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 Introduction

Asher finished the
last roll of papyrus and rubbed his eyes. The mansion was quiet;
everyone aside from him was asleep. The flames of the oil lamp on
his desk did not flicker, for there was not a trace of a breeze. He
leaned back in his chair and took a sip of wine. From his study he
could see the black outline of the Citadel framed against a starlit
sky. A few torches dotted the ramparts where sentries patrolled the
walls. He closed his eyes and sighed. Like everyone else he had
known the sorry story of Queen Claudia, of how happiness had been
cruelly snatched from her. But the other half of the story had been
unknown to him, until now. It was a measure of the man that King
Pacorus had not carried a grudge in his autumn years. But
still….

Asher rolled up the
papyrus scroll bearing the king’s words and placed it back in the
wooden box with the others. In the morning he would take the
container to the Citadel to present it to the queen. They were the
final words of her father, a great king who should have been king
of kings of the empire. If he was unlucky he would encounter the
centurion who had taken a dislike to him and delighted in
ridiculing him for his faith. Asher the Jew, grandson of Aaron the
Jew, the man who had been royal treasurer to King Pacorus. It was a
great shame that such sentiments existed in Dura, a city known
throughout the Parthian Empire and beyond for welcoming people of
all religions and races, irrespective if they were highborn or
low.

He chuckled to
himself. Notwithstanding the opinions of brutish men like the
centurion, Dura had been kind to him and his family. He had grown
rich thanks to his thriving papyrus business, his wife lived and
dressed like royalty and his children had the best Greek tutors
that money could buy. He stared at the box. It had all been made
possible because of King Pacorus and his wife Queen Gallia. A
simple licence, that is how his business started, allowing him to
purchase a plot of land to the north of the city, next to the River
Euphrates. An unpropitious stretch of marsh had been turned into a
highly profitable area where papyrus reed was grown and cultivated
to produce writing material. Over the years he purchased more
marshland to become the supplier of papyrus not only to Dura but
also Hatra, Syria and even Egypt.

In kingdoms such as
Media and Susiana, Jews were merely tolerated and were certainly
not granted licences to establish businesses. Jews were even
discriminated against in Judea, their homeland where the Romans
were overlords. But in Dura he and his family were treated no
differently from those who were Parthian, Greek, Pontic, Syrian or
even Agraci. Many said the legacy of King Pacorus was his prowess
on the battlefield, but Asher believed the harmony with which
different races and religions lived side by side in the Kingdom of
Dura would be his lasting achievement. How ironic it was that a man
of war should usher in a period of long-lasting peace and
prosperity. He was not old enough to remember Pacorus the warlord
and so had difficulty associating the kindly, stooping old man in
the floppy hat who rode in a cart pulled by a donkey with the famed
victor of Surkh, Susa and Carrhae.

He suddenly wondered
if the queen ever got lonely, living alone as she did in the
Citadel, but then discounted the idea. He looked at the scrolls and
remembered that she was a member of the secretive and sinister
Scythian sisterhood, the network of sorceresses that Dobbai had
once belonged to.

‘Once?’ he said to
himself.

He shuddered when he
thought about the old witch, now long dead but still talked about
with reverence and apprehension among Dura’s citizens. Some said
her ghost haunted the Citadel. His religion told him there was only
one god who was all-powerful. But he had often wondered how Dura,
the geographically smallest kingdom in the Parthian Empire, had
become one of its most powerful under the rule of Pacorus. If not
by magic, then how? It was common knowledge that Queen Claudia was
a skilled sorceress who unleashed demons and curses against her
enemies. How else to explain the fact that no foreign army had
threatened the walls of Dura for an age?

‘How indeed?’ he
sighed.

And then there was the
griffin at the entrance to the city. Legend had it that as long as
it stood sentry the kingdom would be safe. He knew that guards at
the Palmyrene Gate took money from people to allow them to climb
the steps inside the gatehouse to touch the griffin for good luck.
The priests of the synagogue had denounced such blasphemy but just
for luck and long life, he had paid to lay his hands on the smooth,
cool, reassuring statue. God would forgive him for his weakness;
indeed, had forgiven him because he and his family prospered.

He picked up the first
scroll and caressed it. He had never known the old king,
occasionally seeing him in one of the city’s markets. An old man
passing the time of day with traders and citizens. He was escorted
at all times by guards but there was little need. He had been
universally respected, even loved. The greatest danger to his
health was the threat of being mobbed by over-exuberant
well-wishers. Dura would miss King Pacorus. He unrolled the papyrus
and read again the opening lines.

‘It had always
amused me that Carrhae has been accorded the greatest of Parthian
victories over the Romans. There was another, to my mind far more
significant and epoch-making and one that laid the foundations for
the amenable relations that now exist between Parthia and the Roman
Empire. The numbers of combatants involved dwarfed the size of the
armies at Carrhae, and the stakes were far higher. It was also
unusual in that it was a conflict manipulated to a large extent by
women. These women were the Queen of Egypt, the Queen of Media and
a princess of Dura, my daughter Claudia. I nicknamed it the War of
Three Women, though no one else ascribed it this name. My accounts
of Spartacus’ campaign, the Parthian Civil War and Carrhae were for
posterity but this volume was written solely for Claudia, may the
gods love her just as I and her mother did.’


 


 Chapter
1

I tossed the letter to
Gallia, too stunned to even try to explain its contents. I walked
over to the balustrade and placed my hands on the warm stone
structure. Below the blue waters of the Euphrates were slowly
flowing south towards the Gulf as it had done since the beginning
of time. I watched a small fishing boat on the river, its occupant
casting a net over the glimmering surface. Beyond a camel train was
making its way towards the pontoon bridges spanning the waterway –
two dozen or more of the humped beasts accompanied by men on foot
and others on horses. I heard a groan and turned back to my
wife.

‘I cannot believe
it.’

I nodded glumly and
walked over to her, flopping down in the wicker chair beside her.
She wiped a tear from her eye.

‘We should have made a
greater effort to see him more often, Pacorus. Now it is too
late.’

‘Too late,’ was all I
could utter in reply.

Orodes was dead. The
king of kings of the Parthian Empire, who had ruled from the
Euphrates to the Indus for many years, overseeing a period of peace
and prosperity after the bloodletting preceding it, was gone.
History would remember Orodes as a fair and wise ruler who tried to
heal the empire of its many wounds, but we would also think of him
first and foremost as a dear friend. Dura had been his home for
many years when he had been a landless prince; he had commanded the
army’s cataphracts and had fought beside me in more battles than I
could remember. Brave, honourable, jovial and compassionate, the
world would be a darker place without him.

When he had met Axsen
and married her I had rejoiced, their union being blessed with the
birth of a boy I hoped would grow up to be a great king. How could
he not be with such fine parents? Alas Phraates, named after
Orodes’ father murdered by his treacherous son Mithridates, turned
out to be a disappointment. Axsen died three days after giving
birth to him, a blow Orodes never fully recovered from. It was a
measure of the high king he never bore any resentment against his
son for the death of the love of his life. Indeed, he went out of
his way to shower the boy with love and affection. The result was
Phraates was indulged too much and his father became blind to the
boy’s manipulative and malicious nature.

Orodes found a way of
dealing with his grief by throwing himself into the duties of high
king, which meant he wore himself out travelling the breadth of the
empire. Over the years we saw less and less of him and neither I
nor Gallia were inclined to visit Ctesiphon when he was in
residence there, partly because I had always disliked the poisonous
atmosphere at the royal palace but mostly due to the sarcastic
tongue of Prince Phraates. Long gone were the days when I had to
bite my tongue while being insulted by cocky courtiers who had the
ear of the high king. The fact the cockiest was his son made trips
to Ctesiphon all the more unbearable. So we stopped going along
with most of the empire’s kings, meaning Orodes had to visit them.
It wore him out but perversely I think he too was glad to be away
from his scheming son and his hangers-on.

‘Guard,’ I
shouted.

Seconds later a
legionary presented himself and bowed.

‘Take a massage to the
duty officer to assemble the council.’

He bowed again and
disappeared. I leaned back, closed my eyes and sighed. I felt
distraught and also guilty.

‘I should have done
things differently.’

Gallia laid a hand on
my arm. ‘Orodes loved you, Pacorus, he loved all of us. You should
not reproach yourself.’

But I did. I blamed
myself for allowing a gulf to develop between him and me. I should
have made more of an effort to visit him, but when we did see each
other the topic of conversation invariably got around to Syria.
Ever since Carrhae he had become obsessed by the Roman province,
convinced it could be conquered with ease. He had sent me on a
campaign against Syria after Carrhae that achieved nothing, though
the fact I had led a force of horsemen through the enemy province
at will, confirmed in his eyes it was ripe for the plucking. He
badgered me constantly to take my legions and their siege engines
west to capture Antioch. He promised me tens of thousands of
soldiers to reinforce my own but I always refused. I had no
interest in invading Roman territory because I knew to do so would
provoke retaliation, which would lead to an endless cycle of war. I
saw Carrhae as a victory guaranteeing peace whereas Orodes viewed
it as the beginning of a westward expansion of his empire.

We walked from the
terrace, through the palace to the Headquarters Building. The day
was waning but it was still very warm, mid-summer having barely
passed. Guards were standing beside pillars sweating in their mail
armour, leather vests and helmets. However, in the hottest months,
sentries were relieved every hour so they could refresh themselves
and take off their armour. Despite it being positioned on a tall
escarpment surprisingly little wind reached inside the Citadel,
resulting in high temperatures inside the palace and surrounding
buildings. Those standing guard on the battlements could take
advantage of any wind, though they invariably roasted in their mail
and helmets under a merciless Mesopotamian sun.

It took a while for
the council members to assemble in our usual meeting room, which
like the other rooms in the Headquarters Building had marble floor
tiles and window blinds to prevent it getting too hot. Servants
brought earthenware jugs filled with water and fruit juice and
placed towels on the table.

One by one the council
members arrived, bowing their heads to Gallia and me as they
entered the room and took their places round the table. City
Governor Rsan, old and stiff, wore a worried expression. A stickler
for routine and order, anything out of the ordinary made him
apprehensive and fearing the worst. I smiled at him in an attempt
to reassure him.

Aaron, the treasurer,
entered in the company of two clerks carrying handfuls of scrolls,
just in case the meeting concerned pecuniary matters requiring
reference to past meetings. Rsan’s clerks would take minutes of the
meeting. The last to arrive was Chrestus, fresh from the training
fields and sweating profusely. He picked up a towel and wiped his
face and neck. The commander of the army, originally a native of
Pontus, had cold black eyes, a chiselled face and a muscular torso.
He shaved his head and face and always carried a vine cane with
him, the same cane his master, Lucius Domitus, had carried.
Chrestus was a worthy successor of my dead friend and people
remarked he was more Roman than the Romans, an insult the army’s
leader took as a compliment.

‘I have called you all
here,’ I began, ‘to inform you we have received word from
Ctesiphon. Orodes has died.’

They looked at each
other and me in shock. Rsan was most upset.

‘This is a black day,
majesty, not only for his friends but also the whole empire.’

‘The letter was from
Phraates,’ I continued, ‘whom I assume will become high king after
a suitable period of mourning.’

Rsan’s crinkly
forehead creased. ‘According to procedure the new high king should
be decided by a meeting of the empire’s kings at Esfahan,
majesty.’

I filled a cup with
water, handed it to Gallia and filled another for myself.

‘Let me tell you about
Esfahan, Rsan. When Orodes became high king fifteen years ago…’

‘Sixteen,’ interrupted
Rsan.

‘What?’

‘He became high king
sixteen years ago.’

Gallia rolled her
eyes.

‘Well, be it as it
may,’ I said. ‘Orodes insisted all the empire’s kings should meet
at Esfahan every two years so any potential conflicts and
grievances could be aired and settled without recourse to
conflict.’

‘Most sensible,’
agreed Rsan.

‘Sensible and
immensely tedious,’ I told him. ‘But if I learned anything, other
than how uncomfortable the seating arrangements in the great tent
were, it was there were no rival claimants to the position of high
king.’

‘You will support the
election of Phraates to the high throne?’ asked Gallia.

‘I will,’ I
replied.

‘Even though you
yourself described him as a snake?’ said Chrestus, to a sharp
intake of breath from Rsan and Aaron.

I laughed. ‘At
Ctesiphon Phraates will rule like a tyrant. The palace will become
an even greater nest of vipers than it is already, if that is
possible.’

‘Not much of a
recommendation,’ said Gallia.

I shrugged. ‘Let me
put it another way. As far as I know no one apart from Phraates
wants the high throne, though it is not to say a rival claimant
will not appear in due course. Phraates is the legitimate heir of
Orodes and is recognised as such throughout the empire. If the
kings vote for another then he has every right to try to win back
the high throne by force, which means civil war. No one wants
that.’

‘One of the kings
might wish to try his luck and put himself forward,’ said
Chrestus.

‘Always a
possibility,’ I replied, ‘though I know for certain most will
not.’

I rose and walked over
to the hide map of the empire on the wall, pointing at the kingdoms
in the west.

‘Gordyene is ruled by
Spartacus and Rasha, one the son of a slave and the other the
daughter of an Agraci king. They are loyal to Hatra, Dura and
Mesene above all but are viewed with disdain by other kings of the
empire. I moved my finger right. Media is ruled by my friend and
ally Atrax, who in turn is a great friend and ally of King Aschek
of Atropaiene. And let us not forget the Kingdom of Elymais ruled
by our old friend and ally Silaces.’

I pointed at the
eastern kingdoms of the empire.

‘We all know Margiana
and Hyrcania are concerned with securing their borders against the
northern nomads rather than playing politics, and the same can be
said of Aria, Anauon and Yueh-Chih, though their concerns relate to
incursions from the tribes east of the Indus.’

‘Sakastan and Carmania
could conceivably be where any civil war starts, majesty,’
suggested Rsan.

Chrestus nodded. ‘By
all accounts they are nearly at war now.’

I sighed. Of all
Orodes’ successes in maintaining peace throughout the empire his
one regret had been failing to reconcile the animosity between the
brothers Peroz and Phenon, the rulers of Sakastan and Carmania
respectively. Like many siblings they had grown apart during their
teenage years and had never reconciled, despite the deathbed
pleadings of their father, Phriapatus. I had met Phenon only
briefly, at the loathsome gathering of the kings at Esfahan, but
Peroz had spent time at Dura where he had become a close friend. He
had found his wife in my city, the beautiful Roxanne, though she
had been a whore working in one of Dura’s brothels at the time. But
love is blind and so he had taken her as his wife. It was fortunate
in the aftermath of Carrhae, when Orodes had been showering his
friends and allies with favours, Peroz had been given the vacant
crown of Sakastan, thus saving him from having to return to his
homeland with a former prostitute in tow. But it was unfortunate
Sakastan bordered Carmania, which meant the animosity between the
two brothers always threatened to escalate into all-out war.

‘Carmania and Sakastan
might go to war,’ I agreed, ‘but while their two rulers will be
more than happy to meet in battle their grievances and ambitions
are theirs alone. And I know for a fact King Vologases of Drangiana
has no intention of allowing himself to be dragged into a war
between the two.’

I jabbed a finger at
the heart of the empire.

‘Which leads me to my
final point. Phraates now controls the kingdoms of Susiana, Babylon
and Persis, which combined could raise a sizeable army if
pressed.’

‘Though not worth much
on the battlefield,’ said Chrestus.

I raised a hand to
him. ‘Just indulge me, Chrestus. If another was to challenge
Phraates’ right to the high throne, then Orodes’ son would raise an
army from those kingdoms and once again the empire would be plunged
into civil war. As I said, no one wants that.’

‘Most wise, majesty,’
concurred Rsan.

‘War is poison to
commerce,’ said Aaron, his scribes noting down every word.

‘Phraates will be
poison for the empire,’ lamented Gallia. ‘When I met him I found
him lacking in virtues but abundant in vices.’

I walked back to my
chair. ‘But he will be lacking in the one vice with the potential
to split the empire in two. Ambition. It is true he might want to
surround himself at Ctesiphon with young slave girls and boys and
live a life of depravity. But he will have no ambition because he
will already hold the highest office.’

‘Are you trying to
convince us or yourself?’ asked a sceptical Gallia.

‘There is another who
would make a better high king,’ said Chrestus.

‘Who would that be,
general?’ enquired Rsan.

Chrestus looked at me.
‘King Pacorus of Dura.’

I held my head in my
hands.

‘Don’t all start
again. I have neither the will nor the desire to accede to the high
throne.’

‘Everyone knows you
would make a better king of kings than Phraates,’ agreed
Gallia.

I looked at her. ‘And
would you be prepared to leave Dura, my sweet, to live at Ctesiphon
and there reside for most of your days, only occasionally visiting
this city between your other duties as high queen?’

She was horrified at
the prospect. ‘Never.’

‘Well, then, let us
have no more talk of my becoming high king.’

I held the eyes of
each of them in turn.

‘And that is an
order.’

Chrestus sighed loudly
and looked out of the window, Rsan nodded gravely and Aaron
refilled his cup with water. Gallia was not best pleased but I knew
she detested royal protocol and duties as much as I did, perhaps
more.

‘Rsan,’ I said,
‘instruct your clerks to write letters to every king of the empire
stating Dura supports Phraates becoming high king. I will sign them
prior to their despatch. I myself will write to Phraates
immediately pledging my allegiance. The transition of power must be
quick and smooth.’

After they had
finished recording the minutes of the meeting Rsan instructed his
clerks to draw up the letters to the various kings of the empire.
They would be ready by the end of the day and forwarded to their
recipients just after dawn on the morrow. Parthia did not have the
paved roads possessed by the Romans which had greatly impressed me
when I had campaigned in Italy with the slave general Spartacus.
But it did have a system of post stations throughout the empire
where couriers could receive a fresh horse before continuing on
their way. Usually distanced around thirty miles apart these
stations contained stables, living quarters, fresh water, food and
fodder. Each kingdom maintained the stations within its own
territory to ensure the smooth delivery of post across the length
and breadth of the empire. A letter written at the Euphrates could
be at the Indus, a thousand miles away, in less than ten days.

Gallia and I strolled
back to the palace as the sun began to dip in the west, a huge red
fireball casting long shadows in the Citadel’s courtyard.

‘Phraates will make a
bad high king,’ said Gallia. ‘Why do you support his
elevation?’

I stopped and thought.
‘You are right about his character but it is what Orodes would have
wanted and for that reason alone I am reluctant to object to
Phraates.’

She shook her head.
‘You are too sentimental, Pacorus.’

I thought about
Orodes. ‘It is the least I can do for our friend.’

We turned as a horse
galloped into the courtyard, guards peering down from the
battlements as the brown mare was pulled up and a dust-covered
rider sprang from its saddle. The figure removed the shemagh
and shook her hair free, smiling at us both. She turned to the
guards and dazzled them with a smile. They returned to their
duties.

‘Where is your
escort?’

Claudia turned her
smile on me. ‘Escort, father? Why would I need an escort to ride in
my own kingdom?’

‘My kingdom,’ I
told her, ‘and you need an escort because it is royal protocol
princesses do not go anywhere without an escort.’

She removed a leather
bag attached to one of the four horns of her saddle and led her
horse towards us, kissing me on the cheek when she reached us.

‘Oh, father, always so
formal. I know this land like the back of my hand and anyway I took
my bow with me.’

She had a full quiver
of thirty arrows slung on her back and her bow was tucked in its
case by the side of her saddle.

I looked at the bag.
‘What’s in there, more snakes?’

An earlier trip into
the desert had reaped half a dozen saw-scaled vipers that had
escaped into the palace, causing wild hysteria among servants and
visitors like, until they were cornered and killed by a squad of
legionaries.

Claudia held up the
bag and grinned. ‘Just herbs, father, I promise.’

She tossed back her
head and laughed. She was incorrigible, a wild child of Dura who
had a keen mind, a depository of great knowledge, but she refused
to be tamed. Like a feral horse she went her own way and scorned
conventional habits. She should have been married long ago and
there had been no shortage of suitors. Claudia had inherited her
mother’s high cheekbones and lithe frame and though she was not
perhaps beautiful she was very striking. Now approaching her
thirtieth year I despaired of ever finding her a husband.

‘Orodes is dead,’ said
Gallia suddenly.

Claudia’s smile
disappeared. ‘I grieve for you both. He was a good king and friend
to Dura. I liked him. Who will replace him as high king?’

‘Your father is
insistent Phraates should be king of kings.’

Claudia nodded. ‘Yes,
that is the way it should be.’

‘How so?’ snapped
Gallia.

‘It was foretold,
mother, just as it was foretold you and father would come to Dura
all those years ago.’

She led her horse
towards the stabling block, giving us both a sympathetic glance as
she did so. Gallia said nothing, knowing her eldest daughter had
been under the close supervision of Dobbai from her birth. The old
woman had acted as Claudia’s guardian, confidante and tutor,
imparting all her knowledge to her over the years. We both knew
Claudia was skilled in ancient medicine and magic.

‘I wish Claudia could
find herself a husband and focus on the world of mortals instead of
the ways of the gods,’ I lamented.

‘Dobbai raised her,’
said Gallia. ‘We both know she is different from Isabella and
Eszter.’

‘Indeed she is.’

Isabella, our second
daughter, was betrothed to the young son of King Peroz, and Eszter
our third daughter, was currently residing in Hatra as the guest of
Gafarn and Diana, learning to be a Parthian princess. Dura was a
frontier city and whereas Isabella was thoughtful and Claudia
mature beyond her years, Eszter was wild, quick to lose her temper
and very loose with her tongue. I blamed myself for being away so
much during her formative years. So Gallia and I had sent her off
to Hatra’s palace where strict protocol and manners held sway. She
had not written to us since her arrival out of spite but Gafarn had
notified us she was doing as well as could be expected considering
her undisciplined upbringing!

When the fierce heat
of the day had abated the palace balcony was a splendid place to
be, offering as it did stunning views of the Euphrates and the land
to the east of the river. The vast sky was a soothing purple as the
sun began to set. There was the slightest of breezes carrying the
aroma of spices, and the surface of the river was like a slab of
mauve marble. Refreshed and reflective, we sat with our daughters
on the balcony and partook of wine, pastries, bread, cheese and
strips of roasted chicken. At such times my position as ruler of
Dura was irrelevant as I shared a meal with my family, a simple
pleasure worth a king’s ransom, though it did not take long for
Claudia to spoil proceedings.

‘Of course Orodes was
murdered, poisoned most likely.’

‘How awful,’ said
Isabella.

‘You have no evidence
to suggest foul play,’ I told her.

Claudia sipped at her
wine. ‘Orodes was always destined to suffer the same fate as his
father. I was told this long ago. His son has a malicious nature,
you said so yourself, father, so what I have said should not come
as a shock to you.’

‘I can believe it,’
said Gallia softly, turning her blue eyes on me. ‘Yet another
reason why Phraates should not become high king.’

‘On the contrary,
mother,’ said Claudia, ‘Phraates will make a good high king.’

Gallia’s eyes burned
with anger. ‘Because he murdered his father?’

‘Because he will
ensure the empire will remain relatively peaceful and united
against its enemies,’ replied Claudia.

‘I will hear no more
talk of Orodes being murdered,’ I commanded.

‘Quite right, father,’
said Isabella.

We sat in silence,
each of us digesting Claudia’s words rather than the food. I tried
to dismiss them but knew she was not one to babble nonsense or give
voice to foolish opinions. I lost my appetite as what she had so
glibly announced sank in.

I heard a cackling
sound above and looked up, to see a pair of eagles coming together
in what I assumed was some sort of mating ritual. But the loud
screeching soon convinced me the birds were not mating. We stood
and craned our necks as the cawing and screeching got louder and
more high-pitched, the birds tussling in mid-air in what was
obviously a deadly duel. Two guards, hearing the sounds from the
corridor leading to the terrace, came rushing with swords drawn. I
waved them away as above came a series of high-pitched screams and
something dropped towards us. Towards me to be precise. Some sort
of animal had been held in the talons of one of the birds, both of
them still fighting their mid-air battle. I instinctively caught
the animal and saw to my amazement it was a young gazelle calf.

The eagles separated
and flew away. The calf was bleeding and paralysed with fear, all
of us were stunned. I held it in my arms as Gallia and Isabella
stared open-mouthed at it and me. But Claudia understood the
symbolism of what had just occurred.

She rushed to me to
take the bleeding animal from my arms.

‘The gods send you a
message, father. The eagles are Rome and the calf is Phraates. It
will lie with you to save him and the empire from the clutches of
the Romans.’

I was going to speak
but she rushed from the terrace, cradling the injured calf in her
arms.

‘I will see to it the
animal lives but you must ensure Phraates and the empire survive,’
was her parting shot.

‘Extraordinary,’ was
Gallia’s only utterance.

Claudia barricaded
herself in her room for the next few days, as she was wont to do,
issuing orders for warm milk to be brought to her quarters at
regular intervals. After a week she reappeared with the news the
calf had returned to full health and was to be kept in the Citadel.
I was grooming Tegha following his morning exercise when she
sauntered into the stables cradling the calf, which did look
remarkably revived. A result of Claudia’s secret potions rather
than just milk I surmised.

‘Strabo,’ she called
loudly.

Cataphracts and stable
hands poked their heads from the stalls they occupied as she walked
up and down the large and well-ventilated block, bowing their heads
to her as she passed. I put down the brush and walked from
Tegha’s stall. I heard a gruff voice behind me.

‘Who’s got too much to
say for themselves? Oh, begging your pardon, princess.’

Strabo, my equine
quartermaster, resembled a beggar in his dirty tunic, grubby
leggings and unkempt hair, but there was nothing he did not know
about horses. He had once told me he found the company of people
difficult and irksome, preferring to mix with horses. But I counted
myself blessed he administered Dura’s stables because he and his
handpicked team of veterinaries and farriers ensured my horsemen
had the finest mounts in the empire. And considering Parthians were
great horse lords that was no mean achievement.

Strabo wiped his nose
on the sleeve of his tunic and bowed his head to Claudia.

‘A gazelle calf. I
thank you, princess.’

Claudia eyed him
suspiciously. ‘For what?’

‘For bringing me this
tender young piece of meat to eat, most generous.’

Her eyes narrowed.
‘This animal is not for the cooking pot, Strabo. It is to be raised
and cared for here in the royal stables.’

He looked bemused.
‘What?’

‘You are to see to it
no harm comes to it for it was a vessel of the gods.’

He pointed at it.
‘That?’

She nodded.

‘Much as I would like
to indulge you, princess, I’ve got more pressing matters to attend
to. Though I dare say one of my stable lads could take care of it
until it is ready to be released.’

Claudia glared at him.
‘Did you not hear me? I commanded you to take care of the calf and
it is to live here until it dies.’

Strabo was many things
but a courtier he was not.

‘Clear off now before
I wring its neck.’

To avoid an
embarrassing scene I stepped between them.

‘Kindly remember where
you are and who you are. It is unseemly for one of the king’s
daughters to be arguing in public with my quartermaster of
horse.’

Strabo folded his arms
and gave Claudia a smug impression.

‘Similarly it is
disrespectful for said quartermaster to be rude to my daughter.
Claudia you will take the calf to the temple in the city where the
high priest can care for it. As you and he are well acquainted I am
sure he will be delighted to hear your story and more than willing
to house the calf.’

‘But, father…’

I held up a hand to
her. ‘That is my command. Now go.’

She hissed at Strabo,
curled a lip at him, turned and stormed out of the stables.

‘She needs a husband,’
muttered Strabo.

But both Gallia and I
had given up any hopes of finding Claudia a husband long ago. Some
kings would have arranged a marriage for their female offspring for
political reasons, which was the common practice throughout the
empire. But we were loath to force our daughters to enter a union
against their will, and in any case Dura did not need to hide
behind the strength of other kingdoms. So the years passed and
Claudia remained unmarried.

After a month replies
to the letters I had despatched to the four corners of the empire
began to arrive at Dura. I assembled the council when I possessed a
missive from every king to inform it of the decisions of the
empire’s rulers.

‘Mild indifference
seems to be the order of the day,’ I told them. ‘The most
enthusiastic reply came from Phraates himself at Ctesiphon, who was
delighted Dura wholeheartedly supports his elevation to the high
crown.’

‘No surprise there,’
sniffed Gallia.

‘As expected,’ I
continued, leafing through the letters, ‘Gafarn says he has no
objection to Phraates, a feeling echoed by Nergal. Spartacus is
totally disinterested judging from the two-line letter he wrote me;
Silaces states he will also support Phraates. Atrax also goes along
with supporting Phraates and Aschek states he has no
objection.’

I picked up another
bundle of letters.

‘Of the eastern
kingdoms only Margiana and Hyrcania have reservations.’

‘What reservations?’
asked Gallia.

‘King Khosrou writes
it would have been better if at his birth Phraates had been thrown
away instead of the afterbirth.’

Chrestus laughed and
banged the table; Rsan and Aaron winced with embarrassment.

‘While King Musa
states Phraates is a malicious little shit and he will pray for his
early death. Mere quibbles,’ I reiterated.

‘You are to be
congratulated, majesty,’ smiled Rsan, ‘you have got your wish.’

‘My wish is for peace,
Rsan,’ I told him, ‘that is all.’

‘Do you really think a
seventeen-year-old boy will be able to rule the empire, Pacorus?’
said Gallia.

‘If he has the support
of the empire’s kings, yes,’ I replied. ‘If we can all get through
the torture of the coronation ceremony then I predict a smooth
transition of power and the continuance of peace throughout
Parthia.’

I had put the incident
with the gazelle calf to the back of my mind, though I had not
forgotten it or the words of my daughter. As I waited for the
inevitable invitation to attend the coronation of Phraates I
decided to visit Palmyra to try to put my mind at rest that a Roman
invasion of Parthia was not being planned. Gallia came with me,
escorted by a score of Amazons while I took the same number of
horse archers, our tents and supplies loaded on ten bad-tempered
camels. The trip was hot and grimy; the many caravans on the road
threw up a huge amount of dust hanging in the scorching air. We
rested during the hottest hours of the day, erecting sunshades to
give ourselves and our horses and camels respite from the merciless
sun beating down from a cloudless sky. When the sun began to
descend in the western sky we recommenced our journey, passing
other caravans that had decided to travel during the midday heat
but had made camp for the night.

Most of the caravans
travelling through Dura made their way to Palmyra and then on to
Egypt where they sold the precious silk they had brought from
China. Others went to Tyre or Antioch where Roman merchants bought
the silk for onward shipment to Rome. But the caravans taking silk
for the Romans usually went through Hatra rather than Dura.

I had never been to
Egypt but had heard much about its great buildings and wealth. Just
as the Euphrates and Tigris watered the western kingdoms of the
Parthian Empire so was the Nile the provider for Egypt. We received
regular reports from Byrd concerning events beyond Dura’s borders
and I had to confess I always looked forward to his correspondence.
For years he had reported the Romans had been fighting among
themselves. First there had been civil strife between the followers
of a general named Julius Caesar and a group of senators based in
Rome, one of whom was Pompey, the man I had met many years before.
Pompey had been defeated by Caesar and had fled to Egypt where he
had been murdered. Caesar had become the ruler of Rome but was
assassinated by a group of senators, sparking more civil strife. It
was all very interesting but, more importantly, it meant the Romans
were absorbed in internal affairs rather then seeking to expand
their empire at the expense of others. This meant the border with
Syria was quiet, allowing commerce to flourish.

The Agraci patrolled
the road between my city and Palmyra as well as the land either
side of it, though every caravan also had its own guards to protect
its precious cargo and the gold and silver it took back to the east
once the silk had been sold. Once the road had been empty of
traffic and my lords and the Agraci had engaged in savage border
warfare. But now trade had replaced conflict and the Agraci busied
themselves with providing escorts for the caravans, though they
were not averse to raiding the lands of the Bedouin to the
south.

One such patrol fell
in with our column half a day’s ride from Palmyra, the commander of
the black-robed warriors eager to talk about the good old days.
Like me he was in his fifties and remembered fondly the days of his
youth.

‘I was just a boy when
I took part in my first raid, majesty, in the days long before you
came to Dura.’

He smiled wistfully.
‘We captured a great herd of horses from one of the lords who had
staked a claim on our lands.’

‘Your lands?’ I
said.

He winked at me.
‘Before you and Haytham became friends every Agraci was taught our
land extended all the way to the Euphrates. It’s different now of
course.’

‘What happened to the
horses?’ asked Gallia.

The Agraci laughed.
‘The Parthian lord who owned them ambushed us on our way back
home.’

He nodded at the bow
in its case. ‘The arrows flew thick and fast that day and killed a
few of my friends. Good times.’

‘Do you regret the
passing of those times?’ I asked.

‘Sometimes,’ he
admitted, ‘but war is never far away.’

I thought of Claudia’s
prediction and shuddered. I hoped she was wrong.

I had sent word ahead
of our impending arrival, as it is rude to suddenly arrive at
another king’s capital unannounced. Malik was now king of his
people following the death of Haytham who, surprisingly for an
Agraci, slipped into the next world peacefully while sleeping in
his tent. He had been a great warlord and all Palmyra mourned his
passing. Malik was not as fierce as his father and though he had
tested himself on the battlefield many times, was more thoughtful
and wise. We had campaigned together numerous times and he had seen
a wider world than the arid desert kingdom of the Agraci.

He was standing beside
Jamal outside his great tent to welcome us both as our horses were
taken and the Amazons and horse archers were shown to their
quarters a short distance away. I bowed to Jamal, kissed her on the
cheek and embraced Malik.

‘It has been too long,
my friend,’ he beamed.

He kissed Gallia and
likewise embraced her.

‘You neglect your
friends in Dura,’ she teased him.

He threaded an arm
through hers. ‘Alas the burden of kingship keeps me in
Palmyra.’

We walked to the
entrance of the huge goat hair tent, its outside very hot but the
interior mercifully cool and inviting. A slight wind had picked up
ruffling the leaves of the many palm trees surrounding the tent. We
stopped when we heard the deep grunts of camels. Byrd and Noora
made their animals sit before leaving their saddles, guards walking
forward to take the beasts to the corral behind Malik’s tent. Byrd
hobbled towards me. The broken ankle he had suffered many years ago
had never healed properly and Claudia’s prophecy he would never
ride a horse again had proved correct.

I embraced him warmly.
‘How is my chief scout?’

‘I no longer a scout,’
he lamented.

‘You will always be my
first and most loyal scout, Byrd.’

While sitting on large
cushions and sharing a meal of bread, rice, yoghurt, milk and
roasted goat meat cooked over a camel dung campfire, I told Malik
and Byrd of the reason for my visit, recounting the episode on the
terrace when a gazelle calf had dropped into my arms.

‘Claudia interpreted
the eagles to be the Romans and the calf to be the Parthian
Empire,’ I said. ‘So you can understand my reluctance to dismiss
her prediction out of hand. What are the Romans up to, Byrd?’

He picked up some rice
with his hands and shoved it into his mouth.

‘Romani still
squabbling among themselves.’

‘And long may that
state of affairs continue,’ said Gallia with relish.

Slaves brought in a
large chunk of roasted goat and according to custom it was handed
to Malik first, who cut a piece off with his dagger before handing
it to me. I also removed a slice with my dagger before passing it
to Jamal who used her knife to cut herself a morsel. Next came
Gallia’s turn followed by Byrd and Noora.

‘So there is civil
strife in the Roman world?’ I asked.

Byrd shook his head.
‘Romani factions not at war but there exists uneasy peace. Their
empire has been partitioned between three men. In Rome a man called
Octavian rules. Africa is under control of another called Lepidus
and the East has been given to Mark Antony.’

‘I know him!’ I said.
‘And you, Malik, you must remember the Roman captured when your
father battled the Romans and the fat king whose name escapes
me.’

‘Sampsiceramus of
Emesa,’ said Byrd.

‘Yes, I remember,’
nodded Malik. ‘My father gave the life of Mark Antony to Gallia if
my sister was not returned.’

‘And Pacorus allowed
him to live,’ said Gallia darkly. ‘And now he returns to haunt
us.’

‘I meet him on
numerous occasions, he not too bad, Gallia,’ said Byrd.

‘You’ve met him?’ I
was most surprised.

‘I’ll warrant Byrd
supplied him with camels and wagons to transport his armies
around,’ grinned Malik.

Gallia was most
unhappy but she still saw Byrd as the unkempt scout I had met in
Cappadocia all those years ago. But the truth was he had become a
successful businessman owning a transport network operating in
Syria, Judea, Dura, Hatra, Cilicia and Cappadocia. Just because he
lived in a tent in Palmyra did not mean he was not rich. If he
wished he could have lived in the grandest mansion in Hatra, Dura
or Antioch. But he was content living with Noora in Palmyra, not
far from Dura.

‘Unfortunately for
Mark Antony,’ continued Byrd, ‘he is besotted with Cleopatra.’

Gallia nibbled on a
date. ‘Who’s Cleopatra?’

‘Queen of Egypt,’
answered Byrd, ‘very powerful woman.’

‘More powerful than
Gallia, the warrior woman of the East?’ said Jamal.

Gallia tipped her head
at the Agraci queen in acknowledgement.

Byrd thought for a
moment. ‘Gallia fight with bow and sword whereas I hear Cleopatra
gets others to fight her battles for her.’

‘She sounds most
intriguing,’ I said, mildly interested.

‘Mark Antony married
her recently,’ continued Byrd, ‘my office in Alexandria reports
Cleopatra wants to be queen of the Romani empire.’

‘A modest woman,
then,’ I quipped.

‘You have an office in
Egypt now, Byrd?’ said Malik.

‘Just small one,’ came
the answer.

‘But as far as you
know the Romans are not thinking of a campaign against Parthia,
Byrd,’ I enquired.

‘No reports of Romani
armies massing on Parthia’s border,’ said Byrd.

I was relieved and
pleased there was still division among the Romans. And this
Cleopatra seemed thoroughly ambitious so the prospect of
hostilities between her husband and the man in Rome named Octavian
seemed very likely. If war broke out between them it would suit
Parthia’s interests very well.

They were an enjoyable
few days in Palmyra, the city of a thousand tents grown around the
natural springs making the area green and habitable. Palmyra was
truly a living miracle, an island of life amid a barren,
sun-blasted desert, harsh and desolate. To the north, west and
southwest were inhospitable dry and barren mountains, to the east
and south great expanses of dry flatlands. But Palmyra was a jewel
in the desert, not only to the Agraci but also to Dura for without
it the trade caravans filling my treasury with tolls would not
travel through my kingdom.

While Malik
entertained Gallia by taking her into the desert to hunt gazelle I
walked with Byrd through the great settlement. A young man joined
us, like most Agraci short and slim with olive skin and dark brown
eyes. He said little but his eyes darted left and right all the
time. He missed nothing, which was just as well because he had just
been promoted to be my chief scout.

I placed a hand on
Byrd’s shoulders. ‘You know you are following a legend, Talib,’ I
told him, ‘a difficult act to follow indeed.’

Talib said nothing,
his face a blank mask. But both of us knew he had been picked by
Byrd himself to be his successor, the process taking many years
because I kept refusing Byrd’s requests to be relived of his
duties. It was infantile, really, because he could have walked away
from his position, or hobbled, at any time. But I kept pleading
with him to remain in his post. So for years Byrd remained the
chief scout of Dura’s army even though he could no longer ride a
horse and I would hear no debate on the matter. But, like flooded
wadis whose waters sweep all before them, Gallia and Noora wore me
down and I relented, but only on the condition Byrd’s replacement
be better than him, which I felt was impossible to fulfil. But then
he produced Talib.

A true child of the
desert his name meant ‘seeker’. His parents had died when he was
young so he had been forced to scavenge to survive, living off his
wits and intimate knowledge of the desert. He turned his hand to
camel droving, which brought him into Byrd’s orbit. My friend took
him under his wing, perhaps seeing in him a surrogate son. Byrd
found him a place among his scouts, or rather my scouts, teaching
him all about the Kingdom of Dura and its army. He brought him to
the palace and over time I too warmed to him, if ‘warmed’ was the
right word to use for someone who was even less talkative and more
remote than Byrd.

‘You will attend
Phraates’ coronation, lord?’ said Talib flatly.

‘Of course, and you
will be coming with me.’

He stopped and looked
at me.

‘You do not trust
him?’

‘I trust him.’

‘Why then do you need
scouts?’

I looked up at a
swaying palm.

‘Let us say there are
limits to my trust.’

Talib’s eyes narrowed.
I could see the antimony powder he had applied around them. Agraci
warriors may have been merciless but they all used the mineral
powder to alleviate damage caused by squinting in the sun.

‘Besides,’ I said
cheerily, ‘it has been too long since my scouts have been assembled
for an expedition.’

There were fifty of
them, all Agraci who were paid a monthly salary from Dura’s
treasury. They all lived in the vicinity of Palmyra, finding the
streets and walls of my city too restrictive. They were like desert
phantoms but I, and the soldiers of my army, was glad to have these
ghosts on our side.

‘There appears to be
no end to the expansion of Palmyra,’ I said, looking around at the
vast extent of tents, corrals and multitude of people.

‘Malik has asked me to
investigate possibility of hiring stonemasons,’ Byrd told me.

I smiled. ‘Many years
ago I had told Haytham a city of stone and marble would eventually
replace his tents. He had scoffed at the idea but now his son had
the same vision as me.’

‘It would be a
mistake,’ remarked Talib.

‘How so?’ I asked.

‘Tents can be
dismantled but stone buildings cannot be moved.’

I was not so sure. The
Agraci settlement of Palmyra was now well established, with fences
made from palm stalks dotted around tents and corrals. Irrigation
channels had also been dug, a veritable spider’s web radiating out
from the springs giving the settlement life. Marcus Sutonius and
his engineers had assisted in their initial construction and over
the years they had been added to in all directions to provide water
for the trade caravans and permanent residents of Palmyra. It would
take an immense effort to dismantle Palmyra and I doubted whether
Malik would sanction such an order and surrender such a
strategically vital location lightly.

‘How do you think the
conflict between Mark Antony and Octavian will end, Byrd?’ I
asked.

Byrd looked at Talib.
‘Give Pacorus your opinion, Talib, seeing as you have been to
Egypt.’

I was surprised. ‘You
have been to Egypt?’

Talib nodded. ‘I have
been to all of Lord Byrd’s offices to acquaint myself with the
customs and habits of the peoples of the East.’

‘But not Parthia,’ I
teased.

‘Parthians hate the
Agraci,’ replied Talib.

‘Not all of them,’ I
said.

We continued to stroll
through the dusty streets of Palmyra, Agraci patrols trotting past
us and young boys marshalling herds of goats to add to the
permanent dust haze hanging over the settlement.

‘Egypt is very rich,’
said Talib, ‘and its queen is very dangerous, like a desert viper.
She is acclaimed as a living god by her people and as such her
whims cannot be questioned.’

I nodded politely but
Egypt was far away and its ruler had no influence on Dura’s
future.

‘Cleopatra will use
Mark Antony to get what she wants,’ stated Talib.

‘Which is what?’ I
asked.

‘To rule the world,
lord.’

‘But first Mark Antony
and Cleopatra have to destroy Octavian,’ said Byrd.

I placed an arm around
each of their shoulders. ‘Then let us hope their war is long and
brutal.’

Byrd dismissed Talib,
his face etched with concern.

‘Talib no fool,
Pacorus. We should not underestimate Cleopatra.’

I dismissed his
foreboding. ‘Talib is young, Byrd. This Cleopatra is
attractive?’

‘Men say she is most
beautiful woman in the world.’

‘There you are, then.
He’s probably a little in love with her. I don’t think we have to
worry about Queen Cleopatra, my friend.’

Despite my scepticism
Byrd told me he would keep a close eye on affairs in Egypt and
Syria through his offices in those regions. All that concerned me
was the Romans were still bickering among themselves and thus had
no interest in Parthian affairs. On the way back to Dura, though,
Gallia was full of doubts.

‘Claudia is seldom
wrong when it comes to interpreting signs from the gods,
Pacorus.’

‘Have you thought just
this once she might be wrong, and I was in the right place at the
right time to catch the calf and there is no more to it? Not every
happening is a sign from the gods.’

‘Perhaps you are
right.’

‘Anyway we have more
pressing matters to address.’

‘Oh?’

‘Phraates’
coronation.’

She rolled her eyes.
‘Do we have to go?’

‘Of course, my sweet,
it would be most unseemly if Dura’s rulers did not attend the
coronation of the new king of kings.’

She halted her horse,
causing the horse archers and Amazons behind to pull up their
horses. It was late afternoon but the heat was still intense and
her pale cheeks were flushed in the high temperature. Like all of
us she was wearing a large floppy hat as a defence against the
sun.

‘I hope you are right
about Phraates, Pacorus. He is very young and inexperienced. It
would be better to have a council of kings to advise him until he
can make decisions for himself.’

I nudged Tegha
forward. ‘I know where this is leading. Your advice would be for me
to be a member of this council?’

She urged her horse
ahead. ‘Naturally. You are one of the most respected kings in the
empire, a man with years of experience dealing with the empire’s
enemies and a host of victories to your name.’

‘And yet you condemn
me to spend the next few years sitting in meetings at Ctesiphon,
Babylon or Susa listening to ambitious courtiers, scheming priests
and tiresome senior officers. I think not.’

‘Then you condemn
Phraates to being manipulated by those same individuals if he has
no one to warn him of their intrigues.’

‘Orodes,’ I said,
‘would have ensured his son is surrounded by trusted advisers. We
both know what type of man he was. He would have planned for the
day when Phraates would assume the high crown.’

‘Have it your own way,
Pacorus. But I think you are wrong.’

It was another month
before the formal invitations arrived to attend the coronation of
Phraates at Ctesiphon. It was signed by Demaratus, formerly the
commander of the garrison of Babylon and now the general of the new
king’s bodyguard. I waved the invitation triumphantly at
Gallia.

‘You remember
Demaratus? I told you Orodes would ensure Phraates was surrounded
by good men.’

Demaratus requested
each king bring no more than a hundred soldiers to Ctesiphon to
keep the size of the congregation manageable. In any case it was
considered bad form to take a large entourage, which might be
interpreted as a lack of faith in the security measures in place at
Ctesiphon. So I took fifty cataphracts, thirty horse archers and
Gallia’s bodyguard of a score of Amazons. There were more than a
hundred riders because each cataphract was accompanied by two
squires leading a camel each, the beasts loaded with their master’s
tent, spare weapons, clothing and armour, food and fodder. Claudia
had expressed an interest in the coronation so I had invited her
along and Isabella had invited herself because her future husband
would be accompanying Peroz and Roxanne to Ctesiphon. Talib and ten
of his men acted as our scouts even though I could travel to
Ctesiphon blindfolded so many times had I made it.

We left Dura on an
overcast morning just after dawn, bleary eyed shopkeepers and
market traders watching our column of horses and camels ride down
Dura’s main thoroughfare from the Citadel to the Palmyrene Gate. As
was the custom every man and woman drew his or her sword and
saluted the stone griffin atop the gates as legionaries swung them
open to allow us to exit the city. We turned right to ride along
the walls and then right again to head for the pontoon bridges
spanning the Euphrates. Small children on the riverbank, the sons
and daughters of the men who were already fishing the river, waved
and whooped as we passed them. We cantered over the river and
entered Hatran territory, heading west to Seleucia and on to
Ctesiphon.

At the end of the
first day we halted on the road and took a detour north for a mile
to get away from the caravans making camp by the side of the road.
The squires erected our own and their masters’ tents and guards
were posted around the perimeter. Talib reported to me in my tent
when the last vestiges of a blood-red sun were disappearing on the
horizon. His black robes were covered in the fine white dust also
covering the top half of his face.

I poured him a cup of
lukewarm water from a waterskin.

‘You made
contact?’

He nodded. ‘They will
be here soon.’

The next morning they
did indeed appear: shimmering black shapes in the heat haze. Azad,
the strapping commander of my cataphracts, reported their presence
and I ordered him to send a detachment of his men to escort them
into camp. I wore my black Roman leather cuirass and placed two new
goose feathers in my Roman officer’s helmet and waited outside my
tent with Gallia, who had instructed the Amazons to form an honour
guard either side of us. Squires brought our horses and we sat and
waited for our guests to arrive.

I smiled when I saw
the white horse head banner of Hatra fluttering in the hot wind
that had picked up and then I saw Gafarn and Diana ride towards us.
I nudged my horse forward and bowed my head at Hatra’s rulers.

‘Welcome,
majesties.’

Gafarn rolled his eyes
and Diana giggled.

‘Oh, Pacorus, always
so formal.’

The formalities
dispensed with Gallia had Zenobia, commander of the Amazons,
dismiss her women and I ushered my friends and Companions into my
tent. Gafarn’s cataphract royal bodyguard, magnificent in their
scale armour, burnished helmets and white horses similarly encased
in armour, were also dismissed and told to get the horses
unarmoured and into the shade. It was already blisteringly hot.

Gafarn flopped down
into a chair inside our Agraci tent.

‘Your scouts made
contact with us last night. You’re taking a chance bringing Agraci
to the coronation.’

He took the cup of
water I offered to him, Gallia passing another to Diana.

‘The Agraci have
always provided scouts for my army,’ I answered, ‘where I go they
go.’

‘They will be refused
entry into the royal palace at Ctesiphon,’ said Gafarn.

‘We’ll see,’ I
smiled.

I looked at the tall,
serious-looking man standing behind Gafarn.

‘Sit down, Pacorus,
you are not on guard duty.’

He bowed his head and
sat in one of the chairs, looking directly ahead.

‘What do you think,
prince? Should the Agraci be admitted to the royal palace across
the Tigris?’

Pacorus looked at his
father.

‘Speak your mind,’ his
father instructed.

‘It is well known the
Agraci are viewed with distaste by many in the empire,’ he said
stiffly. ‘They will not be welcome at the coronation of the king of
kings.’

I got the impression
Pacorus himself viewed the Agraci with distaste. He may have been
the son of former slaves but he had been born in Hatra and raised
in the palace, mixing with the city’s priests and aristocrats. It
was no secret that many among Hatra’s nobility took a dim view of
their rulers being former slaves. But Gafarn’s great triumph
against the Armenians outside the city and the crushing of the
Romans at Carrhae had ushered in a golden age for Hatra, which
prospered in the aftermath of victory. Gafarn and Diana were
finally accepted if not universally loved, but in Prince Pacorus
Hatra had a man to call its own. Handsome, brave and schooled in
the ancient ways of the city, it had been planned for him to marry
an Armenian princess. But Artavasdes, the Armenian king, had
prevaricated about the union and so Pacorus had married the
daughter of one of Hatra’s most prestigious families. Thus had he
cemented his place in the affections of the aristocracy and
commoners alike.

‘That should be
interesting for your brother and his wife,’ I replied.

‘Just think,’ said
Gafarn, ‘if you had become king of kings you would have been able
to invite anyone to Ctesiphon.’

‘Don’t you start,’ I
replied.

Two hours later
another column of horses and camels reached our camp, these headed
by a banner showing a double-headed lion sceptre crossed with a
sword. Gallia was delighted to have Praxima, her old
second-in-command, with her and Diana was likewise thrilled when
the red-haired Queen of Mesene rode into camp. It was also good to
be with Nergal, the Parthian who had ridden with me in Italy all
those years ago as my deputy, later the commander of my horse
archers at Dura and now a king in his own right.

That night we sat
around a campfire in the open and reminisced about Spartacus, Italy
and the path our lives had taken afterwards.

‘He would have been
proud, Spartacus I mean,’ I said, ‘his son is not only free but
rules his own kingdom.’

‘I think he would also
have approved of his son’s marriage to an Agraci princess,’ added
Gallia.

‘Certainly Claudia,
Spartacus’ wife, would have approved,’ said Diana, looking at my
daughter next to Gallia. ‘You were named after her.’

I tossed a rib I had
been gnawing at into the fire. ‘I’m glad she never saw the end, the
death of Spartacus, I mean.’

‘He wanted to be with
his wife,’ said Diana.

I looked at Pacorus.
‘Your mother was the one who carried your brother to safety through
the hills of the Silarus Valley.’

Nergal chuckled. ‘She
would not be able to carry him now.’

‘Neither would I,’
said Gafarn, ‘he seems to get bigger every time I see him, though
perhaps I am diminishing.’

‘Let us hope the new
king of kings does not diminish quickly,’ said Diana.

‘Pacorus has every
faith in him,’ Gallia smiled.

‘The only reason he is
being elected,’ said Praxima, ‘is because Pacorus lobbied hard for
him.’

I sighed. ‘Who else is
there?’

‘You,’ Praxima shot
back.

I held my head in my
hands. ‘I have no desire to be high king. I was lord high general
twice. It was enough. Besides I do not have the wit or wisdom to be
a politician.’

‘Mm, I’ll grant you
young Phraates is an accomplished courtier,’ admitted Gafarn, ‘and
I mean he has a malicious, devious nature.’

‘So unlike his mother
and father,’ lamented Diana.

‘Let us talk of other
things,’ I pleaded.

So we did, mainly
reminiscing about the old, carefree days. Young Pacorus and Claudia
grew bored of our retelling of old tales and excused themselves but
we Companions talked deep into the night, falling asleep round the
campfire just as we had when Italy had trembled at the feet of
Spartacus.

The next day we
returned to being kings and queens, continuing south along the
eastern bank of the Euphrates before striking east to Seleucia and
across the Tigris to Ctesiphon. The walls of Seleucia, which I had
once helped to tear holes in, had almost been restored but the
defences of Ctesiphon had only been partially repaired.

Ctesiphon was a place
where opulence and grandeur rubbed shoulders with neglect and
decay. It had been founded a hundred years before as the western
residence of the king of kings. As such it was to be grand and
imposing, its construction and upkeep paid for out of the annual
tribute every kingdom sent to the king of kings. But disagreements
or civil strife interrupted the tribute and even when it was paid
the high king could lavish it on his own kingdom instead of
Ctesiphon, though no high king had ever held back when it came to
furnishing the palace of his official residence.

