapped Vettias. “ It would be an affront to the eight thoussand souls lying dead in Cappadocia at the hands of your new benefactor. Would it not have been to their benefit to surrender to Antigonus before the first arrow was fired at the Battle of Orcynia? Maybe you long for the luxuries afforded you in Antigonus’ court, but our cause has always been that of defending The Kings. That is what separates us from the rest of these Macedonian usurpers. We here stand behind General Eumenes because he is the one true leader remaining who fights for their interests and has no designs for his own dynasty. His cause is more Macedonian than the very leaders of that land who claim to fight for it. I would bet my life that Alexander is looking down at this group of men assembled here on this damned rock right now and willing us to remain true to his legacy and continue our fight to save his empire.” 
 
    “This deal is our only way off this damned rock!” yelled another staff member. “Maybe you need to stay here a few more months like the rest of us, Vettias. We’ve been trying to break out of Nora for a year and have been unsuccessful. Sign the fucking oath so we can depart unmolested from here and pick up our struggle once free from this place.” 
 
    “I will not renege on an oath I have sworn to in the presence of men and whose parchment I have signed,” Eumenes interjected.  
 
    “Time is of the essence,” Hiro pleaded. “If events in Pella play out the way Vettias claims, we have to be free of this blockade before Antigonus hears of it, otherwise he will never let us off this damned rock. This possibility may already have happened for all we know.” Loud arguing now erupted within the battle staff, with all aggressively weighing in on the situation and criticizing each other’s suggestions. 
 
    “Gentlemen, gentlemen!” Vettias shouted. “There may be a way to both sign the oath and remain free to oppose Antigonus in the future,” Vettias stated in his usual cryptic manner. The rabble was silenced while they waited for Vettias to continue. Vettias gave a deliberately long pause to add to the drama he created before Eumenes spoke. 
 
    “Please elaborate, Vettias,” Eumenes commanded. 
 
    “General Antigonus’ army has orders to allow us passage once they witness you recite the oath and sign the document. What if we change the wording of the oath to better suit our purposes?” This idea generated a rash of scowls and condescending laughter among the men.  
 
    “What if it was written in a way so his army preferred our wording to that of Antigonus?” Vettias shouted over the noise to which everyone quieted in anticipation of his fanciful idea. “As of now the oath names Antigonus as the subject of loyalty. Antigonus himself, as well as all in his army, claims he is fighting on behalf of The Kings. What if we present an oath that inserts The Kings’ interest in place of Antigonus’ name? If both are presented to his army, would they not choose the more virtuous of the two oaths to be sworn? Show me the Greek who believes a man currently living has the right to usurp the Argead throne while Alexander IV still lives? By only changing Antigonus’ name with that of The Kings, are we not saying the same thing if Antigonus claims to fight on their behalf? Despite his true intentions, Antigonus’ own words suggest General Eumenes swearing an oath to protect The Kings in no way negates anything that is written on this document.”  
 
    All remained quiet as they contemplated Vettias’ proposal internally, with varying degrees of sophistication. “General Eumenes, it is my proposal to rewrite the oath exactly as it is written, and substitute the name of The Kings for the name of Antigonus. We will present both oaths to our foes and ask them which of the two is more righteous. I suspect they will choose our version, thus allowing you to take the oath in front of them in good conscience.” 
 
    Vettias’ ability to generate elaborate plans in a matter of moments never ceased to amaze me. Silence persisted as General Eumenes pondered the scheme. It was clear no one had a plan that could match the logic and cleverness of Vettias’ ploy. 
 
    “Does anyone have any ideas other than me signing the oath in its current form or rejecting this overture outright?” Eumenes asked. None came forward. “All right, assemble a delegation to ask for a week’s time to respond. I will deliberate my options.” With the meeting thus concluded, Vettias smirked at me as we all departed the headquarters building. 
 
    “See you around kid,” he whispered as we went our separate ways. “I’ll send for you when the time comes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    The week that followed was tense. The army accepted our request for delay but four days had passed and still no word of Eumenes’ decision. I divulged much of the situation to Stephanos, leaving out my part in it, and made him swear he would not speak of it to anyone. 
 
    The idleness forced by our surroundings began to wear on my nerves and I marveled at Stephanos’ continued high spirits. Others were not as positive as my closest friend and a tangible malaise had settled over our stronghold. Tempers were quick to flare, several fights were broken up each day, and the repetition of performing the same mundane tasks grated on everyone. On the fifth day, I was summoned by a battle staff attendant and brought to Vettias’ quarters. I had only seen him in passing for the past five days and looked forward to catching up with my mentor. As the attendant led me in and departed, it was clear he was in no mood for idle chatter.  
 
    “That crazy old fool did it! Polyperchon, that son of a bitch! A runner brought news late last evening that Antipater is dead and Polyperchon has been named Regent. Get your stuff together. General Eumenes leads a delegation to present the two oaths. Assuming it goes as planned, Eumenes will address the men and we will break camp this very day. We must move with all haste before Antigonus receives word of these events and rescinds the offer.” 
 
    I quietly collected my belongings while the rest of the men went about their business ignorant to the coming events. I took position along the fortress ramparts to watch the rapprochement. Our enemies had built an impressive bulwark encompassing the entire perimeter of the mountain. Our delegation was allowed passage through the fortified gates and disappeared behind their parapets. Enemy activity beyond the walls was scarce at first but after a half-hour a large contingent of their manpower could be seen assembling in formation. After another quarter-hour the formation broke up and General Eumenes could be seen leading our delegation back to our fortress flying our banners. As they passed through our gates orders were barked and men ran about. In mere moments our army was in formation ready to be addressed by General Eumenes.  
 
    I was never officially integrated into this beleaguered contingent of our army that now stood before our general, so I spied Davos and stood with him out of sight of the main force, yet close enough to remain within earshot of all that was said. The relatively short time I spent here had already begun to wear my patience thin and I could see the look of exasperation on the faces in formation after spending a year in this cramped confine. General Eumenes faced the army on horseback in full battlefield regalia. He dismounted and addressed his tired followers. 
 
    “Men, you have done all I have asked of you and more. You fought gallantly against Satrap Neoptolemus, General Craterus, General Antigonus and, most recently, you have conducted yourselves admirably in this fortress – bravely defying those who contest our righteous cause. Unlike your fellow Greek antagonists, however, you have done so not for my glory or your own self-serving interests – you fight for an ideal; you fight for the legacy of Alexander, the greatest man that ever lived. You that stand before me having done more for the Argead cause than any who yet draws breath in this world and your patience and loyalty will be rewarded in this life or the next.” 
 
    “Brothers in arms, I am pleased to report that we have honorably come to an agreement with our besiegers and your time on this damned rock is over as of today.” The men burst into a loud roar at this unexpected news.  
 
    “Better still, we depart this bastion not as defeated men who sold their principles to their enemies and thus must leave the field with their heads hung low. No! We leave here victorious and with a renewed vigor to combat our adversaries once more in open battle! All of you are to report back to this parade field in one hour in marching formation. Dismissed.”  
 
    Organized chaos ensued as our small army rushed to gather their belongings after a year of rot. They reformed as instructed into an improvised marching column that snaked around the diminutive parade ground awaiting orders to move. Eumenes led his prized Cappadocian cavalry at the front of the formation and sounded the order. His war horses were ecstatic to be moving freely once again after their arduous stints in Eumenes’ exercise contraptions. Davos was able to procure me a horse and we took up positions in the rear of the column with our meager supply train that had been thoroughly depleted during our army’s long stretch at Nora. Our besiegers lined the narrow path leading out of the fortress on either side in full battle colors and their leadership met ours on our way out with full pomp and circumstance.  
 
    As the last of our contingent passed our besiegers, it was clear General Eumenes’ ruse had worked and word of the coup in Pella had not reached Antigonus’ detachment. We marched for the rest of the day until sufficient distance accumulated between the two armies and General Eumenes halted our march and called an informal formation around him.  
 
     “Men, for security measures I withheld information that furthers our cause. It was imperative our besiegers were unaware of these recent developments or we would not have been granted leave. The Empire of Alexander remains strong and it now has a new Regent – General Polyperchon, a loyal servant and commander to both his father, King Philip II and Alexander himself. Lord Regent Antipater has died and he names our ally his Successor. I hold in my hand a decree, complete with the royal Argead seal and signed by King Philip III, naming your leader, General Eumenes of Cardia, Royal Protector of the Kings, and General of Asia.” The formation again broke into an enthusiastic roar after hearing of their unexpected reversal of fortune. 
 
    “Our campaign will first take us south, to the rich cities of Cilicia, where I will draw upon the royal treasuries to reward your loyalty. There you will find many entertaining ways for you to spend your hard-earned salaries. The legendary Silver Shields will bolster our ranks and we will put a call out for all able-bodied men to join the reinvigorated Royal Army of The Kings. We will then seek out and destroy the outlaw Antigonus and welcome his surviving men back within the ranks of the Royal Army of Asia to consolidate Alexander’s Empire and ensure his descendants occupy his throne.” 
 
    **** 
 
    During our march south, Davos and I passed the time trading stories, with me recounting our exploits in Pella and him lamenting over experiencing the longest gap in his adult life without enjoying wine or female companionship. The road south did not boast any settlements of worth and Davos complained daily about his need to bed the first woman he came across. I was able to procure Stephanos a horse after several days’ march and ensured he and Davos became fast friends. One evening our army camped outside a modest town with a small tavern and brothel. Stephanos, Davos and I avoided the settlement due to the crush of our many deprived men. To our delight, Vettias appeared at our campfire with three jugs of wine and two women from the town. The four of us held our own private celebration long into the night where we drank enough wine to kill a horse. Stephanos was beginning to enjoy the benefits of knowing Vettias. 
 
    Throughout this time I hid my excitement about reuniting with Mara from my mates despite thinking about her constantly. The thought of us together again educed a burning warmth of nervous energy in my stomach. Would she still want me? Did she think Vettias and I broke our promise to her in Triparadeisus? Had she been mistreated since we were forced to leave her in the care of Hyllos? These questions churned in my mind constantly as we made our brisk march south. 
 
    Our private party, courtesy of Vettias, was the only respite for the remainder of the journey to Cilicia. Our army passed through the rocky Cilician Gates and entered the rich Cilician coast after several more days’ march. We set up our camp on the outskirts of the ancient city of Cyinda along the Middle Sea near Tarsus. The city was heavily fortified with an impenetrable fortress atop a hillside housing vast amounts of Alexander’s treasure plundered from the east. The city sent out a delegation to greet our leadership and determine the meaning of our visit. They had not yet received word of General Eumenes’ new title and were initially hesitant to allow an armed force so near to the royal treasury. General Eumenes presented his royal decree and was granted entry. Cyinda was a wealthy city large enough to support our contingent of armed men and General Eumenes determined we would remain camped outside its gates and use it as our primary headquarters to rearm, recruit and rally with the Silver Shields.  
 
    Runners were sent to Tarsus, where the Silver Shields were camped, to inform them of our presence and instruct them to make their way east to Cyinda as per the instruction of The Kings. After their near mutiny in Triparadeisus, they had been sent to the ancient Achaemenid capitals of Persepolis and Susa to escort the vast contents of their treasuries back west to the fortified coffers of Cilicia, where their wealth could be better accessed for imperial purposes. A large portion of this wealth was also to begin its journey back to Pella as well. The Silver Shield’s long mission served the dual purpose of keeping them occupied east, far from the concerns of Antipater and Antigonus who were not going to take the chance of having so influential a force make trouble for their grand designs again.  
 
    A small quartermaster and baggage train was stood up and supplies began pouring in from the surrounding region after being procured with money from the royal treasury. General Eumenes kept his word and paid all outstanding salaries plus generous bonuses to all who had remained loyal to him during the miserable year in Nora. New sarissas, arrows, armament, bivouac equipment, swords and artillery weapons were procured and constructed over the course of the next few weeks. 
 
    Eumenes reorganized the army with his Nora officer corps and Cappadocian cavalry serving as the foundation of our new force. Men, young and old, began swelling our ranks as well, drawn to the royal army by news of our access to the royal treasuries. These fresh recruits were segregated from our Nora force so they could be drilled and disciplined.  
 
    After three weeks, the Silver Shields arrived at our encampment with all the fanfare one would expect from such a legendary band of heroes. They marched along the coastal road in a perfect column, each holding their gleaming shields and wearing their polished brass cuirasses. Years of battlefield glory and unit cohesion meant each member of the three thousand-man unit was very wealthy and owned the most expensive and extravagant weapons and equipment of any comparable force. At the head of their formation was Commander Antigenes and Deputy Commander Teutamus. They were followed by their battle staff, the main force, quartermaster and finally their prized baggage train which they dragged throughout the eastern world. 
 
    The men themselves were all battle-hardened veterans with the youngest of them looking to be in his fifties, with the majority being in their sixties, and some being as old as seventy. Despite their age, they appeared able to defeat our force with ease and it was reassuring they were here as allies as oppose to enemies. They halted about three hundred feet from our encampment and Generals Antigenes and Tuetamus led a small party forward to formally present themselves to our army. General Eumenes and several from his battle staff rode out to receive them. 
 
    Despite the amicable undertones of the parley, I sensed a palpable uneasiness about the display of unity. It was true the Silver Shields were the most ardent supporters of the Argeads and their very presence here spoke to that fact. But it was also true General Antigenes murdered Lord Regent Perdiccas in Egypt, with help from Queen Adea, and eventually came out for Antipater in Triparadeisus against the Queen. They were our enemies just weeks prior and their presence now spoke to the perilous state of Alexander’s Empire just four years after his death.  
 
    Furthermore, if General Eumenes had difficulties rallying native Macedonians to his cause because of his Thracian origins in the past, these three thousand would prove even more problematic to rein in.  
 
    All I could think about while observing the détente was Mara. I would carefully seek her out and arrange for us to meet in secret for the time being. A more permanent solution would require help and much planning. Vettias could not know of my designs lest he order me to cease them at once. The thought of her being within mere feet of my grasp after so recently being thousands of miles away was almost too much to bear and I struggled to keep a stoic composure in formation. 
 
    At the conclusion of the Silver Shield’s official attachment to our army, both leaders returned to their headquarters and General Antigenes marched his men to a separate area from ours to establish their own encampment. Vettias sought me out shortly after and ordered me to meet him in his quarters that evening. I arrived at the appointed hour and took a seat next to him on his cot.  
 
    “It’s time to talk about your future in this army. I allowed you to fight at Orcynia with your lochos and I almost lost you there. You will not be reintegrated into the phalanx under our new organization. You have served me well over the past year and it is time to take your place as my aide on the battle staff.” Vettias produced a gold brooch to be worn on my tunic. “This insignia will grant you instant respect and deference by all in the army – and you will punish anyone beneath your station that does not do so. Understood?” I nodded with a smirk. “You also need to start looking the part, put this on,” Vettias commanded as he handed me a new tunic and sandals.  
 
    “Being an aide on the battle staff requires you to be present for all general staff meetings that are to occur and you will perform all duties on behalf of senior officers without question. In reality, you will be shielded from most of the staff bureaucracy and continue in your capacity as an operative for The Hand. You will move your quarters into the battle staff bivouac area and you will report at dawn to the command tent for the first joint staff meeting tomorrow between us and the Silver Shields’ leadership. You will be one of the most junior men attending these meetings and you’ll need to act as if you belong there. So congratulations, pack your stuff and be on time tomorrow.” 
 
    “What about Davos? Is he to be your aide as well?” 
 
    “Davos has been dispatched to further our cause elsewhere. As we speak he travels west to infiltrate Antigonus’ army. Having an operative within Antigonus’ camp has many benefits besides the obvious. While we swear our allegiance to General Eumenes, our larger goal is to protect the bloodline. The Hand must always be thinking strategically and Davos will provide a way for us to integrate into Antigonus’ army should General Eumenes be defeated. I have given him a list of names that will be sympathetic to our cause. Your friend Rhexenor was one of them.” 
 
    I had been too fixated on our current struggle to give one thought to what we were to do in the event of our defeat. I was thankful Vettias was doing so and he yet again proved his superior strategic abilities. Still, it was a little unsettling that he was planning so thoroughly for such a disastrous event. After being dismissed I sought out Stephanos to inform him of the news. My friend informed me he had been named First Officer in a newly structured lochos. I offered to assist him in any way my new position could provide and promised we would make an effort to spend time with each other as much as possible. 
 
    The next morning I rose early to ensure punctuality to my first staff meeting at the command tent. In my eagerness, I was first to arrive and waited anxiously outside for others to appear. As they did, I entered and took a seat in the far corner of the room, not wanting to occupy any position of implied prominence. Vettias now entered and took a seat nearer to the middle of the table, motioning for me to join him. As General Eumenes entered, the room stood to attention and waited for him to be seated before taking their seats again. The pavilion was rectangular, with a long table holding various maps and organizational charts in the center. Two rows of benches ran parallel to both sides of the table with one section remaining empty for our anticipated guests. As the hour approached, Eumenes asked the whereabouts of the Silver Shields’ leadership, who had not yet arrived. 
 
    “Unlike our famous friends to be late isn’t it?” Eumenes asked sarcastically. A nervous laughter could be heard throughout the room as a herald wearing the Silver Shields colors entered and announced General Antigenes was cordially inviting the battle staff to conduct the morning staff meeting in his command tent. 
 
    “While his invitation is gracious, it is a little too late, for I have already put word out that the morning staff meeting is to be held here and I expect their delegation presently,” Eumenes replied with deliberate hostility. “Please inform your general that he is expected here this morning.” An awkward silence overtook the room as the friction was clear to all. The herald took on an expression of dread as this was probably the first time he had to deliver news that was contrary to his commander’s wishes. 
 
    “Right away, sir,” were his departing words as he ran off to deliver General Eumenes’ terse reply. 
 
    “Well, while we’re waiting for this minor confusion to rectify itself, our first order of the day shall be to review the reorganization of the phalanx.” Several aides sprang into action, producing detailed scrolls with various taxeis, syntagmas and lochoi drawn out. I had difficulty following the high-level discussions that took place and learned many principles regarding organization that morning. The meeting concluded without the Silver Shields’ attendance and General Eumenes requested his inner circle of advisors to remain afterward. As I moved to depart the tent, Vettias grabbed me and presented me to General Eumenes.  
 
    “Sir, you remember young Phalangite, Andrikos, veteran of the past three battles against our anti-Argead enemies.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I recognized him sitting next to you during our meeting.” 
 
    “I have named him my official aide and request his presence on all but the most sensitive discussions I am to have with you.” 
 
    “Very well. Welcome, Andrikos, you have served me loyally thus far and I look forward to your continued efforts.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” was my humble reply. 
 
    “Now, let us address this overt insult levied upon our leadership by these Silver Shields,” Eumenes began in a far less haughty tone then he assumed during the staff meeting. “We are going to put an end to this now, lest anyone think insubordination is acceptable. Many of you remember the chaos that ensued in Babylon after the death of Alexander. Despite receiving the signet ring, Perdiccas was initially unable to come to a temporary settlement due to the myriad of competing factions, god-like egos and Macedonian traditions to contend with. I was in these wild meetings and Perdiccas was only able to control these unwieldy men through the presence of Alexander’s belongings sitting on his empty throne.” 
 
    “So, Antigenes feels he should not be summoned to my command tent does he? Well, I’m certainly not going to his. It is a tedious chore of constantly stroking the egos of these Silver Shields but some concession must be made to allow both sides to honorably yield their intransigence.” 
 
    “A separate command tent, perhaps equidistant to both of our encampments,” Hiro suggested. 
 
    “A diplomatic idea old friend, but I will need a reason to meet there since it is I who have been insulted,” Eumenes replied. “If I unilaterally accept Antigenes’ absence, I invite further affronts until we may find ourselves holding staff meetings in Antigenes’ harem while he is bedding a whore.” Eumenes’ response elicited a small chuckle within the room. 
 
    “What if you both were told to meet in a separate tent?” Vettias interjected without elaborating. He deliberately paused to let the uncertainty of his remark linger for several seconds. “Your timely example at Babylon may provide the answer we seek. What if we set up Alexander’s throne once more? What if you were told by Alexander himself to do this? What if a vision from Alexander came to you this very evening and was interpreted by the diviners to mean that both sides will, going forward, meet in ‘Alexander’s tent’. A new pavilion will be constructed and his artifacts, which we still possess, will be displayed on a new throne so his presence can be channeled for every command meeting we are to have from now on.” 
 
    The attendees remained hushed as General Eumenes pondered Vettias’ ploy. “If such a plan were to work with anyone it would be the Silver Shields, given their steadfast loyalty to our deceased leader. The sensitivity of such a scheme would require absolute secrecy from all in this room about its origins, is that understood?” The room emphatically nodded their consent.  
 
    “A command pavilion worthy of Alexander’s presence would have to be grand indeed. Work must be started right away. I think a royal throne made of gold shall be commissioned to the treasury tomorrow morning. Scribe!” Eumenes shouted, pointing at one of his attendants, “Begin writing the correspondence of such a vision that will come to me tonight and be supported by our diviners. None of you are to speak of this to anyone. It is trivial that this delicate alliance may rely solely on where we conduct our staff meetings, but such is the situation in which we find ourselves.”  
 
    Eumenes stood to exit and the room snapped to attention. After his departure, the staff took their leave for the remainder of the morning. As I walked back to my new quarters with Vettias, I admired the quick ingenuity he displayed yet again, but worried whether it would be sincerely accepted by our illustrious ‘allies’. I decided to trust in his judgment which had been proved right to me on many occasions. Tomorrow morning’s meeting would prove interesting to say the least. But, until then, I had the rest of the day and evening to execute a plot to see Mara. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    After departing the staff meeting I followed Vettias into his quarters to discuss Mara’s situation. My look of excited anticipation betrayed me, however, and Vettias looked up disapprovingly. 
 
    “Now is not the time to go searching for her, Andrikos. Our two armies are on the verge of derision and, if this ploy tomorrow doesn’t work, I don’t see how we go forward without General Eumenes subordinating himself to General Antigenes in some way. Once we come to an amicable agreement, movement between the two camps should be more manageable. You’ve waited this long, don’t ruin your best chance to reunite with her because of impatience. Furthermore, we don’t even know if she is still under Hyllos’ ownership. He may have tired of her and sold her for all we know. You better have made as good an impression on her as she did on you if we are going to get her to work for us again. My guess is we’ll utilize the quartermaster network between the two camps once relations are normalized.” 
 
    “If only Rhexenor had remained with our army after Orcynia I could leverage his vast connections to infiltrate their supply areas easily,” I commented.  
 
    “If he survived the initial capture of our baggage train he may now be working within Antigonus’ quartermaster ranks and be useful to us in the future. That being said, we have to work with the assets we have at hand and I still have a number of contacts within our depleted support ranks.” 
 
    **** 
 
    The battle staff assembled the next morning at our command tent, where the Silver Shields leadership was again conspicuously absent, save for their aide who again invited us to hold our meeting in the headquarters of General Antigenes. After waiting several minutes, General Eumenes began the staff meeting and instructed the aide to remain and report back the meeting particulars to his leadership.  
 
    “Gentlemen, an important event has occurred last evening which must be communicated to you all immediately, for it affects our two armies. Last night, Alexander himself appeared to me in a vision. He sat atop his golden throne in the presence of both armies within a magnificent command tent. The diviners and I have interpreted this revelation to mean that Alexander wishes for us to build a new pavilion in which to conduct our business under his watchful eye. I will commission a golden throne to be constructed with funds from the treasury. Alexander’s diadem and scepter will occupy it during our staff meetings. Incense will burn to allow his spirit to be present and guide us to make the correct decisions. This new command pavilion will be constructed at a site equidistant to both our encampments and work on this new initiative will begin this morning. You there!” Eumenes called out, pointing to the Silver Shields’ aide. “You will report all that has been revealed here and bring me back their official acquiescence to Alexander’s request. A temporary tent will be erected today and we will begin this new ritual on the morrow. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Y-yes, sir,” the aide responded as he turned and ran out of the tent at full speed.  
 
    “For the rest of you. News has come in from Macedon. Cassander, the ignoble son of Antipater, now leads an open revolt against Lord Regent Polyperchon. The traitor has run to rekindle his frayed relationship with the outlaw Antigonus, which I have no doubt he will receive with open arms. I also anticipate Ptolemy will support this rebel faction while he hides in Egypt. We will remain here in Cyinda long enough to construct Alexander’s golden throne and raise ten thousand men to fill our ranks. We will then march south to wrest Phoenicia from Ptolemy and construct a fleet in order to support General Polyperchon in Europe. Once our navy is established, we can begin moving funds from the eastern treasuries to the royal court in Pella. The events of last evening have trumped our ability to deliberate on this matter further, but it will be the subject of tomorrow’s staff meeting. That is all. Dismissed.” 
 
    General Eumenes’ news was harrowing. Events had now unfolded which laid the groundwork for a world war to be fought as opposed to merely combating one rebel force in Asia. Our small army on the Cilician coastline was not prepared for such a conflict. I admired the confidence with which Eumenes delivered this news but worried for the future of all we now fought for; even when our side had the royal legitimacy we so yearned for, dastardly forces stood ready to take it from us.  
 
    The next morning we all gathered at our command tent and were instructed to follow General Eumenes in a procession to the temporary pavilion of Alexander after General Antigenes and General Eumenes had come to an agreement. The Silver Shields’ leadership delegation was already present on one side of a large rectangular table and we entered the pavilion to occupy the other.  
 
    As I took my seat I scrutinized the men sitting across from us. They were all in their sixties, with General Antigenes and several others looking to be seventy. Their bodies were solid and their faces worn. They all wore magnificent armor and cloaks and sat stoically, staring coldly at their counterparts who they no doubt viewed as their inferiors. At the head of the table stood an ornate chair holding Alexander’s simple diadem and royal scepter. Incense burned on a small table next to the makeshift throne and wafted liberally throughout the pavilion. Eumenes and Antigenes sat closest to the throne on either side of the table. There was a tense silence for several awkward moments after both sides were seated until General Eumenes stood up and addressed the room. 
 
    “I am Eumenes of Cardia, Royal General of Asia as decreed by Lord Regent Polyperchon, Protector of the Argead Kings Philip III and Alexander IV. As those present already know, Alexander came to me in a vision last evening and instructed us to conduct our business in this pavilion so we may better serve his legacy by defeating those that would contest the legitimacy of his rightful heirs.” 
 
    “Seated to my left are the venerable Silver Shields – Macedon’s greatest and most decorated military unit; the most steadfast and loyal to Alexander’s legacy, whose deeds on behalf of Macedon have become legend. No words of praise can capture the magnitude of their accomplishments and I thank General Antigenes and his men gathered here today for their continued service to the Argead throne.”  
 
    Having satisfied the Silver Shields’ egos, Eumenes looked to begin the meeting, the substance of which pertained to the news from Europe, the particulars of the Silver Shields’ integration into the army, logistical and supply concerns, the construction of Alexander’s golden throne, and the coming march to Phoenicia. At the meeting’s conclusion, Vettias and I approached Captain Hyllos who, predictably, did not look amused to see us. 
 
    “Captain Hyllos,” Vettias began deferentially. “I am of the opinion that we three have a history that need not be discussed now that we are to be allies. Things were done and no grudges should be held by either party. My hope is we can move forward amicably in our common struggle against those that would usurp the heirs of Alexander.” 
 
    “I agree with your sentiment, Vettias, but I will not be subject to any scheme of yours again. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” were our final words as we departed with the rest of the meeting’s attendees. 
 
    **** 
 
    Meetings were to be held in this manner while a new, more appropriate venue could be constructed, complete with a golden throne suitable for our God-King. Mercenaries continued to pour in from the surrounding lands and several cohorts of recruits were drilled and trained daily. Liaison between similar units and support staff of our two factions burgeoned and soon there was frequent passages going to and from the Silver Shields and Royal Army encampments.  
 
    Vettias and I used this opportunity to speak with a staff officer from our growing quartermaster corps who enjoyed frequent access to the Silver Shields’ encampment and would not be questioned once inside. He went by the name of ‘Digger’ and Vettias ordered that I accompany him the next time he had reason to visit the Silver Shields’ quartermaster. He informed us he would be traveling there that afternoon. Vettias and I made him sympathetic to our purpose and, if asked, I was to be introduced as his aide. He was instructed to escort me into their baggage train bivouacs so I may seek out Mara and deliver her instructions on how to discreetly meet with us.  
 
    Digger was hesitant to participate in the scheme but Vettias informed him this was a direct order coming from General Eumenes’ battle staff. Digger relented and we interrogated him about the layout of the Silver Shields’ camp and the location of the baggage train as well as where the possessions of the higher-ranking officers would reside. Vettias and I next paid our friend Philotheos a visit at the surgeon’s tent. 
 
    “Philotheos, you worthless swineherd.  How goes it?” Vettias jested after we had spotted him at the opposite end of the infirmary. 
 
    “Seeing the two of you together can’t mean anything good,” he replied, not realizing Vettias and I had spent quite a bit of time together over the past year. “Andrikos, you seem to have healed nicely. Someone must have skillfully sewn you back up in Fortress Nora. So, to what do I owe this displeasure? Let me guess, Vettias needs something. I must warn you, we are only now replenishing our stores of medicinal items and I probably won’t have what you need.” 
 
    “I only require a favor from an old friend,” Vettias assured with a smirk. “Have you been liaising with your Silver Shields counterparts within their infirmary?” 
 
    “Liaising isn’t quite the right word – I would call it being ignored or insulted, then being turned away empty-handed. Those arrogant pricks didn’t give me the time of day when I first introduced myself, but at least now they are becoming slightly more tolerant of my presence.” 
 
    “Good, my favor depends on your ability to move freely within their surgeon’s pavilion. I am going to arrange for someone from within their baggage train to enter the infirmary, at a time when you will be there, to alleviate a feminine issue. I will accompany you that day as your assistant. I need to ensure you will be able to vouch for my presence. When this woman enters, you will see her in a private area where I will speak with her briefly. Going forward, we may need to utilize this method to continue to pass information at sporadic intervals. When do you travel there next?” 
 
    “Three days’ time. I should arrive two hours after sunrise.” 
 
    “Good, we will instruct her to be there three hours after sunrise. When you see her enter, offer to provide her care since you specialize in such maladies. Whether you do or don’t is irrelevant, but you will need to be convincing, understood?” 
 
    Philotheos nodded his consent. 
 
    “I will be here one hour after sunrise on the appointed day. Thank you friend.”  
 
    Vettias and I departed the infirmary and I made ready for my trip to the Silver Shields’ quartermaster which was to commence in a half-hour. Digger was readying various items to bring with us and explained to me the exact nature of our visit and what I would need to understand if I was to convince anyone I was truly his assistant. We walked the short distance between the two camps and were granted entry without hassle.  
 
    As Digger led me to the quartermaster area I noticed he was fidgeting and sweating profusely. To me, such deceptions had become commonplace, but it became clear how important Vettias’ training was. Digger was no spy and certainly had never performed such an act of deceit on such an imposing group of people. I quietly gave him some words of encouragement and continued to coach him through his tasks. As we neared the quartermaster bivouacs, I split off from Digger and made my way to the baggage train. 
 
    I estimated I would have only precious few moments before my presence raised the suspicion of discerning eyes. Over a decade of campaigning had accumulated vast wealth and new family members along the way for the Silver Shields. Everything these men owned resided in this convoy of plunder and its safekeeping was of the utmost importance to them.  
 
    The layout was as Digger had described and I was easily able to identify the possessions of the more senior officers. Their women and children resided in lavish tents made from the finest materials of the east, decorated with streamers, tassels and multicolored fabrics. These extravagant portable dwellings were packed up every morning the army moved and reassembled each evening by the unit’s servants, slaves and attendants. I did not make eye contact with anyone but also did not look as though I was avoiding eye contact, all the while looking for Mara through my periphery vision and maintaining the illusion that I belonged there.  
 
    Upon entering the living spaces I began looking for anything that might resemble Hyllos’ custody. A quick inspection of the surroundings did not give rise to any immediate candidates. Women and children milled about looking well dressed and bathed. Slaves, servants and attendants ran about catering for their every need. I grabbed one of these laborers and asked where Captain Hyllos’ women resided and gave him a coin for his secrecy. He cautiously pointed in the direction of one of the more impressive tents in the grouping and hurriedly returned to his chores.  
 
    My heart now raced as the imminence of seeing her sunk in. I approached the opening and spoke to a servant who was standing guard and informed him I had a message for Mara on behalf of Captain Hyllos. Being a stranger to him, the man looked at me distrustfully and escorted me inside the lavishly furnished structure. Mara was sitting on a sofa facing away from us with her beautiful hair flowing over its back. The servant announced my presence. 
 
    “Pardon me, my lady, this man claims to carry a message from Captain Hyllos.” As she turned around her eyes grew wide with stunned recognition and quickly returned to normalcy lest she alert the servant to our prior acquaintance. My eyes grew even larger as she turned around holding an infant.  
 
    “Thank you Protus, that will be all,” was her curt response. I observed a whirlwind of emotions churn while she attempted to maintain a stoic façade, I just didn’t know which one would come to the fore. As the servant departed she grabbed my arm and pulled me into the corner of the tent. “What are you doing here?” She asked in a stern yet hushed tone. “You’ll get us both killed!” 
 
    There was so much I wanted to tell her all at once, so much I wanted to ask. I thought it best to allay her immediate concern however. “Captain Hyllos and I call each other enemies no longer. Our armies have united in common cause. Mara, I’ve thought of nothing but this moment for the past year and only hope it brings you a small semblance of the joy it does me. You mustn’t think Vettias and I chose to leave you to an unknown fate in Triparadeisus. We were aware of Hyllos’ intent to take you as his own and thought that to be the best outcome for you given the circumstances. Please tell me we made the right decision and you have indeed been treated well and do not regret leaving Tarsus with us on that fateful day of our first meeting.” 
 
    Believing the earnestness of my words, her eyes relaxed and she hugged me. “It was not I who required saving from Triparadeisus if I recall correctly.” 
 
    “Yes, Hyllos told us of your actions on our behalf and we owe our lives to you.” 
 
    “Call it even then. You did save me from my torment in Tarsus and to answer your question, yes, I am far better off for it,” she replied while holding the infant up to me. “This Andrikos, is Talos. I believe with all of my heart that he is your son.” The initial shock of her words rendered me speechless for several moments. Tears rolled down my cheek as I hugged her and the baby. “As much as it pains me to hurry this long-awaited reunion to its conclusion, you cannot stay here any longer lest you make Hyllos a mortal enemy once more.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I have devised a secure way of communicating in the short term which will yield a more permanent solution later. Can you make a visit to the infirmary three days hence at three hours past sunrise? You will feign feminine pains lingering from your pregnancy. Look for a man named Philotheos to treat you. He will provide you more information.” 
 
    “I cannot get involved with you and Vettias playing these games that serve me no purpose. I agreed to do it in return for your help in Tarsus, but I have more than repaid that debt by now. Talos is my primary concern now.” 
 
    “You have certainly repaid any debt you believe you owed to Vettias and me, but I implore you to meet this one time. All will be explained to you then and you can choose at that time what is in your best interest. Please Mara, if we are to have any future, you must set up this line of communication. I pledge now more than ever to only do anything that is in your interest – and now in the interest of Talos as well.” 
 
    “All right, I will be there. But now you must go or all will be compromised.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    I informed Vettias of our reunion upon returning to our camp with Digger. He congratulated me on the happy news of Talos despite probably believing the boy’s existence to be a hindrance to my usefulness to him in the future. I had also told Stephanos the good news and he was genuinely delighted. His new role as first officer of a lochos was keeping him busy as new recruits swelled the ranks and required rigorous drilling in order to be contributing members of the phalanx. He suggested a night of women and drink in the near future to celebrate but I declined the offer on grounds of honoring my new son and his mother. I suggested we share a jug of wine in my tent, to which he agreed, having to begrudgingly let go his favorite partner in debauchery.  
 
    My father was waiting for me that evening, walking among the Army bivouacs with a proud smile on his face. 
 
    “A grandson! I told you to follow your heart with that girl, and now you are a father. And me a grandfather. Andrikos, your vow to Mara will now be forever solidified in that child and you have the chance to be the father I never was to you. You’ve given my life more meaning than it deserved and for that I will be forever grateful to you. Take comfort in that you have sworn two oaths and have remained faithful to both.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Three days had passed since my reunion with Mara and Vettias now readied to play his part. I called on him in his quarters prior to his departure and he anticipated the meaning of my visit. “Don’t worry kid, I will set her to purpose. Everything has changed for her now. She is a mother and that child takes precedence over all other interests, including her own – and certainly ours. I’ll convince her that helping us is the best thing she can do for Talos now.” 
 
    “And will that be true or just another manipulation to serve our purposes?” 
 
    “Both. The last thing she will want now is to fall into the hands of Antigonus’ army and be taken by another who values the pleasures she can provide over the welfare of her and her son. As long as Hyllos believes the boy to be his, she is better off here than anywhere else. I’ll seek you out when I return. Try and relax in the meantime.” 
 
    Vettias and Philotheos spent the majority of the day in the Silver Shields’ encampment and I anxiously awaited their return, impatiently making several trips to Vettias’ quarters and our surgeon’s tent. On my final failed pass through I sat in my tent and pondered the enormity of Mara’s news and what it would mean for me going forward. I had taken an oath to serve the interests of the Argeads and, thus far, news of Talos would not bar me from doing so. However, if forced to make a choice in the future between the two, I would have to choose my family. This was what provoked Vettias’ ire when he learned of my feelings for Mara and why he was less then enthused about the news of my son. Two more hours passed before Vettias appeared at my tent to inform me of his return. I scurried to my feet in eager anticipation of his news from Mara.  
 
    “Easy, easy, lover boy. I’ll save you the suspense. Our girl is on board for now and will start feeding us information on our fickle allies. She appears to be in good spirits and Philotheos checked out your son who looks to be in good health. I am going to use Philotheos as our primary conduit to minimize my presence and she will meet with him once per week. In the meantime, you are not to do anything stupid like try and get your dick wet with her any time soon. If Hyllos gets wind of any impropriety on your part, or hers, he’ll be well within his right to kill you both without hesitation. She has been treated well, although he took another girl during most of her pregnancy. Now that she is back to her old form he visits her bed once more. I explained her arrangement with Hyllos is not permanent since he already has a wife in addition to two courtesans, and her best chance to keep Talos safe is to be with you.” 
 
    Vettias’ news made it easier to comply with his instructions to refrain from seeing her. I decided I would regularly pass cryptic notes to her through Philotheos and encourage her to do the same. I thanked Vettias for his prompt report and he departed.  
 
    **** 
 
    Our army remained in place as final preparations were made for Alexander’s golden throne, and our ranks were replenished to sufficient numbers. After two more weeks, the members of the morning staff meeting arrived to find a magnificent structure awaiting us. The tent was made of the finest white and purple fabrics and even boasted marble Doric columns at its entranceway. Inside, an extravagant golden throne sat at the head of a large oak table holding the royal diadem and scepter. Powerful incense burned as we took our places on two rows of bronze benches running parallel to the oak table on either side. Alexander’s tent had its intended effect on the Silver Shields – for even cracks of pride and satisfaction broke through their stoic façades. A great sense of unity fell upon the staff meeting as we all believed we were conducting business on behalf of Alexander while in his presence. At the meeting’s conclusion, General Eumenes announced we would begin our journey to south Phoenicia the following morning in an attempt to build a navy and send money and supplies to Lord Regent Polyperchon in Macedon. 
 
    **** 
 
    Our march closely mirrored the route Vettias and I took the previous year on our way to Triparadeisus. So much had changed for me and the fortunes of the men that now stood as the last best hope for the Argead blood. Our nascent army had grown from a band of outlaws occupying Fortress Nora, to a lethal force of ten thousand heavy phalanx, two thousand Cappadocian cavalry, and three thousand Silver Shields. We continued further south past Triparadeisus and meandered west toward the Phoenician coastline until reaching the port of Sidon, a city renowned for its shipwrights and triremes, where we were to remain to assemble our navy.  
 
    During this time, Mara performed her role skillfully and provided regular information to Philotheos who settled into his new role of surreptitious interlocutor quite well. Most importantly, she communicated the tenuous nature of the Silver Shields’ loyalty toward the ‘foreigner’ Eumenes. For now, it appeared his lack of Macedonian heritage was his greatest asset in that it was generally accepted by all that Eumenes could never make a legitimate claim to the throne and therefore was no threat to their General, Antigenes, who harbored larger designs of his own. They could exploit General Eumenes’ newly won royal legitimacy to further their own ends in a way not possible if serving under Antigonus. It was clear their standing was a threat to Antigonus’ goals so they were willing to serve under Eumenes for now. Vettias and I informed our leader of all Mara had uncovered and he used this knowledge of the Silver Shields’ psyche to his advantage. 
 
    Alexander’s tent also traveled with us to Phoenicia. Since we were continuously moving, our meetings were held after the day’s march when the massive structure was erected each evening and then disassembled and made ready for transport each morning. Its importance in holding together our two factions could not be overstated. Our time in Sidon also marked the third year since I left Ilandra and was thrust into a world I could only dream of as a boy. 
 
    During one such staff meeting in Alexander’s tent, ominous news was brought from Greece. Lord Regent Polyperchon had suffered a crushing defeat at Megalopolis in his struggle against Cassander after amassing impressive gains in the Greek peninsula the previous weeks. Worse yet, Polyperchon’s contingent of elephants had been annihilated. It was now more imperative than ever to finish building our navy and supply our ally with much-needed capital so he might continue the campaign in Europe. It was also during this time that Mara began providing information that pointed to the infiltration of the Silver Shields’ camp by agents of Ptolemy.  
 
    Ptolemy had thrown in his lot with Cassander and Antigonus and our army was encroaching on his holdings in Phoenicia. He now intended to dislodge the Silver Shields from their foreign leader. Ptolemy certainly had reason to believe this ploy would work since he successfully convinced General Antigenes to murder Lord Regent Perdiccas and surrender the Royal Army to his control in Egypt.  
 
    Mara’s information also pointed to another problem. We had no operatives within the Silver Shields’ camp and no ability to operate freely within their bivouacs ourselves to interdict identified saboteurs. It was proving impossible to find anyone willing to waver from their unflinching loyalty to the venerable unit, either through Vettias’ efforts during his sporadic visits to the infirmary or my stints in their quartermaster corps. Bolder action was needed, lest agents of our enemies sever the already fragile bond between our two factions. 
 
    Mara continued to provide information on those attempting to exacerbate our fragile alliance and those who were receptive to the idea. To my consternation, Vettias began pushing her harder to uncover more. She began employing the services of her personal servant, Protus, to perform ever more brazen acts to support her intelligence-gathering efforts. The man actually had a proclivity for the work and accompanied Mara to the surgeon’s tent on two occasions to receive specialized training from Vettias who covered his face in the servant’s presence.  
 
    Finally, a breakthrough occurred with news that a meeting between officers of the Silver Shields and a secret delegation from Antigonus’ army was to take place two nights hence. Vettias and I were still unsuccessful in countering these plots through agents of our own and Mara had warned that more officers were defecting to the side of our enemies every day, with General Teutamus slanting toward our enemies and Antigenes holding firm in his support of Eumenes. 
 
    The time and location of the subversion was brought to General Eumenes and the three of us devised a plan of action. Given our limited options, Eumenes decided to personally appear at the meeting and confront his rivals. Vettias, Hiro and I would accompany him in his audacious scheme, along with several armed bodyguards. Our aggressive diplomatic mission departed on the night of the conspiracy and quickly made our way to the guarded entrance of the Silver Shields’ camp. The four guards were completely startled by the sudden presence of their joint commander and put up little resistance to our entry. 
 
    “S-sir, I-I, w-we were not expecting a visit from you this evening,” the senior guard stuttered. “P-please allow me to announce your presence to General Antigenes.” 
 
    “You will do nothing of the sort. I am Commanding General of this army and it is my prerogative to go where I please. Make way before I have you arrested for insubordination!” 
 
    “Y-yes sir,” the guard struggled to reply while making way to grant our angered party’s access. The secret meeting was to be held in the headquarters bivouac and Eumenes stormed toward its location like a fiery bolt shot from a siege engine. We arrived at the headquarters tent to find it filled to capacity with the entire officer corps of the Silver Shields, as well as several unfamiliar faces who were clearly outside partisans. Our bodyguards pushed aside the two guards protecting the entrance and General Eumenes burst into the assembly. 
 
    “Forgive my tardiness gentlemen; I was only alerted to our meeting moments ago!” A stunned hush fell upon all gathered.  
 
    “General Eumenes, this is a closed meeting to the officers of the Silver Shields,” General Teutamus interjected, breaking the silence.  
 
    “Yes Teutamus, and what might we be discussing so late in the evening? Certainly this special envoy will desire an audience with this army’s Commander in Chief?” Eumenes replied antagonistically while pointing to the foreign delegation seated together in front of the officers assembled. “And what news do they bring? News from Ptolemy in Egypt? Cassander in Europe? Perhaps correspondence from the outlaw Antigonus who marches toward this very army as we speak? An army, I might add, that fights in the name of the Argead Kings as expressed in this official document I hold in my hand, signed in the hand of King Philip III himself!”  
 
    Eumenes had by now made his way to the front of the assembly holding his precious Declaration of The Kings, and turned toward the foreign contingent who sat statuesque, none daring to move or say a word to further enrage our leader. The confidence in his demeanor and the sting in his rebuke were so complete that even the Silver Shields’ leadership dare not interrupt his tirade despite some being ten and twenty years his senior. 
 
    “I have shown the document which I hold out in the open, signed and sealed by the very Kings we here claim to defend. And what do my silent envoys bring to read before this audience of distinguished officers?” Eumenes asked rhetorically as he approached one of the partisans and violently ripped a rolled-up scroll from his hands. “Please, allow me to read aloud to all present.” Eumenes then opened the document and turned toward the congress of officers:  
 
    ‘To Generals Antigenes and Teutamus, Commanders of the invincible Silver Shields. I, General Antigonus, commander of the largest standing army in the world, bid you tidings of friendship and amity. Let not events out of our control make enemies of one another, for we are all born of Macedon and yearn for our country’s continued glory in the wake of the death of Alexander. For it was through treachery that Antipater’s Regency was usurped by the fiend Polyperchon and his foreign conspirator, Eumenes the Cardian. 
 
    The triumphs of the Silver Shields are known throughout the whole world and you have served Macedon admirably. Pledge your allegiance to me and you will be rewarded with vast sums of silver and the apportionment of many satrapies. This extension of friendship is not open ended however; for if you have not abandoned your impostor general before our two armies shall meet, I will regard the Silver Shields as a rebel force and mortal enemy of Macedon that must be destroyed. Do not sully your hard-earned reputation by throwing your lot behind an impostor not of our country.’  
 
    None dared speak at the conclusion of Eumenes’ recitation of Antigonus’ letter. He then used the intelligence provided him by Mara to make his case. “Well, there you have it gentlemen. Antigonus has presented a stark choice that I command be decided before the conclusion of this assembly. Will you choose the sixty-year-old Macedonian who did not accompany you and Alexander to Asia and who has so brazenly challenged the legitimacy of The Kings? A man who attempts intimidation of such a storied force while at the same time speaking of amity? Or will you choose the man standing before you, Eumenes of Cardia, General of Asia as declared by King Philip III? Macedonian blood does not flow through my veins and I have no designs on ascending the Macedonian throne. Is it not better to serve under a Commander with such benevolent intent as to make the empire safe for the rightful heirs to Alexander’s throne? Or do you wish to serve a master who schemes to usurp the throne for himself and eliminate any threat to his regime once he has attained power? Do you believe he has forgotten your brief declaration for Queen Adea in Triparadeisus?” 
 
    Eumenes’ argument clearly held the day but the room remained silent and unwilling to openly commit either way. Sensing more needed to be done, Eumenes became bolder and turned to General Antigenes who had been sitting quietly up until this point. “General Antigenes. You have earned your position of command through impressive ability and skilled leadership. I have been proud to call you ally in the few months we have worked together and feel I have done nothing to cause anyone to question my competence or capacity to defeat our combined enemies. I now call on you to choose the man the Silver Shields will follow, here and now in the presence of these honorable officers and cowardly envoys assembled.” 
 
    The room remained still as all held their breath in surprise of Eumenes’ overt challenge and in anticipation of Antigenes’ reaction. The old soldier stood from his seat and confidently addressed the assembly. “Brothers-in-arms, it has been a long and convoluted road we have traveled since crossing the Granicus River to the perilous position we now find ourselves in twelve years later. Those who I have kept close counsel with know that I share many of the same sentiments expressed by General Eumenes. I know and respect General Antigonus from our time serving under King Philip II in the wars against the northern Illyrian tribes as well as the Lamian Wars to unite Greece. I called this meeting tonight to give my old compatriot the opportunity to make his claim for the good of the Silver Shields and of the empire. What I did not expect to hear tonight was blatant threats to be read aloud to the most accomplished and decorated infantry unit in history by a fellow Macedonian. And I certainly did not expect a non-Macedonian to show such remarkable audacity and leadership as did General Eumenes this evening. His performance this night has reinforced the respected opinion I held of his military prowess and I proudly call out in favor of General Eumenes this night and until our enemies are defeated.”  
 
    This was the permission and guidance required to bring the room to their feet and cry out for General Eumenes. The delegation from Antigonus left the room dejected and Vettias ordered our bodyguard contingent to seize their leaders for interrogation while allowing the rest to depart and inform Antigonus of the strong bond he helped to reinforce this night. 
 
    Eumenes had once more snatched victory, or at least a prolonged existence, out of the jaws of defeat. The unbelievable truth of this night was that it was all made possible by a Scythian teenage girl who had survived unbelievable torment and now greatly influenced the fate of the Argead dynasty. From exposing the infiltrators, to identifying the time and location of the offense, to providing General Eumenes the information he needed to influence the mind of General Antigenes, this night’s victory was as much hers as it was his and I intended to ensure our general knew of her involvement when the right moment presented itself. This woman, the mother of my new-born son, could not have held a higher place in my personal pantheon as she did that evening.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    As the weeks wore on awaiting the construction of our navy, the ties that now bound our army to the Silver Shields remained sturdy – reinforced by General Eumenes’ decisive actions in the Silver Shields’ command tent and our joint staff meetings in Alexander’s tent. No news of further insurrection was reported by Mara, who had developed a network of slave informants through her personal servant, Protus. The focus now for our army was the acquisition of men to fill the ranks of our triremes. Phoenicia had no shortage of able sailors and recruits came pouring in much the same way soldiers did at Cyinda – drawn to the promise of General Eumenes’ access to the royal treasuries. During this time, our phalanx continued to drill and train and was fast becoming a potent force of its own.  
 
    Despite growing up in a maritime city, my knowledge of ships and sea navigation was little more than an average citizen from a land-locked farm. Like all children, I would run to the docks with my mates when a trireme sailed past our shores to gaze at its magnificence, but I never saw one up close. The presence of fifty such vessels being built at the massive docks of Sidon truly sparked my interest, however. During our many weeks in the port city, I would frequently travel down to the shore with Stephanos and observe the progress of these marvels while sharing a jug of wine. Stephanos, having been raised by a fisherman, had accompanied his father on many expeditions and was well versed in the maritime trade and explained the various aspects of their construction.  
 
    A variety of wood could be used depending on the location of the shipwright and materials available. Phoenician ships were normally built from cedar trees since such species are plentiful in the surrounding region. The shipwrights began their work by constructing the outer hull first, followed by the ribs, then girding the structure together with cables. The bows were fitted with a bronze-sheathed ram intended to puncture holes in enemy hulls and snap enemy oars. A completed trireme’s crew was approximately two hundred men, the majority of which powered the vessel’s three rows of one hundred and seventy oars, eighty-five on either side. Each ship boasted a large main mast and a smaller foremast, both supporting square sails with the Argead royal colors sewn into the fabric. 
 
    My frequent walks to the docks of Sidon did not purely stem from my new-found interest in shipbuilding however. I had scouted out several venues that would serve as discreet meeting places for Mara. I had complied with Vettias’ command of chastity thus far but now would ask my superior for his permission to meet. After begrudgingly giving his consent, I drafted a note to Mara to be delivered by Philotheos at their next meeting. I suggested she request from Hyllos an opportunity to visit Sidon’s markets and instructed her where to meet me once free of the Silver Shields’ encampment. She was to write back to me the specific day and hour of her departure and I would arrange to meet her at the predetermined inn. Upon receiving a positive response several days later, I departed our encampment at the pre-arranged hour.  
 
    I arrived at the inn early out of eager anticipation and to ensure the purveyor’s discretion through a generous tip added to the initial price of the room. As per my instructions, I would wait for her in our room while she was to enter the establishment, order her servant to remain in the foyer, and receive directions to the specific room from the owner. My heart raced with excitement as I impatiently sat in the scantily furnished suite. I paced back and forth and on two separate occasions, I heard footsteps walking down the second-floor hall, which unfortunately belonged to others. Finally, I heard the procession of light-footed steps and a quiet rap at my door. I rushed to open it and laid eyes once more on my love, holding Talos swaddled in cloth. I hurriedly pulled her inside, closed the door and hugged my new family for a long while. Mara rested her head in my shoulder as I did so, while I closed my eyes and experienced the greatest feeling of my life.  
 
    We sat on the small bed and continued holding each other with Talos nestled comfortably between us. Not much was said during this encounter. After Talos fell asleep I made love to her and held her face to mine for the following half-hour. When the time came for my family to depart, Mara exited first with her servant to shield my identity from him should he be interrogated in the future. I watched through our room’s small window as they walked out of sight and made my way back to my quarters. Mara and I met several more times in this manner during our long stay in Sidon.  
 
    **** 
 
    A separate encampment near the coast began growing with mercenary sailors as more and more men found their way to Sidon. Sosigenes, An old ally of Eumenes and Perdiccas, was named admiral of the nearly complete navy and took control of the naval encampment. Phoenician sailors were known for their fickle loyalties and frequently surrendered their ships to enemy admirals they believed to be more powerful. To combat the possibility of any portion of the navy defecting to our adversaries, Vettias and I established a network of spies within the naval encampment to assist Sosigenes in his task of unifying and training the unruly assembly of sailors. Such a new and disordered force was ripe for saboteurs to infiltrate and influence their actions.  
 
    As the day neared for our navy to be loaded with money and supplies bound for Europe, Vettias and I woke to find four of our new operatives murdered in their sleep, as well as several ship captains known as triarchs. We informed General Eumenes of the news and apologized for our negligence. Eumenes believed our navy needed to set sail immediately and ordered Sosigenes to load the cargo bound for Europe and begin sea trials and maneuver exercises the following morning to make ready for the voyage. Our admiral stood atop the largest hill in Sidon to observe his triarchs and their ability to command their ships. Much of the army sat by the shore and observed the impressive maneuverings of fifty new triremes going through their paces. After two hours, a large flotilla of foreign ships appeared from the south along the horizon. Sosigenes sprinted from his observation post and raced to the docks to find a vessel to bring him to his armada so he may command their actions.  
 