The palace at
Ctesiphon was both large and opulent. The floors and walls were
decorated with marble, opus sectile, mosaics and stucco sculptures.
The throne room, hallways, entrance and private apartments were
ornamented with mosaics covering the upper parts of the walls; the
lower parts clad in coloured marble slabs. The white marble pillars
were bedecked with gold and more gold adorned the doors within the
palace. The throne itself was inlaid with gold and even eating
bowls were fashioned from the precious metal.

Near the palace was a
large stone terrace upon which temples had been built. The largest
one was dedicated to Shamash, the Sun God, but there were also
others to Marduk, Babylon’s god and the one worshipped by Phraates’
mother, and Ishtar, the Goddess of Love and War who also occupied
an important position among the highborn and commoners of Babylon.
The temples were magnificent structures, though not as grand as the
ziggurat of Uruk where Nergal and Praxima were worshipped as gods.
But they were spacious and airy and filled with marble columns and
walls of the same stone.

A small army of
priests, priestesses, officials, accountants, musicians and
custodians served each temple, living in quarters around them.
There were also quarters for sacred prostitutes, temple slaves and
eunuchs. The workforce of the palace was just as large and so
behind it was a sprawling collection of artisans’ quarters,
residential areas, barracks, slave quarters, stables and buildings
to house weapons, fodder and food, all in various states of repair.
The mud-brick perimeter wall had never been adequately repaired so
there were large gaps along its extent used as makeshift entrances.
Any army laying siege to Ctesiphon would make short work of its
defences. Also there were not enough soldiers to man the perimeter
wall anyway. But that was not the point. Ctesiphon was the symbolic
capital of the Parthian Empire.

Demaratus himself met
us a short distance from the residence, now very old and totally
grey. He looked world-weary as he held up a hand to halt the column
of purple-clad horse archers behind him. He bowed his head to
us.

‘Greetings, majesties,
it warms my heart to see you all.’

‘Are you well,
Demaratus?’ asked a concerned Diana.

‘I am, thank you,’ he
replied unconvincingly. ‘Phraates has requested all royal
entourages camp outside Ctesiphon’s walls so as to prevent
overcrowding and the ensuing noxious fumes.’

‘Makes sense,’ said
Gafarn, ‘hundreds of horses and camels produce a lot of dung.’

‘We would not want to
offend the high king’s nostrils,’ grinned Nergal.

‘Has everyone
arrived?’ I enquired.

He nodded. ‘That they
are here is testament to the high regard the other kings have for
you, majesty. King Khosrou lectured me long and hard on the only
reason he made the long trip from his homeland was because you had
convinced him Phraates would make a half-decent high king.’

‘Half-decent?’ said
Gafarn.

‘His words, not mine,’
replied Demaratus.

After we had made camp
near the blue waters of the Tigris, the tents and animals of the
other kings either side of us, I went with Gallia to search out the
King of Margiana. We found him in his tent berating the two sons he
had brought with him, the oldest of his seven children. A smiling
guard in leather armour showed us inside as the king vented his
spleen.

‘Just because you two
regard this trip as a holiday does not mean you stop being
soldiers. You carry your swords about you at all times and
henceforth you are both forbidden from going to Seleucia.’

‘But father,’
protested one.

‘Don’t “but father”
me,’ shouted Khosrou, ‘if your mother found out you had been
entertaining prostitutes she would lop your balls off. Just because
we are a thousand miles from home don’t mean you can forget you are
princes.’

The guard cleared his
throat.

‘What?’ barked
Khosrou.

‘The King and Queen of
Dura, highness.’

Khosrou spun, snorted
and then broke into a smile. He looked back at his crestfallen
sons.

‘Get out. And you are
both confined to camp.’

The boys, both fine
examples of Margiana manhood, trudged past us disconsolately.

‘Come in, come in,’
enthused Khosrou, walking over to Gallia to kiss her on the
cheeks.

‘Fetch some wine,’ he
ordered the guard, extending an arm inviting us to sit among the
huge cushions laid on the red carpet covering the floor of the
tent.

The king’s hair, beard
and thin moustache were all white as snow and his flat face
resembled an old saddlebag. But his eyes were still clear and his
mind lucid.

‘Your sons do you
credit, lord,’ smiled Gallia.

He jerked a thumb at
the tent’s entrance.

‘Those two? Thick as
thieves. The eldest, Khosrou, is supposed to wear my crown when I’m
gone but shows as much interest in kingship as Pacorus does in the
high crown.’

He jabbed a finger at
me. ‘The kings want you to be ruler of the empire.’

‘That’s what I’ve told
him,’ added Gallia.

‘As you say, lord,’ I
told him, ‘I have no interest.’

A servant brought wine
and served it in simple wooden cups. Khosrou toasted us both.

‘Orodes was a good man
but good men do not necessarily make good choices when it comes to
their offspring. He brought Phraates to Merv once, when the boy was
about twelve or thirteen. He was a nasty bit of work then so I can
only guess what he is like now, though we have been given an
inkling.’

He drained his cup and
ordered the servant to refill it.

‘In what way, lord?’ I
asked.

‘Making us camp
outside his walls like vagrants while he sleeps on silk sheets in
his palace. No manners, you see, and where there are no manners
there is generally a deficiency in other qualities.’

‘Pacorus believes
Phraates will make a good high king,’ said Gallia.

Khosrou scratched his
nose. ‘Course he does. He’s the son of Orodes and your husband
refuses to countenance the idea anything bad could come from one
who was perhaps the most decent, honourable man I have ever
met.’

I raised my cup.
‘Orodes was certainly that.’

Khosrou leaned
forward. ‘But it does not change the opinion I have of his son and
I am not alone, Pacorus.’

He shrugged. ‘What’s
done is done. Perhaps you are right and I am wrong. It’s all in the
hands of the gods now anyway.’

The gods smiled on the
day Phraates was crowned. Just before dawn the kings assembled at
the Temple of Shamash to witness the rising sun heralding the Sun
God’s journey through the heavens on a new day. White-robed priests
chanted prayers and prostrated themselves in front of the temple’s
main entrance facing east as an orange ball peeked above the
horizon. All the kings were dressed in their finery, though I was
the only one wearing Roman protection. My armour comprised a black
two-piece leather cuirass given to me by a good friend, a German
named Castus, who had been a general in the army of Spartacus. The
cuirass had been taken from a dead Roman officer following one of
our many victories. It was muscled and embossed on the upper chest
with a golden sun motif, two golden winged lions immediately
beneath it. It also had fringed strips of black leather over the
thighs and shoulders, which were also adorned with golden bees. In
the crook of my arm I carried another gift from Castus: the dead
Roman’s helmet, a superb steel piece padded inside, with large,
hinged cheek plates and a brightly polished brass crest, in which
was secured a plume of white goose feathers. At my hip I wore the
spatha, a gift from Spartacus himself. I laughed silently.
Among the kings of the empire I was the only one wearing stolen
weapons and armour.

When the sun began to
rise Ctesiphon’s high priest Timo, a fat man with piggy eyes, baggy
jowls and a double chin, clapped his hands and ordered everyone
inside. Actually everyone was wrong because only the kings and
their sons were allowed into the Temple of Shamash on this
momentous day. Women, children and commoners were excluded from the
temple compound, much to the intense annoyance of Gallia, Praxima
and Rasha, the wife of young Spartacus. I nodded to him when we
filed into the temple. Other than his long hair and beard he looked
very much like his father. Demaratus, looking resplendent in his
dragon skin armour and gold-lined purple tunic and leggings, fussed
around like a mother hen, ensuring everyone had a view of the
altar.

Unfortunately,
everyone began coughing upon entering the temple due to a thick
haze of incense filling the cavernous building. No expense had been
spared to emphasise the solemnity and significance of the ceremony.
Beside each of the forty white marble columns supporting the roof
of cedar was a censer producing the aroma of burning myrrh, cassia,
flower of nard, saffron, kostus and cinnamon. Any one would have
been pleasant enough; together they produced a pungent and
overwhelming smell.

‘So that’s Phraates’
intention,’ whispered Gafarn, ‘to kill us all with fumes.’

And then the young man
himself appeared, dressed in a pure white silk gown to symbolise
his purity. Timo beckoned him towards the altar as eunuchs recited
ancient prayers in the old Scythian language. Priests holding gold
bowls filled with water and others holding white towels stood to
one side. The holy men’s white gowns seemed to glow as sunlight
flooded the temple, increasing the brightness. I glanced at Khosrou
with his two sons who rolled his eyes.

‘Great Shamash,’
Timo’s voice was deep and loud, ‘we have gathered here today to
crown King Phraates as King of Kings of the Parthian Empire. Great
one, the giver of truth and justice, smile upon Phraates and infuse
his soul with virtues to make him a great high king.’

The eunuchs continued
to mumble their prayers as the priests walked forward and the
ceremonial washings began.

Timo, who was handed a
cloth to dip in the bowl, carried out the actual ablutions. First
he washed Phraates’ hands and dried them with a towel.

‘Thus is the king free
of all the prohibited things he has touched.’

Priests took away the
bowl and towel and more came forward with fresh water and a towel.
Timo then proceeded to rinse Phraates’ mouth.

‘Thus is the king’s
mouth cleansed of all the falsehoods and faults that may have
issued from it.’

There were chuckles
when Timo twisted a wet cloth and proceeded to shove it up
Phraates’ nostrils.

‘Thus is the king
cleansed of all the forbidden things he has smelled.’

Finally Timo knelt and
washed Phraates’ feet, declaring.

‘Thus is the king
cleansed from every instance of having walked on rebellious and
mistaken paths.’

A pair of leather
shoes was presented to the king and then Demaratus walked forward
carrying a red pillow upon which was a golden crown. Phraates, who
had been mortified at having been washed in front of the kings of
the empire, now beamed with delight as the ancient crown of the
king of kings was lifted from the pillow by Timo and placed on his
head.

‘Lord of the Sun,’
declared Timo, ‘who sees all and judges all, smile upon your
servant on earth and most devoted disciple. Hail King of Kings
Phraates.’

As one we all
responded. ‘Hail Phraates.’

Next came the royal
procession, which originally involved the new high king walking
round the walls of Ctesiphon. The dilapidated state of stretches of
the wall meant it would be both unseemly and dangerous for Phraates
to walk around their full extent, not to mention insufferably hot
for him and all of us. So a symbolic procession was made whereupon
he walked around the edge of the temple terrace, all following him
like chicks behind a hen.

‘Well, it’s done.’

I heard the voice of
Khosrou behind me.

‘Yes, lord, let us
hope it heralds the dawn of a new age.’

‘Not much to look at,
is he?’ observed Khosrou.

Despite the gold
crown, white silk robe and expensive shoes I had to admit Phraates
did not look like a high king. Pale, thin and with a propensity to
sneer at the slightest provocation, I hoped the son of Orodes would
grow into a wise ruler.

‘He is young, lord,
just starting out on his great journey. We should give him the
benefit of the doubt.’

‘At least we’ll be
well fed tonight,’ was Khosrou’s only comment.

I had to admit I too
was looking forward to the feast, having been told by Demaratus the
slaughterhouses of Seleucia had been busy for a week providing
carcasses for the kitchens of the palace complex.

Gallia stormed into
our tent. ‘We are leaving.’

After the incense in
the temple had befuddled my senses I had taken the opportunity to
lie down and rest but my slumber was rudely interrupted. She walked
over to the cot I was lying in and shook me violently.

‘Rasha and Spartacus
have been insulted and I will not stay here while my family are
abused. Guard!’

A cataphract appeared
from outside.

‘Give the order to
strike camp. We are leaving for Dura immediately.’

The guard bowed and
left.

I swung my legs out of
the cot and shook my head.

‘What in the name of
the gods is going on?’

I stood, walked over
to the table and poured water into a bowl, splashing it on my face
to wake me up some more. Gallia began pacing, clenching and
unclenching her fists as she did so.

‘Is this how we are
treated, we who have shed blood for the empire?’

I dried my face on a
towel and grabbed her arms.

‘Stop. Tell me what is
wrong.’

Her eyes were burning
with fury. I had not seen that look in a long while.

‘Breathe,’ I told
her.

She shook her arms
free. ‘While you were at the temple I and Praxima took the
opportunity to visit Rasha. We were interrupted by an envoy from
King of Kings Phraates, so called, who informed Rasha she would not
be permitted to attend the feast tonight.’

I was confused.
‘Why?’

‘When questioned he
condescendingly replied he was merely relaying the will of
Phraates. Praxima nearly killed him on the spot.’

‘There has clearly
been some sort of mistake,’ I said. ‘I will go to the palace and
sort it out.’

Thoughts of an angry
Spartacus flashed through my mind.

‘Guard!’ I
shouted.

The sentry re-entered
the tent. ‘Majesty?’

‘Bring me my
horse.’

He bowed and left. I
began pulling on my boots. Minutes later I was mounted on
Tegha galloping towards Ctesiphon’s palace, four cataphracts
with me. I had sent Gallia to the Gordyene camp to try to intercept
Spartacus before he headed for the palace, which I knew he would
do. The sun was high in the sky and my throat was parched as I rode
through the perimeter gates and on to the palace.

I told my men to wait
in the shade in the palace’s grand portico while I sought an
audience with Phraates. Guards at the palace doors initially
blocked my entrance and kept me waiting while a palace steward was
summoned and left with my request for an audience. As the
temperature rose so did my temper but as Spartacus had not yet made
an appearance there was something of a relief.

At length the official
returned with news Phraates would see me and led me through the
hushed, cool interior of the palace to the throne room. The tall,
gold-inlaid doors swung open and the official left me. I walked
across the white marble tiles, guards closing the doors behind me
and others standing like statues beside the marble pillars.

‘King Pacorus,
welcome.’

The slightly
high-pitched voice of Phraates echoed around the spacious chamber.
I halted in front of the dais, helmet in the crook of my arm, and
bowed to Phraates. Flanking the throne were the standing figures of
Demaratus and Timo. Another figure, a podgy man in a purple robe
and thick black curly hair, stood beside the dais. He appeared to
have black makeup around his eyes.

‘Thank you for seeing
me, highness,’ I said.

Phraates nodded. ‘It
always a pleasure to welcome a friend of my late father and the
former lord high general of the empire.’

‘I have heard of a
most regrettable matter, majesty.’

‘Oh, what matter would
that be?’

‘The exclusion of
Queen Rasha from tonight’s feast.’

Phraates forehead
creased into a frown. He looked at the curly haired man
expectantly. The man giggled girlishly, bowed deeply and shuffled
on to the dais. He whispered into the young man’s ear.

‘Ah, yes, the Agraci
woman,’ said Phraates.

‘The Queen of
Gordyene,’ I stated forcefully.

Timo stared down his
nose at me, the curly haired man giggled and retreated from the
dais. Demaratus looked most uncomfortable.

‘The Agraci are the
enemies of the empire, King Pacorus,’ replied Phraates, ‘it is
inappropriate for one of their number to attend the first feast of
the new king of kings.’

‘Most inappropriate,’
repeated the curly haired man.

‘We are entering a new
age,’ stated Timo, ‘one in which only Parthians will rule its
kingdoms.’

‘A new age,’ echoed
the curly haired man.

I pointed at him. ‘Has
the high king’s pet been taught to repeat the words of his
master?’

Phraates stood. ‘This
is our most loyal and trusted adviser, Ashleen, King Pacorus, a man
who was close to my uncle during his time as high king.’

I stared at the
wretch. ‘Your uncle?’

‘King of Kings
Mithridates,’ answered Ashleen.

‘I thought we had rid
the empire of Mithridates and his ilk,’ I said.

Ashleen bristled at
the insult but said nothing, leaving others to fight for him.

‘Lord Ashleen is from
one of Susiana’s most ancient families,’ said Phraates, retaking
his throne, ‘a man who served my uncle before retiring from public
service in the aftermath of the empire’s civil war. He has only
recently come out of retirement.’

‘How convenient,’ I
remarked dryly.

‘Lord Ashleen retains
our absolute trust and confidence,’ Phraates warned me.

I came to the point.
‘Will you allow Queen Rasha to attend the banquet?’

‘I will not,’ answered
Phraates. ‘Neither she nor her slave husband are welcome here.
However, your queen will be made most welcome.’

‘My queen?’

‘Though Queen Gallia
is not Parthian I am prepared to make an exception for her, in
recognition of your loyal service to my late father and the
empire.’

‘My wife is the Queen
of Dura,’ I shot back.

‘But not Parthian,’
smirked Ashleen, ‘you see what you don’t realise, King Pacorus, is
the empire can grow strong only by ensuring those who rule it are
wholly Parthian.’

‘The gods will it,’
added Timo. ‘King of Kings Phraates is the issue of a long and
prestigious line of Parthian monarchs.’

‘And his mother, Queen
Axsen,’ whined Ashleen, ‘could trace her lineage back to the kings
of ancient Persia.’

‘And who was also the
friend of my wife and Queen Rasha.’

Phraates waved a hand
at me. ‘The matter is not open to discussion. It has been decided.
The Agraci are not welcome within the empire.’

‘King Spartacus will
not take the matter lightly,’ I warned.

‘King Spartacus?’
snapped Ashleen. ‘He is only a king because he was made so by high
king Orodes on your advice, King Pacorus.’

‘A most regrettable
decision,’ lamented Timo.

‘One that can be
reversed with ease,’ gloated Phraates.

‘It is within your
power, high one,’ slavered Ashleen.

‘And will you be
stripping King Nergal and Queen Praxima of their crowns also?’ I
asked.

Timo regarded me
coldly.

‘It is well known King
Nergal and Queen Allatu were sent by the gods to sit on Mesene’s
throne. We do not act against the divine ones’ wishes, King
Pacorus.’

‘Praxima was a slave
in Italy,’ I said despairingly.

‘A god may assume many
forms before revealing himself or herself, King Pacorus,’ answered
Timo, ‘as any fool knows.’

‘Any fool,’ repeated
Ashleen.

‘You may leave us
now,’ ordered Phraates, ‘we are tired.’

‘You are making a
mistake, Phraates,’ I cautioned.

Timo’s eyes widened.
‘The king of kings is incapable of making mistakes, which you would
do well to remember.’

‘King Pacorus,’ said
Phraates sternly, ‘do not think to take advantage of the affection
my later father held you in. I am high king and not my father.’

‘That much is
certain,’ I agreed.

‘You insult the high
king,’ spat Ashleen.

‘I think it would be
wise to withdraw, Pacorus,’ said Demaratus. He bowed to Phraates
and ushered me away. ‘Come.’

‘Who is Ashleen?’ I
demanded while standing waiting for Tegha to be brought to
me.

‘Arrived a few weeks
before Orodes’ death, all fawning and begging forgiveness. Orodes
forgave him of course and he wormed his way into Phraates’
affections. To be fair, and I know you won’t agree, he is very
knowledgeable about government and customs. He seems to have the
interests of the empire at heart.’

I laughed. ‘Believe
me, my old friend, men like him have only their own interests at
heart.’

A slave brought
Tegha and I hauled myself into his saddle.

‘Take care of
yourself, Demaratus.’

‘Will you and Gallia
attend the feast, Pacorus?’

‘I have just lost my
appetite.’

I left Ctesiphon the
same afternoon, along with Gallia, Spartacus, Nergal and Praxima.
They might have been living gods but the first loyalty of Mesene’s
rulers was to their friends rather than to the empire. Gafarn and
Diana also wanted to leave but I pleaded with them to remain. Hatra
was the western shield of the empire and the first city of Parthia.
Dura had always been regarded as a semi-lawless frontier city and
Mesene was a poor relation in the empire’s family of kingdoms.
Their absence from the feast would not reflect badly on the
beginning of the new high king’s reign, but Hatra’s non-attendance
would be noted both within and outside the empire. So Gafarn and
Diana stayed and I wondered whether lobbying so hard for Phraates
had been a mistake.
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Before we left the
encampment I visited Spartacus to find the King of Gordyene in a
surprisingly relaxed mood. His soldiers were dismantling their
tents and loading them on to camels. Rasha was laughing and joking
with a group of female horse archers, members of her personal
bodyguard. She stopped what she was doing and rushed over when she
clapped eyes on me. She kissed me on the cheek.

‘We are leaving too,’
I told her.

‘The high king insults
you, he insults all of us,’ added Gallia, who seemed to have
soothed Spartacus’ wrath.

Rasha smiled. The
raven-haired girl who had shared our palace at Dura had grown into
an attractive woman, not beautiful but striking and determined. She
made a fine wife for the equally forthright Spartacus. He invited
us to their tent to share wine and food.

‘Nergal and Praxima
will also not be attending the feast,’ I informed them both.

‘We won’t be coming
back here again,’ said Spartacus. ‘We do not need a high king and
neither does Gordyene.’

‘Everything is quiet
on your northern border?’ I asked.

He nodded. ‘The
Armenians have shed enough blood trying to conquer Gordyene,
uncle.’

‘Artavasdes has no
desire to die in our kingdom,’ said Rasha.

Artavasdes, King of
Armenia, was a pale shadow of his father Tigranes the Great. Ever
since his defeat just before Carrhae he had been wary of
interfering in Parthian affairs. He had lost thousands of men in a
vain attempt to conquer Gordyene when Surena had been its king.
Orodes had made Spartacus king in the aftermath of Surena’s fall
and my nephew had been assiduous in building up his kingdom’s
strength.

‘Rather than send the
annual tribute to Ctesiphon I will spend it on my army,’ said
Spartacus. ‘Phraates has done Gordyene a favour.’

‘Try not to provoke
Phraates,’ I cautioned.

The king’s eyes
narrowed. ‘It is he who should be wary of provoking me,
uncle. He has insulted my wife and has lost the friendship of
Gordyene and its rulers.’

‘Well said,’ grinned
Gallia. ‘Know Gordyene does not stand alone. It will always have
the support of Dura, true Pacorus?’

‘It is,’ I answered,
‘and Hatra as well for that matter.’

‘And Mesene,’ added
Gallia.

I held up my hands. ‘I
have informed Phraates he has made a mistake by insulting Rasha and
our absence from the feast will remind him of his error. But I
would ask for your restraint at this time.’

Rasha nibbled a date.
‘It is too late, Pacorus. I have already sent a courier to my
brother begging him to bring his army across the Euphrates.’

I nearly choked on my
wine. I felt nauseous at the image of thousands of Agraci warriors
riding towards Ctesiphon.

‘What?’ I uttered
feebly.

Rasha and Spartacus
burst into laughter.

‘Very droll,’ I
muttered.

‘I know the empire is
not Dura,’ said Rasha, grinning mischievously at Gallia, ‘where all
races mix freely and without malice towards each other.’

I looked at them, both
remarkably calm and nonplussed. Too relaxed, in fact. Something was
wrong. Why were they so unconcerned?

‘Phraates will need
Gordyene in the future,’ remarked Spartacus, ‘and then he will
apologise.’

‘Claudia has told us,’
said Rasha.

I looked at Gallia.
‘Told you what?’

‘The king of kings
will come crawling to us when the time comes.’

They knew no more but
told us my daughter had visited them both before Spartacus had
attended the coronation ceremony. Thus when the deliberate slight
from the palace arrived they were not taken aback. I probed them
further on why Phraates would need Gordyene but neither of them
knew; Claudia had provided only the minimum of details.

On the ride back to
Dura I questioned my daughter concerning her visit to Gordyene’s
king and queen.

‘I congratulate you on
convincing the King and Queen of Gordyene not to be provoked by the
insult directed at them.’

Claudia laughed. ‘I
did not tell them not to retaliate, father, merely to bide their
time.’

‘For what?’

‘For when they are in
a position to extract an apology from the boy king.’

‘You should have more
respect for the king of kings,’ I said sternly.

‘Respect has to be
earned, father,’ she shot back.

‘You are perhaps too
young to remember the great civil war that ravaged the empire and
tempted the Romans to invade our land,’ I told her. ‘But I remember
it like it was yesterday and have no wish to revisit those times.
You would do well to remember that when you seek to influence the
actions of its rulers.’

‘I do not have any
influence, father, you are the one who holds the fate of the empire
in his hands.’

When we returned to
Dura I once again became a letter writer, sending despatches to
Ctesiphon apologising to Phraates for not attending the feast, to
Vanadzor to thank Spartacus for his restraint, to Hatra to appeal
to Gafarn to keep a fatherly eye on Spartacus and to Uruk thanking
Nergal and Praxima for their support. As the year waned I received
correspondence updating me on any potential trouble. In short there
was none. Gafarn visited Vanadzor with Diana and reported a
thriving Gordyene at peace and its rulers more concerned with
raising their three unruly children rather than plotting to avenge
Phraates’ insult. A haughty letter from Ashleen at Ctesiphon
informed me the new high king had taken to his position like a duck
to water and reminded me the annual tribute would soon be due. I
received a friendlier missive from Khosrou telling of how he and
Musa had got riotously drunk at the royal feast where Peroz and
Phenon had nearly come to blows and had been separated by royal
guards. In disgrace Phraates had ordered them both home the
following day. But in short nothing untoward was happening in the
lands between the Euphrates and the Indus. I worried about conflict
breaking out between Carmania and Sakastan but such a war would be
a localised conflict and would not draw in other kingdoms.
Fortunately as the weeks passed Peroz and Phenon did not take the
field against each other, which would mean an interruption in the
lucrative Silk Road through their respective kingdoms.

Back at Dura Aaron
pestered me about finances, which he always did when the annual
tribute was due. At the weekly council meetings he wore a mask of
worry as he detailed the kingdom’s expenses. I had heard it a
hundred times before and so had the others but Aaron was nothing if
not diligent and so we sat and endured his lectures.

‘A thousand
cataphracts, five thousand horse archers and ten thousand foot
soldiers comprise the kingdom’s army.’

He smiled at Gallia.
‘Not forgetting her majesty’s one hundred Amazons and Alcaeus’
medical staff.’

He extended his hand
to one of the four clerks he had brought to the meeting who handed
him a papyrus scroll.

‘Additionally there
are two thousand squires, the members of Marcus Sutonius’
engineering corps and siege detachment.’

He smiled at the
portly Roman who had been badgered to attend.

‘Plus the various
machines accompanying them. Then there are the thousands of horses,
camels, mules and oxen required to service the army.’

‘We know all this,
Aaron,’ I said, ‘what is your point?’

Aaron cleared his
throat. ‘Well, majesty, I have over the past few months been
conducting a review of the armies of other kingdoms in the
empire.’

Chrestus yawned and
closed his eyes.

‘Is there any point to
this?’ asked Azad, the commander of my cataphracts and a reluctant
attendee.

‘The point is,
commander,’ said Aaron forcefully, ‘other kingdoms maintain armies
considerably smaller than Dura, thus saving sizeable amounts of
monies. As the empire has been at peace for a number of years it
seems reasonable to ask whether Dura needs such a large and
expensive army.’

Chrestus opened his
eyes.

‘The Romans have a
saying, Aaron. If you want peace, prepare for war.’

Aaron forged on.
‘Majesty, sixteen thousand soldiers make huge demands upon the
treasury ensuring our reserves of gold are almost always very low.
Could not the number be reduced, especially the foot soldiers?’

Chrestus slammed his
fist on the table, making everyone jump. He pointed at the
clerks.

‘Perhaps we should
cull your staff, Aaron, seeing as all they do is produce an
unending stream of scrolls appearing to serve no purpose. Dura is
peaceful and secure because of the army not in spite of it.’

‘It is as the general
says,’ I said.

‘But the empire is at
peace, majesty,’ stated Rsan in support of his friend’s pecuniary
appeals.

‘For the moment,’ I
agreed, ‘but one never knows what the future may bring.’

Aaron’s proposal was
rejected, the army would remain the same size and the annual
tribute would be paid to Ctesiphon. Afterwards I rode down to the
Palmyrene Gate and ascended the steps inside the gatehouse to stand
beside the stone griffin statue keeping watch over the city. Below
was the bustle and press of a thriving city, to the east the neat
rows of tents of the legionary camp and beyond Dura’s northern wall
the chaos and sprawl of the caravan park, the physical lifeblood of
my kingdom.

I leaned against the
stone and pondered Aaron’s words. As a treasurer he was correct in
stating the army in peacetime was a drain on the kingdom’s
finances. But when war came it was the only instrument offering
salvation to the kingdom. Aaron wanted to raise the taxes levied on
the trade caravans but I was against it because they could always
bypass Dura and divert to Hatra. He also suggested to me slave
markets were highly profitable but neither the queen nor I would
tolerate such human misery under our noses. I did point out to him
the expansion of the kingdom’s population as a result of the
friendship between the Agraci and Dura, which allowed the
repopulation of the lands along the western bank of the Euphrates
south of the city, which in time would lead to more revenue pouring
into the treasury. He noted dryly the words ‘in time’ did not
resolve the immediate problem.

‘Majesty.’

I was startled by
Talib standing behind me.

‘Talib, what brings
you to Dura?’

He bowed his head. ‘A
delegation is coming to Dura.’

I gave him a blank
stare. ‘And this is newsworthy because?’

‘Because the man
leading it is an individual named Menkhaf, a soldier in the service
of Queen Cleopatra. He is currently at Palmyra along with his
escort.’

I had no idea where
this was leading. ‘Your scouting abilities are commendable, Talib,
but unless this Menkhaf comes with an army at his back he may go
where he pleases.’

‘He comes as an
ambassador, majesty.’

‘Soldiers may be
ambassadors, Talib.’

‘Menkhaf is a personal
favourite of Queen Cleopatra, majesty. He would not have been sent
here unless the mission was of the utmost importance.’

‘Your knowledge of
Egyptian affairs does you credit, Talib, but I can see no reason
why Dura should be alarmed by this man’s mission, whatever it may
be.’

I told Talib he should
remain at Dura until the Egyptian arrived, which he did three days
later in the company of a large number of camels and a score of
horsemen. The horsemen wore light quilted armour, quilted hats and
were armed with spears and short, curved swords. I alerted Talib
when the chief steward told me an Egyptian ambassador named Menkhaf
had requested an audience with me.

‘And so it begins,’
said Claudia cryptically when the steward left the terrace.

‘Don’t be clever. I
might refuse to see him,’ I told her.

‘But you will not
father, will you?’

Whatever he was
Menkhaf was no silver-tongued ambassador. His demeanour and
appearance screamed to me he was a hard-bitten soldier. He stood
before me in the throne room, straight as an arrow, his features
chiselled, his dark eyes examining every aspect of the chamber.
Like me he was clean-shaven with thick black hair also cropped. His
sword had been taken from him before he had entered the palace and
he had been searched thoroughly for any concealed weapons. He had
taken it all in his stride, which convinced me he was not a
diplomat. Had he have been he would have protested loudly at the
violation of his person. His ambassadorial clothing, a flowing
white robe and soft leather shoes, was merely a disguise. But a
disguise for what?

He bowed deeply to me.
‘Hail King Pacorus, victor of Surkh, Susa and Carrhae, former Lord
High General of Parthia and guardian of the Parthian Empire’s
western border. I thank you for seeing me, majesty.’

‘What is the purpose
of your visit?’

He bowed once more. ‘I
come bearing a message of friendship from Cleopatra, Queen of the
Nile, Queen of Kings, Daughter of Isis, the Female Horus, the Great
One, Mistress of Perfection, Brilliant of Counsel, Lady of Two
Lands, King of the Land of the White Crown and King of the Land of
the Red Crown.’

He spoke in Greek,
reflecting the Hellenist roots of the kings and queens of Egypt,
their dynasty having been founded by Alexander of Macedon, justly
called ‘the Great’ throughout the civilised world.

Though not the
Queen of Modesty, I reflected.

‘Why is your queen so
interested in the friendship of Dura, Ambassador Menkhaf, a land
far from the Nile?’

‘The fame of Dura and
its king have spread far and wide, majesty,’ he replied, ‘and you
saved the life of the queen’s husband, the Triumvir Mark Antony,
which alone places you high in the favour of my mistress. The queen
never forgets the debts she owes, majesty.’

‘Your queen owes me no
debt and neither does Mark Antony,’ I told him. ‘I also have to
tell you Dura has no interest in taking sides in the current strife
afflicting the Roman world.’

‘Strife, majesty?’

‘Do not take me for a
fool, ambassador. I know Mark Antony and Cleopatra are engaged in a
battle with Octavian for control of the Roman world. If I was to
ally myself with your queen, then I would be taking sides in a
quarrel neither I nor the Parthian Empire has any interest in.’

‘You refuse my queen’s
offer of friendship, majesty?’

‘I will be her
friend,’ I answered, ‘just not her ally.’

‘One day Cleopatra and
Antony will rule the entire world,’ declared Menkhaf, ‘and those
who spurned the chance to be part of their great enterprise will
live to regret their decision.’

I had heard it all
before. ‘Are you Roman, Menkhaf?’

His mask slipped
momentarily. ‘I am Egyptian.’

‘Then I can only
ascribe your veiled threat to be the result of keeping the company
of Romans. Go back to your queen and tell her Dura does not need
the friendship of Egypt.’

He bowed and retreated
a few steps. ‘As your majesty pleases.’

When he had left the
chamber and the doors had been closed I sent for Talib and
Chrestus. When they arrived at the palace I invited them to the
terrace.

‘You were right,
Talib, he is here for another purpose than the rather feeble effort
to draw Dura into an alliance with Egypt.’

‘The mission is
important, majesty,’ said my chief scout, ‘for Menkhaf to be sent
here.’

‘Do you want him
arrested, majesty?’ asked Chrestus.

‘He hasn’t done
anything,’ I said. ‘Talib, watch him closely and report to me if
anything suspicious occurs. In the meantime, Chrestus, increase the
number of guards in the city and along the river. When our Egyptian
friend makes his move I want us to be ready.’

‘Cleopatra is a
malicious, vindictive queen.’

I had not noticed
Claudia appear on the terrace but now she gave us the benefit of
her wisdom. Chrestus raised an eyebrow but he had known Dobbai and
knew the old woman had schooled my daughter in the mystic arts.

‘Yesterday in the
market I saw a bird riding on the back of a donkey. It can mean
only one thing.’

‘The bird was tired
and wanted a ride?’ quipped Talib.

Claudia turned on him,
fixing him with a cold stare.

‘It means the
demon-goddess Lamashtu is here. It is well known she often stands
on a donkey.’

Talib was amazed. ‘You
saw a goddess?’

Claudia groaned.
‘Obviously not as the gods are not of this world. It is a sign
only, but a powerful one nevertheless.’

‘Of what?’ asked
Chrestus.

‘Lamashtu steals and
kills children,’ answered Claudia, ‘but also terrorises men and
sucks their blood. There are two possibilities. The Egyptian may be
here to steal or kill a child or, more likely, he is here to abduct
an adult, later to kill him or her.’

‘A very imprecise
answer, daughter.’

She shrugged. ‘The
intellects of the gods are far superior to mortals. What appears
simple and straightforward to them may be unsolvable puzzles to
us.’

‘And yet solve it we
must,’ I said, ‘for I dislike being deceived.’

‘And when the Egyptian
and his soldiers leave, majesty?’ enquired Chrestus.

‘Then the mystery will
be solved,’ I replied.

‘He will not leave,’
stated Claudia darkly, ‘at least not until he has what he came
for.’

Troubled, I dismissed
them all and was left to ponder the matter on my own. But kingly
duties never gave me much spare time and a steward, who informed me
Scelias was waiting in the throne room for his weekly audience,
interrupted my musings. I instructed the official to show him to
the terrace and to bring refreshments. Claudia was right. The gods
had wisdom far superior to mere mortals but there walked among us
individuals whose intellect dwarfed ordinary minds and one such
person was Scelias.

Even though I was a
king and he my servant I always felt inadequate in the company of
the man who was in charge of the Sons of the Citadel. A Greek, he
was a friend of Alcaeus, the Companion who also hailed from Greece
and who headed the army’s medical corps. Alcaeus as was his wont
travelled far and wide in search of new medical knowledge, often to
Italy, though never to Rome. Of the Companions only I had travelled
to the centre of the Roman world. Alcaeus had declared it was
responsible for all the world’s ills and so to even visit it would
taint an individual with vice and corruption. When I mentioned I
had visited Rome he merely raised an eyebrow and declared I proved
his point!

Scelias came to the
terrace, an old man dressed in a white toga, sandals, and a mind to
dwarf all others. He gave a slight nod of the head and took his
seat opposite mine. Servants placed a sparse offering of dates and
a water jug on the table. I had learned long ago Scelias valued
only the simple, virtuous things in life and had no time for rich
food or ostentatious living.

‘You are well,
Scelias?’

He took a date. ‘As
well as a man of my advanced years can be, majesty.’

He never revealed his
age to anyone, believing since one could do nothing about growing
old and dying, fretting about age was an irrelevance. But Alcaeus
judged him to be seventy at least, though his thick black hair had
not a trace of grey and neither did his long beard.

‘And my young
griffins,’ I smiled, ‘how are they doing?’

He regarded me as does
a teacher when confronted with a pupil who has proved most
disappointing.

‘Griffins are mythical
creatures, majesty, whereas my students are flesh and bone and as
such are subject to the usual stresses and strains inflicted on
mortal flesh. But to answer the question I assume you wished to
pose; they are performing adequately.’

Suitably chastened I
took a sip of wine. The young griffins I had alluded to were the
students of the Sons of the Citadel, those among the officers of my
army judged to be of exceptional talent. I had originally conceived
the Sons of the Citadel to be a programme to groom dozens of
officers and even men from the ranks for high command, teaching
them everything about the military arts as practised not only in
Parthia but also in Rome, China, Pontus, Armenia and Egypt. They
would be taught by the finest minds in the world, not only in
warfare but also in philosophy, science, mathematics and politics.
But soon after its launch it quickly became apparent I had been too
ambitious. When Scelias had arrived to take charge of the Sons of
the Citadel he implemented a total reorganisation, introducing
rigorous tests for entry into the scheme. These resulted in
drastically reducing numbers to single figures, the main criterion
deterring students was all should be able to read and write.

In a world where the
vast majority were illiterate it was an insurmountable obstacle,
the more so for the thousands of men in the Durans and Exiles who
had been former slaves and had never received any education. So the
Sons of the Citadel became a scheme to mould the future commanders
of the army, much to my regret. But I had to accept reality.

‘When you say
adequately I assume you mean they are coping with the exacting
standards of the course.’

Scelias nodded.
‘Correct, though there is always room for improvement.’

‘Who is
excelling?’

He took a long drink
of his wine. ‘Kewab the Egyptian,’ he answered at length, ‘perhaps
a man who may command your army one day.’

My ears pricked up.
‘An Egyptian?’

Scelias registered
surprise.

‘You have always
stressed all are welcome at Dura, majesty, one of the reasons I was
convinced to come here. You object to an Egyptian in a position of
high command?’

I put down my
goblet.

‘What? No, you
misunderstand. He is Egyptian.’

‘That is what I said,’
replied the Greek, annoyance in his voice.

‘An Egyptian,’ I
mumbled, my mind thinking of other things, ‘an Egyptian.’

‘From Egypt,’ remarked
Scelias condescendingly, ‘a land of great wealth and also extremes,
watered as it is by the Nile.’

‘I am well aware of
where Egypt is,’ I snapped. ‘Tell me more about Kewab.’

He sighed loudly. ‘I
assume you did not read the extensive notes I wrote concerning the
current batch of candidates.’

I avoided his piercing
eyes. ‘No.’

Another sigh. ‘No.
Then let me provide your majesty with a brief summary of Kewab’s
career in Dura’s army to date. He arrived eight years ago and
enlisted in your majesty’s heavy horsemen.’

‘Cataphracts,’ I said,
trying to be helpful.

‘Indeed. Kewab spent
four years as a squire before becoming a cataphract, though Lord
Azad informed me he was not new to the military life. It accounted
for his rapid promotion to company commander, of course, as well as
the fact he was literate and had a knowledge of languages.’

My mind was racing.
‘You suspect he might be royalty.’

‘I think he is free of
that affliction,’ Scelias shot back, ‘but by his manners and
inquiring mind I would say before he came here he was accustomed to
mixing with nobility. This leads me to surmise he may be from a
noble family.’

‘You have not
questioned him on this matter?’

The scholar looked
horrified. ‘It is not my role to vet those who enter your army. May
I suggest you go and question Kewab yourself? I believe he lives
near the Citadel when not in barracks, in a small but by all
accounts neat and well-presented two-storey house with his wife and
infant son.’

‘His wife?’

Scelias looked far
from amused. ‘These things were all in my notes, if you had
bothered to read them.’

Something troubled me
about Kewab. Not his record, which was excellent, but as I could
not explain it I did not mention him any more as Scelias gave me a
brief summary of his and the others’ progress. Regardless of which
branch of the army they served in all students spent time with the
other branches, learning a diverse range of skills to give them a
well-rounded education in the military arts. These included
marching in full kit with legionaries, taking part in training
exercises with the cataphracts and horse archers and being taught
how to use Marcus’ siege engines and field ballistae. Other
subjects included logistics, engineering, medicine and all matters
pertaining to horses, camels and mules. In short, everything they
would require to understand how the different branches of the army
functioned, both on their own and working together, and the
strengths and weaknesses of every part of the army.

After the meeting I
rode to the legionary camp to consult with Chrestus. The air was
hot and filled with dust and there was little activity inside the
camp. Legionaries were resting after their morning exercises,
though at the wooden training posts those who had incurred
infractions sweated in the merciless heat as they wielded wooden
swords and heavy shields as punishment. Some would collapse from
heat exhaustion or loss of fluids, occasionally a man would drop
down dead, but Chrestus reckoned it was a good deterrent and was
more productive than a fine.

Train hard, fight
easy.

In his command tent he
and Talib were poring over a hide map of the land to the west of
the camp, a harsh, arid stretch of desert perfect for large-scale
manoeuvres. They both stopped when I entered.

‘We were just planning
a mock battle involving both horse and foot.’

‘And Agraci,’ Talib
added.

I picked up a towel
and wiped my sweat-covered neck.

‘Agraci?’

Chrestus grinned. ‘I
suggested to Malik he might like to try his luck breaking one of
our squares with his horsemen. He jumped at the chance.’

‘Just make sure it
does not get out of hand,’ I warned him. ‘When their blood is up
the Agraci might forget it is a training exercise.’

‘Our horsemen will be
riding with the Agraci,’ said Chrestus, ‘to simulate a mass mounted
attack. It will be good for the legionaries to see and feel what
it’s like to be attacked by thousands of horsemen.’

‘Terrifying and
dusty,’ I replied. ‘But I came to get your advice on another
matter.’

I looked at Talib.
‘Yours too.’

‘Talib first alerted
me to the fact the leader of the Egyptian delegation, Menkhaf, was
not a diplomat and having met him I concur with the
assessment.’

Chrestus shrugged. ‘It
makes sense to send a soldier rather than a diplomat into Agraci
territory.’

He glanced at Talib.
‘No offence.’

Talib flashed his
white teeth. ‘None taken.’

‘The answer is simple
enough,’ said Chrestus, ‘either arrest them or demand they leave
Dura immediately.’

I tapped my nose.
‘Perhaps there is a third option.’

Kewab’s house was like
hundreds of others in the city: a two-storey mud-brick affair with
a wooden balcony on the first floor overlooking the street outside.
Inside it was comfortable enough with a room for preparing food on
the ground floor to the rear, a reception room with dining couches
and a low table, and a wooden staircase leading to two bedrooms
upstairs.

‘Remind me why we are
here?’ whispered Chrestus, toying with his gladius as he sat
propped up against the wall.

‘Shush,’ I ordered,
‘you are supposed to be invisible.’

‘This is ridiculous,’
he mumbled.

I suppose it was but I
could not get Kewab out of my mind. So I returned from the
legionary camp with Chrestus and a dozen of his best men and had
them secreted in the house opposite Kewab’s, compensating the
family for the inconvenience and paying for their lodgings in a
vacant villa nearby. Kewab, his wife and infant son were escorted
to the palace where they would remain until. Until what? Perhaps
Chrestus was right; it was all ridiculous. I lay on the bed and
looked up at the ceiling, a thin blanket over me to disguise my
armour and sword. Next to me was a sack stuffed with straw to
simulate another figure sleeping alongside. It was absurd and
Gallia had told me so but Claudia was convinced there was merit in
my plan and so I lay in the dark in the home of one of my most
promising officers and waited. And sweated. Chrestus sighed very
purposely and I considered admitting defeat. And then I heard the
door downstairs being forced.

I gripped the handle
of the gladius and felt my heart pound in my chest. They
were coming in the back entrance, into the kitchen so as not to be
noticed on the street. Perhaps they had been waiting all day in the
property behind Kewab’s.

Then they were on the
stairs, slowly ascending the steps, being careful not to make too
much noise. An old timber creaked and they stopped. There were no
words as they recommenced their mission, like ghosts appearing in
the room and surrounding the bed. My eyes were only half-closed as
one bent over and ripped the blanket aside, another grabbing me
roughly to haul me off the bed.

He was the first to
die as I thrust the gladius into his belly, whipped it back
to slash the belly of the man who still held the blanket. Chrestus
roared a war cry and lunged at the other two standing beside the
bed, stabbing one through the back and the other through the throat
as he spun to confront his attacker.

I sprung from the bed
and raced into the other bedroom where the cot containing another
sack, albeit a small one filled with straw, had been placed to
represent an infant. It had been hacked to pieces by a man with an
axe. He and another were already racing down the stairs. I heard
Chrestus’ voice shouting from the window.

‘Rally to the
king!’

The door to the house
opposite flew open and the legionaries flooded out into the street,
one blowing a whistle to alert others who had been secreted nearby.
He and I raced after the assailants, Chrestus opening the front
door to allow the legionaries entry. An Egyptian flung a kitchen
stool at me but I ducked it, lunging at him as he tripped on
something in the darkness. I was on him in an instant, stabbing my
sword down into his back. He groaned in pain but I didn’t finish
him off as I scrambled after the others.

Chrestus ran ahead. He
was younger and more fleet of foot then me. The legionaries
followed, through back alleys and into streets as the Egyptians
tried to make good their escape. But this was my city not theirs
and Chrestus had organised his men well, herding the assassins
towards a small square near the Citadel, away from the main gates,
locked at night anyway. Still, Dura was a sizeable city where it
was possible to melt into the background given the opportunity. But
the Egyptians were denied such an opportunity. Curious faces
appeared in doorways and at windows as the commotion reached their
homes. They were bellowed at to remain indoors and lock their
doors.

In the square parties
of legionaries locked shields to block the avenues of escape.
Chrestus, not a bead of sweat on him, organised his men.

‘Stay where you are,
only move on my command.’

Some carried torches
casting the square in a pale yellow light. The space was small – no
more than thirty paces on each side – and in the centre stood at
least a dozen Egyptians. They had formed a circle, facing their
foes with swords and axes ready.

Twang.

An Egyptian pitched
forward and collapsed, an arrow in his back. Then Sporaces was
beside me, bow in hand, with more of his men taking up positions
behind the legionaries. He clasped forearms with Chrestus.

‘Good to see you,’
grinned the commander of the army.

‘You want my men to
kill them, majesty?’ asked the leader of my horse archers.

I was tempted. They
had abused Dura’s hospitality and tried to kill one of my officers.
But I wanted to know why.

‘No, I want them taken
alive.’

Before my generals
could answer I heard a challenge.

‘King Pacorus,’ the
tone in Menkhaf’s voice was mocking, ‘hiding behind your famed
soldiers?’

I pushed my way
through the legionaries to stand opposite the grinning Egyptian
commander, who appeared unconcerned he and his men had been
cornered and were facing certain death. He pointed his sword at
me.

‘Why don’t you fight
me and the winner can walk free. I’ve heard Dura’s army and its
king were formidable once, but perhaps not any more.’

‘Give me the order,
sire,’ said Sporaces, ‘and I will have them all dead in less than a
minute.’

‘No,’ I commanded, ‘I
will silence this rascal myself.’

Chrestus laid a hand
on my shoulder.

‘I would advise
against doing so, majesty. He’s trying to goad you into agreeing to
a one-on-one combat so he can save himself and his men.’

‘I am aware of
that.’

‘He’s younger than
you, majesty, by perhaps ten years or more and he looks as though
he knows how to use his sword.’

I was taken aback.
‘Meaning I’m too old, I suppose. I can also use a sword,
Chrestus.’

He was shaking his
head. ‘Don’t forget your leg, majesty. It might give way.’

I removed his hand. ‘I
am not decrepit yet, Chrestus. Besides I take exception to this
Egyptian’s tone.’

‘But…’

I held up a hand. ‘The
matter is decided.’

‘I accept your
challenge, Egyptian.’

He grinned. ‘Let us
dance, King Pacorus.’

He cut the air with
his sword, his men visibly relaxing as he took a few steps forward.
Perhaps they knew something I did not. I soon found out. His blade
was a blur in the night air, Menkhaf delivering a series of
lightning-fast strikes aimed at my head. I parried them with
difficulty. He cut down to slice my left arm, slashed diagonally to
cut my breastplate and swung low to rip my leggings. I could not
touch him as he danced around me, his men cheering him on and my
soldiers silent as they watched their king being toyed with.

But a wily old fox may
still win the day and so I let him assault me, fending off his
strikes with difficulty but defeating them nevertheless. It was an
unedifying spectacle but the longer it went on the more energy
Menkhaf used. He was younger, stronger and had wounded me but he
should have finished me off because the longer the fight went on
the slower he became. He was still dangerous but his attacks were
now easier to anticipate and fend off.

I was sweating
profusely but he no longer exhibited the swagger on show earlier.
He too was tiring, his breathing heavy and now I took the fight to
him. I ducked low to thrust at his torso, pulling back the blade
before he could block and launching another thrust, driving the
steel point into the top of his right arm. He yelped, I smiled and
my men cheered. He came at me in a rage, using his last reserves of
energy in an attempt to carve me into strips; his fatal mistake. I
avoided his strikes, sidestepping and feinting left and right to
confuse him. He brought up his sword to bring it down against my
skull and I saw my chance, jabbing my gladius forward as
fast as I could and then snapping it back. The point pierced his
neck, blood spurting like a small fountain. Not enough to kill him
but enough to weaken him further.

‘It’s over, Menkhaf,’
I shouted.

He spat blood from his
mouth and smiled, yelling at the top of his voice as he charged. I
jumped to the left, thrust with my sword and pierced his linen
armour to cut his side. Before he could turn I rammed the sword
hard into his back, the blade cutting his armour to penetrate his
flesh. He spun and fell over, unsteadily rising to his knees but
not quick enough to stop me slashing sideways to sever his
windpipe. He gurgled, spat out more blood and toppled face first on
to the ground. My men cheered and I collapsed as a spasm of pain
shot through my left leg.

Chrestus dashed
forward to pull me away from danger as the Egyptians emitted a
collective groan and looked at each other.

‘Ready,’ shouted
Sporaces. A score of archers pulled back their bowstrings.

‘No!’ I commanded. I
still wanted to know why Menkhaf and his band had come to Dura.

So in the flickering
torchlight, surrounded by their captors, they remained standing
while a man who could speak Egyptian could be found. It took some
time and during the interim a crowd of curious onlookers gathered
behind the legionaries, Chrestus barking at them to disperse.

‘We should kill them
and have done with it,’ he grumbled.

I could now stand on
my own two feet.

‘What, the
civilians?’

He was not amused.
‘No, the Egyptians.’

It was Alcaeus who
arrived in the company of a sweating soldier, medical bag over his
shoulder and a resigned look on his face.

‘Been engaged in night
manoeuvres, Pacorus?’

Without asking
permission he began examining my left arm, reaching into his bag to
take out a phial of honey and a bandage.

‘I was told you want
someone who can speak Egyptian.’

I explained what had
happened and pointed at the glum group of surrounded men who were
still holding their weapons.

‘Tell them to throw
down their swords,’ demanded Chrestus.

‘I would like you to
ask them why they came to Dura,’ I added.

Alcaeus ignored us
both as he cleaned my wound, applied honey and then dressed it with
a bandage. As Chrestus fumed he slowly and methodically put the
cork back on the phial and placed the items back in his bag before
walking towards the Egyptians.

‘Not so fast,’ said
Chrestus, dashing forward to restrain him.

‘I thought you wanted
me to ask them why they are here,’ said Alcaeus.

‘They are armed and
very dangerous,’ explained Chrestus, ‘tell them to throw down their
weapons first.’

‘Or we will turn them
into pin cushions,’ threatened Sporaces.

They did as they were
told, Chrestus organising individual searches before he allowed me
and Alcaeus to get close to them. The Egyptians were on their knees
with their hands behind their heads when I questioned them closely
using Alcaeus as an interpreter.

‘Why did you come to
Dura?’

‘To take Kewab back to
Alexandria.’

‘On whose orders?’

‘High Queen
Cleopatra’s.’

‘Why?’

‘Because he is the son
of Achillas.’

‘You were under orders
to kill Kewab’s infant son?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘To erase his family
from the earth.’

I had heard enough.
Chrestus wanted to execute them on the spot and I was tempted. But
I ordered they should be tried by a city magistrate in a public
court and sentenced accordingly. The judgement would be death but
it was the correct procedure.

‘They may be assassins
but I am not,’ I told Chrestus.

‘Been upsetting Queen
Cleopatra?’ asked Alcaeus as we walked back to the Citadel.

‘No, but I intend to
upset her.’

But first I had
questions for Kewab.

I snatched a couple of
hours’ sleep before washing, changing and requesting his presence
on the palace terrace. Gallia was fuming with me for risking my
life and Claudia thought it highly amusing.

‘You are not as young
as you were, father,’ she giggled.

‘You’ll get no
sympathy from me,’ said Gallia, ‘and when I see Chrestus I will
rebuke him for allowing you to risk your life so foolishly.’

‘First of all,’ I
replied, ‘I don’t take orders from Chrestus and secondly, I can
still handle myself in a sword fight.’

Gallia looked at my
bandaged arm. ‘Really?’

Kewab’s appearance
interrupted our little spat. Claudia’s eyes lit up when she beheld
his manly frame and handsome face. She began twirling the ends of
her hair in her fingers and gave him a beautiful smile as he bowed
to us.

‘Ah, the very man,’ I
said, ‘sit yourself down and share breakfast with us.’

‘He has probably eaten
already with his wife, father,’ purred Claudia, indicating he
should sit next to her at the table beneath the sunshade.

‘Take a seat anyway,’
I told him, ‘help yourself to food and drink.’

Claudia gazed into his
hazel eyes as I told him what had happened in his home in the early
hours, though not about my wounded arm. He closed his eyes after I
had finished.

‘I will leave Dura
with my family immediately, majesty,’ he told me after opening
them. ‘I apologise for the ill luck I have brought to your
kingdom.’

I waved a hand at him.
‘You will do no such thing, Kewab. I do not wish to lose my most
promising Son of the Citadel, but even if you were the newest
recruit in my army I would still mobilise every resource this city
possesses to protect you. Dura’s king does not take kindly to being
threatened.’

‘And neither does its
queen,’ said Gallia.

‘My question to you,
Kewab,’ I said, ‘is why are you of such interest to Queen
Cleopatra?’

‘May serpents devour
her,’ hissed Claudia, sending a chill down my spine.

A mask of malice
descended over her face and for a moment I thought I saw Dobbai.
Then she smiled at Kewab and the image was gone, replaced by a
flirting woman again.

A servant poured me a
cup of fruit juice and I indicated Kewab’s cup should also be
filled. He thanked me and took a sip. He stroked his clean-shaven
chin and sighed.

‘Ten years ago there
was conflict in Egypt, majesty, between the Roman occupiers and the
army of Pharaoh Ptolemy. My father, Achillas, commanded the royal
army laying siege to the Romans occupying Alexandria. I fought in
the siege lines against the Romans, who were on the verge of defeat
until…’

His head dropped.

‘Until?’ I probed.

‘Until the sister of
Cleopatra, a witch named Arsinoe, left the city and took command of
the army.’

‘Why would she take
command of the army?’ asked Gallia.

‘Because, majesty,’
explained Kewab, ‘Cleopatra, who was the lover of the Roman
commander in Alexandria, Julius Caesar, had sent her to sow discord
within the royal army.’

‘And did she succeed?’
queried Gallia.

Kewab nodded. ‘Very
much so, majesty. Arsinoe had my father arrested and executed.
Before he died he ordered me to flee Egypt, knowing Cleopatra would
seek out those who opposed her and Rome’s dominion over my
homeland. I did not realise her vengeance would last so long.’

‘That explains why she
sought to kill your child,’ said Claudia, ‘to eradicate your line
from the earth.’

I leaned back in my
chair, my arm burning with pain.

‘Queen Cleopatra, so
called, has dared to violate the sovereignty of Dura. Even as we
sit here the survivors of her criminal gang are being prepared for
execution and its leader is dead. I have confronted and defeated
Roman armies and have no intention of being cowered by a jumped-up
lackey of Rome.’

‘Egypt is a long way
from Dura, father,’ said Claudia, ‘even for your formidable
army.’

She gave Kewab a
caring look and laid a hand on his arm.

‘Have no fear, I will
visit your home to ensure neither it nor those who live there are
threatened in future.’

Kewab looked
perplexed.

‘Claudia is an expert
on charms,’ I told him.

‘I am grateful,
princess,’ the Egyptian smiled.

‘What happened to the
pharaoh and his sister?’ asked Gallia.

Kewab smiled grimly.
‘Pharaoh was drowned on the orders of Cleopatra after the royal
army had been defeated by the Romans at the Nile. Arsinoe was taken
prisoner by the Romans but was allowed to live out her days in the
Temple of Artemis at Ephesus.’

I looked at Gallia.
‘We visited Ephesus many years ago.’

‘And found it infested
with Romans,’ added Gallia.

‘I heard Arsinoe was
killed on the steps of the temple on the command of Mark Antony,’
said Kewab, ‘though he undoubtedly takes his orders from
Cleopatra.’

I was appalled. ‘So
Cleopatra has murdered her brother and sister.’

‘Along with countless
others,’ said Kewab.

He had been
interrogated enough so I dismissed him and sent him back to his
family. Later I went to see them in their guest room and suggested
they take themselves off to Hatra for a few weeks. I sent a letter
to Gafarn explaining what had happened and requesting he find a
spacious house they might live in until their own was repaired.
Besides Scelias had told me Kewab had been working very hard at his
studies so he was due a break.

Later that morning I
went into the city in the company of Chrestus and a score of his
men to watch the executions of the Egyptians. Dirty, unshaven and
bruised from being handled roughly, they had been sentenced by a
magistrate and taken to the northern wall of the city where a
wooden platform had been erected over part of the ramparts. Bored
guards in watchtowers on either side observed the proceedings as
the men were shoved on to the wooden boards, all with their hands
secured behind their backs and their feet shackled in case they
decided to make an escape attempt. Beyond the northern wall was a
deep wadi and on the other side a small crowd had gathered. The
usual collection of ghouls, itinerants and curious onlookers who
could not resist seeing lives ended.

Ropes were placed
round the prisoners’ necks, the other ends secured to wooden posts,
and then the chief executioner looked to me for authorisation. I
nodded and he and the others proceeded to throw the condemned off
the platform. They fell about ten feet before there were sharp
cracks as the ropes went taught and their necks were broken. They
would be left there for a few days as a deterrent to others who
thought Dura a soft touch, black crows gorging themselves on the
corpses made for a grisly spectacle, hopefully acting as a further
warning to criminals.

‘Pity the bitch of an
Egyptian queen wasn’t one of them,’ remarked Chrestus.

‘Indeed.’

‘How’s the arm?’

I clenched my fist.
‘Aching.’

‘Next time leave it to
the professionals.’

When the professionals
marched into the desert to conduct their large-scale exercise with
the Agraci I sat down in the quiet of my bedroom and composed a
letter. Nearly twelve thousand soldiers and thousands of horses,
camels and mules created a dust cloud visible for miles around. It
was an impressive sight and a vivid illustration of Dura’s armed
might. But no less spectacular and indicative of the wealth paying
for such military strength was the vast caravan park positioned to
the north of the city walls where dozens of tents and hundreds of
camels attested to the riches the Silk Road brought to Dura. I
dipped my pen in the ink and was about to write but paused. The
majority of the caravans were on their way west to Palmyra and on
to Egypt. The words I was about to write might jeopardise that
trade; indeed, might cause it to whither and die. But it could not
be helped. I was a king not a merchant. I began to write on the
papyrus.

 


To Cleopatra, Queen of
Egypt,

Your highness will
undoubtedly have heard of me as you recently sent a party of your
soldiers to my kingdom to apprehend one of my officers. This in
itself is a blatant violation of basic good manners but was
compounded by said party masquerading under the guise of being
diplomats, their leader Menkhaf declaring to me personally you
wished to be the friend of Dura.

I have to tell you
lady, friends do not begin their relationship with a pack of lies,
nor do they abuse the hospitality of their hosts or act as
assassins in the night. Such deeds in themselves might be regarded
as acts of war and in truth I was tempted to declare the Kingdom of
Dura and Egypt were now at war. However, I was soon alerted to the
fact Egypt is not a self-governing kingdom but rather lies under
the heel of Rome. I am also mindful its queen is a foolish young
woman who is the mere plaything of a rich Roman who married her
even though he was the husband of another woman. Bearing this in
mind I am prepared to forgive your act of rashness for in truth you
have shown yourself unfit for high office, and it is therefore just
as well you are Rome’s slave for otherwise you might lead Egypt
into ruination.

Out of courtesy, a
virtue you might consider cultivating, you might like to know
Menkhaf and his men are dead, your chief assassin having been
killed by my sword and his soldiers now hanging from my city
walls.

If you attempt any
similar escapade I will have no hesitation in declaring war upon
you and Egypt. If you suppose your country is far from mine and
thus my boast is idle, you might like to speak to your husband
concerning Dura’s king and its army. He will I am sure remember
both, though not with any affection.

I remain

Pacorus

King of Dura.

 


Gallia rolled her
eyes.

‘Why bother sending
her this? You should send the viper the severed head of Menkhaf as
a warning to her and the Romans. It’s the only language they
understand.’

She waved the letter
at me. ‘This will merely provoke her and them.’

‘If it does, it does.
Besides Menkhaf’s body was cremated so I can’t send her his
head.’

She gave me back the
letter and lay back on the bed.

‘Claudia believes her
to be both devious and wise, contrary to what you may think of
her.’

‘And how would Claudia
know? Has she met her? I think not.’

Gallia stared up at
the ceiling then looked at me.

‘You remember who
tutored her? She is wise beyond her years, Pacorus.’

‘She should be
married,’ I replied, ‘it’s not healthy for her to spend so much
time among old mystics and witches.’

‘It is her
destiny.’

She sat up. ‘Speaking
of which, let us hope Phraates lives up to your expectations. He is
very young to rule the whole of the Parthian Empire.’

‘Young and
inexperienced,’ I agreed, ‘but he has time on his side and with the
help of the gods and good councillors I am convinced the son of our
dear friend will bring peace and stability to the empire.’

But both things would
prove to be in short supply in the coming months.
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The exercise involving
the Agraci was by and large a success, though many men returned to
Dura with wounds of varying degrees and lungs filled with dust. But
Chrestus informed me Malik was delighted and wanted a repeat of it
as soon as possible, his Agraci warlords finding the whole episode
highly enjoyable. Aaron was less impressed when he was presented
with a long list of items to be replaced, including javelins,
hob-nailed sandals, tunics, mail armour and tents.

Two days after the
return of the army a letter arrived from Diana at Hatra informing
Gallia Rubi was dead.

‘Rubi?’ I wracked my
brain trying to think whom she was talking about.

Gallia frowned at me.
‘Rubi. We rescued her from the town of the same name in Italy.’

‘Ye gods, I had
forgotten. How did she die?’

Gallia perused the
letter. ‘She threw herself off a palace balcony.’

‘Alas for Rubi.’

We had been walking
from the stables in the Citadel following our morning ride when a
servant brought Gallia the letter. To me it seemed an
inconsequential matter but I knew both Diana and Gallia had been
fond of Rubi, the mute mad woman we had rescued in Italy and
brought back to Parthia. She had lived in the palace at Hatra under
the close supervision of Diana and my mother and in the years
following our return had seemed happy enough. But the death of my
mother had affected her greatly, resulting in bizarre behaviour and
wild mood swings. Perhaps her addled mind believed she could
fly.

‘Your sister sends us
her love,’ continued Gallia, ‘and Pacorus his regards.’

I laughed. ‘I doubt we
will ever receive a letter conveying the affection of my other
sister.’

‘Snow will fall on
Dura before that happens.’

My youngest sister
Adeleh had never got over the death of her husband Vata. She had
never remarried instead finding solace in religion, joining the
Sisters of Shamash, an order of female celibates who worshipped in
the city’s great temple doing good deeds throughout Hatra. We saw
her every time we visited the city of my birth, though not as
frequently as I would have liked. I seldom saw my other sister
Aliyeh, the Queen of Media and wife of my friend King Atrax. For
some strange reason she bore a grudge against me, blaming me for
the defeat of her husband at the hands of the Romans at the Shahar
Chay River where he received a spear wound resulting in a permanent
limp. Although years ago her resentment had never lessened so we
avoided each other, which was not difficult as Media’s capital
Irbil was two hundred miles from Dura.

‘I wonder how old she
was,’ I said.

‘Who?’

‘Rubi.’

‘Younger than us,’
replied Gallia.

I rubbed my leg, which
for some reason was aching today.

‘Everyone is younger
than us, or so it seems.’

The next letter to
reach the Citadel carried even worse news saddening me greatly. I
convened the city council to inform it Demaratus, the Lord High
General of the Empire, was dead.

‘Killed in a hunting
accident,’ I announced, ‘fell off his horse and broke his neck,
apparently.’

‘He was a good man,’
lamented Chrestus.

‘Another link with our
past disappears,’ said Gallia morosely.

‘Who will replace him,
majesty?’ asked Rsan.

All eyes turned to me
but I shook my head.

‘Even if I wanted the
position, which I do not, I am not in high favour with Phraates at
the moment.’

‘That is putting it
mildly,’ agreed Gallia.

‘Besides,’ I said,
‘having held the position twice I have no interest in assuming it
again. Whoever Phraates chooses has my sympathy.’

The empire had been at
peace since Carrhae, aside from the usual problems Margiana and
Hyrcania faced battling the incursions of the northern nomads. The
only battles Demaratus had had to fight were political ones at
Ctesiphon, though they were often far from bloodless. Nevertheless,
the empire had enjoyed peace and prosperity for many years and I
saw no reason for any change.

‘Perhaps there will be
no new lord high general,’ I said, ‘Phraates may wish to accustom
himself with his new role before selecting a man to be his most
important military adviser and commander.’

How mistaken I was and
how I underestimated the ambition and influence of my sister. Even
when we had been children Aliyeh had been serious and calculating
but I always believed becoming Queen of Media, one of the oldest
and most prestigious kingdoms in the empire, would satisfy her
ambition. How wrong could I be? I was surprised when a royal
courier arrived from Ctesiphon to present himself before me and
Gallia in the throne room. He was dressed in a scale armour cuirass
of burnished steel plates fastened to a leather shirt beneath, a
gleaming helmet with a white plume in the crook of his arm. He did
not read from a document but held my stare as he recited his
well-rehearsed words.

‘Hail King Pacorus and
Queen Gallia.

‘King of Kings
Phraates, lord of all lands from the Euphrates to the Indus and
from the Caspian Sea to the Persian Gulf, descendant of Arsaces,
the first high king of Parthia, and chosen by the gods to be their
representative on earth, is pleased to announce that following the
death of Lord High General Demaratus he has chosen King Atrax of
Media to be his worthy successor.’

‘Atrax?’ my raised
voice echoed around the chamber.

The courier was
discomfited. ‘Yes, majesty. Couriers have been sent to all corners
of the empire to announce the new lord high general, and to those
lands beyond the empire so all may know who now commands the armies
of the empire.’

This was certainly an
interesting statement because in my experience the lord high
general commanded by consent not coercion. He had to be a mixture
of general, diplomat and flatterer to unite the often-prickly kings
of the empire and convince them to entrust their armies to one
strategy. Only by consent could a lord high general mould separate
armies under headstrong kings into an effective force, and then
only temporarily. Still, Atrax was respected as a good king and had
no enemies as far as I knew. He walked with a limp but on the field
of battle he would command from the saddle so his impediment would
not inhibit his effectiveness. It was a good choice I conceded.

‘King of Kings
Phraates requests the presence of King Pacorus when King Atrax is
created lord high general.’

I nodded, not
realising what the courier had just stated, but Gallia heard the
words.

‘What is this?’

The courier cleared
his throat, thinking his words had not been heard.

‘King of Kings
Phraates requests the presence…’

‘I heard the first
time,’ interrupted Gallia.

I cleared my throat.
‘What has the election of Atrax to do with Dura?’

The courier looked at
me. ‘According to ancient law all former lord high generals are
expected to be present when a new lord high general is created,
majesty.’

‘I have never heard of
such a law,’ I stated.

‘Chief of Court
Ashleen has recently unearthed it,’ stated the courier. ‘Will your
majesty be attending the ceremony?’

I contemplated my
answer for half a minute. If I refused Phraates would interpret it
as a sight against him, which it would be. I also knew if the
courier returned with a refusal the high king was entitled to have
him executed for being the bearer of bad news. What was another
ceremony to me?

‘You can inform the
high king we shall be delighted to attend.’

Relief swept over
him.

‘The ceremony will be
at Ctesiphon?’ enquired Gallia.

‘No, majesty,
Phraaspa.’

Phraaspa was a city in
the Kingdom of Media, located to the northeast of the capital Irbil
and set among mountains covered with green forests, tracks and
small streams. I had never been there but knew it was a formidable
stronghold, albeit one out of the way. I was curious as to why
Phraates and his court would make the journey to Phraaspa, as the
son of Orodes was usually reluctant to leave his opulent
palace.

‘Oh, father, sometimes
you are so disappointing.’

The moment Claudia had
been informed her father and mother were travelling to Phraaspa she
insisted she would also make the journey north. Normally
disinterested when it came to the politics of the empire she became
extremely animated when she was told about the ceremony to make
Atrax lord high general. She paced up and down the terrace as an
angry sun descended in the west, stopping to point at me when
making an important point.

‘The most important
building in Phraaspa is the Fire Temple, of course, the home of
Girra.’

‘Girra?’ Gallia gave
her a bewildered look.

Claudia rolled her
eyes. ‘I expected better of you, mother. Girra is the God of Fire
and his main temple is at Phraaspa where an eternal flame burns in
his honour.’

She began pacing
again. ‘This is most auspicious.’

‘For Atrax, you mean?’
I asked.

Another roll of her
eyes. ‘I doubt the gods are concerned with the limping King of
Media, father. But it is a sign of great importance. Significant
matters are approaching and it would be remiss of me not to be
present.’

‘It’s just a
ceremony,’ I told her, ‘probably a very long and tedious one.’

‘I can’t wait,’ sighed
Gallia.

Claudia also sighed.
‘I have no interest in your ridiculous ceremony, father, only what
Girra has to say.’

I was going to laugh
but thought better of it. I always remembered what Dobbai had told
me about the gods: they were cruel and toyed with men to amuse
themselves. I respected them and perhaps even feared them but
seldom asked for their help because I knew it would not be
forthcoming. Dobbai had invoked their assistance when the Romans
had threatened the empire and we had destroyed Crassus at Carrhae
after having defeated the Armenians. But the price had been high,
too high. Dobbai had died, Domitus had died and so had thousands of
others. The gods had given the empire peace but the price in blood
had been exorbitant.

‘You think the gods
have revealed themselves to Phraates and ordered him to take
himself off to Phraaspa?’ I asked.

Claudia frowned. ‘I
doubt Phraates has the wit or wisdom to understand the machinations
of the high ones, father. He is a petulant boy with a malicious
nature, though I daresay the gods will use him when it suits them.
No, I discern a subtler mind at work here.’

‘Whose?’ demanded
Gallia.

‘I have no idea,
mother, but all will be revealed at Phraaspa.’

Following an
interchange of letters between Hatra and Dura and Dura and Irbil we
set off for the residence of the Fire God on a bright sunny
morning, having gained permission from Gafarn and Atrax to travel
through their realms. It was given of course but I was always a
stickler when it came to protocol. Besides our party was
substantial – fifty cataphracts, a hundred horse archers and fifty
Amazons, plus attendant squires and camels – and I would be flying
Dura’s banner throughout the journey. Such a display could be
interpreted as an act of war without having obtained permission to
traverse the lands of other kings beforehand.

‘You are so stuffy,
father,’ Claudia chided me, ‘I doubt Uncle Gafarn would have raised
an eyebrow and isn’t Atrax one of your old friends?’

‘Nevertheless, it was
the correct thing to do,’ I said. ‘If we don’t abide by rules then
chaos will ensue.’

We had left early,
crossing the pontoon bridge over the Euphrates before the road
became choked with camel caravans, carts and people on foot. But
already fishermen were hauling their boats on to the riverbank
after having been out on the water since before dawn, their nets
bulging with carp, barbell, catfish and eels. The cataphracts had
their scale armour stowed on the camels otherwise their
steel-encased bodies, limbs and heads would be cooked in the sun.
Everyone wore wide-brimmed floppy hats and loose clothing to make
the ride more bearable.

I brought Azad along
as my deputy, a Parthian by birth whose name meant ‘free’. He had a
jovial nature but was fearless in battle. Like most of my
cataphracts he was powerfully built. He had to be: wearing scale
armour and metal leg and arm protectors demanded large reserves of
strength and stamina. He had been a member of Dura’s army for over
twenty years and had risen through the ranks to command my dragon
of cataphracts.

‘Phraaspa was once the
domain of dragons,’ said Claudia as she led her horse by its
reins.

After two hours of
riding the entire column had dismounted to walk for a period to
give the horses a rest. The sun was still not at its zenith but the
heat was already intense, the horizon a shimmering haze as it
cooked the desert.

‘When was that,
princess?’ asked Azad.

‘Hundreds of years
ago, commander,’ came the reply.

‘Phraaspa was founded
three hundred years ago,’ I interrupted, ‘so perhaps there were
still dragons roaming the earth then.’

The city had been
founded by one of Alexander of Macedon’s satraps by the name of
Atropates, formerly a general of the Persian king Darius.

Claudia dismissed the
idea. ‘There are no records of the Macedonians having seen any
dragons, father. But they would have learned Phraaspa was once the
abode of dragons and ever since the emblem of Media has been the
dragon, in honour of the fire-breathing beasts.’

‘And the flame in the
Fire Temple there is also to honour dragons?’ asked Azad.

‘In a way,’ replied
Claudia, ‘though the temple itself is dedicated to Girra. But as
dragons are the pets of Girra the temple can be viewed as an homage
to both the god and his pets.’

‘What would I give for
a few pet dragons,’ I said.

‘What would do with
them?’ smiled Gallia.

‘Unleash them against
Queen Cleopatra,’ I shot back.

‘She is not to be
underestimated, father,’ Claudia warned, ‘her reach is long and her
ambition limitless.’

I kicked away a pebble
with my boot.

‘I remember, years
ago, another queen who had ruthless ambition. Aruna was her name.
Do you remember, Gallia?’

‘Not with any
fondness,’ replied my wife.

I smiled. ‘She came to
a bad end.’

‘Killed by the dog of
King Spartacus I heard,’ said Claudia.

‘Not a very dignified
death,’ said Azad glumly.

‘But a fitting one,’ I
added.

After five days we
reached Hatra where a guard of honour awaited us. Vistaspa was dead
and in his place as commander of Gafarn’s army was Herneus, the
bald-headed former governor of Assur. A no-nonsense, plain-speaking
individual, he contrasted sharply with the man seated beside him
resplendent in scale armour resembling pure silver, an open-faced
highly polished helmet sporting magnificent red plumes. Prince
Pacorus was every inch the Parthian noble. He may have been the son
of slaves but he had been born in Hatra and had been immersed in
its culture and ways. The fact Gafarn and Diana had been slaves
resulted in Hatra’s nobility taking to their son even more, as if
treating him as more than royalty somehow offset their low-born
status. It was quite ridiculous but Hatra was a very traditional
and religious city, unlike Dura, regarded unfairly as a lawless,
godless place.

We entered via the
city’s northern gates giving access to the Royal Quarter. Herneus
and Pacorus rode at the head of the Royal Bodyguard – five hundred
immaculately dressed and superbly equipped cataphracts mounted on
pure white horses. They both bowed to me when I halted Tegha
before them, repeating the gesture to Gallia and Claudia.

‘Welcome to Hatra,
majesties,’ said my namesake, ‘my parents are keen to see you.’

‘As we are to see
them,’ I smiled, nodding at Herneus. ‘You are well, general?’

‘Apart from siting on
a horse in full armour being roasted I am fighting fit,
majesty.’

‘Well, then,’ I said,
‘let’s get out of the sun.’

I turned Tegha
and urged him across the wooden bridge spanning the wide, deep moat
surrounding the city, Pacorus falling in beside Gallia and me.
Behind were my cataphracts, also in their armour, visages hidden by
full-face helmets. Then the Amazons came with my horse archers,
their squires leading camels. The Royal Bodyguard waited until they
had passed before filing back into the city.

Hatra, city of one
hundred thousand souls, always had a special place in my heart. The
city of my birth, the western shield of the empire and the
benchmark for everything good and true in the world. Behind its
high walls and strong towers existed order and calm, an oasis in
the desert given life by freshwater springs. Its majestic palace
and temples conveyed permanence in a changing world. No army had
ever laid siege to its whitewashed walls and as long as Hatra stood
the empire would be safe.

It was good to wash
the sand and grit from our bodies in the palace’s sunken baths.
After a tearful reunion between Gallia, Diana and our youngest
daughter, Gafarn had insisted we cleanse our bodies before he and
his queen entertained us in their private quarters. I relaxed in
the bath opposite Gallia and stretched out my legs, my toes finding
the intimate parts of her body. Slave girls with flawless olive
skin and hazel eyes giggled as they massaged our skulls. I gave up
trying to arouse Gallia and surrendered to the sublime touch of a
woman half my age whose fingers caressed my head and massaged away
my cares. Afterwards we both lay naked on low, padded tables and
had oils rubbed into our bodies to send our minds into blissful
delirium. Afterwards we slept, to wake refreshed and ready to share
an intimate meal with the king and queen, Adeleh, Prince Pacorus
and his wife. The banquet to celebrate our arrival would be held
the following evening.

‘So Atrax is to become
lord high general.’

Gafarn took a grape
from a silver tray proffered by a slave and offered it to Gallia.
Diana smiled at another slave who refilled her silver goblet with
wine. Outside the room peacocks strolled around the Royal Gardens
and pure white doves cozied up to each other in the branches of
trees.

‘Good man, Atrax,’ I
said, sipping at my wine, ‘though I never realised he was
interested in the position.’

‘I doubt he was.’

I had been cheered
when Diana had told me Adeleh would be joining us, having received
a special dispensation to attend by the Mother of the Sisters of
Shamash. She had once been happy and carefree but the death of Vata
had been a blow she had never recovered from, seeking and finding
solace in religion. She now dressed in a simple white gown with a
cord for a belt and sandals on her feet, her hair cut short to
display her piety as demanded by the rules of her order. She was
also forbidden to wear makeup and jewellery. For a princess of
Hatra these restrictions might have been intolerable but Adeleh
appeared remarkably contented, as though a great weight had been
lifted from her shoulders.

‘In what way?’
enquired Gallia.

‘I suspect the
influence of my sister,’ replied Adeleh, refusing the offer of a
honey coated pastry.

‘Do you hear anything
from Aliyeh?’ I asked Gafarn.

‘As much as you do,’
he shot back.

‘Nothing, then,’ said
Gallia.

‘The years have not
eroded her bitterness, it seems,’ I opined. ‘Alas for Aliyeh.’

‘Alas for the empire,’
said Claudia, tucking into a large date.

Adeleh looked at her
quizzically. ‘In what way, niece?’

‘My aunt’s intrigues
will give her what she wants but at a cost,’ came the answer.

I sighed. ‘You do not
know Aliyeh had anything to do with Atrax’s appointment, nor do any
of us. It is mere supposition.’

‘She is eaten away by
bitterness,’ said Diana.

For the sweet-natured
Diana to make such a statement was rare indeed. Our friend always
looked for the best in people, an admirable quality, but one I
personally found invariably led to disappointment.

‘Media is too small
for her ambition,’ added Gafarn.

He looked around the
spacious, marble-tiled room.

‘Hatra is where Aliyeh
grew up and where she wants to rule. It sticks in her craw I and
Diana rule this city, the more so because we were once slaves.’

Gallia and I nodded
but Leyla blushed and looked down at the floor. Gafarn noted her
discomfort.

‘There is no need to
feel awkward, Leyla, we have never tried to hide what we are or
were.’

The princess smiled
politely at her father-in-law. Tall, slim and possessed of an
exquisite face Leyla was the personification of a Parthian beauty.
She was also well bred; her father, grandfather and great
grandfather had all served as officers in Hatra’s Royal Bodyguard.
Her father and his wife lived in a mansion in the city’s Royal
Quarter and were regarded with great respect by the rest of the
nobility. Gafarn may have won a great victory over the Armenians
but the marriage of his son Pacorus to the serene and regal Leyla
had been his greatest achievement. In one stroke he had ensured
Hatra’s lords would never challenge his line. Pacorus and Leyla
would produce beautiful children whose blood would be pure
Hatran.

‘Forgive me, father, I
did not mean to cause offence.’

Diana smiled at her.
‘You could never cause us offence, daughter.’

‘Your sons will be the
envy of the city,’ said Claudia suddenly.

We all stared at her
as she studied Leyla and Pacorus.

I shook my head. ‘You
must forgive Claudia; she has a habit of blurting out such
nonsense.’

My daughter regarded
me coolly. ‘Father has always had an annoying habit of ignoring the
blatantly obvious.’

I rolled my eyes but
Leyla was intrigued. I assumed she had heard the stories about
Dobbai and how the sorceress had raised our first child. Claudia
did not look like a witch, especially today with her hair shining
and gold jewellery on her hands and dangling from her ears, but the
old woman’s influence was never far away.

‘Do the gods speak to
you, Claudia?’ said Leyla.

Claudia gave her a
smile. ‘You are beautiful and Prince Pacorus is handsome. I
therefore drew the logical conclusion your children will also be
attractive.’

‘But you said sons,’
probed Pacorus.

Claudia threw back her
head and laughed. ‘I have said too much already.’

That was Claudia.
Playing with people’s emotions and indulging her mischievous
streak, using her great knowledge of things not of this world to
tease and tempt. But never to hurt, for she was not vindictive or
cruel.

‘You must give our
love to your sister when you see her,’ said Diana, ‘and tell her
there is always a warm welcome for her at Hatra.’

‘My sister will never
visit Hatra again,’ Adeleh told her.

‘At least not while
Diana and I sit on the throne,’ grinned Gafarn.

We talked no more of
my sister and so the rest of the evening was pleasant enough, as
was the banquet the next day. Claudia decided not to attend,
preferring to spend time with Adeleh and her religious sisters and
visiting the Great Temple dedicated to Shamash. I too visited the
shrine to the Sun God, both to pray and also see the Roman eagle
still resting before the altar. Gallia joined me and we both stood
in silence staring at the silver standard. The temple was quiet and
filled with incense, though not overpoweringly so.

‘It looks as though it
was cast yesterday,’ she said softly.

‘It has aged better
than me, my love.’

‘Do you remember the
day you took it?’

I nodded. ‘Like it was
yesterday. I can still see hear the sounds of battle and see the
faces of my father and Bozan, Vata and Gafarn too. Gafarn was my
slave then. So many years ago.’

I stared at the
eagle.

‘I have often thought
we should give it back, not just this one but the ones we took at
Carrhae as well.’

Gallia was aghast.
‘Why?’

‘The Romans won’t rest
until they have them back. They are sacred symbols to them, in the
same way the golden griffin and silver lion are to the Durans and
Exiles.’

Gallia gave a leer.
‘The difference being our men would never give up their standards
whereas Roman eagles can be collected as easily as ripe
apples.’

‘The years of peace
have not mellowed you with regard to the Romans, then?’

Her expression
hardened. ‘I hated them when I was in Italy and I hate them
now.’

‘A no, then!’

I looked around, the
image of a young girl with bare feet suddenly filling my mind. I
had been seeking solace in the temple on the eve of fighting the
Armenian hordes, before we met the Romans at Carrhae. The child had
been real, or at least I thought she was, but out of her mouth came
Dobbai’s words.

Have faith, son of
Hatra.

‘Have faith,’ I
mumbled to myself.

‘Mm?’

‘Nothing. Come let us
return to the real world.’

I visited Kewab and
his wife the day before we left for Phraaspa. He and his family
looked relaxed and their son was thriving. Herneus had informed me
my officer had visited Hatra’s barracks every day to acquaint
himself with the army’s organisation and equipment. So much for him
taking a rest. But I was pleased he had made a good impression on
the rather gruff Herneus and his officers.

‘You go to Phraaspa,
majesty?’

I lay back on the
couch on the veranda and closed my eyes. His wife had taken the
infant to his cot as he had cried the moment he had clapped eyes on
me. I sometime had that effect on small children.

‘Tomorrow,’ I
sighed.

‘Was there a ceremony
when you were appointed lord high general, majesty.’

I chuckled. ‘No, it
was most informal. I was told I was being given the position and it
was not up for debate. Still, we were at war then and now the
empire is at peace so I suppose there is time to indulge in lavish
ceremonies.’

‘It sounds most
intriguing.’

I opened my eyes. ‘It
will be an exercise in tedium, Kewab, but it is important to show
support for the new high king. It is the only reason I am
going.’

I had an idea. ‘Would
you like to join me?’

His eyes lit up. ‘Me,
majesty?’

‘Why not? It will be
good for your education. I’m sure Scelias would approve.’

He could not stop
smiling. ‘Thank you, majesty, it is a great honour.’

He left his wife and
child at Hatra, Diana insisting they move into the palace so they
would not get lonely. Kewab rode in the company of me, Gallia, Azad
and Claudia during the journey north, my daughter delighted she had
the handsome and intelligent Egyptian for company.

As we rode north the
terrain changed. The barren, sun-baked desert around Hatra gave way
to a more hilly and rocky landscape after we had crossed the Tigris
and ventured further into Media. A party of Atrax’s soldiers met us
at the border and offered to escort us all the way to Phraaspa, but
I had traversed this region many times as a boy and later as a
general and had no need of their service. I also declined their
offer of hospitality in Irbil. Its king and queen were not in
residence and I had no wish to ‘enjoy’ the company of their two
sons, whom Aliyeh had ridiculously named Alexander and Darius after
the famed warlord and Persian king of old.

‘The two princes have
also gone to Phraaspa, majesty,’ declared the commander of the
Median troops, two score of mounted spearmen in short-sleeved scale
armour tunics with round shields painted black, sporting a white
dragon. As did all of Media’s troops they wore blue tunics and grey
leggings.

I raised my eyes to
the heavens. ‘Wonderful.’

The weather
deteriorated as we travelled north along tracks threading their way
between increasingly high and snow-capped mountain ranges. This
part of northeast Media was harsh and bred a hard race of nomads
who eked out a living on subsistence agriculture. Though there was
much sunshine between spring and autumn most days were windy and
there was almost no rainfall. This made the plains arid and
forbidding. We pitched our tents by rocks to keep us and our
animals out of the biting wind, though after a few days the road
led into a mountain valley where rivers and streams provided us
with ice-cool water and shelter from the breeze.

Terraces cut into the
hills and irrigated by mountain streams enabled crops to be
cultivated, chiefly alfalfa and clover for fodder and cereals –
wheat and barley – for human consumption. Flocks of sheep grazing
on the slopes looked down at us as we passed them by, their owners
watching us wearily. They had seen soldiers before but none flying
a white banner embossed with a red griffin.

‘Not what you would
call friendly,’ observed Azad as we passed near a small settlement
of low wooden huts, their occupants sullen, clutching a variety of
clubs, spears and axes.

‘I doubt even if Media
exerts much control over these people,’ I said.

Kewab, taking a keen
interest in the new surroundings, added his opinion.

‘Nomads are usually a
law unto themselves, commander, difficult to control on account of
their constant movement throughout the year. Their loyalty is to
their immediate chiefs rather than any higher authority.’

I stared at the
tree-covered slopes of the mountain beyond the miserable
hovels.

‘There will be good
hunting in the trees higher up the mountain where lynx, bear,
foxes, raccoons, marten and wild boar roam. Perhaps even Caspian
tigers if you are lucky.’

‘Or unlucky, depending
on the circumstance in which you encounter one,’ remarked Azad.

The lower slopes were
filled with oaks and junipers, trees well adapted to withstand the
aridity and cold winters. Above them were more oaks plus elms and
maples, with beech trees occupying the higher ground.

‘You are thinking it
would be more rewarding to spend the days hunting rather than
playing courtier at Phraaspa, father?’ teased Claudia.

‘Infinitely,’ I
replied.

But after five days of
travelling through inhospitable plains and across windswept
mountain valleys we arrived at the city of Phraaspa.

Surrounded by
mountains covered with forests, fast-flowing streams and ancient
tracks the city was protected by a wall over forty feet high with
thirty-eight towers along its extent. What set it apart from other
Parthian cities, including mine, was its walls were constructed
from large masonry blocks instead of mud-bricks. It certainly
looked strong and impressive, the slate grey walls fitting in
perfectly against a rocky backdrop. The land around the city was
flat and featureless; the track we were riding on led to the
southern gates of Phraaspa. From the towers sentries had an
excellent view for miles around and our approach was spotted before
we got near the gates because when we were half a mile from the
walls, they opened to allow a column of horsemen to exit.

‘There are still
dragons in Media, father, see,’ Claudia giggled and pointed at the
fluttering banner at the head of the approaching column, showing a
white dragon on a black background. Atrax himself had come to greet
us.

‘Prepare to salute
King Atrax,’ I called behind me.

Azad ordered his
cataphracts, now in full armour, to deploy into line either side of
the track, the horse archers doing likewise, the squires staying
where they were, but the Amazons manoeuvred into a compact square
behind Gallia and me drawing their swords to salute my friend.
Zenobia held my banner, Azad was behind me with Kewab, Claudia
beside him.

Each cataphract
lowered his kontus as Atrax passed him, the horse archers
dipping their swords in salute, as did the Amazons. Atrax beamed
with delight as he pulled up his horse and extended his arm. I
nudged Tegha forward and we clasped forearms.

‘It has been too long,
my friend,’ he said.

He released my arm and
walked his horse to Gallia, leaning over to kiss her on the
cheek.

‘How’s my favourite
Amazon?’

She gave him a
dazzling smile. ‘Eager to congratulate the new lord high
general.’

He threw back his head
and laughed. ‘There is no war for me to fight but I was honoured to
accept the position. Not like when you held the post, Pacorus.’

‘They were different
times, my friend,’ I replied, ‘the empire is now strong.’

‘Thanks to you,’ he
said.

That was Atrax, always
quick to give credit where it was due. He possessed a virtue rare
among kings and commoners alike: honesty. He reminded me of Orodes,
which is why I liked him so much. And he loved my sister, seeing in
her something the rest of us did not. Like most Parthian men he
sported a moustache and beard, which were both neatly trimmed. His
shoulder length hair was still free of grey and he retained his
lithe frame. He looked every inch a Parthian king in his silver
scale armour cuirass, blue tunic edged with silver and a burnished
open-faced helmet.

The wind buffeted our
banners.

‘Is it always so
breezy here?’ I asked.

Atrax grinned.
‘Always. Come, a warm welcome awaits you in the city.’

I doubted that but
said nothing. Atrax was obviously delighted the new high king had
come to his kingdom to appoint him lord high general. Gallia and I
rode either side of Atrax as he explained the origins of Phraaspa,
the part played by Alexander of Macedon in establishing Media and
the legend of the region’s dragons. We knew all this already but
such was his enthusiasm we merely smiled and nodded as he waxed
lyrical. He was happy and we were glad to see him in high
spirits.

‘Look!’ Claudia was
pointing into the sky, at a flock of birds over the city gates.
They looked like large ravens but as we got nearer I could see they
were eagles – steppe eagles to be precise. There must have been a
dozen or more of them making high-pitched whistling noises as they
circled overhead.

‘It is a sign,’ cried
Claudia excitedly.

‘How clever you are,
Claudia,’ exclaimed Atrax. ‘It is an auspicious sign indeed because
High King Phraates is in the city and his emblem is an eagle
clutching a snake. The gods smile on Phraaspa, Pacorus.’

We rode beneath the
screeching eagles through the gates into the city but I sensed
something was wrong and turned in the saddle. Claudia was looking
at me and when she caught my eye she merely shook her head.

The city’s palace and
Fire Temple were made from the same stone used to construct the
walls, giving Phraaspa an austere, weather-beaten appearance.
Media’s kings had abandoned the highland city decades before to
take up residence in the warmer and more comfortable city of Irbil.
So Phraaspa had been given over to the priests who worked and
prayed in the temple, a governor who ruled like a minor king, and a
population too small for the sprawling city. Dragons may have liked
the wind-swept, barren mountain plain Phraaspa occupied but few
others did. But it was most fortunate the palace was empty and the
city contained many open spaces for Phraates had brought his entire
court with him to Media.

The governor, a tall,
thin man in his early sixties with calloused hands and a careworn
face, greeted us on the palace steps and showed us to our rooms,
appointing one of his officers to direct Azad and his men to the
barracks behind the palace. Guards carrying wicker shields covered
with leather and sporting eagles stood at the entrance to the
palace and lined the corridors inside the building. Clearly
Phraates did not trust the Medians to keep him safe and had
replaced Atrax’s men with his own.

‘When you are rested
and refreshed, majesties,’ said the governor, ‘the Chief of Court
will arrange for you to meet the high king.’

Our quarters were
spacious enough though draughty. A fire burned in the stone hearth
providing warmth, the shutters at the windows were firmly closed.
After the governor had left slaves brought up warm milk, freshly
cooked meats and bread. They ensured the fire was well fed before
leaving.

I warmed my hands in
front of the flames.

‘What sign did you see
in the eagles?’ I asked Claudia who was tucking into the fare.

‘Nothing good,’ she
replied. ‘Atrax is wrong to see a flock of eagles over his city as
a good omen.’

‘You must keep your
views to yourself here,’ I warned her, ‘this is not Dura.’

‘I am aware of that,
father,’ she shot back, ‘in any case I see no reason wasting my
time warning Phraates of approaching dangers when his ears are
closed.’

‘There are no
dangers,’ I insisted, ‘you see things that are not there.’

She said no more and
retired to her own bedroom next to ours. After we had warmed
ourselves and filled our bellies a knock came on the door. I opened
it to see a slave holding a silver tray upon which was a wax-sealed
letter.

He bowed his head and
kept it bowed. ‘A message from the Chief of Court, highness.’

I broke the seal on
the letter and read its contents. It was an invitation from Ashleen
to attend King of Kings Phraates in the throne room.

‘Tell Chief of Court
Ashleen we shall be delighted to attend.’

He kept his head bowed
as he retreated from me. I closed the door and turned to
Gallia.

‘Time to play king and
queen.’

At Dura we dressed
casually, seldom wearing finery. But here I was very conscious my
domain was regarded as a pauper among the kingdoms of the empire.
Crowns and jewels had never held a fascination for me and in truth
Dura’s wealth was spent maintaining its army, but we were not
totally devoid of expensive attire. Female slaves brushed Gallia’s
hair until it shone and placed a gold leaf headband in place,
complementing it with a set of gold earrings. She also wore gold on
her fingers and around her waist a thick gold chain inlaid with
small diamonds. Her everyday dress at Dura was a plain white tunic
and tan leggings but for an audience with the high king she had
donned a white silk dress. On her bare arms were gold bands
resembling serpents wrapped around her limbs. Very expensive
serpents.

Even Claudia had
brought a silk dress, though hers was blue and in her hair she wore
a silver headband and more silver around her waist. I was immensely
proud of them both as we walked along corridors with whitewashed
walls and black stone slabs on the floors. Guards wearing the
emblem of Susiana snapped their spears to their bodies as we
passed, flustered slaves stopped and bowed to us and at the closed
doors to the throne room a shaven-haired royal announcer bowed and
averted his eyes as he spoke.

‘If you would wait for
a moment, highnesses, I will inform the high king of your
arrival.’

‘Does Phraates have a
slave to wipe his arse, father?’ whispered Claudia behind me as the
announcer disappeared into the throne room. Gallia laughed but I
turned to rebuke her.

‘Watch your tongue.
This is not the time nor the place for levity.’

The official
reappeared and the doors swung open to allow us to enter. The
announcer’s voice filled the chamber.

King Pacorus and Queen
Gallia and their daughter the Princess Claudia.’

The throne room was
large, the high wooden roof supported by stout stone pillars with
windows near the timbers letting in not only light but also the
wind. As a result, fires raged in recesses cut in the walls, the
smoke escaping via ventilation shafts above them, which also
unfortunately admitted draughts. Phraaspa must have been the most
wind-lashed place on earth.

A hundred pairs of
eyes watched us as we walked slowly to the stone dais where
Phraates was sitting, a gold crown on his head, flanked by the high
officials of his court. The short Ashleen, the man who had the high
king’s ear, and the taller Timo stood either side of him, a smiling
Atrax next to the Chief of Court and my scowling sister beside
him.

Gathered near the dais
were the members of Phraates’ court Orodes had so assiduously
created during his years as high king. My friend had always been
diligent when it came to procedure and customs and so here at
Phraaspa could be seen the fruits of his labour. He had believed by
surrounding his son with men he had appointed, Phraates’ reign
would be trouble free and prosperous. It was a fine theory, though
Orodes never did understand the greed and ambition of men. Some I
recognised as we walked towards the dais. There was the aged
Marshal of the Court who controlled the royal storehouses, wine
cellars and herds. Others, such as the Royal Spear Carrier and
Royal Bow Carrier, both officers in the high king’s bodyguard, were
new. No doubt appointed by Phraates himself from among his friends,
if the remote young man had any.

The Royal Cup Bearer
was a eunuch and had a womanly appearance, his eyes surrounded by
dark make-up and his face clean-shaven like my own. Then there were
the treasurers, accountants, judicial investigators and a host of
scribes who were fluent in different languages. They had all
brought their wives who were dressed in a dazzling display of
brightly coloured dresses and who dripped with jewellery. But there
was only one Gallia.

She may have been
older and her hair was not as thick as it once was, but my wife
still made heads turn for she possessed something as rare as
dragons’ teeth in Parthia – pure blonde hair. None of our daughters
had inherited her natural blonde locks thanks to my bloodline so
Gallia remained unique among the empire’s courts. The other women
looked at her with a mixture of envy and awe as we halted before
the dais and bowed to Phraates.

‘Welcome King Pacorus
and Queen Gallia,’ said Phraates, ‘we are glad to see you at
Phraaspa.’

Ashleen leaned forward
and whispered into the king’s ear. Phraates surprised, looked at
Claudia.

‘And welcome to you,
Princess Claudia.’

‘Highness,’ replied
Claudia.

‘I trust you will be
attending tonight’s feast, King Pacorus,’ said Phraates loudly,
‘last time you were at court you saw fit to rush back to Dura
before eating.’

Mocking laughter came
from the courtiers. Even Aliyeh had the semblance of a sneering
smile.

‘Brat,’ I heard
Claudia whisper, fortunately out of earshot of the dais.

‘The journey here has
given us a healthy appetite, highness,’ I smiled.

The feast was a
splendid affair, the hall packed with hundreds of people all
dressed in white, as demanded by the Chief of Court on the advice
of Timo who believed it would invoke the blessing of the gods if
everyone dressed like his priests.

‘Utter nonsense,’ said
Claudia dismissively, ‘the gods care not if we sit here naked as
long we worship them.’

She smiled at me.
‘Still, at least we did not have to bow seven times to
Phraates.’

I frowned at her. She
sat next to me on my left side with Gallia on my right on the top
table where the high king himself was sitting just three places
away. Fortunately, the hubbub drowned out her sarcastic words.

‘Watch your tongue,’ I
hissed, ‘this is Phraates’ court, not mine, and he will have you
flogged if he hears your insolence.’

She ignored me and cut
off a piece of apple with a silver knife bearing a dragon’s head. I
looked at the pale Phraates, slight of build but even now so sure
of himself. He had grown up at Ctesiphon learning all its wily ways
and dark arts, already an accomplished politician. And yet I had no
regrets concerning lobbying for him to be made high king. Such a
position required a man who was adept at court intrigue. I just
hoped his father’s influence would never leave him. Even now,
though, he was probably considering having himself acclaimed a god.
Bowing seven times to a king was an acknowledgement of his divine
status, hence Claudia’s comment, in recognition of the seven most
powerful Parthian gods: Shamash, Ninib, Marduk, Ishtar, Nabu, Anu
and Sin. This was why the number seven was sacred.

Slaves were ferrying
vast amounts of food from the kitchens, filling the chamber with
the aroma of cooked lamb, chicken, goose, pigeon and beef.
Accompanying the meats were onions, radishes, honey, bread,
almonds, raisins, sesame and mustard, all washed down with fine
wine poured into silver drinking vessels. But no one got drunk or
over-indulged in food for to do so would incur the wrath of the
high king and the ever-watchful Timo and Ashleen. But as the
evening wore on Phraates’ face became flushed with the effect of
too much wine.

‘Tell me, King
Pacorus,’ he said, leaning forward to look at me, ‘what advice
would you give to King Atrax on the eve of him becoming lord high
general?’

I put down the gold
fluted eating bowl as the chatter died down around us.

‘It is not for me to
tell King Atrax what to do,’ I said.

‘No indeed,’ spat
Aliyeh.

‘All I would advise is
for him not to underestimate his enemies, be they at home or
abroad,’ I answered.

Phraates looked
bemused. ‘What enemies?’

‘The Romans and
Armenians,’ I answered.

‘We are at peace with
both races,’ said Phraates, ‘your yourself being partly responsible
after crushing the Romans at Carrhae. Every day at Ctesiphon I see
the eagles you took there, proof Parthia is superior to Rome.’

Warm applause greeted
his words; Phraates raising a slender hand in acceptance of the
compliment. ‘As for the Armenians, they are but puppets of the
Romans so I do not think we need to worry about them.’

‘I pray you are right,
majesty,’ I said.

‘The high king is
always right,’ remarked Ashleen.

‘He is incorruptible,’
added Timo.

‘Then I pray his reign
will be long and peaceful,’ I smiled.

Phraates turned to the
King of Media. ‘What say you, King Atrax, do you also yearn for
peace?’

‘I desire a strong and
prosperous Parthia, majesty,’ answered Atrax diplomatically.

I nodded. ‘Well
said.’

‘I have a mind to add
to my collection of Roman eagles,’ remarked Phraates
absent-mindedly.

‘The might of the
empire lies at your disposal, high one,’ said Ashleen. ‘It is for
you to guide the destiny of the empire and all those who live
within it.’

More applause, though
I did not join in and neither did Gallia.

‘My brother does not
agree.’

I heard Aliyeh’s
derisive voice. Atrax looked uncomfortable but his two sons, tall
and black haired like their mother, looked down their noses at me.
All eyes were on me as Phraates spoke.

‘Do you disagree, King
Pacorus?’

‘It is unwise to
provoke war, majesty,’ I said.

‘My ambassadors inform
me the Romans are weak,’ said Phraates, ‘they are riven by internal
strife threatening to tear their empire apart. Some might say they
are ripe for the picking.’

I ran my finger around
the rim of the gold cup. ‘I would advise against provoking the
Romans, majesty.’

Indignant murmurs
greeted my words.

‘Silence!’ commanded
Ashleen.

‘I do not understand,
King Pacorus,’ commented Phraates, ‘you have beaten the Romans on
many occasions. I grew up listening to tales told me by my father
about Dura and its mighty army.’

‘My sympathies,’ said
Aliyeh. Her sons smirked.

Phraates smiled at
Aliyeh. They appeared remarkably relaxed in each other’s company,
which surprised me somewhat.

‘I would have thought,
King Pacorus,’ continued the high king, ‘the Romans would be wary
of provoking you, and so Parthia, rather than the other way
around.’

More applause for his
words. I could tell mine were wasted.

‘It is as you say,
majesty.’

Phraates, content,
went back to conversing with Timo and Ashleen, occasionally shoving
his high priest aside to talk with Atrax and his wife. Media’s star
was clearly in the ascendant.

‘Your sister seems
very friendly with Phraates,’ Gallia whispered to me.

‘Poor Atrax.’

‘Never underestimate a
woman scorned, Pacorus.’

‘Who has scorned her?’
I asked.

She shrugged. ‘Any and
all, husband, including you.’

I picked up the gold
cup and emptied it. ‘The cold wind blowing in this city is nothing
to the icy blast coursing through my sister’s heart.’

‘If she has one,’ said
Claudia loudly.

The ceremony to
promote Atrax lord high general was as long and tedious as I feared
it might be. The Fire Temple was ironically largely devoid of fire
apart from the eternal flame burning in front of the altar. Grey
stone columns supported the high ceiling; the walls were grey and
the floor tiled with black marble slabs. The temple was cold,
unwelcoming and draughty and after half an hour of listening to
Timo drone on and on I was shivering and my left leg ached.
White-robed priests and eunuchs chanted prayers as the high priest
blessed the sword and bow being presented to Atrax by Phraates. The
high king looked bored and disinterested, Atrax appeared
embarrassed and the dozens of courtiers and their wives resembled
statues, albeit gaudily dressed ones. The only person who was
revelling in the occasion was Aliyeh who wore a look of triumph as
her husband was made the most important warlord in the Parthian
Empire.

I embraced him
afterwards and wished him long life and success. Phraates was
already walking briskly back to the palace, deep in conversation
with Aliyeh. Atrax’s surly sons had stayed behind with their
father, casting sneering sideways glances at me.

‘So, my friend, you
are now the sword of the empire,’ I said.

‘I will endeavour to
curtail the ambitions of our young high king, Pacorus.’

He subconsciously
rubbed his leg. ‘I remember only too well how dangerous the Romans
can be. Wars are easy to start but harder to finish, I think.’

Gallia appeared and
embraced him warmly.

‘How’s the leg?’ she
asked.

‘Same as ever.’

‘Lucky for you lord
high generals command from the saddle,’ I told him.

‘We must go, father,’
said Darius tersely, ‘the high king will be waiting.’

Atrax sighed. ‘Yes, I
suppose he will.’

He smiled at Gallia
and me kindly and walked away, wincing as he placed weight on his
lame leg. Clearly the injury was getting worse. Darius gave me the
slightest nod and the younger Alexander brushed past us rudely.

‘Manners are not what
they were in Media,’ Gallia remarked.

The remnants of the
congregation were filing out but Claudia was conspicuous by her
absence. Gallia shrugged when I looked at her and so we walked back
to the temple doors where a pair of slaves was sweeping the paving
stones. They stopped and bowed as we brushed by them into the
cavernous interior. I saw Claudia at the far end of the chamber
near the altar, deep in conversation with someone.

‘Typical, no doubt
arguing about some obscure deity or religious festival,’ I
grumbled.

My leg had begun to
throb and with the increase in pain came a drop in my patience. I
walked purposely towards my jabbering daughter who was now
gesticulating with her arms. Whoever she was talking to was
obscured by the eternal flame burning tall and bright. We reached
the altar to find no priests nearby, or indeed anyone else apart
from Claudia who was now silent. She turned to me and smiled
wanly.