    As the foreign ships neared, their colors became visible to the men along the shore – they belonged to General Antigonus. They were fresh from several naval victories in Europe as their numerous flowing battle streamers implied, and they set a course that skirted the shore, putting themselves between the docks and our navy. It looked as though a large naval battle for control of the Middle Sea would occur directly in front of us along the coast of Sidon. Antigonus’ navy sailed brashly so close to the shore I could discern individual faces above the decks taunting us and screaming oaths at full volume. The menacing display had its intended effect of cowering our bravado as they tacked away from the coast toward our newly underway ships that were still in considerable disorder from what they had seen and their lack of sailing together in formation.  
 
    Our deflated army could do nothing but watch as Antigonus’ fleet neared our navy in perfect battle formation while our ships remained in a state of confusion, unable to competently form a proper defensive posture. When the enemy came upon our navy, our ships surrendered rather than fight such a formidable and well-trained fleet. The reputation of fickle Phoenician sailors held true and we watched from the shore in horror as our adversaries carried off our newly constructed ships, laden with treasure, from the royal coffers in Cilicia. All hope was lost in assisting General Polyperchon and our plans to influence the war in Europe were dashed before our very eyes – we would be cut off from Europe and on our own from now on. 
 
    A chaos of movement now took place along the docks. The remaining sailors not aboard the ships were arrested and an emergency staff meeting was called in Alexander’s tent. General Eumenes would need all the powers our tent could summon to keep our alliance together after the severe blow we had just been dealt. He was apoplectic during the emergency staff meeting and it was decided the inhabitants of Sidon would pay for their countrymen’s act of cowardice. The next morning soldiers would requisition as much money from the city’s treasury and citizenry as possible before our army was to depart. Remaining sailors were to be harshly interrogated and all deemed guilty of conspiracy would be hanged.  
 
    Vettias and I assisted in this task and it was discovered that our naval encampment had been infiltrated by members of Antigonus’ Prodromoi – a Macedonian cavalry-based reconnaissance unit tasked with collecting intelligence far forward of their main army. Since Antigonus was still in control of the former Royal Macedonian Army, he retained possession of this skilled battalion. They were made up of resourceful men and Antigonus had utilized them to sow discord among our naval ranks through subterfuge and assassination ahead of his surprise naval attack. 
 
    It was decided we would march east to the satrapies beyond Babylon to muster more men and resources before the final battle with Antigonus. General Eumenes would become the next in a procession of desperate commanders heading to the exotic satrapies of the Far East to accomplish their grand schemes of conquest. First it was Darius, whose body was eventually delivered to us by Bessus, who in turn was surrendered by Spitamenes, who was handed over by the northern Scythian tribes. History had not been kind to those who sought refuge in these foreign Satrapies,thus it was with great pessimism that our army began our ominous march east. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Our army departed four days after the naval catastrophe. Despite having the legitimacy of The Kings behind us, we felt as if we were condemned men marching to our graves at the eastern edge of the world. We traveled through the desolate Syrian Desert, passing through Damascus and Palmyra before reaching the prominent Coprates River at Nicephorion in northern Mesopotamia. It was the same route Alexander traveled after leaving Egypt to face Darius marching toward the final Battle of Gaugamela. Some within our ranks were with Alexander those thirteen years ago and certainly could not have foreseen they would be making the same journey under our present circumstances. We followed the Coprates southeast to Babylon where Seleucus was firmly ensconced, expanding his power base since Triparadeisus.  
 
    We were entering lands a world away from Macedon, each with their own rivalries and struggles for power far removed from the dynastic struggles in Pella. Their leaders, installed by Antigonus and Antipater at Triparadeisus, were in no rush to support our fragile coalition, even if it was sanctioned by The Kings who they held little regard and felt safe from their reach. They also did not want to see the coming battle fought within their satrapies and were anxious for our hungry army to pass through. Their hostilities and intrigue toward one another would have to be leveraged to enlist their support.  
 
     Seleucus was the first of these eastern powerbrokers we would encounter and was no ally to our cause. He had betrayed Lord Regent Perdiccas in Egypt, along with General Antigenes and Peithon, and had worked with Orontes in Triparadeisus. Peithon had become satrap of the bountiful and wealthy region of Media, but had been defeated in a battle the previous year by his surrounding satraps after attempting to usurp additional territory. He retreated to his old friend and fellow assassin in Babylon where he was serving as a member of Seleucus’ staff. The presence of Seleucus, a former commander of the Silver Shields, Peithon, and Antigenes all in the same vicinity worried Vettias who fretted that the three may decide to kill our commander as well. 
 
    During the month it took to reach Babylon I was unable to see Mara and Talos other than on two occasions where I accompanied Philotheos to the Silver Shields’ surgeon tent – and then only briefly. I yearned for them and wanted nothing more than to lay with them again as we had secretly done in Sidon. As we approached Babylon, Vettias instructed Mara to utilize her now impressive network of slaves to uncover any agents or plots hatched by Perdiccas’ assassins within the Silver Shields’ camp. She reported secret envoys were sent by the two Babylonian conspirators to speak with General Antigenes in much the same way Antigonus had done, but were unsuccessful in turning the old commander. To his credit, Antigenes informed General Eumenes of this latest treachery, as it was clear the Babylonian conspirators were unwilling to assist our efforts and declare against Antigonus. Undeterred, we moved on, having only camped outside the city’s large walls briefly.  
 
    General Eumenes entreated satraps further east to join our army as we crossed the Tigris River – entering the heartland of the old Achaemenid Empire. The first satrapy in this region was Susiana, the wealthy province given to General Antigenes as reward for his role in murdering Lord Regent Perdiccas. The Silver Shields veteran was most recently in his satrapy during the previous year when his unit was sent east from Triparadeisus to empty the royal coffers at Susa and Persepolis to bring them west to Cilicia. General Antigenes was a soldier first and statesman a distant second. He would rather lead his Silver Shields to secure a leadership role within the Argead Dynasty than sit in his comfortable eastern satrapy, helplessly watching events unfold around him.  
 
    Despite having ready access to thousands of fresh recruits and silver, Vettias was nervous about our army lingering too long in Susiana due to the increased prestige Antigenes enjoyed while in the boundaries of his realm. General Eumenes disagreed, however, and decided we would remain in the satrapy and make overtures to Peucestas, satrap of neighboring Persis, to meet with us in Susa. General Eumenes believed this would give us more leverage over Peucestas than traveling to Persepolis where he was firmly in control and beloved by his subjects.  
 
    Several lavish parties were held while in Susa to raise our lowered morale and it was during this time unbelievable news was received from Macedon. General Eumenes informed his battle staff that King Philip III, controlled by Queen Adea, had publicly come out for Cassander and had denounced Lord Regent Polyperchon. The meeting attendees sat in contemplative silence for several moments as each considered the ramifications of this unforeseen turn of events. As the meeting concluded, General Eumenes motioned for Vettias, Hiro and me to remain in Alexander’s tent.  
 
    “What are your thoughts, Vettias?” he asked. 
 
    “This was bound to happen. Not even General Polyperchon could manage the Queen once she decided we had used her to flush out Orontes. There’s also her rivalry with Olympias. In the end, there’s no way their competing motivations could be reconciled. Queen Adea is an attractive target for Orontes and her youthful impatience will play into the empty promises he has no doubt made to her and King Philip III. It was always the view of The King’s Hand that Alexander IV was the favored of the two kings to rule – the future of the Argeads. The child and Olympias are now squarely on our side as the Dowager Queen will have little choice but to cast her lot with Polyperchon to counter Adea’s move. Orontes chose Philip III because he is the weaker of the two Kings and will be easily manipulated and later cast aside if Cassander were to defeat Lord Regent Polyperchon. From there it would be a simple matter to eliminate Adea and use the imbecile as a prop to advance their agenda. Nothing changes our legitimacy and we still retain authority to draw from the royal treasuries as necessary.” 
 
    “Agreed. Our royal legitimacy is still intact and we will use whatever authority such powers yield this far east to make alliances and swell our ranks. Satrap Peucestas’ allegiance to Alexander’s legacy is strong and all credit him with saving his life in India while besieging the Mallian capital. His loyalty bordered on obsequiousness, however, and we will now see whether it was genuine or narcissistic. I served with him as Alexander’s royal bodyguard and think I can convince him to join us in combating Antigonus’ army which marches east as we speak to threaten his beloved satrapy.”  
 
    **** 
 
    Word was received that Satrap Peucestas had agreed to march his army west to meet our royal forces and discuss an alliance against Antigonus, Cassander and Ptolemy. The following week, our army warmly received Peucestas as he rode out with his entourage in full Royal Persian dress at the head of a massive force of over twenty thousand men and over one hundred elephants. Absorbing such a contingent would double our army’s size and provide all the resources necessary to face Antigonus in open contest. Eumenes had come a long way since leading a rebel force of two thousand loyalists holed up at Fortress Nora the previous year. 
 
    The soldiers observing the formal welcoming party thought they were witnessing the reincarnation of King Darius himself. Peucestas stood atop a golden chariot and was dressed in the finest eastern silks, wearing a jewel-encrusted golden crown bestowed to him by Alexander himself in Susa. His entourage dressed in similar Persian garb, flanked by many Persian attendants in tow. Peucestas had styled his hair in the Persian tradition and wore several pounds of jewelry. It was clear Peucestas had adopted the customs of the Persian kings and even took the impressive step of learning the local language of his satrapy.  
 
    Our first meeting with our Persis ally inside the Susa palace was cordial, although it became clear Peucestas did not want to subordinate himself or his men to a foreigner; this despite openly renouncing much of his Macedonian heritage in favor for the more decadent Persian practices. A quick solution was needed to the initial impasse and the following day General Eumenes decided to resume his diplomacy within the safe confines of Alexander’s tent.  
 
    Peucestas and his advisors were invited to perform our now familiar ritual of meeting before the accoutrements of Alexander himself. Our tent once again had its intended effect on our Persis ally, who was overawed by such a hallowed display of Alexander’s aura. It was agreed the army would decide matters by council within Alexander’s tent and Peucestas would retain personal command of his army as well as all recruits from the eastern Satrapies. Antigonus assisted in cementing General Antigenes’ relationship to Eumenes by declaring Seleucus the new Satrap of Susiana after entering the satrapy on his way to face us. 
 
    Having secured his tenuous alliance with the Silver Shields, Peucestas’ eastern forces and the royal loyalists, the decision was made to follow Peucestas’ advice and make our initial stand against Antigonus’ approaching army at the Coprates River just east of Susa. Peucestas was very knowledgeable of the region and Eumenes would have the added benefit of operating in a friendly satrapy against an adversary that had never stepped foot in territory east of Syria. Eumenes planned to ambush our adversary as he attempted to cross the deep river by ferry and exact revenge for the embarrassment perpetrated on our navy in Sidon. The river formed a barrier, along with the Zagros Mountain range, to entry into eastern Susiana, Persis and points further east.  
 
    Vettias was chosen to lead a scouting team overlooking the river while our main body lay in hiding, awaiting a point mid-crossing that splintered a contingent of Antigonus’ force on our side of the river large enough to inflict a significant blow, yet small enough to succumb to our attack. Long-range scouts had identified Antigonus’ presence in western Susiana and reports came in that he had renewed his alliance with Seleucus and Peithon, whose combined resources swelled his ranks to over forty-thousand men.  
 
    I accompanied Vettias on this scouting mission and he arrayed his contingent over many hills spanning dozens of miles, each with fast horses ready to deliver immediate word of the crossing location. When a sighting of the army was finally received, Vettias dispatched a rider to alert the main force while he and I rode to the crossing to observe the ambush that was to come. Arriving at a prominence overlooking the river, I witnessed Antigonus’ enormous army begin the tedious chore of fording a deep, fast-moving river. They used a relay of boats that would ferry across small detachments of their force at a time and deposit them on the opposite bank where they took up a defensive position while the rest of the army transited. Two hours had passed and the number of enemy soldiers along our shore grew to several thousand. Our army was not to attack until Vettias signaled that enough men had crossed however.  
 
    Runners informed us our main body was in place and awaiting the final order. When we estimated ten thousand men across the river, Vettias sent a messenger on horseback to notify General Eumenes to attack. Vettias and I remained on our overwatch position to observe the ambush to come. The Silver Shields led the charge over the bluffs they had used to screen their presence and stormed Antigonus’ stranded contingent with vicious efficiency. The surprise and violence of the Silver Shields was successful in pinning the doomed force in place along the shore while the rest of our phalanx moved in behind them. Several hundred men retreated to board the few ships remaining on their side of the river while others braved the fast-moving waters themselves and were mostly swept away.  
 
    General Eumenes had given instructions to accept all surrenders and the initial crush of death became a steady stream of capitulation as thousands of Antigonus’ men became our prisoners in full view of their commander who was powerless to assist them. The blow to his reputation was more important than the number of men lost that afternoon – General Eumenes had succeeded in at least partially repaying his enemy for the humiliation at Sidon. Our prisoners were quickly shepherded into pre-positioned holding areas to be first segregated and eventually integrated into our main body.  
 
    That evening there was much celebration and the mood within Alexander’s tent began on a high note. “Gentlemen, we have successfully foiled Antigonus’ crossing of the Coprates River and barred him entry to the eastern satrapies,” Eumenes began in a confident tone, as if he expected no other outcome. “He will now be forced to travel the arduous route north around the Zagros Mountains into Media in order to force battle with us again. I want to personally thank the men seated before me for your continued heroic deeds and loyalty to the Argeads. We have succeeded in forcing our enemy to bend to our wishes and now is the time to exploit his unfavorable position. With Antigonus so far north we will march west – back through the very territory his allies are in command of – plundering their resources and installing satraps of our own. We will continue our march back to Phoenicia where we will again establish a sea line of communication to Greece so we may support Lord Regent Polyperchon in his struggle against Cassander.  
 
    “As we all know, events in Greece have deteriorated, with the imbecile King Philip III declaring for Cassander. Defeating this fraudulent faction is now our best chance to eliminate our enemy’s legitimacy and forcing Antigonus to negotiate a settlement on favorable terms. Once hostilities in Asia and Europe are over, we can focus on bringing Egypt back into the fold and solidifying Alexander’s Empire once and for all with Alexander IV seated on the throne.” 
 
    General Eumenes’ plan appeared to have the approval of our officers, as well as those of the Silver Shields, but Peucestas’ men were less then pleased. “General Eumenes,” Peucestas began after standing up to address the assembly. “My army cannot support this audacious plan; for doing so would leave an enemy force on the doorstep of our undefended Satrapies who will destroy our cities, plunder our possessions and violate our families in our absence. I must insist that we decide matters with Antigonus here before any return to the west is made.” 
 
    “Peucestas, my most valuable ally,” Eumenes replied. “Now is the time to press our advantage and exploit Antigonus’ weak position to settle the dynastic infighting taking place in Greece – for events there could undo all the military victories we are to have in the east. What good does a victory over Antigonus mean if Cassander is triumphant in Greece and simply declares us outlaws once more? We would be fighting another army from Macedon within a year’s time – not to mention a win for Cassander equals the total annihilation of the Argead House.” 
 
    “And what good does it do for us to help influence the war in Greece only to be defeated by Antigonus after he ravages the eastern satrapies and swells his ranks to levels we cannot match?”  
 
    Both points seemed valid to me and I was thankful I did not have to make the final decision. It was clear however, Peucestas’ priority was his holdings in the east and not some dynastic struggle in Greece. Deliberations continued for several hours before Eumenes finally acquiesced to his eastern ally, whose intransigence held firm, knowing our force was not strong enough to defeat Antigonus if they were split. It was decided we would march east to Persis to recruit more men and bolster our supplies before meeting Antigonus who would be descending into the satrapy from Media.  
 
    The following morning our army continued its march east where we picked up the ancient Royal Road of the Achaemenids. The road brought us through rich estates and lush farmlands before meandering us through the southern edge of the Zagros Mountains through the Persian Gates. My cousin Leandros had spoken of this pass, describing how Alexander fought through a tribal ambush here on his way to secure the treasury of Persepolis. Our army camped outside the city walls and feasted well that evening, with our eastern host providing all manner of food, drink and entertainment. Vettias opined that Peucestas would ply us with wine and meat to win our army’s affection to compete against the spectacular military ambush General Eumenes produced at the Coprates River. 
 
    The city looked to be a shell of its former glory as described by Leandros; most of the grand palaces had been damaged by the fire set by Alexander’s army thirteen years prior in drunken retaliation for the burning of the Athenian Acropolis. Persepolis was still nominally the capital of the Persis Satrapy but most of the administrative functions, to include Satrap Peucestas’ formal residence, had been moved to the comforts of Pasargadae, the ancient capital of Cyrus the Great, founder of the Achaemenid Dynasty.  
 
    On our third evening in the city, Peucestas hosted the most extravagant banquet anyone present had ever witnessed. Four concentric rings were arranged, in order of precedence, with the combined battle staff and leadership sitting in the middle. The outer ring was over one-half mile in circumference and was allocated for the phalanx. The inner rings were for the cavalry, Silver Shields and dignitaries. Vettias’ concerns appeared to be coming to fruition.  
 
    I decided to exploit the spectacle to see Mara in her tent within the Silver Shields’ baggage train. My longing to be with her and Talos outweighed any concern I had for being seen, since the number of discerning eyes would be drastically reduced on this night. I donned a mild disguise and boldly made my way to her quarters. When she recognized me standing at her doorway she became angry that I would be so foolhardy and risk our future for my impatience. After, she calmed down we laid together while Talos slept. My feelings of elation during this time erased any misgivings I had about my imprudence, as I slipped out of her tent after spending several blissful hours with my family. My feelings were beginning to overpower my judgment and I realized something needed to be done soon to secure our safe future together. That night I began thinking of a solution that put my family first and my oath second. 
 
    **** 
 
    The next evening Eumenes erected Alexander’s tent in the once grand Hall of One Hundred Columns. Prior to attending the meeting, Vettias sought me out and divulged his latest scheme to keep the coalition together in light of Peucestas’ overt attempts to further his position. 
 
    “Tonight General Eumenes will read news contained in a message just brought to us from Greece that Lord Regent Polyperchon and Olympias have defeated Cassander’s faction on the field.” 
 
    “What!” I whispered with great excitement. “This is excellent news.” 
 
    “It certainly would be – if the aftermath had been different. A great event has occurred, Andrikos, one never before witnessed in all of Europe, nor do I think it ever will again. Two Greek armies stood across from one other on a battlefield, each led by a woman – Olympias on one side and Queen Adea on the other. What a sight that must have been – can you imagine? The men aligned with Adea proved the weaker of heart, however, and refused to take up arms against the sight of the mother, wife and son of Alexander. Adea’s army defected and she and her husband were taken prisoner. Despite Polyperchon’s pleas for mercy, Olympias ordered Philip III and Adea killed. The King’s Hand has failed in our task to protect half of the royal family, despite their decision to oppose our side. Greece is in turmoil and Cassander now marches his remaining forces to Pella as we speak for the final battle.” 
 
    “How is this going to affect our efforts?” I asked. 
 
    “General Eumenes’ authority over the army remains tenuous with regard to Peucestas. He will, of course, highlight the fact our faction has won a great victory over the usurpers. He is going to leverage this news to command several large loans of money be made by the eastern satraps so they will have a vested interest in seeing him victorious and able to pay the sums back. This should shore up his support in the east and blunt any designs Peucestas has on undermining Eumenes’ authority. If a lender gives you ten talents he owns you until repayment; if he gives you one hundred talents you own him until repayment. It is a vexing road we are forced to travel in keeping these damned Macedonian generals on our side.” 
 
    That evening General Eumenes delivered the news from Greece and commanded loans be made to his army. He also gave the order to march north in two days’ time to meet Antigonus and determine control of Asia. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Our march north skirted the eastern side of the Zagros Mountains where Antigonus was marching south to meet us – having taken the northern route around the range after crossing the Coprates River was denied to him. Approximately eighty-thousand men now stood opposite each other on a plane known to the Persians as Paraetacenae. It was the largest battle ever to be fought by two European commanders and the first where both European armies commanded elephants. It had been a long and arduous two years since our defeat at Orcynia in Cappadocia due to Apollonides’ treachery and now, at the moment of battle, both armies faced each other – each reluctant to make the fateful first move. 
 
    Both commanders held position on their right flanks, the traditional position of honor in Macedonian armies, at the head of their respective cavalries and elephants. Deserters informed us Antigonus’ beloved teenage son, Demetrius, accompanied his father on their right flank and prepared for his first foray into combat. The enemy’s left flank of light cavalry was commanded by the assassin Peithon, with our left flank occupied by Peucestas and our eastern allies.  
 
    Both armies arrayed their phalanx in the center of their lines as was tradition, but ours was reinforced by the invincible Silver Shields. Their ferocious attack at the Coprates River was my first exposure to their military prowess and the ease in which they completely overpowered Antigonus’ men was awesome. The fact that these men were now in old age mattered not – for they were the only cohesive unit remaining from Alexander’s campaigns. Anything they lacked in physical strength was made up in discipline, skill and the unmatched confidence of never losing an engagement. Early maneuverings had positioned our army far away from our precious baggage train, which contributed to the tense atmosphere within our ranks. 
 
    Vettias enforced his order after Orcynia and forbade me from participating in the phalanx despite securing agreement from Stephanos to occupy one of the rear positions of his lochos. I was to remain with Vettias on horseback with the rest of the joint command battle staff, and view the encounter from afar. He explained it would be good for me to step back and observe how a battle is fought and won at the strategic level as opposed to being in the thick of the fight where one could not see ten feet in front of themselves. I begrudgingly capitulated and took my position alongside my mentor on the right flank of the army. 
 
    My mount stood close to General Eumenes and I watched as he utilized dozens of runners, flags and horns to orchestrate the mass confusion an army of forty-thousand men created. Antigonus opened by sending Peithon and his light infantry against our right flank, attacking our elephants and goading them into a fury. Eumenes sent his light cavalry against this contingent and was successful in expelling them from the field. During this time, the phalanxes marched toward each other. As they clashed, their momentum halted and an intense fight ensued. At first, neither side gained the upper hand until, suddenly, a moving blob of men could be seen from our lines advancing forward, deep into Antigonus’ center phalanx. I watched in awe as the small Silver Shields contingent cut through the green, untested recruits of Antigonus’ phalanx like a hot knife through wax. Their unbelievable procession of murder trickled over to the rest of the phalanx and, almost at once, the majority of Antigonus’ phalanx collapsed before my eyes while our center gave chase. 
 
    Our initial victory metastasized into a catastrophic success, however, as our center and left flanks over-pursued their opponents, creating a gap that Antigonus now exploited with his right flank heavy cavalry. General Eumenes hastily recalled his army to defend against this daring strike and the battleground became a stalemate for the remainder of daylight. As darkness fell, a lull came over both sides as exhaustion and dehydration set in. A truce of necessity was reached and both sides retired to their respective camps. Our battle staff was convened to determine what ground we would occupy that evening.  
 
    “Gentlemen, there is no doubt we have won the day,” Eumenes proclaimed. “Our enemy’s phalanx is smashed and the morale of his men defeated. As the winning force, we will occupy the field tonight and conduct funeral rights for the dead, which is the privilege of the victors.” Despite no one contesting our apparent victory, there was great hesitation from all sides of our alliance to camp so far from our baggage train since Antigonus was still in control of a potent force. 
 
    “If we so roundly defeated these women today, why not ensure our baggage is secure and take to the field tomorrow to finish them off?” General Teutamus questioned aloud.  
 
    “I am in agreement,” Peucestas seconded. It was clear that he was posturing himself to foil Eumenes’ wishes since the bulk of his army’s possessions remained at their homes in the eastern satrapies. He also appeared to be creating an alliance with the more boisterous of the Silver Shields’ commanders, General Teutamus  
 
    “Brothers, please!” Eumenes implored. “If we cede this hard-won ground now, we risk inflating the motivation of our enemies which has been destroyed on this day.” Eumenes made his best effort and put the decision to a vote. It was decided we would withdraw to a defendable position near our baggage and our army retired for the evening, allowing Antigonus, who did not rule through committee, to camp on the field and conduct funeral rights for the dead. The following morning our scouts reported he had withdrawn his entire army back north to lick his wounds and brave the fierce approaching winter on friendlier terrain in southern Media. Our chance to destroy our longtime foe had slipped through our fingers. 
 
    **** 
 
    As a harsh winter set in, General Eumenes divided the army into several divisions throughout northern Susiana. Our inability to finish Antigonus at Paraetacenae meant Eumenes would have to hold his fragile alliance together longer than anticipated, running the risk of further cracks in its delicate foundation. Peucestas was already causing trouble and the Silver Shields made clear they cared more for their baggage train than victory for their foreign general.  
 
    As we took up winter quarters I became bolder in visiting Mara and Talos – against my better judgment and all Vettias had taught me. On one occasion, I scheduled a trip to see her when I knew Hyllos would be predisposed for several hours at a Silver Shields’ staff meeting. As I nodded to Protus and entered her tent, she looked very displeased to see me. 
 
    “What is the matter? What has happened?” I demanded out of concern. 
 
    “It’s Thessala, Hyllos’ wife,” Mara replied in tears. “She saw you leaving my tent last week – I know she did. Now there is an unspoken indictment present in all of our dealings. She never liked me, for obvious reasons, and now she has what she needs for Hyllos to banish Talos and me to destitution. I fear Hyllos is on his way here as we speak. You must leave.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you and Talos to suffer Hyllos’ wrath in my absence. Pack your things. We are leaving this instant!” 
 
    “No, no. If you leave now before he sees you I can still explain the previous instance away. But going forward you cannot come here. Hyllos will kill you if he discovers it was you whom Thessala observed exiting my tent. Please, I beg you, for the future of all of us, please, go now and bide your time until we all can safely depart together.” 
 
    I agreed with Mara’s reasoning, but hearing her asking me to leave and not return made my stomach sick. I hastily left her tent and returned to my quarters. That evening I decided I would steal my family away from Hyllos and, if he tried to stop me, I would kill him.  
 
    **** 
 
    Several weeks passed when Vettias came to visit my quarters to deliver news from Greece. “This information does not leave this tent, you understand?” Vettias’ grave tone worried me. “Cassander’s forces have defeated Polyperchon and Olympias. Polyperchon has retreated to southern Greece and Olympias is holed up in Pydna with Rhoxane and Alexander IV, under siege by Cassander. My reports indicate her defensive position is strong but there is little chance of her breaking out unless Pydna can be relieved in time.” 
 
    “If Cassander is successful in capturing the remaining Argeads, what does that mean for us? For The Hand?” 
 
    Vettias only replied with a defeated stare and shook his head. “If the Argeads fall under Cassander’s control, our only chance is to defeat Antigonus here and march this army directly to Macedon – assuming he hasn’t already killed them by the time we arrive.” 
 
    “And if he does?” I asked dejectedly. 
 
    “He won’t. The boy’s position is still too popular with Macedonians. Olympias may be another story, however. She has made powerful enemies during her life and garners ill will from many over the murder of Philip III and Adea. Cassander may be able to do away with her but Alexander IV and Rhoxane will be safe for the time being. General Eumenes is releasing deserters to Antigonus’ camp with information that our army is too spread out and that Eumenes himself is gravely ill in order to goad him into a quick confrontation. The longer we languish out here in the Persian winter, the more our grip on Greece weakens. Cassander will be in firm control by the time we arrive. I’ve also received word from Davos. He was successful in finding an ally already absorbed into Antigonus’ army and is now securely entrenched into the quartermaster corps.” 
 
    “Who were you able to plant there? Who did he make contact with?” 
 
    “Not me Andrikos, you. Your friend, Rhexenor. Apparently that fast-talking little shit was already well established by the time Davos found him. All I did was give him a list of people to seek out. Dropping your name went a long way according to Davos, and they are both now in position to send us information and protect us should the worst come about.” 
 
    I wanted to tell Vettias about my situation with Mara and Talos, about how much of an important part of my life they had become, and my plan to take them from Hyllos. I couldn’t bring myself to do so, however, for fear of his reaction: these concerns were subordinate to our mission and my oath. He was right in the grand scheme of things, but the latest news from Greece did not raise my hopes for victory. It was becoming more likely the future of the empire lay with a general as opposed to a five-year-old boy and his grandmother. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Another few weeks passed and my commitment had come up for my initial four-year enlistment. A decision needed to be made soon whether I would sign on for continued service in General Eumenes’ army. As it turned out, however, Antigonus’ actions would delay a need for an immediate decision as scouts and sentries reported sightings of a vast army traveling in our direction through the hostile desert. Whether Eumenes succeeded in forcing Antigonus’ hand or the sixty-six-year-old veteran was on his own pressing timeline, it appeared we would have our final battle within the coming days. 
 
    Antigonus’ fast approach prodded General Eumenes to hastily call all units back from their winter quarters to be assembled at once. He ordered all detachments to triple the number of fires each evening so Antigonus’ scouts would estimate our separate contingents’ numbers to be larger and deter a direct assault on any one encampment before our full force could be amassed. Vettias again forbade me from taking position within the phalanx, but this time, I would use the fog of battle to put my plan to take control of my family into action. 
 
    After several days of maneuvering, both armies again stood opposite each other on a desolate plain near a lake called Gabene just west of the Paraetacenae battleground. A total of sixty-thousand men stared down each other for the second time in a year. No one denied General Eumenes got the better of Antigonus at Paraetacenae. But Antigonus’ men looked confident and well rested – he had used his time well in preparing his disheartened army for the coming battle. 
 
    The ground on which both armies stood was barren and arid, with a high salt content. Such soil was extremely fine and easily kicked up into enormous clouds of dust as men, horses and elephants moved into formation in a mass of organized chaos. I thought to myself that the intense haze would assist me in making an exit to retrieve Mara and Talos while Hyllos remained engaged in the thick of battle. 
 
    General Eumenes arrayed himself on the left flank with his best cavalry and staff. This time he would line up directly opposite Antigonus in the hopes of slaying the one-eyed greybeard himself as he had done with Neoptolemus. I kept toward the back of the left flank to wait for the right time to make my exit. To our immediate right was Peucestas and his eastern cavalry units. General Eumenes wanted to keep his eye on the Macedonian Satrap and ensure he remained safely ensconced between his Cappadocian cavalry and the phalanx to make any premature flight from the battlefield more difficult. 
 
    Antigonus took his usual place on the far right flank alongside his son, Demetrius, and lined his sixty-five elephants in a single rank in front of his entire army. This was an admission of our phalanx’s superiority due to the Silver Shields and the old veteran hoped to bolster his phalangites with the presence of the intimidating beasts. He placed light infantry in the gaps between the animals to solidify this front rank. 
 
    As Eumenes gave the order for the horns to blow, our army lurched forward and the dust cloud expanded to a point where I had to squint my eyes. The battlefield was devoid of wind so the dust clouds billowed in place, making it difficult to see. Each breath brought in soil particulates that dried my tongue and quickly dehydrated me.  
 
    Our previous engagement at Paraetacenae did not require those on the battle staff mounted on horseback to engage the enemy. I was thankful for this since I was not an accomplished rider and certainly not skilled in cavalry warfare. It was clear today, however, that Eumenes intended to lead the charge himself and his staff was to remain by his side. The crush of several thousand cavalry approaching the enemy at a slow trot was daunting. Eumenes embodied the warrior spirit of a man who would leave the battlefield either dead or victorious – if only the Silver Shields could see him through the haze, their reluctance to follow him would vanish.  
 
    As the armies neared, I could hear the terrible shrieks of elephants engaging each other in the center of our formation. Their brutal encounters consisted of violently locking tusks and attempting to gore one another while their mahouts rained down missiles. The front ranks of our cavalry now engaged with Antigonus’ right flank. The dust had kicked up to such a point that I could not see the front line of our formation and knew we had reached the enemy only by the halt in our advance.  
 
    The poor visibility added to the overall confusion and I decided this was the time to make my escape. As I looked to my right, I witnessed a horrifying event that opened a sickening pit in my stomach. Peucestas was using the cloud to lead his contingent of eastern cavalry off the battlefield. Despite the dust providing a screen for their movements, officers from the right flank were alerted to the retreat and began hurling oaths at them to no avail: another Macedonian had deserted Eumenes the foreigner at the most critical point in facing Antigonus. To their credit, our forces remained undaunted and charged at Antigonus’ right flank with even greater vigor. 
 
    I made my escape with Peucestas’ fleeing detachment and veered off toward the baggage train by myself. We had placed it about two miles from the battle under a light guard. I would use the weight of my position on the battle staff if anyone attempted to bar my entry. As I immediately found out, however, this would not be an issue. I came upon the baggage train to find it completely surrounded and controlled by a large detachment of Antigonus’ light cavalry. As in Orcynia, he had captured the baggage train in order to turn the Silver Shields against General Eumenes. Their baggage train was of the utmost importance to these famed veterans and Antigonus would have a valuable item to bargain with no matter how the battle ended today. I kept my distance as there was nothing I could do and I looked on in horror as the massive accumulation of families and possessions was ransacked, packed up and marched away toward Antigonus’ lines. Since time was of the essence for their plan to be successful, it did not appear any of the women or children were harmed and I raced my mount back to the front lines to inform General Eumenes of the catastrophe.  
 
    My heart was pounding and my head was spinning during my frenzied travel back to the right flank. What did this mean for my plans with Mara? What if Mara and Talos were harmed? How could I escape with them now that they were held captive by Antigonus’ army? Had Antigonus gotten to Peucestas or had the traitor acted on what he believed to be his best interests? Would the gods allow such treachery to thwart our righteous cause for a second time?  
 
    I caught back up with the right flank cavalry who were engaged in a direct assault on Antigonus and his immediate bodyguards. I could not see anything but could hear General Eumenes screaming and taunting Antigonus, imploring our cavalry to continue pressing the enemy. I maneuvered my way up to the front and began shouting to any officer who would listen that the baggage train had been captured. Finally, I spotted Vettias and fought my way through our middle ranks to get within earshot of him.  
 
    “Vettias! Vettias! Vettias!” I shouted until he finally turned and recognized me. “Antigonus has captured the baggage! He has the baggage train!” I watched as his understanding of my terrible news took hold of his face. He closed his eyes and assumed a defeated expression. His pace slowed and his mount began to lag to the back of our formation. His mental retreat was a metaphor for Eumenes’ entire left flank as they were unable to penetrate Antigonus’ right far enough to reach the general and his young son without Peucestas’ cavalry. Heavily outnumbered, General Eumenes was forced to pull our left flank back and ride round the center to join our right flank which hadn’t yet engaged the enemy.  
 
    Despite these setbacks, our center phalanx, led by the Silver Shields, fought masterfully and were successful in completely smashing Antigonus’ phalanx. The number of dead and dying enemy trampled under their feet was astounding. Thousands of slain phalangites from Antigonus’ army lay strewn throughout the center in numbers more numerous than one could count. Their resounding victory and the collapse of our left flank now left them, however, vulnerable to Antigonus’ right flank which was still intact and pushing forward in an attempt to charge into the side of our victorious infantry.  
 
    Just as it appeared Antigonus would land a final blow to our army, the superior ability of the Silver Shields again displayed itself. Seeing the collapse of their left flank and the impending charge, they formed an impenetrable defensive square that created several rows of sarissai and swords facing in all directions. They then withdrew in formation back to the safety of a nearby tributary of Lake Gabene. Their execution was so flawless, not one phalangite was lost during their tactical withdrawal – they had single-handedly smashed Antigonus’ infantry and saved the integrity of our fighting force. Despite General Antigonus’ occupation of the battlefield that evening, most would argue General Eumenes had won the day and was in position to completely annihilate Antigonus’ severely wounded force the next morning. But Antigonus had the baggage train … 
 
    Night had fallen by the time our entire army assembled in a defensive position at the riverbed, minus the villain Peucestas and his contingent of cavalry. A leadership council was hastily assembled and the mood within Alexander’s tent was dire. Our eastern allies who did not flee wanted to retire east to tend to their satrapies and bolster their forces for some future encounter with Antigonus. General Eumenes was convinced of our victory today and was adamant about pressing our advantage tomorrow to deliver the final blow to our enemies. The Silver Shields, normally in unison with Eumenes’ strategy, were inconsolable. The accumulation of fifteen years of wealth, along with wives, mistresses and children, now lay in the hands of our enemies. There was no telling what wrongs were being perpetrated on their prized possessions. Their emotional state was dangerous and Vettias whispered to me that he worried General Eumenes would not last the night.  
 
    General Teutamus was particularly distraught by the day’s events and had never fully supported Eumenes since the time of his successful turn against him back in Phoenicia. He now spoke on behalf of the Silver Shields and publicly berated Eumenes for allowing the entirety of their property to be seized.  
 
    “You speak as if after tomorrow’s victory all will be well again!” Teutamus shouted after listening to Eumenes attempt to allay their fears. “Easy for you to assert when your family and fortune remain safely in your own possession. You have acted as though you’re Alexander incarnate but you’re nothing but a secretary from a foreign land! Any man within the Shields is twenty years your senior and has seen ten lifetimes’ more bloodshed. And while you claim all will be made well tomorrow, your wife does not lay in the bed of our enemies on this night. Two times now we have faced this enemy and twice we have smashed his phalanx – yet you still could not turn these massive gains into victory. Why should we believe if the Silver Shields again carry this army on our backs you won’t fuck it up for a third time!” 
 
    General Teutamus’ enraged state was approaching traitorous levels. An uneasy silence fell upon the tent after he finished his stinging rebuke. I felt swords would be drawn at any moment but Eumenes, sensing the futility of discussion with men so hysterical, decided to call a temporary break to the conclave so all sides could calm down and rejoin negotiations later that evening.  
 
    As each faction let out of the tent, Vettias grabbed me and pulled me into a corner. “Where were you today?” He asked in an accusatory tone.  
 
    “I do not understand the meaning of your question,” I responded defensively. “I rode out with you on the left flank and you certainly saw me when I alerted you to the seizure of the baggage train.” 
 
    “How did you know it had been seized? It stood a good two miles from the battle?” 
 
    “I was informed of it just as I informed you.” 
 
    “There was a long break in time between the only two instances I saw you today. You were to stay by my side for the entirety of the engagement. Where were you?” 
 
    “I got separated. You of all people know how muddled a battle can be.” I did not utter this last response with convincing confidence and averted my eyes. Vettias saw through my guise instantly and struck my face. 
 
    “Where were you?” 
 
    “I …  I …” 
 
    “You went to her,” Vettias hissed while cutting off my stutter. “What was your plan, what were you going to do?” 
 
    “I was going to take her and Talos and leave this place!” I exclaimed defiantly. “They have taken no oath and I am responsible for them now, no matter what obligations I made prior. I will remain true to the vow I made, but you said yourself our side is lost in Greece. There may not even be an Argead left by the time we return there!” 
 
    “I judge those matters, not you! You just continue to do as you’re told and right now I am commanding you to come with me and swell the ranks of General Eumenes’ bodyguard for the Shields may kill him before the night is over.” 
 
    “I … I can’t go with you,” I responded weakly as Vettias’ face became grave. “I share the concerns of the Shields and I am going to rescue my family tonight. I am not asking for help and if I die in the attempt, so be it. I will not allow anything to happen to my son nor will I let Mara be violated once again through my inaction!” 
 
    With these last words Vettias set upon me like a wild dog – punching, kicking and choking me to the ground. “You little shit!” he exclaimed as we rolled on the ground. “After everything I’ve done for you … I treated you like a son … better than that pathetic excuse for a father you had … or that uncle who never gave a shit about you … and … this is how you repay me!” 
 
    Tears ran down my eyes as Vettias uttered these words. I had looked to him as a father-figure and he was casting me out of his life there on the ground along a riverbed in Persia. “Vettias, please! I love you as a father! I love you! Please understand!” 
 
    “I never should have let you near that whore!” 
 
    “I love her!” 
 
    “Well, she doesn’t love you! And there’s a good chance that bastard isn’t yours either!” 
 
    Vettias’ superior skill in wrestling and my superior strength resulted in a stalemate and we now lay on the ground in sweating exhaustion. We both stood up and Vettias’ expression was remorseful for the harsh words he spoke in the heat of passion.  
 
    “I understand you think I’m ungrateful and walking out on you and my oath. I will return. I have to bring my family to safety. I will make another oath to you right now – I will return and resume my struggle once they are safe. I love you and I am committed to the Argeads. I will return.” Vettias did not respond and walked away slowly. 
 
    I remained where I stood for several moments, thinking about what had just transpired. I was covered in blood, sweat and mud, while panting heavily trying to catch my breath. A light rain had started and I turned around and made my way toward General Antigonus’ camp. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    I walked alone across the barren desert plane through the thick of a pitch black night. The mass confusion of the day’s violence suffered by Antigonus made my chances of successfully slipping into the enemy camp more favorable. I skirted the battlefield and could make out a sea of broken spears, dead horses, dead elephants, trampled flags, ripped banners, shattered armor and torn sandals. Antigonus had burned the bodies and most items of value were picked clean. I could see the flickering light of fires and began hearing the faint din of mass activity emanating from Antigonus’ camp as I neared its location. I ascended a small dune to discern where best to surreptitiously enter the stronghold and decided on a portion of the perimeter dimly lit and seemingly free of activity. 
 
    I easily entered the encampment as men were running in a frenzy all around me caring for the wounded, establishing a defensive perimeter and making preparations for tomorrow’s actions. The Silver Shields had inflicted a massive defeat to Antigonus’ phalanx and those not slaughtered on the field now lay screaming and moaning in dozens of makeshift surgery tents. I estimated over one thousand men languished on cots or on the wet ground either waiting for medical attention or a merciful end to their torment. I locked eyes with several of these dying men and witnessed in them a sense of despair I had never seen before. I wanted to help them, to sit by their side as they suffered alone in agony, but the thought of Mara and Talos being mistreated at that very moment drove me forward. 
 
    My plan was to find Rhexenor or Davos in the quartermaster bivouac and use them to get me into the baggage train. Being unfamiliar with the camp, it took a long while to find the supply tents. Having finally done so, I began frantically searching for either of my two companions. I finally grabbed hold of a young slave and brought him out of earshot of any suspecting personnel. Being a slave I would take on the persona of an important staff officer and use fear to extract the information, followed by a payment of coin for his silence on the matter. 
 
    “I am looking for someone, slave … someone who joined this army after the Battle of Orcynia. His name is Rhexenor and you will tell me where I can find him, understood?” The boy was certainly intimidated and looked anxiously to his left and right to find anyone of authority he knew for help. 
 
    “Look at me, boy. No one is here to interfere. You will consider this a direct order from the battle staff and do as I command or be punished severely. Where is the man I seek?” 
 
    “I … I don’t know exactly where he is now, sir, but I can show you his quarters.” 
 
    “Good. I also want you to show me his normal station of work if he is not present and then you and I are to part ways forever,” I stated firmly while handing him several coins. “You never saw me and have no recollection of this encounter, understood?” 
 
    “Y-yes, sir,” the boy replied while pocketing the money.  
 
    “If stopped along the way you are to say nothing to anyone about me – I will do the talking. Understood? Now take me to his quarters at once.” 
 
    I followed the slave unnoticed through a crush of soldiers trying to accomplish orders barked out to them by frantic officers. We passed several rows of private tents near the main supply pavilions until turning down an alley and stopping in front of a nondescript dwelling.  
 
    “These are his quarters, sir. Shall I wait here?” 
 
    “Yes, if he is absent you will take me to his normal station of work and from there you will disappear.”  
 
    I called out his name in a whisper without reply. I called to him again and poked my head inside the tent. It was furnished with several luxury items – just as in Cappadocia. Seeing he was not present, I turned back to the boy and motioned for him to start moving when I saw my old friend walking in the direction of his tent holding various gold and silver trinkets, presumably from the newly acquired baggage train of the Silver Shields. 
 
    “Andrikos!” Rhexenor whispered forcefully. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    I turned to the slave: “That will be all boy. Thank you for your assistance and, remember, this never happened.” He nodded and ran off. “Let us speak in your quarters, friend,” I suggested to Rhexenor as we embraced and walked in to his tent and sat on his cot adorned with eastern silks and cushions.  
 
    “I am relieved to see you alive and in good standing since Orcynia,” I began. “I heard Davos recently sought you out and you accommodated him well, thank you.” 
 
    “Of course. He brought news of you and Stephanos and the bloodbath you two were pulled out from. I can only imagine what that was like. I know in the past I had asked you to get me into the fighting but, after my ordeal in Orcynia, I now see the foolishness of my request. I thought I was going to die when Antigonus’ cavalry seized our baggage train. The speed and violence of the raid rendered me immobile and I sat down awaiting a deathblow that very moment. Luckily, Antigonus had intended to use it as a bargaining piece and gave instructions to his men to refrain from plunder. Such is the same with what transpired today.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see everyone followed those orders strictly,” I commented looking at Rhexenor’s newfound loot. 
 
    “This? This is nothing compared to the unbelievable booty held within that magnificent baggage train. I’ve never seen such an accumulation of treasure in my life, not even on our way east chasing Eumenes.” 
 
    “Yes. It is because of that treasure that I am here. Something very dear to me lays within that massive horde of possessions – and I need your help to get it. You clearly have no issues removing certain items from it so this should not be too hard a task. Correct?” 
 
    Rhexenor looked at me quizzically and blushed a little after being caught disobeying a direct order from Antigonus. “These trinkets are nothing. You mustn’t tell anyone of their origin.” 
 
    “Relax friend, your secret is safe with me. The treasure I seek is far more valuable and may prove more difficult to obtain. I have a woman within the captured baggage. And not just any woman – the mother of my son. They both are now captive and I fear they could be injured at any moment – if not already. Rhexenor, they have become the most important thing in my life and you must help me retrieve them tonight.” 
 
    “A family? Andrikos, I am happy to hear this news, but why are they in the baggage train of the Silver Shields?” 
 
    “Because she is currently the woman of one of their staff officers. We are to make our escape from this place tonight so I can bring them to safety. Please friend, I will be forever indebted to you. Is Davos close by?” 
 
    “Yes, about that. I fear you may be too late and there will not be a Royal Army to return to if you leave now.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “They are here. Now. Davos has been observing their movements.” 
 
    “Who is here? What does this have to do with assisting me?” 
 
    “The Shields. They’ve sent a senior delegation to discuss terms for the safe return of their baggage. They are negotiating with Antigonus as we speak. He has already allowed them to post several men within the baggage train to ensure its contents are not disturbed.” 
 
    “And what are the terms?” 
 
    “General Eumenes. Delivered here tonight. General Teutamus has already agreed. They are now finalizing the deal. Andrikos, Eumenes will not last the night and tomorrow the entire army will be absorbed under Antigonus’ command. That is why I doubt my ability to help you now. Your family is not only under the guard of our army but of officers of the Silver Shields as well.” 
 
    “Has Davos sent this information to our army? General Eumenes must be warned.” 
 
    “Andrikos, I can do what I can to assist you and your family but I’m not going to risk treason to assist the enemies of this army. My suggestion is to get your family out and run.” 
 
    “Can you get me in?” I asked desperately, feeling time was running out and my family would soon be back in the hands of Hyllos and our commander betrayed. 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    We hurried out of his tent toward the baggage train. It was a short trek as the convoy had been brought alongside the northern perimeter of the camp next to the quartermaster bivouacs. Rhexenor walked up to two incompetent-looking guards and nodded as we were granted entry and made our way to the wagons holding the possessions of the Silver Shields’ leadership. Several of the ornate tents had been set up as a courtesy to the families of Silver Shields officers and I quickly spotted Mara’s quarters. 
 
    “There it is,” Rhexenor pointed out. “Look, I cannot be seen here or I will be killed as well. Andrikos, if I don’t see you again, please know you are one of my most valued friends and the bonds forged on that hellish recruitment march will never be broken.” 
 
    I smiled at my friend’s warm sentiment and hugged him. “I know, brother. Till we meet again.” 
 
    Mara’s servant Protus was standing dutifully outside her tent and we exchanged a brief acknowledgement as I opened a seam in the entranceway. Seeing her sitting on her bed I assessed she was in good health and had not been harmed. I whispered her name and poked my face through. 
 
    “Andrikos!” she exclaimed in a hushed tone while running over to me and kissing me.  
 
    “I’m getting you out of here. Take Talos and pack whatever you will need for a long journey away from this place.” As she complied, I looked in on Talos who was sleeping soundly and gently kissed his cheek. 
 
    “Where are we to go?” she asked. 
 
    “I am taking you to Ionia where you will live comfortably with my family and safely raise our son. You will never be harmed or live in fear again for the rest of your life.” As I said these words Protus entered the tent with a contorted expression on his face. I looked on in confusion as he moved further inside in an unnatural way. A blade began protruding from his stomach and blood gushed from an open wound, staining his tunic. His lifeless body fell to the ground to reveal Hyllos standing behind him with a look of bloodlust. He must have been part of Teutamus’ secret delegation and was alerted to my presence by his wife, Thessala, who now stood beside him staring angrily at Mara. 
 
    “You!” Hyllos hissed. “It was you all along.” I drew my short sword as he rushed toward me and delivered a blow so powerful I fell over a footstool, almost knocking the baby out of his bassinet. Mara let out a muffled scream as she took Talos, who was now crying, and put him on the bed. She then attempted to get in the way of Hyllos as he moved toward me and was violently smacked to the floor. Thessala’s screams at Mara were immediately silenced as Mara recovered from her blow, produced a small bow and shot Thessala through the neck, killing her before her limp body hit the floor on top of Protus’ corpse.  
 
    Thessala’s murder further enraged Hyllos as he now moved away from me and toward Mara. I used the opening to get to my feet and ran toward the two of them as Hyllos raised his right arm to bring his sword down on Mara. As he readied to strike I sliced his wrist through the bone at such an angle that it partially severed his hand, which now dangled from his arm, tethered only by a small sinew of flesh and muscle. He immediately turned toward me, grabbed my sword hand and brought me to the floor. The two of us struggled to control the sword as blood continued to pour out of his wrist and cover us both in a dark red mess.  
 
    Hyllos’ strength was unbelievable, given his age, and far surpassed that of Vettias or myself. It took both my hands to keep him from ripping the sword away from me. Mara began cutting and stabbing him with a small dagger that he blocked and parried with his bare limbs which splattered more blood over all of us. His grip on the sword handle remained impervious to the additional wounds he was receiving from Mara until finally an opening arose where I quickly let go of the sword handle with one hand and jabbed my thumb deep into his left eye socket – turning his eyeball into a bloody ooze resembling a cracked, fertilized chicken egg. This desperate strike succeeded in releasing his grip from the sword handle of which I now gained firm control and buried the blade through his face, killing Hyllos instantly.  
 
    I collapsed back on the floor, panting with exhaustion. Mara approached and assisted in getting me to my feet. She was bloody and bruised but not seriously injured. I ordered her to gather her belongings while I washed the gore from my face and dragged the three corpses into a corner of the tent. The tent entrance rustled as I dragged Thessala’s body. I immediately dropped her lifeless corpse and drew my sword. Mara now looked up to see Davos enter the tent. His eyes widened at the bloodbath he walked into.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Davos asked. “What happened?” 
 
    “We’re fine. What are you doing here? How did you know to come to this tent?” 
 
    “Vettias alerted me to the situation and I came to ensure their safety. General Eumenes has been captured and made prisoner within this camp. Antigonus has won and will assume command of the Royal Army tomorrow.” 
 
    “Davos, I … I’m leaving this place, tonight. Now.” 
 
    “Vettias ordered that I not only ensure your family’s safety but also kill Captain Hyllos,” Davos explained while looking at the pile of carcasses. “Since you managed to take care of that yourself, all preparations have been made for you to bring your family safely within our baggage train to be absorbed into Antigonus’ army. Emotions were high and things were said. Vettias understands your motives and if you come back to us now, all will be forgiven.” 
 
    “But the Silver Shields? Surely they will become aware of the brutal murder of one of their leaders, along with the murder of his wife and disappearance of his mistress and son. It won’t be long until they see Mara with me and take their revenge on us all.” 
 
    “I will get rid of the bodies and clean up here. Vettias has a plan for the Shields so your family need only to avoid them until it is carried out. Until then, the confusion that is to follow should preclude any investigation into what happened here. Mara, are there any valuables here that you can take with you?” 
 
    Mara nodded to the shrewd question. 
 
    “I suggest the both of you take whatever you can clandestinely carry out of here. I will do the same. We may have to self-finance our operations for the foreseeable future until Vettias can gain position and have access to the army’s treasury.” 
 
    Mara showed us to a chest containing gold and silver coins, jewels, jewelry and gems from over the entire eastern world. “Hyllos kept it here to keep his wife from knowing the total of their wealth. He of course keeps the majority of his account within the baggage train but this was in case the army was ever defeated.” 
 
    Davos’ eyes widened at the site of such treasure. “That will do just fine, girl. Take what you can and I will take the rest. And to think, this is only a small portion of his wealth. All right, there are two horses outside, take them and ride directly to our camp. You must be extremely careful, however. Since General Eumenes’ capture, the Silver Shields have usurped the joint battle staff and have installed martial law on the camp to keep its cohesion. You will need to avoid all contact with anyone from the Shields. Vettias will meet you in his quarters and will give you further instructions on where to hide Mara and the child. I’ll see you again once our armies are joined.” 
 
    Mara and I did as instructed and brought a sizeable bounty of loot with us as we rode back through the field of destruction under the black sky. We slipped back through our lines undetected and made our way to Vettias’ tent. The mood of our camp was calm yet tense. I could see on many faces the same blank look that belied the common feeling that our army won the battle but lost the war and were now under occupation by our former allies – the Silver Shields. We entered Vettias’ quarters to find him dejectedly sitting on his cot staring at his battle staff insignia. He did not seem to notice our entrance and I announced our presence. 
 
    “I spoke with Davos – all was explained and all necessary actions have been carried out.” 
 
    “Captain Hyllos?” 
 
    “He has made a generous donation to our future operations,” I replied sarcastically while presenting to Vettias a large sum of wealth.  
 
    “Very charitable of him. Hello, Mara, my dear. Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” Mara answered. “It is good to see you. What will happen here?” 
 
    “Right now I’ve arranged for Digger from our quartermaster to log you and Talos into the official baggage train under an alias and ensure your accommodations are away from watchful eyes. He will be arriving presently. You two will be cared for and I will have a servant brought to you shortly. When the time is right, you and Talos will be brought to Ilandra where you will live in safety and prosperity under the loving care of Andrikos’ family.” 
 
    As Vettias finished these words Digger arrived to perform his assigned task. He clearly understood there was an unspoken importance behind his two secret charges. As he bowed deferentially and began to lead them away Mara grabbed me close, kissed me and thanked me. 
 
    “I will call on you as soon as I can. Be safe until then. I love you.” 
 
    I turned to Vettias after they departed to get his read on the recent disastrous events and ensure all was really forgiven. “So what is going to happen here?” 
 
    “Hard to tell,” Vettias responded in a deflated tone. “We’re going to have a lot of work to do to return us to a position of influence in this newly reconstituted army. We are going to lean heavily on Hiro, who utilized his time wisely while serving as Antigonus’ captive and ingratiated himself with our new general.” 
 
    “And our old general?” 
 
    “I fear the worst.” 
 
    “What is the angle? How do we save him?” 
 
    “There may not be one this time, kid.” 
 
    “You always have an angle.” 
 