‘I was right about the
eagles, father, it was a sign.’

‘From the gods?’
enquired Gallia.

Claudia nodded. ‘More
eagles are coming to threaten this city and Parthia.’

The hairs on the back
of my neck stood up. ‘The Romans?’

My daughter nodded
again.

‘Who told you this?’
asked Gallia.

‘An old friend.’

I looked around the
temple. There was no one near the altar and the rest of the
building appeared empty.

‘I did not see
anyone.’

Claudia walked past us
towards the entrance.

‘I would explain,
father, but she said I would be wasting my time.’

We followed, badgering
her with questions but she would say no more and so we gave up. I
wanted to ignore her words and concentrate on the here and now but
a nagging voice in my head told me her words were prophetic, and
Gallia’s expression did nothing to persuade me otherwise.

I still had a nagging
voice in my head when I was summoned to see Phraates the next day,
having made the decision to return to Dura as soon as possible. The
visit had been a complete waste of time and I failed to see the
purpose of summoning me to Phraaspa. Perhaps the high king would
reveal it to me in our meeting, which took place in an anteroom
adjacent to his bedroom. In attendance as usual was Ashleen who
bizarrely was watering a row of small plants with a tiny silver
watering can when I entered the room. Two guards stood behind
Phraates, who was reclining on a couch, a scribe poised to record
our meeting. I bowed my head.

Phraates extended an
arm to me. ‘Please, be at ease.’

I sat down on the
couch opposite and placed my helmet on the floor. Phraates stared
at it.

‘Parthia is entering a
new age, King Pacorus, an age of what I hope will be strength,
prosperity and pride.’

‘Let us hope so,’ I
said.

Phraates brought his
hands together slowly.

‘That being the case I
am determined to rid the empire of the laxness and informality that
has been its affliction since the death of King of King
Sinatruces.’

There was a name I had
not heard in an age. Why would this young man be dragging up the
name of a high king who had been dead for over thirty years?
Ashleen continued to water the plants but I had no doubt he was
making a note of every word, as was the scribe whose pen scratched
on the papyrus.

‘I have to tell you,
King Pacorus, some are unhappy with Dura and its king.’

‘Oh, who would they
be?’

Phraates smiled
politely. ‘It does not matter. They say you have corrupted the
purity of the empire, though I am sure inadvertently, though they
are mindful of the great service you have rendered Parthia in the
past.’

I stayed calm. ‘In
what way have I corrupted the empire?’

Phraates glanced at
Ashleen who nodded. The scribe continued writing.

‘For one thing,’
answered he high king, ‘you have forged an alliance with the
Agraci, a race who are the sworn enemies of the empire.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘I
have heard the same complaint for over twenty years. It had little
merit then and has even less now.’

Phraates clenched a
fist. ‘On the contrary, King Pacorus, it has much merit. Your
dalliances with the Agraci have resulted in one of their women
sitting on Gordyene’s throne. A most regrettable development.’

‘Spartacus and Rasha
are loyal, majesty.’

‘But to whom?’ asked
Phraates. ‘To you or Parthia?’

‘The question is
meaningless,’ I replied, ‘we are all loyal to Parthia and may I
remind you it was your father who gave Spartacus the throne of
Gordyene.’

‘In a different time,
King Pacorus, a wild, barbarous period when the low were raised
high, a mistake in my opinion.’

I doubted it was his
opinion. More likely it was Ashleen’s who continued to play the
indoor gardener.

‘You see my
dilemma?’

‘Not really,’ I
replied.

‘Former slaves should
not be occupying Parthian thrones. Not only does this upset the
natural order of things within the empire it gives encouragement to
our enemies to attack us. Do you think it is a coincidence the
Romans have attacked the empire since former slaves rule in Dura,
Hatra and Gordyene? And let us not mention Sakastan.’

‘Please do,’ I said
through gritted teeth.

Phraates raised a
hand. ‘Ashleen.’

The Chief of Court put
down the watering can and stood beside his master.

‘King Peroz is married
to Queen Roxanne, a former prostitute from Dura. This has promoted
animosity between Carmania and Sakastan.’

‘It will not do, King
Pacorus.’

I leaned forward and
fixed the young man with my eyes.

‘What do you
want?’

Phraates stared at me
as his lapdog spoke.

‘King of Kings
Phraates desires the King of Dura withdraws from public life, to no
longer participate in the affairs of the empire pertaining to the
conduct of its foreign policy or wielding influence to determine
who should occupy important positions within the empire.

‘Furthermore, Dura
will renounce its alliance with the Agraci, a race an anathema to
Parthia and its gods, and promise in any future conflict against
said race its king will be a willing participant.’

I pondered for a
moment. What was Phraates demanding? I was not to interfere with
his running of the empire? As I had been instrumental in his smooth
transition to power the last thing I wanted was to delve into the
sewer that was Ctesiphon’s politics. But I would never be a part of
a war against the Agraci.

‘Dura’s alliance with
the Agraci stands.’

Phraates smarted at my
words and there was a sharp intake of breath from Ashleen.

‘You see, what you
fail to understand, King Pacorus, is…’

I waved a hand at him.
‘Spare me any lectures. I am too old to listen to another courtier
full of piss and wind give me his opinion of the world.’

Ashleen’s mouth opened
and shut but no more words came forth. Phraates looked furious.

‘Dura would be wise to
recognise the world has changed and to survive it too must change,
as must its king.’

I picked up my helmet,
stood and bowed my head.

‘I’m too set in my
ways to change. As for retiring from public life; I shall be glad
to.’

‘And Dura must also
pledge not to intrigue against the empire,’ said Ashleen.

I laughed. ‘And why
would it do that?’

‘It is well known
Gordyene, Hatra and Mesene are your close allies,’ I detected a
nervous note in Phraates’ voice.

‘Dura has no interest
in provoking any future conflict,’ I assured him, ‘and neither do
the kingdoms you have just listed.’

‘We will always be
grateful for the service you have rendered to the empire, King
Pacorus,’ said Phraates.

Some would have taken
offence at the slight administered to me but I had no interest in
playing politics at Phraates’ court. It was time for those younger
and more zestful to take centre stage, for good or ill.

I walked back to my
quarters but had not gone fifty paces when I turned a corner and
ran straight into Aliyeh and her two reptilian sons. They pulled up
sharply when they saw me, huddling behind their mother who
presented a more daunting prospect. Her brown eyes narrowed and her
top lip hinted at the trace of a sneer as she beheld me, her
brother.

‘An unexpected
pleasure,’ I said, ‘I trust you are well, sister.’

‘Well enough,’ came
the curt reply.

‘You must be delighted
Atrax is high in the favour of Phraates.’

‘All Media is high in
the favour of King Phraates,’ said Darius.

‘A Parthian of a pure
and ageless bloodline,’ added Alexander, ‘whose rule will usher in
a golden age for the empire.’

‘My husband owes his
achievements to courage and merit alone,’ said Aliyeh sharply.

‘Of course,’ I
agreed.

‘He does not consort
with slaves, Agraci and other lowborn elements,’ sneered
Aliyeh.

I decided not to rise
to the bait.

‘I rejoice Media is at
peace, sister.’

‘Media is strong,’
stated Darius.

‘Because Media is
pure,’ added Alexander.

They were like two
well-trained parrots and though I was willing to forgive my sister
for her lack of manners the courtesy did not extend to her spoilt
offspring.

‘Purity?’ I said.

‘We are pure
Parthian,’ stated Darius proudly, ‘and can trace our ancestry back
to the first king of the empire.’

‘Arsaces,’ announced
Alexander.

‘My congratulations,
it must be a great comfort to you both.’

‘Everything is a joke
to you, isn’t it?’ said Aliyeh. ‘You have no respect for the social
hierarchy that has made Parthia great for nearly four hundred
years. Where once Parthia’s kings only entrusted their nobles with
positions of power you surround yourself with the waifs and strays
of humanity.’

‘And by doing so
besmirch the honour of the empire,’ stated Darius haughtily.

‘And encourage its
enemies to perceive us as weak,’ chimed in Alexander.

I pointed at the pair.
‘Did it take much effort to teach them to speak in unison or were
they born with such a talent?’

Darius moved his hand
to the hilt of his sword, followed by Alexander. Not quite in
unison but near enough.

‘You pull those
swords,’ I remarked casually, ‘and the love and respect I have for
your father will not save you from being taught a harsh
lesson.’

Aliyeh looked
concerned but said nothing as the corridor suddenly became very
empty and very small.

‘You are old,’ Darius
taunted me.

‘And infirm,’ said
Alexander.

I casually rested my
left hand on the pommel of my sword.

‘You are right but can
you be sure you would beat me without also being injured? Even on
old dog can still bite when provoked.’

‘Enough!’ barked
Aliyeh, her eyes filled with loathing. ‘This is the court of the
high king not some back-street inn.’

‘Frightened your two
peacocks will get their feathers ruffled,’ I grinned.

Darius drew his sword.
‘You will pay for that.’

I stepped back and
drew my spatha. ‘Here I am, boy.’

Aliyeh turned and
slapped her son across the face. ‘Leave us.’

Darius, stunned,
mumbled something, gave me a hateful stare and withdrew, still
clutching his sword, Alexander following. I slid my sword back into
its scabbard.

‘You are a disgrace,
Pacorus, and I am ashamed to admit you are my brother.’

‘No surprise
there.’

She could barely
contain her anger. ‘When you returned to Parthia I wept. I thought
they were tears of joy but I now realise they were shed for the
empire. You have proved a corruptive influence, Pacorus, causing
much grief for our family and Parthia.’

I sheathed my weapon
and folded my arms across my chest. ‘Our family? Explain
yourself.’

‘If it had not been
for you there would have been no civil war in Parthia. Our father
would have lived to see out his old age, as was his right. But
instead he was killed fighting your war, along with Vata whose
death destroyed my sister’s chance of any happiness in this
life.

‘And not content with
being responsible for the untimely death of our father you had to
trample on all the good work he had done making Hatra great by
engineering Gafarn becoming king.’

‘It was father’s wish
he should rule Hatra.’

She curled her lip at
me. ‘So you say but what is your word worth, you who took a slave
for a wife and made slaves Hatra’s rulers?’

I moved closer to her.
‘Have a care, Aliyeh.’

‘Or what? You will
murder me like you murdered King Porus, King Chosroes and King of
Kings Mithridates?’

‘Ancient history,’ I
said, ‘though I can understand why someone so eaten away by
bitterness might want to drag it up.’

‘You are an
embarrassment to your family and to the empire,’ she raged, ‘an
irritant polite company shuns. You taint our family with your
associations with the Agraci, with slaves and whores.’

‘Whores?’ I
laughed.

‘The so-called Queen
of Sakastan who was a whore in your city before you allowed her to
corrupt King Peroz. I am glad King of Kings Phraates has demanded
you retire from public life.’

I looked at her. ‘How
do you know? I have just come from his private quarters and no one
could have informed you so quickly.’

She regarded me with a
triumphal look and it all suddenly fell into place. Phraates had
not told her because the idea had been born in her mind. Like a
puppet I had been manipulated by the Queen of Media to come to
Phraaspa to be insulted and humiliated. How long had she been
plotting this? The realisation was doubly wounding because I had
been so vociferous in lobbying for Phraates.

We stood alone,
brother and sister, in a cold corridor in the city of dragons. I
should have cared about the insult dealt to me but I did not. I had
nothing to prove and I was done with the politics of the empire.
She had no doubt been instrumental in getting Atrax promoted to
lord high general and desired high positions for her two sons,
though Darius would have to wait until he became King of Media. It
was all so tiring but what saddened me the most was Aliyeh despised
me, I saw that now.

‘What happened to
you?’ I asked. ‘You are queen of a great kingdom, have born two
sons and have a husband who loves you and who is a brave,
honourable man. But it is not enough, is it? What do you want,
Aliyeh, for Atrax to be high king so you may sit on a throne at
Ctesiphon beside him?’

‘I want our family’s
honour back. I do not want Hatra to be ruled by former slaves, I do
not want a former slave and an Agraci woman to be ruling Gordyene,
or the Kingdom of Mesene to be ruled by your lowborn friends. Most
of all I desire the Kingdom of Dura to vanish from the face of the
earth so my name is no longer associated with its king.’

For a second I
considered decapitating her for her insolence.

‘We will not speak
again, Aliyeh. Give my regards to your husband.’

I turned and walked
away, saddened and maddened in equal measure.

‘You should have
killed her,’ said Gallia as she pulled the cloak around her.

The wind was howling
and there were flecks of snow in the air as we rode south from
Phraaspa. We had left the city the same day Phraates had requested
I retire from public life. I told Gallia of the conversation I had
had with Aliyeh and her two sons after we were on the road, not
wanting to risk my wife confronting my estranged sister. Her words
confirmed my wise decision.

‘Phraates is an
ungrateful boy,’ she spat. ‘I had reservations about him from the
start.’

I shrugged, another
gust of wind buffeting my banner behind us.

‘What’s done is done.
If Phraates wishes to be manipulated by my sister, there is nothing
I can do about it.’

I turned to Kewab
riding next to Claudia.

‘So, Kewab, what did
you make of the court of the high king?’

‘Most impressive,
majesty, if inefficient.’

‘Or, to put it into
plain language,’ said Azad, ‘an abode of eunuchs, hangers-on and
poisonous ambition.’

‘A good summary,’
agreed Gallia. ‘We should go back and demand an apology from Aliyeh
at the very least.’

‘We will continue with
our journey,’ I told her, ‘one humiliation is enough for I have no
doubt Phraates will side with my sister and issue a stinging rebuke
against me. Perhaps have me banished to the west of the Euphrates
forever.’

‘He would not dare,’
said Gallia dismissively, ‘he knows Dura has many friends with
sharp swords.’

‘Precisely the reason
we are not returning to Phraaspa,’ I replied. ‘My ambition has
always been for Parthia to be strong and free. If the price is my
humiliation, then so be it. It is a price worth paying.’

‘You were not brought
to Phraaspa to be humiliated, father,’ said Claudia.

I turned to look at
her, more flakes in the cool air.

‘Then why?’

‘To acquaint you with
the terrain in and around the city.’

I chuckled. ‘I can
assure you I shall not be returning to Media again.’

‘You are so very
wrong, father.’
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We left the cold
mountains of northern Media and travelled south through Atrax’s
kingdom and then Gafarn’s, the weather and conditions turning
warmer and drier as we did so. Throughout the journey Gallia
berated me for accepting the insults given me by Phraates and
Aliyeh but I merely listened politely and said nothing. What she
really wanted was to return to Phraaspa so she could have a blazing
row with my sister. Now that would have been a spectacle to behold.
But as the days passed and the weather became more agreeable her
anger subsided and we enjoyed a pleasant ride home. The evenings
were the best times when we sat round campfires under the stars and
talked of the old days in Italy, which fascinated Kewab. Chrestus
had heard it all many times before and usually dozed off after we
had eaten but tales of Spartacus and his campaign intrigued our
Egyptian.

‘I have often
wondered, majesty, how you were able to operate with no base and in
the enemy’s land.’

I chewed a piece of
grisly meat. One of the camels had collapsed and died that
afternoon so its carcass had been butchered and later cooked. But
the animal had been old and its meat resembled shoe leather.

‘Had the Romans
deployed their full might against us,’ I told him, ‘Spartacus and
his army would have been swiftly crushed. But they made a fatal
error; they underestimated us. They sent small armies against us,
which allowed us to furnish our men with weapons after we had
destroyed those armies.’

‘But Spartacus did not
march on Rome to deliver a mortal blow against the enemy?’

I remembered the slave
army arrayed within sight of the Alps after our great victory at
Mutina.

‘We had no interest in
Rome or Italy,’ said Gallia, ‘our only wish was to get out of their
accursed land.’

I nodded. ‘What my
wife says is true, though when we had the opportunity to leave
Italy via a mountain range called the Alps none of us took it.’

Kewab was confused. ‘I
do not understand.’

I gave up trying to
battle the meat and spat it into the fire.

‘Charming,’ remarked
Claudia.

I ignored her. ‘You do
not understand because you have been taught to approach every
problem in a logical way. But we were young and had never been
defeated. I suppose we did not want the dream to end. We thought we
were invincible.’

‘Also many in the
slave army had no homes,’ said Gallia. ‘They might have been Gauls,
Germans or Thracians but they were the children of slaves born in
Italy. Spartacus and the army was their family.’

‘Do you miss your
homeland, majesty?’ probed Kewab.

‘Not one bit,’ replied
Gallia. ‘Dura is my home and always will be.’

‘As it is yours,
Kewab,’ I said, ‘for as long as you want it to be. As an outsider
what is your opinion of Parthia?’

He thought for a
moment. ‘Parthia is unlike Egypt, and unlike Rome from what I have
read. It appears to be a loose alliance of kingdoms able to act as
one only in times of crisis. This is both a strength and a
weakness.’

‘How so?’ queried
Gallia.

Kewab picked up a
skewer of meat from the fire.

‘I would not bother if
I were you,’ I said, ‘it is like chewing a saddle.’

‘Let him speak,
father,’ Claudia told me, clearly liking Kewab’s calm, reassuring
voice.

The Egyptian smiled at
her. ‘It is a strength because there is no capital city of the
Parthian Empire. An enemy may take Ctesiphon, for example, but
would not necessarily defeat the other kingdoms. So to conquer the
entire empire with a breadth of over a thousand miles would require
a massive army and much time. That is its strength.

‘Its weakness is a
shrewd enemy may nibble away at the empire and conquer pieces of
it. I am thinking of Zeugma, which used to be in the empire but is
now an outpost of Rome.’

Chrestus had closed
his eyes and was resting with his head against his saddle. He now
opened them and nodded at Kewab.

‘A good point. Will
High King Phraates be planning to take Zeugma back?’

‘I doubt it,’ I said,
‘everyone has forgotten about Zeugma. I visited it once in the
company of my father, when it was still a part of the empire and
ruled by King Darius. He had a penchant for young boys. Long dead
now of course.’

‘Zeugma should be
retaken,’ opined Kewab.

‘Why?’ I probed.

‘Because it is an
excellent place to launch a campaign against Parthia, majesty.’

‘That would mean war
with Rome,’ I replied, ‘the one thing I want to avoid above all
else.’

‘Wanting and having
are two different things, father,’ stated Claudia ominously.

‘You think the Romans
are going to attack Parthia, princess?’ asked Kewab.

‘I am just a woman
with little knowledge of these things,’ she replied evasively.

‘Once they have
finished fighting among themselves they will turn their attention
to Parthia once more,’ predicted Chrestus, winking at Claudia. ‘It
doesn’t take a fortune teller to predict that.’

We did not visit Hatra
on our way back, instead taking the direct route across the desert
after we had crossed the Tigris at the city of Assur. Talib and his
men left us to ride back to Palmyra. We were covered in dust when
we rode over one of the pontoon bridges spanning the Euphrates
giving access to Dura. As usual the road was thronged with camels,
mules, horses and people on foot producing a permanent cloud of
particles tickling the back of the throat. I was glad to reach the
ordered calm of the Citadel and slide off Tegha as the sun
began its slow decent in the west. My limbs ached, my clothes were
damp with sweat and the one thing I desired most was to bathe my
tired body in cool water. But first I would take Tegha to
the stables to unsaddle him and rub him down. He had just carried
me to Phraaspa and back; it was the least I could do. Or rather
would have done had not my intention been interrupted by the
flapping Rsan who came from the palace like an arrow shot from a
bow.

He hurried down the
steps. ‘Majesty, majesty, thank the gods you are back.’

I looked at Gallia who
rolled her eyes. We had seen Rsan’s propensity to panic at the
slighted thing many times. He stumbled and nearly fell when he
reached the foot of the steps, in his hand some sort of
document.

‘Calm yourself,’ I
told him, ‘you will do yourself an injury.’

He thrust the document
at me.

‘We are at war,
majesty, at war! This arrived while you were away and you said I
had full authority to open and read any official correspondence. I
would not normally, you understand.’

I raised a hand to
him. ‘Rsan, I am hot, tired and my limbs ache and your babbling is
adding a headache to my list of ailments. Now what is this?’

I took the document
decorated with strange-looking beasts and read the words. When I
had finished I handed it to Gallia.

‘Don’t destroy it,’ I
said, knowing when she had read something she took exception to she
invariably screwed it up.

‘May I see,
mother?’

Claudia had been
chatting to Kewab as they led their horses to the stables but had
stopped and walked back when she saw the flustered Rsan. Gallia
passed her the letter as a stable hand came forward to take her
horse. Others led away Tegha and Gallia’s horse. Kewab
followed them but I called him back. Claudia was nodding her head,
a self-satisfied smile on her face.

I snatched the letter
from her. ‘What are you so happy about?’

‘Everything I was told
is coming true.’

I handed the letter to
Kewab. ‘You were right about your former queen.’

He read it and a deep
frown spoilt his handsome face.

‘She was never my
queen, majesty.’

Rsan was still
distraught. ‘We should assemble the council immediately,
majesty.’

I gripped his
arms.

‘Do you know what I am
going to do?’

He shook his head
excitedly.

‘I am going to bathe,
dress in clean clothes, eat and then go to sleep. In the morning I
will assemble the city council and we will discuss this in a calm
and rational manner.’

Despite the letter I
slept well and ate a hearty breakfast before the council was
convened in the Headquarters Building. I called Kewab away from his
duties and ordered him to attend so he could read out the contents
of the letter to the rest of us. There was a breeze in the
courtyard finding its way into the meeting room, making the
atmosphere pleasantly mild.

‘Read it, Kewab, since
it is from the land of your birth.’

The room was crowded
because I had asked Alcaeus, Marcus, Sporaces and Azad to join us
in addition to the usual attendees. Kewab cleared his throat.

‘To Pacorus, King
of Dura, from Cleopatra, Queen of the Nile, Queen of Kings,
Daughter of Isis, the Female Horus, the Great One, Mistress of
Perfection…’

‘I think we can
dispense with the long and exhaustive list of the queen’s
achievements,’ I told him.

‘Mistress of
Perfection?’ laughed Chrestus, ‘what sort of title is that?’

‘Queen Cleopatra is
descended from Horus, sir,’ said Kewab seriously.

Chrestus looked none
the wiser. ‘Who’s he?’

Alcaeus groaned.
‘Horus is the Egyptian God of the Sky and the protector of the
Egyptian people. He has the body of a man but the head of a hawk.
Egyptians believe the pharaoh is the living Horus.’

‘So this Queen
Cleopatra has a hawk’s head?’ asked Chrestus.

‘Does she also have
talons for feet?’ enquired Azad.

Alcaeus shook his
head. ‘I am surrounded by dotards.’

‘We are getting away
from the point,’ I said. ‘Please continue, Kewab.’

He recited the
letter’s contents.

‘I had never heard
of the Kingdom of Dura so small and insignificant is it, and my
husband, the great and illustrious Mark Antony, son of Horus,
informs me its king and queen are former slaves of the Romans. So I
do not think you should be remarking upon my status having been a
slave of the Romans yourself.

‘Your low-born
status and unfitness for high position were apparent by the uncouth
language used in your letter to me, indicating Dura is nothing more
than a miserable desert outpost fit only for scorpions and
cockroaches. You have dared to interfere in the affairs of Egypt, a
mighty kingdom whose history and glory stretches back into the
mists of time. Such arrogance cannot be allowed to go
unanswered.

‘So I say this to
you, King Pacorus. You have challenged the rulers of Egypt and they
will answer your insolence. An army will be assembled to make the
earth shake when it marches so numerous will be its cohorts. This
army will not only punish Dura and its brazen king but will inflict
misery on the whole of Parthia. The divine Mark Antony has vowed in
the temple of his ancestors to take back the eagles you stole at
Carrhae with the assistance of your witch. Moreover, he has pledged
to enslave the entire population of the Kingdom of Dura as a lesson
to the world of what happens when the might of Egypt is
challenged.

‘You should use the
time between reading this letter and the subjugation of Parthia to
pray to whatever gods you follow and beg them for mercy in the
afterlife. For rest assured you will receive none in this
life.

I remain your
implacable enemy

‘Cleopatra…

Kewab’s voice trailed
off, leaving silence in the room. Rsan was visibly shaking and
Aaron looked most glum but Chrestus began laughing, followed by
Azad and Sporaces. I told them to curtail their mirth.

‘This is a serious
matter,’ I said, ‘for Queen Cleopatra has declared war not only on
Dura but on the whole of Parthia.’

‘She is clearly mad,’
mocked Gallia.

‘She may be,’ I
replied, ‘but I think she takes herself very seriously.’

‘Naturally,’
interjected Alcaeus, ‘she believes she is descended from the gods,
perhaps considers herself to be a god. Such individuals are
invariably truculent.’

‘That is putting it
mildly.’ I said.

Chrestus looked at
Kewab. ‘How many men can Egypt muster?’

‘A hundred thousand at
least, sir, though only the royal guard and the garrison of
Alexandria are well trained.’

‘The gods preserve
us,’ exclaimed Rsan.

‘But,’ Kewab looked at
me.

‘Carry on,’ I told
him.

‘I doubt it will be
Egyptians marching against us, sir. For one thing it is a great
distance from the Nile to the western frontier of the Parthian
Empire. An army making such a march would have to be lavishly
provisioned to ensure it reached Damascus without losing half its
number.’

I stood and walked
over to the hide map of the empire on the wall.

‘More likely the
legionaries of Cleopatra’s husband would use Syria or Cilicia as
their stepping-off point. Still, nothing will happen immediately.
It takes time to assemble an army so large the earth will quake
when it marches.’

More laughter from
Chrestus, Azad and Sporaces though Rsan was far from amused.

‘Should not Ctesiphon
be advised the empire is at war with Egypt, majesty?’

I retook my seat. ‘I
suppose you are right. Send a letter to Phraates alerting him to
the fact he might have a war to fight. He will be delighted.’

Rsan was shocked. ‘He
will?’

‘Our new high king
desires to add to the collection of Roman eagles he has in his
possession.’

‘He told you that,
majesty?’ enquired Aaron.

‘He did indeed,’ I
replied, ‘so you see, Rsan, the Egyptian queen plays right into his
hands.’

‘Will you reply to the
queen’s letter, Pacorus?’ asked Alcaeus.

‘No, I am done with
swapping insults with Cleopatra.’

But I did send an
urgent message to Palmyra requesting the presence of Talib at Dura.
When he arrived I told him about Cleopatra’s threats and requested
he ask Byrd to use his network of spies and officials throughout
Syria and Cappadocia to collect information about any
concentrations of Roman troops. I rode with my chief scout to
Dura’s northern border with Syria where a Roman gladius and
a Parthian kontus set in a stone plinth marked the boundary
between Rome and Parthia. The spot was near the Euphrates and there
was one of Dura’s mud-brick forts nearby, with a Roman fort a short
distance from the frontier. But there was little activity on or
near the border because the trade caravans bound for Egypt went
through Dura west to Palmyra and those carrying goods for Rome
headed to Hatra and then on to Zeugma.

‘Has there been any
unusual activity in the area recently?’ I probed the garrison
commander, a Duran centurion whose face and limbs had been turned
brown by the sun.

‘No, majesty, though
apparently we are at war with Egypt, or so the Romans tell me.’

I was shocked. ‘You
know about that?’

He pointed to the
shimmering shape of the Roman fort in the distance. ‘I speak often
with the Roman commander at the fort, majesty. He and his men
belong to the Third Legion which garrisons Syria and Judea.’

‘Has he given you any
indication his legion and others are preparing a war against
Dura?’

He shook his head.
‘Not before they have helped Herod crush his opponents,
majesty.’

‘Who?’

‘Herod was appointed
tetrarch of Galilee by Mark Antony,’ interrupted Talib, ‘a
Roman title denoting a leader of part of a vassal kingdom. He spent
many years cultivating the support of Rome and is now supported by
Mark Antony’s legions.’

He looked at the
centurion. ‘I believe the Sixth Legion is also in the region.’

‘You are well
informed.’

‘So will this Herod
win?’ I asked.

‘With the support of
the Romans it is only a matter of time before Antigonus is toppled
from power.’

I was none the
wiser.

‘Antigonus is the King
of Judea,’ Talib informed me, ‘though not for much longer. Herod is
not popular among the Jews.’

‘Because he is a Roman
puppet?’ I suggested.

‘Yes, and the fact he
is not a proper Jew.’

I was confused. ‘Not a
proper Jew?’

‘He comes from a
region called Idumea, which is south of Judea. I do not know the
history but the Jews regard the Idumeans as racially impure. And to
compound his problems Herod has an Arabian mother.’

‘Why is that a
problem?’ I asked.

‘Because the Jews
believe one can only be a true Jew if born from a Jewish mother,’
he explained.

‘Herod and Phraates
should meet each other,’ I mused, ‘they would get along
famously.’

‘Majesty?’ queried the
centurion.

‘Nothing, alert Dura
of any developments indicating the Romans are mustering their
forces near the border.’

Talib journeyed on
into Syria, a man in black rags on a mangy camel who was worth a
hundred cataphracts, while I went back to Dura in the company of my
escort of horse archers. And at Palmyra Byrd sent messages to his
contacts throughout the Roman East to gather information on the
movements of Mark Antony and his legions. I prayed the Judean
problem would keep them occupied for many months to come.

As the weeks passed
the threat of war began to recede. Byrd sent word Mark Antony was
in Rome where he was far from popular on account of having married
Cleopatra while still being married to the sister of Octavian.
Herod proved triumphant in Judea, capturing Jerusalem and incurring
the further wrath of the Jewish population by allowing Roman
soldiers to sack the city and its great temple. But at Dura the
only excitement was a message from Ctesiphon thanking me for
keeping the high king abreast of developments pertaining to Egypt
and demanding more than the annual tribute.

Every kingdom in the
empire paid a yearly tribute to Ctesiphon, which had started out as
a negligible amount to symbolise each kingdom’s allegiance to the
king of kings. Over time the amount increased so the high king
could build and maintain the palace complex at Ctesiphon. But since
the death of Sinatruces many kingdoms, including Dura, had refused
to pay the tribute, especially when they had been at war with King
of Kings Mithridates. The civil war had weakened the empire and had
also resulted in the city of Seleucia being damaged and the upkeep
of Ctesiphon’s walls and buildings being neglected. Orodes had
embarked upon a wholesale rebuilding of Seleucia and Ctesiphon,
which Phraates was intent on continuing. But the new high king had
an additional agenda.

‘King of Kings
Phraates has imposed a surcharge on Dura, majesty,’ Aaron told
me.

I sat opposite him in
his office in the treasury, the shutters open to allow what little
air was circulating in the courtyard to enter. When I had first met
Aaron at Palmyra years ago he had cut a scruffy figure, of medium
height and build with a ragged black beard. But now the beard was
tidy and he wore a magnificent white and blue robe. He lived an
abstemious life, however, and had not put on a pound of weight
since our first meeting.

‘What surcharge?’

He cleared his throat
and perused the papyrus scroll decorated with dragons.

‘As part of High King
Phraates’ Parthian purity programme all those kingdoms deemed to
contain impure elements, to use the phrase listed here, are to have
an additional charge levied on them for the privilege of being part
of the empire.’

‘Who signed the
document?’

‘Chief of Court
Ashleen, majesty.’

I stretched out my
legs. ‘We will pay the tribute but not the surcharge. It will be a
useful lesson in diplomacy for the new high king.’

‘But.’

‘But what?’ I
growled.

Aaron brought his
hands together and peered at me with his accountant’s face.

‘Such a move might be
considered disrespectful, majesty, and further might be construed
as an attempt to undermine the new high king. The surcharge is
small in comparison to the annual tribute and Dura can afford
it.’

I stood and walked to
the open shutters to see a party of cataphracts in full armour
riding towards the gates. The sun glinted off their scale armour.
It would not take long for both man and beast to be drenched in
sweat, though the horses wore no armour. They were part of a
punishment detail comprised of men who had incurred infractions,
such as being sloppily dressed on parade or too loose with their
tongues in the presence of their superior officers. A couple of
hours of hard training during the hottest part of the day would
make them try harder in future. I turned to look at Aaron.

‘Not so long ago you
were bemoaning the money spent on the army but now you are prepared
to empty the treasury because of some nonsensical notion of racial
purity.’

‘Forgive me, majesty,
but I was thinking of the new reign of King of Kings Phraates.’

‘So am I, Aaron, which
is why I will not be pandering to his more bizarre policies, or
should I say those of his Chief of Court.’

An ornament caught my
eye, a seven-branched candle holder on a shelf near his desk. I
walked over to it. I rarely visited Aaron in his office – he
usually came to the palace to brief me on pecuniary matters outside
the weekly meetings of the council – and I had not seen it
before.

‘What is this?’

‘It is called a
menorah, majesty.’

‘It is precious to
you?’

‘It is part of my
faith, majesty, symbolising Divine light spreading throughout the
world. It is a copy of the one that sat in the Great Temple in
Jerusalem before Herod and his Roman allies desecrated it.’

I stroked the metal.
It was gold. Perhaps I was paying Aaron too much. I shook my head;
he was a conscientious and trustworthy treasurer and to find such
an official with even one of those qualities was difficult
enough.

‘Consider this, Aaron,
in Phraates’ new Parthia there is no room for those the high king
under the influence of Ashleen considers being inferior, such as
Agraci. Or Jews.’

Aaron went pale. ‘Most
unfortunate, majesty.’

‘And unacceptable.
Dura is strong because its many races work together to the benefit
of the kingdom. Many people from different regions and who follow
different gods make their home here, safe and secure in the
knowledge they are free to follow their beliefs unimpeded. If the
gods are so set against such an idea why is it Dura’s army has
never been defeated in battle?’

‘You have certainly
forged a mighty instrument, majesty.’

‘Send the tribute
minus the surcharge,’ I told him.

The tribute coincided
with the annual gathering of the Companions, the band of men and
women who had fought under Spartacus in Italy and who had survived
the Silarus Valley to escape with Gallia and me back to Parthia.
They numbered only forty now, the majority in their fifties and
sixties and some having retired after serving in my army. Others
had either died on the battlefield during Dura’s many wars or had
succumbed to old age. Every passing year there were one or two more
empty seats, which reminded the rest of our mortality. But it still
sent a shiver down my spine when I sat with the Companions in the
palace’s feasting hall to reminisce about the old days.

Invariably the affairs
were more sedate then they had been and a few dozed off as the
effects of too much wine took hold. But in those precious few hours
we were young and foolhardy again, our hair no longer grey and
thinning, our bodies firm and strong not full of aches and pains.
The drunken brawls and loud boasting were things of the past;
instead we took turns telling tales about the old days. We had all
heard them a hundred times before but we hung on every word and
relived every story. Only those who have been a member of a
close-knit band that has shared dangers and triumphs and lost loved
ones would understand.

Gafarn and Diana came
from Hatra, Nergal and Praxima from Mesene and Byrd from Palmyra.
They were men and women of great power and influence now but there
was no top table when the Companions gathered. We sat in the centre
of the hall at long benches to face each other and swap stories.
There were no kings and queens or lords and generals, just old
friends with a common, unshakeable bond.

Gallia was grinning
like a small child as Alaric told her the tale of how he, Spartacus
and two hundred other gladiators broke out of their
ludus.

‘Now I was in the mess
hall along the others when the fat bastard Batiatus struck you. I’m
sure you remember, princess.’

All the Companions
called Gallia ‘princess’ on account of her being the daughter of
King Ambiorix who had sold her into slavery, which was another
story.

‘Anyhows,’ continued
Alaric as everyone craned their necks to listen, ‘Claudia rushed in
to help you and fat boy gave her a slap. It was the cue for
pandemonium. Next thing I remember I was in the kitchen clubbing a
guard to death with a cooking spit. Slaves were throwing hot soup
over instructors and Spartacus was like a death-dealing demon.
Batiatus managed to escape but a good number of the guards were
killed before we scarpered and made our way to Mount Vesuvius. You
remember, princess?’

‘I remember,’ smiled
Gallia.

Alaric winked at her
and looked at Diana.

‘Now you may be a
queen now but I remember when you worked in those kitchens at
Capua. Everyone loved Diana for her generosity. You could always
rely on an extra portion of food from Diana.’

‘I think it was my
cooking spit you stole,’ she said.

‘I took it all the way
to Vesuvius,’ Alaric told her.

‘What happened to it?’
shouted Nergal.

‘I lost it.’

‘Losing your weapon is
a flogging offence,’ I joked.

Alaric took a swig of
wine.

‘You should have seen
poor old Pacorus when we first found him on the slopes of Vesuvius.
Covered in blood, manacled, a headless Roman centurion at his feet.
I later told Spartacus we should keep him chained up and let him
free when we had to fight the Romans.’

‘What an excellent
idea,’ agreed Gafarn.

It was a wonderful
evening and the following days were as agreeable as the Companions
went hunting, fished on the Euphrates, took part in archery
competitions and shared each other’s company. Gafarn, Diana, Nergal
and Praxima displayed no urgency to return home and I made every
attempt to prolong their stay. When we stood beside the stone
griffin at the Palmyrene Gate gazing at the legionary camp a
half-mile to the west we discussed the new king of kings.

‘Well, it is like the
old saying, Pacorus,’ said Gafarn, ‘you should be careful of what
you wish for.’

‘It’s early days,’ I
assured him, ‘and remember he is the son of Orodes.’

‘Your faith in human
nature is most commendable,’ replied Gafarn, ‘but let us not forget
Mithridates, may he burn in the underworld, was himself the son of
Phraates, a fair and decent man. His son did not turn out so
well.’

‘I don’t like young
Phraates,’ said Praxima. ‘He has grown up at court and never known
hardship or had to compromise.’

‘He demanded an
additional amount to the annual tribute,’ said Diana.

‘A surcharge,’ I
stated, ‘he demanded the same of Dura.’

‘Hatra did not pay
it,’ stated Gafarn.

‘Neither did Dura,’
said Gallia.

‘Mesene was originally
charged a surcharge,’ remarked Nergal, ‘but then Phraates changed
his mind when Rahim wrote to Ctesiphon informing the high king I
and Praxima are descended from the gods and so are purer than
most.’

‘Perhaps I should try
that,’ mused Gafarn.

‘How old is Rahim?’ I
asked.

‘Eighty if he’s a
day,’ replied Praxima, ‘though he’s still as sharp as ever.’

Rahim was the high
priest of the Temple of Anu in Uruk, a prickly individual who had
taken a dislike to me when we had first met.

Gafarn ran his hand
over the stone statue.

‘So as long as this
griffin sits above your gates no enemy will conquer Dura.’

I looked up at the
head of the griffin. ‘Correct. Just as Hatra will endure as long as
its white doves remain in the palace gardens.’

‘How sentimental
people are,’ said Gafarn. ‘Of course to test the theory you should
disband your army and see if anyone tries to seize your city.’

‘Domitus suggested it
once,’ Gallia informed him.

Diana smiled. ‘What
happened?’

‘Dobbai told him not
to be a fool.’

We all laughed but a
column of riders cantering along the western wall to approach the
Palmyrene Gate interrupted my mirth. There must have been upwards
of a hundred and fifty horse archers, trailing after them camels
carrying supplies led by more horsemen. Four horsemen headed the
column, behind them standard bearers carrying two flags: a silver
lion on a red background and a four-pointed star on a white
background. I rested my hands on the battlements as the horsemen
slowed as they neared the gates.

‘Did you invite
Spartacus and Silaces, Pacorus?’ Gallia asked me.

I shook my head and
wondered why the rulers of Gordyene and Elymais had come to
Dura.

‘Killed him, killed
him dead. A man I had ridden with for years.’

Silaces was pacing up
and down the courtyard in full view of his own men, those of
Spartacus, the sentries on the walls and clerks who were leaning
out of windows to see what all the commotion was about.

‘In all my years of
serving Gotarzes and Orodes I have never known the like,’ spat the
King of Elymais.

One of his most
trusted lieutenants had been sent to Ctesiphon to take a letter of
complaint to the high king concerning the increase in the annual
tribute levied on Elymais. The response of Phraates was to have the
man executed and his head returned to Silaces as a warning.

‘He thinks he can
threaten me, the arrogant little bastard?’

By now a sizable crowd
of onlookers had gathered in and around the courtyard: stable
hands, servants, clerks and even Aaron and Rsan who had been
conversing on the palace steps.

‘Arrogant little
bastard!’ shouted Silaces. ‘I have a mind to go to Ctesiphon myself
and tan the high king’s arse.’

‘You would not be
alone,’ growled Spartacus beside him, earning rebuking glares from
his parents.

‘I don’t like
Phraates,’ announced Praxima loudly.

This was quickly
getting out of hand.

‘Silaces, my old
friend,’ I said, ‘please come inside the palace where you can rest
and refresh yourself.’

I placed an arm around
his shoulders and ushered him up the steps, the others following.
Gallia and Praxima embraced Rasha and Gafarn and Diana began
berating Spartacus for not informing them he was coming to Dura.
How like his blood father he looked, a strapping figure of a man in
his prime with a chiselled face, strong jaw and an iron stare.

‘Attend to your
duties!’ I bellowed, causing those in the courtyard to scatter.

Inside the palace
Silaces’ mood did not improve despite Gallia’s efforts to soothe
his anger. He tossed his helmet to one of his officers – a tall,
handsome fellow with broad shoulders.

‘Come to the terrace,’
I urged Silaces, ‘so you can take the weight off your feet.’

‘We have been in the
saddle, uncle,’ said Spartacus, ‘and have no need for rest.’

He really was not
helping.

‘At least take
refreshments, then,’ I pleaded as Silaces marched through the
entrance porch and into the throne room, Gallia and me beside
him.

‘Bring food and drink
to the terrace,’ I ordered the palace steward who hurried off to
the kitchens.

But in the throne room
Silaces began pacing again, pointing at me as he did so.

‘We have fought in too
many battles and shared too many hardships to allow a brat to come
between us but I have to tell you, Pacorus, your choice of high
king has thus far been disappointing to say the least.’

‘He insulted Rasha and
me,’ chimed in Spartacus to add fuel to the fire, ‘and only the
intercession of Claudia prevented me from giving Phraates a
beating.’

Silaces halted and
waved an arm at all of us. ‘He has insulted us all, which is why I
waited until the gathering of the Companions before coming here, to
decide what to do.’

‘And why did you
come?’ I asked Spartacus.

‘For the same reason,
uncle.’

‘I heard about how you
were treated at Phraaspa, Pacorus,’ said Silaces, shaking his
head,’ it is not acceptable, not at all.’

I insisted we retire
to the terrace and partake of fruit, bread, cheese, sweetmeats and
wine before I replied. The handsome fellow with his king’s helmet
bowed and was retreating from the throne room as we did so. I
noticed Claudia walk into the chamber and bump into the officer who
apologised profusely. They struck up a conversation as I ushered
Silaces through the door at the end of the throne room leading to
the terrace.

‘Executing your man
was inexcusable,’ I admitted, ‘but I would advise against any rash
action.’

‘Why?’ spat Silaces as
Diana and Gallia smiled kindly at him.

‘Well for one thing
the empire might have a conflict on its hands soon,’ I replied,
‘Queen Cleopatra has declared war on Parthia.’

Silaces emptied his
cup and had it refilled by Gallia.

‘Who’s Queen
Cleopatra?’

I told him about the
Egyptian delegation trying to abduct Kewab and subsequent
events.

‘If the Egyptians
invade then I will join them,’ was Silaces’ only comment.

‘It won’t be the
Egyptians invading but the Romans,’ I said. ‘Cleopatra is the wife
of Mark Antony who rules the Roman East.’

‘The same Mark Antony
whom we captured many years ago,’ remarked Gallia, ‘Pacorus let him
go.’

‘Careless,’ said
Silaces, emptying his cup.

‘It was a long time
ago and hardly relevant here,’ I replied.

‘Debateable,’ said
Gallia.

I sighed. ‘The point
is.…’

‘The point is,
Pacorus,’ interrupted Silaces, ‘Phraates is speedily alienating
many in the empire and if he carries on he might find there will be
few rushing to his defence if the Romans invade.’

‘Do we know for
certain the Romans are going to invade?’ asked Gafarn.

‘Not for certain, no,’
I replied, ‘but I have Byrd using his network of informants to warn
me if they show any signs of doing so.’

Silaces was
uninterested. ‘What are we going to do about Phraates?’

‘We cannot allow
ourselves to be humiliated,’ said Spartacus.

‘I know where this is
leading,’ groaned Gafarn.

Silaces put down his
cup. ‘Perhaps the sight of a hundred thousand soldiers before the
walls of Ctesiphon might convince Phraates to consider curbing his
arrogance.’

I was horrified. ‘I
did not fight one long, bloody civil war just to fight another one,
Silaces.’

‘Pacorus is right,’
said Nergal, ‘Phraates will settle down once he has flexed his
wings.’

I nodded at Gallia to
refill Silaces’ cup. She obliged.

‘Refuse to pay the
annual tribute,’ suggested Gafarn, ‘that will sting Phraates.’

‘We will also refuse
to pay it,’ stated Praxima, much to Nergal’s surprise.

‘We will?’

‘Gordyene will also
refuse,’ said Spartacus.

Silaces looked at me
expectantly, as did Gallia, Praxima and Rasha.

‘The fate of the
empire rests in your hands, Pacorus,’ beamed Gafarn.

I looked at their
expectant faces but was uncertain as to whether it was the right
course of action. One kingdom refusing to pay the annual tribute
was bad enough but five, including some of the most powerful in the
empire, would rightly be interpreted as a calculated challenge to
Phraates’ rule; which I did not want.

‘No, Dura will pay the
tribute though not the surcharge.’

Before he could speak
I cut Silaces short.

‘I would ask you to do
the same, my friend, for the sake of the empire. I ask all of you
to think about the ramifications of what you are considering. I
have no appetite for removing and selecting a new king of
kings.’

‘It won’t come to
that,’ said Silaces dismissively.

‘Won’t it? Phraates is
young and if others see Hatra, Dura, Elymais, Gordyene and Mesene
desert him they might be emboldened to challenge his rule.’

‘Who?’ asked
Gafarn.

‘Artavasdes for one,’
I answered. ‘The Armenians are still the allies of the Romans,
remember.’

‘The Armenians are
very quiet,’ Spartacus reassured me, ‘Artavasdes has no stomach for
war.’

‘Not yet,’ I agreed,
‘but like a vulture he will pounce if he senses the empire is
divided and weak.’

Silaces downed more
wine. ‘So I am supposed to endure the insult I have been dealt, to
act like a eunuch?’

I laughed. ‘I don’t
think anyone who has met you would think you a eunuch, my friend.
If you want redress then demand a sum of gold from Ctesiphon as
compensation for the loss of your man.’

‘People are not
chattels, Pacorus,’ snapped Gallia.

‘They are to Phraates
and Ashleen so why not play them at their own game?’

Silaces drank more
wine. ‘Have it your own way, Pacorus.’

‘You will do as I
suggest, my friend?’ I probed.

‘Yes,’ he mumbled.

I fixed Spartacus with
my eyes. He shrugged.

‘I support King
Silaces.’

‘We all do,’ I said in
a raised voice. ‘What I need from you is an assurance Gordyene will
not provoke a dynastic struggle within the empire.’

‘Very well,’ came the
surly reply.

‘Hatra will also
respect the opinion of King Pacorus,’ stated Gafarn with a
smirk.

I knew Nergal would
follow the same path as Dura and so I had averted a crisis. Silaces
and Spartacus were far from happy but the soothing words of Gallia
and Diana went some way to easing their sense of grievance. Even so
I had to spend the rest of the day placating Silaces and Spartacus
before the former retired to his quarters in a sense of stupor.
Spartacus was sober when he and Rasha retired and I was grateful
when they decided to seek out the company of Byrd who had rented a
small house in the city, having an aversion to palaces. Gafarn and
Diana went with them leaving us alone with Nergal and Praxima.

‘Well, a civil war
averted for the moment,’ smiled Nergal.

Praxima shook her
thick red locks. ‘I hope you are right about Phraates, Pacorus. If
he proves a bad high king you might not be able to constrain
Silaces and others like him.’

‘Did he really demand
you retire from public life?’ asked Nergal.

‘He did,’ I admitted,
‘and I was glad to accept his demand. In any case I will have my
hands full if Queen Cleopatra honours her promise to conquer
Parthia.’

‘You should send
assassins to kill her,’ said Praxima, ‘it would be Dobbai’s advice
if she were alive.’

Gallia laughed. ‘I was
thinking of her today and came to same conclusion.’

Same old Praxima, hard
and unyielding. As the sun cast long shadows on the palace terrace
Praxima’s face and shoulders were framed in a golden light. She
looked like a lion and roared like one.

‘I don’t hold with
despatching assassins hither and thither,’ I said. ‘I believe
kingship requires certain standards regarding behaviour.’

Gallia rolled her
eyes. ‘I can hear the mocking laugh of Dobbai in my head.’

‘Dobbai?’

Claudia swept on to
the palace terrace, a broad smile on her face and all show of
emotion as she hugged Praxima and Nergal. She flopped down in her
mentor’s old chair, a servant coming forward to offer her
water.

‘Your father has been
peace-making,’ Gallia told her, ‘and we were just theorising what
Dobbai would have made of it.’

Claudia took a cup of
water and sipped its contents. She grinned at Praxima.

‘War is coming to
Parthia despite father’s efforts, and he will play a major part in
it. But you know all this.’

She put the cup on the
table beside her.

‘How long is Silaces
staying at Dura?’

I lay back in my chair
and closed my eyes.

‘I assume he will
return to his kingdom tomorrow.’

‘You must persuade him
to stay,’ she insisted.

‘Oh?’

‘It will be most
auspicious if you delay his departure.’

The next day I did ask
Silaces to stay, not because Claudia had suggested it but because I
felt bad about browbeating him into submission regarding the annual
tribute. Over breakfast I said it was a shame if he hurried back to
Elymais after taking the time to travel to Dura. I offered to show
him the armouries, legionary camp and the city itself. He
accepted.

He stayed for over a
week, as did Spartacus, Nergal, Gafarn and their wives. Byrd also
remained at Dura and so it I became a tourist guide, showing our
guests everything Dura had to offer. Surprisingly Claudia tagged
along, displaying her prowess with a bow during the archery
competition I arranged at the training fields early one morning.
Rasha also showed her proficiency at archery, using the bow Gallia
had gifted her all those years ago. When it came to saying our
goodbyes the mood of our visitors was better than it had been when
the kings of Elymais and Gordyene had arrived.

‘I thought that ended
better than it began,’ I said to Gallia as she lay in my arms,
candles flickering in the welcome breeze entering our bedroom.

‘What did you make of
the commander of Silaces’ bodyguard?’

‘I didn’t make
anything of him. Why, has he offended someone?’

She bit my ear lobe.
‘Do you know his name?’

‘No. Should I?’

‘You are so blind
sometimes, Pacorus.’

She began to play with
the lock of her hair hanging around my neck.

‘His name is Valak and
he is Silaces’ most trusted commander.’

‘I hope so if he leads
his bodyguard.’

‘And he wears a lock
of Claudia’s hair on a chain around his neck.’

I sat up. ‘What?’

She laughed. ‘Oh,
Pacorus, did you not notice Claudia taking a keen interest in him?
Why do you think she wanted Silaces to stay?’

I jumped out of bed.
‘I’m not sure I approve. We know nothing about this man. He is not
nobility and some kings might take exception to some common soldier
taking an unhealthy interest in his daughter.’

She sat up in bed and
propped herself up against the wall as I paced.

‘Claudia likes him and
I do not consider the affection to be unhealthy. You do want her to
marry, do you not?’

‘What? Of course, but
I had imagined it would be to a king or at least a prince.’

‘Why?’ she shrugged.
‘I thought you were against stuffy conventions. Dura is not
Ctesiphon.’

‘He should have asked
my permission at least.’

‘Ah, so your pride has
been hurt.’

I did not rise to her
bait. ‘I will speak to Claudia immediately about this. Dura may not
be Ctesiphon but there are standards and rules of behaviour.’

I walked towards the
door but she called me back.

‘Claudia might take
you more seriously if you had some clothes on, Pacorus.’

I waited until the
morning to confront my eldest daughter who was in an excellent
mood. I encountered her leaving the private apartments with bow and
quiver in hand, dressed in a loose-fitting white tunic, boots and
tan leggings.

‘I need to speak to
you, Claudia.’

‘Can’t stop, father, I
am going to collect some herbs.’

‘I thought we could
have breakfast together.’

She paced quickly from
the corridor into the throne room, servants bowing to us as we
passed them.

‘I’ve already
eaten.’

‘I wanted to speak to
you about Valak.’

She stopped to face
me. ‘What about him?’

We were in the middle
of the empty chamber, though two Durans stood either side of the
closed wooden doors at the opposite end to the stone dais.

‘Your mother tells me
you and he have become well acquainted.’

‘We are to be married,
father,’ she said matter-of-factly.

She strode away
towards the doors. The guards opened them to allow us to exit,
snapping to attention as we passed to enter the reception hall.

‘Do you not think you
should have spoken to me first?’

She spun to confront
me. ‘Why? Do you want to marry him?’

‘Don’t be insolent,
Claudia, this is a serious matter. You do not know anything about
him.’

‘On the contrary I
know much about him. He is originally from the Zagros Mountains and
his mother was a healer, his father a native of Elymais. He has
fought beside Silaces for over fifteen years and is in high favour
with the king who treats him like a son.’

She continued on down
the palace steps into the courtyard. I followed.

‘How do you know he
will make a good husband after knowing him for only a week?’

She stopped again to
face me. ‘How long did it take you to realise mother was the woman
for you? A week, a year or longer?’

She already knew the
answer because I had told her many times I fell in love with Gallia
the first time I saw her.

‘Are you going to tell
me I should be different, father?’

She was right but I
would not concede the point.

‘We will speak later.
Why are you leaving so early?’

She paced away towards
the stables. ‘Because plants plucked in the early morning have
greater potency, father.’

I trailed after her to
the block where her horse was stabled, a fiery Nisean stallion that
only accepted her as its rider. Gossip among the stable hands
insisted it was Dobbai reincarnated as a horse. Claudia went to his
stall and entered, leading the stallion out. It flicked its ears
when he saw me.

‘Don’t alarm him,
father,’ she said stroking his flank and then examining his legs
and hooves.

‘Taking him out,
princess?’

Strabo appeared from
the adjacent stall. ‘I was just about to feed him.’

‘He will have to
wait,’ Claudia told him, throwing a white blanket edged with red
and adorned with red griffins on her steed’s back.

‘What are you
gathering, anyway?’ I asked.

She rolled her eyes.
‘Leaves of the adaru plant and fox grape if you must know.’

‘Making a potion to
kill someone, princess?’ grinned Strabo.

She grabbed the
four-horned saddle hanging on a wall bracket and threw it on the
horse’s back.

‘You may be interested
to know, Strabo, I am making a potion to cure a case of a badly
swollen tongue. So swollen it fills the patient’s mouth. It is the
husband of a palace servant I am fond of so I said I would
help.’

‘Sounds nasty,’ said
Strabo.

‘The penalty for being
a gossip, Strabo. The gods have punished him for spreading
malicious lies.’

‘So the adaru and fox
grape will cure him?’ I enquired.

She began buckling the
saddle straps.

‘Together with
tamarisk leaves and dog’s tongue plant, yes. The ingredients are
chopped up firmly, sifted and kneaded with the juice of the kasu
plant.’

She checked the saddle
and then fitted her mount’s bridle.

‘Butter is rubbed on
the tongue and the medication placed on top.’

She led her horse from
the stables.

‘Of course the
application has to be accompanied by the correct prayers to placate
the gods, otherwise the patient will surely die.’

Strabo looked at me in
alarm.

‘Just in case you were
thinking of trying it,’ she told us.

I followed her
outside.

‘You should have an
escort,’ I said.

She laughed
dismissively. ‘I have my bow and a swift horse, father, I think I
will survive.’

We walked back into
the courtyard where she vaulted into the saddle. The gates to the
Citadel were open as those employed in the palace, armoury,
treasury and stables began to arrive, together with carts carrying
an assortment of supplies. I caught sight of Chrestus strolling
through the gates, cane in hand.

‘I bid you farewell,
father.’

She urged her horse
ahead and it trotted from the courtyard, Claudia raising her hand
to Chrestus as she departed.

‘She should have an
escort,’ he said. ‘I need to speak to you, majesty.’

‘Sounds ominous.’

We walked back into
the palace, to the terrace where Gallia and I usually ate
breakfast. It was a sunny day but on the horizon to the west was
what appeared to be a huge wall of brown and yellow – a
sandstorm.

‘I estimate we have an
hour before it hits,’ I said. ‘Will you eat with us, Chrestus?’

‘I have already eaten,
majesty.’

Servants brought
pancakes, honey, dates and milk.

‘At least sit down,
general,’ urged Gallia, ‘you look like you are on guard duty.’

He pulled up a chair
as we tucked into the fare.

‘So, how can I help
you?’

‘It’s Alaric,
majesty.’

Honey dripped on to my
fingers. ‘What’s he done now?’

‘Nothing,’ replied
Chrestus, ‘but he should be retired from the army as soon as
possible. The last training exercise with the Agraci nearly killed
him off.’

‘He appeared well
enough at the meeting of the Companions,’ said Gallia.

‘Because he had spent
nearly a week beforehand in hospital recovering, majesty.’

I shoved part of a
pancake coated with honey into my mouth.

‘He’s been in the army
a long time, Chrestus.’

‘Too long,’ came the
harsh reply. ‘He’s over sixty now and marching with men nearly
forty years younger.’

‘Can’t you promote
him?’ suggested Gallia.

‘He’s been a legionary
ever since the Durans were established,’ said Chrestus, ‘and has
never risen any higher. To promote him now, in his dotage, would
reek of favouritism, which is why it would be better all round for
him to be retired, with your permission, majesty.’

I put down my
pancake.

‘Alaric was one of
those who escaped from the gladiator school in Capua thirty-six
years ago,’ I answered, ‘after which he fought with Spartacus for
three years before accompanying us back to Parthia. He has served
by my side ever since. He has never married, has no family aside
from the Companions and lives only to wear the mail tunic and
leather sandals of the Durans. The army is his life, Chrestus, and
I will not take that away from him.’

‘Fair enough,’ replied
my general, ‘but the next campaign the army embarks on might be his
last.’

‘We all face the same
prospect,’ I said.

‘But few of us expect
to die of heart failure on the way to the battlefield, majesty,’ he
replied.

‘I will think about
what you have said,’ I promised.

He saluted and left,
taking my appetite with him.

‘He’s right,’ I
admitted, ‘Alaric is too old to be marching in the ranks. If he was
a horseman it might be different.’

‘Can he ride?’

I looked at her. ‘He
can. Pity he can’t read or write otherwise I could assign him to
office duties.’

‘What are you going to
do?’

‘I have no idea.’

‘Claudia has gone into
the desert to collect plants,’ I told her, ‘she really should start
acting like a princess rather than a desert urchin.’

Gallia dismissed my
concern. ‘You cannot tame her, Pacorus, she is what she is. Did you
speak to her about Valak?’

I threw up my arms. ‘A
case in point. She said she is marrying him and that is that. See
what I mean? Totally out of control.’

‘She has a brain in
her head. She would not choose a husband without considering
everything.’

I drank some milk.
‘Unless she is infatuated. We think of Claudia as calculating but
what if he has turned her head?’

She gave me a bemused
looked. ‘I think not. Why don’t you write to Silaces to discover
more about this Valak if you are so concerned? He must be a man of
honour and courage at least if he commands his bodyguard.’

I leapt from my chair.
‘Yes! A bodyguard, of course.’

I cupped her face in
my hands and kissed her on the lips.

‘You are a
genius.’

‘I am?’

‘I think, my sweet, I
have found a way of solving Chrestus’ problem and clipping
Claudia’s wings at the same time. I will see you later.’

By now the palace and
courtyard were hives of activity. Many palaces in the empire were
places of opulence and excess but not Dura’s, which was above all a
working building. Already petitioners were gathering in the
reception hall to book an appointment to see either Rsan or one of
his deputies to obtain a licence to sell goods in the market,
construct new buildings within the city walls or lease a property
for the purposes of running a business or renting out rooms. The
law courts handled legal matters but aside from cases involving
theft, murder, kidnapping and criminal gangs, all defendants had
the right of appeal to the palace. This resulted in an additional
workload for Rsan and so at least once a week I sat in the throne
room to hear cases while he and his assistants heard others in the
dining hall. Because Dura was a prosperous kingdom such
administrative duties could be most onerous.

I walked through the
chattering throng in the reception hall, guards ushering people
aside with their shields, and walked down the steps into the
courtyard. This too was heaving with people, horses, camels and
carts unloading supplies for the kitchens, armoury and barracks
that occupied one wall of the Citadel. I threaded my way between
piles of freshly deposited horse and camel dung, sweating stable
hands being ordered by the duty centurion to remove it
forthwith.

A party of cataphracts
on punishment detail was returning, horses lathered in sweat their
riders wilting in the saddle. It was hot now and they must have
been roasting in their scale armour and full-face helmets. I
stopped and watched the company commander order them into line,
stable hands and civilian workers scattering as they did so. I
studied each man’s kontus as he held it in a vertical
position, or tried to as heat exhaustion swept over him. A few
wavered and then a man toppled from his saddle on to the stones
below. Then another and another. I was aware of someone beside me.
It was Strabo.

‘How long will he keep
them standing there?’

‘Just a while a
longer.’

Two more cataphracts
clattered to the ground.

‘Some would say you
are a heartless bastard to condone such punishment, majesty.’

Two more men passed
out and fell from their saddles.

‘Dismissed,’ called
the company commander.

I turned and slapped
him on the shoulder.

‘Train hard, fight
easy, Strabo, is our motto. And do not commit offences.’

‘Get those horses to
the stables, unsaddled and rubbed down,’ hollered Strabo to his
subordinates.

I saddled Tegha
and rode him from the Citadel, the garrison commander assigning me
a score of horse archers as an escort. As it was most days, the
road from the Citadel to the Palmyrene Gate was choked with traffic
and it took us a good while to reach the stone griffin and pass
beneath its stone wings. When I reached the legionary camp I
immediately rode to Chrestus’ tent in its centre, a huge affair
with sidewalls nine feet high, thick wooden poles supporting the
roof. Inside senior officers of the Durans and Exiles surrounded
him. I loitered while he issued his orders, taking their salutes as
they filed out of the tent.

Chrestus bowed his
head. ‘Here to make an inspection, majesty?’

‘Here to see Alaric,’
I said.

‘He’s on guard duty in
the griffin’s tent,’ he told me.

The Roman legions may
have had their silver eagles but we had the golden griffin,
standard of the Durans, and the silver lion of the Exiles. Both of
them were guarded night and day in their own tents to the rear of
the general’s quarters.

‘Send for him if you
would.’

Chrestus called a
guard and ordered him to speak to the duty centurion to bring
Alaric to his tent. He poured some water into a cup and offered it
to me.

‘I want you to
surrender Alaric to me,’ I said.

He nodded. ‘With
pleasure. This day has been a long time coming.’

Alaric appeared a few
moments later, sweating in his helmet and mail armour. His shield
bore red griffin wings and on his right side hung his
gladius in a scabbard. He saluted Chrestus who ordered him
to remove his helmet and rest his shield on the ground.

‘The king wishes to
speak to you.’

Alaric grinned at
me.

‘I will come straight
to the point,’ I said, ‘I need you in the palace to undertake a
special mission.’

Chrestus raised an
eyebrow. He had been expecting me to tell Alaric he was being
retired but in all conscience I would rather walk across hot coals.
Alaric was a legend in the army and a hero to many of the younger
legionaries. He was a hero to me!

He scratched his nose.
‘What special mission?’

‘What special mission,
majesty?’ growled Chrestus.

Alaric winked at me.
‘It’s all right, general, me and Pacorus go back a long way so
there’s no need to stand on ceremony.’

Chrestus said nothing
but the veins in his neck were bulging. The Companions were allowed
to address each other by their first names regardless of rank,
which officers like Chrestus who were not members of the inner
circle found strange and disconcerting. I think he was glad the
majority of living Companions were either retired or, like Alcaeus,
in senior positions. Alaric was the one remaining bone of
contention.

‘I will enlighten you
at the palace. After you have finished guard duty report to me
there. Dismissed.’

He replaced his
helmet, saluted Chrestus, grinned at me and left. Chrestus began
tapping the vine cane against his thigh.

‘There are many times
I could have had him flogged but out of respect for his service
record did not. He treads a fine line between insolence and
obedience.’

‘It’s not really his
fault, Chrestus.’

‘Really?’

I sat down in one of
his chairs.

‘By rights he should
have died in the arena thirty years ago, and would have met that
fate had not he, Spartacus and the others broke out of their
ludus. He is more of a Companion than I am.’

‘The last of a dying
breed.’

‘Indeed,’ I
remarked.

It was early evening
when Alaric reported to me in the throne room, now empty of
petitioners and officials and less stuffy than it had been hours
before. The German also appeared relaxed and refreshed in his white
tunic, belt and sandals, his hair worn shoulder length as favoured
by the men of his race. I stepped down from the dais and embraced
him.

‘Thank you for coming.
I heard the recent exercise was taxing.’

‘An understatement,’
he admitted.

‘I am going to
transfer you away from the Durans for a while, Alaric. I need
someone I can trust for a very important task.’

Gallia and Claudia
appeared from the door at the rear of the hall and strolled over to
us.

‘You both know
Alaric,’ I said.

Gallia kissed him on
the cheek.

‘As you yourself have
revealed,’ I said to Claudia, ‘we are approaching uncertain times,
and perhaps dangerous ones as I do not know if our friend Queen
Cleopatra will send another group of assassins to Dura to carry out
her nefarious work. As such I am appointing Alaric as your
bodyguard.’

Claudia laughed. ‘My
what?’

‘You may regard this
as some sort of joke but I am deadly serious,’ I told her. ‘You
will no longer leave the palace alone and when you leave the city
you will have an armed escort at all times, which Alaric will
command.’

‘I do not need an
escort, much less a bodyguard,’ she insisted.

‘You will do as you
are told,’ I replied angrily. ‘The matter is not up for
debate.’

I turned to Alaric.
‘You accept this task?’

‘Gladly,’ he beamed,
winking at Claudia. ‘Don’t you worry, princess, I’ll keep you
safe.’

She stormed off,
Alaric following, enraging her even more. But I knew he would stick
to her like dung to a blanket.

‘She won’t like it,’
warned Gallia.

‘For once she will
obey her father. In any case the problem of Alaric is solved for
the moment.’
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My blood ran cold as
the words came out of Byrd’s mouth. The inside of his magnificent
tent suddenly felt cramped and stifling. Noora placed an arm around
my shoulder in a futile effort to provide solace while Malik merely
frowned, the black tattoos on his face giving him the appearance of
a demon from the underworld in the subdued lightning of the tent.
Talib stood behind the seated Byrd like a sentry. My former chief
scout had sent an urgent request for me to travel to Palmyra. I set
out with a feeling of trepidation increasing with every mile I got
closer to the Agraci capital. But nothing could have prepared me
for what Byrd was revealing.

‘Twelve Romani legions
are gathering in northern Syria, plus ten thousand horsemen from
Spain and Gaul.’

‘The two legions in
Syria are marching north to rendezvous with those coming from
Italy,’ added Talib.

‘Auxiliaries are also
marching to reinforce Romani legions,’ continued Byrd, ‘from Syria,
Cilicia, Egypt and Pontus.’

‘That is not all,’
said Talib.

‘There’s more?’ I
exclaimed, not wanting to hear more.

‘Tell him,’ said
Byrd.

‘The Romans will cross
the Euphrates at Zeugma,’ said Talib.

‘As they did prior to
Carrhae,’ I noted.

‘But Mark Antony will
not make the same mistake as Crassus, lord,’ said Talib, ‘he will
march north to link up with King Artavasdes.’

I was dumbstruck. ‘The
Armenians?’

‘Romani and Artavasdes
have been in discussions for months, Pacorus,’ Byrd informed me.
‘They determined not to make same mistake as Crassus. Will invade
Parthia from the north where there are more mountains and
hills.’

‘Thus neutralising our
horsemen,’ I sighed, ‘our most effective soldiers. When will they
invade?’

‘Mark Antony is in
Athens,’ Byrd told me. ‘As soon as he arrives in Syria he will lead
the army across Euphrates.’

‘From what we can
gather, lord,’ said Talib, ‘at least one hundred thousand men will
be marching with him. In addition to the Armenians.’

I looked at Byrd. ‘You
are certain there will not be another attack towards Palmyra and
Dura?’

‘No attack on Palmyra
or Dura,’ he reassured me.

‘I have scouts
patrolling far to the west, Pacorus,’ said Malik. ‘They report
nothing out of the ordinary.’

That was something at
least, though I was surprised Mark Antony was not taking the direct
route to my kingdom to carry out his wife’s wishes. As if reading
my mind Byrd provided the answer.

‘Much time and effort
has gone into planning this campaign, Pacorus. It was originally
the idea of a Romani general called Caesar.’

I searched my brain.
‘I have heard of the name.’

‘He was murdered by
other Romani seven years ago but before he was killed he had been
planning a campaign against Parthia. To avenge Carrhae and get back
eagles you took. Now Mark Antony uses his plan to attempt the
conquest of whole of Parthia.’

‘And Cleopatra has
vowed…’

Talib stopped himself
and cast his eyes down. We looked at each other in confusion.

‘Has vowed what?’ I
asked.

‘Sorry, lord, I spoke
out of turn.’

‘Tell him,’ urged
Byrd, ‘he will not kill you.’

‘It’s only a rumour,’
said Talib quietly, ‘but I have heard it from numerous
sources.’

‘Let’s hear it, then,’
I said, ‘I do pay you to gather information after all.’

‘Cleopatra has
requested after her husband has conquered Parthia you be taken back
to Alexandria in an iron cage, lord.’

Malik and Noora
appeared horrified but I burst out laughing.

‘If Parthia is
conquered,’ I told them, ‘there will be no need for an iron cage
because I will be dead, I along with thousands of others. I have no
wish to be enslaved again.’

One thing arousing my
curiosity was Mark Antony’s schedule. It was already spring and his
army was not yet assembled. It would take him two weeks at least to
reach Armenia after crossing the Euphrates at Zeugma and perhaps
another two weeks to launch the invasion of either Gordyene or
Media. It would mean marching at the height of summer. Not a
problem in the mountain plains of the north but most definitely an
issue once the Romans were further south in the desert.

‘Romani target is
Ctesiphon,’ said Byrd, ‘which they believe is the capital of
Parthia.’

‘And filled with
gold,’ added Talib.

‘What will you do,
Pacorus?’ Malik asked me.

I stood, thanked Noora
for her hospitality and offered my hand to Malik.

‘I must warn
Phraates.’

Noora helped Byrd rise
from the cushions placed on the carpet and which we had been
sitting on. His ankle was still weak after all these years. I
embraced him.

‘I am in your debt
once again, my friend.’

‘I will let you know
of any further developments,’ he told me.

I pointed at Talib.
‘You and your scouts will be needed soon so no more wandering
around Syria. Stay in Palmyra until I summon you.’

‘The Agraci are banned
from entering Parthia,’ said Malik glumly.

‘With over one hundred
thousand enemy soldiers poised to invade the empire,’ I said,
‘Phraates will be more than glad to accept any help
forthcoming.’

I could not have been
more wrong.

After returning to
Dura I sent couriers to Gafarn and Spartacus warning them of the
impending Roman invasion, though doubtless they would have heard
rumours of unusual activity on their borders. Then I rode
post-haste to Ctesiphon, taking a small escort of horse archers.
There was no time for formalities or niceties and so we took only
two legionary oilskin tents to sleep in and a minimum of rations,
hugging the east bank of the Euphrates as we journeyed south. We
covered forty miles a day to reach Phraates’ court in five days, to
find it teeming with workmen.

The new high king was
making good his promise to rebuild and restore the palace complex,
dozens of slaves labouring on wooden scaffolding putting mud-bricks
in place to repair the walls under the watchful eyes of overseers
and their whips.

The slaves lived
outside the complex where they made the mud-bricks for the walls. A
special canal had been dug to bring water from the Tigris to the
palace to allow topsoil to be mixed with water to make a thick mud
to which was added chopped straw. This mud mixture was then kneaded
with bare feet for four days and left for a further four days. On
the day the mixture was to be made into mud-bricks it was kneaded
again before being poured into moulds where it solidified. The
bricks were then tipped out of the moulds on to a surface of sand
and straw and left to dry for a week, after which they could be
used to repair the walls.

The level of activity
inside the walls where a small army of workmen was creating
prodigious amounts of heat and dust amazed me. Dozens of makeshift
forges had been created where smiths made the tools essential for
stonemasons: hammers, chisels, pry bars and chains. They were also
continuously sharpening chisels blunted by striking stone. There
were no quarries near Ctesiphon so stone for statues and
construction had to be transported down the Tigris on barges to
Seleucia and overland to the palace. If the blocks were large they
were transported from the waterway on rollers made from tree
trunks.

Architects with ground
plans were supervising the renovation of not only the palace itself
but also the many outbuildings fallen into neglect over the years.
The air was filled with flies, the sound of stone being chiselled
and the whistles and commands of overseers. A pall of dust hung
over Ctesiphon adding to that which covered my men and me as we
trotted through the vast work camp. We halted in front of the
entrance to the main palace for there was more than one, though the
others, far smaller, had been given over to court officials such as
Ashleen and other lackeys of the high king. One had in earlier
times housed the royal harem though Phraates was yet to take a wife
as far as I knew.

Having been alerted
that a party of horsemen had ridden through the main gates the duty
garrison commander descended the palace steps with half a dozen
guards to interrogate us. He wore a magnificent dragon-skin armour
cuirass – a leather vest covered with overlapping silver plates –
and carried his sword in a red leather sheath. He looked at our
dirty, unshaven faces and screwed up his face.

‘State your
business.’

‘I am King Pacorus of
Dura and need to see the high king on a most urgent matter.’

He looked surprised
then suspicious, seeing no banner or other insignia and only a
score of men behind me. I jumped down from Tegha.

‘I did not ride hard
to be interrogated by you, soldier,’ I said loudly. ‘Announce my
arrival. Now!’

He jumped at the last
word and for a moment I thought he was going to draw his sword and
order his men to arrest us. But perhaps he recognised me from an
earlier visit or decided to give me the benefit of the doubt
because he ordered his men to watch us before ascending the steps
and disappearing into the palace. I paced up and down during the
interlude but after only a few minutes he reappeared with another
officer in dragon skin armour and bowed his head to me.

‘Apologies, majesty,
we did not receive word of your impending arrival.’

‘Because I did not
give any.’

He clapped his hands
and slaves scampered forward, the other officer ordering them to
take our horses to the stables where they would be watered and fed.
He offered to escort my weary men to the barracks block and so I
dismissed them.

‘You will also want to
refresh yourself, majesty?’ said the commander.

‘No, take me to see
the high king immediately.’

He looked at my face
and dust-covered clothes.

‘Of course,
majesty.’

Smartly dressed
courtiers and their wives gave me disparaging looks as I strode
passed them on the way to the throne room, court officials stopping
in their tracks as a scruffy man with a scarred face spoiled the
rarefied atmosphere of the high king’s court. I was kept waiting
outside the throne room for what seemed like an age before the
doors opened and my nostrils were assailed by the scent of juniper
incense.

I stepped inside and
entered another world, a world of soft music, beautiful young
people, fine costumes and gold trappings. Even the slaves who stood
around the walls and beside marble pillars were unblemished and
good looking, their hands and feet clean, showing no signs of hard
usage. I walked slowly towards the white marble dais where Phraates
sat. It had been six months since I had seen him. He appeared to
have grown into his position. His hair was oiled and had been
expertly combed, his beard neat and pointed. He sat on his gilded
throne wearing a white silk gown and holding a golden arrow he was
toying with. He was still pale and thin but he did not appear
daunted by those surrounding him. I ignored the hostile Ashleen and
bowed to Phraates. Timo standing beside the high king looked down
his nose at me. To one side a striking half-naked female slave was
playing a lyre.

‘King Pacorus, this is
an unexpected pleasure. Have you come to apologise?’

Ashleen sniggered and
a few courtiers giggled.

‘Apologise,
majesty?’

He pointed the arrow
at me. ‘For not paying the surcharge on the annual payment. Your
example has been followed by numerous errant kingdoms and is highly
displeasing.’

‘Highly displeasing,’
spat Ashleen.

‘I will give your
majesty a thorough and exhaustive explanation if I had the time,’ I
replied, ‘but I come here on a most pressing matter.’

The lyre player
continued to pluck at her instrument as Phraates threaded the arrow
through his fingers. All eyes were on me as he pondered my
words.

‘Very well, state the
reason you came here.’

I told him about the
altercation with Cleopatra and her declaration of war on Parthia,
about the mustering of Mark Antony’s army in Syria and the
intention of Artavasdes to abandon his neutrality and side with
Rome. Timo yawned after I had finished and Ashleen looked disgusted
with my appearance. But neither appeared particularly concerned a
hundred thousand Romans were about to invade Parthia and nor did
Phraates.

‘This information,’
the high king said at last, ‘where did it come from?’

‘From a very reliable
source, majesty.’

Phraates leaned back
and turned the arrow in his hand.

‘You mean your former
chief scout, what is his name?’

‘Byrd.’

‘Byrd, of course. I
remember now. He lives among the Agraci though he is not one of the
desert people.’

‘At Palmyra, majesty,
yes.’

‘At Palmyra,’
Phraates’ tone was mocking.

‘The main nest of the
Agraci,’ said Ashleen.

‘A nest of vipers,’
added Timo.

I could feel my temper
rise. ‘Regardless of where he lives Byrd has access to much
valuable information and forewarned is forearmed. We cannot ignore
this threat to the empire.’

‘Shut up!’ Phraates
shouted at the lyre player. Ashleen flicked a hand at her to
indicate she should withdraw.

Phraates sprang from
his throne to confront me.

‘We do not want
anything to do with the Agraci. However, I know my father, the gods
bless his memory, knew Byrd and respected him as a man of truth and
so I will accept that what you tell me is the truth.’

I breathed a sigh of
relief. ‘That being the case it is important to plan our strategy,
majesty.’

Phraates walked past
me and addressed his court.

‘No, no, no, King
Pacorus. Have you forgotten our last conversation so quickly? Has
age so addled your mind you have no memory? You are no longer lord
high general and you promised me you would retire from public
life.’

Sarcastic laughter
directed at me filled the hall. Even some of the slaves were
smiling. Phraates scolded them for their insolence and placed an
arm around my shoulders.

‘Now, now, I will have
no mocking of our elders in my court, especially one who was loved
by my father.’

I felt like slapping
him, both for his arrogance and for calling me old. But if I did my
head would most certainly be adorning the palace roof. So I stayed
silent and fumed as Phraates returned to his throne, Ashleen and
Timo both wearing smug expressions.

‘We do not fear the
Romans, King Pacorus,’ said Phraates to applause from the
courtiers. ‘Nor do we fear the Armenians.’

He jumped down from
his throne again, this time walking by me to pontificate to those
in the chamber. I turned and watched him wave the arrow around as
he spoke.

‘King Pacorus seems to
forget I am the king of Susiana, Babylon and Persis and can summon
the soldiers of all those kingdoms at a moment’s notice. In
addition, the brave and loyal King Atrax is our most trusted lord
high general and will bring Media’s army to my side when
summoned.’

He turned and pointed
the arrow at me.

‘If the Romans can put
one hundred thousand men into the field then so can I.’

‘It is not just a
question of numbers, majesty,’ I said. ‘The Romans are not to be
underestimated.’

He walked up to me.
‘You give them too much respect, King Pacorus. I remember my father
telling me endlessly about the Battle of Carrhae, about how with
only ten thousand men you destroyed a Roman army five times
larger.’

‘We got lucky,’ I
said.

Phraates walked back
to his throne.

‘Luck has nothing to
do with it. The Romans are arrogant and so it is they who
underestimate us. And we have the gods on our side. Do we not,
Timo?’

‘We do, majesty,’
answered the priest.

‘I know this,’
Phraates confided in me, ‘because they sent you to me.’

‘Me?’

He stepped back and
opened his arms.

‘The gods use mortals
to convey their messages,’ he said loudly, ‘and they have surely
sent you to me for one purpose. And that purpose is to defeat the
Romans and show them Parthia is not their slave but their
master.’

The courtiers and
their wives applauded enthusiastically. I closed my eyes and
sighed. I had wasted my journey but I could not abandon the son of
Orodes.

‘Dura stands ready to
assist you, majesty.’

Phraates returned
again to his throne and regarded me coolly.

‘Dura’s time has
passed, King Pacorus, this is the beginning of a new age. You may
go.’

I made to speak but
stopped. What was the point? I was looking for reason where there
was none. I bowed me head, turned and made for the doors, only to
be recalled by Phraates.

‘I have a question
before you leave, King Pacorus.’

I stopped and
turned.

‘How many Roman
legions does this Mark Antony command?’ asked Phraates.

‘Twelve.’

‘And each legion has
an eagle like the ones held in this very palace?’

‘Yes.’

‘Making twelve eagles.
Twelve eagles to join the six already here. A most fitting gift
from the gods for the new Parthian age.’

I said nothing.

‘Hail Phraates,’
exclaimed Timo.

‘Hail Phraates,’ came
the court’s reply.

‘Where is the other
eagle?’ said Phraates casually.

‘The other eagle,
majesty?’

Once again the gold
arrow was pointed at me.

‘You took a Roman
eagle when you were a prince of Hatra and another seven at
Carrhae,’ said Phraates, ‘which makes eight. One is in the temple
at Hatra. So where is the eighth?’

I smiled. ‘It was
given as a gift for the hand of a princess, majesty.’

‘For the hand of
Princess Rasha, now Queen Rasha of Gordyene, I believe.’

I nodded.

‘So the eagle is among
the Agraci.’

‘At Palmyra,’ I
answered.

Disapproving groans
met my disclosure though it was common knowledge Spartacus had
traded the eagle he took at Carrhae for the hand of Rasha.

‘You may leave us,
King Pacorus,’ said Phraates, ‘though go back to Dura with this
message for the Agraci. When I have finished with the Romans I will
march on Palmyra to recover that which belongs to me.’

I left Ctesiphon
immediately; not bothering to wash, change clothes or eat a meal so
enraged was I. I ate only sparingly during the following days and
neglected my appearance so consumed was I by anger. When I reached
Dura Gallia ordered me to bathe, shave and rest before she would
hear what I had to say, locking our bedroom door and forbidding any
visitors to the palace until I had, in her words, ‘composed
yourself and once again look like a king’.

I stood on the terrace
with my hands on the balustrade looking out across the Euphrates
and the Kingdom of Hatra beyond.

‘How simple is the
life of a drover,’ I mused, looking at a man herding cattle on the
other side of the river.

Gallia came to my
side. ‘Talking to someone?’

‘Myself. I was just
thinking aloud about how uncomplicated many people’s lives are,
unencumbered by matters of strategy and politics.’

‘But filled with
thoughts of how they are going to survive another day,’ said
Claudia behind me. ‘Very few are privileged to live in palaces,
father. Speaking of which, how did you find Ctesiphon?’

I turned away from the
idyllic scene below. ‘Poisonous.’

‘An apt word, seeing
as Phraates killed his father, poisoned him I’ll wager.’

‘We do not know for
sure,’ I snapped.

I looked at Gallia.
‘He refused my help, even though the Romans are about to invade the
empire.’

‘Is that what hurt you
the most?’ she asked. ‘That you are no longer at the centre of the
empire’s affairs? Power is after all a powerful drug to do
without.’

‘No,’ I insisted and
yet there was perhaps something in her words.

Claudia was writing a
letter but stopped and looked up from the papyrus.

‘You must have
patience, father. Have you already forgotten the incident with the
gazelle calf and the eagles over the gates of Phraaspa?’

I had. ‘Or course
not,’ I replied irritably. ‘What are you writing?’

‘It is impolite to
violate a person’s privacy,’ she scolded me, ‘but if you must know
it is a letter to Valak.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘How
are you finding Alaric?’

‘Constricting.’

‘That was the idea,’ I
smiled. ‘Good man, Alaric.’

She finished the
letter and rolled it up, sealing it with hot wax and a griffin
stamp.

‘It is an invitation
for him to come to Dura so you can speak more fully with him.’

‘More fully? I have
barely exchanged a few words with him.’

She rose and called
for the palace steward.

‘Then it will be an
excellent opportunity for you to get acquainted with him.’

So I waited, waited
for Valak to arrive and the Romans to invade Parthia. I sent
couriers to Gafarn, Spartacus and Atrax alerting them to the
impending threat and imploring them not to take any action on their
own. Gafarn told me his own scouts had noted high levels of
activity in and around Zeugma and Spartacus had received word at
Vanadzor that Artavasdes was preparing for war. He was confident
the Armenians would not invade Gordyene on account of the losses
they had suffered there in previous wars.

‘Which leads me to
conclude the invasion will strike directly into Media east of Lake
Urmia and then on to Ctesiphon,’ I told the council members at our
weekly gathering.

‘And there will be no
invasion of Dura, majesty?’ said Rsan.

I smiled kindly at
him. ‘No, Rsan, no invasion of Dura.’

Chrestus pointed at
the map on the wall. ‘What about Atropaiene?’

I chuckled. ‘The army
of Atropaiene was never a force to be reckoned with even in its
heyday and now King Aschek is old and infirm I fear it has further
declined.’

‘Phraates will engage
the Romans without us?’ enquired Chrestus.

I nodded. ‘Not only
without us but also without the soldiers of Hatra and Gordyene, to
say nothing of those from Mesene and Elymais. But as he reminded me
he will muster the armies of Susiana, Babylon, Persis and Media to
face Mark Antony.’

Chrestus studied the
map more closely.

‘Mark Antony fights
Phraates on the border, defeats him and marches through Media to
Ctesiphon where we can engage him with the combined armies of Dura,
Hatra, Gordyene, Mesene and Elymais, plus whatever troops can be
sent from the eastern kingdoms of the empire.’

‘And if Phraates is
killed,’ added Gallia, ‘then we can appoint a new high king who
will be a friend of those kingdoms currently banished from
Ctesiphon’s goodwill.’

I shook my head. ‘It
is one scenario I do not want to re-enact. If Phraates is defeated
the Romans will seize Media and Atropaiene and garrison their towns
and cities. If he has any sense Mark Antony would then wait until
next year before recommencing his campaign when he could unleash
the Armenians to keep us occupied while he consolidates and expands
Rome’s rule.’

‘Then what do we do,
majesty?’ asked a perplexed Chrestus.

‘We prepare to move
quickly when the time comes,’ I said. ‘The only glimmer of light is
Atrax will command Phraates’ army and he is a good man and a sound
commander.’

Chrestus said nothing
but the expression on his face said everything: Atrax was an
indifferent commander at best and was no match for Mark Antony.

The rest of the
meeting was routine and comprised Rsan and Aaron giving a summary
of recent activity in the city, expenditure, revenues and any
forthcoming events. Aaron noted that despite Queen Cleopatra’s
declaration of war there had been no interruption in trade between
east and west, specifically the great quantities of silk making
their way from China through the empire via Dura to Alexandria.
Clearly Cleopatra was an astute monarch and had no intention of
cutting off her nose to spite her face. The meeting came to an end
and as everyone rose to leave, a sentry came to me, bowing and
handing me a note.

‘This has just
arrived, majesty, from Ctesiphon.’

Everyone’s ears
pricked up and they loitered as I read the contents of the missive.
I held it aloft.

‘High King Phraates
has appointed Prince Alexander of Media Satrap of Persis.’

Rsan and Aaron
shrugged, it meant little to them but like me Gallia was acutely
aware of the significance.

‘It is no coincidence
Atrax is first made lord high general and now his son is appointed
de facto ruler of Persis,’ she said bitterly. ‘Your sister’s
influence over Phraates appears to grow by the day.’

‘Indeed,’ I agreed,
‘I’m sure she regrets being a woman otherwise I have no doubt she
would be lord high general instead of her husband.’

‘The last time there
was a ruler of Persis,’ said Chrestus, ‘he was Dura’s enemy. Do you
get on with this Alexander, majesty?’

I thought about the
encounter with Aliyeh and her two sons at Phraaspa.

‘Not exactly,
Chrestus.’

I forgot about the
satrap of Persis almost immediately, the impending Roman invasion a
more pressing matter. For days afterwards a constant stream of
letters arrived from Hatra and Vanadzor providing updates on Mark
Antony and his army and Armenian movements. King Artavasdes was
concentrating his troops north of the Araxes River, the great
waterway flowing west to east marking the border between Armenia
and Gordyene and Atropaiene. I had scribes summarise them and then
sent them on to Ctesiphon, Irbil, and Urmia, the capital of
Atropaiene, in the hope they would be acted on. A happier
occurrence took place with the graduation of those who had
successfully completed the Sons of the Citadel course. There were
only five, including Kewab, out of a class originally numbering
fifteen. The award ceremony was held in the throne room and was
attended by all the senior officers of the army, plus Alcaeus,
Scelias, Marcus Sutonius, Gallia and the non-military tutors. They
had studied for three years, a mixture of theory and practice as
they learned the intricacies of Dura’s army and the art of war. I
awarded each of the students the symbol designating them as the
army’s future leaders: a dagger with a solid silver griffin pommel
nut and a blade engraved with the simple motto ‘Sons of the
Citadel’. Afterward everyone retired to the palace terrace for
refreshments. A large awning had been erected beforehand so all the
guests could shelter from the blazing sun overhead.

The atmosphere was
informal and convivial as befitting the occasion. Gallia was all
smiles and congratulations, taking time to speak to each of the
graduates. Today she did not wear leggings and tunic but a white
silk dress with a small gold chain around her slender waist. She
was chatting to Kewab when Scelias, cup of water in his hand,
cornered me.

‘Can I get you some
wine?’ I asked.

‘I do not imbibe,
majesty,’ he replied. ‘You will be marching north soon when the
Romans invade?’

‘I have retired from
public life, Scelias, but I stand ready to assist King of Kings
Phraates if required.’

‘I have no doubt
Dura’s assistance will be required. Phraates is a fool to turn his
back on one of the few kingdoms in Parthia that can match the
Romans’ military effectiveness. The others being Hatra and
Gordyene.’

‘Not Mesene?’

He sipped at his
water. He appeared particularly gaunt today and I wondered if he
had an aversion to eating.

‘Mesene has excellent
soldiers, majesty, well led. But King Nergal does not have enough
of them on account of his kingdom being poor. It is a truth cast in
stone.’

‘Perhaps the high king
will defeat the Romans,’ I posed. ‘He can call on the resources of
the three kingdoms he controls plus those of Media.’

He heard the doubt in
my voice. ‘Logic would suggest otherwise but wars cannot be reduced
to mathematical certainty. There is always the element of
chance.’

‘Or fate,
perhaps.’

He stroked his long
beard. ‘Fate assumes the intervention of celestial beings into
human affairs, which therefore undermines the concept of free will.
This in turn absolves individuals of personal responsibility since
it means any act can be laid at the feet of the gods. Thus virtue
and vice become meaningless, which I do not hold with.’

‘You think the gods do
not intervene in human affairs?’

He pondered the
question. ‘If we accept humans were created by the gods then we
must also accept they gave us the gift of free will, otherwise we
would be nothing more than beasts walking around naked like other
animals. But humans possess qualities to set them apart from other
animals, such as the ability to attain wisdom so they can
differentiate between virtue and vice.’

Gallia was suddenly
beside us, Scelias bowing his head to her.

‘As the head of the
Sons of the Citadel perhaps you could tell me when the first woman
will graduate from the scheme?’ she asked.

‘When one proves
herself able to attain the standards required to pass the course,’
came the blunt reply, ‘unless of course you choose to use your
power to lower those standards.’

‘Of course not,’ she
said, ‘for to do so would make the course meaningless.’

‘That man will spoil
the occasion,’ she warned.

I turned to see a man
in a shemagh, tunic and loose-fitting leggings, his clothes
covered with dust, beside him the palace steward. All conversation
trailed off as he was escorted towards me, my heart sinking with
every step he took.

The steward bowed. ‘A
courier from Hatra, majesty.’

There was absolute
silence on the terrace as the courier bowed, reached into his tunic
and pulled out a sealed letter and handed it to me.

‘King Gafarn ordered
me to hand this to you personally, highness.’

I felt my heart
pounding in my chest as I broke the seal, every pair of eyes on me,
and read the words. I handed it to Gallia.

‘The Romans have
crossed the Euphrates at Zeugma.’

In a way it was a
relief after all the waiting for the war to finally get underway.
The celebration continued after the courier had left, though the
only topic of conversation was where the Romans would be engaged
and what were the chances of them being defeated. In the following
days I decided upon Dura’s strategy. Regardless of what Phraates
desired I had little faith Atrax would be able to stop the Romans,
not because he was a poor king or general but because he would be
hamstrung by the presence and commands of Phraates, an
eighteen-year-old man who had never held a sword in anger let alone
command an army. At a council of war, I issued my instructions:
Chrestus would remain at Dura with the legions and the followers of
the lords of my kingdom, which would give up to twenty thousand
horse archers to augment his foot. I would take the cataphracts and
professional horse archers to Hatra to link up with the horsemen of
Hatra. Our combined forces would then ride north to Gordyene to
stiffen Spartacus’ army.

‘I’m coming with you,’
announced Claudia on the eve of our departure.

As Gallia and the
Amazons would also be riding north I had hoped Claudia would remain
to take command of the city. She dismissed the idea.

‘Rsan is the governor
and has commanded in your absence before.’

‘We are riding to war
not to some social gathering.’

‘I can shoot a bow as
well as any man in your army,’ she shot back.

I looked to Gallia for
support but she merely continued to clean her sword.

‘You will have to ride
among the Amazons,’ I told her, ‘and don’t expect any favourable
treatment.’

The next morning, she
was in the saddle beside Zenobia at the head of the Amazons in the
courtyard, Alaric beside her, Rsan, Chrestus and Kalet at the foot
of the palace steps awaiting my instructions. Already a column of
cataphracts, squires and camels loaded with supplies was winding
its way down the city’s main thoroughfare and out of the Palmyrene
Gate, ahead of them companies of horse archers fanning out across
the desert on the other side of the Euphrates to form the army’s
vanguard. Ahead of them rode Talib and his scouts. More horse
archers guarded the large camel train carrying our food, tents and
tens of thousands of arrows filing across the two pontoon bridges
spanning the river.

‘Keep an eye on the
border with Syria,’ I told Chrestus, ‘Malik will send word if there
is a threat to Palmyra. If there is, march to his aid.’

I slapped Kalet on the
arm. ‘Take the lords and their horse archers with you.’

‘What about the city,
majesty?’ said an alarmed Rsan.

‘You will have the
replacement cohort as a garrison,’ Chrestus told him, ‘which is
five hundred men. That should suffice.’

‘A company of horse
archers will remain at the Citadel,’ I told Rsan.

‘Another hundred men,’
said Chrestus, ‘which makes six hundred. More than enough to hold
Dura.’

‘Don’t worry, Rsan,’
smiled Kalet, ‘any sign the city is in danger and I will conjure up
thousands of horsemen to defend it.’

Rsan eyed the
black-clad leader of Dura’s lords, a man born of an Agraci mother
but fathered by a Parthian exile, banished to the wild frontier
region of Dura long before I became its king. Kalet was not his
real name. It meant ‘bastard’, which is what he had been called
when Dura had not welcomed the Agraci. He had a hard upbringing in
the desert stronghold of his father, though the fact his mother was
Agraci meant Haytham and his bands of raiders left the family home
alone. Both Kalet and his father rode with me when we fought the
Romans, Narses and his hordes and supported Haytham when Mark
Antony tried to seize Palmyra. Then Spandarat led my lords but the
old rogue had passed away five years ago, Kalet’s father four years
before that.

‘Dura will not be in
any danger,’ I reassured Rsan, ‘have you forgotten Dobbai’s words
about the stone griffin at the Palmyrene Gate?’

Rsan nodded,
half-assured.

‘We must leave,
Pacorus,’ Gallia urged me.

I looked at the trio.
‘The war is in the north and it is there it will be won or lost. In
this particular conflict Dura is a backwater.’

I walked to
Tegha held by a stable hand. ‘The gods be with you.’

I hauled myself into
the saddle, raised an arm to them and trotted from the courtyard.
At the Palmyrene gate I drew my sword and raised it in salute to
the stone griffin, a gesture copied by Gallia and every Amazon.
Claudia raised her bow in salute. We turned right to ride along the
western wall before swinging right again to head across the
Euphrates towards Hatra. The last time I had ridden to war had been
seventeen years before but it suddenly felt like yesterday.

The pace was slow for
the first two days and we halted on the third to await the arrival
of old friends. Talib’s men encountered them first, a long column
of horses and camels kicking up a great dust cloud as they made
their way north from the Euphrates. Nergal and Praxima had crossed
to the western bank of the river when they had left Mesene,
travelling up the river before being transported over the waterway
on barges I had ordered to be made available for them. In this way
they avoided having to journey through the Kingdom of Babylon –
Phraates’ domain – as well as keeping away from Seleucia and prying
eyes.

‘You are a sight for
sore eyes,’ I told Nergal after I had embraced him and Praxima
after their arrival in camp.

‘Just like old times,’
he grinned.

Gallia had the Amazons
parade for Praxima, their former commander, though no originals
were left in the ranks. Those who had followed her and Gallia from
Italy were either dead or retired and I wondered as the red-haired
Queen of Mesene rode up and down their immaculate line if she was
looking for familiar faces. She stopped and chatted to one or two,
smiling when Gallia told her the young woman was the daughter of a
Companion.

‘So, what is your
plan?’

Nergal stretched out
his long legs in front of our tent as the sun dipped in the west.
We would stay another day to allow the horse archers of Mesene to
rest before striking for Hatra.

‘To join with the
horsemen of Hatra and take our combined forces into Gordyene to
stiffen Spartacus’ army,’ I told him.

‘What of Phraates?’ he
asked.

I shrugged. ‘What of
him? He believes he only has to take the field against the Romans
to reap a great harvest of eagles to decorate his palace. I have
encountered such arrogance before. It never ends well.’

The early evening was
warm but pleasant, a gentle breeze taking the sting out of the
temperature. Praxima shook her thick red locks.

‘We have heard of
thousands of soldiers leaving Babylon and marching north to
Media.’

‘Joined no doubt by
others from Susiana,’ I said.

‘If Phraates is
defeated as you expect, Pacorus,’ said Praxima, ‘then the force you
are assembling will not be enough to stop this Mark Antony.’

‘But it will be enough
to slow him down, my friend, to give us time to rally the other
kings to our side.’

Nergal appeared
downcast. ‘That might be difficult.’

‘Oh?’

‘Dura is not the only
kingdom Phraates has insulted,’ said Praxima. ‘Peroz at Sakastan
has been reprimanded for his marriage to Roxanne and whereas Phenon
delights in his brother’s humiliation he will not march and leave
Carmania undefended.’

‘He thinks his brother
will seize it while he is away,’ said Nergal.

‘Hyrcania and Margiana
already had a low opinion of Phraates,’ remarked Gallia, ‘so they
will not lend him any assistance.’

‘The other kingdoms in
the east of the empire will bide their time to see what Phraates is
made of before committing themselves,’ commented Nergal.

‘So as you can see,’ I
said, ‘it rests on our shoulders.’

Nergal was not
optimistic. ‘I hope it is enough.’

‘There is someone you
have omitted, father,’ remarked Claudia.

I rolled my eyes. ‘We
do not know if he will come. He has little inclination to do
so.’

‘Who?’ queried
Nergal.

‘Silaces,’ I answered,
‘I requested his presence at Hatra though I am not optimistic he
will be there when we arrive.’

‘He will be there,’
Claudia assured me, a smug expression on her face.

‘Claudia cares not
whether the empire prospers or withers,’ I announced, ‘all she
wants is to see her intended at Hatra.’

‘You are getting
married?’ Nergal was shocked.

‘To the commander of
Silaces’ bodyguard, no less,’ I said, ‘a man I have barely
exchanged words with and who has yet to submit a formal request for
my daughter’s hand in marriage.’

‘Don’t be so stuffy,
Pacorus,’ Gallia told me.

Praxima was delighted.
‘My congratulations, when are you to be married?’

‘As soon as this
inconvenient campaign is over,’ Claudia informed her.

‘How rude of the
Romans to invade Parthia and spoil your wedding plans,’ I said.

‘Don’t be sarcastic,
father, it does not suit you.’

We rode hard for Hatra
the next day and the day afterwards; achieving an average of forty
miles a day to reach the city as the sun was descending in the
west. Our horses and we sated our thirsts with the cool water of
the springs giving Hatra life, making it a luxuriant oasis amidst a
sea of parched sand and barren stone. The springs brought cool,
clear water to the surface all year round to provide for the people
who lived in the city, the trade caravans stopping there, and also
filling the irrigation ditches watering the fields outside the city
walls. They also filled the wide, deep moat surrounding Hatra and
watered the royal gardens where my mother had spent so much time
during her life.

The horsemen camped
outside the city the evening we arrived but Gafarn sent his son to
convey his respects and invite us to the palace. We were tired,
unwashed and grimy but Gallia and Praxima wanted to see Diana and
Claudia was impatient to enter the city so we accompanied my
namesake across the bridge into the northern sector where the Royal
Quarter was located. The light was fading fast when we arrived at
the great square in front of the palace, on its other side the
imposing temple dedicated to Shamash. A guard of honour made up of
a company of Hatra’s Royal Bodyguard stood to attention as Gafarn
and Diana descended the white marble steps to greet us.

It should have been a
solemn occasion but Claudia broke every rule of protocol by
vaulting from her horse, bounding up the steps and throwing her
arms around an embarrassed Valak. I should have been annoyed but I
was not because beside my future son-in-law was Silaces. He had
come.

My smile disappeared
when I saw Alaric sprint up the steps like a man half his age, draw
his gladius, interpose himself between Claudia and Valak and
shove the latter away from my daughter. Silaces turned to see his
commander draw his own sword and square up to the long-haired
German, which was the cue for pandemonium. I vaulted up the steps
to come between the two, guards approaching with spears levelled to
skewer the men who had dared to draw their weapons in the presence
of their king and queen. Priests beat a hasty retreat and Gafarn
and Diana stood with mouths open.

‘Stand down, Alaric,’
I ordered, standing in front of him.

Undeterred by the
guards flanking him he jabbed his gladius at Valak.

‘Tell him to stand
down first.’

I placed my hand on
his blade and lowered it gently.

‘I vouch for this
man,’ I said loudly, and in a whisper. ‘Now sheath your sword or I
will draw mine.’

He smiled and slid the
gladius back into its scabbard.

‘I demand
satisfaction,’ said Valak behind me.

I spun and froze him
with a hard stare.

‘And I demand you seek
my permission before you lay your hands on my daughter. I could
have your hand for your impudence.’

‘Pacorus, what is
going on? Explain yourself.’

Suddenly Gafarn,
Nergal, Gallia, Diana and Praxima were before me, Alaric standing
beside an infuriated Claudia daring the palace guards to ‘have a
go’.

I explained to Gafarn
about Claudia and Valak and their forthcoming marriage and how I
had appointed Alaric as my daughter’s bodyguard. Diana linked arms
with the stout German and led him away to the palace, chatting
merrily about their days at the gladiator school in Capua. She
completely disarmed him and soon he had forgotten about the guards
as he reminisced.

‘You behave yourself
and withdraw,’ Silaces ordered Valak, ‘and put your bloody sword
away. Mind your manners.’

Shamefaced, Valak
bowed and did as he was told. Gafarn told the guards to get back to
their positions and normalcy was restored. Silaces wore an
expression of utter bemusement.

‘Valak is to marry
your daughter?’

I threw up my hands.
‘My errant daughter seems to think so.’

‘Your daughter
knows so,’ she hissed before storming off.

Amidst the drama a
shocked Prince Pacorus, resplendent in burnished scale armour and
polished helmet sporting a red plume, tried to maintain decorum as
he dismissed his company and waited until a stable hand took his
horse before reporting to his father. He was clearly astonished by
what he had witnessed. It was not how things were done in Hatra,
not at all.

I slept like the dead
that night, the ride across the desert having exhausted me. I
slowly emerged from my slumbers to the raucous calls of peacocks in
the royal gardens below the balcony. I rubbed my eyes and saw
Gallia standing on the balcony, the light revealing her naked body
beneath her nightdress. I propped myself up and admired her body,
not as slim as it once was but still splendid for a woman her age.
As if sensing she was being watched she turned and looked at
me.

‘It’s beautiful
here.’

‘It’s a beautiful view
from here,’ I complimented her.

She looked back at the
landscaped gardens where white doves and peacocks resided among
fountains, flowerbeds, trees and herb gardens. In the centre stood
the white gazebo where my mother loved to entertain. I rose and put
on a robe to join her, putting an arm around her waist.

‘Whenever I am here
war seems a thousand miles away,’ she said wistfully.

‘It is a peaceful
place,’ I agreed. ‘It is why we are going to war, to keep Hatra
peaceful and serene.’

The gazebo was where
the monarchs met to finalise the plans for the march north. Gafarn
provided a précis of the situation as we dripped honey on thin
ginger wafers.

‘Spartacus sent word
yesterday the Romans and Armenians are still massing north of the
Araxes River. His spies report Mark Antony intends to strike east
of Lake Urmia, which means Gordyene will be left unmolested.’

‘For the moment,’ I
remarked.

‘Artavasdes has a long
memory,’ continued Gafarn. ‘He remembers the mauling he received at
the hands of Surena all those years ago when he invaded Gordyene
and has no wish to repeat the experience. But he also remembers the
humiliation heaped on him after Carrhae when for a while he became
a vassal of Parthia.’

‘We should have
conquered Armenia when we had the chance,’ said Silaces.

‘It was not the wish
of Orodes,’ I retorted.

‘He was a good man,’
agreed Silaces, ‘unlike his serpent of a son, though I’ll stake my
kingdom on him sitting on the high throne longer than his father.
Arrogant brat. Of course if the Romans and Armenians kill him then
we will have to elect another high king.’

‘Who would you have,
lord?’ smiled Diana.

He jerked a thumb at
me. ‘Pacorus, of course, the only man who has the respect of most
of the empire and who possesses the qualities required to unite an
empire that has a breadth of a thousand miles and contains more
differences than similarities.’

A delighted Gallia
wished to hear more. ‘And what qualities are those, lord king?’

Silaces scooped yogurt
from a silver platter using a cracker.

‘Common sense, vast
experience and a streak of ruthlessness. How many kings have you
killed, Pacorus?’

He began counting them
on his yogurt-covered fingers.

‘Let’s see, there was
Porus, Chosroes and Narses, not forgetting Mithridates, who was
king of kings at the time.’

I held up a hand. ‘We
are not here to discuss a new high king but to save the one we
elected.’

‘The one you
got elected,’ Silaces reminded me.

‘If the Romans prevail
there will be no high king and no Parthia,’ I shot back. ‘We sit
here eating fine food while the fate of the empire hangs in the
balance. We need to get to Gordyene.’

‘One thing you should
know before we set out,’ said Gafarn. ‘Spartacus is unwilling to
fight beside Phraates unless he receives an apology for the high
king’s actions at Ctesiphon, actions I might add that also annoyed
me and Diana.’