    “This is different. It’s personal between them. They’ve known each other for twenty years and Antigonus feels personally betrayed by Eumenes’ actions leaving Fortress Nora. He is firmly in Antigonus’ control now and there will be little anyone can do to free him. We need to focus on continuing our struggle and influencing Antigonus to defeat Cassander.”  
 
    “And Peucestas?” 
 
    “I’ll take care of that traitor myself when the time is right. We may be able to separate and marginalize more enemies from Antigonus during this time as well – Seleucus and Peithon to be exact.”  
 
    “And the Silver Shields?” 
 
    “Those pompous sons of whores. I am tired of Macedonians fighting each other over the carcass of Alexander’s Empire. I don’t think Antigonus will require much prodding to eliminate the Silver Shields once and for all. The fact they delivered their commander on a platter speaks for their corruptibility and was certainly not lost on someone as shrewd as Antigonus. He won’t be giving them the chance to betray him in the future. The battle staff sent Hiro to Antigonus before we were dissolved to establish a side channel for the negotiation of army integration and the life of General Eumenes.” 
 
    “And what am I to do?” 
 
    “For now, I think it’s time to take up your friend Stephanos’ offer to rejoin his lochos under our phalanx. Did he survive the battle?” 
 
    I felt embarrassed for not even thinking about the welfare of my dearest friend, let alone knowing the answer of whether he was still alive. “I … I don’t know. I will search him out presently.” 
 
    “Good, I will contact you with our next moves. For now just sit tight and do what you’re told by our new occupiers.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
     I made a hurried dash to Stephanos’ lochos, dreading the worst and hating myself for my initial apathy over his plight. Although our commander was defeated, Antigonus allowed our phalanx to sleep in their bivouacs while our camp was occupied by the Silver Shields. I passed through rows and rows of bivouacs before coming upon my friend’s unit. His lochos was of course the smartest and straightest line of tents in the Syntagma, which gave me hope Stephanos was still alive barking out orders to his subordinates. I approached the phalangite closest to me and demanded he take me to his lochagos. I was immediately taken to my friend by the startled soldier where I found him walking down his file of tents ensuring all had their equipment ready at a moment’s notice for battle. 
 
    “What kind of chewed up unit are you running here, lochagos?” I inquired in jest. 
 
    “Was wondering if you made through,” he replied while embracing me. 
 
    “Me? I wasn’t the one on the front lines of that slaughter. You look relatively unscathed. Not missing any limbs are you?” 
 
    “This is the only one I need,” he answered while holding his groin. “Is this a friendly visit or did you need assistance? I’m keeping the lochos on a knife’s edge given the precarious situation.” 
 
    “That is why I’m here. General Eumenes’ seizure has made my position in the army unsafe and I need to fall in with a line unit for the time being. You know anyone that could use a phalangite?” 
 
    “I think I can find something for you – probably toward the back where not much is expected of you,” Stephanos smiled. “Unfortunately we did lose three men so there’s room. These damned Silver Shields really made a mess of things here. First they accomplish a feat of unsurpassed military prowess and valor by smashing Antigonus’ phalanx while managing to keep their integrity and repulse a ferocious cavalry counterattack. Then, they abduct their own commander and deliver him to their defeated foe. And now they hold this camp hostage while they negotiate back their possessions. These Macedonians don’t even deserve the spoils of Olympus Alexander has bestowed upon them and they would destroy it rather than share in its bounty. Welcome back friend. You will serve in the second position, directly behind me. There’s no one I’d rather have watching my back.” 
 
    We embraced once more and I gathered my belongings and set up my kit within the lochos’ bivouac. I hadn’t slept the entire night and stole a few hours in a tent belonging to one of Stephanos’ casualties. Father was waiting for me among the rows of bivouacs and sat beside me in my tent. 
 
    “You have them now. You’re one step closer to fulfilling your promise to them,” he stated while putting an arm around me.  
 
    “But our army teeters on the brink,” I responded. 
 
    “Such is the nature of the world since Alexander’s death. You have what is most important. Bring them home.” 
 
    I awoke in the morning and noticed as I walked to the latrine ditch the Silver Shields were no longer visible throughout the camp. I decided I would check in on Vettias to learn of this new development. 
 
    “Events are changing very fast now,” he explained as he splashed some brackish water on his face and rinsed his mouth out. “Hiro has positioned himself as Chief Liaison on behalf of our army. He has sent word that the Silver Shields will be granted possession of their baggage but have been ordered to stand down. Our camp is to be occupied by Antigonus’ Prodromoi Scouts, led by General Aretes – an old spymaster serving as Deputy Cavalry Commander under Cleitus. After Alexander murdered Cleitus in a fit of drunken rage, the cavalry was broken up into smaller elements and General Aretes took lead of a crack unit of specialized forward reconnaissance horsemen. This unit conducted extremely dangerous scouting missions in India, far in front of the main army, surrounded by enemies at all times. Those aware of their existence know them as ‘The Precursors’. These are the same bastards who fomented the rebellion within our navy back in Phoenicia.” 
 
    “Whereas the Silver Shields’ proficiency stems from their brute force, and The King’s Hand’s aptitude lies in our cunning, The Precursors embody both of these traits and performed some of the most dangerous missions on behalf of Alexander’s conquest. General Aretes is an old drinking buddy of mine and The Precursors are not ideological fanatics like Orontes and Cassander. This development may provide us an opportunity – it just depends on whether my previous relationship with Aretes was strong enough to forge a new bond of common purpose. Between Aretes and Hiro, we may find a seam to guide events yet.”  
 
    **** 
 
    Over the next few days I had little trouble assimilating back into lochos life. Rhexenor and Davos kept Vettias abreast of integration efforts as well as the status of General Eumenes. It was uncovered that, as in Sidon, General Teutamus was the impetus behind the Silver Shield’s treachery, while General Antigenes favored allegiance to General Eumenes. As a result of his loyalty, General Antigenes was arrested and quickly executed. Antigonus had a pit dug, filled with pitch and set ablaze with the body of the seventy-year-old general inside as a warning to all other potential adversaries.  
 
    General Eumenes was a more complicated matter. The two were allies and friends for two decades and Antigonus greatly respected Eumenes’ talents as a commander and manager of resources. Antigonus also wanted a smooth absorption of Eumenes’ army – one that had beaten him on multiple occasions. He also felt betrayed by his old comrade after the oath at Fortress Nora. Despite Vettias’ furtive efforts and Hiro petitioning tirelessly on behalf of his fellow countryman, Antigonus decided to execute our general before the army completed its integration and we moved west from the desert battleground.  
 
    **** 
 
    The following day, The Precursors ordered a meeting of General Eumenes’ battle staff to discuss Antigonus’ wishes for integration. We assembled in Alexander’s tent where it was clear members of The Precursors were impressed by our exhibition of the late king. General Aretes stood at the head of the rectangular table with several Precursor officers at his side and addressed the room. Aretes was tall, lean, muscular and commanded an impressive presence. His face had several scars and he looked to be about fifty, with straight grayish-black hair and beard. The room was silent in anticipation of hearing the fate of our army. 
 
    “General Antigonus, Lord of Asia, bids the battle staff of General Eumenes good tidings. I am General Aretes – temporary Commander of this encampment. You have been summoned to this meeting to receive final instructions on the integration of this army under General Antigonus’ command. Is the Phalanx Commander present? Where is the Philangiarch?” 
 
    Our Philangiarch, Crato, stood up in recognition. “Greetings to you General Aretes. I am General Crato, Philangiarch of this army.” 
 
    “Greetings, General Crato. You will retain your title and authority during this transition. All final officer positions will be announced at a later date. Presently, you will submit to me an updated record of all officers and phalangites currently under arms and organized by taxis, syntagma and lochos. Your men will remain in this encampment until final movement preparations and are not to leave its perimeter.” 
 
    General Crato nodded his consent and sat back down.  
 
    “The satrapies of Generals Antigenes and Peucestas have been revoked; General Eumenes’ title of General of Asia has been annulled and his battle staff will be dissolved upon the army’s ensuing march west. I will now read aloud a list of names that are to be turned over to my authority at the conclusion of this meeting. General Crato, I will leave this task in your charge and expect these men to be delivered immediately.” 
 
    I recognized some of the names on the ominous list. Most were officers with whom Antigonus had old scores to settle. I did not envy these men, given General Antigenes’ recent fate, and looked to Vettias to gauge how he was receiving these decrees. His expressionless façade did not betray his thoughts but it was clear he was working over all the angles in his mind.  
 
    “As for General Eumenes,” Aretes continued, “he has been sentenced to death by General Antigonus. His sentence is to be carried out tomorrow. His battle staff will be given the courtesy to witness his execution on the morrow. Possession of General Eumenes’ remains will be imparted to the battle staff to be given to his wife and family. You are now dismissed.” 
 
    The room stood at attention and departed to accomplish their assigned and implied tasks ordered by General Aretes. Vettias moved to greet his old friend and instructed me to follow him. After Aretes finished conversing with those around him his eyes locked on Vettias standing several feet away. A tense moment followed where I studied Aretes’ expression move from an uncertain recognition of my mentor to a warm smile that flashed across his face as he moved forward to embrace him.  
 
    “Vettias, you dog! I had heard you were serving in this army. It is good to see you still among the living. I would have thought some Persian harlot would have ended you by now, if a Greek spear hadn’t.” 
 
    “If we survived the women of Sogdiana, I can survive anything those Persian lasses throw at this old dog,” Vettias replied laughingly.  
 
    “Do you remember that one from Alexandria Eschate? What was her name?” 
 
    “Yulduz,” Vettias answered. “She could skin an elephant with her bare hands,” Vettias answered. 
 
    “She could suck the resin dry from a pine tree,” Aretes added. “There’s a special place in the Elysian Fields for women like that. I don’t think there are enough fallen soldiers to tame her there. Those were the days weren’t they? On campaign, following Alexander to the end of the world. We were gods then and now we are wild dogs fighting over the scraps left to us from the table of Olympus.” 
 
    “Brother, hearing you speak of these fond memories makes me wonder what we Greeks are doing to each other. If you have a moment, I’d like to speak with you privately about such matters.” 
 
    “Walk with me to my quarters,” Aretes instructed while looking at me suspiciously.  
 
    “This is my apprentice, Andrikos. There are no secrets between us. If you have no protest, I’d like to have him walk with us.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “Might I inquire into the fate of General Eumenes? Is there nothing to be done for him?”  
 
    “Unfortunately not. General Eumenes is a man of exceptional talents but his refusal to sign the arranged oath as written by General Antigonus was a slight even their long relationship could not erase. He has lost the trust of General Antigonus and leaving him alive to one day betray him again is not an option.” 
 
    “And Peucestas? Did he betray Eumenes?” 
 
    “Whatever Peucestas’ motives, his actions helped stop the total annihilation of our army and therefore he will be spared.” 
 
    “But the fact he was so easily turned – and from what would have been the winning side no less – must induce weariness from General Antigonus that a man of such corruptibility cannot be trusted.” 
 
    “This fact is not lost on General Antigonus, which is why he has been stripped of his satrapy in Persis and will be brought under his watchful eye. Unfortunately that is the extent of his punishment for now.” 
 
    “And the Silver Shields? Their dishonorable actions must now be viewed with utmost suspicion, especially since they almost came out against General Antigonus back in Triparadeisus.” 
 
    “Yes, something you no doubt had a hand in I’m sure. You will be pleased to know the Silver Shields will be disbanded. Some will be retired back to Macedonia while the rest will be allotted plots of land here in the east as we make our march back to the Middle Sea. Others will be assigned to garrison eastern outposts with specific orders to each satrap to ensure they do not leave their posts alive.” 
 
    We arrived at Aretes’ tent where he looked ready to end the exchange of information. 
 
    “It is good to see you brother. I will be at the execution on the morrow and I will see what I can do on your behalf – maybe get you on General Antigonus’ staff, assuming your previous loyalties have been sufficiently severed.” 
 
    “I serve at his will. Until tomorrow then,” Vettias concluded and took his leave.  
 
    “At least the Silver Shields problem is going to solve itself. Your family will be safe soon, Andrikos. As for Peucestas, we’ll get to him when the opportunity presents itself. I fear General Eumenes’ sentence will be carried out without incident tomorrow, however.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Vettias and I rose at dawn the following morning and began our solemn trek back across the morbid battlefield to the arranged place of Eumenes’ execution. General Antigonus chose to carry out our general’s sentence during his army’s morning muster at a discreet location tucked away from the masses under an old oak tree. 
 
    A small gathering of invited spectators were assembled to witness the event to include General Eumenes’ battle staff, various officers from both armies, Davos, Rhexenor as well as Stephanos, Spear and Bacchylides who I was also able to bring along. Somber nods of recognition were given by old friends on both sides of the fighting as we watched our shackled leader brought in front of us to be hanged. He smiled and looked every attendant in the eye as if absolving us from our inability to help him. He was dirty, tired, bruised and gaunt – apparently his former relationship with General Antigonus was not enough to spare him harsh treatment while in his custody. General Antigonus was not in attendance nor was the fiend Peucestas who just days before called Eumenes ‘ally’. Eumenes’ warden addressed the sullen gathering while two soldiers positioned Eumenes on a small wooden platform and applied the noose around his neck. 
 
    “His Excellency, General Antigonus, Royal General and Lord of Asia, has ordered the traitor, Eumenes of Cardia, put to death by hanging on the charge of high treason against the Argead House. Does the condemned man have anything to say before his sentence is carried out?” 
 
    General Eumenes looked down at the ground before taking a deep breath, “My fellow Greeks. I use that term purposefully because that is who we truly are and is the ideal we truly fight for. The Athenians used to scoff at the northern barbarians of Macedon. The Macedonians themselves always looked down on us Thracians and all others as beneath them. But Alexander rose above these petty squabbles. He believed in the superiority of Greek civilization and he unified all those of Greek descent to a common cause to defeat Persian despotism. And in his conquest, he was not content for just those hailing from the Greek mainland to enjoy the fruits of our civilization – he extended the gift of liberty to those who never lived under it. He built cities and encouraged intermarriages all for the purpose of making the world Greek. I want you to remember that. I die here today as a loyal servant to his cause and ardent protector of the Argead blood. General Antigonus will try and reconquer the empire, others will as well. Those of you who live on to fight for Alexander’s legacy must choose who is the most earnest in guarding our God-King’s remaining heirs. I stand here with no regrets – having lived the life of a proud servant of Greek civilization. It has been my life’s honor to lead you brave men.” 
 
    At the conclusion of his short remarks he looked to his executioner, nodded his head and the wooden platform was kicked out from under him. He struggled to keep his composure as the life was constricted from his body. After a minute, he lost the ability to control his expressions and eventually his face contorted into a grotesque lifeless façade.  
 
    None from General Eumenes’ camp spoke a word. None allied with General Antigonus took pleasure in the act. A morose silence fell upon the spectators as the warden cut the still corpse down. General Eumenes was the most righteous of Alexander’s Successors and the finest man Greek civilization had to offer. He loyally served the Argead House both during Alexander’s life and after his death. He was a skilled tactician and a cunning strategist who ripped victory from the jaws of defeat on many occasions. His only vice was that he was not of Macedon. Ironically, this made him the most suited and worthy to carry on Alexander’s legacy. I felt honored to serve under him. 
 
    **** 
 
    The next morning our phalanx was called to formation and was addressed by General Aretes. I stood at attention behind Stephanos in our lochos while he read off the names of officers who were being replaced and those who would retain their positions. Drakon would remain the ouragos of our syntagma; Lykos would remain our syntagma commander; Androkles would remain the Strategos of our taxis. This exercise meant little to the average phalangite and after it was completed we returned to our bivouac with little change to our daily routine.  
 
    Later that day I was summoned by Vettias who had encouraging news. Hiro and Aretes had succeeded in elevating Vettias’ talents to the attention of Antigonus’ battle staff. An important task had arisen ahead of our impeding march west and Vettias was chosen to accomplish it as a way to prove his usefulness to our new leader. 
 
    “I have been summoned to General Antigonus’ headquarters this evening. I want you to accompany me. I am to act as envoy to Seleucus in Babylon ahead of our army’s arrival to ensure the gates are open to us. Antigonus did not accompany us for most of the eastern campaign so we are unfamiliar with each other, but my previous relationship with Seleucus aided in the decision. During the time our service did overlap in Greece with Philip and Alexander, I was too far down in the ranks for our paths to cross. We will have to calculate our every utterance to him even more so than with Captain Hyllos or Queen Adea. I will meet you at my quarters at dusk.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    I arrived at Vettias’ tent that evening to find my mentor impeccably dressed yet looking nervous. We did not exchange words; rather he gave me a deliberate nod and we began our trek back across the desert battlefield toward our new commander’s headquarters. The sand had begun to swallow the broken remnants of the battle and soon all evidence of those who died here would be buried.  
 
    “This is the first step in a long journey for what remains of The Hand to guide events and wrest control of the Argeads from Cassander’s grip. Our new leader is in a tenuous state of alliance with him and that must be broken. To accomplish that, Seleucus must first be made an enemy of Antigonus.” 
 
    “But won’t that forfeit the mission Antigonus is sending us on?” 
 
    “There is a way to accomplish both goals. If we can convince Seleucus that Antigonus means to take Babylon and reconquer the whole of Alexander’s empire, he may flee the city and defect back to his patron Ptolemy in Egypt – where they will make common cause with Cassander against us. If such an axis aligns against Antigonus, he will ally with General Polyperchon in Greece out of necessity and we will be once again fighting for the righteous cause of the Argead House.” 
 
    “And do you think you can gain Antigonus’ trust to the point where he follows your advice and declares against Cassander and Ptolemy?” 
 
    “I plan on throwing him a sacrificial victim – someone worthy of such a fate. We’ve already seen how Antigonus deals with traitors. If I can produce one for him in his very own entourage, I will no doubt win his favor as a trusted agent. The prey I speak of is Peithon – the assassin of Lord Regent Perdiccas, the ally of Seleucus who denied General Eumenes’ overtures of alliance back in Babylon, and the Satrap of Medea who harbors grand designs of his own. Whispers are already falling on ears that he is enticing as may members of this army that will listen to remain here and join his satrapal army to make him King of the East. Antigonus has already made it known he cares little for the Far East and Peithon no doubt seeks to exploit the long leash that will be afforded to its satraps by seceding from the imperial yoke. How far along he is in this plot is unknown but we are going to assist in his efforts, only to present the overwhelming evidence to our new master who will be no doubt grateful. The stakes are even higher now since the defeat of Eumenes and we are minnows entering a sea of sharks.” 
 
    Vettias’ plan was grander and even more ambitious than Polyperchon’s scheme to make himself Regent. However, I found no fault in its logic; making Cassander an enemy of Antigonus was crucial to assist Polyperchon in his struggle against the false Regent in Greece, and if we were successful in Pella, who was to say we would not be successful now.  
 
    Vettias concluded his scheming as two lit torches could be seen guarding the main entrance to our former adversary’s camp. Vettias announced our intentions to the sentries and we were escorted to General Antigonus’ command tent. The encampment was more orderly than it had been the night I rescued Mara and tensions had clearly calmed. A majority of the makeshift surgeon tents were disassembled which most likely meant the majority of their patients had died. Their footprints were still logged with the thick slick of human remains and I estimated several thousand men from Antigonus’ army had died in the previous battle. If only those damned Silver Shields had held on one more day – we would have shattered this broken force in an hour. I quickly remembered that I, too, was one of those unwilling to wait for first light to hear of news of my family.  
 
    We approached the headquarters section and were announced to the General’s bodyguard detail who were out in force and displaying an aggressive posture. 
 
    “These men claim to have been summoned by General Antigonus,” our escort announced.  
 
    “What is your name and what concern do you have with General Antigonus?” the lead guard interrogated. 
 
    “I am Vettias of Amphipolis, officer serving on the former battle staff of General Eumenes. I have been summoned by General Antigonus. I am unsure of the nature of his order.” 
 
    “The General is presently receiving a delegation. Search him!” the guard barked to two subordinates. They snapped to purpose and thoroughly ensured neither of us were carrying weapons.  
 
    “Very well, sentry,” the lead guard proclaimed after being satisfied we posed no threat. “We will take custody of them. Dismissed.” 
 
    Our escort saluted and returned quickly to his post. 
 
    “Follow me,” the lead guard instructed as we were flanked by two armed subordinatess and ushered into an anteroom to the command tent that served as a holding area to the main chamber. The thick curtain separating the two rooms was drawn open, held by a thick gold rope, allowing us to glimpse inside our new seat of power.  
 
    His headquarters was decorated with many of the accoutrements of power with marble busts, carved wood, tapestries and incense. However, his tastes were decidedly Greek. General Antigonus’ long hiatus from the east, serving as Satrap of Asia Minor, hadn’t skewed his penchant for the trappings of Persia like many of his contemporaries who followed Alexander on his conquest of Asia. A foreign delegation from Parthia stood deferentially in front of the imposing man sitting on a large throne holding court. Despite his seated position, it was very apparent the man was a physical giant. He was dressed in the same manner as a Silver Shield officer with bronze cuirass, greaves and red cloak. He was by far the oldest man I had ever witnessed with such a large stature. He was in his late sixties with gnarled and tough skin, a thin grey beard, thin grey hair and his symbolic missing left eye whose socket had long been grown over by a layer of abnormal membrane. 
 
    We were instructed to wait in the anteroom while the current audience departed out of a second thick curtain serving as the exit. As the delegation left they hailed the general as the Successor to Alexander and the Achaemenid Dynasty, removing any doubt about his overall intentions. Before the delegation had departed the main chamber, I was forcefully pushed aside while a young but large man in ornate hunting attire barged into the headquarters holding a spear. The delegation was alarmed by the brute entrance and froze in their place. Before I could comprehend how an armed man was able to make his way this far into the inner sanctum of power, the young man addressed General Antigonus, revealing his identity.  
 
    “Forgive my delay, father, I came from the hunt as soon as I received word of your summons.” 
 
    “Thank you for making such haste, Demetrius. Our Parthian delegation arrived early and I desired your presence,” Antigonus responded, taking pride in the intimidating impression Demetrius’ appearance was having on the startled Parthians. “Gentlemen, might I present to you my son and heir, Demetrius – General of the Left Flank during our army’s triumph here several days ago.” 
 
    The delegation bowed deferentially to the imposing young man holding a spear. The spectacle appeared staged but had its intended effect. It was unheard of in Macedonian society for grown children of a king to be armed in his presence as regicide was a common occurrence. Such a display of unity within the Antigonid House would also be unthinkable during the Achaemenid Dynasty and was meant to send a message to be carried with the delegation back to Parthia lest anyone there harbor ideas of revolt. General Antigonus rose and the two stood in solidarity as the delegation exited and we were briskly shepherded in.  
 
    Demetrius was the most impressive young man I had ever seen. In his stature and striking looks, he surpassed even Alexander. He had dark, full hair flowing over his ears and sitting just above his shoulders. His eyes were piercing dark and his skin looked to be anointed in oil. He exuded the confidence of someone who knew exactly the effect he had on all he met. As we took our place within Antigonus’ presence I heard the father whisper words of praise to his son before dismissing him. 
 
    Demetrius exited the tent following the Parthian delegation and General Antigonus’ attention now turned toward our lowly presence. “You must be the famous Vettias I keep hearing about,” Antigonus began. “Men whose council I value tell me I need to utilize your services. They tell me it is fortunate that you have come under my command. I do not remember summoning anyone else – who is this boy accompanying you?” 
 
    My heart raced as he singled me out in a seemingly disapproving manner. I diverted my eyes and looked to Vettias to respond. 
 
    “General Antigonus, Lord of Asia, I am honored by your summons and I am humbled by your kind words. Allow me to introduce, Andrikos, my apprentice who assists me in accomplishing the many tasks that have drawn praise from your advisors. Any compliment I have received has been in part because of him.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, I summoned you and only you. I will decide who accompanies you on the activities I order. Remove yourself, boy, and wait outside.” I darted out without even looking for Vettias’ approval and found myself standing alone next to a guard posted at the exit who looked at me quizzically.  
 
    “I am to wait outside while my superior speaks with General Antigonus,” I explained in a slightly deflated tone.  
 
    “Hmph. Wait over there.” 
 
    I walked to the designated spot to notice Demetrius was still in the premises talking with the Parthian delegation. They appeared to be heaping further praise on the young man and he appeared to be lapping it up. As their conversation was ending he unexpectedly looked in my direction and walked toward me with great vigor. 
 
    “You there,” he shouted before arriving at a conversational distance. “You’re audience is over so soon? Where is your superior?” 
 
    “He is still speaking with your father, uh … I mean General Antigonus.” 
 
    “Got thrown out did you?” 
 
    Now that he was in close proximity and facing me directly I could tell he was only in his late teens, probably about the same age of Mara. Although younger, he was still taller than me, with an impressive muscular physique. His dark eyes were full of life and engaged me directly when speaking.  
 
    “Let’s just say I wasn’t the one who was summoned.”  
 
    Despite his position within my new command structure, I found him easy to converse with due to his youth. 
 
    “Don’t take it personally. Why are you here?” 
 
    “I believe we are to ride ahead to Babylon in preparation of the army’s impending arrival in early spring.” This bit of information appeared to pique his curiosity as he took more interest in me. 
 
    “So you will be operating ahead of the army? Are you part of The Precursors?” 
 
    “No, my superior and I are from General Eumenes’ battle staff and carried out similar work for him. We are honored to now serve under General Antigonus.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Twenty-four.” 
 
    “So you didn’t fight under Alexander?” 
 
    “No, but I did see him once.” Demetrius briefly lost his composure at this bit of news and his eyes demanded I elaborated.  
 
    “I was nine. Alexander’s army had just defeated the Persians at the Granicus River. He led his army south down the Ionian Coast where my mates and I saw him marching toward Asia Minor.” 
 
    Demetrius then suddenly glanced over my shoulder which spurred me to also turn and see Vettias exiting the tent with General Antigonus.  
 
    “Well, another time, friend,” Demetrius abruptly concluded. “Good luck if I don’t see you. Seek me out when the army arrives at Babylon in the spring.” 
 
    “Assuming we are successful, I think we shall see each other again,” I replied as Demetrius moved quickly toward his father and I stood in place while Vettias caught up to me. 
 
    “You ready?” Vettias asked.  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Good, we’re leaving for Babylon tomorrow.” 
 
    We walked at a brisk pace through the outer perimeter of sentries and back across the barren battlefield. 
 
    “How did it go in there?” I asked. 
 
    “I can work with him. Don’t let his age fool you; he is as cunning and motivated as any of his rivals. If we facilitate a smooth transfer of authority in Babylon, as well as deliver him a traitor within his own battle staff, I think I can gain his confidence. We are to ensure Seleucus hands over the city to Antigonus without incident. He can’t afford to lay siege to Babylon since he must get back to the Middle Sea to solidify his hold on Asia and counter his rivals’ maneuverings. I am to act as his envoy and assure Seleucus their alliance is strong and there will be a place for him in the Antigonid regime. Additionally, you and I are going to uncover any dirt on that little sycophant, both real and contrived, to facilitate a split between them. After Antigonus’ arrival, I will stoke Seleucus’ fears that Antigonus looks to reconquer the whole of Alexander’s Empire under his rule and all who oppose him will be first defeated, then executed. That should scare him all the way back to Egypt into the concerned arms of Ptolemy. From there it is a matter of time before all the pretender kings ally against us.” 
 
    “What are our chances?” 
 
    “Better than Triparadeisus, worse than Pella.” 
 
    “I’ll take those odds.” 
 
    “Any issues while waiting outside?” 
 
    “Something did come up which you might be interested in. I was approached by the son, Demetrius.” This revelation took Vettias by surprise, which he quickly recovered from and immediately beset me with questions. 
 
    “What? Who started the conversation? You or him? What did you talk about? What is his manner? You didn’t say anything to screw up my hard-won affinity with Antigonus did you?” 
 
    “Do you have that little faith in your abilities as mentor? Do you think me incompetent enough to be bested by a teenager?” 
 
    “I can name one teenager, kid,” Vettias retorted with a shooting glance. The lightheartedness of his jest led me to believe he was finally getting over all that transpired between us on account of Mara. “Go on, tell me everything.” 
 
    “He approached me, but not before I briefly observed him speaking alone with the Parthian envoy.” 
 
    “Alone?” Vettias asked. “Whatever the strong relationship he enjoys with his father, it is inconceivable he would be so bold as to converse with foreign dignitaries on official matters after his father had already concluded their audience?” 
 
    “Don’t assign such independence to the boy just yet. I doubt anything of substance was discussed. Demetrius was content to listen to the compliments paid him by the two foreigners who admired his stature, attractiveness and close relationship with his father. That, coupled with what we witnessed in the command tent, lead me to conclude the best way to his heart is through flattery.” 
 
    “Agreed. An astute point – one which we shall not forget during our time with this army. Now what did the two of you discuss?” 
 
    “Our upcoming mission. I did not say more than we were to be traveling to Babylon ahead of the army. But it was the topic of Alexander that was most illuminating. He clearly grew up idealizing the man, as most children coming of age during his time did, and he holds men who served with Alexander in high regard. If need be, a few of your war stories ought to ingratiate you to him. In time, if he does succeed his father, it may even make sense to divulge the existence of The Hand if he could be trusted to act as an earnest protector of Alexander IV.” 
 
    “So he fancies himself the next Alexander?” 
 
     “And he enjoys hearing people make the analogy. I think he is destined for epic victory or catastrophic defeat.” 
 
    “Excellent work, Andrikos. I think you were more successful than I was this evening.” 
 
    Vettias and I parted ways upon arriving at our encampment – he toward his tent and me to Mara’s quarters within the baggage train. I quickly walked to my family’s nondescript shelter, ensuring I was not followed, and found Mara working on an embroidery by candlelight while Talos slept soundly.  
 
    “Mara,” I whispered, ensuring not to wake the child.  
 
    She looked up, smiled and motioned me to enter. With her face half-lit by the flickering candle, she looked beautiful. 
 
    “How are things here?” I asked. “No one has taken an alerting interest in your presence have they – no one you recognize from the Silver Shields?” 
 
    “Nothing alarming. We feel safe here.” 
 
    “You have become distant since that evening. Is there something troubling you? Other than the obvious trauma that transpired? Are you displeased with me or your current situation?” 
 
    “Your genuine feelings toward Talos and I are a great comfort – and even now I feel fortunate to be here as opposed to that brothel in Tarsus. But this is no place for a child and is not a permanent solution for us. I have traveled over one thousand miles and I do not intend to be following army after army on violent rampages throughout the world; nor will I allow Talos to grow up in such a loveless environment. Of course I know we will have to endure this for the time being, but my worry stems from your seeming lack of a plan for us going forward. Vettias’ influence over you is such that I fear you will never leave his charge until one of you ends up dead. These concerns have manifested in my cold demeanor toward you.” 
 
    Her stated grievance took me aback in both its detail and significance. I always knew this problem hung over our circumstances but the events over the past weeks and months had blinded me to her acute reservations. I had not given the subject sufficient thought to allay her fears and my hesitation to respond now did not reassure the woman I loved. Her expression further dampened when she realized her concerns were founded. 
 
    “I … I have the permanent solution, I just do not have an answer as to how or when it will come about. I have no doubt you and Talos will live in peace and prosperity in a loving environment with my family in Ilandra, but recent events have delayed and changed the logistics of this solution. In fact, this is why I came to speak with you tonight. In the coming week, the army will begin its march back to the Middle Sea. It will be a long march but there will be no safer method of travel over such a long distance than as a protected member of the baggage train within the strongest army in the world. Once there, our options for our eventual trek to Ionia will increase.” 
 
    “Getting from this barren wasteland to the Middle Sea is definitely a step in the right direction. Why do you tell me this positive news with such reticence?” 
 
    “Along this journey, the army will be wintering in Ecbatana before making a stop in Babylon to consolidate the eastern satrapies. Vettias and I have been chosen to serve as an advanced envoy to the army in Babylon and will travel ahead of the main effort. I will not be able to accompany the two of you on the first leg of the journey.” 
 
    Mara’s briefly uplifted demeanor was quickly checked by my revelation that I would not be traveling with them to Babylon.  
 
    “We are to be apart for the entire winter? And when I arrive at Babylon, will you have been ordered to move further beyond still?” 
 
    “Mara you know my word to you is sacred. I swear to you we won’t stop moving west until we reach Ionia. I will do everything in my power to ensure I am with you at Babylon. Until that time, Rhexenor, Davos and Stephanos will make sure you are provided for.” 
 
    “You made a similar promise on the way to Triparadeisus. It took two years for us to arrive here back under your protection. Will I be waiting that long again?” 
 
    “No.  You have my word I will do everything in my power to get you and Talos to Ionia in the shortest time possible. Can I sleep here tonight?” 
 
    My pleas were not sufficient to lift Mara’s spirits and she let out a sigh: “I know you’re doing your best and have little control over these events. Spend the night tonight and be safe on your journey tomorrow. But you must promise me you will be waiting for me in Babylon.”  
 
    “I swear it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    The next morning Vettias and I made final preparations before departing. I informed Stephanos of my departure and he vowed to work with Davos and Rhexenor to ensure Mara and Talos were looked after. I then bid my family farewell and accompanied Vettias to meet with Hiro in his quarters. 
 
    “Many thanks for your work on my behalf and for the cause,” Vettias began. “There are few of The King’s Hand left but we have positioned ourselves well within this army. The bulk of work to frame Peithon will be left to you while Andrikos and I are in Babylon. We have a new agent embedded within Antigonus’ quartermaster that will be of great assistance to you. His name is Davos. Seek him out at first opportunity and know that I personally vouch for his competence.” 
 
    “Very well. Leave the Peithon issue to me. I will ensure he is served on a platter to Antigonus before our arrival at Babylon and Antigonus will be informed of your pivotal role in uncovering the plot. Now listen, friend – you must tread very delicately while brokering this deal with Antigonus. I understand making Seleucus an enemy is to The Hand’s benefit but you must not let it appear that you were the impetus behind the schism. Antigonus is sending you as envoy to ensure peaceful entry to the city and amicable relations with the Babylonian Satrapy. If he arrives to find Seleucus inhospitable or at all suspicious upon his arrival, he will conclude you failed in your charge. All seeds of discontent must be sewn after Antigonus’ arrival and he must believe he came to the decision on his own. This shouldn’t be hard since Antigonus has no use for Seleucus and at best will keep him as a satrap subordinate to his position as Lord of Asia. At worst he’ll eventually have him killed or removed from his position. We’ll of course guide him to this inevitable course of action but he must believe you were successful in brokering the initial détente.” 
 
    “Agreed. I know Seleucus. He doesn’t know about The Hand and is no acolyte of Alexander – but he is a survivor. He’s made it this far and is currently satrap of the most powerful province in Asia. I will convince him it is in his best interest to outwardly welcome Antigonus’ approach regardless of his true feelings. Having these two in the same city is like introducing male lions into the same den to fight over a female. Their impending collision will be unavoidable and it’s our mission to ensure the shattered fragments fall in our favor. Very well Hiro, I bid you farewell. You have served the Argeads well and you are a credit to your country of Cardia, as was Eumenes.” 
 
    “Safe travels, brother. Until Babylon.” 
 
    “Until Babylon.” 
 
    The two embraced and we took our leave to the quartermaster section of Antigonus’ encampment. We came upon it to find a flurry of activity. Apparently, final preparations were being made to integrate the baggage trains and quartermaster corps between the armies. Rhexenor was ordering several subordinates in rapid succession when he spotted me and rushed over.  
 
    “Andrikos, Vettias. Are you here for me?” 
 
    “Of course, brother. Who else is as important as you here?” 
 
    “Not enough unfortunately,” Rhexenor replied in a fluster. “I haven’t stopped moving since the battle. Is your family secure Andrikos? I had to help Davos clean up your mess, you know. We had to fend off a lot of questions from some very intimidating men from the Silver Shields looking for their officer and his family.” 
 
    “I am indebted to you, brother. You were instrumental in saving the most important thing in my life and I won’t forget it. How goes the integration?” 
 
    “Daunting. As I said last week, The Silver Shields’ baggage train is the most magnificent consolidation of wealth any of us has ever seen. We had to segregate it, guard it and eventually disperse it out as individuals and units are reassigned throughout the empire. Then there is the matter of integrating your army’s baggage into ours and consolidating quartermaster assets. We’ll get there. When we’re finished we will be managing the largest army in the history of Greece. Makes you wonder how those Persians kept hundreds of thousands under arms when fighting Alexander. Forgive me for concluding prematurely, but I must ask how I can help you so I may get on with the task at hand.” 
 
    “We need two horses and provisions,” Vettias instructed. 
 
    “Indebted to you. Anything else?” 
 
    “I must ask for your continued assistance in securing my family,” I added. “She must remain hidden from anyone within the Silver Shields or associated with their baggage. Do this for me, friend, and there is money to be paid,” I added while putting several coins in his hand from Captain Hyllos’ substantial purse. “Davos and Stephanos know where they reside and will also look after them on the way to Babylon.” 
 
    “I will take this initial payment as a ‘thank you’ for last week but will not accept one iota more. It is my pleasure to help.” 
 
    “Thank you, brother. Until Babylon.” 
 
    “Until Babylon.” 
 
    The two of us embraced before Rhexenor ran off to order our supplies be obtained.  
 
    “Your mind at ease now?” Vettias asked sarcastically. 
 
    “It won’t be an issue, if that is your meaning.” 
 
    “You know my meaning. I need your thoughts completely focused on the task at hand. You have done an admirable job in securing their journey and you will be reunited with them in Babylon.’ 
 
    “Let us hope.”  
 
    A subordinate soon brought our mounts, laden with provisions, and I exited the perimeter of the camp with my mentor toward Babylon.  
 
    **** 
 
    There was no direct route to the Mesopotamian capital, as the Zagros Mountains cut a generally north-south swath through the heart of Media and Persis, forcing us to first ride round the range north to Ecbatana – the summer royal retreat of the Achaemenid Kings. Antigonus had staged his Persian campaign against our army from Ecbatana and Alexander used it as a supply depot before departing on his Afghan campaign. It was an old, wealthy city, built by the Medes before it was absorbed into the Persian Empire.  
 
    It took us two weeks to arrive to the mountain sanctuary and the weather was quite cold, with snow beginning to settle on trees and buildings. The impressive walls, coupled with the surrounding mountains and vast stores of provisions, meant the city was almost immune from siege. The buildings themselves told the story of the city through their architecture. The base structures were of an old, simple stone construction in the ancient Medean style. They had been adorned in more recent times with extravagant Persian accents and now Greek influence had crept in to the airy retreat. Walking toward the city center I could see every manner of convenience and pleasure resided in this lush haven. 
 
    Vettias was given the seal of the Lord of Asia, giving us access to the treasury which still retained a moderate amount of wealth despite being emptied after the Summit of Triparadeisus. Armed with a heavy purse, Vettias and I procured lodging befitting a king after a long stretch of travel through barren territory and having to camp outside in the snow.  
 
    “Now this is living,” Vettias grunted while collapsing on a large, heavily-cushioned bed. King Darius knew how to spend a summer. I’m going to have a girl sent up. Get some rest and I’ll meet you down for dinner later.” 
 
    I took my leave of Vettias’ chamber and entered my quarters. It was smaller than Vettias’ but equally impressive. It was furnished in a lavish, yet simple, eastern style and did not resemble the imperial trappings of stern looking busts and intricately carved wood I had become accustomed to in the presence of wealth. The room was airy with large pillows, curved reclining couches and large windows which were boarded up for winter. I opened a door which let in a gust of freezing air to reveal a patio overlooking the venue’s manicured courtyard from the second story. Content in my surroundings, I sunk into my plush bed and fell asleep. 
 
    **** 
 
    I rose groggy from a deep sleep and knocked on Vettias’ door. He answered wearing only a silk robe with his eyes half open. 
 
    “I’m hungry. Meet you downstairs in a few moments?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Vettias made his way to the courtyard and the two of us strolled leisurely down the broad avenues lined with beautiful taverns, brothels, inns, temples and fountains. Each venue was more ornate than the last and we had the pleasant difficulty of only choosing one.  
 
    “I could live here,” I decided. 
 
    “A place such as this would be wasted on a celibate family man like yourself. Ecbatana is meant for men who enjoy life’s pleasures. I could live here – and maybe I will someday.” 
 
    Our banter and conversation was light and the revelry was heavy that evening and we stumbled to our palatial accommodations and slept late the following morning. I was sad to leave my new-found Olympus the following day and the two of us continued our journey southward toward Susa, another seasonal capital of the Achaemenid Dynasty. Because of our northerly route and the location of Babylon, we were unable to utilize the Royal Road and thus our progress was frustrated at times.  
 
    It took three more weeks of rough travel through arid wastelands to reach Susa. This route was infrequently traversed and, apart from the occasional passersby, the only others we came in contact with were organized caravans of camels hauling luxury eastern goods. We remained in the opulent city for several days after the arduous journey to indulge in its amenities and ensure our horses will well fed and rested. The remaining portion of our trek was several hundred miles through the lush deltas of the Tigris River valley. After three weeks of relaxed travel through agreeable terrain, the massive walls, towering palaces and ornate temples of Babylon were in view. Vettias and I entered the immense city through the grand Ishtar Gate without fanfare in order to avoid scrutiny. We would not announce our official presence to Seleucus’ court until we decided when we wanted our initial meeting to take place.  
 
    The streets of Babylon remained a sea of activity despite the recent turmoil taking place all around it. With the emergence of Antigonus as Lord of Asia, it was possible to envision a time of peace throughout the region. Vettias’ plans to kick the hornets’ nest once more and turn the other Successors against Antigonus threatened to undo this nascent calm, however. 
 
    “We spent a good amount of time here before and after the Afghan campaign,” Vettias noted. “I know a good lodging near the palace that will allow us extended stay. We’ll get established in the city before requesting an audience with Seleucus.” 
 
    I only half heard him as my mind was inundated with the visual excess one experiences when walking through Babylon’s processional thoroughfare. All the examples of Persian architecture and culture I had picked up in my travels throughout Asia came together in one overwhelming deluge. There were many buildings over two stories tall, with some being four or five, and the vibrant Babylonian colors of blue and gold were woven throughout. The city was pristinely landscaped with palm trees, hanging ivy, statues, fountains and the Euphrates River running throughout.  
 
    Towering above the immense urban sprawl were the ziggurats and the royal palace of Nebuchadnezzar. We moved off the orderly processional thoroughfare and into the chaotic side streets where merchants hawked every conceivable artifact and consumable sundry known to man. Pungent smells emanated from these vendors that took my olfactory senses in hundred directions at once. Our accommodations were within the shadow of the royal palace and of an opulence rivaling the inner chambers of Triparadeisus. Upon entry, a young attendant greeted us and Vettias demanded to see the proprietor. The boy disappeared and we sat on rich couches with gold and blue patterns sewn into the fabric.  
 
    “Malick is an old friend. His family is from Judea. Have you ever met a Jew? They have a long history and are a direct link to the empires of old – just ask one of them, if you have several idle hours, they’d be happy to recite the story for you. More recently, they were brought here by the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar several hundred years ago and later released by the Persian King Cyrus the Great. Malick’s family had managed to thrive during their forced exodus and remained in Babylon since. He’s lived his whole life among the elite Babylonian social strata and can obtain all manner of information and leverage useful for our purposes. He has a small but entrenched network of Jews throughout the city and I recognized his value early on. Hopefully he hasn’t forgot the many favors performed by me on his behalf to further his interests with the nascent Macedonian regime. Let that be a lesson for your understanding of controlling populations – when an occupying force enters a city, it is useful to leverage the oppressed minorities to assist in managing the territory. I pray he hasn’t squandered the social mobility I assisted in obtaining for him years ago.” 
 
    Malick soon arrived from a back room looking perturbed over the summons. His manicured silhouette soon emerged, adorned in fine eastern silks, jewelry and smelling of perfume. His bald façade was vibrant yet worn through hard living. As he recognized his old friend he smiled widely, extended his hand to pull Vettias off the couch, and embraced him like family.  
 
    “I knew I would see your ugly face again someday. How long has it been?” 
 
    “Several years. Too long old friend. I gave you odds of fifty-fifty some jealous aristocrat would have poisoned you by now.”  
 
    “Ha, those lily pagans line up every night to anoint my crotch. My position is stronger now than ever.” 
 
    “In no small part to my efforts I might add.” 
 
    “Yes, I seem to recall you cleaning out my cisterns from time to time. Thank you for your dedication to scrubbing my chamber pot.” 
 
    “Still here minding this dump? I noticed a few cockroaches and diseased whores scurrying out the back when I entered.” 
 
    “Any of them look like your mother? I keep her on payroll you know. I’ll let her know her bastard walked in begging for charity. And who’s this?” Malick asked, looking at me for another avenue of insult to keep the banter going. “You finally swear off the ladies and settle down with a nice boy toy? I always thought that about you. You two looking for a nice bungalow for a few days?” 
 
    “Allow me to introduce Andrikos. He assists me with my work in the shadows.” 
 
    “Greetings young Andrikos. Forgive me for questioning your judgement since you have made common cause with a swineherd. But if you want a real job with a promising future, I could use someone skilled in the dark arts.” 
 
    “I am indebted to your hospitality,” I responded.  
 
    “I haven’t offered you any hospitality yet, Andrikos” he was quick to point out. I felt an instant congeniality with Malick. He struck me as the kind of man that would feel comfortable visiting a brothel in Ilandra or holding court with the Pharaoh of Egypt.  
 
    “I appeal to your charity then. It would be nice to speak with someone who can string two coherent sentences together. I fear my intelligence has suffered since following my mentor.” 
 
    “Ha,” Malick barked. “I think we’ll get along famously. You are welcome to stay as long as you like. Vettias will be your chambermaid—” 
 
    “All right, enough of this grab-assing,” Vettias interrupted, half annoyed. “Sounds like you’re looking for a new boy of your own, Malick. Now, I’ve been standing here for far too long without being offered a damned drink.” 
 
    “Ilan!” Malick yelled and clapped his hand. A young man rushed in and snapped to attention. “Tell Aaliyah we have unexpected guests and to bring our finest wine.” Ilan ran out of sight and our conversation turned more toward trading recent stories than chauvinistic banter.  
 
    “So you took up with General Eumenes after Alexander’s death? He was a good man. What news from the east? Has a decisive battle been fought?” 
 
    Malick’s question reminded me that Vettias and I were probably the first people emerging from the Persian desert with news of Eumenes’ defeat. 
 
    “Andrikos and I have just returned from the final battle. Eumenes won the better of two indecisive engagements, managing to smash Antigonus’ phalanx in the latter. But through treachery and the disloyalty of the Silver Shields, Antigonus had Eumenes abducted and murdered. He winters in Ecbatana and marches his now unstoppable army to Babylon at first thaw. Andrikos and I now call Antigonus master and have arrived in the city ahead of the army to perform a special errand, the success of which will seal my position within his inner circle and provide you a powerful ally within the Lord of Asia’s battle staff. It is this errand for which I have paid you a visit, friend.” 
 
    With that, a beautiful young woman about Mara’s age entered, bearing an ornate silver decanter of wine and silver cups atop an engraved tray. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce Aaliyah, my wife,” Malick announced with noticeable pride. “She is the most beautiful woman in Babylon and has succeeded where all others have failed in taming this old dog. I am a changed man Vettias, not the philanderer of year’s past.” 
 
    Aaliyah was a little embarrassed by his compliments in front of strangers and Vettias and I bowed in greeting.  
 
    “That seems to be going around these days,” Vettias replied while looking at me. “There’s no question she is the fairest maiden in all of Babylonia – surely a sister of Venus herself,” Vettias complimented while kissing her outstretched hand. 
 
    “You and your false pagan gods. Aaliyah my darling, allow me to introduce you to an old friend, Vettias of Macedon, and his young apprentice, Andrikos. They have arrived from the eastern battlefield and will be staying with us for a time. They travel on official business and do not wish their presence advertised, however, so please treat their stay with the utmost discretion. Now darling, please inform the galley I wish to have a special dinner made tonight in our private quarters to honor their valued presence and that no expense should be spared. Ilan, take them to their suites. Gentlemen, rest from your long journey and return to this vestibule in three hours’ time. We will dine like kings tonight.” 
 
    “You are too kind, friend,” Vettias replied. “We will see you then.” 
 
    Malick and Aaliyah returned to the back room and Ilan re-emerged to escort us to our quarters. My room was as ornate as the one in Ecbatana and I sank into the comfortable bed for several hours. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Vettias and I sat down on the oversized couch within Malick’s foyer at the prescribed time to await our host.  
 
    “Malick is a trusted friend but we are not going to tell him everything – both for his safety and ours,” Vettias cautioned in a low voice. “You are to say nothing about our designs to separate Seleucus from Antigonus. For now we will focus solely on facilitating a smooth transition of authority once Antigonus arrives. The purpose of this first meeting is to utilize Malick’s contacts embedded in Seleucus’ regime to accomplish that purpose. As I said earlier, Seleucus would be wise to utilize Jews and other Babylonian minorities in his administration when a Macedonian is not available.” 
 
    Ilan entered soon after and ushered us through the building’s immaculate courtyard to a substantial adjoining villa that was Malick’s private residence. The structure may not have been extraordinary compared to some of the estates we passed in the Tigris River delta, but its proximity to the palace pointed to Malick’s considerable wealth. A Babylonian servant greeted us and brought us to the residence’s main receiving hall where a generous spread of fruit and local delicacies was prepared. Vettias and I helped ourselves to the bounty and poured liberal amounts of Malick’s excellent Phoenician wine.  
 
    “Gentlemen, welcome to my home,” Malick announced, emerging from a door opposite the buffet. “Please eat and drink all I have to offer, for it is yours. I’ve told Aaliyah to leave us to our own devices tonight so you won’t have to mind your tongues; although this is more for your peace of mind since I can attest to her discretion. She really has a mind for intrigue.” 
 
    “I defer to your judgement,” Vettias stated while slightly bowing. “You truly are a changed man – I would have expected an assortment of women to accompany this feast.” 
 
    “Believe me when I tell you she is even more than I can handle – and I’ve had the best Babylon has to offer. A fellow tribeswoman from Judea nonetheless. I now pity those who seek the embrace of disinterested harlots.” 
 
    Vettias and Malick continued recounting their exploits during their time apart, occasionally including me in the conversation when an insult availed itself. After an hour we moved on from the reception hall to his formal dining room where the first course of seafood was awaiting us on silver plates in front of lush, reclined couches. As was custom, the conversation remained light until the main course of lamb was completed.  
 
    “Everything to your liking, young Andrikos?” Malick asked, probably sensing this was the finest meal I had ever eaten. 
 
    “Do the gods even eat this well?” I replied. 
 
    “Maybe your gods,” Malick jested. “The one true God provides a feast to his chosen people superior to this meager ration every evening. Have you ever met a son of Israel before?” 
 
    “Perhaps by chance but none that I am aware of.” 
 
    “Then your lack of understanding is not surprising. You Greeks and Babylonians assign gods to forces man cannot understand. The one true God is the genesis of all these phenomenon. Our people and faith have survived for thousands of years – to the first man and woman, created by the one true God in his image. So you see the folly in equating such worldly things as dinner with a being so omnipresent and powerful.” 
 
    “Forgive me if my ignorance on such matters offended you in your own home,” I replied. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Vettias interrupted, apparently having heard this line of argument from Malick in the past. “We Greeks believe in what can be seen and felt. We also do not disparage those whom we’ve encountered that believe differently. In many cases I have found our beliefs to be universal with all peoples who believe in the true Pantheon. You worship a deity that never reveals itself. The true gods reveal themselves to us every day. A lot of good following Yahweh did when your people were enslaved by the Egyptians and Babylonians.” 
 
    “I’ve missed these conversations, dear friend,” Malick answered condescendingly. “Understanding of the one true God, who revealed himself to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, requires spiritual contemplation on a level far more nuanced than a bolt of lightning or the sacrifice of a beast. But enough of religion for today. Please dear friend, tell me why you have come back to Babylon.” Vettias seemed relieved to discuss business and leaned forward on his couch toward our guest. 
 
    “Since before Alexander’s death and through the declaration of Perdiccas as Regent, I’ve assisted you in furthering your position within Babylon’s Macedonian ruling class. It appears you have continued your ascension after the transfer of Babylon to Seleucus at Triparadeisus. I have come as an official representative of General Antigonus, Lord of Asia, to peaceably transfer authority of Babylon from Seleucus.” 
 
    Malick appeared taken aback by this unexpected news. “But Seleucus is firmly entrenched here and rules by the same mandate of Triparadeisus that named Antigonus General of Asia. Surely he does not want to begin new hostilities so quickly after he has quelled all opposition to the Triparadeisus settlement.” 
 
    “I’m afraid his triumph has only emboldened him and he looks to render all Asian satrapies subservient to him. My charge is to ensure Seleucus complies with General Antigonus’ wishes without incident and the transfer of authority is carried out upon his arrival in five months’ time. I have sought you out before I officially announce my presence within Babylon to both assist me in my charge and to continue furthering your position with the incoming regime so we may continue supporting each other in the future.” 
 
    “I thank you for the courtesy but can’t help but feel this somehow benefits you more than me. As you rightly pointed out, I am well established within Seleucus’ regime. Some of that is due to your past efforts on my behalf, which I believe I have repaid in full over the years. But asking me now to throw that work away for the potentiality of change in the future sounds foolhardy and dangerous.” 
 
    “If I was not certain in all I have divulged I would not ask you to choose sides so soon. But believe me friend, as sure as I am sitting here now, Antigonus will arrive outside these gates with the largest Greek army ever assembled – greater than what defeated Darius I at Marathon, Xerxes at Plataea and Darius II at Gaugamela. I am to facilitate the transfer and avoid Antigonus wasting precious time and resources laying siege to the city. I am offering you an in with the new regime so you may further your family’s fortunes. All I ask is that you provide me with individuals who are well placed within Seleucus’ administration so I may speak with them to determine how best to proceed and avoid violence.” 
 
    Malick contemplated Vettias’ offer carefully. Despite his reticence to believe all the time spent building his position with Seleucus to be for naught, it appeared he accepted Vettias’ logic despite feeling the deal benefited Vettias more than himself.  
 
    “I have a nephew working as a scribe and book-keeper within the palace. His name is Gilad. I will make introduction only after your official presence has been announced and you have held an official audience with Seleucus. He will be introduced to you in that transparent capacity only, and not as some clandestine operative. That is my final offer.” 
 
    “Then I require you to personally broker the meeting away from the palace. Perhaps a family gathering – somewhere we can be introduced casually, away from the palace’s prying eyes.” 
 
    “The Jewish New Year falls late this season – I will be celebrating it with my family next week. You can be my guests to this event. Gilad will be there. I will make introductions but it is up to you to arrange for a second meeting. You are to deal with him in your official capacity as official envoy from General Antigonus. Gilad’s a good kid and I will not tolerate any harm coming to him because of my dealings with you, understood?” 
 
    “Agreed,” Vettias answered eagerly. “Now friend, what can you tell me of Seleucus? What will I need to know to convince him to take this deal?” 
 