‘And me,’ added
Gallia.

‘He insulted you too?’
asked Diana.

Gallia reached over
and laid her hand on her friend’s arm.

‘He insults you, he
insults all of us.’

‘Agreed,’ said
Praxima.

Silaces looked at the
three women and nodded grimly. They had all known each other for
over thirty years and their fame, or infamy depending on one’s
point of view, had spread far and wide.

‘Rasha will fight
beside the Amazons when the time comes,’ said Gallia to the delight
of the other two.

‘We will ride together
again,’ smiled Diana.

I looked at a shocked
Gafarn.

‘I had hoped you would
stay at Hatra,’ he said to his wife.

‘Hatra has a royal
bodyguard of five hundred men commanded by our son,’ she replied,
‘more than adequate to keep us safe I would have thought.’

‘Speaking of royal
bodyguards,’ I said to Silaces, ‘what can you tell me about the
commander of yours?’

Silaces grinned. ‘Good
man, Valak. Brave but has a brain in his head.’

‘Glad to hear it.’

‘I did not realise he
and your daughter were so attached to each other. Apologies,
Pacorus.’

‘No need to apologise,
my friend, it is I who have been remiss. I have given Claudia too
much free rein.’

‘She is not a dog,
Pacorus,’ Gallia scolded me. ‘She too has her own mind.’

‘Don’t we know it,’ I
said.

‘Do you want me to
forbid Valak to see her, Pacorus?’ asked Silaces.

‘Certainly not,’
answered Gallia before I could reply, ‘they are well matched.’

‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘we
have more pressing matters to address than Claudia’s choice of
husband. Perhaps Valak will provoke Alaric and get himself killed,
solving one problem.’

‘Don’t be so
vindictive,’ hissed Gallia.

‘Valak knows how to
use a sword,’ said Silaces.

I gave him a sly grin.
‘So does Alaric.’

Over thirty thousand
horsemen left Hatra the next day along with over one hundred
thousand camels and thousands of spare horses as remounts. We
headed northeast towards the Tigris where we would hug the western
riverbank to take us past Media before crossing the waterway to
head for Vanadzor, the capital of Gordyene. Though Prince Pacorus
commanded Hatra’s Royal Bodyguard his mother rode with Gallia and
the Amazons, Praxima also joining her old unit for the march north.
In addition to the Royal Bodyguard Gafarn led another thousand
cataphracts and five thousand horse archers. As in my army two
squires served each cataphract so Hatra’s force included three
thousand squires. Dura’s contingent numbered a thousand
cataphracts, two thousand squires, five thousand horse archers and
a hundred Amazons, like Gafarn’s soldiers all professionals.

Nergal’s men were also
full-time soldiers and though they numbered only five thousand they
were perhaps the finest horse archers in the empire, each man
reputedly an expert shot with the bow both from the saddle and on
foot. All Parthians fancied themselves as expert shots but Nergal,
formerly the commander of Dura’s horse archers, had introduced
exacting standards for entry into his five dragons of horse
archers.

Mesene’s soldiers
looked radically different from my own horse archers and those of
Hatra and Elymais. Each rider wore a simple woollen kaftan dyed
red. Called a kurta it opened at the front and was wrapped
across the chest from right to left. It was loose fitting so as not
to constrict movement. His leggings – saravanas – were baggy
and on his feet each man wore leather ankle boots called
xshumaka tied in place by leather bands wrapped around the
ankles and under the sole.

My own and the horse
archers of Hatra and Elymais wore no armour but Nergal’s men were
protected by scale-armour cuirasses: short-sleeved leather garments
reaching down to the mid-thigh, slit at the sides to facilitate
riding. Horizontal rows of rectangular iron scales were attached to
the leather, each row partly covering the layer below. A helmet
made from curved iron plates attached to a skeleton of vertical
bands, complete with large cheek guards and a long leather neck
flap, protected the head.

Silaces had brought
eight thousand horse archers, the majority wearing blue tunics,
white leggings and no armour of any kind. Valak’s bodyguard of
fifty men wore leather back and breast plates and carried swords
and lances in addition to their bows but also wore nothing on their
heads aside from red headbands. Round shields sporting the
four-pointed star of Elymais dangled from their saddles on their
left sides, their quivers attached to the rear right horn of their
saddles.

It was now summer and
a blazing sun roasted man and beast alike as we made a leisurely
march towards the Tigris. In addition to the heat the thousands of
hooves kicked up a vast amount of dust getting in our eyes, clothes
and hair. Frequent halts did nothing to dissipate the dust cloud
that became our constant companion, forcing us to wrap our heads in
material similar to the shemagh the Agraci favoured. We also
wore wide-brimmed floppy hats to keep the sun off our heads. And to
make our misery complete there was no wind so the heat became most
unbearable.

Talib and his scouts
rode far and wide to gather intelligence but there was little
activity in the vastness of the desert away from the caravan
routes, other than the occasional gang of bandits and religious
fanatics seeking to be alone and close to the gods. Things improved
when we reached the Tigris where the animals could be watered on a
regular basis and we could fill our waterskins. When the Persians
had ruled the earth the Tigris was known as Arvand Rud,
literally ‘Swift River’, but the spring meltwaters had long gone
and now the brown water had a slow current and the level had
dropped considerably. At night we camped among the expanses of date
palms growing on either side of the river, hundreds of campfires
twinkling along the river into the distance under a clear,
star-studied sky.

I sent Talib ahead to
make contact with Spartacus as we continued our journey, horsemen
on the other side of the river carrying banners showing white
dragons now our constant companions.

‘Atrax’s soldiers,’
said Gafarn, ‘he will know a great body of horsemen is journeying
north.’

‘As will Phraates,’
added Silaces.

‘And your sister,
Pacorus,’ said Nergal.

‘They will not care,’
announce Claudia riding beside Valak, ‘for all they see is glory
and the chance to eclipse the one in whose shadow they stand. They
wish to step into the light of their own making.’

‘In whose shadow do
they stand?’ enquired an intrigued Diana.

‘Father’s.’

‘Nonsense,’ I
insisted.

‘Phraates is not a
fool, father, he knows you were the one who secured his accession
to the high throne. But instead of being grateful he resents you
for it and thinks if he wins a victory greater than Carrhae he will
eclipse your achievements and thus banish the idea the son of
Orodes owes a debt to the King of Dura.’

‘Which he does,’ said
Silaces.

‘It is true Phraates
seeks battle with the Romans,’ I agreed, ‘though I doubt it is
anything to do with me.’

Claudia chuckled. ‘It
is everything to do with you, father. This whole war is to do with
you and your actions will determine the fate of the empire.’

‘No pressure, then,’
quipped Gafarn.

Eventually the
soldiers of Media disappeared when we reached the border of
Gordyene, its western frontier marked by the Tigris. Talib had left
the column several days before to make contact with Spartacus and
when we reached the crossing point, a wide, shallow stretch of the
river flanked by steep banks cut into the limestone by a countless
number of spring surges, the banners of Gordyene were waiting for
us on the other side.

There was a southerly
wind filling out our own and the standards of the son of the slave
general I had followed. I saw the black-clad figure of Talib beside
Spartacus, behind him a huge red banner upon which was a silver
lion. Either side of him, along the riverbank, were lines of horse
archers carrying dragon windsocks, while around the king were
horsemen armed with spears and carrying round shields.

It was Diana who first
urged her horse forward down through the gap leading to the ford,
Gafarn and the rest of us following. Three horses likewise walked
forward from the opposite side of the river. In midstream we
halted. Spartacus removed his helmet, leaned over and kissed his
mother, bowing to Gafarn. Talib walked his horse forward to take up
position behind us. A beaming Rasha likewise kissed Diana and waved
to Gallia. I laughed.

‘How many men have you
brought?’ asked Spartacus bluntly.

‘Over thirty thousand,
including the squires,’ said his father, ‘and it is nice to see you
too, son.’

Spartacus nodded
warmly at Prince Pacorus beside his mother and gave Claudia a
quizzical look.

‘My apologies, I have
little time for social niceties,’ replied the King of Gordyene.
‘Three days ago the Romans and Armenians crossed the Araxes River
with a combined strength of nearly one hundred and twenty thousand
men.’

‘Where is Phraates?’ I
asked.

‘Marching with all
haste to meet them.’

‘With how many men?’
asked Silaces.

‘The two armies are
evenly matched in terms of numbers,’ replied Spartacus.

‘But that is where the
similarities end,’ I said, ‘we must hasten to support
Phraates.’

‘Most likely the two
armies will have engaged by now,’ stated Spartacus, ‘I fear you are
too late, uncle.’
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The mountainous
kingdom of Gordyene came as a welcome relief after the heat and
dust of the desert. The hot winds were replaced by pleasing
breezes. The terrain changed from sand and hard-packed dirt to soil
and grass as we headed north into Spartacus’ lands. He said little
as we left the Tigris and proceeded to his capital Vanadzor, though
he did chat to his parents and brother, mostly about trivial
matters relating to their health and enquiring after affairs in
Dura, Elymais and Mesene. His laid-back manner in the face of a
great crisis unnerved me. Rasha was more animated but only because
she was in the company of Gallia again, and was desperate to reach
Vanadzor so she could reveal a great spectacle to my wife. At least
she seemed to grasp the gravity of the situation.

Only the kings, queens
and the senior commanders of their forces rode into the city, the
bulk of the horses and camels were quartered along the lush green
banks of the Pambak River by the side of which Vanadzor had been
built. If Spartacus appeared brooding and remote he suited his
domain; a cold, grey land filled with high, snow-capped mountains,
rivers frothing with raging currents, endless expanses of beech and
oak forests and wind-swept steppes. Vanadzor sat in the valley of
the Pambak, a dour, formidable stronghold whose walls and buildings
had been constructed from locally quarried hard, black limestone.
There were also quarries producing marble but most was exported to
raise money for the upkeep of the army.

Guards on the walls
watched the party of kings and their banner men enter the city.
Inside the buildings were squat and unsightly like the people who
lived in them. The inhabitants of Gordyene were a tough mountain
race, used to hardships and deprivation but stoical, hardworking
and resourceful. As we rode along the main street leading to the
palace they stopped and bowed to their king and queen but gave the
rest of us short shrift. As usual there was a cool breeze blowing
through the streets to make the standards billow.

‘I’ve had warmer
welcomes,’ I commented as a local stared at me with cold eyes.

‘Anyone would think we
are foreign occupiers,’ said Gafarn half in jest.

‘Gordyene remembers
when Orodes and his allies killed its king,’ replied Spartacus,
‘Surena was very popular in these parts.’

‘That was years ago,’
I said.

A half-smile cum leer
spread over Spartacus’ face. ‘People have long memories in
Gordyene. It has taken me and Rasha a long time to earn their trust
and I do not intend to betray it.’

The palace was as dour
as I remembered it from my last visit to Vanadzor: a bleak
structure surrounded by a high square stone wall with round towers
in each corner and a stout three-storey gatehouse on its southern
side. There were wooden shutters on each storey to allow archers to
fight from should the need arise. We trotted through the thick oak
gates festooned with iron reinforcing strips and spikes, to halt on
the paved square fronting the palace. Around it were barracks,
stables, storerooms, armouries and ironworks all belching black
smoke.

Stable hands took our
horses and servants showed us to our quarters. I smiled when Rasha
informed us there were no slaves in the palace. The king’s father
would have been proud.

Less proud, perhaps,
if he had been at the council of kings gathered in the austere,
grim throne room after we had rested, changed and eaten. Spartacus
took his place at a large oak table in front of the dais, candles
burning on stands around the walls because the chamber was always
dark, its walls of sombre stone, the only windows small and near
the ceiling. Behind Spartacus stood his commanders in red tunics
and black leggings, though one man with wild hair and beard looked
like he was a hill man from some remote mountain habitat. Servants
served us a locally produced and most excellent honey coloured
wine, the climate of Gordyene being favourable for the growing of
grapes.

‘We need to move with
all haste to link up with Phraates and Atrax before they engage the
Romans,’ I proposed. ‘How many men can you muster, Spartacus?’

‘Enough,’ replied the
King of Gordyene, ‘but first I will receive an apology from the
high king for insulting us at Ctesiphon.’

I looked at Gafarn but
he was deliberately avoiding my stare, Silaces shrugged and Nergal,
who had also initially been insulted by Phraates before the high
king had been persuaded to change his mind on account of the divine
status of Mesene’s rulers, was nodding in agreement. I
persevered.

‘You do not seem to
understand the gravity of the situation.’

‘No, uncle,’ said
Spartacus, ‘it is you who fails to understand my position.
If Phraates and Atrax are in so much peril, why is it neither has
approached me for help? How is it Media continues to shut its
borders to Gordyene, its king and queen regarding it as a land
ruled by a slave and his Agraci wife?’

‘Such things can be
addressed later,’ I stressed.

He slammed his fist on
the table. ‘Such things will be addressed before Gordyene sends its
warriors to war.’

‘You are most wise,
lord king,’ said the hill man.

I pointed at him. ‘Who
is this who dares to speak in our presence?’

Spartacus turned and
nodded at the wanderer.

‘This is Lord
Spadines, leader of the Aorsi and a valued ally of Gordyene.’

My heart sank and I
was taken back to a time many years before when I had attended a
feast in this very palace attended by a rough group of men whom
Surena had invited into his kingdom. They were warriors of the
Aorsi tribe, a branch of the Sarmatian people who had originally
been living along the coast of the mighty Caspian Sea. They were a
law unto themselves and I viewed them as trouble. I had hoped in
the aftermath of Surena’s defeat and death they would have returned
to their homeland, but they had clearly stayed, more’s the
pity.

Spartacus extended his
arm towards me.

‘And this is King
Pacorus of Dura, once a friend of King Surena and my uncle.’

Spadines’ eyes
narrowed as he studied me, then opened wide.

‘I remember the name
Pacorus. My lord Diophantes met you once and talked of how King
Surena respected you greatly. He must have looked for you on the
battlefield when the tyrant high king came.’

‘Pacorus is
blameless,’ said Silaces. ‘I fought with Surena many times and the
cause of his downfall was entirely of his own making.’

‘King Silaces of
Elymais,’ Spartacus informed Spadines.

‘I remember you,’
smiled the hill man, ‘I was just a young man when you rode with
King Surena.’

Spartacus rose and
placed a muscular arm around Spadines’ shoulders.

‘I would never
criticise Orodes because he was the one who made me King of
Gordyene, but nor will I criticise my friends the Aorsi who are the
ever-vigilant guardians of my people’s northern border.’

‘Will the Aorsi fight
beside us when we march against the Romans?’ I enquired.

‘We fight the
Armenians,’ said Spadines as Spartacus retook his seat.

‘You are in luck,’
Silaces told him, ‘for Artavasdes marches with the Romans.’

‘We will not fight
beside the Medians,’ sneered Spadines, ‘Atrax is our enemy.’

‘Why?’ I demanded.

‘This is not Dura,
uncle,’ said Spartacus. ‘The Medians frequently raid Gordyene for
entertainment. Its two princes regard it as good sport to butcher
my people and take the pretty ones as slaves.’

‘Mine too,’ growled
Spadines.

‘Queen Aliyeh despises
me and Rasha,’ spat Spartacus. He looked at Gafarn.

‘And you as well,
father.’

There was an
uncomfortable silence as we all contemplated his words. I wanted to
contradict them but knew in my heart they were true. Aliyeh had
made it quite clear she regarded Gallia and me with contempt, and
Nergal and Praxima for that matter. Gafarn looked distraught,
Silaces was resigned and Spartacus unyielding. This was not going
how I had anticipated, not at all. But at least things could not
get any worse.

I could not have been
more wrong.

The doors to the hall
opened and three men, all in red tunics and scale armour, scale
armour shoulder guards with pteruges hanging from their waists,
strode towards us. The air crackled with dread and as one we all
rose as they halted and bowed to Spartacus. By the look of their
tired faces and weathered clothing they had been riding hard for
hours.

‘Lord Yerev delivers
his compliments, majesty, and sends urgent news from the east,’
announced the commander.

‘Lord Yerev keeps
watch on my eastern border,’ Spartacus explained to us, ‘mostly for
raiders led by the princes Alexander and Darius, may the gods rot
their bowels. What news?’

The commander glanced
at us, unsure what to do, which made me think his news was not
good.

‘Speak,’ ordered
Spartacus.

The commander drew
himself up. ‘King of Kings Phraates and Lord High General Atrax
fought the Romans and Armenians three days ago, majesty, to the
east of Lake Urmia. Their army was scattered and Atrax was
killed.’

‘Atrax dead?’ I could
not believe it.

‘What of Phraates?’
demanded Gafarn.

The commander looked
at Spartacus who nodded.

‘We have no news of
the high king or the remnants of his army. Lord Yerev identified
the body of King Atrax when his scouts reported the battle to him.
It had been left to rot on the ground.’

‘And his sons?’ asked
Spartacus.

‘There is no word
regarding princes Darius and Alexander.’

He dismissed his men
and ordered servants to refill his cup. I slumped in my chair.
Notwithstanding his wife and sons Atrax had been a good friend. We
had fought together in many battles and he was always a steadfast
ally. I suddenly heard the mocking laughter of Dobbai in my head as
all my carefully laid plans for the empire lay in ruins. What if
Phraates was also dead? The Romans could be in Ctesiphon in two or
three weeks. And after that?

‘What now?’

Nergal brought me back
to the present.

‘If the Romans reach
Seleucia and Ctesiphon they will split the empire,’ I said, ‘we
must hit them as soon as possible to slow them down allowing us to
raise another army.’

‘How many men do the
Romans and Armenians number?’ asked Spartacus.

‘Over one hundred
thousand,’ I answered.

‘Does such a number
exist?’ said an astounded Spadines.

‘How many men ride
with you, uncle?’

‘Just over thirty
thousand, including squires.’

‘Long odds.’

‘How many men can
Gordyene field?’ asked Gafarn.

‘Ten thousand
horsemen, father, more if I send word to the outlying regions.’

‘There is no time,’ I
told him, ‘we must leave at once.’

I looked at Spartacus.
‘If Phraates is dead then I assume it will satisfy your honour and
wipe away the insult dealt to you and Rasha. The empire needs you,
Spartacus, you and every man who can ride and shoot a bow.’

‘Very well, uncle, for
the sake of the empire, and since I have no desire to become a
Roman puppet, I will ride east with you. Though if Phraates still
lives I will still expect an apology from him before normalcy is
restored.’

‘Normalcy?’ I said.
‘We might be living in the end of days as far as the empire is
concerned.’

The horsemen we had
brought into Gordyene were camped for several miles along the banks
of the Pambak where they could water their horses and camels and
graze on the abundant grassland either side of the waterway.
Despite the urgency of the situation it took time to assemble
Spartacus’ horsemen, many being garrisoned in adjacent valleys
rather than concentrated in and around Vanadzor. But one formation
quartered in the city was the source of great pride for the queen
who insisted I, Gallia, Praxima and Diana join her to view this
body. I had better things to do but surrendered to the lobbying of
my wife and her friends. So I was sitting on Tegha in front
of Rasha’s palace while she showed my wife, Diana and Praxima the
soldiers lined up on parade before us. Spartacus was beside me on
his horse, bursting with pride over his wife’s achievements.

‘They are called
Vipers,’ Spartacus told me, ‘in honour of the queen of the same
name who was Surena’s wife. They are all single women who have
taken an oath to act as Rasha’s bodyguard.’

I looked at the
well-dressed lines of horse archers, all wearing soft pointed hats,
short swords at their hips, bows in leather cases and two full
quivers attached to their saddles.

‘How many do they
number?’

‘Five hundred,
uncle.’

I did a quick
calculation in my head.

‘Forty-one thousand
men, and women, against over one hundred thousand. We shall have to
choose our tactics carefully.’

‘You should have
brought your legions north, uncle.’

‘Two legions cannot
prevail against twelve. Our only hope is to slow the Romans down to
give Phraates time to rally the rest of the empire.’

‘If we can find him.
If he still lives.’

We emptied the
armouries of Vanadzor of arrows to supplement the vast quantity we
had brought with us; packhorses and camels were loaded down with
missiles when the army marched from the city two days after the
parade of the Vipers. Gordyene’s scouts led the way, showing us
across steppe plains sweet with the aroma of flowers and through
valleys crowded with dense forests. The plethora of rivers and
streams enabled both riders and beasts to refresh themselves on a
regular basis, but Gordyene was not open like Dura or Hatra so the
pace was frustratingly slow. Threading a path through valleys,
forests and rocky terrain also strung out the army over several
miles. I sent Talib and his scouts ahead to accompany Spartacus’
scouts who disappeared for days on end only adding to my
frustration. With each passing day the scenarios filling my head
became darker and more desperate. I sank into a state of near
despair.

‘This is a beautiful
country.’

Claudia in contrast
was deliriously happy, Valak beside her after she had badgered me
into submission to allow Silaces’ commander to ride with her,
Alaric ever present.

‘Dura is so bleak and
dusty,’ she opined as she looked around at the oaks spreading
before us and upwards to blanket the slopes of the mountain we were
riding alongside. Her eyes settled on Valak and she gave him a
dazzling smile.

‘So beautiful.’

‘Perhaps we should
halt the march so you can pick flowers, Claudia, or catch
butterflies?’

‘Pacorus, I hardly
think you can blame Claudia for the Romans invading Parthia,’
Gallia upbraided me.

‘It is quite all
right, mother, she told me father has always been impatient and
acts like a small boy when he cannot have his own way.’

I glared at her. ‘Who
told you?’

‘An old friend. Why do
you fear the Romans?’

I halted Tegha.
‘I do not fear the Romans but I do not underestimate them.’

‘They are not gods,
father,’ she said dismissively, ‘they are mere mortals who have the
same weaknesses as other men.’

‘In case you have not
being paying attention,’ I replied icily, ‘they have just defeated
Phraates and killed Atrax, brushing them aside with ease. The
empire lays exposed to their swords.’

She threw back her
head and laughed. ‘Oh, father, you are such a hopeless romantic.
The empire will survive the loss of Atrax and Phraates is more
resourceful than you give him credit for. Anyone who has survived
the poisonous swamp of Ctesiphon is more than a match for the
Romans. It is you who should have faith, father.’

‘Faith in what?’ I
said, urging Tegha forward.

‘In the gods and in
yourself,’ she answered.

I remembered Dobbai’s
words about the gods and had little faith they would intervene as
long as men were killing each other for their amusement. But as we
left the mountains and forests and neared Lake Urmia I became
slightly more optimistic, if only because the terrain became
flatter, which allowed us to pick up the pace. I was wondering if
Talib and his men had been intercepted by the enemy and captured or
killed, when they rode into camp early one evening as the army
pitched its tents on the edge of an expansive mountain plain
stretching towards the east.

Their horses sweating
and tired, their riders only slightly less so, eyes dark-rimmed and
bloodshot, they reported to me immediately as the sun waned in the
sky. I told Talib to remain in the saddle and the rest to get some
food inside them. I sent couriers to alert Gafarn, Nergal and
Silaces and request their presence at the tent of Spartacus where I
rode with Talib. Sentries took our horses as we made our way into
the large circular calfskin structure in the centre of the Gordyene
camp to find the king and queen already in conversation with one of
the scouts who had accompanied Talib and his men. The swarthy
Spadines, also in attendance, grinned at me when we entered. Talib
nodded at the equally tired scout standing beside his king who was
unfolding a hide map.

‘I have asked the
other kings to attend,’ I said.

Spartacus nodded.
‘Fetch wine.’

He looked at the two
scouts. ‘Sit, both of you before you collapse.’

Relieved, they flopped
down on stools and held their heads in their hands. Rasha filled
two cups with water and passed them to the scouts. I heard horses
being pulled up outside and voices as the tent flaps opened to
reveal Gafarn and Pacorus, followed by Nergal and Silaces. Pacorus
embraced his brother and Rasha and frowned at the bedraggled
Spadines. Soldiers entered seconds later with refreshments for
us.

Spartacus pointed at
the map on the table, around which we gathered. It showed Lake
Urmia, Gordyene, Media, Armenia, Atropaiene and the Caspian
Sea.

‘The enemy is here,
approaching Lake Urmia, around fifty miles south of the Araxes
River. Both Romans and Armenians. They move slowly due to the
hundreds of wagons accompanying them.’

I did a quick
calculation in my head.

‘They are moving
unusually slowly. Where is Phraates and his army?’

‘We do not know,
majesty,’ said Talib, ‘we scouted to the north of the great lake
where we encountered the Romans and Armenians.’

‘We must intercept
them as quickly as possible,’ stated Spartacus.

‘How many eagles did
you spot?’ I asked Talib.

‘Two, majesty.’

Nergal was surprised.
‘Two eagles? You are certain you only detected two legions?’

Talib nodded and the
other scout concurred. I traced a route south on the map with my
finger.

‘So where are the
other ten legions?’

A row of blank faces
met my enquiry.

‘What does it matter?’
grinned Spadines. ‘Let us go and crush those we know about.
Artavasdes is among them?’

He looked at
Spartacus’ scout behind him who nodded.

‘I saw his
banner.’

Spadines slapped
Spartacus on the back.

‘Time to teach the
Armenians a lesson, lord.’

‘It would be better to
determine the whereabouts of the other Roman legions,’ I said, ‘in
addition to ascertaining where Phraates is, if he still lives.’

‘It would be the
sensible thing to do,’ agreed Gafarn.

I looked at Spartacus.
‘Ten Roman legions cannot just disappear and my guess is they are
close to the force our scouts detected.’

‘Why?’ asked
Spadines.

‘Because it makes no
sense for the Romans to split their force. It goes against the
principles of war.’

Spadines was clueless.
‘What are they?’

‘I too know about the
principles of war, uncle,’ Spartacus said at last. ‘As we have only
horsemen it makes sense to engage the enemy force we do know of. If
the Romans we have no knowledge of appear, we can withdraw easily
enough.’

‘Speed and surprise
should be our weapons,’ stated Silaces. He pointed at the map. ‘If
we swing around the north of the lake and hit them from behind we
will increase our chances of success.’

‘Just stay clear of
their legions,’ said Nergal, ‘there will be nothing to gain from
assaulting squares of legionaries with locked shields.’

‘Agreed,’ I said.
‘Talib, how long is the enemy column?’

‘At least twenty
miles, majesty,’ he answered, ‘perhaps more.’

‘In the morning I must
ask you and your men to ride out again,’ I told him, ‘I want as
much detailed information about our target as possible.’

I rode back to Gallia
and our soldiers with Talib, now almost asleep in the saddle. The
next morning he rode from camp on a fresh mount with the rest of
his men. I told Kewab to go with them to gather information on our
foes. They rode south because I was convinced sixty thousand Romans
must have already been approaching Irbil, the capital of Media. The
rest of the army struck camp and moved northeast towards the north
of Lake Urmia across an open terrain of grassland, hillocks and
mountains in all directions. Horse archers formed the vanguard, the
scouts of Spartacus a screen in front of them; more horse archers
covered the flanks with the cataphracts in the centre and the
squires bringing up the rear with the camels, packhorses and
supplies.

The day was bright and
breezy, the banners and windsocks fluttering as we picked up the
pace and neared the great lake, the smell of salt reaching our
nostrils after an hour of hard riding. Spadines may have been a
trusted ally of Spartacus but his five hundred or so horsemen
presented a poor spectacle. They rode as a bunch of raiders with no
discipline, their weapons a motley collection of bows, spears, axes
and swords. Every one carried a round wooden shield and wore
headgear of some sort ranging from leather caps and felt hats to
iron helmets. A few wore leather cuirasses and some mail tunics
they had probably stolen on some raid into Armenia.

When we halted near
the great shimmering lake, having ridden a good twenty miles or
more, the animals were watered in the many streams running off the
mountains and criss-crossing the plain while I had a quiet word
with Spartacus about his Sarmatian friend. Rasha and her Vipers
were with Gallia and the Amazons, both of them in high spirits at
the prospect of both formations fighting together. As usual we
corralled the squires, camels, spare mounts and packhorses in the
centre of the army, horse archers creating a screen around the
whole force. I found Spartacus watering his horse in a crystal
clear stream around a mile from the lake.

I came straight to the
point. ‘Do you trust Spadines?’

He stroked his horse’s
neck.

‘He does not insult my
wife, or me.’

‘You must let that go,
Spartacus.’

‘Why? Would you ignore
an insult to Gallia?’

‘I would like to think
I would put the interests of the empire before my own.’

He continued to stroke
his horse.

‘Easy for you to say,
the kings of the empire respect you whereas I am just the son of a
dead slave whose adoptive parents were also once slaves. If I
appear weak then the chances of me gaining respect diminish. If
Phraates apologises to me then I will serve him.’

‘We all serve him,
Spartacus, that is why we are here.’

He looked at me. ‘I am
here to safeguard Gordyene’s interests, and because my father and
you requested my presence. But I will not be the slave of
Phraates.’

He mounted his horse.
‘I have a meeting with my commanders. Why did you send your scouts
south?’

‘To discover where the
main bulk of the Roman army is located.’

He laughed. ‘Hopefully
burning Irbil and after that Ctesiphon.’

‘You do not mean it,
surely?’

He nudged his horse
away from the stream.

‘As I said, uncle, I
am here to safeguard Gordyene. Nothing else.’

Depressed I mounted
Tegha and rode back to my troops. The surface of the lake
was like a burnished breastplate as the sun reflected off its
marble-smooth surface. Intrigued I decided to take a closer look at
its glittering turquoise waters.

I was suddenly alone,
war and politics far away as Tegha walked to the lake’s edge
fringed with salt crystals from evaporated water.

‘The Persians called
the lake Chichast, meaning “glittering”, on account of the
sparkling minerals in the water.’

Tegha moved
sideways in alarm and I drew my sword and looked around, to see a
figure all in black a few paces away in the water.

‘A more appropriate
word than Urmia, I think.’

The voice was a
woman’s but she had her back to me. She appeared to be looking down
at the water though it was difficult to tell because she had a hood
drawn over her head.

‘Who are you?’

She bent down to dip a
hand in the water.

‘They say the waters
have healing qualities. Perhaps you should join me. It might cure
you of your lack of manners. Are you going to kill a defenceless
woman?’

The sun was reflecting
off the surface of the lake, causing me to squint making it
difficult to focus on her. I slid my sword back into its
scabbard.

‘Who are you?’ I
demanded.

‘Who are you?’ she
shot back.

‘Pacorus, King of
Dura.’

She continued to move
her hand through the water.

‘You are a long way
from home.’

‘Necessity has forced
me to come here. Parthia is under threat from a great army.’

‘But you do not know
where it is, do you?’

She moved to the right
and disappeared for a few seconds as the sun moved and created a
dazzling light as it reflected off the surface of the lake.

‘It is at Phraaspa,
son of Hatra, you waste your time sending your scouts south. Though
they may run into the abject figure of Phraates on their
travels.’

I should have been
astounded, frightened and awestruck but in truth relief swept
through me.

‘I’ve missed you,’ I
said.

‘You always were
sentimental.’

‘How are you?’

She laughed, but not
mockingly. ‘I am dead. How do you think I am? But as you asked in
good faith I will answer in the same manner. I am free of the
world’s troubles, unlike you.’

‘Why Phraaspa?’

‘I have said enough,
son of Hatra. Your real battle will be between the kings on your
own side. Take care of Claudia.’

‘Claudia, why?’

But there was a
blinding flash and then she was gone. I looked around frantically
but there was no sign of her, just the untroubled smooth surface of
the lake stretching before me.

Talib and Kewab
returned with no news regarding the main Roman force but I told
them it was at Phraaspa. I informed the kings and queens the same
thing when the scouts of Spartacus returned with more definite news
regarding the Armenians and the two Roman legions. It was dark and
the lighting of campfires had been forbidden lest the enemy
discover our presence, so everyone sat huddled in tents or wrapped
in a blanket next to their sleeping camels. We also sat under a
clear moonlit night outside Spartacus’ tent with cloaks around us.
Without candlelight it would be pitch black inside and so we talked
while a keen northerly whistled around us. Everyone assumed Talib
and his men had detected the Romans at Phraaspa; only Gallia and I
knew the truth that we kept to ourselves to avoid unnecessary
arguments. Talib and Kewab were also present but I had forbidden
them to contradict me about Phraaspa.

‘Did the enemy spot
you?’ I asked the chief scout of Gordyene.

He nodded. ‘Yes,
majesty, they sent parties of horsemen after us but gave up after
they had chased us away from the main force.’

‘What can you tell us
of this main force?’ said Spartacus, seated on a stool like the
rest of us, a blanket wrapped around him and Rasha,

‘It includes Armenian
horsemen and foot soldiers and the great white banner we spotted
would indicate the presence of Artavasdes himself.’

‘He must be protecting
something important,’ said Kewab suddenly. ‘My apologies, I did not
mean to interrupt.’

‘That is what you are
here for,’ I told him.

‘What else?’ Spartacus
said to his scout.

‘Hundreds of wagons,
majesty, perhaps three or four hundred.’

‘For two legions?’
Kewab was astounded before apologising again.

‘How many wagons
should there be?’ Gafarn asked him.

‘That’s just the
point, majesty,’ said Kewab, ‘apart from a few carts pulled by oxen
to carry the large catapults, everything else, including scorpions,
is carried on the backs of mules.’

‘Your conclusion?’ I
asked.

The Egyptian puffed
out his cheeks. ‘My estimate is it is a siege train with engines
and pre-made assault towers disassembled for re-assembly at a later
date.’

‘That would make
sense,’ said Spartacus’ scout, ‘one of my men reported seeing what
appeared to be a very long tree trunk topped with an iron head on
an ox cart.’

‘A battering ram,’
concluded Kewab, ‘but it makes no sense for Mark Antony to have
abandoned his siege engines and towers.’

‘It does if he was
chasing a defeated enemy,’ I said. ‘If we assume the majority of
Phraates’ army were horsemen, it would have been able to disengage
from the Romans relatively easily. Mark Antony, a commander of
horsemen, at least when I met him, would have pursued.’

‘That was many years
ago,’ stated Gallia.

‘Still,’ I continued,
‘he would have given chase and hence left his wagons to catch
up.’

‘He does not know we
are near,’ said Nergal.

‘Let us not forget
Armenians guard the wagons as well as two Roman legions,’ cautioned
Spartacus.

‘We might prevail with
the right tactics, majesty,’ suggested Kewab.

Spartacus regarded the
Egyptian for a few seconds. He was well acquainted with the Sons of
the Citadel course and knew Kewab had recently graduated top. I
could see he was curious, as were Gafarn and Nergal.

‘What tactics would
they be?’

‘We lure the Armenians
away from the Romans by using the Sarmatians as bait,’ answered
Kewab. ‘Send the Sarmatians to raid and goad the enemy,
specifically the Armenians. Artavasdes will send his horsemen to
destroy them. The Sarmatians will withdraw and lead the enemy into
a trap made up of our own horsemen.’

‘What if the
Sarmatians fail and are themselves destroyed?’ asked Gafarn.

Kewab shrugged. ‘They
are dispensable, low-quality troops who in times of adversity
present a greater threat to allies than to the enemy.’

‘Ha,’ laughed Silaces,
‘I reckon Pacorus’ man has the Sarmatians summed up.’

‘They are my
allies and friends,’ growled Spartacus darkly.

‘That does not change
the soundness of Kewab’s suggestion,’ I said, ‘in any case I’m sure
the Sarmatians can retreat most speedily so they should not be in
any danger.’

Silaces, Nergal and
Praxima laughed but neither Spartacus nor Rasha thought it amusing.
I could tell Spadines and his wretched followers were valued highly
in Gordyene. No doubt it was the affinity of outsiders that bound
the Sarmatians to the king and queen of Gordyene.

‘The plan makes
sense,’ said Gafarn, ‘if we can defeat the Armenians we will remove
the Romans’ main allies in the region.’

‘We have the advantage
of surprise,’ I argued, ‘and should take advantage of it.’

‘Don’t forget Pacorus
has never lost a battle,’ urged Silaces.

‘He’s still young and
there’s still time,’ grinned Gafarn.

Spartacus looked at
Diana who smiled, and at Nergal and Praxima who both nodded.

‘Time to show
Phraates, and the Romans, Gordyene is a power to be reckoned with,’
I said.

Spartacus took a deep
breath. ‘Very well, I will speak to Spadines though I have no power
over him and therefore can only request his cooperation.’

The wind had not
abated and combined with the clear sky the temperature had dropped
markedly. On the way back to our tent Talib questioned me about the
discovery of the siege of Phraaspa.

‘I gained the
information from a very reliable source,’ I told him.

‘But Phraaspa is to
the east.’

‘It is. Tomorrow, when
we are entertaining the enemy, I want you to take your scouts and
reconnoitre the area around the city.’

‘What about High King
Phraates, lord?’

‘His whereabouts is a
mystery to be solved at a later date.’

Talib bowed and left
us and when we reached our tent Gallia also carried on walking.

‘Where are you
going?’

‘Have you forgotten I
always spend the evening before a battle with the Amazons?’

I had. ‘That was years
ago.’

She kissed me on the
lips. ‘It was all years ago and yet here we are, on the eve of
another battle.’

‘I will be cold,’ I
said pathetically.

She looked at me with
mocking eyes and left me anyway. The night passed slowly as it
always did just before a battle. As usual I could not sleep and so
went on a tour of the camp, stopping to chat to my men who were
either busy gambling or cleaning their weapons. But all went
through their pre-battle rituals to satisfy their superstitions and
appease the gods. I eventually came across Kewab who was busy
explaining the tactics the army would use on the morrow to his
officers. They believed it was very auspicious their leader had
recently graduated top among the Sons of the Citadel. He was
showing them the dagger he had been awarded on completion of the
course. I smiled when I saw each of them touch the blade for luck.
They snapped to attention when they saw me.

‘I would have a word
with your commander.’

We walked a few paces
together. ‘I have spoken to Lord Azad and he is in agreement with
me. From this moment you are the deputy commander of Dura’s
cataphracts.’

I offered him my hand.
‘My congratulations.’

He faced me with mouth
open and eyes wide. He gripped my hand and shook it.

‘Thank you, majesty,
it is a great honour.’

He was still shaking
my hand rather too enthusiastically when I laid my left hand on his
arm to indicate he should stop.

‘You have earned it on
merit, which was confirmed by your advice at the meeting earlier. I
pray the gods will smile on us tomorrow. Shamash be with you.’

I turned and walked
away but stopped and turned to face him.

‘What god do you
follow?’

‘Anhur, God of War and
the Slayer of Enemies, majesty.’

‘Then may he watch
over you tomorrow.’

The camp was stirring
before the first rays of the sun peaked above the mountain crests
in the east, a cold, windy morning making cataphracts glad they
would be encased in scale armour with tubular steel armour on their
arms and legs. Squires saddled their masters’ horses and fitted
them with scale armour suits to cover their bodies, heads and
necks, with metal grilles over their eyes to protect them from
missiles. There was little chatter and no panic, just an ordered
calm as forty-one thousand men and women checked their horses,
weapons and equipment and reported to their commanders.

The irascible Spadines
and his bunch of near-do-wells left camp just as an orange sun rose
above the high peaks in the east. Each man was armed with one or
more javelins to hurl at the enemy in an effort to goad him.
Spartacus had told Spadines he and his men were the bait to lure as
many enemy horsemen away from the main body so they could be
destroyed. He appeared to relish the task and rode out of camp in
high spirits. I did not trust him but Spartacus and he seemed to
have some sort of common bond. Who was I to judge the company my
nephew kept?

After a sparse
breakfast of cold water, biscuits that were harder than my sword
blade and cured meat the kings and queens assembled at Spartacus’
tent. This time we gathered inside the structure to finalise our
plans.

‘Where is your scout,
uncle?’ was the first question he asked.

‘On an important
mission,’ I replied evasively.

He unrolled a map on
the table and pointed to the north of the lake.

‘The enemy are around
ten miles away and their vanguard should be almost parallel to the
northwest corner of the lake. We will follow Lord Spadines and halt
to form on the lower slopes of this mountain, called Mishodagh,
there to await our prey.’

Gafarn and Diana
exchanged proud expressions. I nodded; their son had turned into a
fine king and commander.

‘We should use the
cataphracts to engage those of the enemy the Sarmatians lure away,’
I said. ‘We want as many dead as possible and I wish to conserve
our arrows for later.’

‘For when we engage
the two legions,’ said Silaces.

‘Yes, once they lock
shields and form square they will have to be whittled down.’

Praxima grinned at
Gallia. ‘Just like old times.’

‘Just like old times,’
Gallia agreed.

‘Thirty-one thousand
horse archers should be able to destroy two legions,’ said
Silaces.

‘Thirty-one thousand,
six hundred, lord king,’ stated Rasha, ‘you forgot the Vipers and
Amazons.’

Silaces looked far
from amused but kept his counsel as Gallia, Rasha, Praxima and
Diana froze him with their stares.

‘Let us get it over
with, then,’ said Spartacus, picking up his helmet from the
table.

Outside the tent Valak
and Claudia were enjoying a touching moment, staring into each
other’s eyes in the midst of thousands of men girding themselves
for battle. I remembered Dobbai’s words.

‘You are with me
today, daughter, stay close.’

Valak pulled away from
her bowing to his king and me when Silaces appeared. Alaric showed
her to her horse and the King of Elymais looked into the sky and
sniffed the air.

‘Perfect
conditions.’

The ground was mostly
sparse grassland extending from the shore of the lake, over the
plains and up on to the mountain slopes before giving way to forest
higher up. It was still breezy but there were no tell-tale dust
clouds kicked up by thousands of horses to give away our approach.
The kings and queens rode together in the van, a screen of Gordyene
horse archers in front to protect against nasty surprises. But the
gently undulating terrain and lack of trees on the plain gave
excellent fields of view so the mood was relaxed and confident.
After less than half an hour we reached the lower slopes of Mount
Mishodagh looming up on our left. Spartacus called a halt and
signalled the army to deploy along its southern slopes. A sense of
urgency now permeated the air as we rode up the gentle slope to
have a panoramic view of what we hoped would be the battlefield. To
the south was the glittering surface of Lake Urmia. Immediately
below us was a shimmering line of cataphracts, the sun glinting off
whetted kontus points, burnished helmets and steel scale
armour. In the centre of the line stood the five hundred men of
Hatra’s royal bodyguard commanded by Prince Pacorus, magnificent in
their scale armour made up of overlapping rectangular polished
steel plates, their white horses similarly attired. To their right
stood Dura’s dragon: a thousand cataphracts led by Azad, the only
difference between my heavy horseman and Hatra’s being mine wore
full-face helmets instead of the open-faced variety. To the left of
Prince Pacorus was deployed another dragon of Hatra’s cataphracts;
in total two thousand, five hundred of the empire’s finest horsemen
standing ready to charge the enemy.

Half a mile away, on
our right, were the army’s horse archers, ready to push on and
engage the main force of Armenians and Romans once the cataphracts
had done their work. Spartacus’ medium horsemen, soldiers whose
main weapon was a spear, stood in a dense mass to our right while
Valak and his bodyguard were to our left along with the Vipers and
Amazons. Behind us the banners of Hatra, Dura, Gordyene, Mesene and
Elymais fluttered in the breeze.

‘They have taken the
bait.’

All heads turned to
the left after Spartacus spoke, to see two groups of horsemen
galloping towards our position. I felt a tingle of excitement run
up my spine as I saw an undisciplined bunch of riders – Sarmatians
– being pursued by a much larger and more organised group:
Armenians. Spadines and his men were riding as though they had a
winged demon snapping at their heels but the Armenians were still
closing fast. Artavasdes or whoever was advising him was no fool –
he had sent light horsemen to catch the raiders: skirmishers
wearing no helmets or armour and mounted spearmen.

On the Sarmatians
rode, passing the immaculately dressed cataphracts, whooping and
cheering the line of armoured horsemen and raising their weapons in
the air. The Armenians following failed to notice the cataphracts
moving forward, hundreds of kontus points dipping as they
moved into a trot, canter and then a gallop, the rumble of the
iron-shod hooves of their horses pounding the earth reached our
position as we sat and admired the finest sons of Hatra and Dura in
action.

The line was still
immaculate when the cataphracts smashed into the Armenians, hitting
most in the flank but some head-on who had wheeled right at the
last minute. It made no difference, there was a loud bang and
hundreds of Armenians were skewered and unhorsed. The kontus
was held on the right side with both hands to control the long
lance. Because of its length it out-reached any spears carried by
enemy horsemen so rendering them almost useless.

Diana squealed with
delight and I raised a fist and cheered as the cataphracts
shattered the enemy, rode right through them, reformed,
about-turned and attacked again with their close-quarter weapons:
axes, maces and swords.

Spartacus turned in
the saddle.

‘Now’s your time,
Rasha.’

Shrieking with delight
his wife dug her knees into her horse and cantered down the slope,
followed by the Vipers. Gallia pulled her bow from its case and
turned to her women.

‘Amazons!’

She too rode down the
slope with the Amazons following.

‘You stay where you
are,’ I commanded Claudia, looking behind me. To find her gone.

Praxima grinned at
Diana as they both rode after the six hundred female horse archers
now riding to sever the escape route of those Armenian horsemen
fleeing the cataphracts, determined to get back to their own
army.

‘Do something,’ I
shouted to Gafarn who just held out his arms helplessly.

There was a series of
whooshing sounds as the Vipers and Amazons reached the plain and
swung right to confront the perhaps two or three hundred Armenians
galloping at them. The women walked their horses forward and began
shooting their bows. One, two, three volleys were loosed, the
Armenians riding into the arrow storm engulfing them. The female
horse archers shot volley after volley. The Armenians went down.
Unarmoured horses collapsed and writhed on the ground after
throwing their riders. As the remnants got closer to the Vipers and
Amazons the women halted their horses and took careful aim at the
enemy riders, shooting them from the saddle. Some men were on foot
after being thrown from the saddle. These were hunted down and
killed by groups of women, their bodies pierced by three or four
arrows before they fell. When it was over the women all raised
their bows in the air and hollered their war cries, which resembled
a long wail of a rabid banshee. I shuddered but smiled when all
around me Spartacus’ medium horsemen and Silaces’ bodyguard raised
their weapons and cheered in salute.

The first phase of
Kewab’s plan had worked to perfection. The second part would be
much more difficult.

We left our hilly
viewing position and rode east, towards the enemy army, the
cataphracts reforming their lines and following the thousands of
Parthian horse archers flooding the plain. We left behind a ground
covered with dead and dying Armenians and their horses. Spadines
and his renegades went among them to rob the dead of anything of
value and kill those still breathing. Whether we would see them
again or whether they would take themselves off to their new
homeland with their spoils I did not know and did not care. They
had fulfilled their function.

Prince Pacorus enjoyed
a rapturous reception when he returned to his parents, Spartacus
clasping forearms with his brother, Rasha kissing him on the cheek.
Azad came with him, delighted after an almost bloodless
victory.

‘That was easy enough,
majesty,’ he said to me.

‘Kewab is alive?’

‘Alive and well, it
was just like a training exercise.’

Spartacus’ chief scout
rode up and halted his horse.

‘Armenian horse and
foot are deploying to face us, majesty,’ he informed his king.

‘Numbers?’

‘Seven, eight
thousand.’

‘What about the
Romans?’ I asked.

‘They are further to
the south, majesty.’

‘We should try to
split them,’ suggested Nergal, ‘it is easier to defeat two parts of
an army than one that is whole.’

I agreed and so did
Spartacus, Gafarn and Silaces. We could now see the Armenians
ahead, a black mass filling the plain to our front. They had
obviously spotted us.

‘There is one more
thing, majesty,’ said the scout, ‘there are dozens of wagons on the
road running parallel to the lake, a huge column of ox-drawn and
horse-drawn carts stretching north and south as far as the eye can
see.

‘The Armenians intend
to act as a shield to enable the Romans to form a giant square,’ I
said, ‘within which they can shelter Mark Antony’s siege
train.’

We still had the
mountain on our left and on our right the northern shore of the
lake.

Nergal pointed ahead.
‘If the Armenians manage to form a line between the mountain slope
and the lake they can hold us long enough to allow the Romans to
reinforce them.’

‘What about the siege
train?’ asked Gafarn.

‘Nergal’s right,’ I
said, ‘if the Armenians hold the line the Romans can reinforce it
with one legion and still have the other one free to escort the
siege train to Phraaspa. If that happens the city will fall and
whoever is inside will be lost, Phraates and what is left of his
army, most likely, will be killed.’

‘Or captured to be
paraded through Rome,’ offered Silaces grimly.

I looked at Pacorus
and Azad. They both knew what had to be done.

‘We will attack the
enemy line with the cataphracts,’ said the Prince of Hatra.

‘This fight will be a
lot harder,’ warned Azad.

‘My lance-armed
horsemen will lend their support,’ said Spartacus.

Azad wheeled his horse
away. ‘Time is of the essence.’

Pacorus raised a hand
to his parents and followed him, while to our front the enemy line
thickened.

The second phase of
the battle was about to begin.

The enemy army
presented a dazzling display of red, yellow, purple and blue flags
and dragon windsocks. In the centre was a huge white flag sporting
a purple six-pointed star – the symbol of Armenia and the spot from
where King Artavasdes would direct the fight. The wind buffeted
banners on both sides as it left the mountains and filled the
plain, the pennants on each replacement kontus issued by
squires to their masters flapping wildly as Pacorus and Azad went
among their men to call for one last effort to win the day.

I rode with Spartacus,
Gafarn, Silaces and Nergal towards the enemy line to get the
measure of the enemy. The Vipers and Amazons provided our vanguard
as we cantered forward. They stopped when dozens of slingers began
shooting stones and lead pellets at them, bringing down a score or
more horses. Then arrows from foot archers joined the missiles of
the slingers and the horse archers withdrew.

Rasha and Gallia
galloped to where our banners fluttered behind us.

‘There is a screen of
slingers and archers along the front of their army,’ said
Rasha.

‘Though not in front
of the horse archers deployed on the enemy’s right flank,’ Gallia
told us, ‘see, at the foot of the slope.’

We all peered to the
left to see men on horseback at the foot of the slope, which
appeared to be craggy unlike the slope we had earlier taken up
position on.

‘There is no point in
attacking their right flank,’ said Spartacus, pointing to the
opposite wing of the Armenian army, ‘it is their left we should
hit.’

The enemy’s left wing
was anchored against the shore of the lake but I could see no
horsemen there.

‘We should keep their
right flank and centre occupied with our horse archers while the
cataphracts and the medium horsemen of Gordyene break through their
left.’

‘And wheel left to
force the Armenians away from the Romans who I have no doubt are
already marching to aid their allies,’ I added.

‘Well, then,’ said
Spartacus grimly, ‘let us strike while the iron is hot.’

Silaces and Nergal
were given command of the centre and left wing, the latter made up
of Mesene’s five thousand horse archers and the centre comprising
the horse archers of Hatra, Dura, Elymais, plus the Vipers and
Amazons – over eighteen and a half thousand in total. I ordered
squires to bring forward my scale armour and the armour for
Tegha as Gafarn also donned his armour. Letting Azad command
my cataphracts to achieve an easy victory was one thing but
Parthian kings led by example and from the front. That was what set
us apart from other races, including the Romans.

The squires assisted
me into my scale armour cuirass and then the tubular steel armour
to cover my arms and legs, helping me into the saddle and passing
me a kontus. I retained my Roman helmet with its goose
feather plume, the other Durans cataphracts wearing full-face
helmets to increase their fearsome appearance. Tegha’s
powerful frame was also encased in scale armour, as was his neck
and head, with metal grilles protecting his eyes. He snorted in
protest as I nudged him forward to take my position in the front
rank beside Azad, who had his helmet shoved up on his head. Ahead
of us, across open, flat ground with the shore of the lake on our
right, was the black mass of the enemy, spears held vertically for
the moment. In front of them, hardly visible, crouched the slingers
and foot archers.

I nudged Tegha
ahead a few paces and turned him, raising my kontus into the
air.

‘Soldiers of Dura you
have only one order. Break the enemy to your front to allow our
allies from Gordyene to sweep around behind the foe. You have
already won one victory; let us honour Shamash by making this day
complete.’

I returned to the
front rank and nudged Tegha forward to begin the
assault.

There were perhaps
five hundred paces separating the two armies, the distance reducing
fast as Tegha broke into a trot and then a canter. I brought
the kontus down and gripped it with both hands on my right
side, the four-horned saddle holding me securely in place. The
riders in each line were widely spaced to allow them to use their
long lances more easily but also to reduce the danger of disruption
when missiles began to hit men and horses. Those missiles began to
hiss through the air as the slingers stood and released their
projectiles. There was a clang and a sharp blow to my head as a
lead pellet bounced off my helmet. I heard a horse scream behind me
and a faint thud and knew a man was down.

I shouted in rage and
Tegha broke into a gallop. Suddenly I could see the faces of
the slingers and the archers behind them. The latter were nocking
arrows and releasing them furiously but as we closed they stopped,
turned and sprinted towards the spearmen standing behind them, now
less than two hundred paces away. A front line of five hundred
cataphracts was about to smash into them. If they held.

They didn’t.

There were many of
them but they were poorly armed. All I could see were spears and
short axes. They wore nothing on their heads and no armour on their
bodies, their only protection being large wooden shields. Because
they were unencumbered by armour they ran fast but could not outrun
our horses. I shouted in triumph as I aimed my kontus at the
back of a man who had tossed his shield aside. He suddenly turned
as if knowing his lifespan was now mere seconds. I gripped the
shaft and drove the point through his chest, out of his back and
into another man who by chance was in the wrong place at the wrong
time. I released the shaft as the kontus skewered both men
before its point speared the earth to hold them in position,
squirming in their death throes. Elation!

There was a rapid
succession of taps as kontus points hit flesh and bone to
fell dozens of men. The sounds continued with dreadful rapidity as
the following four lines of cataphracts overtook the fleeing enemy
and speared them. It was carnage and would have gone on until the
sun went down but for the fact there was still a battle to be
won.