    “Seleucus is a righteous and intelligent man. He was one of Alexander’s closest confidants and embraced his acceptance of the east more so than most of his entourage. He loves Babylon and, unlike most Macedonians, he has chosen to remain married to his eastern bride. Most of the others got rid of their wives after Alexander’s death, but Apama has remained by his side ever since. She is the daughter of Spitamenes, the infamous Sogdian enemy of Alexander, and presides over all official duties of the city. It is whispered she plays an important role within his council of advisers and keeps his focus rooted firmly in the east. His fondness for Babylon will make it difficult for you to persuade him to hand it over quietly, so perhaps emphasize the potential siege and destruction of Babylon as a way to achieve his long-term goals.” 
 
    “Thank you friend,” Vettias replied. “I appreciate your forthrightness and look forward to many more evenings with you while I remain in Babylon. I will continue to further your position with Antigonus when he arrives so your fortunes will continue to rise and we may again help each other’s purposes. We will take our leave of your generous hospitality and will return next week as guests to your religious observance.” 
 
    The three of us stood and embraced as Vettias and I returned to our quarters on the opposite side of the building’s courtyard. Vettias motioned for me to join him in his chamber before retiring for the evening.  
 
    “Looks like Malick will cooperate. However, he is forcing me to reveal myself faster than I wanted if we are to be introduced to Gilad by the coming Jewish New Year. This is going to be a delicate operation as we do not want to offend Malick’s generosity while at the same time convince Gilad to betray his master and familial patron.” 
 
    “Can it be done?” I asked. “Familial ties are even stronger in minority communities.” 
 
    “It can. We will use a combination of elicitation and vulnerability exploitation. In his case, we will most likely have to manufacture a vulnerability – one that exploits his close bond with his uncle so he will be too ashamed to inform him of the information he has provided. This, of course, assumes the kid even knows anything or has access to anything of use. We’ll find out in time. For now, Malick is prompting me to announce my arrival and I will do so tomorrow. From there we will be treated as official guests of the satrapy and many eyes will be on us. I want you to accompany me so Seleucus will have to devote more resources to shadow us both, which will yield more opportunities to operate clandestinely in the city.” 
 
    “Any angles with Apama?” I inquired. “Can we use his apparent infatuation with her to our advantage?” 
 
    “Good thinking, Andrikos. She is the daughter of that brigand, Spitamenes. He was a cunning adversary of Alexander’s and the killer of many good Greeks in our hellish campaigns in Bactria and Sogdiana. His head was eventually delivered to Alexander after a brilliant counter-insurgent operation that took many months of hard fighting.” 
 
    “My cousin Leandros was a veteran of the Far East campaigns and held similar feelings toward Spitamenes.” 
 
    “I still harbor deep hatred for the man and she no doubt resents Macedonian imperialism in the east. She will pull Seleucus to stay in Babylon to rule the east in a manner in line with their customs and traditions and will be loath to allow the city to fall into the hands of another Macedonian that does not hold eastern proclivities. Therefore we will urge patience and appeasement for now to avoid the destruction of the city and keep open the possibility of their eventual return to power later.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    The next morning I made my way to Malick’s foyer where Vettias was waiting for me. He brought me up to his chamber and gave me an extravagant Macedonian tunic. 
 
    “Put this on. If you’re going to be presented as the Lord of Asia’s official envoy, you need to look the part. You will be introduced as my scribe and not speak unless spoken to. You are about to meet one of Alexander’s closest confidants – someone who was with him since he was a child in Macedon and was at his side for every step of his campaign of conquest. He was first among equals – only Ptolemy remains who matches the weight Seleucus held within Alexander’s inner circle. Although we plot to make him our enemy, he is a great man, a true hero of Macedon. Remember that always.” 
 
    I nodded my understanding and felt the weight of Vettias’ words sink in. I took several deep breathes to achieve the alteration of character needed to bring my outward appearance in line with the official I was to be in front of a man of Seleucus’ stature. Vettias returned the nod and we began our short walk down the royal processional to the outer gate of the royal palace.  
 
    Along the way, Babylonian aristocrats dressed in the finest eastern silks and gold jewelry walked to and from the palace, bringing their business before the Macedonian administration. When we arrived at the first checkpoint, manned by four Macedonian sentries, Vettias declared himself to the lead guard as an envoy of General Antigonus and presented the royal insignia. The sentry smartly executed a salute and ran back to the main gate after ordering his subordinates to ensure our safety. Although Antigonus was hundreds of miles east of Babylon, his whereabouts and activities were well known to all within the empire. He had become the most powerful man in the world, even before his victory over Eumenes, and our unexpected presence in front of the royal palace ensured all within would have a fire lit under them to usher us forward and extend every courtesy. 
 
    The sentry returned several minutes later in a huff and escorted us through the palace grounds to the immense entryway. As our escort brought us toward the main doors, a full lochos of phalangites snapped to attention on either side in formal parade formation. I was thankful Vettias provided me with my impeccable wardrobe as I would have felt unworthy of such a spectacle wearing my normal attire.  
 
    We passed through the enormous wood and iron ingress into the spacious receiving hall of the Achaemenid Palace where we were greeted by three regally dressed attendants. They followed the lead of the foremost steward and bowed deferentially in the Persian custom. 
 
    “Valued guests, we are honored by your unexpected presence,” the lead steward began. “Had we been made aware of your arrival, a more formal receiving party would have been assembled that is more worthy of your station. Please do not be offended by our lack of a proper welcome.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Vettias replied in a commanding tone that filled the elevated voids of the vaulted ceilings. “Satrap Seleucus is an old friend and we Macedonians do not require such pomp in gilded halls filled with perfume. I understand I have arrived unexpected and therefore am happy to wait for my host to receive me. If he is not within these walls, I will happily come back at a time of his convenience. For now, please inform him Vettias of Amphipolis has arrived in the capacity of envoy, serving under General Antigonus, Lord of Asia. He will have known me as aide-to-camp for General Polyperchon during the campaigns of Alexander.” 
 
    “Right away, sir,” the lead steward answered and scurried away with one of the other royal attendants. The third attendant escorted us to an ante-room where we were encouraged to recline on opulent couches and plied with wine and exotic fruits. 
 
    “Do you think Seleucus will feel slighted by your unannounced presence?” I asked. “These palace eunuchs are running around as if they’ve been shot out of a catapult.” 
 
    “I want him to be a little off guard when we first meet – it will give him less time to confer with Apama. Any resentment felt toward our unexpected arrival can be explained away by wanting to come directly to him personally rather him hearing we are here from someone else.” 
 
     We waited one half-hour before the chief steward returned with four palace guards and informed us Seleucus would receive us presently. We were led through the grand entrance hall, past a guarded archway where a massive cedar door engraved with the Achaemenid crest was opened to the palace throne room. The vast chamber was lavishly decorated with intricate marble floors and twenty-foot columns supporting a massive, gem-studded vaulted ceiling. Several statues and busts of Persian gryphons and gods were scattered throughout. Strong incense billowed near the golden throne where Seleucus solemnly sat awaiting our entrance. He was flanked by several advisers and Macedonian guardsmen. Standing directly to his left was his wife, Apama, and standing next to her was a boy of ten years, exuding the same regal confidence as his parents. We were brought within fifteen feet of the throne and were officially announced by the palace steward.  
 
    “Satrap Seleucus, I present to you Vettias of Amphipolis, official envoy to General Antigonus, Lord of Asia.” 
 
    “Greetings Vettias, it has been many years old friend since you served under General Polyperchon on Alexander’s Far East campaign. It is heartening to see familiar Macedonian faces from that time still walking these Persian halls after so many years. Had you given me the courtesy of forewarning, I would have ensured you were received in a manner befitting your new station and that honored General Antigonus’ recent victory.” 
 
    Seleucus was clothed in the most magnificent attire I had ever witnessed in close proximity – even more than my memory of Alexander during his march through the Ionian coast. He wore full Macedonian bronze armor over an extravagantly woven white tunic with red accent patterns. His bronze decorative cuirass and greaves were polished to the point of mirrors. Over his armor he wore the finest silk purple cloak with gold inlay. He was of average height but his comfortable surroundings hadn’t softened his physique. He still retained a defined musculature, earned through years of hard campaigning and toil. It was also clear Seleucus was comfortable with the trappings of Persian extravagance.  
 
    “My sincere apologies General Seleucus,” Vettias answered deferentially. “The importance of my charge and my preference to meet personally before word of my arrival reached you through another means is to blame. Though my status may be elevated since our last encounter, I am still of Macedon and do not require pomp and circumstance, especially with a valued ally and friend.” 
 
    “I understand your reasoning – we’re a long way from the simple hills of home aren’t we?” Seleucus replied with a lighthearted smile. His demeanor quickly recovered to the stern satrap as he continued: “And what news does General Antigonus bring to Babylon?” 
 
    The Lord of Asia wishes to give notice that he will march his army from winter quarters in Ecbatana to Babylon at first thaw. He comes in peace and in recognition of your allegiance during his war with Eumenes.” 
 
    Seleucus remained stoic while listening to the unwelcome news. “General Antigonus is an ally to this satrapy and to the Argeads. Babylon will be honored to call him valued guest. Is this the extent of your urgent message?” Seleucus asked, unamused. 
 
    “That is the official message I have been charged to deliver. There is much to discuss as fellow veterans, however, that I believe you will think a valuable use of your time. Such discussions would only tarnish the regal veneer of a chamber such as this, however.” Vettias finished this last sentence while looking around to the other occupants who he intended to exclude from whatever additional information he was to deliver. Seleucus nodded to Vettias’ subtle recommendation.  
 
    “Very well,” Seleucus acquiesced. “We will share drink and honor our time serving under Alexander.” Seleucus stood up and motioned Vettias to approach him. “Allow me to introduce my wife, Apama, daughter of Spitamenes, and my son, Antiochus.” 
 
    Vettias bowed in respect to his hosts.  
 
    “I knew your father as adversary, my lady,” Vettias greeted. “He was a cunning strategist and fierce warrior. I am happy to now make your acquaintance and call you ally. Peace be on you and your house.” 
 
    “Thank you for the kind words, Vettias of Amphipolis,” Apama answered in perfect Macedonian Greek. “And tell me, how long does Antigonus plan to stay in Babylon as our valued guest?” she asked with a sarcastic condescension. 
 
    “I have only been tasked with delivering the courtesy of announcing his impending arrival, my lady. I apologize for my ignorance.” 
 
    “Very convenient. Farewell Vettias. I hope to call you honored guest in the palace during your stay. Enjoy Babylon.” 
 
    “Follow me,” Seleucus commanded as his personal bodyguard escorted us out of side exit of the throne room. We walked through a dark corridor and up a steep narrow stone staircase rising thirty feet. A door was opened in front of us, letting in a rush of bright sunlight, causing me to squint. The four guards halted at the door while Seleucus, Vettias and I passed through the threshold and found ourselves on a small balcony overlooking the entire city.  
 
    “We’ll be free to converse here without worry,” Seleucus announced while enjoying the effect the towering view of the city was having on us. “Let us speak plainly, Vettias. You were an agent of Eumenes and no doubt have eyes and ears throughout the empire. What are Antigonus’ designs for Babylon?” 
 
    “The blunt truth is Antigonus means for you to allow his army to encamp outside the city while you openly submit your satrapy under his authority as Lord of Asia. And my humble advice is that you comply. I’ve begun to know the man while serving him and he means to organize the Asian satrapies under his overall authority.” 
 
    “Insolent bastard!” Seleucus blurted out as if he knew this was the case all along but still could not believe it until hearing it voiced aloud. “He was made General of Asia by all of us at Triparadeisus so he would defeat the outlaw Eumenes – the same agreement that made me Satrap of Babylon. That task is now complete. The man has no satrapies and should be licking my fucking boots so I may graciously support a small carve-out for him as reward for his victory.” 
 
    “Might I offer counsel, sir?” Vettias interjected. “Antigonus will march to Babylon at first thaw, fresh from securing all eastern satrapies under his authority, at the head of the largest Greek army ever assembled. It is not my place to take sides as to who gets what in the aftermath of Alexander’s succession. I will happily serve whichever Macedonian carries on Alexander’s legacy. Whatever your future desires are, I plead with you to grant Antigonus what he wants now so that you remain ready to again lead this satrapy autonomously once the timing is right. And, if I might add, I recommend not simply complying with Antigonus’ demand of subordination. I would advise that you go beyond this requirement and welcome him into Babylon as conquering hero and Lord of Asia. This will give him little cause to remove you from Babylon and would make it more difficult to bring a grievance against you in the future. This is your best way to achieve what you want in the long run.” 
 
    Seleucus remained quiet as he listened to Vettias’ argument and mulled over his options. “And what if I don’t comply? What if I do not recognize his manufactured authority over this satrapy?” 
 
    “He will lay siege and decimate the city to rubble. He did not accompany us on Alexander’s great campaign. He was not exposed to the rich history of Egypt, the splendor of Persia, the hardships of Bactria or the enormity of India. He is a contemporary of Philip II and cares little for anything not of Macedon. He would just as quickly burn this city to the ground as incorporate it under his authority. Such ignorant barbarism is the antithesis of everything Alexander fought for and, if I may add, it would destroy everything you’ve accomplished in Babylon through your skilled leadership over the past years.” 
 
    “And I am to just supine myself like some whore while he marches through my satrapy, my city, and publicly humiliates me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vettias answered soberly. “I have not been instructed to divulge all that I have to you just now but I do so out of respect for our friendship and a desire to see you continue your role as Babylonian Satrap.” 
 
    “You are a valued adviser, Vettias, and I thank you for your welcome candor on this matter. For now I will agree to your proposal. I will inform you if I change my mind.” 
 
    “Very good, sir. There is one last thing. In the unlikely eventuality that I need to contact you in case of emergency, I will send someone to the palace delivering an urgent message to the royal residence from Amphipolis. You must instruct your staff to allow this messenger through to you immediately.”  
 
    “Very well, I will inform them. Now that you are here in your official capacity, you will allow me to formerly recognize you with a banquet at the palace in the near future. Where are your lodgings?” 
 
    “I reside as guest of an old friend – the Jew, Malick.” 
 
    “Yes, Malick. Send him my warm regards. Word will be sent regarding the arrangements of the official reception. Goodbye for now, friend.” 
 
    Seleucus remained on the balcony, looking over his city while he opened the door and instructed the guards to see us out. We returned to Malick’s lodging and informed him of our official announcement and received invitation to his Jewish New Year observance in the coming days when Vettias would be introduced to Gilad. The days running up to the event were ones of leisure and indulgence on a level I had never experienced. Our large budget, coupled with Malick’s hospitality, allowed us to attend spas, baths and pleasure houses by day and hostelries by night that served the finest wine and cuisine. I was starting to see how some of Alexander’s contemporaries began choosing Persian affluence over Macedonian austerity.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    After several days of ease, the Jewish New Year arrived. Vettias and I donned our best attire and met in the foyer of Malick’s lodging before making our way to his residence.  
 
    “This is a great honor for gentiles to be invited to a Jewish ritual,” Vettias casually mentioned as we walked across the courtyard. “I want you to remain inconspicuous tonight since I’m going to be using you to collect information on Gilad before our next encounter with him. Be polite but forgettable – you’re going to be shadowing him in the near future.” 
 
    Malick’s front door was opened by the Babylonian servant and we were ushered through the receiving hall into the main dining room. The room was filled with three dozen members of Malick’s family as well as other influential Babylonian Jews and their families. All eyes turned to us as two pagans entered this holy gathering. Sensing the slight tension, Malick announced our presence to all assembled. 
 
    “I present to you my dear friend, Vettias and his associate, Andrikos. Vettias arrives in Babylon as official envoy to General Antigonus, Lord of Asia.” 
 
    The condescending glares rapidly turned warm and hospitable to our intrusion once Vettias’ title was announced and those in attendance saw an opportunity to further their positions with an ambassador to the most powerful man in the world.  
 
    “A portion of my family’s fortunes can be attributed to my good friend during his time in Babylon serving within Alexander’s regime,” Malick continued. “Despite his pagan ways I still hold out hope he will someday become one of God’s chosen people. Who knows, tonight could turn into a bris,” Malick joked to the delight of all in attendance while holding a knife near Vettias’ mid-section. Malick embraced both of us and his guests resumed conversing with one another.  
 
    “Good of you to come, brother,” Malick stated while still holding Vettias. “I will introduce you to my nephew as promised but remember not to embroil him in any intrigue; he doesn’t have the mind for it and holds a promising career within the satrapal administration.” 
 
    “Yes brother,” Vettias replied. “You Jews drink at these ceremonies don’t you? You let a guest as distinguished as I wait this long without filling my cup?” 
 
    “Gilad!” Malick, barked merrily. “Bring Vettias a cup of wine.” 
 
    “Yes uncle,” answered a mild mannered young man several feet away. He was slight and unassuming; Malick was likely correct in his assessment that the boy did not have a temperament for espionage. When Gilad returned, Malick introduced us. 
 
    “Vettias, this is my nephew, Gilad, son of Isaac, the husband of my sister.” 
 
    “An honor to meet you son,” Vettias replied. “Your uncle speaks highly of you and holds great promise for you to further your family’s good fortune. I have no doubt you will rise to these expectations.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Gilad answered nervously while avoiding eye contact. Sensing his shyness, Vettias purposely held an awkward pause while looking directly at him to solidify his dominance. “I will be in Babylon until General Antigonus’ arrival in the coming months and expect to have frequent contact with the satrapal administration. I wish us not to be strangers during my time here.” 
 
    “Very good, sir,” Gilad replied while his eyes pleaded to be released from the conversation. 
 
    “Nice meeting you, son. Please do not let me keep you from celebrating this night with your family.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Gilad concluded while scurrying away before finishing the mumbled utterance. Vettias and I remained silent observers toward the back of the large room next to the bottles of strong wine. Malick recited many traditional prayers in the Hebrew language while periodically blowing on an ornate ram’s horn they called a shofar. Despite their seemingly strict adherence to the ancient traditions of Judaism, it was clear their people’s decades of exile in Babylonia had influenced their traditions, since they incorporated many Babylonian words and culture into the ancient rite. At the ceremony’s conclusion most of Malick’s family departed and Vettias and I lingered to finish off a large jug of wine with our host before returning to our quarters.  
 
    I was allowed to sleep in the following morning to allow recovery from the copious amount of wine drank the previous evening. When I did rise, I entered Vettias’ room to find him awake, bathed and finishing a morning meal.  
 
    “Good, I was going to wake you shortly,” Vettias announced upon my entrance. “You’re going to begin shadowing Gilad today when he returns to his home near dusk from duties within the palace. You should be able to pick him up outside of the main palace entrance after he departs the grounds. There’s always enough activity outside the main gate to make yourself scarse while waiting for him. My suspicion is his personal life is devoid of scandal and your task should be a rather straightforward affair. Nonetheless, the stakes are too high and we have the time to do proper research on our target so we are going to take it. I’ve received word that Seleucus will hold a welcoming banquet for me tonight. Best if you remain unseen by the majority of the palace entourage. I want you to follow Gilad from his home to the palace tomorrow morning as well. We’ll talk when you get back.” 
 
    I returned to my room to drink some water and sleep off the rest of my hangover before making my way toward the palace.  
 
    **** 
 
    I departed two hours before dusk and got lost in the sea of vendors and human activity just outside the main gate where resourceful Babylonians hawked their wares to the steady flow of officials and dignitaries with an abundance of coin entering and exiting the palace grounds. As the sun set, I watched emissaries, diplomats, bureaucrats, sheikhs, eunuchs, slaves and servants moving in and out of the main gate. Eventually I spied a slight figure nimbly traversing the confusion, passing unnoticed by the palace entourages. I saw then why Gilad would be so valuable to us – he had ready access to the palace and moved through it like an unseen specter. He had access to the satrapy’s official documents and ledgers and knew the administration’s inner workings. I thought his loyalties and personal responsibility would prove hard to sway to our purposes, however, which made me nervous for whatever scheme in which Vettias was planning to ensnare him. 
 
    I let Gilad walk past me before stalking my unsuspecting target. From the moment I shadowed him it was clear he held no mindset for treachery. He maneuvered through the streets deftly enough, but only because of repetition and routine. My guess was he had taken this same route for years, never once switching his course to mitigate any risk someone with ill designs might have on a member of the palace administration. His eyes remained down toward his feet and he had no awareness of his surroundings. I could have been standing directly in his path and he would absent-mindely walk around me without recognition.  
 
    He made one stop at a small Jewish butchery before returning to his modest home within the small Jewish neighborhood of Babylon in close proximity to our quarters. I waited in a dark alley adjacent to his dwelling for two hours before retiring to my quarters after being satisfied he would remain there for the evening. I picked him up leaving for the palace the following morning one hour after dawn and followed him undetected back to the palace gate. One observation I did have was those who noticed me in the Jewish enclave paid me particular attention since I was clearly an outsider within an ethnically homogeneous minority community. I decided I would pick him up at a busy intersection outside the Jewish neighborhood in future to avoid the increased scrutiny. Gilad made this decision easy since it was apparent he walked the same route every day. Upon his entry to the palace, I returned to my quarters and slept several more hours before calling on Vettias.  
 
    He was in no condition to receive company. He was still in bed and his eyes were bloodshot. He was unintentionally awake, however, since it appeared he was severely nauseas and his water bowl lay next to him filled with dried vomit. His eyes followed me as I walked in and purposely sat on the side of his bed opposite the stinking mess.  
 
    “You look like shit. You piss the bed as well?”  
 
    A raspy grunt was his response.  
 
    “And you mock me for my drinking abilities? What did you have – one or two cups of wine?” 
 
    “Go fetch an attendant to bring me more water. We’ll talk at dusk.” 
 
    I complied with a slight grin and left my mentor’s foul-smelling chamber.  
 
    **** 
 
    I returned several hours later to find Vettias in better spirits but still not properly clothed. 
 
    “So, how is our young Gilad? Is he a debauched little deviant?” Vettias asked with some sarcasm. 
 
    “So far he is as you initially assessed him; walks to and from the palace using the same route, totally unaware of his surroundings and not performing any alerting acts.” 
 
    “Well, keep on him the next week. I met an old friend at the banquet last night – a master Babylonian courtesan named Yasmina. Much like your precious Mara, I once fell in love with her and begged her to accompany me on Alexander’s eastern campaign.” 
 
    “You scorned me for over a year about Mara yet you’re guilty of the same transgression?” I asked annoyed and somewhat surprised.  
 
    “Only because I’ve seen where that road leads and knew it would inevitably interfere with our larger goals. I admit I underestimated the feelings you two hold for each other – and the affection I now hold for our female accomplice from Tarsus as well. That is all history and I have arrived at a point where I am happy for you and your family.” 
 
    “And why didn’t your precious Yasmina follow you to the ends of the earth?” 
 
    “Yasmina is a native of Babylon and came up through the ranks of prostitution to ascend the pinnacle of success in the trade. She has shared a bed with every Babylonian dignitary, to include Seleucus himself, and now she is the most sought after female in the entire satrapy. Unlike Mara, she always pursued the trappings of wealth and wanted nothing to do with living in a baggage tent on the Indus River during a monsoon with a mid-level staffer. While I don’t doubt she had feelings for me, I acknowledge now that they were not as strong as mine were for her. That being said, we parted on very amicable terms and seeing her last night brought a rush of emotions back that neither of us have felt for many years. I spent most of the night at her lavish accommodations near the palace before returning here in the early morning. That girl drinks as good as she fucks,” Vettias added looking out the window longingly toward the palace – remembering whatever decadent experience he had the night before. 
 
    “I bring this up because she will be a help to our cause should we require it,” Vettias added. “Not only does she know every important man in Babylon, she has her finger on the pulse of Babylon’s underbelly like no one I’ve ever met. She was my greatest source of information during my time here. This was a result of her starting from nothing and working her way through the sordid streets of this city unscathed. I made some vague promises about my new position and my ability to further her fortunes with the Greek administration of Babylon once Antigonus arrives. I will probably spend a few more nights with her this week while you finish up with Gilad’s comings and goings.” 
 
    I nodded my consent and returned to my quarters. The next morning I waited at the same busy intersection outside the Jewish neighborhood. After one half-hour I saw my unsuspecting friend unwittingly pass me as he made his way to the palace gate. He followed the same route as previous instances and after watching him pass the palace guards I continued on to a small food vendor that served excellent lamb kabob.  
 
    This routine continued for several days, with Gilad walking to and from the palace while making the occasional stop at a grocer of other vendor of wares. Never once did I feel I was in danger of being discovered and never once did his patterns or routes deviate. The monotony of my task provided ample time for my mind to wander and it frequently settled on Mara and Talos. I ached for their company as I never longed for anything in my life. I obsessively remembered our perfect afternoons in Sidon along the Middle Sea coast – laying together as a family in that small inn near the harbor. My hands clenched at the feeling those moments instilled in me and I wanted nothing more than to embrace them again. The fact Mara and Talos would arrive in Babylon in the coming months did not alleviate the burning in my gut.  
 
    On the fifth night of my tedious chore, I followed my unsuspecting friend back to his home when he unexpectedly detoured before entering the Jewish quarter. I watched as his movements became more deliberate and his eyes lifted from the street and became suddenly alert. His heightened level of vigilance caused me to increase the distance between us and, on several occasions, I feared he saw me. My demeanor started to change as I raced to keep him in my line of sight while still remaining unseen. Gilad made one last check of his surroundings before entering a dwelling with several small apartments inside – perhaps my new friend was living a life after all. 
 
    I waited two hours but Gilad did not emerge. I suspected he was visiting a woman but he did not seem like the philandering type, nor were we in a neighborhood of ill repute. If she wasn’t a prostitute, could it be he had a woman of his own? From what I knew of him, Gilad’s persona did not exactly inspire women to lust. Although he came from a family of means, he was too young to have any real wealth of his own. Could someone have beaten us to our little palace mouse? I decided my attention would turn to the occupant of the apartment for the next few days. I returned home and informed Vettias of this new development. He was, as I expected, pleased with the news and agreed I would determine who Gilad had met with. I slept for a few hours and, at dawn, I was there waiting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    Gilad was up and out of the apartment early that morning with a lingering alertness. I let him depart and kept watch over the dwelling’s entrance. A number of dreary commoners came and went during the course of the morning but none resembled my notion of Gilad’s contact. The residential street did not lend itself to outsiders loitering for long periods without notice and, after two hours, I walked to the corner and rented a small room at a decrepit lodging with a window overlooking the target entrance. I procured some food from a vendor three blocks away and settled into my drab accommodations to wait for a little flower to sprout from the dregs. 
 
    At two hours before dusk, I observed a promising candidate exit the dwelling at a brisk pace. I darted out of the room and down the stairs to the street and caught the last glimpse of her turning a corner. I quickly ran to the junction, stopped, took a deep breath, and turned the to find I was at an acceptable distance from the young girl. Her clothes were of modest fabric and her hair was thick and black like most Babylonian women. She had a better natural feel of her surroundings than did Gilad and she looked to be about twenty years old. From the few instances where I could see her profile, it appeared she was a pretty woman, clearly out of Gilad’s league – which added evidence to my initial assumptions. 
 
    I watched as she walked into a tavern and waited to determine if this stop was an errand or her place of employment. After a half-hour, I assumed she had some affiliation with the venue and decided to return in one hour to remove all suspicion I may have followed her there. When I returned, I entered the seedy establishment to the unwelcomed leers of several old drunks. Four nefarious younger men sat in a corner behind me and quietly commented to each other about my presence while harshly staring. Undiscernible Babylonian scrawls covered the walls of the musky tavern and the floor was a mix of compacted earth and rotted wooden planks. Despite its ignoble character, the tavern did not appear to be a brothel and I did not see my new female target.  
 
    I summoned my composure after the terse welcome and sat down to confidently order a cup of wine. No one approached me to take an order so I sat in solitude, fending off occasional sneers, until a grizzly old barkeep finally made his way to my seat. He remained silent but his eyes asked me what I was doing here and what request was I to impose upon him.  
 
    “Hello, friend,” I greeted, “I am a visitor to Babylon. Might I trouble you for a cup of wine?” 
 
    An affirmative grunt was his curt reply as he motioned to a boy who quickly ran through a door in the back of the establishment. My irritated host retreated back to his regular customers and after a few minutes my girl emerged from the back room with my libation. She was even prettier than I had first given her credit from afar, yet she held the same inhospitable scowl as the rest of my new acquaintances. 
 
    “Hello, my lady, many thanks. Might I ask where the house wine is from?” 
 
    “A donkey cart,” she answered with intentional rudeness.  
 
    “Excellent, that is where all my favorite vintages hail from,” I replied while taking a sip. My sarcasm cracked a small grin on her cold façade and I ordered a small jug. 
 
    “Money up front,” she demanded after returning to her hostile self. 
 
    “Of course. You can never be too careful,” I responded while retrieving the proper funds plus a small tip for my hostess. “And this is for your kindness to a foreigner,” I stated with some sarcasm. She grabbed the payment and quickly returned to the back of the establishment. I decided against engaging her in conversation since she was intentionally aloof and, given the overt hostility of the venue, thought it sufficient to only gather her name and place of employment before leaving. With any luck, Vettias’ Yasmina would be able to find out more.  
 
    I sat quietly and drank my cup of pedestrian red while discreetly taking in my surroundings. It appeared everyone in the tavern knew each other and inherently held a distasteful view of my presence. Eventually the boy returned bearing my jug and I thought my attempts of subtle elicitation would fare better with the youth.  
 
    “Thank you, son,” I acknowledged while inconspicuously passing an extra coin to him. “They pay you well for your services?” 
 
    The boy nodded before turning to leave.  
 
    “Ever consider some side work for extra coin?” This unexpected offer captured the attention of the urchin and he casually turned back around after ensuring no one was taking an interest in our seemingly innocuous banter.  
 
    “I am a stranger in this city and looking for unassuming agents who know their way around sordid environments,” I teased while rubbing several coins together. “It wouldn’t interfere with your duties here, but discretion is a must.” 
 
    I watched as the common boy’s nominal powers of deduction churned through my offer. “You need not answer immediately, I plan on remaining in Babylon for an extended stay. If you are unable to decide now, however, you can meet me at the fountain of Marduk two blocks from here three hours before dawn two days hence. If I haven’t already found another boy to accept my proposal, I will be waiting.” 
 
    The boy nodded his assent to the second option and turned to walk away before I stopped him one last time.  
 
    “There is one stipulation,” I added. “The girl in the back room, what is her name?” 
 
    The boy looked around again to ensure no one had yet taken an interest in us before whispering: “Davcina.” 
 
    I nodded my approval and he scurried to the back room. I finished my cup and took the jug with me as I exited the tavern and made my way to Malick’s. 
 
    **** 
 
    I entered Vettias’ quarters to find him sitting by the window, looking out upon the vast expanse of Babylon on a warm evening while sipping a cup of wine. He looked over to me with an uncharacteristic smile – as if he almost pitied me for being incapable of feeling the current of euphoria he had rediscovered with Yasmina. I handed him my jug and he refilled his empty cup with the provincial vintage.  
 
    Vettias no sooner touched the cup to his lips than did he theatrically spit it out and dumped the contents off the balcony. “What was that swill? After all our time together you still can’t recognise a respectable drink in a city where the best wine in the world can be found at any reputable vendor?” 
 
    I smiled at his feigned outrage and poured another cup for myself. “This city has made you soft,” I replied calmly. “Good thing you didn’t have to suffer drinking this shit while associating with a bunch of Babylonian low-lifes in service to the oath,” I quipped while holding my cup up in salutation. “Now, toast with me this rancid urine and prove once and for all I do not serve under a Persian eunuch!” 
 
    Vettias laughed as he held out his cup, received my liberal pour, and together we drank down our local libation. “I’ll have to change cups now,” Vettias laughed as he sucked down the beverage with a sarcastic wince. “So, mixing with Babylonian miscreants while shadowing our simple Gilad? Does he have more of a story to tell?” 
 
    “Quite possibly,” I proudly conjectured. “If I interpret the situation correctly, our boy is being seduced by a pretty little Babylonian flower. I haven’t discerned by who or for what purpose, but he spent the night at her apartment and I followed her the next day to a dingy tavern where I was provided the unsophisticated vintage you so condescendingly denigrate.” 
 
    “A tavern, not a brothel?” Vettias inquired. 
 
    “My initial thought as well, but no, she appears to be a barkeep.” 
 
    “Hmm, sounds like maybe part of a criminal syndicate?” Vettias speculated. “Regardless, Yasmina will know of the venue’s affiliations and possibly even the girl herself, especially if she is a player in Babylon’s underground. Did you get her name?” 
 
    “Davcina, and she’s too pretty and cynical to be enamored with a lackey such as Gilad.” 
 
    “Maybe a young lad with access to the satrapal treasury might have piqued someone’s interest. Well, its time you met Yasmina anyway, so let us call on her this evening and see what she may know. Go get cleaned up and put on your best clothes – we’re not going to some Ilandran meat market, Yasmina’s pleasure house is one of the finest establishments in the entire Empire.” 
 
    **** 
 
    As we made our way down the royal procession in the direction of the palace, Vettias turned right at an immaculate thoroughfare lined with open gardens, administrative buildings, opulent manners of Babylonian nobles, exquisite eating and drinking establishments and open forums lined with Persian columns. The street was busy with traffic for the late time of evening, and city guardsmen were stationed at every corner. Despite its grandeur, this street was no anomaly. Several boulevards of similar stature and wealth jutted off of the royal procession at regular intervals, each bustling with Babylonian elite. At the end of this avenue lay an expansive three-story brick structure that looked to have been recently adorned with a white Parian marble façade imported from Greece. Four stone pillars with bull-head capitals supported the newly added Greek-style portico that extended out from the main entrance. A marble statue of Ishtar stood within a fountain to greet visitors to the pleasure house and Vettias described the particulars of the diverse architecture with an aberrant enthusiasm. 
 
    “Ishtar is the Babylonian Goddess of love and sacred sex, among other things,” Vettias explained almost giddily. “Those capitals in the shape of a bull’s head represent the epic hero Gilgamesh. Ishtar was infatuated with Gilgamesh yet he rejected her overtures and incurred her supernatural wrath.” 
 
    “Sacred sex?” I asked. 
 
    “Temple prostitution for certain religious rites. It’s an ancient custom here. Yasmina’s beauty at a young age caught the attention of the High Priest of the Ishtar Cult. She was taken from her mother, herself a prostitute of lesser accommodation, where she participated in these forced sexual rituals. It is common in some areas for the King himself to participate in these ceremonies and Yasmina was given to King Darius on the night of Ishtar’s annual celebration. He became infatuated with her beauty and grace and ordered her to the royal harem where she remained for several years until being cast out of the palace, narrowly escaping death at the hands of King Darius’ jealous wife Stateira. From there she worked her way through various brothels and pleasure houses until Alexander’s successful conquest of Babylon. It is at this time the two of us met and we helped each other advance our interests until it was time to depart for the campaign in the Far East. Since my departure, Yasmina has become owner of her own pleasure house and the most powerful madame in the city. She caters mostly to the Greek aristocracy and has cleverly made several architectural improvements to the building in the Greek style.” 
 
     We walked past a large Babylonian man guarding the door who gave a nod of recognition to Vettias as we entered the grand foyer of the pleasure house. A smooth Persian eunuch, dressed in a silk green robe and smelling of jasmine, greeted us warmly. 
 
    “Vettias, sir, how are we this evening?” the eunuch inquired. 
 
    “Very well, Zaduga. I am here to speak with her.” 
 
    “And will this be a meeting of business or pleasure?” the eunuch queried while looking at me to determine the intent of my presence. 
 
    “He’ll be coming with me. We are not customers tonight” Vettias declared. 
 
    “Very well, sir. Please wait in the parlor while I inform Madame Yasmina you have called on her.” 
 
    Vettias nodded and led me across the marble floor to a side room adorned with plush couches and tapestries. Before I could take in my surroundings a young girl, all of thirteen and dressed in a silk robe, entered the room offering a plate of fruit and wine. My experiences over the years made me wary of seeing a child so young in a pleasure house – something I probably wouldn’t have felt if not for Mara and Talos.  
 
    Vettias noticed my unease and offered, “She’s safe here. A pleasure house run by a former courtesan takes care of its women. Abuse is not tolerated here and she occasionally takes in orphans to ensure they escape the more sordid episodes she was made to suffer,” he finished while motioning in the direction of the large Babylonian guarding the door. “Yasmina has enough allies within the administration that not even a Greek noble could get away with abusing a girl here.” 
 
    The eunuch entered soon after to announce Yasmina was ready to receive us and led us up the circular stairs at the rear of the main foyer. The first floor contained a moderately-sized bath and the second floor housed individual rooms. Women of unbelievable beauty walked the halls and gave seductive glances toward me as we made our way to a set of lavish suites on the third floor.  
 
    The third floor was the most opulent of the three levels, boasting eastern silk rugs, marble busts, intricate tapestries and the highest quality carved furniture. Most of the ornamentation appeared to be new work gilded over the original construction. It was clear the upper suites were intended to entertain Babylon’s most powerful men in addition to being Yasmina’s private quarters.  
 
    Zaduga ushered us through the foyer and into Yasmina’s private quarters. As we entered her extravagant residence, a sweet, yet not overpowering, incense permeated the air. Curtains were strewn throughout the room and several candles burned bright to create a warm ambience. Leaning against a blue couch, striking a seductive pose, was Yasmina, whose anointed skin and hair caused her to emanate a soft glow against the flickering light of the candles. She wore a perfectly tailored silk robe of modest decoration but of the highest quality material. Her gold jewelry was also understated, yet priceless - denoting a sophisticated elegance. Her make-up was minimal, with sharp black lines around the eyes to highlight her natural beauty. She looked to be about forty but showed no signs of aging – with full black hair and healthy curves. It was clear I was in the presence of true grace.  
 
    “Thank you Zaduga, that will be all,” Yasmina instructed in a superior Greek accent used by the aristocracy. Zaduga bowed and quietly exited the room.  
 
    “Hello, lover,” Yasmina greeted to Vettias as she seductively moved toward him and softly kissed his lips. Decided to get a little eccentric tonight?” she teased while looking in my direction. “I didn’t take you for the type.” 
 
    “Allow me to introduce my apprentice, Andrikos of Ilandra. There are no secret between us on operational matters and I trust him implicitly.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t tell him everything, ” she added with a smile.  
 
    “I did mention I may have to rely on your connections in Babylon to further our own interests – just as in the past. Andrikos has uncovered a plot on someone we also have designs on – and it appears we have stumbled onto an unknown agent’s operation. I need your help to uncover who these people are and what purposes they seek.” 
 
    “Will you spend the evening? I’ve made time for us. I’m confident Andrikos will find a way to stay entertained while here.” 
 
    “Of course, my dear. Let us take care of our business now so we can hasten our time together. Andrikos, tell Yasmina what you’ve uncovered.” 
 
    I retold the facts surrounding Davcina while Yasmina listened intently. When I was finished, Yasmina waited a moment in contemplation before responding.  
 
    “I don’t think I know this woman. Thankfully, I haven’t been around that squalid slum for some time – but I do know the establishment you speak of. It is in the Kir-Shamash neighborhood. Babylon’s criminal underground has settled into a tenuous truce over the past year and the tavern you entered is the headquarters of Asardin – a local gang leader who owns the criminal dealings within Kir-Shamash. These thugs usually have relationships with the city guard and local administrators who allow them to operate in return for monthly bribes. Asardin is no doubt the one behind this girl’s seduction of the accountant.” 
 
    “A criminal gang?” Vettias wondered out loud. 
 
    “Yes, something does not seem right,” Yasmina agreed. “Petty thugs such as this spend the majority of their time fighting amongst each other rather than hatching grand designs against the royal treasury – especially since they rely on the government’s acquiescence to operate.” 
 
    “Someone must be using Asardin. I think we have stumbled over a rival operation in the dark arts,” Vettias surmised. “This could lead to an opportunity, but we must tread lightly. We need to determine who is behind it, and for what purpose. Only then can we take best advantage of the situation.” 
 
    “I may have a way in,” I stated confidently. “A boy also works there, an urchin no more than fourteen. I spoke with him and offered him a job. He is to meet me the morning after next if he accepts my proposal. He’ll be able to give names of who Asardin meets with – maybe we’ll recognize someone and deduce the interest behind this operation.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Vettias responded. “Yasmina, do you have relationships with any of Asardin’s rivals? Someone who would be eager to usurp his territory if the opportunity presented itself?” 
 
    “Those street rats would never be allowed on this thoroughfare, let alone be admitted to a place such as this. However, I do know a few of these brigands from my youth. I can reach out.” 
 
    “This kid, what are your plans for him?” I asked, hoping the answer wouldn’t be torture. 
 
    “Kids are easy,” Vettias replied with a sinister grin.  
 
    “Oh darling, you always told me that was a last resort,” Yasmina interrupted. “He’s just a boy. Let one of my girls have an hour with him and you will have all there is to know about Asardin and his little scheme.” 
 
    “These luxurious trappings have certainly softened the Yasmina I knew that came up in the Babylonian streets,” Vettias joked, somewhat surprised.  
 
    “I’ll still have a throat cut or poison administered if someone threatens my interests,” Yasmina reassured. “But now that I am here, there are few that require such measures these days – especially a child. Let me have a shot at him and, if by some stroke of piety, the lad refuses my girl, then do what you will. Of course if he does accept Andrikos’ offer, however, we will have to kill him in the end. Employees who are that easily swayed to betray their masters cannot be trusted; and the last thing I want is to be associated with a Babylonian turf war.” 
 
    “There’s the girl I fell in love with,” Vettias laughed. 
 
    “He may be of use to you,” I interjected to Yasmina, attempting to save the boy’s life. “A teenager who can navigate dark alleys has his uses – especially if he believes he owes his life to you.” 
 
    “We’ll see how the lad does,” Vettias concluded. “There may be hope for him, but that Davcina isn’t making it out of this alive – she already knows too much.”  
 
    I nodded my head in agreement. 
 
    “I’ll accompany you to your meeting with the boy at a distance in case his loyalties are stronger than I suspect and you have a gang of criminals waiting for you. Can I take the muscle at the front door with me?” Vettias asked. “You wouldn’t want me getting hurt now would you?” 
 
    “Have him back as soon as possible,” Yasmina answered. “I don’t like this house being unprotected.” 
 
    “Once we find out who is pulling the strings, we’ll have a rival of Asardin ambush the lot of them, allowing us to take control of Gilad for ourselves. Andrikos, I think that is all for now,” he stated, looking at Yasmina lustfully. 
 
    “A true pleasure meeting you,” I said to my host. “Even Vettias’ constant praise still has not done you justice.” 
 
    “Much obliged, my handsome young man,” was her reply as I took my leave. I made my way back to Malick’s and finished off the bottle of Asardin’s cheap wine. I took the next day off and was waiting at the Marduk fountain for my boy the following morning.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Vettias, Yasmina’s bodyguard and I arrived at the Marduk Fountain early to conduct a reconnaissance of the area. Once satisfied no agents lay in wait, Vettias and the bodyguard took up an overwatch position in an alley, his collapsible bow and arrow at the ready. I took a seat at the fountain, facing the direction I estimated the boy would be traveling under the still Babylonian night. There was a chill in the air which intensified through frequent gusts of wind. Babylonian winters were mild and soon the eastern Persian snows would melt – bringing the Royal Army to this city, with my family in tow.  
 
    My pleasant musings were interrupted by the emergence of a small, solitary silhouette from the direction I assumed our boy to come from. He made a quick check of the surroundings and tepidly made his way to me.  
 
    “You alone?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he answered waveringly. 
 
    “And you’ve told no one about this meeting?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “And why did you come here?” 
 
    The boy gave a surprised look before responding hesitantly, “Y-you told me you had a job for me.”  
 
    “And what would Asardin think of you meeting with me in secret?” 
 
    The boy was now visibly nervous and rethinking his decision. 
 
    “Don’t worry, kid, I’m not with one of your rival thug organizations. You made the smart choice in coming here. Walk with me,” I instructed while putting my hand on his shoulder and moving in Vettias’ direction. My mentor emerged from the shadows and collapsed his bow, startling the already anxious youth. 
 
    “He’s with me,” I reassured. “Can’t be too careful in this trade.” 
 
    “Pardon, sir. What is your trade?” asked the boy. 
 
    “The information trade,” Vettias answered cryptically. “What’s your name, son?” 
 
    “Etana, sir.” 
 
    “Etana – what is its meaning in Babylonian?” Vettias asked.  
 
    “Etana was a mythical hero,” the boy answered.  
 
    “Are you a hero, son?” Vettias inquired sarcastically. 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “What are you?” Vettias continued. 
 
    “Nobody, sir.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Fourteen, sir.” 
 
    “You have a family?” 
 
    “No, sir. I am an orphan. Asardin and many other neighborhood bosses frequently employ kids. I just work at the tavern. He hasn’t used me in any of his dealings nor discusses anything of importance with me,” the boy added, sensing Vettias’ next line of questioning. 
 
    “You’d be surprised what little nuggets of wisdom you possess. Relax, we’re not going to ask you to do anything that’s going to get you hurt. In fact, I think you’ll like working for our little operation,” Vettias stated while handing him a coin. “This is for making the right decision. Let’s get going.” 
 
    “Where are we going, sir?” Etana asked. 
 
    “To the palace neighborhoods. Have you ever been there?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Well, stay close, lest the city guard believes you to be a common thief.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The four of us made our way back to Yasmina’s in silence while Etana’s eyes widened on several occasions at the extravagance of the palace neighborhoods. Zaduga was waiting for us in the main foyer and made an inaudible comment about Etana’s lack of hygiene before ushering us to a back parlor.  
 
    “Madame Yasmina will be down shortly,” Zaduga announced as he quickly departed. The early morning hour ensured most of the employees were asleep and Etana looked around in disbelief at his surroundings.  
 
    “You ever been in a place like this, kid?” Vettias asked.  
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “We’re going to get you cleaned up and feed you a good meal. Then we’ll talk.” 
 
    “Sir, I appreciate your hospitality but I fear my meager standing does not warrant such treatment. Also, if Asardin knew I was speaking to someone about his dealings, he will surely kill me. I’ve seen him do it to others for far less.” 
 
     “Don’t worry, kid. Like my colleague here already assured you, we’re not interested in your little dog shit gang and we’ll ensure no harm comes to you from Asardin.” 
 
    Yasmina next entered the room, looking as elegant as ever despite the hour, and was accompanied by a beautiful young girl about eighteen.  
 
    “And how does our guest enjoy my home?” Yasmina asked, looking at Etana.  
 
    “It’s most impressive, ma’am,” Etana answered, clearly intimidated by the beauty of the two women.  
 
    “This is Shala,” Yasmina stated, motioning toward the young girl beside her. “She is going to get you cleaned up in our baths. And what is your name, boy?” 
 
    “Etana, ma’am.” 
 
    “Follow me, Etana,” Shala instructed softly while holding out her fair hand. Etana looked over to Vettias for an approving gesture before standing. Vettias nodded and the boy shot up, fighting back a smile, to follow his new caretaker. After the two departed, Yasmina sat next to Vettias and ran her hand through his hair. 
 
    “I want to know why he thinks Davcina is meeting with Gilad,” Vettias instructed. “I want to know who Asardin is meeting with. I want to know when they’re going to meet again,” Vettias stated.  
 
    “Shala will get it from him. By the time she’s done, that boy will kill Asardin himself.” 
 
    “All right, do you have a room for Andrikos to sleep for a while?” 
 
    “Zaduga will show him to open quarters.” 
 
    “Not a bed that’s been screwed on twenty times tonight please,” Vettias added.  
 
    “We have guest accommodations,” Yasmina replied, a little perturbed by Vettias’ tone. 
 
    “We’ll get some sleep while Shala works her magic and all meet back here for a late breakfast in about three hours. Andrikos, go seek out Zaduga and get some rest.” 
 
    **** 
 
    I awoke to a firm knock at my door with Vettias informing me our boy had emerged from his time of bliss and was in good spirits, presently being treated to a hearty breakfast. Vettias, Yasmina and I met Shala in a private room to debrief her about our new friend.  
 
    “Etana is pleased I take it?” Yasmina questioned sarcastically. 
 
    “The boy was introduced to a world he’d never known existed,” Shala answered confidently.  
 
    “And probably won’t know again,” Vettias added coldly. 
 
    “Let’s see how he does,” Yasmina interjected. “Andrikos might be right, I could use someone his age who knows his way around Babylon’s underbelly. You know my soft spot for orphans.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Vettias responded. “And now, Shala, tell us what our boy knows.” 
 
    “He was a bit hesitant at first, but overcoming his feeble attempts of denial proved quite easy,” Shala answered with a devious smirk that made her look even more beautiful. 
 
    “I have no doubt, my lady. And what does he know about Davcina?” 
 
    “Asardin has used her to seduce people in the past. He is using her now to seduce a young book-keeper. That is all he apparently knows about it. She was a house slave of a man that owed Asardin a debt and was presented to Asardin as payment.” 
 
    “Does she visit his bed as well?” Vettias asked. 
 
    “He doesn’t know much else since he has not worked at the tavern long, and on an infrequent basis.” 
 
    “Has he seen anyone meet with Asardin? Come to the tavern for business? Any names?  
 
    “He has on occasion witnessed men come to the tavern to meet with Asardin in his back room chamber,” Shala answered while listing the names of a number of Babylonian criminals. Yasmina nodded her head in recognition to several of them. 
 
    “None of these thugs would have business with a palace accountant,” Yasmina concluded. Vettias nodded his head in agreement.  
 
    “What about Greek men? Any Greek names?” 
 
    “There were three men he assumed to be Greek that visited the tavern on two occasions – one of them named Galen. They now send a local boy, known as Crow, when they want to speak with Asardin and meet away from the tavern.” 
 
    Vettias slowly smiled as if he were watching the conclusion of a play unfold before him. “Galen,” he repeated with some satisfaction while sitting back in his chair. “Thank you. my dear. You have done an excellent job. Please allow us to speak for a moment. Why don’t you keep our guest company until we join him?” 
 
    Shala bowed respectfully and exited. “You know the name?” Yasmina inquired. “Galen is fairly common throughout Greek-owned territory.” 
 
    “Yes, my love, but in this context we can be sure of his identity. Before Alexander’s death, there was an elite horse reconnaissance unit known as the Precursors. Their leader, General Aretes, now serves on Antigonus’ battle staff and commands an impressive network of agents to serve the Lord of Asia’s interests. Aretes’ Deputy was Galen – an old spymaster who performs most of his dirty work. The fact Galen is here personally speaks to the importance of whatever mission he has been ordered to conduct. We’ve gotten lucky in the respect that we stumbled over another clandestine operation without the knowledge of the agents involved. Our charge here was always to facilitate a smooth welcoming of Antigonus into Babylon. Their mission is obviously preparing for the next phase and ensuring Antigonus has insight into Seleucus’ affairs. We are going to overtake this operation and run Gilad ourselves. To do so, however, will require eliminating not just Asardin, but Galen and his operatives as well.” 
 
    “Yasmina, it is now crucial we make it look like rival gang violence – where Galen and his men happened to meet their source at the wrong place and time. If Aretes or Antigonus knew we were involved in Galen’s death we would all be deservedly tortured and killed for treason. But having control of Gilad is too valuable an opportunity to further the Argeads’ interests to pass up. He will provide the means to uncover or plant evidence that will make mortal enemies between Seleucus and Antigonus.”  
 
    “I think I can arrange something to entice Asardin’s enemies to seize an opportunity to kill him – and whoever he’s with,” Yasmina asserted. “I’ll have to talk further with the boy to decide which dog to sick on him, however.” 
 
    “I’ll have some follow-on questions as well,” Vettias assured. “The sudden change in the administration of Babylon will shake up much of the existing power structure, allowing for people who are well positioned to rise to even higher levels of power.” Vettias made this last point while looking at Yasmina lovingly. “My gift to you, darling – a head start of influence under the new Babylonian leadership. Once Seleucus has run to side with Ptolemy and Cassander against our army, we will push Antigonus to ally with Polyperchon and will have succeeded in marshaling a large army against the enemies of the blood once more. Now, let’s call on our new-found friend for breakfast.” 
 
    Vettias’ strategic abilities continued to impress me. He had pieced together an intricate, yet plausible, scheme in the matter of a few moments simply by hearing the name Galen. Content with our plan for a way forward, we entered the parlor where Etana was enjoying the best meal of his life while sitting next to his new-found love. Zaduga called for a servant and additional food was brought out for the three of us.  
 
    “Enjoying your stay?” Yasmina asked knowingly. “Was Shala to your liking?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” the boy responded with a blush of embarrassment. 
 
     “Good. We have a few more questions. You’ve done a great job thus far. I want you to tell me about Asardin’s rivals. Who is his most strident adversary?” 
 
    Etana was clearly uncomfortable answering this new line of questioning and hesitated. Shala put her hand in his lap and whispered something that drew a brief smirk. She gently kissed his ear and continued looking at him with eyes that implored him to comply. He took a deep breath and looked back in Yasmina’s direction. 
 
    “Murdus,” he finally answered in a low tone. “He is the boss of the Bel-Uzur neighborhoods.” 
 
    “Those are directly adjacent to yours, correct,” Yasmina stated. “Has there been recent violence between the two factions, despite the recent truce?” 
 
    “There have been a number of incidents – most recently, Murdus had Asardin’s brother killed.” 
 
    Vettias now took over the questioning after determining Yasmina had all she needed to proceed forward. 
 
    “All right, I want to focus on the Greeks. I assume they no longer meet to discuss matters at the tavern. And I assume you don’t know when Asardin is going to meet them again. You say this Crow comes to the tavern when the Greeks want to meet – well, how does Asardin schedule a meeting with them ?” 
 
    “Davcina is the conduit now. She must have a way of contacting them herself.” 
 
    “Good, that will be all,” were Vettias’ final words to the boy. Etana then rose, thanked Yasmina for her hospitality and departed to whatever hole he came from.  
 
    “That girl is going to have to lead us to them,” Vettias continued after Etana’s departure. “Andrikos, you’re going back to shadowing her tonight. You’ll procure the same room across from her dwelling and I’ll be there waiting. When she makes contact with Galen, you’ll take control of her and bring her to me. She’ll tell us where the meeting is and all will be ready for our little trap. Yasmina, you start in on any angle you have with Murdus.”  
 
    “We could be waiting for Davcina to communicate with them for a long while,” I stated. The thought of sitting in that dank room for days, if not weeks, was not appealing to me. Not to worry, we’re divulging Gilad’s predicament to Malick tonight and will convince him to leak pressing information to Gilad about Seleucus and Antigonus. That will provoke a prompt meeting between Davcina and her handlers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Vettias and I called on Malick that afternoon at his residence to discuss Gilad. “We’re going to keep Galen’s involvement in this matter secret. The more he thinks Babylonian gangs are responsible for Gilad’s quandary, as opposed to meddlesome Greeks, the better.” 
 
     Malick was in good spirits and received us in his residential courtyard while sitting next to his wife, Aaliyah.  
 
    “Vettias, I was beginning to wonder if you departed Babylon without a proper farewell,” Malick jested.  
 
    “Our work has kept us busy, brother.” 
 
    “And Yasmina? She can take much of one’s time.” 
 
    “We picked up right where we left off,” Vettias answered with a smile. 
 
    “So, what do I owe this unexpected visit?” Malick asked while pouring two cups of wine. Vettias and I sat down after being motioned to do so and Aaliyah dutifully allowed the three of us privacy. 
 
    “I’ve come about Gilad,” Vettias stated abruptly. Malick’s expression quickly changed from good humour to concern. 
 
    “You’ve not put him in danger have you?” Malick questioned. 
 
    “I admit his position within the palace makes him valuable to me and we’ve have taken an interest in his comings and goings, but the danger he is now in stems wholly from a different source – one more dangerous than if he was working for me.” Malick leaned in closer as his concern rose. 
 
    “I put Andrikos on your nephew for a week and during that time we discovered that Gilad is caught in the middle of a plot designed by Babylonian criminals – the crime boss Asardin to be exact. Gilad is being controlled by a pretty little Babylonian whore on Asardin’s payroll and is being milked for information about the treasury.” Malick’s brow furrowed in disbelief that his gentle nephew would be involved in such a scheme. 
 
    “What I tell you is true, brother, the boy probably doesn’t even realize he’s being used by this harlot and is blinded by contrived infatuation. You will see it in his eyes when you confront him about it.” Malick’s state progressed from disbelief to anger as he began to contemplate the potential ramifications of such a dangerous situation. 
 
    “The imbecile,” Malick growled in a hushed tone. “He’ll ruin everything I have built here. Seleucus will have us both killed. He’ll think I’m involved. What can be done?” 
 
    “I can get him out of this, but it will require a small role on your part. I need you to swallow this anger and carry on with him as if nothing has changed. I need you to have him over here for dinner tonight when you will innocuously let slip information to him that is sure to get his agents moving. Andrikos and I will have one of them under surveillance and have already made arrangements through Yasmina to eliminate the lot of them through inter-gang violence at their next meeting. This will shield Gilad from any suspicion in the matter, but I will need you to make sure he keeps his mouth shut about his little flower being eliminated as well.” 
 
    “That little fool will never utter one word about this business,” Malick assured. “Vettias, how can I thank you for saving me from this mess?” 
 
    “All I require is you trust me with Gilad going forward. I need to know what he knows and I promise to never ask him to do something for which he could get in trouble.” Malick gave a begrudging nod of tacit approval and listened to the information he was to divulge to his nephew that evening. Malick was instructed to casually mention Seleucus meeting with Ptolemy’s emissaries in secret to discuss a possible alliance against Antigonus. Malick agreed to play his part, and embraced us in gratitude as we took our leave.  
 
    Vettias and I made our way to Davcina’s neighborhood to procure my familiar dank room and began our watch over her quarters. Vettias instructed me to obtain some food from a more respectable part of the city as we settled in to our temporary lodging.  
 
    “With any luck, he’ll come running to her from Malick’s this very evening,” Vettias surmised. “And she’ll be making contact with her handlers the moment he leaves her in the morning. She’s either going to seek Crow out or leave some sort of marker that will signal a passerby she needs to meet right away. If she returns here after signaling her handlers, we’ll plan on taking her right before she returns back to this street and extract the meeting location from her. If she remains away from her home after leaving the signal, we’ll stay on her throughout the day until she makes contact. Whenever we can confirm the location, you’ll run to Yasmina’s, who’ll alert Murdus to the location.” 
 
    After several hours we saw a silhouette walking in Gilad’s awkward gait make its way into Davcina’s tenement. Vettias and I took turns observing her apartment while the other slept. I estimated Gilad would be moving on about two hours before dawn to arrive at work on time and, true to form, I eventually spied our unsuspecting boy ineptly making his way through the Babylonian night. As dawn approached I woke Vettias for his shift, informed him about Gilad, and went to sleep.  
 
    Vettias woke me three hours later to let me know our girl was on the move. 
 
    “She’s moving,” he announced while pulling me to my feet. We ran down the stairs and onto the street to regain sight of her.  
 
    “You hang back since she knows your face, I’ll do the close-in work,” Vettias ordered. I nodded and allowed him to move closer to our girl while I remained in an overwatch position on the other side of the street. She took us through a familiar path of crowded alleys until we arrived at Asardin’s tavern. I hung back as she entered the establishment and Vettias made his way back toward me.  
 
    “She marked the adjacent building with a limestone shard – that’s the signal. My guess is Crow makes one or two trips here a day to determine if a chalk mark has been left. He may even leave one himself when Galen wants to meet.” Vettias looked disparagingly at our surroundings before deciding upon a tavern across the street in which to wait. 
 
    We blended in easily with the other drunks enjoying their mid-morning fix. After two hours, I observed Crow walk past the tavern and bolt off once he noticed the mark.  
 
    “Message received,” Vettias announced with some satisfaction. “They should be making their way out in the early afternoon.” 
 
    We passed the time watching the vagrants walk the crowded street and sipping an occasional cup of the unpleasant house red. After several more hours our girl emerged with a man who clearly fit Asardin’s description. He was large and hairy, with a thin, balding head of hair wetted back. He wore several pieces of obnoxious jewelry and moved at a slow pace as if to tell the world he didn’t move quickly for anyone. He walked with an air of superiority through his streets and everyone gave him a wide berth. He probably felt superior to his new Greek friends and hadn’t the faintest clue what Galen was capable of. Vettias and I made our leave and began following them at a safe distance.  
 
    When they entered a small dwelling, Vettias took a quick look through a window and signaled to me it was time to inform Yasmina. I sprinted as fast as I could to the pleasure house and ran past Zaduga to Yasmina’s apartment suites. She was waiting for me and I informed her of the meeting location. She nodded to Zaduga, who had followed me up the stairs, and he rapidly exited to communicate the location to Murdus.  
 
    “You better be on your way, Andrikos. Don’t let anything happen Vettias please,” Yasmina instructed. 
 
    I bowed respectfully and sprinted back to Vettias. I arrived to find him standing across the street behind a tree staring at the dwelling door. He looked at me inquisitively and I nodded. 
 
    “Still in there?” I asked.  
 
    Vettias nodded. 
 
    “Cavalry should be arriving shortly.” 
 
    “Stay in the front, I’m going around back,” Vettias commanded while flashing his collapsible bow. “When they come, meet me there.” 
 
    A quarter-hour later, ten soiled, cruel-looking men descended on the building. I quickly ran around back to join Vettias as the first one kicked the front door down. I could hear screaming and the clashing of weapons as I took my place beside Vettias with sword drawn and eyes trained on the rear exit. The door suddenly swung open and an impressive-looking Greek exited, holding a sword with one hand and clutching his wounded midsection with the other. He looked up to examine the two of us standing stoically in the back alley of the building. 
 
    “Vettias?” the bewildered man stated quizzically. “Vettias, this is your doing?” the man asked in a bloody rage. 
 
    “Greetings Galen,” Vettias responded coldly.  
 
    “Aretes will have you flayed for this! Don’t you know we are here on behalf of Antigonus!” 
 
    “I do, brother. Unfortunately, this is for the blood. Nothing personal.  Goodbye, friend,” were Vettias’ last words as he raised his bow and loosed an arrow that slammed directly into Galen’s heart. The old spymaster grabbed at the fresh wound and fell to the ground dead. 
 
    Vettias let out an audible sigh: “Time to go.” 
 
    We discreetly departed the bloodbath and made our way to Malick’s residence where his Babylonian servant led us to our host sitting in his study. Malick looked up with questioning eyes which Vettias promptly answered. 
 
    “Gilad’s problem is solved. His agents have been eliminated.” 
 
    Malick nodded. 
 
    “I want Gilad here tonight. Tonight, he works for me. There will be a place for all of my friends in the new Babylonian administration. Gilad will keep his job within the palace treasury.” 
 
    “I am sending Ilan presently to summon the boy. You two staying for dinner?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss an opportunity to drink your overpriced wine.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Gilad arrived the next hour and Malick’s servants began setting the table.  
 
    “Hello uncle,” Gilad stated deferentially.  
 
    “Gilad, come in and greet my guests. You remember Vettias, envoy to General Antigonus.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, hello again,” Gilad greeted while looking down at the floor.  
 
    “Greetings, master Gilad. Malick, get your nephew a drink would you. I trust everything continues to go well at the palace?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good, I’ve no doubt your career will continue to progress when General Antigonus arrives in the coming months.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And you remember Andrikos, correct?” 
 
    Gilad looked at me with a slight expression of recognition before returning to his insecure self and shaking my hand once again. The next hour was spent engaging in small talk while Vettias continued to ply Gilad with wine. After we finished the main course of fish and lamb, Vettias began taking Gilad down the path that would lead to him to become another pawn in our scheme.  
 
    “So tell me, Gilad, how goes it with the ladies?” 
 
    “Nothing really to tell, sir.” 
 
    “Come now, boy, we are all friends here. A young man holding position within the satrapal administration surely must have every maiden from good families calling on you – and maybe some from not-so-good families too – they’re usually the most fun.” 
 
    “As my uncle can attest, sir, I have never been good with women, or with anyone for that matter.” 
 
    “Yes, your uncle would say that, but he has said many more positive things about you, and he truly loves you as a son. He’s accomplished great things for his family and is now looking to its members to further its position. You understand this don’t you, son?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Uncle Malick has always showered us with generosity and I am honored to do my part to further our interests.” 
 
    “I believe you, son. I think your uncle does as well. You see, love, or in most cases, lust, can make men take unwise actions – actions that directly contradict their own interests. We here have all acted foolishly in the name of lust. But it is our ability to be truthful with those we hold dearest that extricates us from the poor choices we make. And it’s the worst kind of choice we make that has negative consequences, not just for us, but for our loved ones as well. You see, son, we all here care about you very much and we have the power to right certain transgressions that have been made in the name of lust. Are you starting to understand my meaning, Gilad?” 
 
    “N-no, sir. I’m sorry, I do not understand,” Gilad responded unconvincingly while being visibly shaken up by this unexpected line of questioning. 
 
    “You are giving secrets to a whore!” Malick erupted, not being able to contain himself anymore. “… a whore who is working for a gangster! And against the very man you have pledged your allegiance. Do you know what would happen if Seleucus found out you were blathering the inner secrets of the palace to a Babylonian criminal? You’d be dead! We all would be dead!” 
 
    Tears now rolled down Gilad’s cheek as he sat silently looking down at the table. 
 
    “Look at me damn you!” Malick commanded. “You admit it then?” 
 
    Gilad looked up and his expression confirmed that all was true. Vettias now interjected to calm the situation. 
 
    “Malick, please, allow me,” Vettias pleaded calmly while warmly putting his hand on Gilad’s shoulder. “Son, we know everything. We know about the girl, Davcina.” Hearing her name spoken through Vettias’ lips induced a torrent as the gravity of the situation set in. “It’s all right, son, it’s all right. Like I said, we all have succumbed to temptations of the flesh, but what is important now is who you put your trust in to get out of this. Do you trust your uncle? Do you trust he has your best interest, and the best interest of your family, at heart?” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Gilad responded with a whimper. “Uncle, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he beseeched with red eyes.  
 
    “He knows, son, he knows,” Vettias assured. “But I need you to focus on me now, since you are in a grave situation. Your uncle has put his trust in me and I am the only one that can get you out of this. Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Y-yes, sir.” 
 
    “And you’re of course ready to do what it takes to make this right again – for you and your family, right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good. You understand these agents must be eliminated of course.” 
 
    “Y-yes.” 
 
    “And the girl, Gilad. It’s either her or your family.” 
 
    “N-not the girl, please.” 
 
    “Think about it, son. Has a woman like that ever paid you any mind in your whole life? It was a lie, kid. We know about her only because she was sent by a criminal syndicate looking to leverage your position in the treasury for their own gain.” 
 
    “N-no, no … Please.” 
 
    “Gilad, I am a powerful man. I can make this all go away, but you must commit to your uncle, to your family, to me. Right now.” 
 
    “I … I …” 
 
    “Gilad,” Malick interrupted affectionately while leaning in close to his nephew. “I’m willing to forgive you, but you’re going to do what Vettias says from now on.” 
 
    “Y-yes, uncle.”  
 
    “Good,” Vettias responded. “Be comforted that it is already done. The agents behind your treachery have been eliminated.” 
 
    “And Davcina?” Gilad asked pitifully. 
 
    “Eliminated,” Vettias responded definitively. 
 
    Gilad continued to whimper at the demise of his only love.  
 
    “It would have been you if we didn’t step in. Maybe Malick and your parents as well. She never loved you, kid. She was being paid – that makes her a whore. Now, tomorrow evening we’re going to meet at my quarters across the courtyard. You’ll stop here on your way home from the palace and we’ll talk for a short while. That is all that is required of you for now, understood?” 
 
    Gilad feebly nodded his consent. 
 
    “I’m going to leave you here with your uncle and I will see you tomorrow. Andrikos, let us take our leave.” 
 
    Vettias and I walked back across the courtyard to our quarters to retire for the evening. Before entering my chamber, Vettias grabbed my shoulder, “Now that is how you run an operation,” he commented with a proud smile. “Given enough time we can get anywhere – even the palace of Babylon. Tomorrow’s an off day – you deserve it. Just be sure to be here at dusk when our boy arrives. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Vettias and I slept in the next day and had a late breakfast. It felt good knowing we had our operative and I wouldn’t have to be shadowing anyone in the near future. There was a greater level of satisfaction knowing we accomplished our goal through cunning rather than brute force as in Triparadeisus. Still, there were casualties as Davcina, Galen or Asardin could attest, but I’ve accepted that as an inevitable feature of the dark arts. My faith in the nobility of our cause still outweighed unpleasant cruelties committed in the name of the Argead House. Additionally, I was able to save Etana’s life and I hoped he succeeded in making himself useful to Yasmina. My mind was at ease believing the totality of our actions in Babylon were for the greater good. 
 
    “We have time with Gilad so we’re going to take this operation slow and methodical,” Vettias announced while taking a sip of pomegranate juice. “We need to get our minds wrapped around the palace’s finances and determine if we need to manufacture fraudulence or if there is already an impropriety in place to exploit. We don’t want to spook our boy early but we do need to be firm. He knows we have Malick’s blessing, which should go a long way in generating compliance and control.” 
 
    I went to the baths for the remainder of the day and gave Ilan my clothes to have washed. Vettias spent his time with Yasmina and did not return until one hour before dusk when he informed me it was time to prepare for our guest. 
 
    “We’ll meet in my quarters. I want him to feel comfortable so go fetch Ilan and tell him to have food and wine brought up. This is going to be a friendly chat, not an interrogation. You’re going to sit here, Gilad will sit here and I will be here,” Vettias directed while pointing to each designated chair. I nodded while thinking to myself he was putting a lot of thought into minor details as he continued about his room moving and repositioning items – making little, if any difference. 
 
    Gilad arrived at the appointed hour and was shown to Vettias’ quarters by Ilan. I opened the door and let our little operative inside the inviting interrogation room. 
 
    “Gilad, it’s good to see you, son,” Vettias warmly greeted while embracing the awkward youth. “I apologize for the messy business last night but you do understand you and your family were in very serious danger. I am just happy we uncovered this sinister plot early enough to mitigate any damage to you or your uncle’s interests. Don’t worry son,” Vettias continued while putting his arm around the boy, “No one blames you for being taken advantage of by professional criminals. Just be content in the fact that we were able to fix it. That sordid business is all behind us now.” 
 
    Vettias’ demeanor was surprisingly warm to the bewildered youth, which I assumed was by design. Gilad’s guard was still rather high and it was also apparent he did not like being touched.  
 
    “Please, sit down, son. Have some food and wine – you haven’t eaten dinner have you?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Gilad answered softly. 
 
    “Please, call me Vettias. I realize this must all be very confusing to you but you’re becoming a man now with great responsibility within the Babylonian administration. Despite things being relatively stable here in Babylon, the situation has become very fluid since the death of Alexander. We’re here to tell you that a storm is coming and you’re going to need help from people like myself to ensure your family’s future prosperity. People like your uncle didn’t just end up with the success they now enjoy, they earned it, kept it and expanded it through shrewdness. Flying close to the sun has its perils but with my help you’ll survive the coming changes.” 
 
    “Changes, sir?” 
 
    “Please, call me Vettias. First, I want to lay some ground rules about our relationship going forward. We’re going to meet anywhere from one to three days a week at this time. If anyone inquires into your whereabouts you will tell them you are visiting your uncle for dinner. Now, as you know, we are meeting with the consent of your uncle, but that does not mean you are to speak with him about our discussions, understood? It’s for his safety as well as yours.” 
 
    “Yes, Vettias.” 
 
    “And, as an obvious extension, you are not to speak about this relationship with anyone else, correct?” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Good. Now, to answer your question. Yes, there will be some changes when General Antigonus arrives from the east. Your uncle Malick is a trusted friend and ally and I will do all I can to ensure the continued prosperity of his family during this transitional time. That extends to your position as well. But before we talk business, however, I want to get to know you better, especially since we are going to be seeing a lot of each other in the next two months. Tell me, son, what do you do when you’re not at the palace? You don’t socialize much, you don’t drink much, and before Davcina, you had no female interests. What do you do at your leisure?” 
 
    “There’s not much too tell, sadly. As I’m sure my uncle has told you, I keep to myself. When I do have leisure time I engross myself with the history of my people. The temple in the Jewish quarter has many historical scrolls and manuscripts that I am quite fond of reading.” 
 
    “The Jewish people do have a fascinating history, don’t they? One I was unaware of until I met your uncle, who was much obliged to remedy my ignorance.” 
 
    “My uncle is a proud man and therefore proud of our people’s triumph over adversity, but his path has always been a pursuit of earthly rewards, not the spiritual.” 
 
    “And does that bother you?” Vettias asked, seeing an opportunity to better know our agent. 
 
    “My uncle is a good man, it just means we are different – we always have been and I think that has affected our relationship. I fear I am not the nephew he would have chosen.” 
 
    “Well, I commend you for your honesty, Gilad, and I will be honest with you as well. You’re probably right – someone like your uncle would most likely have chosen a nephew more amenable to his earthly proclivities. But I can tell you that he respects your personal responsibility immensely – perhaps even envies it. A fellow drinking partner might have served his more base desires, but there is no doubt he greatly values your contributions and future potential to the family.” 
 
    Vettias’ logic seemed to set in with Gilad and he nodded in agreement. 
 
    “And why are you reading these historic documents? Do the stories of King David and Solomon stir your passions? Does the triumph of the Jewish spirit after the desecration of the Temple in Jerusalem by the Egyptians, Assyrians and Babylonians inspire fantasies of taking the field to defend your people from any future threat? While you were never destined for glory in battle, there is a way you – yes you, Gilad – can further not only the fortunes of your family but of your people’s interests in Babylon.”  
 
    “Minority populations are always at risk and since the great return to Jerusalem, the remaining Jewish inhabitants have seen their numbers steadily decrease. Keeping prominent Jews close to the Babylonian Administration is the most assured way to maintain Jewish prosperity and you are in position to do your part to ensure that continues.” 
 
    “What are you asking me to do?” 
 
    “Nothing you don’t do already. All I ask is you discuss what you do with me – here. I need an accurate account of the palace’s finances – all of them. We’ll start with the basics three days hence at the same hour. I’ll want to know the monthly and annual revenues brought in by the administration as well as the monthly and annual costs of government. Does that sound like something you’ll be capable of doing?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Then we will speak again at the prescribed day and time. Until then, be careful and remember – you are doing this for you, your uncle and your family.” 
 
    Gilad nodded deferentially, took the last sip of his wine and exited Vettias’ chamber.  
 
    “You see, it’s not all hard work and violence,” Vettias stated. “We thoroughly have him under our control and he’ll be doing all the work – leaving us to enjoy all the greatest city on earth has to offer.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Vettias’ words rang true as the weeks passed and Gilad continued to meet with us and systematically recreated a comprehensive balance sheet of the satrapy’s finances. As he did so it was clear the financial resources of Babylonia were vast and the enormity of resources soon to be under the control of Antigonus was becoming evident. It appeared the King’s Hand was finally serving under the frontrunner to reclaim Alexander’s throne. Whether Antigonus was ready to will it all away to a half-Bactrian child remained to be seen. 
 
    As late winter set in, Gilad had completed his initial charge and Vettias now was in possession of a document highlighting the total of Babylonia’s finances. It was truly an incredible record, detailing all taxes received from farms, vassal tribes, cities and trade, along with the satrapy’s expenditures which included its mandatory contribution to the royal treasuries, payment for a satrapal militia with ability to raise large numbers in support of the Royal Army, payment for the city guard within several urban centers, payment for the satrapal staff and palace expenses, accounts to support stockpiles of grain, and an account for building and infrastructure projects. 
 
    Vettias pored over the balance sheet for days with Gilad to account for every coin entering the satrapal coffers until he found an account that would suit his purposes.  
 
    “And what is this expenditure?” Vettias asked one day while meeting with Gilad. 
 
    “We are not told its purpose, only that it is to be transferred to a separate account within the palace,” Gilad replied. 
 
    “In the satrapal treasury then?” Vettias asked rhetorically. 
 
    “No, an account wholly owned by the Satrap himself,” Gilad answered. 
 
    “That’s it. Gilad, you’ve done well over these many weeks. I have a new task for you. I want a full account of this line of funding. Chances are, this is Seleucus’ skim. I also want to know exactly where this coin is housed – is it within the palace or is it in some sequestered vault outside the city? Understood?” 
 
    Gilad nodded and unceremoniously exited Vettias’ chamber. 
 
    “That’s the one,” Vettias announced. “That is how we are going to separate Seleucus from Antigonus. When we provide Antigonus evidence of Seleucus hiding satrapal funds for personal gain, the rift will be complete. Now, the spring thaw is coming and tomorrow we will request an audience with Seleucus and ensure he still intends to give Antigonus his proper welcome. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Vettias was granted an audience with Seleucus the following day and the two of us made our way to the Babylonian Palace. The Royal Processional never ceased to impress me as we passed through the first set of palace guards and entered the grand entrance hall. We were instantly greeted by a palace attendant who appeared to be expecting us.  
 
    “Vettias of Amphipolis, Ambassador to Antigonus of Elimeia, General of Asia; General Seleucus, Satrap of Babylonia, bids you good tidings. Please follow me, the Satrap is expecting you.” 
 
    Vettias nodded as the attendant bowed and escorted us past another set of palace guards and through the massive doors leading to the throne room. Seleucus was sitting on the golden throne once occupied by Alexander and the Achaemenid Kings before him, wearing an immaculately polished bronze cuirass over an exquisite tunic with purple and gold cloak. To his right stood Apama, a vision of loyalty and stoicism. To his left was Antiochus, wearing an equally impressive ensemble specially fitted for his young frame. Vettias and I confidently walked toward our host and bowed deferentially at the foot of the elevated platform holding the throne.  
 
    “Satrap Seleucus, most valued friend from Macedon and first among all veterans of the great conquest. I thank you for agreeing to my request for audience.” 
 
    “Ambassador Vettias, I am always amenable to receiving a fellow Macedonian and veteran of the great conquest, let alone an Ambassador to a valued Macedonian friend and colleague. I hope your prolonged stay in Babylon has been pleasant. Please, what do we owe the pleasure of this welcome visit?” 
 
    “I thank you for your kind words,” Vettias began. “The coming spring thaw in the eastern mountains heralds the impending march of General Antigonus. I requested an audience with you to discuss arrangements for his arrival. I trust nothing has changed since our last dialogue on the matter. I place myself at your disposal should you require my services to ensure a proper reception for the General of Asia.” 
 
    “Yes, Vettias. Rest assured I know what pantomime act I am to display for the General of Asia ,” Seleucus responded in an overtly hostile tone. “Antigonus will get the stroke to his ego he so desires.” 
 
    “I understand your sentiment, brother,” Vettias empathized. “We all must sometimes subjugate ourselves in the present to achieve our goals in the future.” 
 
    “I need not tell you my contribution to Alexander’s conquest. And where was this elderly invalid? Sitting comfortably in Asia Minor, pissing himself at night while hearing about our triumphs thousands of miles away. Worry not, Vettias, he’ll get his welcome. Now, is there another item you wish to raise?” 
 
    “That is all, I thank you again for your gracious hospitality,” Vettias replied while bowing. Seleucus and his family stood statuesque as we were led out by a palace attendant and exited the palace complex. 
 
    “Looks like Apama wasn’t too pleased with the plan Seleucus and I agreed to last meeting,” Vettias stated after ensuring we were not within earshot of anyone. “That eastern bitch really has him by the sack. I would have loved to watch him tell her they had to accept Antigonus into Babylon as conquering hero. Just wait until I set the whole thing on fire and she is forced to flee her precious city.” 
 
    **** 
 
    The following week we met with Gilad, who informed us he was unable to obtain the physical location of Seleucus’ secretive hoard of satrapal funds, but assured us the time would be right in the coming weeks as there was an internal audit scheduled. Vettias unenthusiastically agreed to this delay and the two of us found ourselves with an abundance of time on our hands. Vettias spent most of it with Yasmina and began sleeping there for days at a time. The welcome respite filled my mind with thoughts of Mara and Talos. He would be walking and talking by the time they arrived in Babylon and yet, I still was not an important part of his life. That would soon change and I would not let Talos grow up without a responsible and caring male influence in his life. Their impending arrival spurred me to regularly clean and rearrange my room to make sure everything was perfect for their stay.  
 
    I also thought of my mates. I missed the sordid banter around the fire; I missed the smells and sounds of our bivouac; I even missed the guttural eruptions of our lochagos as he barked orders at us. These musings sparked an idea that I would host my mates to a banquet in the formal dining hall of Malick’s lodging, to which Vettias begrudgingly agreed.  
 
    Two weeks later, Gilad remained true to his word and provided us the location of a second vault located within the royal residence of the palace. Our initial mission was now complete, with Seleucus agreeing to recognize Antigonus’ authority and Gilad providing all Vettias needed to incite a feud between the two would-be Successors. Soon, the largest Greek army in the world would be pitted against the fiend Cassander. All that was left was to wait for the spring thaw. 
 
    **** 
 
    One more month of decadent leisure followed before an advance party of General Antigonus appeared in Babylon – he would be arriving in three days. In that time Vettias made himself more available within the palace and assisted in some of the final preparations. On the third day, a massive dust cloud could be seen on the horizon, with the first elements of the army coming into view at noon. By dusk I gazed upon a vast city of tents erected outside the city walls, content in the knowledge my family resided in one of them. Tomorrow we would be reunited.  
 
    Antigonus kept his camp under strict curfew that evening until the welcoming ceremony officially received him and hailed him as conquering hero. He did send a delegation to the palace that evening to discuss final details which Vettias and I attended to ensure we held a place of importance within the official welcoming party. Vettias would make sure Antigonus knew his grand reception was because of him.  
 
    That next morning, Vettias and I donned our finest clothing and made our way to the palace grounds. There were several times as many guards to ensure safety and manage crowd control. Vettias and I were allowed to enter the compound where we spoke with several of the palace attendants who were coordinating the event and given our standing assignments. Vettias paid them each a small bribe to have our position moved closer to Seleucus and ensure we could personally greet Antigonus on his way through the royal receiving line.  
 
    We waited, and the attendants and servants toiled, for two hours as the final staging was set. When all preparations were complete, one could easily discern Babylon’s hierarchy of aristocratic elite. There were bureaucratic officials and diplomats farthest from the epicenter, followed by native Babylonian patricians and tribal sheikhs or their representatives. The old royal retinue now serving Seleucus came next, with Seleucus’ inner circle standing atop a platform erected in front of the palace entrance. Vettias and I stood just between the Royal retinue and the palace administrators. In keeping with his promises, Vettias arranged that Malick held a position among the Babylonian elite and Yasmina held the arm of Vettias himself as honored guest. All was set for the arrival of the most powerful man in the world on an early spring morning.  
 
    Antigonus’ procession could be heard several miles away as crowds cheered and horns blew to herald the arrival of the General of Asia. After another hour in the hot sun, the first participants of Antigonus’ entourage entered the palace grounds. Beautiful women, adorned in bright theater make-up and gold jewelry, played instruments, performed acrobatic feats and threw flower petals while enveloping the palatial courtyard which brought a tangible vitality to the stiff receiving party.  
 
    Behind the female performers, a troop of animal handlers shepherded a herd of exotic beasts – some in cages atop wagons, some with reigns and leashes – that included Bactrian camels, ibex, oryx, gazelles, peacocks, elephants and Persian species of leopards, cheetahs and lions. Select members from the archery, phalanx and cavalry battalions filled the courtyard after the herd, followed by Antigonus’ official retinue. The General of Asia rode atop a double-wide chariot pulled by four horses known as a tethrippon, accompanied by his son Demetrius. Father and son pulled up to the royal platform, dismounted the chariot and made their way through the eager receiving line.  
 
    Every hand was forcefully outstretched and vying for favorable position to greet the two patriarchs of the Antigonid House. Dignitaries from all over the world zealously introduced themselves and pledged their unwavering loyalty to General Antigonus. Our auspicious position mitigated the need for similar jostling and the two of us stood tall and proud as Antigonus advanced with a big smile and outstretched hand.  
 
    “Ambassador Vettias, you have served me well. This is a suitable welcoming. Request audience with me later. Good work.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We have much to discuss, General.” 
 
    “Andrikos!” Demetrius greeted enthusiastically, as if surprised I was still alive and successful in my mission. “Good to see you. I wish to speak with you as well. Accompany Vettias.” 
 
    We turned to watch the pair ascend the platform and embrace their future adversary. Despite Seleucus’ imposing presence, he was overshadowed by the immense stature of father and son – a spectacle not lost on all in attendance. Behind Antigonus marched an attendant holding Alexander’s diadem and scepter high in the air – the same accoutrement held over the ceremony in which Davos and I pledged our allegiance to the King’s Hand; the same items that adorned Alexander’s Tent which held our fragile alliance against Antigonus together. The two Successors made brief speeches praising each other and paying homage to Alexander before entering the palace. Vettias gave me a nod to let me know I was allowed to depart and perform the one task I had waited five months to complete.  
 
    I walked out of the courtyard at a normal pace to not draw attention to myself as the hundreds of Babylonian luminaries socialized and made deals after the official receiving ceremony concluded. I began jogging once I cleared the palace grounds and fetched my horse at Malick’s compound. I rode as fast as the Babylonian streets allowed before reaching full gallop after clearing the city gates. There were a number of merchants and lesser bureaucrats moving in and out of the army encampment as the administration of having a forty thousand-man army camp outside a major city began to take shape.  
 
    Guards were casually inspecting the trickle of visitors at the main entrance and I was quickly allowed through after showing the official insignia of General Antigonus. I had been away from the army for several months but I instinctively knew my way around this encampment. It was comforting being in the confines of the army once more and I felt a strong sense of safety and belonging. I ran toward the quartermaster bivouac to find Rhexenor and ordered the first supply officer I encountered to bring me to him. My impressive outfit and insignia spurred the young man to action and I was promptly brought to a large supply tent where I spied Rhexenor giving orders to several Babylonian city administrators regarding food rations to be supplied to the army. I dismissed my escort and waited for my friend to finish his business. 
 
    “Don’t forget to replenish your women, Babylon has an endless stock,” I joked as my fellow recruit turned and gave me a bear hug. 
 
    “Andrikos! I knew you would seek me out. Your family is here and quite safe. How have you been?” 
 
    “I am well, friend. Your assistance with my family has indebted me to you, brother. I promise in the coming days I will assemble our mates together and all will be discussed over food, drink and women. But for now, I need you to take me to them.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, brother. I understand. Follow me, they are close. I’ve ensured Mara and Talos’ accommodations have been discreet yet comfortable – away from any interested relics of the Silver Shields, most of whom had been shed on our way here.” 
 
    Rhexenor and I trekked through the rows and rows of tents that made up the baggage train until we stopped at a nondescript bivouac area made up of larger tents of higher quality fabric 
 
    “She lies within that one,” Rhexenor informed me while pointing to the tent at the end of the bivouac. “Go to her, but send word soon. I will inform the gang of an impending reunion.” 
 
    Rhexenor departed, leaving me standing feet away from my family in the late morning sun. I took a deep breath, moved purposefully toward Mara’s quarters and gently rapped on the tent opening. 
 
    “Yes?” a familiar voice answered hesitantly. 
 
    “Mara, it is Andrikos,” I replied lovingly. A rustling could be heard before the entrance flap shot open and my love stood before me. We immediately embraced and I buried my face in the crook of her neck for several moments. When I emerged from that place of tranquility she called Talos, who stood several feet away curiously watching us. 
 
    “Talos, come here. This is your father.” 
 
    The boy cautiously walked to Mara and hid behind her leg.  
 
    “It’s all right, baby. Remember I told you we were going to see him soon.” 
 
    Talos inched further to me while holding on to his mother’s leg. He was noticeably shy in my presence and I picked him up to give him a hug. He deferentially allowed me to hug and kiss him before motioning to return to the safety of his mother once more. 
 
    “He’ll come around, don’t worry,” Mara assured. “Come in, sit down.” 
 
    The two of us sat on her comfortable bed while Talos stood in the corner where a collection of his possessions were kept. He had his mother’s blondish-brown hair and green eyes but his mouth and nose were unmistakably mine. Any lingering doubts Vettias put in my mind about Talos not being my child were immediately put to rest. His hair was shoulder length and he wore a white tunic of good quality. I laid down on her bed and brought her to my chest. 
 
    “Please tell me your stay in Ecbatana and journey to Babylon were agreeable. Please tell me I did not make a terrible decision by leaving the two of you in the hands of Rhexenor and Stephanos.” 
 
    “Be at ease, Andrikos. You’re companions are good men and ensured we were looked after at all times. We are indebted to them.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief and held her even closer to me.  
 
    “You have no idea how relieved that makes me feel. I’m going to tell Rhexenor to keep your possessions cataloged in the baggage train. You and Talos will stay with me in the city. Take only the essentials that can be carried on a horse with you. I’ve thought of this moment every day since I left you.” 
 
    Our loving banter was interrupted by Talos who tapped me on the shoulder to present a cherished toy to me. It was a carved wooden hoplite in battle pose. 
 
    “That is his favorite. I told him it’s a figurine of his father, a great Greek soldier.” 
 
    I took the boy’s prized possession and examined it with approval before returning it to him and struck the same pose, which brought a smile to his face. Mara began assembling an assortment of clothes, jewelry and other small items of value while I wrestled with my two year old son. When Mara had securely bundled her belongings I tied it to my horse and placed her and Talos on the riding pad while I led the horse out of the camp.  
 
    We walked quietly toward the city gates while Talos enjoyed the novelty of sitting atop a horse and I exchanged loving glances with Mara. My family was overawed by the bustling streets and grand structures of Babylon as we made our way to Malick’s compound where I ensured Ilan was waiting.  
 
    “Allow me to assist you, my lady,” Ilan greeted while quickly lending a hand to retrieve Talos from the horse. He handed Talos to me and motioned to aid Mara off the horse next. 
 
    “You can get my belongings,” she retorted teasingly while deftly dismounting the steed. The three of us followed our attendant inside where Malick was waiting for us, still wearing his finest attire from Antigonus’ reception. 
 
    “Welcome, my lady. Welcome to my city and welcome to my home,” Malick announced with a beaming smile. “I am Malick of Babylon. Andrikos is a valued guest and, by extension, so are you and your son. Please know that you are among friends here and if you require any comfort, please do not hesitate to ask.” 
 
    “I thank you for your gracious hospitality,” Mara responded while bowing respectfully, yet with some uneasiness as she was not used to such treatment.  
 
    “Indebted to you, my lady. Tonight you will be my honored guest for dinner, but for now, please rest and catch up with young Andrikos. But before you do, I think there is one more person who wishes to say hello.” 
 
    “You about finished running your mouth?” Vettias interjected after waiting patiently to the side of the foyer. “Hello, Mara.” 
 
    “Hello, Vettias.” The two hugged warmly. 
 
    “Keep your hands above the waistline,” Malick added after feeling compelled to defend Vettias’ recent slight.  
 
    “How are you my dear? How was your trip?” Vettias asked while ignoring Malick. 
 
    “We were well taken care of,” Mara reassured while smiling in my direction.  
 
    “And this is the little man?” Vettias asked while picking up Talos.  
 
    “Very good. Ilan, show Mara to her chamber,” Malick instructed. 
 
    Ilan brought Mara’s belongings while Mara picked up Talos and made the short trip upstairs to my quarters. I instructed Ilan to linger outside the door while I proudly showed my family their lavish chamber.  
 
    “Is it to your liking?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Mara replied quietly while Talos began surveying his new surroundings. “It’s a little overwhelming. You know I am not comfortable with such trappings.” 
 
    “Your history has been mired with such pain, are you incapable of allowing yourself to happy? You deserve such comfort and more – more so than any Queen that ever occupied the gilded halls of an eastern palace. Don’t you understand? Your old life is over. You’ll never live with want or fear again. Talos will never know the anguish you’ve suffered. Please, tell me this makes you happy.” 
 
    Mara smiled and embraced me while running her fingers through my hair. “You’ve lived up to your promise, Andrikos, and I am eternally grateful for it. My mind will always be at ease knowing I am yours. Just give me time. I’ve been living out of a tent since before Talos was born and in brothels before that. When I have stability, I will begin to heal. I promise.” 
 
    “And you will have that stability, surrounded by the warm embrace of my family in Ilandra, I swear it to you.” 
 
    “I believe you, and I love you for it,” she whispered before kissing me. I called Ilan into the room and instructed him to take Talos out to the courtyard to play while I made love to the most beautiful woman in the world. That evening, Malick treated us to a feast worthy of a king and I felt elation as my new reality settled in. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    The next two days were the happiest of my life. Mara, Talos and I enjoyed our accommodations, visited Babylon’s parks, gardens and animal sanctuaries and dined lavishly with Vettias, Malick and Aaliyah each night. On the third day I sent word to Rhexenor and made arrangements for the banquet with my mates that evening. I purchased various food items through Ilan the day prior and arranged with Yasmina for several women to be brought for the evening. Malick provided me a reduced rate on his remaining rooms that night and assigned his kitchen personnel to staff the event. Despite his initial hesitation, Vettias now looked forward to the coming revelry with some hard-drinking Macedonian veterans. 
 
    “And you want me to attend this event?” Mara asked after hearing of my plans. 
 
    “Of course. Are you feeling hesitant?” 
 
    “I’ve attended dozens of such dinners during my time in bondage. Pretending to enjoy the company of boorish men grabbing me, getting me drunk and having their way with me. Being on the other side of that transaction is not appealing.” 
 
    “Mara, please forgive me. I never think of you in such ways and sometimes I forget the scars of your past. My excitement to please my mates clouded my judgement and I will cancel the whole ordeal if you wish.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to change the world like you and Vettias. Have your dinner, enjoy yourself, remember your family and come home to me tonight. That is all.” 
 
    I gave her a loving nod and smile before making my way down to the kitchen to ensure all would be ready for my guests’ arrival. I hovered around the staff while they prepared the food and set the table which no doubt annoyed them since their knowledge on such matters were far superior to that of a former Greek peasant. When the hour approached, Vettias, Malick and I assembled in the main foyer and began our evening with a magnificent red from Syria. My excitement for the night could barely be contained, which was noticed by Vettias. 
 
    “I know how much this night means to you,” he stated while putting his hand on my shoulder. “A little advice – you’ll want to always remember it, so I would go easy on the wine for the first half of the evening.” 
 
    I nodded my compliance as Ilan ushered in Rhexenor, Stephanos, Spear, Bacchylides, Davos and, to my happy surprise, Hiro, who had been invited by Vettias. A raucous scene ensued with introductions being made and warm greetings given to all. I first hugged Bacchylides and Spear, who by now appeared best of friends. Next I received Rhexenor and thanked him again for all he had done to secure my family’s safety. I then reunited with Davos who was the most pleased of all to finally enjoy drink and women in surroundings he thought suitable after a long march. Finally, Stephanos and I embraced as brothers – and all the important people of my life after Ilandra were now under one roof. Ilan raced around the receiving room with cups of wine for all our guests which elevated the already elated mood. 
 
    We continued in our merriment for an hour before Ilan entered the foyer again to usher in Zaduga who was escorting Yasmina and several beautiful women. My mates all halted their conversations at once as a procession of beauty, unknown to any of them previously, walked through the threshold. Bacchylides, Spear and Stephanos were noticeably intimidated by the spectacle but the welcoming nature of Yasmina and her young women promptly eased the tension. 
 
    “Is this what you’ve been up to all these months away from the army?” Bacchylides asked after regaining his composure.  
 
    “You are lucky he thinks so fondly of you, Bacchylides,” Vettias interjected. “You all are breathing rarified air tonight and will get to experience how the gods truly live.”  
 
    Bacchylides only half heard Vettias’ remark as the women began freely mingling among the party guests. After everyone got acquainted, Ilan rang a bell and announced it was time to enter the main dining room where a splendid feast awaited my guests. All took their seats at a table boasting a feast my mates had never experienced before. Vettias, Yasmina, Hiro, Malick and Davos sat at one end of the table with their new female companions and I sat with my recruitment brothers at the other. The wine flowed freely as everyone gorged their appetites on an assortment of fruits, vegetables, seafood and lamb – all flavored with spices from every corner of the world. Several tributes were made to Alexander, Greece, Macedon, various battles and our fallen recruitment brothers Labdacus and Dion. The night was progressing exactly as I’d hoped and I kept to Vettias’ advice of monitoring my wine consumption.  
 
    I began splitting my time between Vettias’ side of the table and my mates. Davos was elated to be back in civilization drinking good wine next to a beautiful woman. During a period where Malick had excused himself for a moment, Vettias interrogated him on his new placement and access within Antigonus’ battle staff and was pleased to learn Davos had not wasted his time with the army.  
 
    “I’ve been taken on by Aretes, Antigonus’ chief intelligence and reconnaissance officer,” Davos informed Vettias proudly. “We have several operations underway here in Babylon and points farther west in Syria, Cappadocia, Judea and Egypt.” Vettias shot me a knowing glance after hearing about Aretes’ operatives in Babylon.  
 
    “And how fares our good friend Peithon?” Vettias asked Hiro. “Will the assassin be spending his spring in Babylon?” 
 
    “Hades, I’m afraid,” Hiro responded with a sinister smile while nodding to Davos. “Turns out the former satrap was fomenting treason against the Lord of Asia. Good thing someone managed to alert Antigonus in time.  Our general graciously invited Peithon to visit his court in Ecbatana during the winter where he was confronted with the damning evidence and executed. Davos and I of course received a debt of gratitude by our commander and I ensured Antigonus knew that you also had a hand in smoking out the traitor. This, plus Antigonus’ warm welcome to Babylon, has solidified your position within Antigonus’ trusted advisors, Vettias.  One more enemy of The Hand to meet their end.” 
 
    “Peucestas is next,” Vettias added coldly. 
 
    I returned to my mates to take part in their merriment which by now had reached a fever pitch. Songs of fallen heroes were now being enthusiastically sung and many more tributes were made in honor of this battle or that woman. Vettias’ side of the table joined in and all were singing, embracing and swearing oaths as the night wore on. It also became clear to that life had continued on for my mates without me in the army and I found myself on the outside of several jokes and stories they retold during my time away. It also was becoming clear that my manner and maturity had grown considerably and I discerned a slight schism in us now. I immediately chided myself for even contemplating that I was any different from these great young men but in my heart I knew things would never be as they were along our recruitment march.  
 
    My party’s attention slowly began to turn from each other to the young women sitting beside them. As this transition occurred I quietly made my leave while instructing Ilan to ensure my mates knew which rooms they had for the evening. I then gingerly made my way to my quarters where Mara and Talos were sleeping despite the occasional loud outburst from the dinner party. I climbed into the warm bed and put my arm around my family, closed my eyes and gave thanks to the gods for allowing me this moment of fulfillment in my life.  
 
    **** 
 
    Talos ensured Mara and I were the first to wake the next morning and, although I felt a little nauseas, Vettias’ advice to me the night prior spared me the pain I would normally be feeling waking this early after an evening of revelry. I eventually made my way downstairs to see two of Malick’s staff cleaning up the impressive mess left by our party. I informed one of them that Mara and Talos had risen so they may prepare them breakfast to be brought to my quarters while I made my way to the galley to procure myself some water and juice. 
 
    After finishing breakfast and spending a leisurely morning with my family I heard rumblings from the other rooms and found my guests slowly making their way downstairs where Malick’s staff already had breakfast waiting for them on the dining table. Yasmina and her girls were already helping themselves to the prepared spread and we all sat down to enjoy the fleeting moments of our time together. After breakfast was completed, Zaduga, who returned to Malick’s in the morning, escorted the women home and I said my goodbyes to my mates. Vettias appeared in good spirits and approached me after the last of them had exited. 
 
    “This turned out to be a good idea, Andrikos. I’m glad I consented to it,” he admitted with a smile. “It also got me thinking that such an event shall be hosted at Yasmina’s tonight in honor of Antigonus and his immediate entourage. After he has experienced mine and Yasmina’s hospitality, we will hold formal audience with him as previously instructed to provide him an update. I want you there to foster the goodwill Demetrius apparently holds for you, understood?” 
 
    “A good idea. I’ll meet you here at dusk,” I responded. 
 
    “We also have to tread lightly regarding Aretes’ Gilad operation. Nothing is to be said to Davos about it unless I broach the subject.” 
 
    I nodded my consent and spent the rest of the day enjoying the company of my family. That evening I donned my best attire and met Vettias in the receiving hall. Malick was also there wearing an extravagant tunic. 
 
    “You think I was going to miss this party?” Malick asked, sensing my surprise to see him.  
 
    “This should solidify our standing with Antigonus and his inner circle – along with Yasmina’s and Malick’s as well. It will be known that Malick is the charitable sponsor of the evening’s festivities.” 
 
    We made our way to Yasmina’s pleasure house at dusk, before the official party’s arrival, to ensure all was perfect in advance of Antigonus’ grand entrance. There was a fury of activity as Yasmina, dressed in her finest clothes and jewelry, directed her subordinates to make final preparations.  
 
    “Ah, good evening, my love,” Yasmina greeted Vettias. “And hello boys. Pleasant evening last night I trust?” 
 
    Malick and I bowed respectfully and entered a side parlor to avoid getting in the way of the last-minute activity. Vettias, Yasmina and Zaduga followed us in where Vettias gave us all instructions on the reception protocol, where each of us would stand and who would say what. Yasmina summoned a round of wine that we all enjoyed while waiting for our guests. After finishing our libations, we took our places on the front portico while the entirety of Yasmina’s women were arrayed along either side of the grand entrance hall. The beautiful spectacle was enough to impress Zeus himself.  
 
    We waited a quarter hour and engaged in some nervous small talk before riders from Antigonus’ private guard could be seen approaching holding lit torches. They tied off their mounts and approached with caution as they surveyed their surroundings. Vettias approached and introduced himself as Antigonus’ Ambassador to Satrap Seleucus which appeared to put them at ease. 
 
    “We ride in advance of the Lord of Asia. Are there any men under arms in this place?” 
 
    “Just the head of security,” Vettias answered while gesturing to Yasmina’s bodyguard. “You and General Antigonus are among friends here. I organized this event myself.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, we will require a walk through prior to his arrival.” 
 
    “As you wish, but please understand what type of place this is. Use your better judgment when storming through the grounds scaring all the pretty ladies,” Vettias cautioned. “Your master certainly would not be pleased to arrive at a dinner party full of terrified maidens.” 
 
    “This is hardly the first such event we have secured,” the guardsman replied with annoyance. “All proper discretion will be used.” 
 
    “Much obliged, my good man. The doors are open to you.” 
 
    Two guards were posted on the portico with the receiving party while the remaining four conducted a tertiary search of the premises. Several minutes later a posse of horses rode confidently toward the front portico. Demetrius was in the lead, followed by several young men presumably in his entourage. Antigonus, Aretes, Hiro and several others unknown to me followed close behind with a contingent of protective cavalry and attendants bringing up the rear. The large group dismounted with all men falling instinctively behind Demetrius and Antigonus as they made their way up the portico steps. Vettias was first to great them, with Yasmina and Malick in tow. 
 
    “Good evening, my Lord. It is my distinct honor to host you and your entourage this night,” Vettias greeted while bowing deferentially.  
 
    “Good evening, Vettias. I was swayed to bring you into my service on the word of General Aretes, a man whose counsel I greatly respect. You have exceeded all expectations and I look forward to holding formal audience with you tomorrow evening in my quarters within the palace complex.” 
 
    “I thank you for the kind words, my lord, and look forward to tomorrow evening. Please, allow me to introduce Yasmina of Babylon, owner and proprietor of this fine establishment.” 
 
    “If what lies inside these walls is a fraction of the beauty I see before me, we are all truly indebted to you, my lady,” Antigonus greeted warmly while gently kissing her hand. Yasmina bowed politely. 
 
    “And please allow me to introduce the sponsor of tonight’s festivities, Malick of Babylon, formerly of Judea. I can personally vouch for this man’s devotion to continued Greek rule of Asia and you shall find none more useful and helpful to your purposes when administering this satrapy – a lifelong Babylonian with no blood ties to the native aristocracy.” 
 
    “We appreciate your generosity,” Antigonus replied, to which Malick bowed. “If what Vettias claims on your behalf is true, there will be much use for you in the future Babylonian administration.”  
 
    Antigonus’ son Demetrius followed next and was introduced to the three in the same manner.  
 
    “And now, my lord, please allow me to show you to the entrance hall,” Vettias asked respectfully as he and Antigonus climbed the stairs. Demetrius shot a smile as he passed me and the rest of the entourage were introduced to Yasmina and Malick as they made their way up the stairs behind them.  
 
    Yasmina succeeded in making a first impression worthy of her guests. Her lavish decorations, coupled with thirty beautiful women dressed in the finest silks, standing on either side of the entrance hall, had its intended effect. Yasmina then addressed the party and informed them to follow her to the dining hall where dinner was waiting. The party followed their host and the procession of thirty women to the dining hall where several tables had been set with a head table positioned at the front for Antigonus, Demetrius, Vettias, Malick and Yasmina. As if on cue, the courtesans assembled began escorting the remaining party members to their seats where the first of many courses awaited them. 
 
    My instructions were to extend my friendship with Demetrius and since I did not have a place at the head table, I made a point to sit next to Hiro, first companion to the late Eumenes and fellow member of the King’s Hand.  
 
    “Young Andrikos, you and Vettias have been busy. The Hand owes you a debt of gratitude.”  
 
    “As does it you, Hiro. You have reached the pinnacle of influence within Antigonus’ court and are first among advisors to him.” 
 
    “The welcoming ceremony Vettias contrived was exactly as Antigonus wished. I imagine Seleucus was not thrilled to be an integral part of it. Is everything in place to enact our true mission?” 
 
    “All is in place to instigate the feud.” 
 
    “And Seleucus?” 
 
    “He will find his way out of Babylon to the loving embrace of Ptolemy,” I assured. 
 
    “Good, then all is ready. Do you need my assistance in any of this?” 
 
    “Demetrius took a liking to me after Eumenes’ defeat. Can you see to it his interest in me grows?” 
 
    “Consider it done.” 
 
    I sat and enjoyed the spectacle taking place before me. Yasmina’s guests did not betray the Macedonian reputation for revelry as songs were sang and drinking contests held. I did manage to speak with Demetrius briefly but the character of the night did not lend itself to a proper conversation. I returned home as the night turned toward debauchery, confident in the knowledge Vettias and I had done all we could to ensure our plan’s success. Tomorrow we would meet with Antigonus and set Babylon on fire. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    I waited until midday to enter Vettias’ chambers to find him undressed and moving slowly throughout the room. 
 
    “Ah, good, you’re here. Ready for tonight? Go fetch Ilan and tell him I’m ready for my breakfast to be brought up.” 
 
    “Meet in the main foyer at dusk?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, see you then.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Vettias and I donned our best clothes and made our way to the palace grounds and were greeted at the main gate by the member of Antigonus’ guard from the previous night. 
 
    “Ambassador Vettias, General Antigonus bids you good tidings. I am to escort you to his quarters within the palace grounds. Follow me please.” 
 
    Vettias and I nodded and followed our escort to a separate pavilion reserved for foreign dignitaries and other important visitors. It was guarded on all sides by a lochos of phalangites in addition to Antigonus’ Company of bodyguards. A bivouac had been set up outside the structure to house the armed contingent. We were led through the foyer to a back room of suites housing a formal dining room. Antigonus, Demetrius, Hiro and Aretes were seated enjoying the first course of dinner. We were greeted warmly and instructed to sit at the two empty place settings on the end where we were informed we would be joining them for dinner. 
 
    “Vettias, my new favorite operative,” Antigonus announced. “How are we feeling after last night’s festivities? I do want to commend you for expertly carrying out your charge. I was most pleased with the army’s reception into Babylon. Tell me, what was Seleucus’ disposition during your dealings with him prior to our arrival? What about that eastern bitch who stands so contemptuously by his side, as if she is better than the Lord of Asia?” 
 
    “To be honest, sir, they were not pleased with their subordination,” Vettias responded.  
 
    “I should think not, but they supined themselves nonetheless.” 
 
    “Seleucus is an old acquaintance from the eastern campaigns. I was able to reason with the man.” 
 
    “And what point of logic convinced him?” Antigonus asked curiously.  
 
    “It’s no secret those from Alexander’s inner circle who still remain see themselves as your superior, and Seleucus is no different. Of all the Successors, Seleucus has embraced the ways of the east more than any – even keeping his eastern wife, Apama. He sees Babylon as the capital of an Asian Empire led by the two of them: a Western King and Eastern Queen to some day bequeath their kingdom to their half-breed son, Antiochus. Seleucus will not be content as mere Babylonian Satrap. He envisions himself master of all Asia, from the Middle Sea to India. Your current position has no place in his end-game. I was able to convince him to subordinate himself to the largest Greek army in the world for now and bide his time for a later opportunity lest he see his precious city besieged.” 
 
    “I appreciate your candor, Vettias,” Antigonus responded as the main course was served and all began to eat. Half way through dinner Aretes spoke up and inquired about his lost operatives. 
 
    “Tell me, Vettias, were you aware my deputy, Galen, was here in Babylon?”  
 
    “I was made aware of his presence by my informants only after the fact,” Vettias answered with intentional vagueness. 
 
    “After what fact?” Aretes asked with some annoyance for being made to voice the obvious question. 
 
    “He was killed during an inter-gang fight. Henchmen from the gang lord Murdus, boss of the Bel-Uzur neighborhood, killed Galen as he was meeting with a rival neighborhood boss named Asardin. All present at that meeting were murdered. My source for this information was a prostitute who lost a friend in the attack – a girl that worked for Asardin. I didn’t inquire further into the matter because I assumed he was conducting an operation that I did not want to get in the middle of and possibly compromise.” 
 
    “Yes, he and his colleagues haven’t been heard from and I feared the worst. Strange how they all would allow themselves to be eliminated by a band of petty brigands,” Aretes stated while staring at Vettias in an accusatory manner. 
 
    “Dumb luck I guess,” Vettias responded disinterestedly while returning his attention to dinner. An awkward silence ensued before Antigonus continued his line of questioning on Seleucus. 
 