We let the survivors
escape. I saw them scatter in all directions as I gave the order to
reform the ranks. Azad was mercifully unhurt and a quick tally
revealed only fifty men had gone down. How many of those were dead
I did not know. Our attack had taken us well into the rear of the
enemy’s position and now those horsemen who had been behind the
cataphracts – Gordyene’s medium horsemen and its kingdom’s horse
archers, ten thousand men in total – were behind the Armenian
battle line. Spartacus led them as they wheeled left to attack the
rear of the enemy’s units. The horse archers of Dura, Elymais,
Hatra and Mesene would also press their assault so the Armenians
would be assaulted front and rear. That was the plan at least but
experience had taught me plans had a nasty tendency to fall apart
as soon as battle commenced.

A colour party of
Hatran cataphracts rode over to my banner and I was relieved to see
both Gafarn and Pacorus unhurt, the latter’s scale armour missing
several steel plates. Beyond them I could see thousands of horse
archers in red tunics flooding the plain to our front.

‘Victory is ours,
uncle!’ exclaimed Pacorus.

I clasped his arm and
then Gafarn’s

‘Not yet it
isn’t.’

Azad was pointing
ahead to where a disciplined body of horse and foot were marching
straight at us. They carried not the standards of Armenia but the
banner of Pontus – a black eagle with wings open and head facing
right on a yellow background.

‘What is Pontus doing
here?’

Kewab, helmet shoved
up on his head, was by my side.

‘Why don’t we go and
ask him?’ grinned Gafarn. ‘Shamash be with you all.’

He yanked his reins to
turn his horse and return to Hatra’s Royal Bodyguard, the sounds of
trumpets and drums being carried on the air as the soldiers of
Pontus marched towards us. Their horsemen wore armour similar to
our own scale armour and were armed with lances, their mounts
covered with leather armour. Their helmets were topped with yellow
plumes and the same coloured plumes decorated the helmets of their
foot soldiers, though these men wore mail armour over their torsos.
They marched in step, presenting a row of large oval shields and
armed with heavy javelins.

‘Imitation
legionaries,’ said Kewab.

Azad gave him a
bemused look. ‘What?’

‘They are Pontic heavy
foot soldiers, lord, and they are nicknamed “imitation legionaries”
by the Romans, half in mockery, half in admiration.’

‘Soon to be dead
legionaries,’ sneered Azad.

I estimated their
numbers to be five or six hundred horsemen, the same number on
foot, thereabouts. My attention was distracted from the Pontic
soldiers by the sounds of hooves to our left and I turned to see
columns of horse archers riding towards us, some in mail and white
tunics, the majority unarmoured in red tunics – Gallia and Rasha’s
horsewomen.

‘I sent a courier to
her majesty requesting missile support,’ said Kewab, anticipating
my query. ‘I hope it was not remiss.’

‘Of course not,
excellent foresight.’

Gallia and Rasha gave
us a cursory acknowledgement before marshalling their women,
companies a hundred strong riding forward to unleash volleys of
arrows at the Pontic troops, who soon halted and huddled behind
their shields. The horsemen rode out against the archers but the
Amazons and Vipers merely withdrew speedily, turning in the saddle
to shoot a parting shot over the hindquarters of their horses as
they did so. The Pontic heavy horsemen themselves withdrew and once
more the women archers returned to torment the enemy like a swarm
of angry hornets. Pontic horsemen charged, the archers withdrew and
the cycle repeated itself. But slowly and surely Pontic saddles
were emptied and foot soldiers collapsed as arrows found their
mark.

Azad and Prince
Pacorus marshalled their cataphracts into four blocks to surround
and contain the rapidly dwindling enemy formation. The surviving
Pontic horsemen had dismounted to form a circle around their banner
still flying proudly in the centre of their formation.

I turned to a
signaller behind me. ‘Ride forward and sound recall.’

He did as instructed
causing the Amazons to break contact and fall back. The Vipers,
taking their cue from Gallia’s women, also began to disengage. A
horsewoman leading a company of archers galloped towards me and
pulled up her mount. She took off her helmet.

‘Why did you order
recall?’ demanded Gallia. Rasha was soon by her side with Praxima
and Diana, their eyes filled with the same question.

‘I will request their
surrender. We still have ten thousand Romans to subdue and you will
need your arrows.’

She gave me a
withering stare, replaced her helmet and rode back to her women,
the others following. I nudged Tegha forward.

‘You are with me,
Kewab.’

He and a score of
cataphracts followed, including the banner man carrying my griffin
standard. I halted around thirty paces from the Pontic circle, dead
and dying all around me.

‘I would speak to your
commander,’ I shouted. ‘I am King Pacorus of Dura and I request a
parley.’

Angry faces stared
back at me and for a moment I thought my plea was in vain but then
a man shoved his way through the row of locked shields and levelled
javelins. He sported a thick beard and a splendid scale armour
cuirass that glimmered in the sunlight.

‘I am King Polemon of
Pontus,’ he said calmly.

I was taken aback, not
expecting to be speaking to a king. I dismounted, Kewab taking
Tegha’s reins.

‘Well, lord king, I
will make this short. You and your men are surrounded, as are the
Armenians, and your Romans allies are nowhere to be seen.’

‘For the moment,’ he
shot back. ‘They will be appearing soon.’

He was right, which
was why I wanted the matter concluded speedily.

‘I offer you the
opportunity to retire from the field with your men,’ I stated, ‘or
you can stay here and be shot to pieces by my wife and the women
archers of the Queen of Gordyene.’

He was shocked. ‘Your
wife?’

I pointed at the lines
of horse archers surrounding his men.

‘Queen Gallia of Dura
and her Amazons, you may have heard of her and them.’

‘I have heard of her
and you, King Pacorus.’

I moved closer and
smiled at him. ‘Is it worth dying on this wind-swept plain for
Rome? Let the Romans fight their own wars.’

He laughed. ‘Easy for
you to say. Dura is not a client kingdom of Rome, though officially
we are equal allies.’

‘A tactical withdrawal
is no shame and allows you to fight beside your allies another
day.’

He looked at the horse
archers with nocked arrows in their bows.

‘How ironic you should
be here, King Pacorus, you who prompted this war.’

Now it was my turn to
be shocked. ‘Me?’

‘Naturally, you
insulted the wife of Mark Antony and like a wronged ancient Greek
prince he comes to avenge the insult done to his wife.’

‘Queen Cleopatra.’

‘You have met
her?’

I shook my head. ‘I
have not had the pleasure.’

‘It is no pleasure,
believe me. She is a vindictive, manipulative, greedy bitch and men
weep because Mark Antony cannot see it.’

‘Much as I would like
to discuss the union of Mark Antony and Queen Cleopatra I desire an
answer to my proposal, lord king,’ I pressed him.

He studied me for a
few seconds. ‘I and my men can march away with their weapons?’

‘As long as you march
north back to Armenian, then yes. I fear King Artavasdes is already
on the road back to his kingdom.’

‘Either that or
dead.’

‘Why add to the
butcher’s bill?’

‘Why indeed?’ he
sniffed. ‘Very well, I will withdraw north, free from any
molestation or plundering.’

‘You have my
word.’

I offered my hand. He
took it, turned and marched back to his men whose lives he had just
saved. He stopped and turned.

‘Is it true about
Crassus?’

‘Is what true?’

‘That you and Surena
captured him and poured molten gold down his throat as punishment
for his greed.’

‘Is that what they say
about his fate in Rome?’

He nodded.

‘It is a lie.’

‘Pity,’ he said before
disappearing among his men.

I rode back to Azad
who had been joined by Gafarn and a jubilant Spartacus.

‘Artavasdes flees
north, uncle,’ he beamed. ‘Silaces and his men are snapping at
their heels, herding them on their way.’

He looked at the
Pontic formation. ‘What about them?’

‘They are being
allowed to march north back to Armenia after their king and I
reached an agreement.’

‘Gallia wishes to kill
them,’ said Gafarn.

‘She and her women
will have enough targets to amuse themselves with soon enough,’ I
told him.

King Polemon duly led
his men north, collecting numerous groups of surviving Pontic light
spearmen and Cappadocian hill men. I sent riders to Silaces to
request he not engage the Pontic soldiers marching on the same road
he was using to pursue the Armenians. Five thousand horse archers
were lost to our order of battle as the King of Elymais and his men
shadowed the fleeing Artavasdes. The squires came forward with the
camel trains to resupply the cataphracts with new lances and the
horse archers with fresh quivers. While this was going on
Spartacus’ scouts rode to their king with news that two Roman
legions were marching towards us from the south.
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It was perhaps just
past midday when a hasty council of war was called a short distance
from the shore of Lake Urmia. The sun was high in the sky but it
was far from warm on account of the breeze continuing to blow from
the high, snow-capped peaks in the north. The scouts had reported
the approach of the legions perhaps five miles away.

 

‘What now?’ asked
Gafarn while two servants relieved him of his scale armour
suit.

I too was being
assisted out of the steel armour encasing my arms and legs. The
cataphracts had made two charges already and although they had been
reissued with fresh lances they would not be committed again,
certainly not against fresh Roman legionaries.

‘We could allow the
Romans to march back to Armenia,’ suggested Nergal.

‘They should be
killed,’ spat Praxima, earning her a smile from Rasha and
Gallia.

‘I am apt to agree,’ I
said, ‘but fear the Romans will form square, lock shields and will
subsequently have to be ground down in a battle of attrition.’

‘So be it,’ said
Gallia.

‘If I may make a
suggestion, majesty,’ said Kewab.

We all looked at him,
appearing remarkably fresh in his scale armour notwithstanding his
recent exertions. I nodded.

‘You will all observe
the abandoned wagons and carts littering the immediate area and
south towards the approaching Romans.

‘What of them?’ asked
Gafarn.

‘If we gather them in
a long line,’ explained Kewab, ‘after the Romans have formed
square, we position them near the Roman square, and set fire to
them.’

‘Goading the Romans
will not make them leave their formation,’ said Spartacus.

‘No, majesty, they
will not,’ concurred Kewab, ‘but how long will they be able to
stand in their ranks with smoke blowing in their faces? An hour?
Two hours?’

I clenched my fist.
‘Excellent idea. We use our horse archers to force the Romans to
form square and then we torch the wagons and carts upwind of the
enemy. The cataphracts will form a reserve.’

Gafarn, Nergal and
Spartacus thought it a good plan and so ordered the squires and
those Armenians who had thrown down their weapons and surrendered,
plus the dozens of wagon drivers who had also thrown themselves on
our mercy, to gather the wagons and carts in one spot while the
horse archers rode south.

Their journey lasted
only a few minutes before they ran into the Romans, two legions
marching in perfect step, javelin points and helmets glinting in
the sun as they advanced towards us. The camel trains of the
kingdoms were brought forward so every horse archer had two full
quivers before their commanders led them against the enemy. Gafarn,
Nergal and I knew the legions would be accompanied by slingers,
archers and javelin throwers who could do great damage to
unarmoured horses and riders if they got too close. I stressed to
Spartacus he should impress upon his men the need to keep their
distance. Our first task was to immobilise the Romans.

Over twenty-three
thousand horse archers buzzed round the Romans like angry bees,
companies darting in to loose arrows. Not frenzied shooting but
measured volleys designed to annoy the enemy and force them to halt
and form square. It took two hours to stop and force the Romans to
form square, during which time the shooting of the horse archers
became more long-range to avoid the slingers, javelin throwers and
archers who ran out from the square to shoot their missiles before
racing back to the safety of the legionaries.

Sporaces had stressed
to his company commanders the Romans would have brought their
scorpions with them, like in Dura’s legions carried on mules. Each
century was equipped with one of these long-range arrow throwers
and sure enough their deadly darts were soon hissing out from the
square to strike horses. But under a withering rain of arrows their
crews were reduced to only sporadic shooting.

While the
cat-and-mouse action between the horse archers and slingers,
archers, scorpion crews and javelin throwers was going on Kewab was
organising the marshalling of the carts and wagons. To deny the
enemy any knowledge of what was going on he implored Gafarn and me
to deploy our cataphracts in a long line of horseflesh between the
Romans’ square and the carts. We did as he suggested and sat on our
horses while the enemy took potshots at us. Because they were
shooting into the wind the range of their missiles was reduced but
occasionally a slinger’s stone or lead pellet would strike a man or
a horse.

Once again I had
donned my scale armour, as did Gafarn, for we became stationary
targets for the enemy.

An arrow thudded into
the ground a few paces in front of me.

‘I hope your
subordinate’s plan lives up to expectations,’ said Gafarn.

A stone pellet,
fortunately its power almost spent, hit Tegha’s armour.

‘He is a gifted
individual. Scelias believes he will command Dura’s army one
day.’

An arrow struck a
cataphract near Gafarn, the missile glancing off the man’s leg
armour.

‘Who is Scelias?’

‘The individual in
charge of the Sons of the Citadel. He is Greek.’

‘How long does it take
to line up a few wagons?’ shouted Gafarn in frustration.

It took longer than
expected, squires and prisoners frantically unhitching mules and
oxen and leading them away once the wagons were in position. Only
pressure by the horse archers on the other three sides of the large
square of legionaries prevented the Romans’ auxiliary troops from
launching a more concerted assault against the immobile heavy
horsemen opposite the northern side of the square.

I heard trumpet calls
behind me and breathed a sigh of relief.

‘Fall back,’ commanded
Gafarn. I gave a similar order and the whole line about-faced and
withdrew through the lines of wagons, which were set alight as soon
as we had ridden through them. Naphtha had been placed in some
because they became a red fireball within seconds, producing thick
grey smoke the wind blew south – straight into the faces of the
Roman legionaries.

Kewab had done his
work well. Over two hundred burning wagons engulfed the northern
side of the Roman square with wreaths of grey and black smoke. In
response, a testimony to their excellent training and
professionalism, trumpet blasts came from the square to order its
cohorts to move either left or right to take them out of the
smoke’s path. But the thousands of horse archers surrounding the
square were also professionals under well-trained commanders and
they manoeuvred to keep the legionaries where they were.

The Romans sent their
light troops – slingers and archers on foot – to clear the way but
though the horse archers immediately to their front withdrew out of
range of their missiles, others on their flanks attacked in files
to shoot arrows before also retiring. Pockets of slingers and
archers advanced too far giving chase to horsemen, allowing more
riders to get behind them. These groups were quickly surrounded and
shot to pieces. And all the time the Roman formation was engulfed
by smoke irritating the eyes, noses and throats, making men retch
and vomit, causing others to faint with chest pains, some driven to
despair.

A few, those in or
near the front rank, eyes smarting and lungs full of smoke, driven
to distraction, ran forward towards the burning wagons, screaming
like wild men, to be cut down with well-aimed arrows. More arrows
were loosed against the other sides of the square, not a deluge but
a withering, methodical barrage designed to inflict a steady toll
of casualties on the enemy.

Horsemen began their
attacks in files, the rider at the head of the file shooting an
arrow when he was in range of the Romans, then wheeling his horse
right so he could shoot at the enemy as he rode along their line.
He loosed perhaps five or six arrows, those following doing the
same, before wheeling right again to take him away from the foe. On
three sides of the square this continuous pressure was maintained,
horsemen riding to camels positioned behind their companies to
replenish their ammunition. After a while the Romans gave up
sending out their missile troops following heavy losses. And all
the while their square was peppered by arrows shot by over twenty
thousand horse archers.

The Romans tried to
withdraw south but Spartacus threw his eight thousand horse archers
against the southern side of the square, inflicting casualties and
receiving them, but stopping the Romans in their tracks. They were
stuck with the wagons still burning but now not as fiercely as the
fires consumed the vehicles, reducing them to glowing, charred
husks.

The King of Gordyene
rode with a company of his men to where I was sitting. His face was
smeared with sweat and he looked tired, though defiant.

‘It is time to break
the square,’ I told him, ‘I will need your medium horsemen.’

He grinned savagely.
‘I will lead them myself, uncle.’

In front of us Amazons
and Vipers were shooting arrows at the northern side of the square,
not aimed shots but missiles with a high trajectory designed to
drop down on to the heads of the smoke-battered enemy. Just another
irritant they had to endure.

‘They are just as
stubborn as I remember them,’ said Gafarn, staring at the Roman
square.

‘Age has not improved
their manners,’ I agreed.

Prince Pacorus and
Azad were busy organising their cataphracts for another charge. I
thanked the gods it was still breezy for if we had been on the
desert plains the horses would have been blown and their riders
totally exhausted. But as it was they had enough stamina left for
what I hoped would be the final action of the day.

The wagons were now
black, charred wrecks, some still glowing and pumping out smoke but
most having burnt to cinders, the wind acting as a bellows of the
gods to fan the flames to cover the Romans with smoke. Now it was
time for iron and steel to hammer them into submission.

‘Shamash be with you,’
I said to Gafarn before wheeling Tegha away to take my
position in the front rank of Dura’s cataphracts.

There were no trumpet
blasts to alert the Romans as the two lines of riders began moving
forward some two hundred paces north of the row of soot piles
indicating where the wagons had been.

Azad, helmet still
shoved up on his head, gave me a concerned look.

‘Are you certain about
this, majesty?’

‘Yes, why?’

‘Well, your age. I
mean…’

‘I am not yet in my
dotage, Azad.’

I froze him with a
stare, he grunted and pulled down his helmet to hide his face.

There were two lines
so the cataphracts could more easily move through the blackened
remains of the wagons. We broke into a canter and then a gallop,
each rider lowering his kontus and gripping it with both
hands on his right side. Over two thousand heavily armoured riders
and horses made the earth shake as they thundered towards the
ragged, broken Roman line. Almost immediately I smelt the acrid
smoke and tasted it in my mouth. For a split-second great respect
for the Romans who had remained in their ranks while being engulfed
by fumes and under arrow volleys surged through me, followed by a
burning desire to kill them all.

I screamed Shamash’s
name as I fixed my eyes on a Roman shield directly in front of me
and Tegha strained at the leash. The shield disappeared as
its owner cast it aside, turned and ran, straight into the man
behind. We broke them before the first kontus speared its
victim, hundreds of legionaries, coughing and unable to stand
without using their shields as aids, were killed where they stood.
Others ran, collapsed because their lungs were full of smoke and
were trodden underfoot by iron-shod hooves.

I gripped my
kontus and drove it into the back of a legionary who was
staggering backwards, the point going through his mail, into his
body and out of his chest. I released the shaft, drew my
spatha and slashed it at another, helmetless Roman, who was
coughing violently, bent over with his hands on his knees. He
crumpled to the ground. The cataphracts were like a wave of iron
and steel smashing into the Roman line shattering it into a hundred
pieces. Those pieces were desperate, retching individuals grouped
around the standards of their centuries; the centurions,
professional to the last, trying to rally their men for a final
stand.

But now came the
medium horsemen of Gordyene – two thousand riders armed with spears
and axes – who thundered into the broken square and went to work
with their lances. Following them were Nergal and his five thousand
horse archers, Gallia’s Amazons and Rasha’s Vipers. And suddenly
there was no Roman square as the other three sides, which had been
under arrow volleys for a considerable amount of time,
dissolved.

‘Rally to the
king!’

I heard Azad’s voice
and was shaken from my observations by the vision of four Romans
circling me. Tegha’s hooves had taken me away from Dura’s
cataphracts and I was risking being dragged from my horse and
butchered by gladius blades. I hacked down at the nearest
legionary, thrust at another on my left side but was helpless to
prevent the Roman in front of my horse stabbing at me with his
gladius. Until his helmet was caved in by a blow from Azad’s
mace.

Azad, helmetless and
sweating, was beside me as more of his men formed a defensive
cordon around us both. The three remaining Romans were quickly
bludgeoned to the ground by maces and axes.

‘Not a good idea
riding alone in the midst of the enemy, majesty,’ he educated
me.

What had been the
inside of the square was now filled with Parthian cataphracts,
Spartacus’ men and Nergal’s horse archers, the latter shooting down
dozens of Romans at close range. Some cohorts maintained good
order, centuries in the rear about-facing to confront the new
threat behind them. But even though they formed testudo in
answer to the arrow storm, the archers of Mesene had time to halt
their horses and direct aimed shots at the small gaps between
locked shields. Many missed their target but it only took a few
arrows to find the gap between a row of shields held vertically and
those hoisted overhead to form a roof to hit a legionary in the
face. He went down, his shield with him and suddenly there was a
breach in the defence. More arrows were shot into this breach and
chaos and death followed as a testudo collapsed and its
legionaries methodically cut down.

Roman auxiliaries were
quickly surrounded and killed, though not before they had emptied a
few saddles. Some tried to give themselves up but the Amazons and
Vipers in particular were in no mood to grant clemency. Around me
companies of horse archers were retreating back to the camel train
to replenish their ammunition as Dura’s cataphracts were formed
into a compact mass, ready to launch an assault against any large
enemy formations. But there were none, just isolated groups of
desperate Romans trying to flee the slaughter while at the same
time maintaining their discipline. But there was nowhere to go and
so they moved a few paces and halted as Parthian horsemen blocked
their escape route.

The dead and dying
were everywhere, not only Romans but also Parthians and their
horses. It was as if the gods had commanded the entire Roman army
to lie down. It was both ghastly and exhilarating because we had
won a great victory.

‘Are you hurt,
majesty?’

‘What?’ Kewab was
beside me, helmet shoved up on his head.

‘No, I’m fine.’

‘We must leave this
place of dead flesh, majesty, and regroup to where we can be of
more use in case enemy reinforcements arrive.’

‘He’s not wrong,’
agreed Azad.

I spotted Hatra’s
banner in the midst of its Royal Bodyguard and sent a party of
horsemen to inform Gafarn of our intentions. The sounds of battle
were dying down now as organised resistance came to an end and all
that was left was hunting down individual Romans. Gallia rode to
me, eyes full of fire, her quiver empty. A quick head count
revealed the Amazons appeared to have an almost full complement.
Rasha was by her side, her quiver also empty but with a great prize
in her hand. She held it aloft, the sun’s rays reflecting off the
silver eagle.

‘Death to the
Romans!’

The female horse
archers raised their bows and cheered, as did my cataphracts.

‘It is no small thing
to take a Roman eagle,’ I shouted above the tumult, ‘my
congratulations.’

A great party of
horsemen pulled up their horses next to the Vipers, the banner of
Gordyene fluttering amidst them. At their head was their triumphant
king who brandished another Roman eagle. I was astounded and lost
for words.

‘Just as I gave your
father an enemy eagle to fulfil the condition for your hand in
marriage,’ said Spartacus to his wife, ‘thus do I now give you
another as a token of my undying love.’

More cheers followed
as husband and wife dismounted, rammed the ends of the captured
eagles into the earth and wrapped their arms around each other. It
was a touching moment.

The wind abated as
night came and we retreated a couple of miles north to take us away
from the stench of smoke, blood, dung and urine hanging over the
battlefield. Not every Roman was dead; scores escaped south to try
to link up with their main army before Phraaspa. But they had no
weapons, food or shelter and would be easy enough to hunt down and
kill in the days to come. Our main concern was to pitch camp, light
fires, tend to the wounded and rest our tired bodies and
horses.

The next day my limbs
ached like fury and I struggled to walk around the camp to
congratulate those who had distinguished themselves, commiserate
with others who had lost friends and show my face in the tents
housing the wounded. Mercifully there were few grievously wounded
lying in cots, most tending broken bones or minor cuts and grazes.
Those horse archers who had been stabbed in the stomach would die;
the only thing the physicians could do was make them comfortable. I
sat on a stool beside one such individual who had received a
javelin in his belly. His eyes were closed, the bandage around his
mid-rift soaked with blood and his breathing very shallow. Death
was near. I told him I was proud to have fought beside him, Shamash
would care for him, and he was leaving all the troubles of the
earthly world behind.

‘You are a soldier of
Dura, making you part of a special brotherhood, an élite among men.
From the bottom of my heart I thank you for your courage and
service. We shall meet again.’

‘He’s gone,
Pacorus.’

I stood with
difficulty, bowed my head and laid a hand on Alcaeus’ shoulders. My
friend and chief physician told two orderlies to remove the body.
It would be burnt on a pyre later in the day along with any other
unfortunates who had passed into the next life.

‘Are you all
right?’

I dismissed his
concern. ‘My body aches, that is all.’

‘Well, you are not as
young as you were.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘It
seems everyone is taking a particular interest in my age all of a
sudden.’

‘I heard Spartacus
took two eagles.’

‘He took one,’ I
corrected him, ‘his wife took the other.’

‘You can take a girl
out of the Agraci but you can’t take the Agraci out of the girl, it
seems. Gallia is well?’

I nodded. ‘Battle and
bloodshed seem to invigorate her.’

The orderlies removed
the corpse in front of us.

‘Well, she is a
Gaul.’

He looked around the
tent filled with wounded men.

‘It is curious. Even
though I am a military physician, after Carrhae and the rule of
Orodes, may the gods bless him, I never thought I would see war
again.’

He sighed. ‘Naively I
forgot about the Romans’ insatiable desire to rule the whole world.
You think they waited for Orodes to die before their invasion, to
take advantage of the youth and inexperience of his son?’

I thought about the
party of abductors Cleopatra sent to Dura and my reply to her
outrageous behaviour.

‘I’m sure it was a
part of it, my friend.’

He stretched out his
arms. He looked tired and had no doubt been working through the
night to tend to the wounded.

‘Of course if you had
accepted the position of high king then we would not be in this
tent near a lake we cannot use for freshwater on account it is a
saltwater pond. Of all the places to pick, Pacorus, you really
exceeded yourself this time.’

I sighed as the
muscles in my back began to lock.

‘I had and have no
wish to be high king of the empire, having neither the talents nor
ambition for the position. As such the idea is ridiculous. Besides
a woman once told me the king who has no crown would wear no
crown.’

‘Who?’

‘Dobbai.’

He gave me a
half-smile. ‘She was an intriguing woman. Hated me of course but I
like to think she mellowed over the years. She had an enquiring
mind, which is to be commended always. The world is full of
dullards. Well, if you will excuse me.’

We stayed near the
lake for three days, during which time a reconnaissance of the area
netted us a further hundred wagons filled with the equipment with
which to lay siege to a city. We used the wood to build funeral
pyres to cremate the dead, Roman as well as Parthian, the
non-combatants Mark Antony had brought with him used as manual
labour to pile the bodies on the pyres. Some wagons were used to
take the wounded back to Vanadzor, the column escorted by a
thousand of Spartacus’ horse archers. I also convinced him to send
Spadines and his men back to Gordyene. For one thing I did not want
them looting and raping in Media, notwithstanding my sister’s
opinion of me. I suggested to Spartacus he encourage the Sarmatians
to leave with the inducement of unleashing raids into Armenia,
which was now at war with Parthia. This would deter Artavasdes from
re-joining Mark Antony once he had returned north of the Araxes
where he could gather reinforcements. Spadines was delighted at the
prospect of indulging in rapine and plunder and rode away with his
gang of ruffians.

As he left Silaces and
his men returned, having ushered the Armenians all the way to the
Araxes River.

‘We had a shock when
the Cappadocian column pitched up behind us,’ he said as we were
enjoying an evening meal of freshly cooked beef courtesy of the
supplies we had captured from the enemy.

‘There is no guarantee
the Armenians and Cappadocians will not return,’ he continued, meat
juices dripping onto his beard.

I tipped my cup at
Spartacus. ‘I think we can rely on the Sarmatians to keep them
amused until we have finished our business with Mark Antony.’

‘He will know soon
enough he has no siege engines,’ said Nergal, holding a great wedge
of cheese. ‘Perhaps he will break off his siege.’

Praxima relished the
idea. ‘Then we can meet him on the battlefield and despatch him and
his army just like we did with those escorting his siege
machines.’

Gafarn, sitting
between Pacorus and Diana, wore a quizzical expression.

‘What I want to know
is why the Romans are besieging Phraaspa? There is nothing of value
there after all.’

‘The Fire Temple is a
conduit to the gods,’ Claudia corrected him, ‘and should be
protected from heathens.’

Gafarn smiled politely
at her and Valak laughed, touching her hand affectionately. We had
commandeered the Roman legate’s large command tent and were using
the back of a wagon as a makeshift table, minus the wheels of
course. The wooden boards were covered with cloth and rested on
barrels.

‘The city has high
walls and without their siege engines the Romans will have to
starve it into submission,’ said Silaces, ‘which gives us time to
organise a relief.’

‘We will need
Phraates’ army in addition to our own,’ Nergal was shaking his
head, ‘and even combined the enemy will be difficult to
destroy.’

I agreed. ‘Mark Antony
still has ten legions in addition to any auxiliaries he can
muster.’

‘And do not forget his
horsemen,’ added Nergal.

‘Perhaps we might
starve him out,’ suggested Pacorus, his appearance as
immaculate as ever.

We all looked at
him.

‘The Romans besiege
Phraaspa but if we deny them food by encircling them then they too
will have the choice of either starving or withdrawing.’

‘Besiege the
besiegers, so to speak,’ said Silaces, ‘I like it.’

But the next day Kewab
dismissed the notion. The army was recuperating well and my deputy
commander of cataphracts had been organising a second column of
captured wagons to take the spoils of war back to Vanadzor. The
Roman dead had been stripped of their mail armour, helmets and
weapons before being cremated. Anything usable would be divided up
between the victors. The majority of gladius blades and
javelins would be taken to Dura, as we were the only ones who used
them, but Spartacus wanted to make a gift of helmets, daggers, mail
armour and shields to Spadines in appreciation of his assistance in
the recent battle. The hundreds of mules we had taken would be
divided equally between the kings.

The civilian
non-combatants who had accompanied the Romans – mostly Syrians and
Cappadocians – were commandeered to drive the wagons back to
Vanadzor. Spartacus allotted two hundred horse archers to guard the
convoy and ensure none of the civilians escaped, but so grateful
had they been they would not be enslaved they were displaying an
overzealous desire to be cooperative. They had been informed if the
wagons reached Vanadzor safely they would be free to make their way
back to Roman-controlled territory. I hoped they did not fall prey
to Sarmatian bands on the way.

Kewab had been
conversing with the commander of the horse archer escort when I had
mentioned Prince Pacorus’ idea.

He shook the hand of
the officer who vaulted into the saddle and gave the order for the
column to move out of camp. Fifty wagons weighed down by
ironmongery, tents and food pulled by teams of oxen, men wearing
sandals trudging beside them, began their journey west.

‘In theory it is a
good idea, majesty, but in reality the task would be too daunting
for our resources.’

‘In what way?’

‘Only Dura’s army has
the expertise to construct siege lines,’ he stated bluntly, ‘and
its engineers are still at Dura. Moreover, the lack of available
timber outside Phraaspa would be a major impediment, which is also
fortunate for us. The engineers Mark Antony possesses in abundance
will not be able to construct siege towers and engines when he
learns of what happened here.’

‘King Nergal is
pessimistic about our chances of defeating the Romans in battle
once we have joined with Phraates’ forces, wherever they are.’

He nodded. ‘He is
right to be concerned, majesty, but we do not need to fight the
Romans, just harry them. Grind them down in a campaign of
attrition.’

‘King of Kings
Phraates will be wanting a spectacular victory.’

He stifled a smile.
‘More likely a spectacular death if he pursues the path of glory,
majesty.’

I laughed. I liked
this commander. Scelias might just be right.

My Egyptian student
might indeed rise to command Dura’s army.

The arrival of Talib
and his scouts brought news King of Kings Phraates had taken refuge
in the city of Urmia east of Phraaspa but not by a great distance.
He had shown good sense by loitering near to the Roman army, though
when I questioned Talib further he had no knowledge of how many men
the high king commanded.

‘We did not ride to
Urmia, majesty, but heard from numerous sources – merchants and
travellers – the high king has sought sanctuary there.’

I noted his choice of
word. ‘Sanctuary? That does not augur well for the state of his
army. What do you know of the condition of the garrison of
Phraaspa?’

He gave me an
apologetic look. ‘Only it is closely besieged by the Romans, who
have many parties of horsemen patrolling the area around the city.
No one is getting in or out of Phraaspa. You intend to try to
relieve the city, majesty?’

‘We are too few to
prise the Romans away. We might force a way into Phraaspa but it
would only serve to trap us as well as the garrison.’

At a council of war
later Talib explained to the other kings what he had told me,
prompting Spartacus to suggest a course of action.

‘We should march north
to avoid the Romans and link up with Phraates and Aschek at Urmia
before attempting to relieve Phraaspa.’

‘Makes sense,’ sniffed
Silaces.

Gafarn nodded and
smiled at his adopted son.

‘At least the
destruction of the Roman siege train gives us more time to attempt
a relief effort,’ said Nergal.

‘What will be the
consequences of Phraaspa falling?’ asked Praxima.

It was a good question
and one I confess I had not thought of. By the blank stares of the
others around me neither had they.

‘It will embolden the
Romans to seize even more of Parthia,’ said Gallia finally. ‘Every
town or city they take encourages their greed. If they take
Phraaspa it will be lost to the empire forever.’

‘Well said,’ enthused
Silaces. ‘And on a more basic level if the city does fall then so
will Phraates, arrogant little shit.’

I grimaced at his
words but the reality was Phraates’ reign would be fatally weakened
after his defeat at the Araxes River and if he failed to relieve
Phraaspa. Silaces had no respect for the young high king, who had
also alienated Gordyene and Hatra. I doubted whether Nergal or
Praxima would fight to keep him on his throne if a rival raised his
head. Phraaspa in itself was probably unimportant but its fate
could have a profound effect on the unity of the Parthian Empire.
Its relief suddenly became a matter of grave importance.

‘Then we should leave
immediately,’ I said, ‘the sooner we reach Urmia the quicker we can
eject Mark Antony from the empire.’

We had marched into
Media with just over forty-one thousand troops, all horsemen and
women, plus thousands of camels and remounts. When we struck camp
to march to Urmia our number had decreased by a thirteen hundred.
Eight hundred we cremated after the battle and the rest, the
wounded, had been sent back to Vanadzor under armed escort.

I was worried
Spartacus and Rasha, having dealt with the Roman threat on their
border, might join them and was prepared to plead, beg and do
whatever it took to convince them to remain with the army. Like
Silaces they had little if any respect for Phraates who had
insulted them both but in the event they and their horsemen led the
advance north. As we had to move speedily the few prisoners we had
taken were set free and advised to make their way back to Armenia
as fast as they could. Whether they did so was not our concern and
in truth there was a risk some would take to banditry, though more
likely they would try to reach the Araxes as quickly as possible.
We had to get to Urmia rapidly and that meant dispensing with
prisoners on foot.

We covered forty miles
on the first day, riding east to take us into the hills and
mountains of northern Atropaiene. Spartacus’ scouts led the way
through a rugged terrain of steep inclines, gorges, ravines, low
woods and mountain meadows. As usual the kings rode together, the
army’s column extending for miles behind, the cool wind coming from
the north buffeting man and beast alike. It was easy to lose
oneself in this land, one moment riding through a rocky ravine and
the next cresting a ridge to enter a wide-open space with
breath-taking views of the lands to the south.

We made stops at the
foot of spectacular mountain waterfalls, the ice-cool water
cascading from a great height into dark, deep pools where the
horses and camels could drink and we could fill our water skins. It
was after one such stop Spartacus informed me he and Rasha had
taken this route many times.

‘The easiest way to
travel from Vanadzor is east and then south of Lake Urmia.’

‘But we would travel
through Media,’ said Rasha, ‘and we are not welcome there.’

‘Your sister makes no
secret of her loathing of ex-slaves and Agraci,’ Spartacus said to
me.

‘Or Gauls,’ added
Gallia bitterly, ‘though I remember when I fought outside the walls
of Hatra to safeguard her place of birth, a fact she has
conveniently forgotten.’

‘One thing is
certain,’ said Gafarn, ‘her resentment will not have mellowed now
Atrax is dead. If anything her anger and ill-will towards all and
sundry will have increased.’

‘Fortunately my sister
is in Irbil,’ I reassured them, ‘one less thing to concern us.’

We were riding past a
hillside blanketed with wildflowers presenting a dazzling display
of yellows, purples and whites. All the banners had been sheathed
in their wax skins because the meadow we had traversed earlier had
been buffeted by a wind threatening to peel the skin off one’s
face. Of people we had seen none, Spartacus informing us shepherds
usually kept their sheep on the lower slopes in summer where the
grass is lusher. It was most curious; it felt like winter when we
rode across wind-blasted meadows and plains but sweated when we
entered a sheltered ravine where the sun beat down from a vivid
blue sky to turn the landscape yellow-brown.

‘I am pleased you and
Rasha are here,’ I told Spartacus.

‘We do not abandon our
friends and allies,’ he replied.

‘Still, it is
testimony to your honour and upbringing you have put aside the
unfortunate events at Phraates’ coronation to stand by him in his
hour of need,’ I said.

Claudia, who had been
exchanging loving looks with Valak riding beside her, turned in the
saddle to look at me.

‘Spartacus and Rasha
bring a great treasure that will have Phraates cooing like a dove
when he sees it.’

I looked behind at the
column of riders stretching into the distance.

‘Certainly the
horsemen of Gordyene are a welcome addition to our order of
battle.’

She snorted
derisively. ‘Soldiers are like wildflowers on a hillside. There is
an inexhaustible supply of them. I was not talking about soldiers,
father, but something far rarer and more valuable.’

‘Which is what?’ I
asked in irritation.

‘You will see,’ she
answered evasively.

Spartacus and Rasha
exchanged glances but said nothing and I did not press them on the
matter. I racked my brains trying to work out my daughter’s riddle
but it was beyond me. Occasionally she reminded me of Dobbai with
her barbed comments and curt tongue but most of the time she was my
attractive, carefree, intelligent daughter of whom I was immensely
proud. And, notwithstanding my initial reservations, I was both
delighted and relieved she had finally met someone to share her
life with.

On the eve of our
arrival at Urmia, in a sheltered gorge at least five miles in
length, sparkling with dozens of campfires, I asked Gallia her
opinion of Valak.

‘He is agreeable
enough, a little serious perhaps. But one thing is certain – he
adores Claudia and she adores him. It is a good match.’

We were treading a
path beside a camel park whose occupants carried Dura’s spare
arrows. Guards were positioned every ten paces around the beasts.
The camels urinated on their legs, grunted, belched and broke wind
to create a pungent aroma unique to Parthian armies.

‘Disgusting beasts,’
sneered Gallia.

‘But useful,
highness.’

A figure appeared from
behind a camel, patting the beast as he pulled off his cap and
bowed. His thin frame was wrapped in a thick cloak. He came closer
and bowed again.

‘Have you been long
with the camel train?’ I asked.

‘Twenty years,
majesty. I was at Carrhae all those years ago. We used a lot of
arrows that day.’

‘Indeed we did,’ I
agreed.

There was a powerful
smell followed by a trickling sound as the camel he had been
patting urinated on its legs.

‘Charming,’ remarked
Gallia.

‘They piss on their
legs to cool themselves down,’ grinned the cameleer. ‘It gets hot
in the desert, majesties.’

‘We are not in the
desert,’ she said.

He stroked the camel’s
neck. ‘They don’t change their habits, do you, Azra old girl?’

‘You name them?’ she
asked.

‘Camels can live for
between forty and fifty years, majesty. Each one has a name and a
personality.’

‘Azra,’ I said.

He grinned at me.
‘Means “virgin” but I’ve never asked the old girl if she is
one.’

Gallia raised her eyes
to the heavens and we bid the cameleer goodnight to stroll on.

‘Claudia will have to
leave Dura,’ I said, returning to our prior topic of conversation.
‘Silaces will not want to lose the commander of his bodyguard.’

‘If she is happy to do
so then so be it.’

‘I have to tell you I
never thought she would marry. I always imagined she would turn out
like Dobbai in her dotage.’

She reached over to
grip my hand. ‘Me too.’

When we left the high
lands and descended to the forests on the lower slopes and then the
wind-swept plains dotting Atropaiene we encountered a patrol of
King Aschek’s soldiers: horse archers. On their saddlecloths was
stitched the image of a Shahbaz, the ancient mythical bird from
Persian fables and the symbol of Atropaiene. It was a huge bird of
prey reported to live in the Zagros Mountains, though I had never
seen one when I had visited the region. The commander of the patrol
was both amazed and surprised by the size of the army suddenly
appearing from the north and hurried away to report its arrival to
his king. Before he left he reported Phraates was at Urmia with his
army, which he had been told numbered at least twenty thousand
men.

‘Twenty thousand?’
said Silaces as we watched him gallop away with his men. ‘What
happened to the rest of it? I thought it matched Roman numbers at
the Araxes.’

Gafarn nodded gravely.
‘Defeat has a habit of thinning out the ranks.’

‘Still, Phraates’ men
added to Aschek’s and our own should be sufficient to achieve our
aim,’ I said hopefully.

‘You are forgetting
Aschek is no warrior,’ Silaces reminded me, ‘and he received a
bloody nose from the Romans at the Shahar Chay River.’

‘That was years ago,’
I replied, ‘and besides I’m sure he wants Phraates and his army out
of his kingdom as quickly as possible.’

Silaces gave a gruff
laugh. ‘Poor old Aschek, all he wants is to be left alone.’

The King of Atropaiene
was certainly old, being in his seventies, but his kingdom was far
from poor. The inhabitants of the mountains eked out an existence
but those living near the mighty Caspian Sea made a good living
from growing wheat, fruit and raising livestock. And the kingdom
benefited greatly from its copper mines, which it used to sell the
metal to many kingdoms. Indeed, Aschek had sent me a great quantity
as a wedding present. Ironically many of the Roman soldiers who now
besieged Phraaspa were wearing copper helmets from metal originally
sourced from Atropaiene. The mountains bordering the kingdom in the
north and the Caspian Sea securing its eastern frontier had
contributed to Aschek’s many years of peace, which was unfortunate
because in the present crisis it meant it was totally unprepared to
fight the might of Rome.

Our army made camp
five miles north of the city of Urmia. We had no wish to add to the
burden already visited upon its inhabitants and king by the
thousands accompanying Phraates in his flight to the city.

‘Not only soldiers,
majesty,’ said Ali, King Aschek’s only surviving son.

The king’s wife Queen
Ona had borne two fine sons but the eldest, Amir, had died some
years before when his horse had thrown him on a hunting expedition.
The fall resulted in a broken leg that refused to heal, leading to
infection and a long, painful death. It was a sad loss for both the
king and queen and the kingdom. Ali had inherited his father’s
thick, black curly hair and his hooked nose dominating his thin
face.

‘The high king’s
retinue is also in the city, swelling his numbers considerably,’
continued the prince, ‘as is Queen Aliyeh.’

If Ali heard the
collective groan from all of us his expression did not change and
he looked straight ahead as we rode to the city.

‘No doubt dripping
poison into the high king’s ear,’ spat Silaces whose tongue had
become more biting the closer we got to Urmia. ‘What about her two
sons?’

‘Prince Darius is
trapped in Phraaspa,’ answered Ali, ‘while Phraates awaits Prince
Alexander who is marching from Persis with his army.’

‘Does the thirty
thousand include the high king’s retinue?’ I asked.

‘Yes, majesty,’ said
Ali.

‘So how many soldiers
does Phraates actually command?’ probed Gafarn.

‘Twenty-five
thousand,’ answered Ali, ‘of which half have few weapons or armour.
But my father and the high king believe the gods have answered
their prayers with your arrival, majesties, for truly the city and
kingdom were close to despair.’

Nothing more was said
as we rode through a great tent city surrounding Urmia, along with
rows of temporary stabling areas for horses constructed out of
canvas and wood. The ground was dry and the temperature was warm as
it was still summer. But the cool winds we had experienced in the
hills would soon be visiting the lowlands when autumn arrived along
with the rain to drench those camping outside the walls. The most
pressing thing was to get this army marching again before it
literally and mentally rotted.

It was only the second
time I had visited Urmia, the citadel of stone built on an exposed
outcrop at the foot of a mountain range. Rumour was people had been
living on the site for over a thousand years and it was not hard to
see why. The steep slopes on three sides of the city served as
natural defences against enemy attack. Those defences had been
strengthened by the addition of massive walls on the rock platform
with towers at the corners and along their length, but the thing
making Urmia almost impregnable was its springs. Like Hatra fresh
water came from the earth all year round, though unlike my place of
birth there were also the autumn and winter rains.

Our party trotted
through the massive oak gates giving access to the south of the
city where the lower citadel was located. It housed the city
garrison, storerooms and stables. The middle citadel was higher up
and contained reception rooms, the city’s main temple and more
storerooms. Moving slowly through city streets crowded not only
with inhabitants but also with those who had accompanied Phraates
and his army, we finally reached the upper citadel sitting like an
eagle’s nest over the whole city. It was the king’s residence and
was guarded by thick and tall rectangular towers. As we rode
through the gates I saw the banners of Atropaiene, Media, Susiana
and Babylon flying above its entrance.

Inside the fortress
our horses were taken to the stables and we were ushered towards
the throne room. Ali was silent and I could sense the despair and
foreboding filling the corridors. Servants walked with heads down
and courtiers avoided our eyes as a pale and nervous official
escorted us through the palace. The floor tiles were stone instead
of marble and there was none of the decoration characterising
Ctesiphon. It also felt cold though that may have been due to the
sense of dread permeating the building rather than a lack of
heating.

The throne room was
packed with people, the richly apparelled courtiers of Ctesiphon on
one side of the hall, the ministers, commanders and priests of
Aschek on the other. More white-robed priests stood behind Timo at
the far end of the chamber where two thrones sat upon what appeared
to be a slab of rock carved from a mountain. The reptilian Ashleen
stood next to a pale and fidgety Phraates seated on one throne
while beside him sat my glowering sister. I stopped when I saw the
frail and stooping figures of King Aschek and Queen Ona standing
beside the high king. Anger welled up within me.

‘Are you all right,
Pacorus?’ asked Gafarn.

‘I will be when I have
rectified the situation.’

Relief, utter relief
bordering on delirium, washed over Phraates’ face as he beheld the
kings of Dura, Hatra, Elymais, Mesene and Gordyene walking towards
him. His emotion was picked up by hangers-on who began to applaud
us as we halted in front of the dais and bowed our heads to
Phraates, and then to Aschek whose hall this was. I noticed the
smug expression on the faces of Timo and Ashleen and saw Aschek
holding up his frail wife.

‘I would speak to King
of Kings Phraates, King Aschek and Queen Ona,’ I said loudly.

Aliyeh regarded me
with ice-cold eyes.

‘Everyone except the
kings and Queen Ona will leave now,’ I shouted.

I froze Ashleen with
an iron stare and dared anyone to contradict me. The kings who had
accompanied me faced the courtiers.

‘Leave the chamber,’
Phraates’ voice was laced with trepidation as he limply waved a
hand at his entourage as they began to shuffle from the
chamber.

I turned to Ali and
spoke more softly. ‘The first thing to address is to see your
parents are treated with respect, lord prince. So I ask you to lead
your father’s advisers away.’

Aliyeh gave me a
hateful stare as she brushed past me and Ali had quiet words with
his father’s commanders who followed him from the chamber.

‘You as well,’ I said
to Timo and Ashleen.

The priest was going
to object but Phraates, now looking alarmed, babbled something to
him causing him and Ashleen to follow my sister.

The doors of the
chamber were closed and the hall suddenly appeared large and very
empty.

Phraates’ eyes darted
left and right in apprehension as I walked up to him and whispered
into his ear, the other kings looking at each other in
confusion.

‘Get up,’ I said.

‘I would remind you I
am the high king,’ he began.

‘Now!’ I said
loudly.

He did as he was told,
his eyes wide and his top lip quivering. In that moment he looked
like a frightened boy, which is precisely what he was. I realised
he was still young, perhaps too young, but the die had been cast
and I, and the empire, would have to live with it. I smiled at Ona
and held out my arm.

‘Please.’

She took it to allow
me to lead her to the throne where Aliyeh had been sitting,
assisting her into the high-backed wooden chair stuffed with
cushions. I held out a hand to the other throne equally as
comfortable.

‘Lord king, please
take your throne.’

Aschek sat down beside
his wife as a worried Phraates looked on. I walked over to him and
again had a quiet word.

‘The king of kings may
do what he likes because his authority to do so comes from the
gods. But unlike the gods he is mortal and so will die, sooner
rather than later if he alienates the very people he relies on to
rule the empire on his behalf. You understand this?

He did not but merely
kept glancing at my sword. Perhaps he thought I was going to kill
him and take the high crown myself.

‘You are high king,
Phraates, and I have brought my troops here to fight for you,’ I
reassured him, ‘as have the other kings here present. Aschek and
Ona are old and it is the height of bad manners to keep them
standing while you sit.’

‘What have manners got
to do with anything?’ he hissed, regaining some of his
arrogance.

‘Everything,’ I
replied, ‘for it is the small things which make the difference in
life. There is a fine line between being firm and being a tyrant
and you would do well to learn to tread that line. Besides, you are
young and strong and a bit of standing will do you no harm, though
if you want to sit get the palace carpenter to make you a throne so
you may sit beside Aschek and Ona.’

I stepped down from
the dais and returned to my friends.

‘Bring everyone back
in,’ I told Phraates, ‘I have some news to cheer them.’

Phraates stomped to
the doors and shouted at everyone to re-enter, after which he
marched back to the dais. The look on the faces of Timo and Ashleen
was priceless when they saw the rulers of Atropaiene back on their
thrones and Phraates standing like one of their servants beside
them. Aliyeh’s eyes showed pure loathing as she stood beside
Phraates, resting a hand on his arm and whispering into his ear. No
doubt fresh malice directed at me. I sometimes wondered how we
shared the same parents.

‘Taking centre stage
again, Pacorus?’ said Gafarn.

‘Someone needs to,’
said Silaces as a troop of priests scurried past him.

‘If looks could kill
your sister would have struck you down already,’ noted Nergal.

‘The stench of defeat
hangs over this palace,’ was Spartacus’ only comment.

I stepped forward, all
eyes on me. ‘Great King Phraates, a short while ago I and the other
kings standing with me engaged and defeated a Roman and Armenian
army by the shore of Lake Urmia.’

Instant chatter was
followed by applause and a palpable wave of relief washed over
everyone. Phraates’ eyes lit up with delight.

I raised my hands to
still the noise. ‘Furthermore, the army we destroyed was escorting
siege engines destined for Phraaspa. Those engines were also
destroyed so Mark Antony has no equipment with which to lay siege
to the city.’

More applause followed
my words and I saw many smiles among the courtiers and priests. Ali
was also smiling; the first time I had seen him do so. Things
appeared to be looking up but I had reckoned without my sister who
whispered again into the high king’s ear.

‘But Phraaspa is still
besieged, King Pacorus, and requires urgent relief.’

‘That is what we are
here for, majesty,’ I told him.

All attention was
suddenly focused on the doors behind us as gasps of astonishment
and angry mutterings diverted my attention away from the dais. I
turned and saw with horror Rasha and Claudia striding towards us. I
looked at Spartacus but he was at a loss as to what was
happening.

‘This should be
interesting,’ smiled Silaces.

‘This does not augur
well,’ warned Gafarn.

I glared at Claudia
but she ignored me as she and the Queen of Gordyene marched
confidently past us, guards coming from behind Phraates to bar
their path. Claudia was carrying two wooden poles, sackcloths on
the ends of both covering objects appearing bulbous.

‘What’s that Agraci
doing here?’ came a loud voice from the back of the hall.

‘Get her out,’ called
another.

Rasha ignored them as
she halted and both she and Claudia bowed their heads to Phraates,
Aschek and Ona and ignored Aliyeh. The Queen of Media looked fit to
burst with rage.

‘Great king,’ said
Rasha confidently, ‘I most humbly request you accept these small
tokens as a sign of the allegiance of my husband, myself and the
people of Gordyene.’

Claudia removed the
sacks and the angry murmurs were replaced by gasps of astonishment
as the two Roman eagles Spartacus and Rasha had taken at Lake Urmia
took centre stage in the hall. Rasha’s parentage was forgotten as
Phraates, awe struck, slowly stepped down from the dais and
approached the eagles, the symbols of the life of the legions they
had once belonged to, and by extension the power of Rome itself.
The hall fell silent as he halted before one of them and stared
long and hard at it, his eyes examining every inch of the
magnificent silver bird. He gingerly extended a hand and touched
the cool metal, then caressed it lovingly. Every pair of eyes in
the hall watched him as he closed his eyes and thanked the gods for
this wondrous gift.

He opened them and
walked to the second eagle, stroking it as he had the first to make
sure it was indeed real and not some tawdry replica. It was not and
he beamed with delight as the enormity of what he had been given
dawned on him. Like everyone he had been told stories of the great
victory at Carrhae and the capture of seven Roman eagles there, a
battle part of Parthian folklore, but now he had two eagles of his
own, taken during his own rule, putting him on a pedestal shared by
only two men: Sinatruces and Orodes. Now he stood with them.

He clasped his hands
together, laughed and then grabbed Rasha’s hands, bringing them up
to his lips to kiss them as Claudia held both eagles. Courtiers
stood open-mouthed at this gesture, unsure of how to react.

‘We heartily accept
these magnificent gifts and reaffirm Gordyene is first among equals
in the empire’s kingdoms. There will be a great feast tonight to
honour you and your husband.’

He kept hold of one of
Rasha’s hands as he led her from the hall.

‘You must tell me all
about the battle.’

He stopped and looked
back at the dais.

‘Guards, relieve the
princess of those trophies. Do you expect a princess of the empire
to carry them like a slave?’

The commander of the
guards rushed over to take the eagles and ordered half a dozen of
his men to form a cordon around the high king.

‘Princess Claudia,’
said Phraates, ‘you will also walk beside me.’

Claudia smiled as
Phraates took her hand and the three of them walked from the hall,
Rasha beginning the tale of the Battle of Lake Urmia. I caught
Aschek’s eye and he gave me an approving smile.