    “So, Vettias, is it your opinion I am harbouring an enemy within these very palace grounds?” 
 
    “No more so than if another of your rivals were occupying that palace. The question is, how can you uproot him without providing the propaganda your rivals seek – if that is in fact what you want.” 
 
    “I think we can assume that is the case – but that does not leave this room, understood?” Antigonus instructed. 
 
    “Then allow me to bring to your attention a maleficence I have uncovered within the satrapal treasury.” 
 
    This statement raised the brows of all seated, especially Aretes, who now scrutinized Vettias’ every movement.  
 
    “Go on,” Antigonus commanded. 
 
    “In the course of my duties researching the satrapal state of affairs to best determine how to broker a deal with Seleucus, I uncovered a scheme to siphon money away from Babylon’s satrapal obligations to the royal coffers.” 
 
    “And this can be proved?” Antigonus asked. 
 
    “There is a second vault within the palace, located in the royal residence. You will find a large sum of coin there. A summary review of the satrapal account ledger will prove my accusation.” 
 
    “Insolent bastard!” Antigonus exclaimed while slamming his fist on the table. “I want this little sycophant in chains by morning!” 
 
    “And how exactly did you come across this information?” Aretes inquired with noticeable agitation. 
 
    “You of all people know a source must be protected at all cost my friend. I will be more than happy to discuss the particulars of the operation in the future.” 
 
    “Most coincidental. Galen was in the middle of conducting a similar line of investigation before he mysteriously went missing. And now here you are espousing comparable intelligence with news that my deputy was killed by common criminals. A most unlikely supposition.” 
 
    “If you’re accusing me of treason against this army and a fellow colleague, then come out and say it. What possible motive would I have to so?” 
 
    “Enough,” Antigonus interrupted. “Demetrius, order my bodyguard to arrest Seleucus and seize the satrapal account ledger at first light. Tell them to search the royal apartments and secure the vault within it.” 
 
    When dinner concluded Antigonus dismissed us. As we departed, Aretes grabbed Vettias’ arm. 
 
    “You’re right, Vettias. There is no motive … for now. But if I find one, you and I are going to have a serious issue, one you won’t survive. Until then, I am willing to put this matter aside.” 
 
    “Then I have no doubt the matter will not surface again. I thank you for your professionalism despite your apparent misgivings; losing an operative is always difficult.” 
 
    “Good evening, Vettias,” Aretes concluded while walking away testily. 
 
    Vettias and I were shown out of the guest pavilion and escorted to the gate of the compound where we quickly made our way to Yasmina’s.  
 
    “We need to get word to Seleucus and get him out of the city tonight. Yasmina can get someone into the palace to warn him and instruct him to come straight here. You and I will ensure they clear the city of any of Antigonus’ men they may encounter along the way.” 
 
    We jogged to Yasmina’s and moved directly up to her private quarters. She was not expecting the both of us and grew concerned with the hurried state in which we arrived.  
 
    “What has happened?” she asked. 
 
    “We need to get someone inside the palace tonight and deliver an urgent message to Seleucus himself. There is a protocol in place. Send a girl who regularly is called upon there to deliver this message immediately,” Vettias implored while handing her a rolled up note. “It is imperative she tell the guards the message is from Amphipolis, understood? Amphipolis.” 
 
    Normally, Yasmina would not tolerate Vettias barking orders at her but she clearly understood we were deadly serious. She summoned Zaduga and gave him the message with instructions to send one of the palace regulars over to deliver it. Zaduga exited to carry out his task and Yasmina turned to Vettias with eyes that demanded an answer. 
 
    “We need to get Seleucus out of the city … tonight. The message will instruct him to come to the back of your building with his family where Andrikos and I will be waiting to get them clear.” 
 
    “What is going to happen when Antigonus finds out Seleucus transited through the very establishment he dined at the night before?” Yasmina demanded, perturbed she was being brought into a treasonous act against the Lord of Asia. 
 
    “Nothing done here tonight will ever get back to you or this place, I swear it. Your status within the new Babylonian elite has been secured. This is the final step in achieving that status.” 
 
    Yasmina did not look convinced but agreed to put her livelihood in Vettias hands since he had delivered on his promises thus far. The three of us walked down to the back entrance and waited to receive the soon-to-be former Satrap of Babylonia. Vettias was pacing nervously back and forth. There were many variables to be concerned about. What if the girl isn’t let in? What if the guards on duty are not familiar with the predetermined code and the message isn’t delivered to Seleucus promptly? What if Seleucus is caught and the warning message is tied to Vettias? 
 
    Our distress was mercifully relieved when the gallop of a small band of cavalry could be heard approaching the back alley. No torches were lit and we could not discern the identities of the riders until they dismounted. Two palace guardsmen approached us with swords drawn to take stock of their surroundings. Next, Seleucus, Apama and Antiochus approached Vettias, Yasmina, Zaduga and myself.  
 
    “I apologize for the short notice of this courtesy, I assure you I sent word as soon as I heard it from Antigonus’ own mouth. Make no mistake, however, if my warning was not heeded, you and your family would be incarcerated at first light.” 
 
    “This invalid thinks he can toss aside a hero of the great conquest and Satrap of Babylon? I will return to this city at the head of an army in short order. This swine will pay for this outrageous offense.” 
 
    “There will be a time to fight that battle, but now Antigonus is in too strong a position after his victory in the east. Know that you will continue to have a friend in the staff of your rival. Zaduga here will ride with you until you are clear of the city and the army encampment. He will hold my insignia of Antigonus’ battle staff which will aid your passage through any soldiers you may encounter.” 
 
    “I thank you for your assistance in this matter. Know that you too will have a friend in me, no matter how this conflagration settles out.”  
 
    “Might I make but two requests?” Vettias asked respectfully, to which Seleucus nodded.  
 
    “First, have your palace guard spread word that Peucestas was behind your escape; second, order your guard to establish a stand-off when Antigonus’ men arrive tomorrow, at least long enough for you to have plausibly escaped after their arrival.” 
 
    “Indebted to you,” Seleucus responded while nodding to one of his bodyguards to return to the palace and execute the orders. 
 
    Seleucus and Vettias embraced and Vettias handed Zaduga the royal insignia before mounting his horse to depart. 
 
    “Use it only if absolutely necessary,” Vettias instructed while placing the insignia in his hand. “If you are captured,Yasmina’s involvement in this must be protected. Do you take my meaning?” 
 
    Zaduga nodded his assent. 
 
    “If you have to give a name, give them Peucestas,” Vettias concluded.  
 
    The fugitive party departed through the Babylonian alleys and Vettias turned to me, “It’s a longshot but we might succeed in wrapping up Peucestas in this scheme. At the least it will add to Antigonus’ existing suspicion of the fiend. Let’s get some sleep – I anticipate being summoned by Antigonus tomorrow. He is now the undisputed Lord of Asia.”  
 
    Zaduga returned several hours later to deliver the news that the former Satrap of Babylon and his family successfully escaped his beloved city and were on their way to the open arms of Ptolemy in Egypt. Vettias collected his insignia and made ready for the chaos tomorrow would bring. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    True to Vettias’ prediction, a runner from Antigonus’ personal bodyguard was ushered into Malick’s receiving hall three hours after sunrise.  
 
    “Vettias of Amphipolis, Lord Antigonus, has summoned you to the palace. I am to escort you presently.” 
 
    Vettias and I followed our chaperon to the palace complex which was a hive of activity. Every gate and entrance to the palace was heavily guarded, with freedom of movement being severely restricted. Our escort seemed to hold considerable sway with the army, personal bodyguards and palace guards – pointing to the seriousness of his charge. We followed him not to the guest pavilion but to the palace itself and were quickly shepherded to a small ante-room attached to the throne room where Antigonus, Demetrius, Hiro and Aretes were waiting.  
 
    “Vettias, please sit down,” Antigonus commanded. “Who warned Seleucus?” 
 
    “I’ve not heard much … admittedly my sources do not have good placement and access to this information. “ 
 
    “What are you hearing?” 
 
    “I am hearing the name Peucestas from my sources within the palace guard.” 
 
    Antigonus looked at Aretes who nodded in agreement. Apparently Seleucus’ bodyguard was able to spread the rumor far enough to reach the ears of Aretes’ spies within the palace guard. 
 
    “My sources tell me a message of warning was brought to the palace last night, shortly after our meeting concluded, where I informed you of Seleucus’ pending incarceration. What have you heard about that?” 
 
    “Nothing, my lord. That of course is not to say such a treasonous act didn’t occur.” 
 
    Antigonus again looked at Aretes who did not gesture back. 
 
    “What do you make of it?” Antigonus continued aggressively. 
 
    “Regardless of how Seleucus and his family escaped, they are no doubt traveling to Egypt. There, he will be used by Ptolemy as the needed impetus your rivals require to align against you publicly and demand you stand down this army.” 
 
    Antigonus again looked at Aretes who nodded in agreement. 
 
    “We are moving this army west to Syria to begin shaping events in Europe and Egypt,” Antigonus announced. “Movement will begin in three days.” 
 
    “Can I make a suggestion to assist in your efforts in Europe, my lord?” 
 
    Antigonus nodded. 
 
    “I propose that in addition to moving west, you send Andrikos and myself to Europe where we take control of the remaining Argeads, Rhoxane and Alexander IV, and bring them under your custody.” 
 
    This bold request came as a noticeable surprise to Antigonus and Aretes. 
 
    “Three powerful Macedonians allied against you will pose a serious challenge to your claim of authority, if not threaten you in the field as well,” Vettias continued. “Securing control of the Argeads will aid in your claims for legitimacy in the eyes of many. I make you no promises of success but, even if we fail, we will knock Cassander off balance at the very least.” 
 
     “A bold proposal, Vettias. I like the thinking behind it. I will deliberate on it while we travel to Syria and will inform you of my decision. Until then, you will be assigned to my battle staff, serving under General Aretes. Your subordinate, Andrikos, will be afforded this position as well. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.” 
 
    “Very good. You’ve served the cause of this army nobly and I have no doubt you will continue to do so in the battle staff. That is all for now, you are dismissed.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “Have one of my bodyguards see you out. Everyone has been instructed to prohibit unauthorized movement within the palace grounds.” 
 
    We were shown out by the same guard who brought us and made our way quickly to our respective women to give them the news. “We’re getting your family closer to Ionia. If Antigonus signs off on my proposal we will bring them with us and make a stop in Ilandra.” 
 
    I was surprised Vettias was even thinking of my family, but the thought that I was so close to fulfilling my promise to Mara and completing my rehabilitation in the eyes of my family was almost surreal. 
 
    “And Yasmina?” I asked. 
 
    “She will stay here – nature of the business. Now, go to Mara and tell her the good news. I am off to Yasmina’s.” 
 
     We went our separate ways while a fury of energy boiled in my stomach. I was ecstatic in the knowledge that my promise to bring Mara and Talos to the safety and stability of Ilandra was suddenly closer than ever before. My pace picked up as I neared Malick’s, and I raced up the stairs to tell her the news. I found her sitting on a couch with Talos in her lap. Talos ran to me and I picked him up and sat next to Mara, putting my arm around her.  
 
    “Hello, darling,” Mara greeted. “You look unsettled. Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Everything is perfect, my love. I just received welcomed news. The army marches west to Syria in three days’ time. We will be closer than ever to Ilandra, with the distinct possibility I will be able to take you and Talos there in the near future myself. This is everything we’ve worked for. Does this please you, my love?” 
 
    “Of course, Andrikos. This is wonderful news. And you and Vettias will stay with the army during its march? You won’t be sent ahead?” 
 
    “I will be with you every step of the way – From Babylon to Ilandra.” We kissed passionately before Talos got in between us to protest his lack of attention. “I’m going to need you to gather all our belongings here. We may have to leave some of your larger possessions with the army. I’ll ensure Rhexenor keeps a wagon for us in the baggage train. That should matter little given the amount of coin I have amassed and we acquired from Hyllos. We will have a want of nothing for the rest of our lives and Talos will grow up with the love and stability he deserves.” 
 
    “And what about the father he deserves?” Mara asked. “Do you intend to stay with us in Ilandra to enjoy the fruits of our labor? To be the involved and loving father he needs? To be the man I need?” 
 
    “There is nothing I want more, my love. I have certain responsibilities that require my absence – but they will not be unending. I cannot stay in Ilandra initially, but there is something important I want to ask you. Mara, before I met you I believed in little and could be inspired by even less. I knew nothing of love between man and woman, nothing of the level of emotion a family could spur within me. I want to make a vow to you here and now that I will love you my whole life – you and no other. If you’ll allow me, I will take your hand in marriage when we arrive in Ilandra. Please tell me this will make you happy. Please tell me you want to be my wife.” 
 
    Mara looked at me lovingly with glassy eyes. “Of course, Andrikos. But I don’t want to be married in name only. I want my husband by my side – raising his son and providing for his family. I have been so alone since the life I knew was taken from me. I need someone, a companion, to share my thoughts, share my bed and be a loving example for Talos. All I ask is the life we will make for each other be enough for you – enough to keep you with us and not chasing Vettias on this adventure or that. Is that too much to ask? To want to be loved and cared for and raise my child in peace. You may have my hand if you can make me that promise.” 
 
    “You know I had made commitments before I met you, before we fell in love. I promise you to provide the life you and Talos deserve. I promise to love no one but you. And I promise to return to you at the absolute earliest possibility to be the man, companion and lover you need. Talos will have his father. That is all I can promise now. Please tell me it is enough.” 
 
    Mara let out a deflated sigh and nodded. “I have little choice but to accept this – for now.” 
 
    I kissed her forehead and departed to the army encampment outside the city to make arrangements with Rhexenor for my family’s accommodations during our March to Syria. My friend, recently motivated by my hospitality, secured a mule-driven cart for Mara, Talos and our belongings. He also procured a larger tent, made of better quality than the standard issue, which would better protect against the elements and could be fastened as a canopy above the cart during the day.  
 
    I returned to Vettias’ quarters to find him leisurely packing his belongings, with an air of sadness permeating the room. He waved me to enter and I joined him on his balcony overlooking the palatial neighborhoods.  
 
    “How did it go with Yasmina?” I asked. 
 
    “Not well. When I departed Babylon ten years ago for the eastern campaign, it was I who was the spurned lover. My love for her had surpassed whatever feelings she held for me, or allowed herself to feel for anyone, and she could not be swayed to accompany me east. Well, it appears that while I spent those ten years numbing my feelings for my true love, she experienced one disappointment after another in her personal relationships which only fed a burgeoning love of me and the inflated idea of what we had those many years ago. These opposite trajectories converged over the months we’ve spent here and she fully intended me to stay with her in Babylon. When I told her this afternoon that this was not an option, she declared she would sell everything and accompany me to the ends of the earth. I refused her overture, since accompanying us would hinder our efforts and squander the position of wealth and influence she has achieved in Babylon. So while I leave Babylon without Yasmina, it is she that is the scorned one. Maybe when all is settled I will return here and live out my days with the only woman I ever loved. I take it your conversation with Mara went better?” 
 
    “Except for when I told her I would not stay with her in Ilandra.” 
 
    “Well, she’ll get over that, especially when you do return.” 
 
    “And will I return before my son is an adult?” I asked. 
 
    “I suspect she’ll get what she wants in reasonable time.  In other news, Hiro sent word that Peucestas has been banished from Antigonus’ court.  We will have to be content in the fact he will be exiled to a meager existence until we can provide a more permanent solution.  Another win for The Hand.”  
 
    I returned to my quarters and made ready for our departure. When dawn approached on the second day, Vettias and I settled all outstanding expenses with Malick and embraced our dear Jewish-Babylonian friend. We brought our belongings and horses into the baggage train and began our slow march west to Syria as the sun crept over the desert horizon behind us.  
 
    **** 
 
    Our army marched at a deliberate and confident pace, no doubt under more urgency with the unexpected escape of Seleucus and coming conflict with Alexander’s would-be successors. My days were spent moving with my family, who traveled comfortably in the cart procured for us by Rhexenor while Vettias and I were primarily on horseback. Evenings were spent in the familiar way with lochos bivouacs springing up each night in organized rows. Soldiers sat around their campfires preparing creative concoctions in pots sitting over small fires. I split my nights between spending time with my family, my mates and attending battle staff meetings. Because of our determined pace, the larger quartermaster and hospital pavilions remained unpacked most evenings unless weather or other circumstance forced us to remain encamped for more than two days.  
 
    As we encamped one evening near the Syrian coast, the battle staff was called to an unscheduled meeting in the headquarters tent and I took my seat in the second row behind Vettias and Aretes. Antigonus and Demetrius entered and took their seats as all in attendance stood in salute around the table covered in maps of the world. Antigonus had a stern expression as he instructed us to take our seats. Having attended these staff meetings over the last few weeks I began contrasting the two leadership styles of Antigonus and Eumenes. Where Eumenes sought to gain the respect of his subordinates through competent results, compassion for his men and outright bribery, Antigonus never allowed a break in the façade of authority or circumstance of his position of power. All interaction with him occurred as a recognized superior which left no doubt about his firm control over his men under arms. The one chink in this regal frontage was his relationship with Demetrius, where even Antigonus was unable to hide his fatherly pride in the promising young man. 
 
    “Gentlemen, we are two days’ march from the coast. Reports have come in from our scouts in the west and Far East and it is time to lay out my campaign plan,” Antigonus began sternly. “There will be a number of specified and implied tasks coming out of this meeting, as we are conducting a continent-wide strategy against our adversaries. Our Far East holdings in India, Bactria and Sogdiana are under great threat from an Indian barbarian called Chandragupta Maurya. Hieronymous informs me this savage actually met with Alexander during the eastern campaign and encouraged him to invade Lower India after his victory at the Hydaspes River, shortly before the army’s mutiny. I have sent financial resources to these eastern satraps but I fear we will be forced to abandon these holdings to their fate. If they are still in control after we consolidate our position in the west, we will be better poised to assist them. Until then, the west is our priority.” 
 
    “As for Cassander and Europe,” Antigonus continued while standing over a world map with various units placed on it. “I am sending General Polemaeus to consolidate our position in Asia Minor and establish a bulwark along the Hellespont to check any attempt Cassander or Lysimachus, leader of Thrace, may have of invading Asia. We are allying with General Polyperchon and will send staff officer Aristodemus to command an eight thousand-man mercenary force to assist his position in the Peloponnesian Peninsula. Polyperchon will be named General of Europe, serving under my authority. Ptolemy has a stronger navy and we must counter it by occupying the Syrian and Phoenician coast to build the largest navy the world has ever seen. My son will than lead an invasion force south to occupy Phoenicia and Judea with the intent of eventually invading Egypt.” 
 
    “Now I am bringing a whole-of-kingdom approach to this fight, for it surely will require more than force. We are going to deny timber exports to Egypt while prohibiting any territory under our holding from importing Egyptian goods. We will also deny any ally or neighboring kingdom trade rights with Egypt, lest they commit an act of war against this army.” 
 
    Antigonus than read off a list of names, mostly his generals, to assign specific tasks to achieve his bold strategy. By this point I was convinced I was in the presence of a man with unbelievable strategic ability. His command of each detail in assigning orders to his subordinates was remarkable. The vigor and precision displayed by a man in his late sixties was inspiring. After our dismissal, an aide of Demetrius informed me I was summoned. Vettias acknowledged my departure with eyes that instructed me to see him immediately after the meeting. I nodded my response and followed my guide to a lavish tent within the headquarters bivouac. Demetrius was waiting for me in his usual extravagant regalia, surrounded by the opulent trappings of his station. His larger-than-life stature and energy were even more pronounced than usual in the small space in which the two of us now stood. 
 
    “Andrikos, thank you for seeing me. Please, sit down. We haven’t had much time to speak since the excellent hospitality shown to me and my father in Babylon. I’ve bedded women from every corner of the empire and the courtesans employed by Madame Yasmina were some of the finest our species has to offer. I’m still thinking of one in particular each night I bed these second-rate whores from the baggage train.” 
 
    “I take your meaning, sir.” I cracked a smile thinking Demetrius would have fit in well with my mates from Ilandra or the phalanx in a different world.  
 
    “I want you to feel at ease around me, Andrikos. I understand your deference and hesitance to lower your guard, but I encourage you to speak freely in my presence. I realize my position is one of great fortune, but what many don’t realize is it can also be a curse. I am forced to suffer through an endless procession of sycophants who vie with each other to outdo their flattery. Like Alexander, those who I trust most are the men who knew me in childhood – where it didn’t matter who your father was in the gymnasium or during a juvenile fight. This has served me well and, also like Alexander, many of my most trusted mates of my youth have grown to be competent sources of advice and soldiery – not to mention confidential companions in revelry. But, as you heard in the staff meeting earlier, my father has bestowed a great responsibility on me to lead the campaign against Ptolemy and I need to enlarge my circle of trusted advisors who speak truth to power and are not intimidated by my station in this army. Andrikos, I am asking you and your colleague, Vettias, to join my battle staff as chief of intelligence and reconnaissance. You and Vettias have served my father well in this capacity thus far, but he already has a competent man in Aretes leading these efforts. What is your answer to this offer?” 
 
    Demetrius spoke with an undeniable sincerity and communicated his argument in a way I was able to internalize. However, I detected a slight insecurity in his manner. He told me how he wanted me to engage with him and I would take his lead. “I commend you for making your point so eloquently. I am honored you place such faith in our abilities. You may be surprised to know that someone from my lowly state can understand the trappings of power are constricting. During several operations in service of General Eumenes’ army, I had come to know the late Queen Adea.” 
 
    Demetrius’ attention now focused on me intently as he was drawn to my story involving a close relative of Alexander. 
 
    “Regardless of one’s opinion of her, no one could deny her passion and courage. There was no doubt a torrent of Argead blood flowed through her veins and Alexander himself would have been impressed with her character had he met her. I was in private company with her on several occasions and her charisma came through clearly then. On my last meeting with her she had confided in me her insecurities and fears. She called the palace at Pella a gilded cage. She was the Queen of the greatest empire the world had ever known, yet she couldn’t walk from one side of the palace to the other without her enemies fomenting scandal. She could not trust anyone around her and in the end was ultimately killed by her enemies. While the details of the situation you describe are dissimilar, I do understand the mindset of authority. 
 
    “As to your offer,” I continued. “I personally would be honored to serve you on your battle staff in the coming campaign against Ptolemy. As you noted, however, Vettias is my superior and thus I must confer with him before I give you my final answer.” 
 
    “Very well,” Demetrius responded. “Do tell him the offer is extended to him as well.” 
 
    “I certainly will,” I assured as I stood up and took my leave and traveled directly to Vettias’ tent where he was eagerly awaiting my arrival. As I entered his brow raised, imploring me to tell him everything.  
 
    “My initial assessment of Demetrius was correct. He still has some lingering insecurities from his youth and our experience with the Argeads has endeared us to him. He has taken me into his confidence and he has expressed frustration in that he is surrounded by people who tell him what he wants hear. He is nervous about his latest assignment and desires a battle staff he can trust. He has asked that you and I join him as Chief Officers of intelligence and reconnaissance.” 
 
    “This kid must really have a hard on for you. Good work.” 
 
    “Demetrius is perfectly susceptible to be enamored by you, Vettias. Just be yourself and keep feeding him your war stories and he’ll join the King’s Hand himself. So, are we going to accept?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet. I have no doubt Antigonus will release us to secure the Argeads. When we return, it might be the right move.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Two marches later we arrived on the northern Syrian coast bordering Cilicia. The army’s large pavilions were erected in the headquarters, quartermaster and medical bivouacs as Antigonus planned to remain in place for some time. That evening, the battle staff assembled in a more permanent headquarters tent. Antigonus and Demetrius entered the room and all stood to attention. 
 
    “Be seated,” Antigonus ordered angrily. “A joint diplomatic envoy from Egypt, Macedon and Thrace was waiting for us upon our arrival this afternoon. They carried with them a message from Ptolemy, Cassander and Lysimachus – giving the strongest Greek army ever assembled an ultimatum. Herald!” Antigonus barked as a young attendant quickly ran to the general’s side. “Recite this message for the battle staff.” 
 
    The young man unrolled the scroll and cleared his throat: 
 
     ‘Greetings Antigonus of Elimeia, General of the Macedonian Army in Asia, son of Philip, veteran of the Greek wars under Philip II. Ptolemy of Pella, Lysimachus of Thessaly and Cassander of Paliura, the rightful Regent of King Alexander IV, wish you congratulations on your victory over the traitor Eumenes.  
 
    ‘You have faithfully executed your charge, as agreed upon at the Triparadeisus Summit, to defeat all remaining enemies of the Argead family, and now are ordered to stand down your army. In recognition of your great military achievement, Lord Regent Cassander will grant you all satrapies east of Babylonia in addition to your holdings in Asia Minor. Additionally, you are ordered to abandon your claim to all other satrapies within the empire and reinstall General Seleucus as Satrap of Babylonia. Finally, you are commanded to make accurate accounting of all assets and treasuries under your control as a result of Eumenes’ defeat, as certified by officials of this envoy, and will export one-fourth of all capital to Ptolemy in Egypt, one-fourth of all capital to the Royal Macedonian Treasury in Pella and one-fourth of all capital to Lysimachus in Thrace. The remaining fourth will stay under your stewardship and be deposited in the Royal Treasuries in Cilicia where regular accounting will be submitted to the Royal Macedonian Court in Pella.’ 
 
    All present sat silent as the herald concluded reading the document. Everyone understood that Ptolemy, Seleucus, Cassander and Lysimachus had just declared war on General Antigonus and our army. Antigonus nodded to the herald and he quickly disappeared to a dark corner of the pavilion. He then stood and took a deep breath.  
 
    “Gentlemen, I trust all of you understand the ramifications of this document. All preparations made the previous staff meeting will continue as planned. All generals will meet with your subordinates immediately following this meeting to carry out all specified and implied tasks. That is all. Dismissed.” 
 
    As all stood, an attendant approached Vettias and I to relay Antigonus’ wish to speak with us in his personal quarters. We followed our escort to a newly constructed pavilion which had several expensive decorations being carried in from the baggage train. We entered to find a manic supply sergeant daintily ordering each item to be put in precise locations. He turned and briskly brought us through a canvas partition into Antigonus’ private quarters where our general and Aretes sat in a corner waiting for our arrival. 
 
    “Take a seat,” Aretes instructed. “I hear young Demetrius is taking members of my staff away from me,” he stated looking at me. 
 
    “General Demetrius approached Andrikos, my lord,” Vettias answered defensively. “I assure you nothing was meant to be kept from you, it was our understanding his request had your support.” 
 
    “Relax, Vettias. I encouraged him. I am putting a great deal of faith and responsibility in the boy and he’s going to need steady counsel. Demetrius has infinite potential and he is every man Alexander was at his age – and more. I say this as someone who watched Alexander grow up in Macedon. Demetrius is bigger and stronger, with a motivation and courage matched only by our late King himself. His youth and inexperience hinder his ability for strategic thought but he has the aptitude to be a great tactician. And let us not forget Cassander – that sickly, sniveling, weak pussy. I remember him as well. Demetrius is twice the man he is and ever was. Aretes is my man here, I want you, Vettias, to be Demetrius’ man for the southern invasion.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord. Might I inquire—” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten about your little operation in Macedon,” Antigonus interrupted, sensing Vettias’ next statement. “You’ll be happy to know I have agreed to pursue this option. Our scouts inform us the royal family is being sequestered in the fortress atop the acropolis in Amphipolis – your native city is it not?” 
 
    “It is, my lord.” 
 
    “Yes. This is why I have decided to appoint you to Demetrius’ staff at once and am assigning Andrikos to carry out the Argead operation. You are too well known there and this sort of thing will require anonymity. I am appointing Aretes’ man, Davos, to accompany Andrikos and lead the operation. When Alexander IV and Rhoxane are brought to me, Andrikos will be assigned to you once more.” 
 
    “Y-yes, my lord,” Vettias responded in a defeated tone.  
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll give them a good lay of the land and identify contacts you still have there. Andrikos is up to it, isn’t he?” Antigonus asked. 
 
    “Yes, my Lord. Thank you for your vote of confidence.” 
 
    “Don’t make me regret it. I am a good judge of character. You don’t live as long as I have in this world if you aren’t. This will be a difficult mission. The odds of success are not in your favor. The risk outweighs the reward, however, and success will greatly aid this army’s cause. That is all, Andrikos. I thank you for your service to this army. Vettias, remain.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” I responded and exited Antigonus’ personal quarters to return to my family’s tent. Antigonus’ unexpected decision to omit Vettias from the mission distracted me from realizing that I would be traveling to Greece, making a stop in Ilandra along the way. I was mere weeks from reuniting with my family, introducing them to my son and soon-to-be wife, making good on my promise to Mara, and bringing with me a large purse of coin. I couldn’t contain my excitement as I threw the flap of our tent open with a beaming smile. 
 
    “What is it, my darling?” Mara asked with a smile as my elation infected the room.  
 
    “Everything we’ve worked for has come to fruition, my love. We are traveling to Ilandra; my family is going to be ecstatic to meet you and accept you and Talos into their loving embrace. You will never be in want of anything for as long as you live. You will never need worry about your safety or security. Talos will grow up in a loving environment and will someday become a great man. I will have to move on from there but swear to you I will return in short order. Mara, marrying you will make me the happiest man in this world.” 
 
    I picked up Talos and the three of us held each other, content in knowing Mara’s long journey to freedom was finally nearing an end. Talos would finally have a home to call his own. Mara could finally begin living her life as a mother and wife in safety, surrounded by loved ones.  
 
    “We are to leave tomorrow at dawn. Pack light since we can only take what can fit on horseback. Rhexenor will hold the rest for us. Davos will be accompanying us on the journey. He is a trusted friend. He was the one who cleaned up the mess after the deaths of Hyllos and Thessala.” 
 
    Mara nodded with noticeable anxiety after having to remember that horrible night once more. She then kissed me and told me to make my arrangements while she would ready herself and Talos for our coming departure. I made my way to Rhexenor and told him of my news and asked to have someone from the quartermaster pack up our tent and remaining belongings tomorrow morning and stow them in the baggage train after our departure, to which he agreed. After, I found Stephanos and informed him of my imminent departure and encouraged him to try and get assigned to Demetrius’ contingent heading south. I next met with Davos to coordinate our movements in the morning. The two of us then made our way to Vettias’ quarters. 
 
    “I was wondering when you two were going to pop your head in here to gloat. You’re going to rescue the Argeads and I’m stuck babysitting a teenager.” 
 
    “Is this a good idea?” I asked, still hoping Antigonus would change his mind and allow Vettias to accompany us. 
 
    “I have faith in the two of you. I am giving you this letter of introduction to an old friend named Spyro,” Vettias stated while handing Davos a rolled-up scroll. “I grew up with him. He can provide you useful information if he is still alive and living in Amphipolis. You are to say nothing of your mission to him, however. Understood?” 
 
    Davos and I nodded. 
 
    “Davos, has Andrikos talked to you about his personal interest in this mission?” 
 
    Davos looked at me with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Mara and Talos are going to accompany us to Ionia. We’re going to travel east along the southern coast of Asia Minor until we reach the Ionian coastline. There we will pick up the Ionian road north to Ilandra where I will leave Mara and Talos at my home. You and I will continue on from there at an increased pace to make up time and complete our mission. I ask for your discretion in this matter and assure you this detour won’t add more than a week to our journey.” 
 
    Davos looked skeptically back at Vettias who nodded his consent. 
 
    “You’ll make up the time when it’s just the two of you. Mara is a very capable rider and won’t slow you down much, even with a child. Andrikos and I made her a promise, one that was further forged by her saving our lives in Triparadeisus.” 
 
    “I think I had something to do with that if I recall,” Davos interjected sarcastically. 
 
    “Very true, but if not for her convincing Hyllos to free us, you wouldn’t have had the pleasure of saving our lives from Nikandros.” 
 
    “Yes, Hyllos. I remember having to clean up that mess as well. That’s two you owe me, kid,” Davos responded with a leer.  
 
    “Everyone was compensated for that evening, were they not?” 
 
    “And you will be reimbursed for your efforts in this matter as well, Davos,” Vettias interrupted, handing him a considerable purse of coin. “This is more than enough to finance the operation and you will keep the remainder upon completion. I will see you two off tomorrow at sunrise – I have to say farewell to my girl. I suspect it will be the last time I see her.” 
 
    Davos and I turned to leave before Vettias added: “Andrikos, a word please.” 
 
    I remained while Davos departed the tent.  
 
    “I have something for you,” he stated while retrieving a sizeable purse from a locked chest. “I have been keeping track of your earnings in service to the Argead cause and since you are returning to your home, I am giving you a payment of thanks on behalf of the King’s Hand, plus a little wedding bonus. I told you working with me would have its perks. This, plus whatever you and Mara were able to steal from Hyllos, is enough to set your family up for life. You can return to Ilandra with your head held high knowing you have nobly provided for your family.” 
 
    “Now, I’m obviously disappointed with Antigonus’ decision to keep me with Demetrius – but not for the reasons you may think. This operation was always an enormous gamble, but a chance I myself was willing to take. I fear I signed you and Davos up for a fool’s errand. That being said, if there is a fleeting chance of success then the operation must be attempted. Listen to me, Andrikos – you will return to this army with your head held high no matter the outcome. None will think the worse of you if you two are not successful, I will ensure that from this end while you are away. You returning to this army, to me, to one day return to Ilandra – is of paramount importance. Understand?” 
 
    I nodded and extended my hand which Vettias grabbed and pulled me to him for an emphatic embrace. I motioned to release his grip after a few moments but he tightened his hold and brought me close once again. 
 
    “You will return to this army, promise me.” 
 
    “I promise,” I answered as he released me to return to my quarters.  
 
    **** 
 
    The next morning Mara, Talos, Davos and I assembled our horses and belongings for the long journey ahead. Mara and Vettias stood opposite each other for a brief moment before warmly embracing.  
 
    “Have I done right by you, my dear?” Vettias asked with some uncertainty. “Is the life you now travel to begin better than the one we stole you away from – despite all that has happened in between?” 
 
    “Yes, Vettias. Fear not, I am better for knowing you. In the end you kept your promise, though I suspect it was not always your top priority. That being said, the life I depart for and the son by my side are immeasurably better than the oppression I suffered since my enslavement. You are a good man, Vettias. Please take care of my Andrikos and return him to me in short order.” 
 
    “Another promise I intend to keep, my dear. Farewell.” 
 
    The four of us mounted our horses and departed the army encampment. It was the beginning of the end of a life of uncertainty for my family, but to me it only felt like the end of the beginning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    We traveled north along the Syrian coast until we reached Tarsus, the city where Vettias and I first rescued Mara from her torment. We rented a room on the opposite end of the city from her former brothel and laid low for the evening. Davos, not being hindered by the threat of recognition, decided to have himself a proper meal, drink and romp in the many taverns and pleasure houses Tarsus had to offer. Despite his late night revelry, he was dutifully ready to leave at the proper hour the following morning and we continued on our journey west along the Cilician coast.  
 
    Mara and Davos had become fast friends and she spoke with him as a peer despite their age disparity. Mara’s confidence and character never ceased to impress me. Davos was a man I held in the highest esteem and would probably never think myself his equal; yet a former Scythian slave, not yet twenty, held court with him like she was Queen Adea herself. Davos respected her all the more for this and the two did enjoy each other’s company. In my line of work, Davos would be a formidable target to crack, but Mara had him speaking more words than I’ve heard him utter in my years of knowing him. Vettias chose his girl well back in Tarsus. 
 
    “Davos, when are you going to settle down with a nice woman who will smooth out all your rough edges?” Mara asked playfully. 
 
    “I try and settle down with a nice woman almost every night. In the morning my search begins anew. This life is not one meant for wives and children. When I amass enough of a fortune and swindle a royal appointment in a rich satrapy somewhere, than I will marry … again.” 
 
    Mara and I both looked at each other in surprise, then looked to Davos for an explanation. 
 
    “Yes, I was once married, with a small child – a daughter – before I left Philippi and joined the army. They were taken by the plague. I was young, but my heart was securely locked in my family’s embrace. When they died, it was never returned to me. A vacuous hole remains that can be temporarily filled by base pleasures – only to be drained once more the following morning. Although my current lot draws most to pity, I find it useful in this line of work.” 
 
    “Well, speaking as someone whose past provides no comfort, I can attest life does offer a second chance for happiness,” Mara assured with genuine empathy while kissing Talos on the head.  
 
    “Perhaps, but for now I am content for it to find me and so far it hasn’t. I’ve become accustomed to this lifestyle. Don’t waste a drop of sympathy on me – I am not a delicate snowflake.” 
 
    Mara seemed miffed that her overture was so coldly rebuffed and I suspected this would not be the last time she tried to force her way into Davos’ feelings.  
 
    True to Vettias’ assurances, our pace was not significantly affected by the addition of Mara and Talos, aside from the occasional temper tantrum or nature break. The Scythians were masters of riding with children and Mara handled Talos better than me while riding on horseback. After two more weeks along the southern Asia Minor Coast, we reached the Aegean Sea and turned north to pick up the Ionian Road near the ruins of Miletus. The pleasant smell of the Aegean mixed with the local flora to create the familiar smell of home. After a half-day’s ride north of Miletus, I saw the outline of Ilandran houses and edifices in the distance. My excitement could not be contained as I pointed out the significance of each building to my childhood while my party politely listened with decidedly less enthusiasm. Mara was heartened by my eagerness to introduce her and Talos to my family. Davos remained indifferent.  
 
    We dismounted when we arrived at the edge of town and Talos immediately began running like a caged animal recently set free. I chased after him and the four of us made our way down the old streets of my youth. I recognized a few faces and noticed a few glances of confused recognition from several Ilandrans but no one recognized the man I had become. As we reached my neighborhood and saw my home, I immediately noticed it was different. Masonry had been added to the wood façade, greatly adding to the structure’s appearance. An impressive extension jutted out from the rear which increased the size of the structure. I instructed the rest to wait while I knocked on the large, unfamiliar door. An unfamiliar face answered to ask my business. 
 
    “Is this the house of Argos?” I asked, a little confused. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Is Argos home?” 
 
    “May I ask what business you have here, stranger?” 
 
    “Please inform him his nephew, Andrikos, is here presently.” 
 
    The attendant’s eyes opened wide, “Andrikos? Returned from the wars? Come in, come in. We all have eagerly awaited this day.” 
 
    “And who are you?” I asked. 
 
    “I am Chariton, Governor of this house and its affairs. Much has changed since your departure, as I’m sure you are realizing. Much fortune has come to your family. They will be thrilled to explain all that has happened.”  
 
    As Chariton departed to run and inform my family of my arrival, I noticed the entire interior of apartments had been repurposed into one large household. I was now standing in an impressive foyer which opened into a large sitting room that used to be Argos’ wine shop. I heard the raspy voice of my uncle and the uncontrolled yell of my mother in a back room before both barged into the foyer in disbelief.  
 
    “Andrikos!” my mother exclaimed. She looked healthy and was wearing very expensive clothes. She ran at me in a manner that, if she were holding a weapon, I would have instinctively defended myself. Instead, I allowed her to engulf me with a loving embrace. “We heard things, about wars in the east, but I knew you were still alive. I knew it!” 
 
    “I will always come back to you, mother. I love you. I have wonderful news. Something that will bring you happiness and joy for the rest of your life.” 
 
    She looked at me with glassy eyes as I brought her by the arm outside where Mara and Talos stood waiting.  
 
    “Mother, this is your grandson, Talos. And this will soon be your daughter, Mara.” 
 
    She stood motionless as all I divulged sank in on this unexpected afternoon. She kneeled down with her arms open, motioning for Talos to come to her. Talos was hesitant and hid behind Mara at first. Luckily, I had foreseen this potentiality and coached him on this encounter for several days, which eventually bore fruit as he slowly made his way to her and was promptly swept up and kissed repeatedly. He tolerated the abuse for a few moments before protesting and was put back down. Mother next focused her attention on Mara and took a minute to admire her beauty. 
 
    “Come to me child, allow me to hold you as a daughter,” she stated warmly with tears in her eyes. Mara moved toward her and the two embraced as if they were already family. “This is the happiest day of my life. Thank you, Andrikos. I love you so much. Is your service ended?” She asked hopefully. 
 
    I gave her another hug and held my face to her cheek, “Mara and Talos will stay here. I need you to take care of them while I am gone. I will be back to raise my son, but for now I need the help of my family. Not to worry,” I continued after seeing Argos listening intently to our conversation, “I don’t come here to saddle you with two extra mouths to feed. I come bearing gifts for this family, although looking at our home I see you need it less than before I left.” 
 
    I reached back into a pouch strapped to my horse and produced my large purse of coin. I relished the sight of Argos’ reaction when I proudly handed him the fruits of my labor.  
 
    “This is the physical representation of all I have honorably labored for on behalf of this family. I happily bestow it upon those who cared for me in childhood.” 
 
    Argos smiled proudly and embraced me as a son. “Come in, come in, all of you.  This is cause for celebration. Much has happened, we must catch you up. But first, your family must be tired and in need of refreshment. Chariton will show you to our bath, my lady,” Argos announced after kissing Mara’s hand in greeting. Mara bowed graciously and followed the attendant and my mother to a back room.  
 
    “And you two must be in desperate need of a drink,” Argos added, extending his hand to Davos.  
 
    “Absolutely, I thank you sir,” Davos replied after shaking Argos’ hand firmly.  
 
    “This is Davos, a trusted colleague and dear friend,” I explained. “We will continue on to Greece from here, and only plan to stay a few days. But while I am here I require your help, uncle. I wish to formally marry Mara while in Ilandra – nothing grand or expensive, but you know what mother is capable of. Can I ask you to assist me in this? It appears our home is more than capable of hosting such a small event now.” 
 
    “Davos, a close friend of Andrikos is a close friend of this family. Married in the next few days? Your mother will keel over with emotion. I understand your wishes. I will be happy to assist in this joyous event,” Argos assured as he poured us all a liberal amount of wine in large silver cups. “Allow me to show you what we’ve done with the place. We basically turned the whole tenement structure into our home,” Argos explained as he took us from room to room.  
 
    “Where is Helena? Is she happy?” 
 
    “She is well and a happy mother to a baby girl, Iakovina. I have merged my mercantile interests with her husband’s which has made us the most powerful merchant venture in Ilandra. I have sent Chariton to inform her of your arrival and expect her to join us for dinner this evening. 
 
    “And Nearchus’ family?” I asked. 
 
    “His family has been looked after and lives in an apartment down the street. We regularly provide his mother with money, food and still call her friend.” 
 
    “And his father?”  
 
    “Priskos perished in a fishing accident at sea.” 
 
    I gave him a knowing glance. “And Leandros?” 
 
    “Leandros is head of the Ilandran Council, the most powerful man in this town.” 
 
    “You’ll probably not believe me, uncle, but I may be able to assist in furthering his career. I have found myself at the epicenter of world power. I have been named to the battle staff of both Lord Antigonus and his son, Demetrius. I will be in a position to ask for a satrapal appointment for Leandros. After our departure from Greece, I will return to Demetrius’ army for his coming battle with Ptolemy.”  
 
    “Lord Antigonus?” Argos asked questionably. “I thought Alexander already defeated a Persian monarchy once. Antigonus and Ptolemy are to be at war? So soon after Eumenes’ defeat?” 
 
    I went on to explain to Argos all that had transpired since my last visit several years earlier. I omitted certain details about the King’s Hand and any recent information that may compromise our army’s current operations, knowing full well my uncle would be holding court with his Ilandran adherents to deliver his new precious information at the first opportunity in town’s markets. Davos sat quietly with the open jug and allowed Argos to catch up with his nephew. After listening to my report on foreign policy, I watched Argos’ expression turn to one of true pride. 
 
    “Then perhaps it is time we have your exploits recorded in the Ilandran records as well, Andrikos. Perhaps the Ilandran Council is also in your future. Will you be here long enough?” 
 
    “I am humbled by your suggestion, uncle. In fact, your new-found pride in me is the culmination of all I’ve ever wanted from our relationship. I fear the time is not right, however, since I am still in the employ of the Empire’s Asian army and currently conducting a mission on its behalf that necessitates discretion. When my commitments are up, I will return to raise my son and take my place within this family. I promise.” 
 
    Argos nodded his proud understanding.  
 
    “Uncle, there are two guests I’d like to have at the wedding – Alexandros and Patrochlus,” I stated, sensing this to be a good time to make a difficult request. “Are they still alive?” 
 
    “They are alive, and not surprisingly they took over Ganymedes’ criminal syndicate after his untimely demise. Things have changed now. We are a highly respected family in Ilandra and cannot be seen associating with common criminals.” 
 
    “Does Leandros and the Council deal with their gang in the same discreet manner they did with Ganymedes?” I asked, hoping to find an opening.  
 
    “That is never to be discussed in this house – or anywhere – understood?” Argos answered firmly.  
 
    “Well, then I’ll assume he has avenues for contacting them. Surely you built a side entrance to your new estate? The only other people present will be Nearchus’ family, so no worry of someone seeing them here. Uncle, do me this favor.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll send them word. Leandros should be arriving home soon, seeing you here will surely give him the surprise of his life.” 
 
    After two hours, Mara emerged from our baths looking more radiant than I’d ever seen her. She was wearing an immaculate silk robe dyed in a light blue, with her hair anointed in oil and put up in the latest Greek style. She wore gold earrings, an emerald necklace and filled the room with a hint of eastern perfume as she walked. All stood instinctively in deference to her beauty, with my mother following closely behind with a beaming smile at the masterpiece she helped create. I could already envision her shouting Mara’s arrival to our family from the rooftop and parading her around the Ilandran markets for all to see. Normally the thought of such overt boasts on my behalf would make me wince; but today I was heartened by her enthusiasm which reiterated all was forgiven. 
 
    Argos poured her and my mother a cup of wine and we all gave thanks to our good fortune. We spent the next half-hour watching Talos and taking turns hugging and playing with him on the floor. Chariton then entered to inform us Helena and her young daughter, Iakovina, had arrived. She had grown into a beautiful woman and ran into the room holding her toddler.  
 
    “Andrikos! I am so delighted you are home safe – and with a family!” she exclaimed while hugging and kissing me. “Forgive my husband’s absence; his work commitments frequently call him away from Ilandra for periods of time.” After our embrace I took hold of my niece as Helena introduced herself to Mara. 
 
    “Hello sister!” Helena greeted warmly. “This is a wonderful day! Welcome, welcome to our family. Will you be staying here?” Helena asked while looking back to me.  
 
    “Mara and Talos will be staying here. My commitments demand I remain away for a little longer.” A look of disappointment shot over Helena’s face but was quickly erased as she looked back to Mara and hugged her and Talos again. “Now that you are all here, there is another bit of news I want to share.” All side conversations ceased and looked to me to determine what more information would be unloaded on them today. I walked over to Mara and took her hands in mine while looking in her eyes. “Mara and I are to marry, here in this house, the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    Helena and my mother let out elated gasps and I could already see them deciding who to invite, what decorations to place, what food to prepare. 
 
    “Nothing big, mother. I can see what you are scheming. This is to be a small affair, consisting only of the wedding ceremony, attended by those assembled here plus Nearchus’ family. Davos and I will be leaving the morning after for Greece. You had your large wedding to plan with Helena, mother; please allow this to be a simple, quiet matter. There are two others who will be attending, Patrochlus and Alexandros.” 
 
    My mothers’ expression quickly changed from elation to a familiar displeasure at hearing the name of two individuals she thought were purged from her life.  
 
    “But they cannot be seen as guests in our home,” she retorted. “Not by the Council, by our neighbors, not by anyone,” she pleaded while looking to Argos for assistance. 
 
    “It will all be done discreetly, my dear,” Argos assured. “Word will be sent through channels and they will enter through the servant entrance.”  
 
    “Hmph!” was her defeated reply.  
 
    Leandros then barged into the room, looking like a Macedonian aristocrat. “Where is that son-of-a-bitch? Where is our family’s war hero?” 
 
    I stood with a beaming smile, both in seeing the powerful man he had become while reveling in his pride in me.  
 
    “Where is my limp dick cousin? Do you need help walking over here? I noticed a little stutter in your step.” 
 
    “Get over here and let me show you how much help I need,” Leandros laughed out as we warmly embraced.  
 
    “All right everyone, come to the dining room and sit down. Dinner is ready,” my mother ordered as seven adults and two children made our way the dining room. That evening was filled with laughs, salutes, songs and several war stories. It was one of the greatest nights of my life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Father was sitting in a chair in my room that evening with a beaming look of satisfaction on his face. We stood and embraced, each understanding tomorrow would be the culmination of a mulit-year journey he had been a part of in his own small way.   
 
    “And now your vow is complete,” father stated proudly. “You not only rescued Mara from a life of misery, you gave my existence a meaning I never allowed it to have. You have put my soul at ease, son, and I can now go on in peace. I will be there tomorrow with you.  I will be with you always.” 
 
    The next day was hectic, with mother cherishing her new role as wedding organizer – assigning everyone tasks to be completed for the coming day’s ceremony. Davos was even enlisted in the effort, to which he begrudgingly complied. To her credit, mother summoned all of her resolve not to shout her good news from the highest point in Ilandra, and dutifully ensured her orders were carried out discreetly. With everyone executing her instructions, she occupied most of her day pampering Mara in Greek marriage rites while Helena procured wedding attire, jewelry and decorations for the house.  
 
    Due to my bride not being Greek, the small window of time in which to hold the ceremony, and Mara not having a male to give her away, much of the traditional Greek marriage customs were disregarded. Despite this, it became clear my marriage was the greatest gift I could give my mother and I was happy to do it. Mara, perceiving how important all this was to her new family, put her natural discomfort with such attention aside and allowed herself to be primped and trimmed by the woman who would soon call her daughter.  
 
    Leandros did not have Council business after dusk and sat with myself, Argos and Davos to make me recount all I had told my uncle regarding events in the east. He was especially impressed with my new role within the army and agreed that I would be well positioned to procure a satrapal appointment for him in the near future. Dinner that evening was a quiet affair, with all assembled thoroughly exhausted after busy preparation. Everyone retired early that evening in order to wake up the following morning to ensure all was ready.  
 
    At dawn, my nervous energy propelled me first out of bed and I immediately went about the house performing miniscule alterations to the decorations and furniture which made little, if any difference. Mother rose next and informed me she had procured the High Priest of the Temple of Artemis to perform the marriage in our home. The small party of guests would be arriving one hour before the ceremony, which was to commence at noon.  
 
    After a small breakfast, all returned to their quarters to bathe and dress for the ceremony. I was first back down in the sitting room and was there to receive Nearchus’ family. His mother, Tyro, hugged me with tears in her eyes as a sign that she had forgiven whatever blame she assigned to me in Nearchus’ suicide. His siblings, all much older now, each hugged me respectfully.  
 
    “And where is Argeaus?” I asked Tyro, not seeing Nearchus’ younger brother. 
 
    “He’ll be arriving with your two friends, Patrochlus and Alexandros,” she answered with some disappointment. I nodded in recognition that, despite Argos and Leandros’ attempts to keep him from such a life, Argeaus was now a full-fledged member of Ilandra’s criminal underbelly. The rest of my family soon emerged and embraced Nearchus’ relatives warmly.  
 
    After a half-hour of catching up, Chariton rushed to alert me that my invited guests had arrived. I followed him to the rear entrance to allow myself a moment to greet my mates away from prying eyes. I found them waiting in the rear galley, along with Argeaus, standing somewhat awkwardly, with the knowledge they were less than welcome in my home. When they spotted me smiling with open arms, all insecurities disappeared and Alexandros ran over and lifted me off the ground with a strong bear hug. 
 
    “Andrikos! You swine! I’ve missed your ugly mug. Are you back for good?” 
 
    “No, brother, not yet. But my new family will remain here in my absence. I can count on you to look after them, correct?” 
 
    “Not that anyone living in Leandros’ house needs protection, but rest assured, they can safely walk any street from here to Ephesus at any hour. Every home will be open to them and every manner of respect paid to them by friend and stranger alike. Don’t think we have forgotten all you did that night. We owe our current lot in life to you, brother. We’ll always be indebted to you for that.” 
 
    Despite forcing me to again remember that terrible night which set in motion all that had happened to me since leaving Ilandra, seeing my loyal, jovial friend after so many years filled my heart and brought an uncontrollable smile to my face. He was wider, stouter and hairier since my departure, but he still retained his distinctive good nature. Argeaus then deferentially shook my hand and made his way to the sitting room to allow his superiors to reunite in private. Alexandros stepped back to allow me to greet Patrochlus.  
 
    “Don’t think you’re getting some slobbering love affair from me,” he jeered with a warm smile. “Our esteemed colleague is correct, however. Your actions allowed us to usurp Ganymedes’ network and we’ve since expanded north to Ephesus. We haven’t forgotten that brother,” Patrochlus stated sincerely as he moved forward and embraced me.  
 
    “I understand your sentiment. But if you are truly in my debt then do me the courtesy of never bringing up that night again. Let us only focus on the happier days of our past and the promise of a renewed relationship upon my return.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Patrochlus nodded, while releasing his grip. 
 
    Patrochlus looked older, more mature, but weathered and worse off – as if the years of criminal undertakings weighed heavily on his features. His hair was thinner, his skin was tough. He had gained some weight yet looked weaker to me. The positive changes in my appearance and confidence stood in stark contrast to my mates, which hung over our reunion and was felt by all. They emanated a feeling of smallness to me which slightly dampened the mood. 
 
    Alexandros broke the tension by feeling my arms and chest. “Look at our little Andrikos, all grown up and ready to take on the world. What are they feeding you in the army? We could use some of this muscle in our outfit. You know you have an equal seat at our table when you return.” 
 
    “Thank you, brother. I won’t forget it. Now, shall we make our grand entrance?” I asked, to which my mates smiled nervously. “Don’t worry brothers, you are welcome here on this day.” 
 
    They nodded their consent and the three of us entered the sitting room to join the rest of the wedding guests. The High Priest from the Cult of Artemis had arrived through the front entrance during our brief reunion and all was now ready for the ceremony to begin. Mother arranged everyone before retiring to her chamber to fetch the bride. The priest called me to his side at the front of the room while Mara emerged and took the hand of Argos who had agreed to stand in her father’s stead to give her away. She wore a pure white silk dress with small pieces of gold woven into the fabric that caused her to shimmer when she passed through beams of sunlight from the open windows. A thin veil hung over her head and face that boasted small pearls at equidistant intervals. Her hair was fashioned in an intricate Greek style and flowed gracefully from the back of the veil.  
 
    All turned to view this personification of beauty making her way to the head of the gathering where I stood beside the priest. I shook Argos’ hand and raised the veil back from her beautiful face as she took her place beside me. Leandros then brought a sacrificial lamb to the priest who ritually slaughtered the animal with a ceremonial dagger. When the lamb had succumbed, the priest proclaimed that the gods favored the union and proceeded to recite the marriage rites. I took Mara’s hand in mine as the priest recited various oaths and vows. I looked to mother and Helena who were holding each other with teary eyes and proud smiles. When the priest finished the ritual, Mara and I asserted our undying loyalty to one another. We sealed our vow with a kiss and the ceremony was complete. A loud cheer rang out from the guests as Chariton opened several excellent jugs of wine and placed food at different stations throughout the house.  
 
    The merriment lasted late into the evening before the last remaining guests, Alexandros and Patrochlus, took their leave and stumbled home. They had asked Davos to join them for further revelry but he was decidedly unimpressed with their drunken disposition and curtly declined, choosing instead to end the evening with Leandros and Argos. Mara had even partaken in the festivities and allowed herself to enjoy the evening. It was a perfect night that ended with Mara and I retiring to a guest chamber within the house to consummate our marriage. Everyone slept in the next morning and when I made my way down I saw Davos eating a breakfast prepared by my mother, with his belongings neatly packed beside him ready for our coming departure.  
 
    I sat next to him and my mother came around to hug me and give me a plate of food left over from the wedding. One by one, everyone made their way downstairs to eat whatever their lingering hangover would allow. When Mara and I finished, we retired back to our chamber with Talos to say our goodbyes in private.  
 
    “I leave content in the knowledge you and Talos will always be loved and provided for. I swear to you that I will return at the earliest moment I can and will raise Talos into manhood – I promise you. Last night was the greatest night of my life and it was all due to you and Talos. I will return to you.” Tears welled up in my eyes as I picked up Talos and hugged Mara. I felt a new understanding for my mother’s frequent outbursts of emotions over Helena and myself as the thought of leaving my family again made me feel physically sick. It took all my constitution to return downstairs and once again say farewell to my family.  
 
    Everyone stood in succession, with my mother and Helena at the end with tears running down their cheeks. I shook Chariton’s hand, embraced Leandros, then Argos, before reaching Helena. She wrapped her arms around me and professed her love and pride in her brother. She also vowed to take care of Mara and Talos and implored me to return home soon. My mother was now all that remained between my journey, and she stood with an expression of sadness and intense pride. We hugged for several moments and I could feel her tears on my cheek.  
 
    “Promise you’ll come back to us soon. Please promise,” were her departing words as I nodded my consent and followed Davos out the front entrance, mounted my horse and departed for Macedon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    We traveled north for several days before arriving at Byzantium. Davos commanded me to join him for a night of women and drink that evening on the Asian side of the city where we found a suitable establishment for debauchery. I agreed to his demand with the caveat that I would be content to drink double the latter and recuse myself the former. He agreed, on the condition he would not carry me home in a blackout state. The next morning, we crossed the Hellespont into Thrace on our way to Amphipolis.  
 
    Thrace was now considered enemy territory, ruled by former Alexandrian General, Lysimachus. He had recently thrown his lot behind the Ptolemy-Cassander alliance against Antigonus, which Vettias suspected Orontes’ hand in. Despite Macedon’s new-found wealth, Thrace remained relatively poor and rural. We passed through several Thracian coastal cities, including Bisanthe, Cypsela and Maroneia, the fabled home of the Cicones in Homer’s Odyssey. In addition to being a stop on the hero’s voyage to Ithaca, Maroneia had a more recent and useful reputation – its remarkable wine.  
 
    Davos and I spent two uninhibited nights in the coastal city enjoying its infamous libations. The locals claimed the poor soil and rugged terrain obliged each vine to fight a solitary struggle for its existence which added to its fruit’s character. Its potency was so concentrated, one could cut it with ten parts water and the saltiest marine would still find it satisfying. We spent almost a full day in one tavern that served a particularly bold red while talking over a number of courses of action for our mission. At noon on the third day, our strength had finally returned enough to mount our horses and continue our journey. Maroneia was the last settlement in Thrace. Our next stop was Philippi – the easternmost city of Macedon proper.  
 
    Upon entering Philippi we were now in territory owned by Cassander. Philippi was the furtherest point along the newly constructed Macedonian Royal Road, which meant we were only four days’ ride from our destination. Philippi was the place of Davos’ birth so we remained inconspicuous during our brief stay. He did, however, visit the graves of his wife and daughter late that evening to mitigate the chance of someone recognizing him. I accompanied him from afar and watched as he stoically paid his respects to his loved ones. We departed at first light the next morning for the last leg of our journey. 
 
    Along the Royal Road from Philippi to Amphipolis we began to plot our first moves and decided to seek out Vettias’ contact, Spyro, after procuring lodging. On the fourth day, we saw the outline of Amphipolis’ substantial outer walls. The city was the site of extensive warfare in its relatively short history since the Athenians established it as a colony over a century ago. Relative peace and prosperity had come after it was conquered and brought into Macedon proper by Alexander’s father, Philip II, and now housed the heir to Alexander’s Empire. 
 
    The main gate saw a steady barrage of travelers and merchants streaming in and out while the docks teamed with trade and fishing activity. We found an inconspicuous inn to place our belongings and tie off our horses while we walked around for hours to get acquainted with our new surroundings. The docks and main thoroughfares were comparable to other larger Macedonian cities but Amphipolis also boasted an impressive fortified acropolis with temples, government buildings and a fortress which held the Queen and child King.  
 
    Once we were content with our familiarity of the city, we made our way to meet Spyro, using the directions Vettias provided. Spyro owned a tavern near the outer city wall in a quiet neighborhood. It was evening now and a cool breeze gusted down the vacant street. Davos gave a nod and we entered the drab venue to find two solitary drunks and a grisly proprietor fitting Vettias’ description. We sidled up to the three oak timbers nailed together that formed a serving table and gave a nod to Spyro. The two patrons did not pay us any attention but our man examined his new patrons quizzically as it was apparent newcomers did not frequent this establishment often.  
 
    “You two lost?” he snickered while handing us two dirty cups of wine.  
 
    “We were sent here by an old friend of yours – someone who hasn’t been here in some time,” Davos answered cryptically. 
 
    Spyro raised his brow slightly with a modicum of interest.  
 
    “We are colleagues of Vettias. He told us to look you up,” Davos explained while handing him a small scroll. Spyro read Vettias’ short note and smirked. 
 
    “Vettias. You mind if I keep this?” he asked, to which Davos nodded. “So what’s your story?” 
 
    “We seek some information about the fortress on the acropolis. I hear there are some important guests residing there these days.” 
 
    “The Argeads. And their eastern friends.”  
 
    Davos and I looked at each other and back at Spyro, demanding an answer. 
 
    “No one I know has actually seen them but there are rumors that savages from India now guard the fortress. No visitors are granted entry. The dark men never leave the fortress grounds. That is about all I know of it. Well, I guess you know my name and I know yours from Vettias’ little note here, but we will introduce properly. I am Spyro of Amphipolis, proprietor of this fine establishment. Vettias trying to storm that bastion?” 
 
    “I am Davos, this is my companion, Andrikos. We have worked for Vettias for some time and continue to do so. If you know Vettias well then you know his work requires discretion. Can we call on you again should we require assistance during our stay?” Davos asked respectfully, passing him a few coins. “This is from our mutual friend. He sends his good tidings.” 
 
    Spyro nodded and moved on to his other patrons. We finished our drinks and exited the establishment toward our lodging.  
 
    “Orontes is no doubt behind the Indian guard, given what he told me back in Pella,” I surmised with confidence. “He went native during the eastern campaign and has some sick infatuation with the culture and some savage leader named Chandragupta Maurya. Antigonus spoke of him at a recent staff meeting.  He thinks this barbarian is Alexander incarnate and waits for his conquest of the empire while harboring a seething hatred of the Argeads. He’s clearly assembled a group of easterners that hold no allegiance to the Argeads to ensure no escape can be attempted. He may even be in that fortress as we speak.” 
 
    “Let’s not call it impossible just yet. Everything run by man has a vulnerability. This fortress is not under siege and is safely within Cassander’s control, therefore they most likely do not have large stocks of supplies on hand. Everyone needs to eat and tomorrow we’ll begin staking out the fortress to determine patterns and procedures for the delivery of provisions. If Orontes is here, we’re not leaving until we kill him. I’ll meet you in the lodging galley tomorrow for breakfast and then we’ll begin our reconnaissance.”  
 
    **** 
 
    I met Davos at our galley and ate our lodging’s meager fare in silence. The Amphipolis acropolis was an imposing structure, sitting atop a hill looking over the city below. It had its own impressive inner-wall whose entrance was manned by two city guardsmen. Their presence was on behalf of the special guests residing in the fortress, but since regular business was conducted throughout the acropolis grounds, they were not impeding anyone’s progress in or out. Despite our unfamiliar faces receiving extra scrutiny, we were allowed to enter the complex.  
 
    We walked unnoticed by the Amphipolis elite as they conducted business in the courts, government buildings and Temple of Poseidon. Alexander had commissioned the construction of an impressive temple complex and several wealthy Amphipolis residents had built their homes within the safety of the acropolis wall. None seemed to even look in the direction of the fortress gate that was guarded by two Macedonian sentries. Several enterprising merchants managed to obtain permission to set up food stands near the government buildings which spawned impromptu eating areas that were becoming permanent fixtures and provided a perfect vantage point for observing the fortress gate.  
 
    We entered the Temple of Poseidon to sell our presence on the acropolis and found ourselves in an ornate ante-room. A thick incense wafted throughout the building as temple officiants, priests, beggars, merchants, sailors and citizens conducted their business with the god of the sea. We followed the crowd and passed through the threshold into the main hall which housed the deity.  
 
    The interior was a massive dark void that boasted an immaculately decorated vaulted ceiling. Large torches provided the only light and flickered off the massive marble statue of Poseidon holding a golden trident. We waited in line to perform our obligatory supplication before the god and departed the temple to procure a small portion of meat from a street vendor. Davos and I blended easily with the many other Amphipolis citizens enjoying their morning meal. 
 
    “So, a couple of Macedonians outside the gate, a company of Indian guards inside,” Davos commented after we observed the fortress for about an hour. “First thing we need to do is infiltrate those two sentries. We’ll start following them and determine where they sleep, where they drink and where they fuck. We should be able to elicit when they receive deliveries and we’ll be there to follow whoever is involved. For now, that is the best option I see for getting inside the fortress without raising suspicion.” 
 
    “We also need to determine if they even want to be rescued. What if we get inside only to find the Argeads don’t want to go anywhere?” I asked. 
 
    “Those two are coming with us whether they like it or not.” 
 
    “Perhaps we can get a message to the Queen?” I suggested. “Let her know a rescue party is coming so she can make any preparations ahead of time.” 
 
    “It will be difficult,” Davos countered. “Polyperchon had attempted this with Olympias while she was still holed up with the royal family in Pydna last year. Cassander infiltrated the communication ring and used it to sow mistrust between the two. Rhoxane no doubt learned from that mistake and will be wary of believing any unsolicited messages promising help. Let’s focus on these two saps and see what they know first.” 
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    I sat with my colleague in the pleasant sun for two hours observing the comings and goings of the acropolis. At noon one of the food merchants brought a generous portion to the two fortress sentries, which was the only activity to occur at the castle gate the entire morning. After another hour we decided our presence was drawing unwanted attention and we took our leave of the acropolis. At the end of the winding road down to the city, we took up position at a large eatery with a favorable line of sight to the acropolis road. We sat there until dusk when our two sentries made their way down, presumably toward their homes at the end of their shift.  
 
    “You take the one on the left, I’ll take the one on the right. Stay with him for the evening. I’ll meet you back at the lodging tomorrow morning,” Davos instructed as we waited for them to pass the eatery and then fell in behind them. As they parted ways, Davos and I split to follow our respective targets. 
 
    My mark was not security-conscious, allowing me to keep close to him amid the bustling streets of Amphipolis at dusk. He passed several taverns and made two stops, both at venues selling home goods, pointing to him being a family man. After a quarter-hour, we ended up on a residential street of apartment buildings. I watched him enter one of these drab structures and lost sight of him. After several minutes, I entered the building but could not discern which of the six flats he resided in. With any luck he would occupy a first-floor residence, affording me the ability to spy in and ascertain the man’s situation. 
 
    I exited the building and carefully peeked into each of the available windows on the ground floor where I spotted my man, sitting at a small table eating dinner with what was presumably his wife and two toddlers. Assuming the posture of a beggar, I sat down in an alley across from the building’s entrance, to ensure he would not depart for any evening activities. After about two more hours it seemed clear my man was in for the night and I made my way home.  
 
    **** 
 
    Davos and I met in our lodging’s galley the following morning to compare notes.  
 
    “My mark is a family man. Stayed home last night; has a wife and two young kids,” I reported over a plate of yogurt and grapes.  
 
    “That could be useful if we get desperate. A man will do anything to save his family from a perceived threat – or a real one,” Davos stated coldly with a sinister grin. “My mark is a little more promising. He’s a bachelor; lives in a small flat and enjoys himself by drinking and womanizing. We’ll plan on a chance encounter with him tonight. We’ll sit up at the acropolis watching the gate until noon then pick him back up at the same eatery to follow him home.” 
 
    After breakfast we bent our knee at the feet of Poseidon once more before taking up position near the food merchants to observe the fortress gate. We departed at noon after a quiet morning without activity and shared a jug of wine while sitting at the same eatery to wait for our man. When the sentry duo made their way down at dusk we followed our mark to his home and sat in an adjacent alley until his re-emergence one hour later. He took us to a different tavern than the one he did Davos the night before and entered the dingy establishment to the greeting of several nods from patrons before sitting down next at an apparent acquaintance’s table. 
 
    Davos and I procured a table close by and casually observed our target for the better part of an hour. “We’ll wait until his friend gets up to make our friendly overture.” After our mark had drank sufficient amounts of wine, an opportunity presented itself and the two of us confidently sat down just as the atmosphere of the tavern began to pick up. 
 
    “Hello friend,” Davos greeted. “Mind if two travelers sit here and buy you and your mate a jug?” The man was a little surprised but was in good spirits and thus did not protest. “We are conducting some mercantile business here and wanted to ask your opinion on where we should spend our money tonight if women be our goal?” 
 
    Apparently, Davos had assessed him correctly as he smiled broadly before giving a number of suggestions, providing an impressive amount of detail regarding the quality of the staff at each. As the promised jug arrived and his companion returned, we had become fast friends. His name was Zenon and he was about eight years my junior – too young to have been involved in any of the wars of conquest or succession. We whetted his appetite for war stories before Davos tactfully turned the conversation to his time in the eastern campaign – talking about the exotic tribes of Bactria and India. Zenon’s eyes lit up as he now saw an opening to add to the conversation and perhaps impress his two new veteran friends in the process. 
 
    “I am intimately familiar with the dark skin tribes of the east,” he eagerly interrupted. “I see them regularly, right here in Amphipolis.” 
 
    Davos feigned surprise and took an intense interest in Zenon’s claim, while I quietly observed our mark willingly divulge all he knew about the Indian contingent. I probably would have done the same if I were in his situation – too young to know anything, guarding a gate in the city I never left, all while talking to two veterans of the great wars who actually took an interest in me. 
 
    “They wear next to nothing; they have no possessions other than the eastern spear. They paint tribal patterns on themselves with red henna; they meditate every day. They are prohibited from speaking to outsiders; only their leader speaks some broken Greek.” 
 
    “That is fascinating,” Davos replied, “And the Argeads reside there as well? Have you seen them?” 
 
    “They do indeed. I’ve seen them on a number of occasions – about once a month when the delivery of provisions arrives – usually a medium cart pulled by a mule and loaded with mundane supplies. They wheel it through the gate, unload it at the back galley entrance, then wheel it away. During that time, I have brought several of the Argead’s personal items to their chamber suites where I’ve spied the Queen and her son who usually runs out to see a Macedonian soldier.” 
 
    We kept him talking while plying him and his companion with considerable amounts of alcohol.  
 
    “You’ve seen the Royal family?” I asked with contrived excitement. “Are they in good spirits? Where do they live within the castle?” 
 
    “Their quarters are in the tower on the northwest side, atop the acropolis wall overlooking the city below.” 
 
    “And these savages – they allow you entrance to the private residence?” I inquired, looking for an angle. 
 
    “There is a Macedonian superintendent named Glaucias who oversees all castle functions. Glaucias is the Argead’s primary caretaker and limits all interactions between the Royal family and the savages. While they are offloading provisions, I carry up the Argead’s personal items to their private quarters.” 
 
    “You have the most interesting job in this city,” Davos proclaimed while raising his cup to our new friends. “So when do you think you will see the Argead’s again?” 
 
    “We are scheduled to receive a delivery early next week,” Zenon answered proudly, fully caught up in the moment of impressing us. 
 
    “You know, Alexander personally saved my life once during the Battle of the Hydaspes River in India and I was never given the chance to thank him. Young Alexander no doubt knows the legend of his father but I think it would be important if I could personally impart what his father meant to me. Would you be willing to give the Queen this humble letter I have written in the hopes of passing it along to them while in Amphipolis?” 
 
    Zenon hesitated for a moment before smiling and taking the small sealed scroll. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Davos and I were back at the acropolis the following week, keeping enough distance to not be recognized by Zenon, awaiting the delivery of provisions.  
 
    “You think he gave Rhoxane the note?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Davos responded disinterestedly.  
 
    “You think she believes it to be legitimate?” 
 
    “Don’t know. We’ll soon find out though. We’re going to be in the next delivery cart.” 
 
    After two more days of mundane surveillance, we finally saw a tired mule pulling a rickety wagon through the Acropolis entrance, making its way to the fortress gate. Davos and I quickly moved into better position to observe the unloading process described to us by Zenon.  
 
    The cart was pulled in behind the wall so Davos and I scaled the stairs of Poseidon’s temple to gain a better vantage. Given the temple was built on the highest elevation of the acropolis, we were able to peer over the fortress wall just enough to view the activity within the grounds. True to Zenon’s word, thin, dark men dressed only in white loincloths and decorated with red henna began unloading the supplies through the back galley entrance. Zenon could also be seen gathering up specific items and personally taking them inside.  
 
    The two cart drivers stood by and watched before guiding the mule back through the fortress gate while Davos and I got into position to begin shadowing the cart back to the city. The wagon moved awkwardly through the congested streets, allowing us to keep a wide distance while it remained in our sight. The two drivers led us directly to a medium-sized general store on a busy street which offered an assortment of foodstuffs, wine and sundries. The mule pulled the wagon into the structure’s storage house and the two men disappeared into the building after tying off the mule.  
 
    Davos and I casually entered the general store to purchase a few items and commit the drivers’ faces to memory. After lingering for several minutes, we took up position at an eatery across the street and waited for our marks to depart for the evening. We split up and followed them to their respective homes and shadowed them for several additional days to obtain a good pattern of life. Once a sufficient picture of them had been gathered, Davos and I arranged to encounter the less scrupulous of the two at an eatery he frequented. We found our man sitting alone, enjoying a cup of wine and eating an overcooked hen.  
 
    “Do you mind if we join you, friend?” Davos asked confidently, holding a jug of wine. “I promise to make it worth your while,” he added while showing him the seal on the jug which denoted its high price and quality. The man motioned for us to sit as Davos put two additional cups on the table and liberally filled all three.  
 
    “I thank you, sir. My name is Davos. This is my associate, Andrikos.” 
 
    “Sotirus,” the man grunted. “What business do you want with me?” 
 
    “Here’s to mutual benefit,” Davos answered while raising his drink in salutation. All three touched cups and took a long sip of the excellent vintage. “I’m in the business of making those who do favors for me rich. Unbeknownst to you, your employment provides an opportunity for you and I to both discreetly benefit.” 
 
    Sotirus remained emotionless as Davos made his pitch. 
 
    “Your monthly route to the castle. How long have you been making it?” 
 
    “Since Cassander brought the Argeads here.” 
 
    “Who is your contact within the castle? Who makes the order?” 
 
    “Glaucias. He manages all fortress affairs.” 
 
    “What if I wanted to pay you an exorbitant sum of coin to add two items to your cart during your next delivery? I ask nothing more and offer this purse of coin in return,” Davos queried while displaying a heavy sack of drachmas.  
 
    Sotirus grabbed the purse and looked skeptically at his two new friends. “You’re going to give me this in return for adding two items to the next delivery?” he asked doubtingly. “What exactly are we talking about?” 
 
    Davos smiled as it appeared our man was entertaining the offer. “The two of us,” he answered. 
 
    “You realize that place is guarded by a troop of dark-skinned savages from the east?” Sotirus replied.  
 
    “Nothing to fear from your end. We’re not looking for a fight, nor will we be seen. All I need from you is to get us past the fortress entrance unnoticed during your next delivery and you will never hear of this business or see me again. Just make sure your partner is looking the other way as we enter and exit the wagon.” 
 
    “We don’t offload the cargo. The savages do that. They will surely see two Greeks sitting inside. That will come back on us.” 
 
    “I’m thinking we can subtly fashion several suspended planks to the undercarriage of the wagon that can support myself and Andrikos. Then it is only a matter of you giving us a signal to run out from underneath when the opportunity presents itself during the unloading phase.” 
 
    Sotirus contemplated Davos’ offer and nodded his head. “Something like that can be arranged.” 
 
    “And your partner – how will you install such an apparatus without his knowledge?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll do it the night before and remove it the night after.” 
 
    “Would making a stop along your route to the castle cause your partner any suspicion?” I continued. 
 
    “Shouldn’t.” 
 
    “That is how we will get ourselves aboard without his knowledge. Name your stopping point and we will be waiting.” 
 
    “There is a family that sells excellent cheese along the route. I’ll ensure to pick some up on the way to the fortress.” 
 
    “And that is where the payment will be made,” Davos instructed, putting the considerable purse of coin back in his cloak. “When is the next delivery scheduled?” 
 
    “Three weeks after tomorrow.” 
 
    “Then we will meet here for dinner one week after tomorrow, agreed?” 
 
    “I’ll be here,” Sotirus assured skeptically, still dubious of our proposal. We shook hands, left the jug on the table and made our leave back to our lodging for the evening.  
 
    “Tomorrow we are going down to the docks,” Davos announced on our way home. “I’m thinking the sea is our best chance of escape once we have the Argeads.” 
 
    I nodded my consent as we entered our quarters and retired for the evening.  
 
    **** 
 
    The next morning, we walked among the dozens of ships moored in Amphipolis’ harbor along the Strymon River which emptied into the Aegean Sea. The docks berthed every manner of vessel from the simple fishing skiff to large cargo frigates.  
 
    “These larger ships heading for foreign ports are not going to be here by the time the next delivery is scheduled,” I stated. “We need to find a local who is willing to make some money on a voyage east.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Davos responded as we inspected each vessel and the various sailors working on them. “But it will need to be bigger than these rickety fishing boats.” After taking inventory of our options, none seemed conducive for our purpose and we decided to continue looking over the next several days to determine if more favorable ships returned to port. On the third afternoon we came across a small merchant vessel moored among the local slips. We looked at each other and nodded in agreement that the newly arrived boat would suit our purposes. Spotting a man emerge from the cabin, Davos called out to him: “Excuse me, sir, you getting in today from abroad?” 
 
    “Who’s asking?” the grizzled sailor yelled back. 
 
    “A potential customer,” Davos responded. “Is Amphipolis your home port?” 
 
    “Aye, it is. We’re recently in from Athens.”  
 
    “How many crew do you sail with?” 
 
    “She’ll do fine with six.” 
 
    “Do you have sleeping quarters for travelers?” 
 
    “Aye, we can accommodate you if you are coming along with the cargo. It will cost more though. What are you looking to haul?” 
 
    “Four passengers.” 
 
    “Four passengers? This ship can haul two hundred square feet in its cargo hold. Four passengers isn’t going to be worth my time.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to haul in addition to providing us safe passage, but you’ll find our fee will more than compensate your efforts on our behalf.” 
 
    “Four passengers?” the sailor asked again, unconvinced. 
 
    “Five hundred drachmas. For safe passage and your discretion. What is your name friend?” 
 
    “Gull. Five hundred drachmas for four people?” he repeated with suspicion. 
 
    Davos stepped on to the vessel and showed him a large purse of coin, “There’s more where this came from. You get half when we board and the rest when we arrive.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “East. Byzantium.” 
 
    “Byzantium? I’ve never sailed that far.” 
 
    “She’ll make it there. I have faith in your abilities,” Davos reassured after doing a once-over of the craft. “Can I count on you?” 
 
    Gull extended his hand and accepted our offer. Davos proceeded to inform him of the exact day and time our foursome would arrive at the docks. “We’ll be arriving in the evening. And when we board, we sail, so make sure she is ready for an evening departure.” 
 
    Gull nodded and we took our leave. We laid low the rest of the week and met with Sotirus on the prescribed day to ensure he wasn’t having second thoughts. He was a simple man who didn’t comprehend the web of intrigue he agreed to be a part of. It was to our benefit he didn’t think too much of our seemingly innocuous request and we purposely kept our conversations light with him. As long as we plied him with wine and covered the cost of dinner, he seemed content to entertain his two new strange friends. With our means of entry to the fortress and escape from Amphipolis secured, our plan was ready to be executed on the next delivery of provisions. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Dawn broke on the day of our plot and I descended to my lodging’s galley to find Davos finishing a bowl of porridge. I silently took a seat beside him and nodded in greeting. He returned my salutation and we both sat quietly as I ate my portion. When I finished, we settled with the proprietor, transferred contingency ownership of our horses to him in the event we were successful, collected our things and made our way to the docks. We stowed our belongings with Gull and departed for the meeting location with Sotirus. 
 
    We were two hours ahead of schedule and waited across from the small storefront for our wagon to arrive. It began to drizzle which turned the small dirt road into a wet slick. Sotirus arrived at the prescribed hour and stopped the supply-laden cart in front of the designated storefront. Davos entered the building after Sotirus to make payment while I remained across the street waiting for an opportune moment to get under the wagon. Davos emerged first and walked back toward me. Sotirus then exited with a purchased item and returned to the wagon. His partner then entered the storefront and Sotirus signaled it was time. Davos and I sprinted toward the rear of the wagon and went head-first into the undercarriage where Sotirus had fastened several wooden slats that allowed us to lay horizontally above the road.  
 
    After several minutes, we heard Sotirus’ partner return and the mule was coaxed forward. It took about a half-hour to reach the summit of the acropolis before coming to a stop at the castle entrance. I heard Zenon’s voice as the gate was opened and our wagon lurched forward to enter the fortress grounds while maneuvering to the back galley entrance. The cart came to a halt and strange accents speaking a strange language could now be heard around us. I could see dark-skinned bare feet, dirty from the wet mud, moving back and forth as they quickly unloaded the wagon’s contents. I noticed Zenon’s uniform sandals standing directly next to the cart. I turned my head to avoid breathing on his bare leg as he offloaded the Argeads’ personal items.  
 
    The activity tapered off until no voices could be heard near the wagon. After another minute, Sotirus gave us the signal and we dropped to the ground and rolled out from under the wagon. We frantically looked around to gain our bearing. Sotirus was standing alone and pointed to a small alley next to the galley entrance. Davos and I sprinted to the corridor and hid in the shadow engulfing it, behind a small stone wall. Zenon exited the galley with Sotirus’ partner and ordered the wagon to depart. We watched as Sotirus and Zenon passed through the fortress gate and closed it behind them.  
 
    “We’ll stay here until nightfall,” Davos whispered. “If anyone comes upon us, we must kill them quickly and quietly.” 
 
    I nodded as we settled in behind the stone wall for several hours until dark. The castle grounds were eerily silent as none exited the bastion and no noises could be heard emanating from within. As dusk fell on the acropolis, Davos and I bided our time for another two hours before slowly creeping to the galley door. It was locked by an old latch that Davos quickly disabled with Vettias’ lock disassembly kit.  
 
    We entered the galley and stood motionless to take in the surroundings and acclimatise ourselves to the environment. The galley was dark and it took several moments for our eyes to adjust. It was a cold, stone room, devoid of any signs of frequent use. We skulked through the servant pantries into the empty and dank main entrance hall. I couldn’t believe such a dreary keep was the home to the widow and son of our God-King.  
 
    There were two Indian sentries standing at the reinforced doors of the main entrance hall. Since our mission required stealth, we bypassed the hall and found a servant’s staircase previously identified to us by Zenon. On the second floor, another two Indians stood at the entrance to a spiral staircase leading to the royal suites within the fortress tower. They could not be bypassed without confrontation, so Davos and I snuck into favorable positions and each hurled a throwing knife into their hearts. As the projectiles slammed through their bare chests, we quietly rushed them to open their throats while smothering their mouths. We cradled their lifeless bodies as they sank to the floor, then hoisted the corpses over our shoulders and brought them with us up the tower’s spiral stairs.  
 
    At the top of the staircase was a strong oak door that was locked from the outside. We quietly unlatched it and entered the Royal apartments. We carefully dropped the two corpses and found ourselves in a foyer leading to three closed doors. Davos moved to the closest and gave a specific knock that he had outlined in his message to Rhoxane. We waited for a minute but heard nothing stir from within. We moved to the second and gave the arranged knock. After several moments we heard movement on the other side. Davos and I looked at each other as I clasped the hilt of my sword. The door slowly opened inward and we found ourselves standing face-to-face with Rhoxane of Bactria, widow of Alexander the Great. 
 
    Davos and I instinctively dropped to a knee and bowed our heads. Davos spoke first, “My lady, I am Davos of Philippi. I had a message delivered to you several weeks ago. This is Andrikos of Ilandra. We have taken a solemn oath, administered by men who served directly with your late husband, to protect the Argead family and ensure their rightful place on the Macedonian throne. We have come to rescue you and your son from your sequester and bring you under the protection of General Antigonus, Lord of Asia. All has been arranged for our escape this evening. May we enter your chamber for a moment?” 
 
    Rhoxane remained silent as she examined the two strangers at her chamber door. She looked past us to see the two dead Indians. “Move those two into the dark corner over there. I don’t want my son seeing them. Come in.” 
 
    Her quarters were more comfortable than the cold stone interior of the castle. As we entered, Rhoxane called out: “It’s alright Alexander. You can come out.” From a closet, in a dim corner of the room, emerged Alexander IV, the King of the Macedonian Empire.  
 
    “Who is it, mommy?” 
 
    “These are men who knew your father, darling. I want you to sit in your room for a moment while I talk to them, please.” 
 
    “Yes, mother.” He wore a white silk sleeping robe, with his golden-brown hair resting on his shoulders. He was relatively slight in stature compared to other eight-year-old boys and had paler skin than I remembered in Pella. Rhoxane motioned for us to sit on a couch while she hugged her son and saw him off to his quarters. She wore a green silk robe and her thick, black hair was let down. Her natural beauty was striking despite standing in a dimly lit room with no make-up. She locked her chamber door and took a seat on a plush chair opposite us.  
 
    “You Greeks and your devotion to my husband. Alexander’s grandmother, Olympias, was all too willing to believe your delusions of salvaging what he had conquered. Polyperchon sent us a message during the siege of Pydna and when she went down to the docks to meet him, Cassander was waiting. She was taken shortly thereafter and murdered while Alexander and I languish in this prison. And now you two come here in the dark of night, thinking you will rescue us from our incarceration and sit my eight-year-old old son on his father’s golden throne?” 
 
    Rhoxane had a noticeable eastern accent, yet spoke impeccable Athenian Greek with an aristocratic flourish. Her cynicism took Davos aback but he collected himself and pushed on to make his case. 
 
    “My lady, this is likely your only chance to flee your capture and save the life of your son. Trust me when I tell you there are armies ready to fight on his behalf; and there is group of men, bound by a sacred oath, who are willing to die to ensure your safety. I implore you to take this chance. Come with us to Asia and sit at the head of General Antigonus’ army. It is young Alexander’s destiny to inherit his father’s Empire and he has lost valuable time locked away in this dungeon. Once you are in the safety of General Antigonus you will be surrounded by men who served with and loved your husband. You and your son will never feel in danger again.” 
 
    “You were right to message me last month. Since then, I’ve thought long and hard on its authenticity, whether I would open the door or alert the guards if and when I heard a knock at my chamber. Had it not been for my son, you two would be standing in front of a locked door with a troop of castle guards at your back. But this internment has been terrible for him – there is no joy in this place and he is losing his innocence with each new day held captive here. He has led a life no child deserves and if there is a chance to bring him happiness, I am willing to take it.” 
 
    “I thank you, my lady. Now, are you aware of the guard rotations at night? Do you know of a preferred time to make our escape this evening?” 
 
    “The Indians work three shifts per day. The evening shift should have just started about an hour ago. Now is the best time to depart. Allow me a quarter-hour to get our things together.” 
 
    “Certainly. There is one other issue to keep in mind, however. If we are thwarted or otherwise caught in any way between now and our journey to Asia, it is imperative you assume the role of victim and accuse us of kidnapping the both of you.” 
 
    Rhoxane nodded her understanding, got up and entered Alexander’s room to collect a number of his items into a sack. She then packed some of her personal belongings and the four of us made ready to depart. Alexander had a worried and scared expression, so I knelt down to console him. 
 
    “Your father was a great man and we serve him faithfully still. The safety of you and your mother is our paramount concern. I swear no harm will come to you. We’re here to rescue you and your mother from this place and bring you to others who fight on behalf of your father. You will soon lead these men and we will serve you faithfully as well. Do you understand?” 
 
    Alexander hesitantly nodded his head.  
 
    “All right, son. Stay close to your mother. Follow us.” 
 
    Our party stepped quietly down the spiral staircase of the tower and utilized the servant stairs leading to the back of the entrance hall. The two Indians standing watch in the main foyer were focusing their attention forward – allowing us to sneak back to the galley. As we entered the dark, narrow space, I saw an object moving at the far end of the galley near the rear exit. When we came closer, I could make out the white loincloth of an Indian sentry and immediately threw a knife at him. The blade slammed into his shoulder and the man let out a wince of pain. Davos and I both sprinted toward him and stabbed him multiple times while smothering his mouth. I quickly ushered Rhoxane and Alexander into a back pantry while Davos and I dragged the body in after them. 
 
    The four of us waited in the pantry for several terrifying minutes with the corpse as Davos and I peered out into the galley to ensure no one heard the Indian’s muted expletives. Alexander stared down at the dead Indian with a look of sad curiosity. Rhoxane was right, this was no life for a young boy and I was resolved now more than ever to ensure we brought him to a better environment. When Davos and I were satisfied no other sentry would enter the galley, we hid the corpse as best we could and led the Argeads out the galley door where we found ourselves in the fortress grounds under the dark, still night. 
 
    Davos instructed Rhoxane to remain with Alexander in the corridor behind the galley entrance while we used the stairs on the inside of the wall to climb atop the fortifications and look down on the two Macedonian sentries posted at the gate. Davos produced Vettias’ collapsible bow and loosed an arrow through the neck of one of the sentries. Davos’ victim let out a gurgled scream onto the empty acropolis as his napping partner lept to his feet and looked in every direction, except above him, to spot the mystery assailant. Davos loosed another arrow through the second sentry’s chest, followed by two more in rapid succession, dropping him to the ground. We made our way down the interior stairs and quietly unlocked the gate from the inside. I stabbed both sentries to hasten their deaths and dragged their corpses into the fortress grounds, dropping them in an obscure alcove on the side of the bastion. I then signaled to Rhoxane to come with Alexander and the four of us made our escape while closing the fortress gate behind us.  
 
    We jogged down the short path from the acropolis to the city proper and navigated several side streets until we arrived at the docks. Thankfully, Gull was obediently waiting on the deck of his ship with his crew assembled. Davos and I calmly helped Rhoxane and Alexander onto the vessel and paid Gull the two hundred and fifty drachmas promised him at the outset. The crew cast off the bulkhead and the ship slowly made its way out of port down the Strymon River under the pale moonlight.  
 
    Gull showed Rhoxane and Alexander their berth where they made ready to sleep the rest of the evening. I watched as she lovingly made up the bed for her son, tucked him in and laid next to him while he held her closely. This image was both heartening and sad in that she was all the boy had and I feared his time spent sequestered in Amphipolis was stunting his maturity. I bid them goodnight and joined Davos on the bow of the ship which gently bobbed up and down in the overcast night’s sky. 
 
    “Glaucias is going to erupt tomorrow when our little operation is discovered,” I stated, looking out onto the dark horizon.  
 
    “Cassander will keep the incident quiet for now. He will mobilize all land forces under his command in eastern Macedon to find us, however. He won’t want this information known until he has either recovered the Argeads or can confirm who has them. He’ll also send word to Lysimachus who’s bound to deploy his naval forces as well. We’re not out of this yet.” 
 
    “And what if we are intercepted by the navy?” I asked. 
 
    “You and I are swimming to shore. Rhoxane will claim she was kidnapped – she appears capable of selling that ruse. Gull will be taken captive for questioning; the crew will most likely be killed and the ship burned. No doubt the Argeads will be brought back to Amphipolis under heavy garrison in addition to the company of savages. The only chance to rescue them at that point is for Antigonus to defeat his enemies and take control of Macedon.” 
 
    We stood at the bow for another hour, silently watching the faint lights of Amphipolis grow dimmer and dimmer behind us before we took up our berths for the evening. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    We sailed through the night and I woke the next morning to find Rhoxane and Alexander on deck, looking out over the vast Aegean Sea. Alexander was running from one end of the ship to the other, pulling on ropes, jumping on rails – acting just like an eight-year-old boy. Rhoxane stood at the bow, watching her son enjoy his youth, no doubt contemplating what the future held for the both of them. I stood next to her, quietly waiting for her to acknowledge me.  
 
    “Do you and your companion really intend to take us to a place where he’ll be better off? Does Antigonus revere his father the way you two do?” 
 
    “Anywhere you are not under the control of Cassander is better than your previous lot. As for your second question, the answer is no. The Lord of Asia cares little about anyone but his own legacy; but as events have unfolded, our organization now serves within his staff and will ensure you are well looked after while influencing the general to honor the oaths he swore to your husband. It is the best chance Alexander will have to inherit his father’s throne.” 
 
    “And is assuming the throne even in his interest anymore? What is more important to your group of sworn defenders? Is it his life – or that he occupies the throne?” 
 
    “Ultimately, his life, my lady. But the son of Alexander could never lead a normal life. He alone can end the wars of succession between his remaining generals. He alone can bring peace to this world. This is the hope not only of a devout protector of the Argead House but of a father and husband who wants to return home and raise his son in peace.” 
 
    “And what happens when our enemies find this ship, discover that we are stowed away on it?” 
 
    “I will be straightforward with you, my lady. You will tell them you and your son were kidnapped and the perpetrators have already fled. Davos and I will have taken our leave before they ever board.” 
 
    “And what will happen to us? Thrown back into that cold dungeon, only this time under more security – ensuring my son never sees the light of day again?”  
 
    “If it comes to that, know the armies of general Antigonus are making strides to defeat Cassander, and when they are successful, you and Alexander will be freed. Unfortunately that is all we can promise, my lady.”  
 
    I remained with Alexander’s widow in the bright morning sun, looking out onto the deck of the ship, watching the king of the known world playing with all manner of maritime objects and attacking the crew with a small plank he was using as a pretend sword. Davos soon emerged from his berth and joined us on the bow as well. Several vessels passed us that first morning, each putting the three of us on edge. At noon, we pulled into a small fishing village so the crew could rest after their eighteen-hour stretch at sea. Davos was content that we had traveled far enough from Amphipolis to dock and agreed to the crew disembarking. The four of us remained on board for fear of being remembered by a local townsman who might later be questioned by Cassander’s forces.  
 
    The crew fell asleep by dusk and I sat with Alexander on the stern of the ship with two of the crew’s fishing poles to try and provide some adult male attention that he had been deprived of over the past years in captivity. After showing him how to bait and weigh down the hook, we cast our lines into the glassy water. 
 
    “No one has shown you how to fish before?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I am not allowed to go down to the docks,” he responded in a deflated tone.  
 
    “What do you do for fun?” 
 
    “I play with mommy. I play war with my toy soldiers. I spy on the dark men in the castle.” 
 
    “And what are they like?” 
 
    “They speak a funny language, but they usually don’t say anything. They don’t eat very much either. They are always praying. Every time I get close to one of them they move away from me. I don’t like it there. Are you a soldier?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did you fight in any wars?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Did you kill anyone?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Did you know my father?” 
 
    “I was too young to fight with your father, but I would have. I was a little older than you when I first saw him. He was marching his army near my home in Ionia. He was a great man and a fearless warrior. That same blood flows through your veins. You too will be a great man someday, but you have to be strong. Are you strong?” I joked while grabbing his bicep and shaking it. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Alexander replied while laughing.  
 
    “I don’t know, this feels a little soft,” I continued while tickling his armpit.  
 
    “Yes, yes, stop tickling me!” Alexander pleaded while laughing hysterically.  
 
    “All right, all right. You’re going to wake up the whole town.” 
 
    We sat for another half-hour until Alexander’s line began to pull. “Oh, oh, I have one, I have one!” 
 
    “Pull the line up slowly. You got’em, you got’em,” I encouraged. 
 
    Alexander pulled up a bluefish onto the boat and frantically tried to grab it while it jumped furiously on the deck.  
 
    “Get him, get him!” Alexander yelled as I assisted in trying to get a hand on the panicked creature. I eventually grabbed the bluefish and presented Alexander with his prize. His eyes were beaming and his smile was from ear to ear. As he inspected his trophy he asked in a concerned tone: “Do you think the hook hurts the fish’s mouth?” 
 
    “I don’t think fish feel pain the same way we do. I don’t think it hurts him.” 
 
    “Are we going to eat him?” he asked.  
 
    “If you want to.” 
 
    Alexander took a look at the creature and decided against it. 
 
    “Shall we let him go back to his friends?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, his mommy is probably scared for him,” Alexander answered.  
 
    I gently unhooked the bluefish and gave it to Alexander. He held it tight with both hands and awkwardly threw it back into the water. We sat together for another half-hour and he began resting his head on me. I wanted to swim to shore with him at that moment and be done with this sordid life. I wanted to take him away from his violent world and raise him myself in Ilandra. I wanted him to live a normal life with his mother. I put my arm around him and thought of Talos. He too was missing his father at this very moment and I vowed to return home at the first opportunity.  
 
    “I want to go to sleep with mommy now,” Alexander announced. 
 
    “All right, son. Let’s put these poles away.” 
 
    I walked him over to Rhoxane who was speaking with Davos in hushed tones, and she scooped him up and carried him off to sleep.  
 
    “That kid is leading an unhappy life,” I stated to Davos, genuinely saddened by his current lot. “What are his prospects – even if we get him into Antigonus’ custody? Antigonus will certainly use him for his own purposes. And when he comes of age? What then? Will he bypass Demetrius and hand over the throne to Alexander IV? I fear we are trading the boy one depressed existence for another.” 
 
    “Rhoxane is unhappy as well, but it’s not for us to decide,” Davos responded. “We are mere pawns of Alexander’s remaining generals and faithful servants of The King’s Hand. Since Polyperchon’s defeat in Macedonia, Vettias has become the effective leader of The Hand and he has instructed us to retrieve the Argeads. The operation was sanctioned by General Antigonus and that is all we need to know.”  
 
    “Are you content with this? We swore an oath, in the presence of diviners to the Cult of Alexander himself,” I responded, feeling more weary of our actions as I thought more about them. 
 
    Davos audibly exhaled and moved close to me. “There’s a reason Antigonus prohibited Vettias from coming on this assignment – more than Amphipolis being his childhood home. It is true, Antigonus cares not for the fate of the Argeads; he would use them just as Cassander is now and discard them when they no longer suit his purposes. Aretes informed me of the full extent of our mission, what is to come after we have rescued them from Amphipolis.” Davos paused for a long moment before continuing. “Rhoxane and Alexander are never to make it to Antigonus’ camp – we are to kill them.” 
 
    “What?” I gasped with a hushed outrage while seizing his arm forcefully. “That fiend!” 
 
    “He is no different than any of the others, Andrikos. None of the Successors vying for power can risk Alexander reaching maturity.” 
 
    “Then why go through this sick charade of rescuing them – risking our lives in the process?” 
 
    “Because no one can know Antigonus was behind the killing of Alexander; and the kidnapping of the Argeads puts his adversaries on the defensive since they will not be sure who has them and whether they are alive or not. It’s actually a shrewd move on his part. If Antigonus chooses to keep his custody of the Argeads a secret, the other Successors will be content to continue the charade that Cassander is keeping the Argeads safe in Amphipolis until Alexander reaches maturity. Now, Antigonus has no knowledge of our history and certainly is unaware of the existence of The King’s Hand, so we are very fortunate to be the one’s charged with this task.” 
 
    “You can’t be considering such a blasphemy, such a deicide?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Davos snapped. “Do you think me so willing to renege on a blood oath?” 
 
    “What are we going to do? If we disobey our orders, we will be hunted by all sides. My family won’t be safe.” 
 
    “Your family is what I have in mind. After Gull drops us in Byzantium, we are going to take them to your family’s compound. Your immediate family members will be told of their true identities and sworn to secrecy. They will tell everyone else that they are the widowed family of your deceased brother-in-arms serving in the wars of succession and you swore an oath to him to look after them in the event of his death.” 
 
    “Keep the Argeads at my house? With my family in Ilandra?” Such a scheme sounded so preposterous, I barely was able to get out the words. But as I thought about it, I began to see Davos’ angle. 
 
    “If Antigonus knows they were kidnapped but believes they are in fact dead, and the rest know they were kidnapped and believe Antigonus to be secretly harboring them, than no one will be looking for them. We will be the only ones who both know they were kidnapped and know they are still alive. This is the only way we can stay true to our oath.” 
 
    “And what about Vettias?” 
 
    “He and Hiro will be the only living souls that are told of this information outside of your family. The Hand will be disbanded and only we four remaining members will know the true secret of the Argeads – a secret that will die with us. Alexander will live a happy, normal life in Ilandra. And so will Rhoxane”  
 
    “Do you think they will agree to such a ruse – one they must live for the rest of their lives?” 
 
    “I think such an offer would be the greatest service one could do on behalf of Alexander IV, and would be welcomed as such by Rhoxane. A reprieve from the incessant scheming and controlling by men who care nothing for them. He will be free for the first time in his life. This is a grave decision and one that must be made by both of us without reservation. Are you willing to enter into it with me?” 
 
    “I am.” As Davos explained it to me, I now saw his plan as the best way to remain loyal to our oath while convincing Antigonus of Alexander’s death.  
 
    The two of us shook hands and embraced as we retired for the evening.  
 
    **** 
 
    The next morning we sailed out of port and left Macedon behind us. We were now in Thracian waters, under the control of Lysimachus who would become aware of our escape in the coming days. Tensions were high as each passing vessel brought a pit in my stomach for fear of being boarded. I grew closer to Alexander during this time while Rhoxane grew closer to Davos. One day while fishing, I was summoned by Davos who was standing with Rhoxane at the bow of the ship.  
 
    “Andrikos,” Davos began sternly, “Rhoxane and I have been speaking about her prospects within Antigonus’ army and I’ve decided it is time to discuss our plan for her.” Davos now turned to Rhoxane and took her hand in his, “My lady, there is no question Andrikos and I saved you from certain tragedy under the control of Cassander. However, you are right to be skeptical about the prospects Andrikos and I can offer you under the control of Antigonus.” Davos again let out a long exhale before continuing.  
 
    “My lady, I am going to tell you two absolute truths. First, and true to our word, Andrikos and I are part of a brotherhood dedicated to the protection of the Argead bloodline. Second, is that none of your husband’s surviving generals want you or your son alive. Our general, Antigonus, is no different in this desire. In fact, we were instructed to ensure you and Alexander never made it to Antigonus’ camp alive.” 
 
    Rhoxane took a step back and paid closer attention to her surroundings, almost expecting her end to come upon her at any moment.  
 
    “Fear not, my lady. I tell you these things because Andrikos and I have no intention of fulfilling this charge. Our oath, sworn to the protection of your family, will always ensure we defend you and we have devised a plan to secure your safety for the rest of your lives. It will require a lifelong commitment on your part, however, and I must be certain you are steadfast in seeing it through.” 
 
    Rhoxane looked more at ease as Davos assured her we were not the assassins she feared us to be and moved closer to us once again so as not to let the crew hear our conversation. “Tell me what you have in mind?” 
 
     “A new life. A simpler life. A life of security and obscurity. A life of love and family, far away from the scheming of your husband’s Successors. It will require abdication of all claims to your names, titles and inheritances in order to live out your years peacefully, with Alexander by your side. This is an exclusive opportunity that can be given only by us and only at this very moment in history. If you refuse, you and Alexander will remain hostage to men who wish to usurp the Macedonian throne and who view your son as the primary impediment to that ambition. The chances of him reaching maturity would be minimal. If you accept, you will no longer be royalty and can never divulge the secret of your past to anyone. This prohibition would extend to your family in Bactria as well, at least in the near-term. As the years pass, it may be possible to contact them clandestinely.” 
 
    Rhoxane remained quiet as Davos described our plan to bring her and Alexander to Ilandra with my family. When he was finished, there was a long silence before she responded. 
 
    “I convinced myself I wanted this life after my father and Alexander decided we should marry to consolidate the Persian Empire and end the war in the east. But, in reality, I never wanted to leave my family, or Bactria. Giving birth to my son allowed me to rationalize my position but I’ve come to the conclusion long ago that I’d rather have not given birth to him than raise him in the cruel existence we now find ourselves. What you describe provides a life we could only dream of during the past years and I accept your kind offer.” 
 
    “It will be difficult for young Alexander to comprehend what must be done and we mustn’t waste anytime sensitizing him to this new reality,” I added. “The boy has taken to me. After you explain it to him in your own way, I will work with him to ensure he is ready to live out his new persona.” 
 
    “I will speak with him tonight,” Rhoxane assured. “We will be ready when the time comes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    The days at sea wore on as we neared Byzantium and the number of vessels we encountered increased significantly as we neared the busy Ionian coast. Rhoxane had introduced the idea of a new life to Alexander which remained difficult for him to grasp. One afternoon while fishing off the stern of the ship, I decided to try and speak with him about it from a different perspective.  
 
    “Did your mother speak with you about what is going to happen when we arrive at port?” I asked. 
 
    “She said I am to be someone else. She said I am not to be the king anymore. Does it mean I am no longer my father’s son?” 
 
    “No. You mustn’t ever forget that in your heart. It is the very fact you are your father’s son that we must never tell anyone about who you really are. Sometimes we defeat our enemies in great battles between warriors. Other times, we must use our wits and trick our enemies to achieve our goals. Like every great man, your father had enemies. These men would try and hurt your father by hurting you and your mother. That is the last thing your father would ever want and therefore he wants you to trick his enemies by hiding far away, in a place they will never find you and your mother. You see, where we are going, you will not have any armed guards, no armies, no navies to protect you. You are the man of your family now and must protect your mother to ensure she is always safe, right?” 
 
    Alexander nodded his head determinedly. 
 
    “That is why you have to be strong and do as you’re told when we arrive at your new home. The way you will be the man of your family and protect your mother is to make sure no one ever knows who the two of you are. She will always be your mother but others will know her by a different name. They will only know you by a different name as well. What do you want your name to be?” 
 
    Alexander thought for a moment before answering. “I don’t know,” was his response. 
 
    “Well, we have some time before we decide, but I want you to think about it.” 
 
    “What will my new home be like?” he asked. 
 
    “I think you will like it. It is a town called Ilandra. It is where I grew up. You and your mother will be living with my family in a nice house where there are no guards and you can move about freely. Ilandra is on the coast so you can go to the docks whenever your mother allows it to fish or watch the ships coming and going.” 
 
    “Can I have my own fishing pole?” 
 
    “You most certainly can. You can also go to the gymnasium and have friends, other kids your age to play with when your mother allows it.” 
 
    “I think I will like Ilandra,” Alexander declared before leaning his head on me. “Will you be there too, Andrikos? Will you fish with me?” 
 
    “I will indeed. But when we first arrive I cannot stay. Davos and I must depart for a while, but I promise you I will return soon and will fish with you whenever you want. While I am away, I need you to promise me something. I too have a son. His name is Talos. He is younger than you and I need you to take care of him in my absence. Will you take care of him for me?” 
 
    Alexander nodded and the two of us sat with our feet dangling off the stern of the ship and our fishing lines in the water for the remainder of the day.  
 
    **** 
 
    Two days later, Davos and I were napping in our berths while at sea off the Thracian coast when we were riled awake by the crew members yelling and running about.  
 
    “We are being hailed! We are being hailed!” 
 
    Davos and I ran on to the deck to see three naval triremes, sailing the flag of Lysimachus, approaching our ship, signaling their intention to board. 
 
    “Get down below!” Gull shouted to the four of us. Rhoxane picked up Alexander and raced below deck where Gull was waiting. He ushered us into the empty cargo bay where he opened a concealed hatch leading to a small, dank compartment. “Get in the smuggler’s hold!” Rhoxane lowered Alexander down and followed him into the pit.  
 
    “They cannot be discovered,” Davos implored. “Tell them you are returning to Byzantium from delivering a shipment to Athens. I will reimburse you whatever tax they demand.” 
 
    Gull nodded while Davos and I descended into the smuggler’s hold and Gull closed the door behind us. The compartment was pitch black with a filmy layer of water on the floor. Rhoxane instructed Alexander to remain silent as the sounds of the boarding ships could heard on the other side of the wooden hull. Men were shouting and several pairs of footsteps walked onto our deck.  
 
    After several minutes, forceful steps were heard moving in the direction of the cargo hold. I looked up to see sandals stepping above us through the small gaps of light shining through the spaces in the wooden planks of the hold. 
 
    “As I told you, we delivered our cargo to Athens and are on our return voyage to Byzantium,” Gull explained convincingly. “All crew members are on deck. We are stowing no passengers.” 
 
    “You made a voyage from Byzantium to Athens without a return haul?” an angry voice inquired. “How can you afford such a long return journey without carrying a load back? What was your cargo?” 
 
    “Several items of value – purple dye from Phoenicia, salt, incense, silk fabric, glass, wine and other items.” 
 
    “Byzantium is held by Antigonus. Where does this ship swear allegiance?” 
 
    “To the Argead King, Alexander IV.” 
 
    “You are sailing through waters under the authority of General Lysimachus and must pay a passage tax,” the marine demanded. “Fifty drachmas.” 
 
    “Twenty drachmas.” 
 
    “You should be lucky I don’t fire your ship with your crew on it,” the marine shot back. “Thirty five.” 
 
    “Aye, allow me to retrieve it from my quarters upstairs.” 
 
    We heard the footsteps depart and several minutes later we heard what sounded like the naval ships unmoor themselves from our vessel and depart. Moments later, the hatch opened and Gull informed us the navy had moved on. He helped the four of us out of the smuggler’s hold with a look of suspicion toward Davos. 
 
    “What have you gotten me into, Davos? They could have just as easily burned my ship. It’s a good thing we weren’t hauling any cargo otherwise they surely would have helped themselves to it like common pirates. These two aren’t who I think they are, are they?” Gull demanded, looking at Rhoxane and Alexander. 
 
    “You are being paid well to not ask questions and it’s in your interest to abide by that stipulation,” Davos answered sternly. “We are just travelers on the way to Byzantium – that is all. I thank you for your performance with the marines and you will now be paid two hundred and eighty-five drachmas on our safe arrival into port in the coming days.” 
 
    “Aye,” Gull responded in a distrustful tone. “We are three days out. When we arrive our business is complete.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Davos replied and the four of us returned to our berths for the remainder of daylight. True to his word, we arrived at the bustling docks of Byzantium on the third day. We settled with Gull and stepped foot in the relative safety of territory owned by our army. Our royal insignia would ensure any manner of items could be secured and no one would ask us questions. There was still the issue of being seen with a mother and son that could be described as the royal family, however, since our master ordered them to be killed. With this in mind, I stayed behind with the Argeads while Davos entered the Byzantine government complex to procure three horses for our journey south to Ilandra.  
 
    I rode out of the city with Rhoxane and Alexander separate from Davos to mitigate him being seen with them alive. We met him ten miles south of Byzantium along the Ionian Road. We passed through Sardis and Ephesus before arriving in Ilandra after several days of riding. We entered my home town inconspicuously and made our way to my home’s street. I knocked on the door and was greeted by Chariton who appeared more surprised to see me than during our first encounter.  
 
    “Andrikos! You have returned so soon? Come in, come in.” 
 
    “Thank you, Chariton. Is my family home?” 
 
    “Only Master Argos is home presently. I shall alert him at once.” 
 
    “I have guests with me.” 
 
    “Very good, sir. I will inform him.” 
 
    Chariton disappeared and I motioned for the rest of my party to enter. I watched as Rhoxane carefully studied the dwelling, taking stock of her new accommodations. She had lived in the most hallowed halls on earth and now the widow and son of Alexander the Great were relegated to the modesty of my improved childhood home. Argos and Chariton entered the sitting room with an expression of surprised happiness.  
 
    “Andrikos, Davos, you have returned so soon? Is everything all right?” Argos asked. 
 
    “Yes, uncle, our mission has taken an unexpected turn that necessitates us making a stop here before continuing back to the armies of Antigonus and Demetrius. Where is my family?” 
 
    “They are at market with your mother and sister. Those three women have become very close since your departure and you can be at ease in the fact they have adjusted well to their new life.” 
 
    “Very good news, uncle. I am going to ask a meeting of our family, to include Helena, this evening here at our home. I have something of the utmost importance to discuss at the earliest opportunity. Would it be too much to ask Chariton to fetch them from the market presently?” 
 
    Argos nodded to Chariton who immediately departed.  
 
    “And Leandros at the City Council,” I added as he turned and acknowledged my additional demand before exiting our residence.  
 
    “How well do you trust him?” I asked. 
 
    “Chariton has become a loyal member of this family and has my absolute confidence.” 
 
    “Good. It will be best if he hears what I have to say as well since he will play an important part of the new reality I am to divulge to everyone when they return.” 
 
    Argos furrowed his brow and stared at me with concerned eyes to implore me to tell him the news ahead of their arrival.  
 
    “Uncle, I assure you I have done nothing to endanger this family but what I am to reveal will change our lives forever. Uncle, allow me to present to you Queen Rhoxane, widow of Alexander III, and their son, Alexander IV.” 
 
    The two stepped forward and bowed respectfully while Argos’ eyes widened and he took a step back before the gravity of what I had told him set in and he immediately dropped to one knee. 
 
    “Forgive me, my lady, I had no idea—” 
 
    “Rise, Argos,” Rhoxane interrupted. “You have done nothing that requires my forgiveness. I thank you for your hospitality.” 
 
    “Anything, anything, my Lady,” Argos stammered. 
 
    “My son requires some refreshment from the long ride from Byzantium.” 
 
    “Indebted to you, indebted to you,” Argos answered while running to the galley to fetch his royal guests something to drink. 
 
    “He’s understandably a little flustered by this unexpected visit,” I interjected. “He is devoted to the Argeads and will do everything in his power to ensure your safety and comfort.” 
 
    Rhoxane smiled and nodded as Argos ran back into the sitting room with a silver tray carrying cheese, fruit, juice and wine. He clumsily arrayed his platter on a small table and invited everyone to sit. Alexander immediately began consuming the fruit and juice while Rhoxane poured a small cup of wine. 
 
    “Please forgive this meager offering, had I known—” 
 
    “It’s all right, uncle. Nothing is expected of you. I promise all will be explained when everyone arrives.” 
 
    The five of us sat in an awkward silence for several moments before Rhoxane broke the tension. 
 
    “You have a lovely home, Argos. How long have you lived here.” 
 
    “Since early adulthood, my lady. This structure used to be a tenement made up of three apartments and a storefront where I had a wine shop. Good fortune has since come to our family, with my son’s return home from the eastern campaigns and Andrikos providing a large sum of money to us.” 
 
    “Yes, Andrikos has been a loyal and valuable asset to me and my son,” Rhoxane added while looking warmly at me. “You have much to be proud of in your nephew.” 
 
    The thought of Queen Rhoxane and Alexander IV sitting in my childhood home and informing my uncle of my worth to them would have been unthinkable during my time living here under Argos’ condescending authority. After several more minutes of polite small talk, Mara, Talos, Helena and mother entered through the front door in excited anticipation. 
 
    “Andrikos, my love,” mother blurted out while running over to hug and kiss me, “I knew you would come back but did not expect this day to come so soon.” 
 
    She prematurely ended her loving barrage to allow Mara and I to reunite properly. She was holding Talos and I hugged them both for several moments. 
 
    “Please tell me you have been happy here,” I whispered. “I’ve missed you both terribly already.” 
 
    “Yes, we are at peace, thanks to the loving embrace of your family,” Mara assured while turning to Helena and hugging her. “They are my blood now and nothing could ever separate us.” 
 
    Helena then hugged me: “Mara is my sister and I am thankful to you for bringing her into my life. Why are you home so soon? Will you remain with us now?” 
 
    “This unexpected visit is not permanent, unfortunately,” I responded, speaking to all assembled. “Davos and I encountered an unanticipated situation while in Macedon which necessitated our brief detour back through Ilandra. All will be explained once Chariton arrives with Leandros, but for now, I want to introduce to you Queen Rhoxane and Alexander IV, from the House of Argead.” 
 
    All three women collectively gasped and kneeled before their royal guests. 
 
    “Ladies, please rise,” Rhoxane instructed warmly. “It is I who am in debt to the family of Andrikos. All will be explained to you in short order.” 
 
    My family members rose and I took Talos by the hand to introduce him to Alexander. 
 
    “This is Talos, my son. Can you shake Alexander’s hand,” I asked, speaking to Talos. He shyly presented his tiny appendage and Alexander shook it amiably. 
 
    “Hello, Talos. Do you like to play with soldiers?” Alexander asked.  
 
    Talos timidly nodded. 
 
    “I have some in my bag. Come with me and we will play with them.” Alexander led Talos out of the room and the remaining adults sat in nervous anticipation for Chariton to bring Leandros home. One half-hour later, Leandros entered the foyer with Chariton hurriedly in tow. 
 
    “Back so soon? I wasn’t expecting you for some time,” Leandros announced as he burst into the sitting room. “And we have guests?” he asked while looking quizzically at the Argeads. I stood and moved to the front of the room while motioning for Leandros to sit in my seat. 
 
    “Now that we are all assembled,” I began while gesturing for Chariton to remain as well, “I have serious news to tell all of you that will affect this family for years to come. Before I begin, Leandros and Chariton, I want to introduce our guests to you, Queen Rhoxane and King Alexander IV of the Argead House.” 
 
    Leandros jumped out of his seat: “The royal family are guests in our home and you all are just sitting here as if they are a neighbor from down the street? My lady, please, I—” 
 
    “I understand your reaction, Leandros, but I ask that you remain seated and listen to what your cousin has to say before speaking,” Rhoxane interrupted gently. 
 
    “It’s all right son,” Argos added, and Leandros sat back down in a total state of confusion. 
 
    “I shall start at the beginning,” I continued once Leandros calmed down. “When I visited here the first time after enlisting in the army, I gave you all an update on where I had been and what battles I had fought. All of that was true. However, I omitted an important piece of my experience that I will now share which will explain the presence of the Argeads in our sitting room. Please realize that what I am about to divulge to you is information of the highest order. You must all swear on everything you hold dear, never to repeat it to anyone outside of this room.” 
 
    All assembled nodded their consent and looked at each other with confusion. “During my time serving under General Eumenes, I was approached by a member of his battle staff. This individual’s name is Vettias, of Amphipolis, and I have been his apprentice ever since. He was a member of a secret faction originally created by Alexander himself to serve as his secret bodyguard. Later, Alexander changed the mission of this clandestine organization to not only focus on his protection, but the protection of the Argead House and his eventual heirs. Vettias recruited both Davos and me into this organization and we have been working in the shadows to protect Alexander’s Dynasty ever since.” 
 
    “We have not always been successful and many of Alexander’s relatives are dead as a result. Rhoxane and Alexander IV are the only remaining immediate heirs to Alexander’s throne and we have sworn a blood oath to protect them. Despite all that is said by Alexander’s current crop of Successors, none who remain share in this goal. Cassander has had Rhoxane and Alexander imprisoned in Amphipolis since his defeat of Lord Regent Polyperchon in Macedon. He has been holding them hostage to add legitimacy to his rule and intended on eliminating them once Alexander grew to maturity and asserted his royal claim. They have lived a life of cruel captivity since the death of Olympias. Our mission was to rescue them so Cassander would think they were in Antigonus’ custody – and then kill them before we reached Antigonus’ camp.” 
 
    The room was silent as my family was told of the unbelievable world of intrigue I had been involved over the past several years. 
 
    “Of course our sworn oath prohibited us from carrying out this regicide and the Argead’s safety can no longer be guaranteed by any of the remaining Successors of Alexander. It is under these circumstance that you find the royal family sitting before you in our home. Davos and I decided the only way to honor our vows to protect the life of Alexander’s remaining family is to convince their enemies they are already dead. Davos and I will leave Ilandra in the coming days and return to Lord Antigonus to inform him we were successful in our task. Rhoxane and Alexander will assume a new identity and live here with us in the near term before a more permanent solution can be found.” 
 
    “But what will people in Ilandra think?” my mother asked. “Surely we cannot hide them forever.” 
 
    “You are correct mother. Nor do I intend you to. They will hide in plain sight and become part of the Ilandran community. The only people in this entire world who know their secret are sitting in this room. And, with the addition of Vettias and another of our organization, Hieronymous, no one else will ever know. You will tell everyone they are the Persian widow and half-Greek son of my best mate in the phalanx. Before he was killed, we swore to take care of each other’s families if anything should happen to us. We all in this room have sworn allegiance to Alexander and the Argead House. For most, these are just words that will never require action. But I come here and implore you, at the behest of Queen Rhoxane, King Alexander IV and the late Alexander the Great, to accept this solemn task and protect the surviving Argeads.” 
 
    Leandros now stood to address the room, “Andrikos, you have done an amazing thing in rescuing Alexander’s family from a life of torment and eventual death. The details of their treatment stirs me to take vengeance myself on all who call themselves a Successor to Alexander. Housing them here under a new identity is the least we can do and we accept this solemn task enthusiastically.” 
 
    Argos stood next, shook my hand and faced Rhoxane. “My lady, you and your son are welcome here for as long as needed. I welcome you to my home and am happy to call you privileged guest.” 
 
    “Thank you for your kindness, Argos,” Rhoxane responded while bowing her head slightly.  
 
    “Let us make arrangements then,” mother added. “My lady, please follow me and I will show you to your quarters and make up your room.” Mara, Helena, Rhoxane and mother departed the sitting room, leaving myself, Davos, Argos, Leandros and Chariton. 
 
    “All right,” Argos began. “First, Chariton, I’m sure you realize the gravity of what you have been told. I chose to involve you in this conversation because I trust you. Our lives have just become inexorably intertwined. Do you swear to the gods that you will continue to honor the oath you made to this family upon your initial employment in this house?” 
 
    “Without hesitation, Master Argos,” Chariton responded convincingly. “My dedication to this house has only grown with time and I will keep its secrets with me until the day of my demise.” 
 
    “Good,” Argos replied. “Andrikos, you and Davos must continue on your journey to inform Antigonus the regicide has been carried out. Be content in the knowledge we are prepared to keep this secret and shelter the Argeads.” 
 
    “And the boy,” I added. “He has gone without a strong male figure to give him guidance and teach him how to be a man. Leandros, can I count on you to be this figure for Alexander until my eventual return?” 
 
    “You can indeed. We will all do our part to raise him and Talos.” 
 
    “And when I reintegrate into the army I will work to secure you a satrapal appointment. If Antigonus believes us to be successful, he will be eager to return the favor.” 
 
    “And here are some additional funds to look after them with,” Davos interjected, handing Argos a heavy purse of coin. “We will depart in the morning.” 
 
    “Then we shall feast tonight,” Argos stated as he poured everyone a cup of wine. That evening we celebrated my presence and swore our allegiance to the Argead House. I spent the night with Mara, and Davos appeared to be become even closer with Rhoxane. Alexander kept true to his word and dutifully played with Talos before it was time for them to go sleep. The next morning, I cut a lock from both Rhoxane and Alexander as proof of our success to present to Antigonus. Davos and I said our goodbyes and I noticed his warm embrace of Rhoxane before we mounted our horses and continued our journey east. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    Davos and I made swift time riding along the coast of Asia Minor and reached Cilicia in sixteen days. After departing Tarsus, we headed south into Syria to learn that Antigonus had wrapped up his siege of Tyre in Phoenicia and was preparing to march his army north into Asia Minor. Having successfully invaded Phoenicia, Demetrius’ army was now tasked to march further south to secure Judea and protect his father’s southern flank from an invasion by Ptolemy from Egypt. It took another week of riding before we arrived at Antigonus’ siege camp along the coast opposite the island city. Whereas Alexander’s impatient date with destiny compelled him to build a causeway spanning the gap between the coast and the city walls, Antigonus was content to use what remained of the causeway, along with his growing navy, to starve the city out. The city had finally capitulated and his army was readying to break camp in the coming days. 
 
    We entered the siege camp to find it devoid of any activity. Phalangites lounged in their field tents while prostitutes walked between bivouacs. Davos and I tied off our horses and made our way to the headquarters tent to request audience with General Antigonus from the two sentries guarding the entrance. We were ushered in by an attendant and found our commander entertaining a delegation from Arabia. 
 
    “Gentlemen, I am going to beg your leave for a brief moment while I attend to a pressing matter,” Antigonus informed his guests after seeing us enter. All rose as he stood up, walked past us and motioned for us to follow him outside. “We’re going to speak in my private quarters.” 
 
    We made the short walk to his personal tent while Antigonus ordered a runner to summon General Aretes who joined us as well. Once inside the palatial accommodation, Antigonus motioned for us to sit. “All right, Davos, I see the both of you have returned from your mission. What do you have to report?” 
 
    “My lord, you will be happy to know that Andrikos and I successfully rescued the Argeads from Amphipolis but, sadly, they did not survive the journey to Tyre.” 
 
    “Dead?” Antigonus asked Davos. 
 
    “Both have perished, my lord,” Davos stated while presenting Antigonus with a lock of hair from each. 
 
    “Does anyone else know they are dead?” 
 
    “No, my lord. Cassander only knows they have escaped and must assume they are in your custody presently. We traveled with the Argeads by ship out of Amphipolis and were boarded by marines from General Lysimachus’ navy. The captain hid us in a stowaway compartment and we arrived at Byzantium safely.” 
 
    “How did they die?” Antigonus inquired. 
 
    “During our travels after Byzantium, we woke one morning to find someone had opened their throats, presumably in their sleep,” Davos replied coldly. “All belongings of value were stolen as well.” 
 
    “Well, one can never be too careful when traveling,” Antigonus answered. “The common brigand is an unfortunate fact of life in this world. The world is not ready to learn of their deaths, so we will continue to feign ignorance both of the kidnapping and of their demise. You two are never to breathe a word of this incident to anyone, is that understood?” 
 
    “Discretion is our specialty, my lord.” 
 
    “Good. The more fervently we deny our involvement in this act, the more Cassander, Ptolemy and Lysimachus will be convinced I have them. Our denials will provide cover to Cassander to continue the farce that they are alive and in his custody and no one will be blamed for their deaths. You two have served me well. I know the loss of the Argeads is painful for all Greeks but maybe now there can be peace after our victory over these usurpers. You will both be reimbursed generously for your efforts. Is there anything you need from the Lord of Asia?” 
 
    “My lord, might I make a small request?” I asked reverently.  
 
    “What is it, Andrikos?” 
 
    “I received word that my cousin is now the head of the ruling council in the town of my birth. He has served in this role for a little over a year now. He is a veteran of Alexander’s eastern campaigns and was forced to retire due to an injury received at the battle of the Hydaspes River in India. He hails from a moderate-sized town along the Ionian coast within the Caria Satrapy. He is an ardent supporter of your administration and would no doubt serve you loyally should he be appointed to a satrapal position. These times necessitate having allies in as many positions of power as possible.” 
 
    “Granted,” Antigonus interrupted before I finished my request. “I don’t trust the current Satrap of Caria, Asander, and it will be useful to have people indebted to me working in his administration. Speak with my attendant outside and have him draw up the appointment decree. Davos, you will be staying on with Aretes here. Andrikos, you will continue south to Gaza and serve under Vettias in Demetrius’ battle staff. Serve him well.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” I responded as we all stood and departed the general’s quarters. Davos and I walked together toward our horses where he would unpack his equipment before making his way to the quartermaster bivouac to draw his issue. Before he departed, I grabbed his arm: “You’re a good man, Davos. I’ve enjoyed our time together and learned much from working with you.” 
 
    “And you as well, Andrikos. The boy from Ilandra who became the Chief Protector of the Macedonian King. I wish you well on your journey south and give my regards to Vettias. I suspect we shall reunite soon.” 
 
    Davos turned and walked in the direction of the camp’s quartermaster while I mounted my horse and left the twice-besieged city. As I left, I hailed an ouragos and inquired into the whereabouts of the Pydna Syntagma. The old salt informed me they did not march south with Demetrius and would be marching north with Antigonus’ army, so I would not be seeing my former mates for the foreseeable future.  
 
    Gaza was a week’s ride south along the coast of the Middle Sea. When I approached Demetrius’ encampment outside the city, it was clear the phalangites assembled were on a war footing. They had already won several small skirmishes with forces loyal to Ptolemy in Phoenicia and now took up positions deep in his territorial claim of Judea. It was no small feat to convince the guards of the encampment to allow me entry, but once admitted I made way straight to the headquarters bivouac.  
 
    I came upon a sea of activity around the headquarters tent, with officers and attendants walking purposefully in and out. I approached the guards to request entry which was granted with an armed escort. My handler marched me to a large table where Demetrius was flanked by several officers huddling over a large map. To his right I saw Vettias, who looked up and was startled to see me standing before him in Gaza.  
 
    “That will be all, sentry. He is a member of the battle staff,” Vettias declared to my escort who quickly darted out of sight.  
 
    “Andrikos!” Demetrius yelled out. “You return from Greece! See me after this meeting.” 
 
    “Might I have a short word with him now, sir?” Vettias requested. 
 
    “Very well, be quick,” Demetrius replied as the two of us embraced and exited the tent. 
 
    “Tell me everything,” Vettias demanded after assuring we were not within earshot of anyone outside. “Were you successful? Do we have them?” 
 
    “There is much to tell. But let me begin with the fact they are alive and well.” 
 
    Vettias nodded his head in relief. 
 
    “But what I just told you can never be divulged. You and Hiro are the last members of a very select group of people that will ever know the true fate of Rhoxane and Alexander IV.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “When Antigonus decided to implement your plan to kidnap the Argeads, he had ulterior motives that were unknown to either of us. Antigonus ordered Davos and me to kill them after their rescue.” 
 
    “What?” Vettias exclaimed in a hushed rage. 
 
    “Just remember how I began the story and know those words can never be uttered again.” 
 
    “Where are they?” Vettias whispered. 
 
    “A small town in Ionia, one which you have heard of before – Ilandra.” 
 
    Vettias could no longer contain the shock of all he was being told. 
 
    “You have the royal family staying at your home?” 
 
    “Shut up!” I whispered. “It was the only way to both honor the oath and execute Antigonus’ orders. They are safe and secure with my family, who are also vowed to secrecy. But Demetrius must believe we have faithfully followed his father’s orders, so you can never let on you know the truth, understood?” 
 
    Vettias nodded his consent and we returned to the headquarters tent to await our meeting with Demetrius. When the staff meeting concluded, Vettias and I remained and waited until the tent cleared out. 
 
    “Andrikos, it is good to see you,” Demetrius stated while embracing me. “Were you successful in your mission?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I just want you to know I disagreed with my father’s wishes on this at first but have come to see the wisdom of it now. We will keep our involvement in the operation a secret, thus allowing the traitors to continue their ruse. No one will be the wiser. Your services are badly needed here for we have received word from our forward scouts that Ptolemy and Seleucus march north at the head of a twenty thousand-man army to repel our invasion. I’ve instructed Vettias to make an overture to either delay or negotiate a truce to establish Gaza as my father’s southern-most border. It would be preferable if we can avoid a battle and enter into a treaty to shore up our southern flank so my father can focus on Greece. I want you, Andrikos, to accompany Vettias in this task.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. As you wish. When are we to depart?” 
 
    “Tomorrow, first light. You are to entertain all accusations that we harbor the Argeads without admitting anything. If you are unsuccessful in leveraging your previous relationship with Seleucus, then we will take to the field and prepare for a pitched battle. That is all.” 
 
    Vettias and I took our leave and made way to the quartermaster bivouac to draw my basic issue. “How are they? What is their disposition? What is young Alexander’s character?” 
 
    “They were being mistreated – locked away in a castle tower with little interaction with the outside world, guarded by a company of Indians, no doubt organized by Orontes, who did not speak the language and cared nothing for their royal heritage. It was a sad existence. Alexander is a kind, gentle boy but his confinement has prolonged his innocence and stunted his maturity. My cousin and uncle will be good influences on him. Rhoxane has given up all hope of her son ascending the throne and cares only for his safety and wellbeing. She will finally be at ease in the loving environment Ilandra can provide. In the end, the only way The King’s Hand could accomplish its sworn duty to protect Alexander’s heir was convince the world he was dead. That is or legacy – protectors of the truth. We saved Alexander IV.” 
 
    “And the Successors are going to keep quiet about it so none feel the wrath their subjects would bring if they knew of their leader’s scheme,” Vettias added indignantly. “And at the same time, they will be free to declare themselves king and bequeath their thrones to their own heirs. These men are a disgrace to Alexander’s legacy they claimed loyalty to. I am ashamed to have served them. Eumenes would never have stood for this.” 
 
    “But for now, Cassander, Ptolemy and Lysimachus all believe the Argeads to be in Antigonus’ custody, and that is what we are to let on,” I explained. “What are our chances of success in halting Ptolemy’s march north?” 
 
    “Not good. The size of his army has surprised everyone and he has more men than we do. Antigonus was foolish to split his army in this manner. Ptolemy was always the most cunning of Alexander’s generals and Demetrius is no match for him at this point in his maturation. There may be an angle to work with Seleucus, but any settlement he will agree to must surely include his reinstatement as Satrap of Babylonia. I suspect Antigonus will refuse any such demand.” 
 
    “And if we lose here?” I asked. 
 
    “I just don’t know anymore. This information you bring illuminates the true nature of the men we serve. I cannot answer that question in good faith.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    Gaza was the last city before entering the expanse of the Sinai Desert. Vettias and I ensured to pack extra food and bladders of water and chose to ride on camels as opposed to horses. Being my first time on the strange beast, I struggled the first few days of our journey. Vettias was not much better but didn’t hesitate to insult my riding skills at every available opportunity.  
 
    After ten days we came upon a dust cloud in the far distance being kicked up by Ptolemy’s marching army. We waited for the army to halt for the evening before approaching the bivouacs that were set up in short order. As we approached the sentries guarding the bivouac, they began motioning for us to stay away, assuming we were local merchants trying to sell our wares. Vettias and I dismounted our camels as we neared the distrustful guards, with our hands held above our heads to put them at ease.  
 
    “Be gone!” shouted one sentry. “We are in no need of spice merchants.” 
 
    “Hello, friend,” Vettias yelled back. “We are not merchants. We are Greeks. We are from Macedon. We come to your army on official business of the Empire.” 
 
    Satisfied with his answer and Vettias’ credible Macedonian accent, the sentries lowered their spears and allowed us to approach them.  
 
    “State your business here, stranger,” the sentry demanded.  
 
    “I am Vettias of Amphipolis. I have been sent as an emissary from the army of General Demetrius, son of General Antigonus, the Lord of Asia.” 
 
    “We do not recognize that title here,” the sentry shot back in reference to Antigonus. 
 
    “Regardless, I am here to speak with Generals Ptolemy and Seleucus. Please inform them I am here. I am a personal friend of General Seleucus.” 
 
    The sentry nodded to one of his subordinates who ran off to deliver the message, leaving Vettias and I to wait for his return in the cool dusk wind. After ten minutes, the guard raced back with a contingent of armed phalangites to escort us to an audience with their army’s commander. The spectacle of the two of us being shepherded through the camp by eight armed phalangites brought the attention of all we passed. Vettias and I made sure to take note of as many details about the enemy army as we could before arriving at the headquarters bivouac. 
 
    We were checked for weapons before being granted entry into the headquarters tent where the leader of Egypt stood with Seleucus at his side. 
 
    “Leave us,” Ptolemy ordered to the guards, at which they quickly disappeared. “Welcome, valued guests, fellow Greeks, Macedonian brothers,” Ptolemy greeted. “General Seleucus informs me you have served our homeland honorably and I thank you. Seleucus has also told me you currently serve Antigonus and his son, Demetrius. I don’t recall seeing them on the Persian conquest, do you, Vettias?” 
 
    “No, sir, I do not.” 
 
    “And why do you serve enemies of Alexander’s heirs?” 
 
    “I believe that is in the eye of the beholder, sir. There have been many transgressions made in the name of Alexander by all would-be Successors, both living and dead.” 
 
    “I am the only beholder that matters here,” Ptolemy corrected in a passive-aggressive tone. 
 
    Ptolemy had strong Macedonian features and was an archetype of the Macedonian aristocracy. He spoke eloquently and had a touch of black Egyptian make-up around his eyes. Visible on his forearm was an Egyptian tattoo which, presumably, went up the length of his arm. He wore a magnificent Macedonian cuirass with a purple silk cloak and ornate greaves. He was of an impressive stature with several nicks and scars from years of hard campaigning.  
 
    “Please, sit, relay what Demetrius wishes to tell me,” Ptolemy instructed as the four of us sat down at his staff table.  
 
    “First, he bids you good tidings and salutes your service to Alexander during the great conquest. He wishes peace with your Egyptian holdings and only marches his army south as a defensive maneuver in response to the ultimatum delivered by Cassander, Lysimachus, Seleucus and yourself.” 
 
    “Antigonus was charged with defeating the traitor Eumenes,” Ptolemy responded coldly and dispassionately. “His task is complete. Therefore, he must discharge his army at once. He is entitled to no satrapies, no lands, no armies, no titles. He should consider himself fortunate we allowed him to keep the eastern satrapies; yet he ousts Seleucus from his rightful position, as agreed upon by the Triparadeisus Summit? And after this offense, he marches further west and invades my legitimate holdings in Phoenicia and Judea? Now he sends his loyal servant to ask that I accept this affront and enter into a treaty with him? He wants the leader of Egypt, a fellow rider of Alexander since childhood, to do nothing in the face of this blatant contempt? What type of Macedonian would I be to allow this? And let us not forget about his most recent stunt in Amphipolis.” 
 
    “I don’t take your meaning about Amphipolis, sir,” Vettias replied. 
 
    “You stole the fucking Argeads,” a familiar voice hissed from a dark corner of the tent. Vettias and I looked toward the emerging silhouette to see a man stepping into the light and remove his hood to reveal the sinister face of Orontes. Vettias and I jumped to our feet as Orontes deliberately made his way to the table. Ptolemy and Seleucus also stood and drew their swords to prevent a confrontation. 
 
    “Gentlemen, gentlemen, no need for hostilities,” Ptolemy stated in a calm tone while brandishing his sword. “Please, remain seated. I know you have a history with this man but there’s no reason we cannot sit and work this out like civilized kinsmen. Fear not, I didn’t invite Macedonian brothers into my camp only to have you killed through treachery.” 
 
    “Hello, Vettias,” Orontes greeted with a disdainful smile. “It’s been a long time, old friend. And you,” Orontes added while looking at me. “The little minion. Glad to see you made it out of Pella. I thought I might have left you for dead in that alley. Another few seconds and you surely would have been.” 
 
    “I see your wound did not fully heal,” I snapped. “Let that scar always remind you of our last encounter.” 
 
    “Charming, to the last, aren’t we boy,” Orontes snickered. 
 
    “That is not how gentlemen speak to one another,” Ptolemy interjected tranquilly. “Let us speak plainly, Vettias. We all know Antigonus kidnapped the Argeads from Amphipolis. What we don’t know is why he has not announced to the world they are in his custody.” 
 
    “There won’t be an announcement because Antigonus does not have them,” Vettias answered coyly. “Do you mean to tell me Cassander no longer has custody of Rhoxane and Alexander IV?” 
 
    Ptolemy now looked at Orontes gravely as Vettias’ stalwart denial of the allegation had taken them by surprise. “For another time, then,” Ptolemy stated, “but for now, allow me to deliver my terms to Demetrius. He is to march his army north to Syria and return Phoenicia and Judea to me. His father is to march his army no further west and remain in Asia Minor where he will cease all hostilities with Cassander and Lysimachus. Finally, he is to reinstate Seleucus as Satrap of Babylonia. If these requirements are met I will march this army to Phoenicia, go no further, and will recognize his father’s claims to Asia Minor and the eastern satrapies. If he fails to comply with these demands, I will destroy his southern army in Judea and confiscate his eastern satrapies from him. You tell your master these are my terms and there will be no negotiation.”  
 
    Ptolemy, Seleucus and Orontes then rose, signaling the conversation was over. Vettias and I stood and shook hands with Ptolemy. “Your reputation as a skilled commander and gracious diplomat is certainly warranted, sir,” Vettias stated. 
 
    “As is yours as a loyal servant to Macedon,” Ptolemy responded. 
 
    Next, Vettias shook Seleucus’ hand, “It is good to see you again, brother. I am heartened to see you have found good fortune in the army of Ptolemy and I wish you well.” 
 
    “And I you, Vettias. When this is over, I look forward to the day when I can call you ally once again.” 
 
    Finally, Vettias stood face-to-face with his nemesis, Orontes, “I am going to enjoy killing you some day. My only wish is that I am there when you take your last breath; that my smiling face is the last thing your wretched eyes ever see as you fade to black.” 
 
    “That is no way to speak to an old friend,” Orontes sneered. “You are fortunate Ptolemy is such a gracious host, for I would have had you killed the moment you entered this camp. You and your little minion here will find yourselves under my knife again and when you do, Zeus himself will be unable to spare you. Sleep well in knowing that I will stop at nothing until you find yourselves awoken to the sound of blade entering your body by one of my agents. And, rest assured, I will find the Argeads. You and Antigonus cannot hide them forever.” 
 
    The two fiercely stared at each other for an uncomfortably long time before we turned and departed the headquarters tent. Our troop of escorts were waiting and quickly herded us out of the camp. Once outside, our arms were returned and we made our camp outside the army’s perimeter for the evening.  
 
    **** 
 
    We departed on our camels at first light ahead of the army’s march to deliver Ptolemy’s stern response.  
 
    “Ptolemy’s army is bigger than ours and it is led by competent commanders. I will recommend to Demetrius we withdraw north to merge our force with his father before facing Ptolemy.” 
 
    “And Orontes?” I asked. 
 
    “I should have strangled him to death right then and there. That was a nice-looking scar across his face, though. Good work, Andrikos. If Demetrius agrees to withdraw, I will lobby Antigonus to put an assassination mission together – assuming Orontes is still in Ptolemy’s camp by then. If Demetrius chooses to engage Ptolemy’s army, I will be sure to include Orontes in any peace negotiations. That is all we can do for now. If our army is eventually victorious and all other Successor factions are defeated, then we can think about reintroducing Alexander as the legitimate heir. Until that time, it is too dangerous for anyone to think him still alive. You and Davos performed brilliantly in Amphipolis; The King’s Hand owes you an immeasureable debt of gratitude.” 
 
    **** 
 
    We pushed our camels hard and made it back to Gaza in one week – giving Demetrius about four days before Ptolemy’s army would arrive. We took up audience with him immediately upon entering our army’s encampment and were led directly to his private quarters. He was with a woman at the moment of our arrival so we waited a quarter-hour outside his tent before an attendant granted us entry. 
 
    “Vettias, my trusted advisor, welcome,” Demetrius greeted, wearing a long, silk robe. “What news of Ptolemy? Did he listen to reason?” 
 
    “Unfortunately our overtures were rebuffed, sir,” Vettias responded directly. “Ptolemy’s army marches north as we speak and will arrive in four days’ time. Andrikos and I were granted access into his camp and observed the size and disposition of his forces. From what we observed, it is my recommendation our army withdraw from Gaza and link up with your father in Asia Minor to combine our forces and face Ptolemy from a position of strength. I fear our Gazan contingent cannot blunt Ptolemy’s counter-attack on its own.” 
 
    “Withdraw? Cede Judea and Phoenicia? This is not the Macedonian way. This is not what Alexander would have done. He never ran from a fight and he was massively outnumbered by his enemies on several occasions.” 
 
    “His staff gave the same advice I am giving to you now before many of those battles as well. It is up to you whether you wish to heed it, sir. In this instance, we are outnumbered by a Macedonian army led by a Macedonian general, not some chieftain leading a horde of dirt farmers assembled from around the empire.” 
 
    “And he offered no counter to my propositions?” 
 
    “He demands you and your father’s army abandon Judea and Phoenicia and return to Syria where you must also reinstate Seleucus as the Satrap of Babylonia.” 
 
    “That Egyptian swine!” Demetrius shouted out in rage, throwing a decorative marble bust to the ground. “My father and I are the ones who defeated Eumenes and brought the eastern satrapies back under the control of the empire. And we are to be given nothing for it? Cutting our holdings in half by granting Seleucus control of Babylon will make our position untenable in Asia.  Ptolemy thinks he can march out of his Egyptian hole and dictate terms to the army of the Lord of Asia? When he wasn’t even a signatory at the Triparadeisus Summit! Well, he’s about to find out things have changed and I am not someone to dictate terms to!” Demetrius finished while calling for an attendant to enter his quarters. “Call a staff meeting at once!” Demetrius barked as the scared youth ran out of the tent to execute his orders. “Be at the headquarters tent in ten minutes. This army isn’t going anywhere,” he concluded while turning to his bed chamber and dismissing us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    When the sun rose on the fourth day after our return to Demetrius’ encampment, two Greek armies, one originating from Egypt, the other from Asia, stood opposite each other on the field of battle near the Judean city of Gaza. Vettias and I were on horseback beside Demetrius and the majority of his battle staff. He chose to lead the left flank of his army, which included his elite cavalry, a contingent of light infantry and thirty Indian war elephants. In the center was his phalanx, bolstered by a contingent of thirteen elephants placed in front as a screen to mitigate our deficiency in number. On the right was his main cavalry corps.  
 
    While Demetrius’ prowess as a tactician was unproven, there was no denying his command presence on the battlefield rivaled that of Alexander himself. His stature overshadowed all around him and he was easily recognized by the opposing army. His confidence and skill inspired his army and instilled doubt in his enemies. As the two armies jockeyed for position, Demetrius regularly rode up and down the front line to rally his men and taunt our adversaries. His efforts motivated our army to a fever pitch as the advance guards of Demetrius’ left cavalry and Ptolemy’s right cavalry joined in initial skirmishes.  
 
    Demetrius’ advance cavalry successfully drove Ptolemy’s from the field which further encouraged our forces and demoralized the enemy. Seeking to capitalize on this momentum, Demetrius ordered a complete charge of his left cavalry. The full weight of his left flank lurched forward with horse, elephant and light infantry all moving toward Ptolemy’s right flank. Like Alexander, Demetrius led from the front and required his staff to stay close to him. He also kept a cadre of messengers on horseback who could be sent to give orders to other parts of the army and relay information back to him. Despite Ptolemy’s initial setback, we found ourselves charging at a determined enemy that confidently rode out to meet our charge.  
 
    As our pace picked up, our ranks began to open, making it easier to maneuver as the space between riders increased. As our front line slammed into the enemy, a murderous roar could be heard and our pace quickly halted, bunching our riders together once again. Our front line began spearing our enemies and within moments I found myself rapidly closing with my first Ptolemaic rider. Combat while riding on horseback is a different business than on foot since one must temporarily let go of the lance’s shaft at the point of impact lest the attacker become unbalanced and pulled off his horse by the contortions of the victim or the breaking of his shaft. Once the blow has been dealt the attacker must rapidly remove the lance and prepare for their next attack. A successful lance attack on horseback requires much skill and concentration to execute properly.  Combat through sword or spear on a horse not moving requires intense concentration of one’s weight and momentum while always maintain a strong grip of your mount with your legs. A rider who falls from his steed will certainly be crushed by hooves of surrounding beasts within moments. 
 
    I readied my lance and thrust it at my first adversary’s chest while galloping as fast as our bunched formation allowed. My attack pierced my victim’s stomach through his linen cuirass, causing him to hunch over and grab the shaft. I regained my grip and violently pulled the point from his torso, the force of which ripped him off his mount where he fell to the ground and was brutally trampled. As soon as my lance became free, another rider appeared opposite me and I thrust my lance once more. Since I did not have sufficient time to ready my second attack, my blow did not land effectively and glanced off my opponents right shoulder. The man adjusted his seat to maintain his balance and rode out of my range. I regained a strong hold of my weapon and readied for my third attack on the next rider which landed true; but when I pulled the lance back, the shaft broke, almost throwing me from my horse. 
 
    Demetrius’ initial momentum and violence of action caused considerable damage to Ptolemy’s front line and we crashed through several rows of his cavalry before our charge was finally blunted. Broken lances, injured horses and trampled bodies now littered the ground as I unsheathed my sword and made ready for close combat atop my horse. I looked over to Vettias who was still wielding his lance and shared a quick nod to indicate we were both all right.  
 
    Our Indian elephants now clashed with Ptolemy’s North African elephants. Indian elephants are a larger breed and succeeded in intimidating their smaller adversaries, giving us the initial advantage and momentum. These large beasts locked tusks while their mahouts reigned down javelins and arrows on the men below. The elephant contest was occurring on the opposite side of the left flank to my position, thus I could only make out the occasional shriek or kick-up of dust. 
 
    We continued to push hard behind Demetrius, who gave a valiant and effort and was making considerable ground against Ptolemy’s right flank. He then signaled to bring his elephants arrayed in front of our center phalanx forward to crush Ptolemy’s center phalanx. Since our left cavalry had made considerable gains, we were now far ahead of our center and right lines, thus I could catch glimpses of the coming battle in the center of the field.  
 
    As our center line elephants charged forward, several cavalrymen emerged from Ptolemy’s left flank, riding perpendicular along the length of the center line neutral zone directly in front of our charging elephants. It was a peculiar sight, given the impending elephant assault. They were kicking up dust behind them, as if they were dragging an unknown item that ran several hundred feet in length ahead of the elephant charge. As our elephants crossed over the line being run by Ptolemy’s horses, several of them shrieked and stumbled to the ground. Others halted their charge at the line and would go no further. The remaining elephants to make it past this unknown obstacle were met with an unrelenting barrage of javelins, arrows and slings from Ptolemy’s ground skirmishers. The elephants that did reach Ptolemy’s phalanx succumbed to these missiles as their depleted number allowed Ptolemy’s skirmishers to concentrate all of their fire on the remaining beasts, causing them to halt their advance while their crews were summarily murdered. The unknown devices towed by Ptolemy’s horses turned out to be several long, spiked chains, towed on horseback, and dropped directly in front of the elephant charge. Ptolemy’s ingenuity had succeeded in severely wounding the majority of Demetrius’ elephants, renderding them ineffective for combat. 
 
    I didn’t have time to contemplate this disastrous occurrence as our cavalry was engaged in a fierce contest with both sides fighting to a bloody stalemate. Men on horseback were mercilessly hacking each other with swords, cursing and spitting upon one another while eagerly caving in skulls of their enemies on the ground beneath them. Whereas my time as a recruit prepared my stamina to ably wield my sarissa with both hands for long periods of exertion, I was not conditioned to constantly hack and block with a sword while gripping my mount with my thighs; thus my right shoulder winced with an intense sting of muscle exhaustion that grew worse with every blow I delivered on an enemy.  
 
    I found myself having to dig deep within my constitution to summon the strength and intensity necessary to stay alive during the bloody melee. Because of the intransigence of the two cavalries, I found myself unable to move my horse in any direction due to the crush of cavalry around me. A particularly rabid cavalryman now faced opposite me and relentlessly hacked at me with his sword. It took all my remaining fortitude to effectively block his attacks. It was glaringly apparent I was not going to best him, so I viciously stabbed his horse in the neck, dropping his animal to the ground. The man was not willing to concede, however, and he jumped from his dying mount to wrap his arms around the neck of my horse, trying to pull himself up. Because there was no room to gallop, I could not easily shake him and it was going to be difficult to use my sword without hurting my animal.  
 
    “Vettias!” I screamed, trying to get his attention through the chaos after he ended up beside me. “Vettias! Stab this son-of-a-bitch!” Vettias looked over to me, saw the situation, and stabbed the man through his armpit, severing muscle tissue and causing him to release his grip and fall to the ground where my horse stomped through his face.  
 
    Suddenly, I felt the momentum begin to swing against our cavalry as my horse began moving backwards. I looked behind me to see much of our cavalry peeling off our flank in retreat. Word was beginning to travel quickly that our center elephants had been annihilated and our weaker phalanx was now engaged with Ptolemy’s superior phalanx without their assistance. We shouted word to the front to alert Demetrius of his cavalry’s retreat and he immediately led a small contingent rearward to personally stop the evacuation. Watching his vigor and command presence during the initial fighting, and now witnessing his herculean attempt to halt a full surrender, eliminated all doubts whether he was fit to lead men in battle. Observing his prowess must have been similar to what it was like to fight with Alexander. He was able to reconstitute much of his left flank into an organized withdrawal, as opposed to a full retreat. The efficiency and effectiveness of his actions deterred Ptolemy and Seleucus from pursuing their gains, thus ensuring our left flank had fought to a draw. All now rested on our Macedonian regulars in the center.  
 
    Our left continued to hold and all eyes were fixed on the center where two powerful phalanxes were engaged in deadly combat. At first it appeared neither side had the advantage, but slowly our phalanx began being pushed back. It only took another half-hour before our center line collapsed and its remaining phalangites turned and fled the field toward Gaza proper where our army’s baggage train was secured. Mass chaos ensued as our phalanx was cut down or taken prisoner while our remaining left flank tactically withdrew from the field without suffering further casualties. Ptolemy and Seleucus claimed victory but Demetrius had survived to fight another day with the majority of his cavalry in tact. 
 
    The entirety of Demetrius’ phalanx was either killed or captured however, and our left flank cavalry contingent rode north to regroup with Antigonus’ army in Asia Minor. Along the way, Demetrius skillfully and tirelessly organized his remaining forces into cohesive units capable of conducting defensive actions and guerilla attacks should Ptolemy decide to march further north. As it turned out, Ptolemy was content to recapture Judea and Phoenicia while allowing Demetrius’ forces to retain Syria. Our beleaguered contingent reached Antigonus’ army to learn he had negotiated an armistice with our rivals across the Aegean and the world settled into an uneasy truce. In the end, Cassander was master of Greece and Macedon and the recognized Regent of the missing Argeads; Lysimachus remained leader of Thrace; Ptolemy was master of Egypt; and Antigonus was still the Lord of Asia. 
 
    **** 
 
    When we reached Antigonus’ army in Cappadocia, Vettias and I sought out Davos and Hiro to discuss the state of affairs. We found a small tavern in town to settle in for the evening and enjoy each other’s company. The mood was serious and unsure. I felt as though we had accomplished great things in the years we served The Hand but the ultimate goal of placing Alexander IV on the throne seemed unlikely at this point. Like in many instances, I would wait to hear what Vettias’ assessment was before forming my final judgement.  
 
    “Demetrius showed real promise at Gaza,” Vettias opined after filling Davos and Hiro in on the particulars of the battle. “He looked like Alexander out there. If he can learn strategic patience, there is no one who can defeat him on a field of battle. I would place my money on him as the leading candidate to eventually reunite the empire.” 
 
    “Do you think such a feat can be accomplished anymore?” Davos asked.  
 
    “It’s possible, but at this point, unlikely,” Vettias replied. “Orontes is still behind Cassander and his influence is growing, as evidenced by his collusion with Ptolemy. If anything, The Hand will exist to ensure that fiend is killed, along with Cassander.”  
 
    “The Hand should stand for something more than petty vengeance on our enemies,” Hiro interjected with a sureness that denoted he had put much thought into The Hand’s future. “The Hand should stand for the ideals Alexander espoused; the ideals Eumenes fought for; the ideal that we are all Greeks – not Athenians, or Spartans, or Macedonians or Thracians, or Ionians or wherever you happened to be born. We are Greeks and our culture stands in stark contrast to the tyranny of the east or the savagery of the north. Alexander brought these ideals to non-Greek peoples and extended the benefits of Greek civilization to them. Eumenes fought endlessly to keep Alexander’s Empire intact and facilitate the transfer of power to Alexander IV. He spoke of these ideals on the day he was executed in Antigonus’ camp and there is no better way to honor him and Alexander than finish what they fought for.” 
 
    “That was well said, Hieronymous,” Vettias declared while raising his cup in salute. “The world has settled into four lesser kingdoms, however, and there is little opportunity to exert our influence.” 
 
    “We are still on the stronger side,” Davos opined. 
 
    “Antigonus cannot be trusted to usher in Alexander’s ideals for this world,” I stated. “He is a tyrant and will rule no different than Darius himself.” 
 
    “The son is the future,” Hiro responded. “Antigonus will be dead soon but Demetrius’ prospects are limitless. He will require the help of a close adviser who is familiar with The King’s Hand and the ideals of Alexander. I am the best positioned among us to fulfill this role.” 
 
    “A strategic pause may be in order for the three of us – we have women anxiously awaiting our return,” Davos added. 
 
    “And who’s waiting for you?” I asked sarcastically, looking at Davos. 
 
    “The Queen of course,” Davos answered, “Who else? She’s a strong woman but the past ten years have been cruel to her. She expressed to me her wish that I remain with her in Ilandra while sailing on the Aegean Sea. I think I am ready for a woman again. Mara was right in her assessment; it just took the Queen of the Macedonian Empire to fill the role.” 
 
    “So you will be accompanying me to Ilandra then?” I asked with surprise. “This is excellent news old boy.”  
 
    “And lest you think the two of you are rid of me,” Vettias interjected, “I will be making a pilgrimage to the famed Ilandra to meet the young man I’ve dedicated the last ten years of my life serving. Don’t worry, you won’t have to accommodate me for long; I’m sending word to Babylon that I will be coming home to Yasmina.” 
 
    “I will send for you all again when the time is right,” Hiro assured. 
 
    The four of us drank well into the evening recounting tales of soldiery and intrigue. We traded insults and raised a glass to one another’s exploits. It felt like an end to one chapter and a beginning of another. It was a great evening.  
 
    The next morning the three of us attended Antigonus’ staff meeting which laid out his defensive strategy in the face of a victorious Ptolemy. At its completion, we tendered our resignations to Antigonus, who begrudgingly accepted due to the debt he felt he owed Davos and me for the murder of the Argeads on his behalf. All actions necessary to sell our story and protect the Argeads had now been performed.  
 
    The next morning, Davos, Vettias and I made ready for our journey to Ilandra, home of the widow of Alexander and the King of Macedon. 
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    CAST OF CHARACTERS 
 
      
 
    Aaliyah – Wife of Malick. From Babylon. 
 
    Adea – Queen of Macedon, Wife of King Philip III, daughter of Cynane, granddaughter of Philip II. 
 
    Alexander III – Alexander the Great. The God-King. Son of Philip II and Olympias. 
 
    Alexander IV – Son of Alexander the Great and Rhoxane. Grandson of Olympias and Philip II. 
 
    Alexandros – Childhood friend of Andrikos from Ilandra. 
 
    Androkles – Strategos of Andrikos’ taxis within the Macedonian Phalanx under General Eumenes. 
 
    Antigenes – Commander of the Silver Shields. 
 
    Antigonus – General under Philip II and Alexander III. Lord of Asia. Known as The One-Eyed. 
 
    Antipater – Regent to Alexander IV and Philip III. Commander of Greece and Macedon. 
 
    Apama – Daughter of Spitamenes. Wife of Seleucus. 
 
    Aretes – Commander of the Prodromoi (The Precursors), an elite unit of reconnaissance scouts. 
 
    Argeaus – Younger brother of Nearchus in Ilandra. 
 
    Argos – Uncle and caretaker of Andrikos and his family in Ilandra. Father of Leandros. 
 
    Aristodemus – General serving under General Antigonus in Greece. 
 
    Asander – Satrap of Caria, where Ilandra is located. 
 
    Asardin – Criminal boss of the Kir-Shamash neighborhood within Babylon. Employer of Davcina and Etana. 
 
    Attalus – Admiral serving under Alexander III and Perdicass. 
 
    Audata – Illyrian wife of Philip II. Grandmother to Queen Adea.  
 
    Bacchylides – Fellow recruit with Andrikos. Serves in the Macedonian Phalanx. 
 
    Cassander – Son of Antipater and ally of Orontes. 
 
    Chandragupta Maurya – Indian King of the newly-formed Mauryan Empire.  
 
    Chariton – Chief house attendant to Argos’ home. 
 
    Cynane – Daughter of Philip II and Audata. Half-sister of Alexander III. Mother of Queen Adea. 
 
    Crato – Philangiarch of General Eumenes’ army. 
 
    Darius – Former King of Persia. Murdered by Bessus. 
 
    Davcina – Member of Babylonian criminal underground serving under criminal boss Murdus. 
 
    Davos – Fellow operative of Andrikos and Vettias in the dark arts. Member of the King’s Hand. 
 
    Demetrius – Son of Antigonus. General serving under Antigonus. 
 
    Digger – Staff officer with the Royal Army Quartermaster Corps. 
 
    Dion – Fellow recruit with Andrikos. Serves in the Macedonian Phalanx. 
 
    Drakon – Ouragos of Andrikos’ syntagma.  
 
    Etana – Member of the Babylonian criminal underground. Employee of Asardin. 
 
    Eumenes – General within the Royal Army from Cardia. Former bodyguard and general of Alexander III. Former secretary of Philip II.  Leader of the King’s Hand. 
 
    Galen – Deputy of Aretes serving in The Precursors reconnaissance unit. 
 
    Ganymedes – Leader of Ilandra’s criminal underground. 
 
    Gilad – Nephew of Malick, employee of the Babylonian Treasury. 
 
    Glaucias – Chief Steward of Alexander IV and Rhoxane during their sequester in Amphipolis. Serves under Cassander. 
 
    Gull – Merchant ship captain from Amphipolis. 
 
    Helena – Sister of Andrikos. 
 
    Hieronymous, ‘Hiro’ – Fellow Cardian countryman of General Eumenes and serves as his chief advisor on his battle staff.  Member of the King’s Hand 
 
    Hyllos – Captain within the Silver Shields. 
 
    Iakovina – Daughter of Helena, niece of Andrikos 
 
    Iatrokles – Deceased father of Andrikos.  
 
    Ilan – Employee of Malick’s inn. 
 
    Ladon – Agent serving under Polyperchon in Pella. 
 
    Leandros – Cousin of Andrikos. Son of Argos. Veteran of Alexander III’s eastern campaigns. 
 
    Lykos – Commander of the Pydna Syntagma where Andrikos serves within the Macedonian Phalanx. 
 
    Lysimachus – General under Alexander III. Commander of Thrace. 
 
    Malick – Jewish friend of Vettias from Babylon. 
 
    Mara – Scythian courtesan and ally of Andrikos and Vettias. 
 
    Markos – Chief bodyguard of Queen Adea. 
 
    Murdus – Criminal boss of the Bel-Uzur neighborhood within Babylon. Rival of Asardin. 
 
    Nearchus – Best friend of Andrikos from Ilandra. 
 
    Neokles – First Officer within Andrikos’ lochos. 
 
    Olympias – Mother of Alexander III. Wife of Philip II. Grandmother of Alexander IV. 
 
    Orontes – Former member of the King’s Hand. Leader of a faction combatting the Argead Dynasty. 
 
    Pallas – Agent serving under Polyperchon in Pella. 
 
    Patrochlus – Childhood friend of Andrikos from Ilandra. 
 
    Peithon – Former general and bodyguard to Alexander III. Satrap of Media. 
 
    Perdiccas – Deceased Regent of the Kings and titular commander of all Macedonian forces in Asia. 
 
    Peucestas – Former General and bodyguard of Alexander III. Satrap if Persia.  
 
    Philip II – Deceased King of Macedon. Father of Alexander III, Cynane and Philip III. Husband of Olympias. Grandfather of Queen Adea. 
 
    Phillip III – Mentally-challenged son of Philip II. Half-brother of Alexander III and Cynane. Husband of Queen Adea. King of Macedon. 
 
    Philotheos – Surgeon within the Macedonian Phalanx. 
 
    Polemaeus – Commander in Asia Minor serving under General Antigonus. 
 
    Polyperchon – General serving under Philip II and Alexander III. Ally of General Eumenes. Member of the King’s Hand. 
 
    Priskos – Alcoholic father of Nearchus from Ilandra. 
 
    Protus – Servant of Mara within the Silver Shields’ baggage train.  
 
    Rhexenor – Fellow recruit with Andrikos. Serves in the Macedonian Quartermaster Corps. 
 
    Rhoxane – Bactrian widow of Alexander III. Mother of Alexander IV. 
 
    Seleucus – General under Alexander III. Ally of Ptolemy. Satrap of Babylonia. 
 
    Sosigenes – Naval Commander serving under General Eumenes. 
 
    Sotirus – Employee of a general store in Amphipolis that makes regularly deliveries to the fortress atop the acropolis. 
 
    Spear – Fellow recruit with Andrikos. Serves in the Macedonian Phalanx. 
 
    Spitamenes – Deceased Sogdian warlord and leader of a failed rebellion against Alexander III in Bactria and Sogdiana. Killer of Bessus. Father of Apama. 
 
    Spyro – Friend of Vettias from Amphipolis. 
 
    Stateira – Widow of Darius III. 
 
    Stephanos – Fellow recruit and best friend of Andrikos. Serves in the Macedonian Phalanx. 
 
    Talos – Son of Andrikos and Mara. 
 
    Thessala – Wife of Hyllos, Captain of the Silver Shields. 
 
    Tuetamis – Deputy Commander of the Silver Shields.  
 
    Tyro – Mother of Nearchus and Argeaus from Ilandra. 
 
    Vettias – Spymaster serving General Eumenes. 
 
    Yasmina – Babylonian Madame and lover of Vettias. 
 
    Zaduga – Babylonian eunuch in the employ of Yasmina. 
 
    Zenon – Macedonian soldier assigned guard duty of the fortress housing the Argeads in Amphipolis. 
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