The feast that night
was a most uncomfortable affair, Timo, Ashleen and Aliyeh and a
coterie of courtiers and priests making no attempt to hide their
contempt for those they considered not ‘pure Parthian’, which was
most of those who had just arrived at Urmia. They did, though, go
out of their way to be pleasant to Prince Pacorus, the handsome
prince of Hatra who to them personified the ideal Parthian lord.
Aliyeh spoke to him fondly and he told us afterwards that she
enquired after the health of Leyla and her family. It turned out
she had enjoyed happy times at their mansion before she had been
married to Atrax.

The death of Media’s
king cast a long shadow over the council of war held the next day
in the palace. But Phraates, having commendably refrained from
excess the night before, was in a confident mood.

‘We must relieve
Phraaspa immediately,’ he demanded. ‘Queen Aliyeh’s eldest son is
trapped in the city.’

‘With how many men?’ I
asked.

Phraates looked at
Ashleen who had joined the council meeting, much to my annoyance.
In the short time I had known him I had come to detest him, in
large part because of the influence he had over the young high
king, as did the fat high priest. At least he was not present.

Ashleen stroked his
black beard. ‘I have no accurate figures but Prince Darius has at
least five thousand men with him according to Queen Aliyeh.’

‘How many men are
here?’ asked Silaces gruffly.

Again Phraates looked
at Ashleen for an answer.

‘Outside the city we
have camped sixteen and a half thousand horsemen ready to march to
relieve Prince Darius.’

‘Sixteen thousand,’
Phraates corrected him.

‘Highness?’ said
Ashleen in surprise.

‘Earlier I ordered
five hundred cataphracts to escort my eagles to Ctesiphon,’ said
Phraates, ‘in case the Romans try to the steal them back.’

Gafarn looked at me
and stifled a laugh. We had just lost five hundred heavy horsemen
for no reason.

‘And you, my lord,’ I
said to Aschek, ‘how many men can Atropaiene contribute to this
most pressing matter?’

The king looked at his
son.

‘A thousand
cataphracts and ten thousand horse archers,’ stated Ali, ‘more if
we raise the lords of the kingdom.’

‘It will take time,’
said Aschek.

‘Which we do not
have,’ I replied, ‘we must move immediately. Today preferably.’

‘What about Prince
Alexander?’ asked Phraates.

‘What about him?’
sniffed Silaces.

‘He is marching with
all speed to Urmia,’ stated Ashleen, ‘with the army of Persis.’

‘Hardly reassuring,’
said Silaces dismissively.

‘We must move
immediately,’ I urged, ‘the Romans already surround Phraaspa and it
is in great danger.’

Phraates’ forehead
creased. ‘I thought you said you destroyed the Romans’ siege
engines.’

I nodded. ‘That’s
right.’

‘Well if they have no
siege engines how are they going to get into the city?’

‘An excellent
question,’ said the oily Ashleen.

‘They do not need to
storm the walls,’ said Spartacus.

‘They can starve it
into submission,’ confirmed Nergal.

Phraates wagged a
finger at them. ‘You do not know Prince Darius.’

‘True, but we know his
mother well enough,’ said Silaces.

Phraates was far from
amused. ‘We are very fond of Queen Aliyeh and people would do well
to be aware of it.’

‘Be it as it may,’ I
said, ‘I would advise sending Queen Aliyeh back to Irbil where she
belongs.’

Phraates began toying
with the infernal golden arrow I had first seen at Ctesiphon. He
obviously believed it to be a lucky totem.

‘King Pacorus, I am
well acquainted with the bad blood existing between you and your
sister. But she has been a valued and constant friend and ally in
Parthia’s time of trial. Furthermore, Media has suffered greatly
these past weeks and I will not banish Queen Aliyeh back to her
kingdom, there to sit alone in her throne room dwelling on her
terrible loss.’

‘We all grieve for
King Atrax, highness,’ I said, ‘which is why I am eager to march to
Phraaspa’s relief. I do not wish my sister to lose a husband and a
son.’

‘No,’ said Phraates
firmly, ‘my decision is final.’

Silaces rolled his
eyes and Gafarn rested his chin on his chest as Phraates puffed out
his.

‘How many soldiers
march with Prince Alexander?’ asked Spartacus.

Ashleen answered for
his lord. ‘Twenty thousand horse and foot.’

I did a quick
calculation in my head. ‘Eighty-seven thousand men in total if we
include the army of Persis.’

‘Not enough,’ said
Spartacus grimly.

‘Not enough?’
screeched Phraates. ‘Having destroyed a Roman army at Lake Urmia
with less than half that number, King Spartacus, I would have
thought our victory against those besieging Phraaspa is a
certainty. Besides, the Romans will have learnt about their siege
engines and the loss of their eagles by now and their spirits will
be low.’

‘It is as you say,
highness,’ smiled Ashleen.

Nergal gave me a
worried look and Silaces shook his head, a gesture noticed by
Phraates.

‘If you have something
to say, King Silaces, then I would hear it.’

‘If I’ve learned
anything during my time as a soldier and a king it’s not to
underestimate the Romans,’ Silaces stated bluntly. ‘You yourself
must know this after the mauling they gave you at the Araxes
River.’

There was a sharp
intake of breath from Ashleen and Phraates’ pale cheeks turned red.
He gripped the gold arrow tightly.

‘We were not mauled,
King Silaces, we made a retreat after having judged the conditions
unfavourable. We will march to Phraaspa, I will defeat the Romans
and evict them from my empire.’

He jumped up, the
chair he was sitting in shooting backwards on to the tiled floor.
He marched from the room with Ashleen, his faithful lapdog
trailing, but stopped and turned in the doorway.

‘This war will not
last forever, King Silaces, and after it is over there will be a
reckoning. Those who have stood beside us will be rewarded. Those
who opposed us will be punished.’

Then he left, a cordon
of Babylonian guards in their dragon-skin armour around him. I rose
and closed the door.

‘You should take care,
Silaces,’ I told him, ‘Phraates is not Orodes.’

‘If that is code for
Phraates being an arrogant, spoilt brat then I agree.’

Spartacus laughed and
Gafarn grinned. Nergal looked bored. Aschek looked at Ali.

‘You had better tell
them.’

‘Tell us what?’ I
asked, retaking my seat.

‘Bring wine,’ Aschek
shouted, ‘my mouth feels like it is made of papyrus.’

A fat, cheery slave
entered, winked at the king and clapped his hands. Half a dozen
young female slaves placed silver goblets in front of each of us
and poured wine into the vessels.

‘Would the king like
any food to fill his belly?’ smiled the fat slave.

‘No, and shut the door
behind you,’ snapped Aschek.

‘Got out of the wrong
side of the bed this morning, high one?’ asked the slave, filling
the king’s goblet.

‘Get out,’ ordered the
king.

The slaves left and
the impious fat one closed the door.

‘And no listening,’
shouted Aschek. ‘I don’t know why I tolerate the fat oaf.’

‘Because he’s loyal
father and would lay down his life unhesitatingly for you,’ said
Ali.

‘He’s still a
notorious gossip who spreads rumours among the palace’s
slaves.’

‘Perhaps if you had no
slaves, things might be different, lord,’ I suggested.

Aschek gave a belly
laugh. ‘Same old Pacorus, living in a dream world. If the world was
full of good men then we wouldn’t need armies and all of us,
including you, famed King of Dura, would be out of a job.’

‘You were going to say
something about Phraates, my lord?’ probed Nergal.

Aschek sniffed. ‘Our
new high king is in a precarious position, which would have become
untenable if you had not arrived when you did. In his short reign
he has managed to alienate many people, including Musa and Khosrou
who won’t provide any assistance until the matter at Phraaspa has
been resolved one way or another. And that goes for the other
eastern kings as well.’

‘I don’t blame them,’
said Silaces, ‘I’m only here because Pacorus asked me here, against
my better judgements I might add.’

‘If Phraates
prevails,’ I said, ‘what then?’

‘Then he might just
see his nineteenth birthday,’ answered Aschek.

‘What were you going
to tell us?’ I asked Ali.

The son looked at his
father who nodded.

‘I have recently
returned from Hecatompylos where King Musa was holding an archery
contest. King Phenon of Carmania was also there and talked openly
of removing Phraates and electing a high king selected from the
kings of the east.’

‘Him, no doubt,’ said
Spartacus.

Aschek leaned forward.
‘The point is none of the other kings present, Musa included,
raised any objections to the idea.’

My heart sank. ‘Musa
and Khosrou will support such an insurrection?’

‘To make Phenon high
king? No. They know Phenon is a pompous little brat who wants to
embroil anyone who will listen in a war against his brother. But
they will act in their own interests if the Romans defeat Phraates
and seize the whole of Media, not to mention the threat they
currently pose to Atropaiene. In such an eventuality they will have
no hesitation in removing Phraates and electing a new high
king.’

‘Well, then,’ said
Gafarn, ‘we must ensure the Romans are defeated and Phraates begins
his reign with a great victory.’

‘We will march
immediately,’ I said.’

‘What about the great
army of Persis?’ asked Gafarn, a mischievous glint in his eye.

‘Perhaps we could
persuade Prince Alexander to fight with the Romans,’ offered
Silaces, ‘at least then the prince would be stabbing us in the
front instead of in the back.’

A fog of despair began
to envelop me as I realised the empire was at a crossroads. If
Phraates failed against the Romans then his reign would be over,
his life too probably. He had the resources of three kingdoms to
draw on: Susiana, Babylon and Persis. Combined they were a force to
be reckoned with and with the allegiance of Media Phraates had a
power block to make his crown secure. But that had been before the
disaster at the Araxes. Media had lost its king and half its army
and Phraates’ status had been weakened. The next few weeks, or
perhaps even days, would decide his fate and perhaps that of the
empire. I prayed to the gods Phraaspa still held out for if it fell
before we reached it then my hopes for the future of the empire
would fall with it.

‘You still wish to
save Phraates, Pacorus?’ Aschek asked me.

‘Yes.’

‘Then you must take
responsibility for the campaign we are about to launch. To which
end I propose you are made lord high general of the empire
forthwith, said appointment to be announced throughout the empire
immediately.’

‘Hatra supports the
proposal,’ said Gafarn.

‘As does Gordyene,’
added Spartacus.

‘And Mesene,’ said
Nergal.

‘You are the only one
I am prepared to take orders from,’ Silaces told me.

I was outnumbered and
outmanoeuvred and so gave in. Afterwards Aschek immediately sought
out Phraates and told him of the decision. The high king, urged on
by Timo in particular, agreed I should be made lord high general.
Ashleen had a document drawn up the same evening, which was signed
by the high king. The next day, as columns of horsemen, camels and
carts left Urmia, together with the high king’s sizeable entourage
and its baggage train, couriers left the city with news King of
Kings Phraates had created King Pacorus of Dura, formerly lord high
general to his grandfather and father, the commander of all the
armies of the empire. To say I was underwhelmed was putting it
mildly.
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Gafarn grabbed my arm
as I slipped on the wet undergrowth.

‘Careful, at your age
a fall can be most debilitating.’

I yanked my arm free.
‘I’m fine.’

‘You are welcome.’

‘Ssshh,’ Sporaces gave
us an angry look as we moved forward through the forest of
beech.

It was already
bitterly cold, a sharp northerly behind us moving through the trees
extending left and right. We had left the army with a flying column
of horse archers to head north into the highlands, my own scouts
and those of Spartacus leading us through the passes. The idea had
been Kewab’s and was an excellent one. While Phraates had been
thinking of adding more Roman eagles to his collection and I had
been worrying about how to defeat ten Roman legions backed up by
horsemen and auxiliaries, my Egyptian commander had been studying
how Mark Antony would lay siege to Phraaspa now his engines and
siege towers had been destroyed. We were stalking through the
forest because of his reasoning.

The mountain plain in
which the city lay was windswept and bleak but the mountainsides
around Phraaspa were covered with beech and oak forests providing
enough wood to build many catapults, siege towers and wooden walls
to surround the city. We were here to deny the Romans building
materials.

It was as well we were
threading our way through beech, as the forest floor is decidedly
sparse among such trees, though the foggy, wet weather made it
slippery. I heard curses around me as men slipped on wet leaves and
moss and the angry hisses of Sporaces. It was only a matter of time
before the enemy heard our approach, that much was certain, as five
thousand dismounted horse archers crept forward, drawn from the
armies of Dura, Hatra, Gordyene, Mesene and Elymais. Another
thousand guarded the horses high up the mountain, in a steep-sided
gorge giving access through the peaks where there was a modicum of
cover from the wind.

We heard chopping.
Muted because it was downwind of us but unmistakable – like an army
of woodpeckers furiously tapping at the trees. We continued on, men
instinctively taking more care now we were within earshot of the
enemy. There would be sentries to guard the work parties and
perhaps patrols scouring the forest.

Gafarn raised an arm
and we froze, crouching against trees, making ourselves as small as
possible. The King of Hatra tilted his head ahead.

‘You see him?’

I studied the
sun-dappled forest to the front and at first saw nothing. But then
I saw him move, an archer with an arrow knocked in his bowstring.
He must have been at least three hundred paces away and was barely
visible through the plethora of grey tree trunks. Gafarn pulled
back his bowstring.

‘You’ll never hit him
from here.’

A smile creased his
lips. The whole empire knew the King of Hatra was an excellent
shot, perhaps the best in Parthia, no small boast in a land where
boys could shoot a bow before they could walk. My father once told
me Gafarn was an instinctive archer, a boy who had been born with
the skills to make him a crack bowman. I had scoffed at the idea,
especially when we were young when he had been my slave and I was a
prince of Hatra. To take a shot through branches, tree trunks with
the sun casting shadows in each and every direction was brave
indeed, perhaps even arrogant.

There was a sharp
crack when Gafarn released the bowstring, silence for a couple of
seconds and a pained groan as his arrow hit the archer. He slapped
me on the arm.

‘Next time we will
have a wager before I take the shot.’

‘Move,’ hissed
Sporaces.

The archers swept
forward quickly. Shouts were heard ahead as we quickened the pace,
some slipping on moss and wet leaves. Gafarn stopped to take
another shot and hit another enemy, a high-pitched scream echoing
through the forest. Then there were more cracks as men released
their bowstrings as they neared the foe. Seconds later the forest
was alive with the sound of men shouting orders, groaning and
screaming in pain along with the deadly hissing of arrows. We
halted when we saw a large group of Romans ahead, legionaries
racing to where their shields and javelins were stacked. I shot a
man in the back who pitched forward to crash into a row of shields
and helmets, knocking them to the ground. Centurions were bellowing
orders as arrows came thick and fast from the trees.
White-uniformed archers from Syria loosed arrows back as they
sought cover behind stacks of felled trees.

A mule hitched to a
cart grunted and collapsed when an arrow hit it. A centurion was
still blowing his whistle when he collapsed with two arrows lodged
in his side.

‘Don’t let them form a
shield wall,’ I shouted. Beside me Gafarn was shooting, reloading
to shoot again in a methodical manner.

But the Romans were
quick to organise themselves after the initial shock, centuries
forming into testudo to the left and right and shuffling
backwards. Their archers who were crouching beside carts and log
piles tried to reach the sanctuary of these moving fortresses but
were cut down by arrows.

‘Make your arrows
count,’ shouted Sporaces to his men as they took up position at the
new treeline, before them the fresh stumps of felled trees.

All along the edge of
the forest the other Parthian archers were doing the same, shooting
at any targets of opportunity. In truth there were few because the
legionaries who had been members of the working parties cutting
down wood were conducting a skilful retreat, shuffling back down
the hillside while maintaining their testudo formations.

‘Just as I remember
them,’ said Gafarn, plucking another arrow from his half-empty
quiver and nocking it in his bowstring.

‘You want a wager,
Pacorus?’

‘On what?’

Clutching his bow in
one hand he pointed at the testudo directly opposite, around
fifty paces away and counting.

‘I can break up that
Roman tortoise.’

I laughed. ‘On your
own?’

‘Naturally. Well?’

‘A hundred horses say
you cannot.’

He flashed me a smile,
stood, drew up his bow and pulled back the bowstring, letting the
sinew string slip through his fingers to release the arrow. The
testudo had a frontage of ten men meaning it was century
strength. Suddenly the red shield with yellow wings on the far
right of the line fell to the ground. Gafarn’s arrow had hit its
owner square in the face, going through the gap above the top edge
of his shield but below the shields held horizontally by the men in
files behind. Before his first arrow hit its target he had strung
and shot another that slammed into the mail armour of the legionary
who had been standing behind the first casualty. He too collapsed
as Gafarn shot another arrow hitting a third legionary.

Sporaces and other
archers were suddenly shooting arrows into the gap appearing in the
front of the testudo, volleys of arrows striking shields,
torsos, legs and faces to create an ever-widening gap on the right
side of the Roman formation. The legionaries tried to plug the gap
with their shields but it was like swatting away a swarm of hornets
with a brush. The deluge of arrows gouged into the rapidly
fragmenting formation as its discipline collapsed. Those still
uninjured ran down the slope to escape the missiles. Sporaces and
the others raised their bows and cheered, then jeered and whistled
at the fleeing Romans.

I looked at the
quivering pile of Roman bodies to our front.

‘Strictly speaking you
had assistance to break their formation.’

Sporaces ordered half
a dozen men forward to kill the wounded Romans.

‘I hope you are not
going cheap on me,’ Gafarn replied.

‘A hundred horses it
is,’ I told him.

Below us was Phraaspa
and coiled around it was the Roman army, its massive camp
positioned to the west of the city. There were several large earth
embankments being constructed outside the walls. Normally the
Romans would use them as ramps to facilitate the movement of
wheeled machines near to the walls or adjacent to them in the case
of siege towers. But here the Romans were lacking the ingredient
essential to create frameworks for the embankments and for the
machines themselves: wood.

I turned to Sporaces.
‘Send word to bring forward the horses and tents. We occupy this
treeline until the Romans withdraw.’

‘Or are defeated,’
said Gafarn.

I looked at the size
of the Roman camp and the thousands of what appeared to be black
ants moving around on the plain below.

‘I think the
likelihood of another Carrhae high unlikely.’

Following a brief
meeting with Spartacus, Nergal and Silaces, it was agreed each of
us would leave the men we had brought through the pass in the
forest, to be reinforced with the same number of horse archers
bringing the number up to ten thousand Parthians holding the
treeline. Spartacus also pledged to move five hundred of his medium
horsemen into the forest to counter any assaults the Romans might
launch with their own horsemen.

‘Ten thousand men to
guard a forest?’

Phraates from his
throne looked at me in bemusement. While the others and I had been
riding hard to deny the enemy the wood he needed to build his siege
ramps and equipment the high king had taken a more leisurely route
to Phraaspa. The royal pavilion was pitched twenty miles east of
the city, near enough to let the Romans know the Parthian king of
kings and his relief army was within striking distance, far enough
away to flee back to Urmia if the worst happened.

I stood to attention
before him. ‘We have denied the enemy the one thing he craves,
majesty.’

Phraates leaned
forward. ‘Which is what?’

‘Wood.’

There were sniggers
behind me from the courtiers. Timo looked at his priests and shook
his head while Ashleen next to the king was trying hard not to
laugh.

‘Wood? Phraaspa needs
relieving, King Pacorus.’

He pointed at Aliyeh
standing near the dais.

‘Queen Aliyeh’s son
and his army are trapped in the city and look to us for aid and you
send your soldiers into the forest to deny the enemy some
firewood?’

This time the court
did erupt into laughter. Even my dour sister was smirking. I
controlled my temper and let the mockery subside. I saw the smug,
derisory expressions on the faces of those who surrounded me,
excepting the Babylonian guards ringing the dais. I waited until
there was absolute silence in the pavilion, the mobile palace at
the centre of the city of cloth, wood and leather always attending
the high king of the empire on his travels. Beautiful male and
female courtiers in rich apparel looked at each other in confusion
and Timo’s large forehead creased into a frown.

I looked directly at
Phraates. ‘Let me provide the court with a short summary of the
Roman art of siege warfare. First they encircle the city they
intend to take, after which they establish a fortified camp to act
as their base. Next they construct large earth ramps up to the
walls of the city. These ramps serve two purposes. Firstly, to awe
and frighten the city’s garrison and inhabitants who can do nothing
to stop these large earthworks creeping towards the walls, the
ramps being defended by Roman catapults and arrow throwers. Both
can take off a man’s head with ease. Secondly, when these ramps
have been completed the Romans use them to move wheeled siege
towers against the walls, after which soldiers in those towers will
storm the walls and sack the city.’

I glanced at Aliyeh
whose mask of contempt had been replaced by one of concern for the
safety of her son.

‘But the Roman siege
engines were destroyed at Lake Urmia,’ I continued, ‘and so the
Romans now have to build replacements. In addition, the
aforementioned earth ramps require large quantities of wood to
create frames and braces to stop them collapsing. We have now
denied the Romans any source of wood, which means they cannot
construct their siege towers.’

I looked around at the
sea of young, attractive faces. Even the slaves were beautiful.

‘It is also getting
colder, which means the Romans will require wood to burn to keep
themselves warm. This has also been denied them. Eventually they
will be forced to withdraw from the walls of Phraaspa.’

‘Eventually?’ Aliyeh’s
voice was shrill and sharp.

Phraates, an impious
glint in his eye, beckoned Aliyeh forward. According to protocol
she should not have spoken without permission from the high king.
But she had great influence over the young Phraates and he probably
wanted her to articulate what he was thinking.

‘I welcome your
contribution, Queen Aliyeh,’ he told her.

She needed no second
prompting, sweeping forward to stand a few paces from me.

‘My son has been
trapped in Phraaspa for six weeks,’ she snapped at me, ‘he and the
garrison will not be able to last for another six. An assault
should be launched against the Romans immediately.’

There were murmurs of
agreement from those behind her and a ripple of applause.

‘With nearly seventy
thousand soldiers under your command, King Pacorus,’ said Phraates,
‘Queen Aliyeh has a point.’

‘It is more than
enough,’ spat Aliyeh.

I was tempted to
remind Phraates he had had more than that number at the Araxes when
the Romans had brushed him and his army aside with ease. But it
would have been churlish and would have played into my sister’s
hands. So I too played the courtier.

I smiled at my sister.
‘In truth I am waiting for the arrival of Prince Alexander and his
army before launching an attack on the enemy. Any lord high general
would want to wait for twenty thousand good soldiers.’

Aliyeh was going to
answer back but she sensed those around her felt I had made a good
point. Besides, if she pressed for an immediate attack she would be
indirectly demeaning the contribution of Prince Alexander, her own
son, and his army. She so wanted to spit more bile at me but I had
her in a trap. She gave me the merest hint of a sneer and turned to
Phraates.

‘The decision, as
ever, is yours, great king.’

Everyone looked at
Phraates. ‘We have every confidence in the strategy of our lord
high general. What will be our next move?’

‘The Romans will try
to dislodge us from the hill forest but they will fail. We shall
also attack their foraging parties they will send out in response
to their food supplies running low, for just as we have to eat so
do the Romans, and the land around Phraaspa is barren. Of course
your majesty could bring hostilities to an end more quickly if you
wished to.’

‘How?’ asked
Phraates.

‘By asking the Romans
to withdraw back to Armenia.’

‘Are you mad?’ said
Ashleen. ‘You ask the high king of the empire to beg the enemy to
retreat after they have invaded his lands?’

There were angry
mutterings around me accompanied by hateful stares in my direction.
I ignored them.

‘The gods demand
vengeance,’ boomed Timo.

‘Silence,’ ordered
Phraates.

He regarded me for a
moment, turning the wretched gold arrow in his hand.

‘And if I request the
enemy to leave Parthia will they surrender their eagles?’

‘No, majesty.’

‘Then we will make no
such offer.’

He rose from the gold-
and jewel-encrusted throne and left the pavilion’s audience chamber
to retire to his private quarters behind the throne. Half a dozen
Babylonian guards in dragon-skin armour armed with swords and short
spears followed. Timo and Ashleen also accompanied him, as did my
sister. It was an obvious display of the power behind the
throne.

The rest of us left
the chamber, some to retire to the smaller tents surrounding the
pavilion and linked to it by cloth corridors. The walls were
decorated with expensive draperies and fine linens and the wooden
floors were covered with crimson and purple rugs interwoven with
gold and silver. The pavilion was a place of beauty, grace and
politics and I was glad to leave it.

Sporaces, cold, wet,
his leggings splattered with mud, warmed his hands on the brazier
in my tent.

‘We caught a score of
them on the other side of the river to the south. None
escaped.’

I passed him a cup of
warm milk. Outside the patter of raindrops on the tent’s roof
became louder.

‘The river is many
miles from the Roman camp,’ said Gallia.

Sporaces nodded. ‘They
must be getting desperate to send foraging parties such a
distance.’

‘How are the men’s
spirits?’ I asked.

‘They are fine, though
they will be grumbling more if we have to spend the winter here.
It’s not Dura, that’s for sure.’

He was right. Dura had
never seen snow and already the high peaks of the mountains were
topped with white. Soon the sleet and snow would be in the plains.
There was dense fog most mornings and the wind dispersing it
invariably came from the north and chilled men to the bone. At
least the soldiers of Dura, Gordyene, Elymais, Hatra and Mesene had
brought winter clothing.

‘The gods know how
Talib and his men are surviving in this cold,’ said Sporaces.

‘They are Agraci,’
Gallia told him, ‘they will suffer less than most.’

We rarely saw my chief
scout and his men, though we did receive frequent reports from our
horse archer patrols infesting the land around Phraaspa. For the
first few days after we had arrived the Romans were very aggressive
in their response, sending combined parties of horsemen and
legionaries against us. But in turn horse archers hanging on their
flanks harassed these parties. Mark Antony did launch a substantial
assault on the forest we had occupied with half a legion, supported
by foot archers and slingers. But Spartacus had moved all his men
into the hillside trees and the legionaries could not evict the
troops of Gordyene from the trees. When Silaces led his horse
archers against the Romans’ right flank they gave up and returned
to camp. Mark Antony never made another attempt to evict Spartacus
and his men from the forest. Meanwhile the various detachments from
Mesene, Elymais, Dura and Hatra returned to their camps.

‘Azad is chafing at
the bit,’ said Sporaces, ‘he and his men want to test themselves
against the Roman horsemen. And he’s not alone.’

I gestured for him to
take a seat and share some food with us.

‘Oh? Who else is
straining at the leash?’

‘I spoke out of
turn.’

‘Sporaces,’ I said,
‘we are all friends here and anything you say will be held in
strict confidence.’

‘Prince Pacorus of
Hatra for one,’ he informed us, ‘and they have both been liaising
with Prince Ali.’

‘Three and a half
thousand cataphracts charging the Romans would be a magnificent
sight,’ said Gallia admiringly. ‘Far better than sitting on our
backsides doing nothing.’

Sporaces smiled but I
sighed.

‘We have the Romans
just where we want them,’ I told them both, ‘and I won’t risk
jeopardising that so the cataphracts can sate their honour and wash
their lances in enemy blood.’

‘However noble it may
be,’ added Gallia.

‘The Romans will soon
abandon their siege and then, and only then, and only if the
circumstances are right, will our heavy horsemen be unleashed,’ I
stated.

‘Let us hope they do
so before Prince Alexander and the glorious army of Persis arrive,’
said Sporaces.

‘I pray the gods may
grant me that mercy at least,’ I admitted.

I knew the majority of
Alexander’s men were marching on foot and so would take longer than
if they had all been mounted. I was also gambling that because
Aliyeh’s son was both pampered and spoilt he would not exert
himself to reach Phraaspa. Every day he and his men were absent
brought my plan closer to fruition.

‘The Romans besiege
Phraaspa and we besiege the Romans,’ said Gallia, the sides of the
tent buffeted by a strong wind as well as rain.

‘We hold a ring around
them,’ I said, ‘so they will more speedily use up their food, which
will force them to retire.’

‘Or fight,’ offered
Sporaces.

‘They will retreat,’ I
stated, ‘for I will give no battle.’

Gallia was confused.
‘You just said you would unleash our heavy horsemen.’

‘When the time is
right,’ I replied, ‘as I said.’

I had to confess I
was, notwithstanding the presence of Phraates and his itinerant
court, most satisfied by the course of events thus far. Spartacus
and his troops held the area to the north of Phraaspa, on the
slopes of the forest-covered mountain. To the southwest lay the
camp of the eight thousand soldiers of Elymais, Silaces maintaining
close contact with his friend Spartacus. To the immediate south of
Silaces was King Aschek, his son Ali and their thirteen thousand
soldiers. Next in the Parthian circle surrounding the Romans were
Gafarn’s nine thousand Hatrans, to their left Nergal and Praxima
and the horse archers of Mesene. My men were pitched to the west of
Phraaspa, leaving a small gap between our encampment and the base
of the mountain, through which I hoped Mark Antony would lead his
men back to Armenia. When the time came.

King of Kings
Phraates, his army of courtiers, slaves, priests and
administrators, plus his other army of sixteen and a half thousand
soldiers, was located ten miles west of Aschek’s camp. The tents of
the King of Atropaiene, like those of Gordyene, Elymais, Hatra,
Mesene and Dura, were pitched at a distance of ten miles from the
Roman siege lines. Close enough to harass the enemy but far enough
away to prevent the Romans mounting a surprise attack. Between the
Parthian camps, which were widely spaced, and the Roman lines were
screens of horse archers acting as our eyes and ears, as well as
Talib and his men.

The weather continued
to worsen, the cold wind increasing in intensity, most days lacing
the air with stinging rain. It did not last for long but long
enough to chill and wet everyone. The Romans gave up trying to
occupy the forest and no longer sent out foraging parties following
the destruction of the earlier ones. We were gradually tightening
the noose around them. Soon their leader would have to either
withdraw or give battle. But if Mark Antony fought us and prevailed
he would still have no winter base for his army.

If Phraaspa held
out.

‘I do not command, I
ask.’

Talib resembled a
hooded assassin in the poor oil lamp light in my tent, the lamp
hanging from one of the centre poles gently rocking as the wind
buffeted my temporary home. He was wrapped in a thick woollen
cloak, the hood still drawn over his head and a thick woollen scarf
wrapped around the lower half of his face.

‘Sit, please.’

Gallia had yet to
return from a combined patrol with the Amazons and Vipers, which
was in truth more of an attempt to lure Roman horsemen from their
camp so they could be mauled by arrows. But the enemy had learned
the hard way not to tangle with our horse archers so I suspected
the patrol would come to nought. Claudia for her part was in the
Elymais camp with her intended, the doughty Alaric acting as her
guardian, much to her annoyance, his amusement and my
satisfaction.

Talib removed the hood
and scarf and flopped down in the chair. I poured him a cup of
wine.

‘I need someone to get
into Phraaspa, speak to Prince Darius to ascertain the state of the
garrison and his food supplies and get out again to report back to
me.’

He took a swig of
wine. ‘The Roman siege lines are porous, majesty, but getting into
the city will be more difficult. I will go.’

I beamed with delight.
‘If it becomes too dangerous withdraw immediately. I do not wish to
lose my chief scout.’

‘Today I was in the
Roman camp.’

I nearly choked on my
wine. ‘You were? What did you learn?’

‘There are many Syrian
auxiliaries among the legionaries so it was easy to infiltrate
their lines,’ he told me. ‘But all hate this cold and complain to
all who will listen about their inadequate rations and inactivity.
Their camp is like ours. Muddy and windswept.’

‘But at least we have
a supply of firewood,’ I said.

Spartacus had been
sending deliveries of wood supplied by the trees his men were
felling in the forest, which though freshly cut and prone to
producing much smoke when burnt at least kept us warm. I wondered
how much the Romans still possessed?

‘One more thing,’ I
said, ‘be careful if and when you enter Phraaspa. Say you are
Syrian rather than Agraci.’

‘Why, majesty?’

I reminded him about
Phraates’ ‘Parthian purity’ policy. Prince Darius had been an
enthusiastic endorser of his directive. It would be a tragedy if
Talib ghosted his way into the city only to be hanged from its
walls.

‘Tell him you were
sent by King of Kings Phraates and his mother. He will like
that.’

‘If he still lives,
majesty. Pestilence may have spread through the city.’

I discounted the idea.
‘Unlike most cities Phraaspa’s population is small for its size so
there would have been room for the prince’s army to pitch its tents
and stable its horses without overcrowding the inhabitants.’

I watched him leave
from the entrance to my tent, the flap gently moving in the cool
northerly wind. All around men were going about the daily routine
of camp life. Bozan had once told me war was a mixture of boredom
and excitement, the former vastly outweighing the latter. I liked
to think it was not boredom but routine keeping an army
functioning; the routine of constant drill and maintaining a high
standard of discipline. So all around me men were checking their
weapons and equipment and cleaning armour and leather.

I pulled my cloak
around me and wandered over to the first of a line of tents where a
squire was rubbing leather with cloths. He stood as I approached
and bowed his head.

‘Carry on,’ I told
him.

He sat down on his
stool and continued to rub the leather sword strap, conscious I was
looking at him.

‘What is your
name?’

‘Ariamnes,
majesty.’

‘How long have you
been a squire?’

He looked up and
flashed a smile. ‘Nearly four years, majesty.’

‘You will soon enter
the ranks of the cataphracts.’

‘The gods willing,
majesty.’

I studied his hands,
which resembled those of a man twice his age. Cleaning the weapons
and armour of his master was a major part of a squire’s duties, as
well as maintaining the saddlery of his own and his master’s horse.
Every cataphract was attended by two squires and I surmised the
other one was in the stable block cleaning and treating the saddles
of his master’s horse, his own and the squire’s who was sitting
before me.

He finished cleaning
the sword belt and examined it for any mould or cracks. There were
none. He picked up a pair of boots.

‘When I was a squire I
remember spending much time cleaning my master’s boots.’

He stopped and gave me
a quizzical look. ‘Yes, majesty.’

It was common
knowledge Hatra’s Royal Bodyguard employed slaves to do the tasks
thought too menial by the nobles who staffed it, though neither my
father nor Bozan had allowed privilege to affect discipline or
battle skills. Hatra’s cataphracts had few peers when it came to
battlefield prowess, though Dura’s could match them, perhaps even
exceed them, but the nobles took their slaves with them when they
went to war. Ariamnes was probably thinking I too had been a
pampered noble when I had been a prince of Hatra. He was right. But
Dura’s army had no slaves and even its king cleaned his own
armour.

‘The Romans will soon
be quitting their siege,’ I said, more to myself than him.

He dipped a cloth in
the bucket of water and wrung it out so it was damp rather than wet
and wiped the boots. He took a sponge, dampened it and rubbed it on
a soap bar.

‘And then they will
have to fight us,’ he said.

‘At the moment the
Romans outnumbered us,’ I told him, ‘so prudence might be a better
policy.’

He worked up a creamy
lather and began rubbing it into the boot.

‘The Romans
outnumbered us at Carrhae, majesty, and we still beat them.’

The soap was produced
by boiling oils with resins and salt and was used to treat fabrics
such as wool and leather. Once it had been applied the boots would
be allowed to partially dry, after which they would be rubbed
vigorously with a soft cloth. Finally, neat’s-foot oil would be
applied to keep them subtle and waterproof.

‘A general musters
every available soldier before giving battle,’ I said.

He looked up at me.
‘The Romans get weaker as we grow stronger. Dura’s army has never
been defeated.’

I saw the pride in his
eyes and in his voice and it warmed me.

‘I intend to keep it
that way, Ariamnes.’

The next day, the land
bathed in brilliant autumn sunshine, the Romans made their move.
Sporaces brought me the news as I sat with Gallia in our tent
eating a meagre breakfast of hard biscuit, cured meat and water. I
felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up as the sentry
outside the tent entered and announced the presence of my commander
of horse archers. He bowed and stood to attention before us.

‘The Romans are
leaving their camp, majesty.’

I nearly broke a tooth
trying to bite through a biscuit.

‘How many?’

‘Their entire army, it
would appear. The scouts have reported their horsemen exited first
and now the legions are on the march. But there is no indication of
them dismantling their camp.’

‘They mean to give
battle then,’ said Gallia.

‘It would appear so,
majesty,’ replied Sporaces.

I discarded the
biscuit. ‘Send word to alert the other kings and request their
presence. Afterwards assemble the war council.’

Twenty minutes later
Gallia and I, both in full armour, Sporaces, Azad and Kewab stood
around the table as I explained the tactics we would be employing,
using biscuits to represent formations.

‘All the kings will
muster near our camp in a show of force to lure the Romans towards
the west. That is the direction we want the Romans to go when they
quit their siege.’

‘If they quit
their siege,’ said Gallia.

I gave her a smile.
‘They will, I have no doubt.’

‘You intend to offer
battle, majesty?’ asked Azad.

‘I do not,’ I told
him.

‘You intend to
frustrate them, majesty,’ smiled Kewab.

‘Exactly.’

It took half the day
for the Romans to file out of camp, dress their lines and array in
battle order to face the Parthian army. The wind abated, the sun
shone and both armies presented a magnificent spectacle to any gods
possibly watching from the white-tipped mountains to the north.
Spartacus stayed in the mountain forest with his men lest the
Romans tried to retake what they had been evicted from. But below,
on the plain, over fifty thousand Parthian horsemen deployed in a
vast crescent shape in front of the Romans.

The squires had been
ordered to remain in their camps to guard the tents, supplies and
non-combatants in the event the Romans raided them, not that I
intended to allow the enemy to dance to anything but my own tune.
Our army looked magnificent, like a great curved sabre pressed upon
the barren plain. It was also colourful, the autumn sun
highlighting the many hues making up its contingents. It was
getting colder but the desultory rains and mists soaking our
clothes and chilling our bones had disappeared as the winter
approached. In their place were biting northerly winds and crisp
mornings with just a hint of frost to whiten the landscape in the
pre-dawn light before disappearing under the sun’s rays.

The army had been
drawn up according to my specific instructions and resembled a
concave shape facing the Romans who were deploying to our front.
And to ensure it performed according to my wishes I had place
trusted friends and lieutenants in key positions. On the far right
flank were Nergal’s red-uniformed horse archers. To their left were
the white tunics of Sporaces and Dura’s horse archers and next to
them seven thousand horse archers from Susiana and then three
thousand horse archers from Media, men Aliyeh had summoned from her
kingdom. The final formation on the right was Babylon’s horse
archers attired completely in purple.

The left flank was
made up of Silaces’ horse archers on the extreme left, those of
Atropaiene on their right, Hatra’s white-uniformed ranks next to
them and two thousand more of Babylon’s horse archers nearest to
the centre. The centre itself was composed of the cataphracts of
Hatra, Dura and Atropaiene – three and a half thousand heavy
horsemen – plus the five hundred men of Phraates’ Babylonian
bodyguard and an extremely unhappy Gallia and her Amazons. Like the
other kings, etiquette demanded she and Diana be part of the
entourage surrounding the king of kings mounted on a magnificent
grey stallion with the banners of the kings fluttering behind him.
I had to admit he did look like a high king in his burnished
dragon-skin armour and golden crown. But he was nervous, constantly
looking left and right and behind to ensure his bodyguard was still
with him. The trumpet calls of the Romans carrying on the wind were
making him even more anxious. Good. He would be more malleable.
Even better was the absence of Timo and Ashleen and the insidious
advice they gave the high king. My sister, still in official
mourning over Atrax, was also absent, which was an additional
boon.

‘Just like I remember
them,’ said Nergal, tilting his head at the Roman army.

‘Still as arrogant as
ever,’ spat Gallia.

‘We have fifty
thousand horse archers, more than enough to give you another
Carrhae, Pacorus,’ smiled Praxima.

Phraates smiled
nervously. ‘That would be most welcome, lady.’

All eyes turned to me
but I merely kept my gaze focused on the enemy army several hundred
paces away. The red-flecked Roman line looked imposing, strong,
irresistible. The sun caught the tip of thousands of javelins and
reflected off helmets, armour and standards. I saw many figures in
white between the ten legions marching towards us – auxiliary
slingers, archers and javelin throwers. Mark Antony had prepared
his army well with plenty of missile troops to nullify our
horsemen. His own horsemen were drawn up on the wings but presented
less of a threat. Our horse archers could cut down ten thousand
riders easily enough.

‘You should have
summoned King Spartacus and his soldiers,’ said Phraates suddenly,
the ominous sound of Roman trumpets filling the air.

Aschek looked and
shook his head. Silaces, looking ahead, rolled his eyes.

‘And instructing the
squires to remain in camp was a mistake,’ added Phraates, panic in
his voice. ‘We do not have enough men.’

On the flanks small
parties of horse archers were darting in to deliver volleys of
arrows against the Roman horsemen. Not heavy or sustained volleys,
just enough to empty a few saddles and annoy the enemy to slow them
down. In the centre the vast line of red-painted shields advanced
remorselessly.

‘Are we going to
literally embrace the Romans, Pacorus?’ asked Gafarn.

‘We must attack,’
shouted Phraates.

I turned and beckoned
Kewab forward. I caught sight of Valak stroking Claudia’s chin and
frowned. They seemed oblivious to the fact they were on a
battlefield. Kewab halted his horse and saluted.

‘Convey my compliments
to Prince Pacorus and instruct him to withdraw his men
immediately,’ I commanded.

Kewab saluted, turned
his horse and galloped to where my namesake waited with the
cataphracts. His presence and Prince Ali’s could have caused
difficulties in the chain of command but Aschek’s son was happy to
defer to Hatra’s prince as he commanded the largest contingent of
cataphracts.

‘We will follow the
cataphracts and withdraw,’ I announced to everyone.

A look of utter relief
appeared on Phraates’ face, followed by confusion. He turned his
horse and followed the banner men.

‘We are quitting the
field?’

‘No, majesty, we are
merely retiring a short distance.’

We fell back around
five hundred paces before halting and turning to face the Romans
who continued their march forward. Riders came from the flanks to
report the horse archers were still probing the enemy’s wings but
had stayed beyond the range of Mark Antony’s missile troops when
parties of them had been despatched to the flanks. Both of our
flanks had also retired so our deployment was as it was before any
arrows had been shot. I sent riders to the flanks to instruct all
commanders of horse archers to conserve their ammunition, and then
ordered another withdrawal.

We fell back another
five hundred paces and a further five hundred a short while later,
all the while the Romans following us in the hope of engaging us in
battle. Blocks of horse archers on the wings swapped places so the
different contingents could take their turn to goad the enemy
horsemen, who to their credit stayed in their place and guarded
Mark Antony’s flanks. More parties of slingers and archers were
sent to reinforce them and so our horse archers retired out of
range.

We continued to fall
back to the west. By now it was midday and both sides must have
moved file miles or more and still the Romans came on. Gallia and
Praxima were bored and testy, Gafarn finding the whole thing
hilarious and Silaces and Nergal passing the time betting on how
far the Romans would march before realising we had no intention of
giving battle. This also dawned on many among the ranks of the
cataphracts behind us and soon their representative made his and
their feelings known.

‘I would speak to you,
majesty.’

Prince Pacorus was
beside me, his scale armour glittering in the autumn sunshine, a
cockade of red feathers in the helmet he held in the crook of his
arm. We had just halted and about-turned after another withdrawal.
He nodded to his proud parents on the other side of a now bored
Phraates.

‘Prince Pacorus,’ I
acknowledged.

He glanced at the
Roman legions marching ahead.

‘I and the other
commanders were wondering how long we are going to retire in the
face of the enemy.’

‘Me too,’ chipped in
Phraates.

‘Until I decide
otherwise,’ I answered curtly, ‘now kindly return to your men and
give the order to fall back.’

I held his gaze. He
was eager to lead Hatra’s and the other cataphracts against the
Romans, to smash through their line of shields and mete out death
to the invaders. For the nobles who made up Hatra’s Royal Bodyguard
to even retire once in the face of the enemy was hard to stomach.
To do so again and again must have been torment.

‘Do as you are told,’
I shouted, causing Phraates to turn in the saddle.

Pacorus gave me a
slight nod, bowed his head to Phraates, yanked hard on his reins to
turn his horse and returned to his men. By the time we had fallen
back a further ten miles the cataphracts resembled a group of
sullen children who had been denied their toys.

‘They’ve halted.’

I heard Silaces’ voice
and looked up to see the Romans had indeed stopped.

‘Excellent,’ I
said.

‘Now we attack?’ asked
Phraates.

‘No, majesty,’ I told
him, ‘now we follow them back to their camp.’

And so we did, to the
chagrin of the cataphracts and the exasperation of Gallia and
Praxima. The horse archers continued to harry and probe the enemy
as the sun began to wane in the west. As we retraced our steps I
began to notice the occasional body on the ground, a Roman rider
with one or more arrows lodge in his torso. Occasionally there was
a Parthian corpse, the victim of a slinger, but mostly it was Roman
dead littering the ground.

The Romans,
maintaining their discipline, marched slowly back to camp, the rear
ranks of the legions halting and locking shields when our party of
kings, queens and banners trotted forward appearing to prepare to
charge. But there was no charge as I called a halt and waited until
the enemy resumed their retreat. The horse archers were not
shooting any more, being content to shadow their opponents and
conserve their ammunition.

‘This is no Carrhae,’
grumbled Phraates.

‘No, indeed, majesty,’
I said, ‘but on that day it did not matter if I and those I led
were defeated and killed. Your father still commanded the main
army, the force Surena and I led was a large raiding party only.
Today is an entirely different strategic situation.’

‘In what way?’ he
demanded.

‘We lose today and you
lose your crown, your kingdoms and perhaps your life,’ I stated
bluntly.

The truth hurt him. ‘I
can call on the eastern kings to assist me if we are worsted.’

‘They will not come,’
Aschek told him, ‘they are waiting to see what happens at Phraaspa
before they pledge their allegiance.’

Phraates suddenly
looked like a frightened, lost child.

‘There are many ways
of defeating an enemy,’ I assured him. ‘Today we have taken a major
step towards defeating Mark Antony.’

The Romans returned to
their camp and desultory siege, the bodyguard of Phraates escorted
the high king back to his poisonous advisers and the other kings
took their men back to camp, but not before three of us appraised
the situation. Gafarn’s Royal Bodyguard waited in silence for their
king and queen as the light began to fade with the sun descending
rapidly in the west. I smiled when I saw a downcast Prince Pacorus
staring at the ground, his horse scraping impatiently at the
earth.

‘Our new high king
needs a victory to give him credibility,’ said Nergal.

‘To give him some
backbone, more like,’ spat Praxima.

Diana smiled at her.
‘Not all can be fearless like you.’

‘The problem is
Phraates reeks of fear,’ said Gallia.

Clearly the ladies
were in an unforgiving mood.

‘It does not matter,’
I told them, ‘having discovered we are in no mood to give battle,
the Romans will have to retreat back to Armenia, or starve when
winter arrives. At least we are receiving supplies from Atropaiene,
Media and Gordyene.’

‘Do you propose to
avoid battle for the duration of the campaign?’ Gafarn asked
me.

‘If it means Phraates
keeping his crown and the Romans leaving Parthia, why not?’ I
answered.

‘Unless Phraaspa
falls,’ said Nergal, ‘then the Romans have a winter base. We shall
have to besiege them.’

I tapped my nose.
‘Talib has gone into the city to determine the state of Prince
Darius’ defences.’

‘Let’s hope he
returns,’ said Gallia.

‘He’s very
resourceful,’ I replied, ‘he’ll return.’

Nergal brushed
something off his arm and I noticed the late afternoon air was
suddenly filled with snowflakes.

Diana pulled her cloak
tightly around her. ‘Let us hope Mark Antony desires the sun of
Egypt more than the snows of Parthia and departs speedily.’

‘It is not the sun he
desires,’ I smiled, ‘rather the queen who rules that land.’

Out of the corner of
my eye I caught sight of Claudia. She seemed blissfully happy
wrapped in furs, her bow in its case attached to her saddle. Women!
How they shaped the lives of men.

The weather continued
to deteriorate, the flecks of snow in the biting wind becoming
thicker as the autumn faded and winter approached. The lack of rain
meant the camps no longer resembled large tracts of mud but the
cold made everyone wear an extra tunic and go nowhere without a
cloak. The squires and farriers strengthened the temporary stables
with wood sent down from the mountain slopes by Spartacus, who
visited us with Rasha, escorted by two hundred mounted spearmen one
blustery afternoon. They were both wrapped in thick capes and Rasha
was wearing a grey fur hat with large ear flaps.

We sat down at the
table in my tent and tucked into thick, hot porridge as the wind
buffeted the sides of the tent and rattled the poles.

‘It was very clever to
give Phraates the two Roman eagles you took,’ I said to my
nephew.

Rasha flashed a smile.
‘It was Claudia’s idea. She told us such a gift would make Phraates
soft clay in our hands.’

‘And did it?’ asked
Gallia.

Rasha gave a
triumphant laugh. ‘He apologised for the way I had been treated at
Ctesiphon.’

‘He also sent an
apology to me,’ added Spartacus, ‘so we have forgiven him for
insulting us.’

‘He is such a foolish
boy,’ said Claudia disparagingly, ‘a petulant, boorish boy.’

‘And also the high
king,’ I warned her, ‘who deserves respect.’

‘Respect has to be
earned,’ Gallia interrupted.

I held up a hand
covered with porridge. ‘Let us not argue about Phraates. Things are
going exceptionally well for us.’

‘My brother visited us
a few days ago,’ said Spartacus.

Rasha finished her
mouthful of porridge. ‘He is not happy.’

I looked at her.
‘Oh?’

‘He thinks it was
dishonourable running from the Romans,’ said Spartacus.

‘We did not run, we
fell back,’ I informed him.

‘And back, and back
and back,’ grunted Gallia.

Claudia and Rasha
giggled.

‘Father is getting
old,’ smiled Claudia, ‘it is why he is unwilling to take risks
anymore.’

I finished my porridge
and ordered more to be brought. It was good ballast for the body on
a cold day. I wiped my hands on a cloth.

‘First of all, it was
not my idea but Kewab’s, who is younger than those sitting around
this table. Secondly, we inflicted losses on the enemy for hardly
any of our own. Thirdly, the Romans spent the whole day chasing
shadows, which would have infuriated and exasperated them in equal
measure. Patience is a virtue, something I have learned over the
years.’

‘Eighty thousand men
cannot remain here indefinitely, uncle,’ said Spartacus.

‘Neither can ninety
thousand Romans,’ I smiled at him.

The tent flap opened
and I licked my lips in anticipation of more hot porridge, but
instead saw one of the sentries.

‘Apologies, majesty, a
courier has arrived from High King Phraates.’

The messenger turned
out to be a member of the high king’s Babylonian bodyguard and
before I opened the rolled papyrus I walked to the tent’s entrance
to peek outside. Seated on their horses, enveloped in cloaks
flapping in the wind, was a score of other soldiers of the royal
bodyguard. The message must be important. I broke the wax seal and
read the words as I walked back to the table.

‘Trouble?’ enquired
Spartacus.

‘More like
vindication,’ I retorted, holding up the letter, ‘Phraates requests
my presence at his pavilion. I would hazard a similar request also
awaits you at your tent. He is summoning the kings because Mark
Antony has asked for a parley.’

‘Why?’ asked
Rasha.

I walked over to her,
cupped her face in my hands and kissed her forehead.

‘Why? Because he and
his army are at the end of their tethers. But before they retreat
Roman honour demands they must save face.’

‘Are queens to be
omitted from the meeting?’ Gallia was prickly today.

‘Alas, my love, this
is not Dura or Hatra where queens are accorded equal status.’

‘Or Gordyene,’ added
Rasha.

‘In any case I do not
think it would be prudent to remind Mark Antony of a time when the
Queen of Dura threatened to kill him,’ I said.

‘Why not?’ snapped
Gallia.

‘I think you have made
my point, my dear.’

‘So we must dance to
the enemy’s tune,’ growled Gallia, Rasha shaking her head in
agreement.

‘If it meant the
Romans leaving Media and Parthia then I would dance naked in their
presence,’ I announced.

‘Thank you for putting
that image in my mind, father,’ said Claudia, ‘I have suddenly lost
my appetite.’

The opposite was true
for me. Ultimate victory was so close I could almost taste it.
Spartacus and Rasha returned to their forest camp on the mountain
and I prepared for the meeting with Mark Antony, set for two days
hence. My first task was to don my armour and acquire a new tunic.
On a day-to-day basis we wore long-sleeved woollen tunics
waterproof due to the natural oils in the material. They were also
warm but unfortunately they stank after a few days of constant
wear, as did the yellow brown heavy woollen cloaks with hoods the
whole army wore as a defence against the elements. To retain their
waterproof qualities cloaks, tunics and leggings were regularly
treated with boiled flax oil.

I rode to the meeting
with Azad and a company of cataphracts, our ochre-coloured cloaks
replaced by the thinner white variety normally worn in much warmer
climes. The cataphracts did not feel the cold, encased as they were
in their scale armour and full-face helmets topped with white
plumes. But I was feeling the chill, especially in my left leg. I
constantly rubbed it on the journey to Phraates’ pavilion.

Azad noticed the
rubbing. ‘Are you in pain, majesty?’

‘The only problem is
the cold affecting my old arrow wound,’ I replied. ‘At Dura it
rarely bothers me but here I wake most days with my leg on
fire.’

‘Cannot Surgeon
General Alcaeus prescribe some medicine, majesty?’ asked Kewab whom
I had brought along so he could gain experience of treating with an
enemy.

‘Alas, Kewab, not even
Alcaeus can give me a new leg. I count myself lucky I still have
four limbs. His treatment saved my leg and I am eternally
grateful.’

I had had a low
opinion of Ashleen from the moment I first saw him but I had to
admit when it came to pomp and ceremony he knew his task. Phraates’
pavilion looked magnificent on the day he and the other kings met
Mark Antony. It was ringed with flagpoles from which flew the
banners of Babylon, Persis and Susiana and, in recognition of those
kings who had come to fight by Phraates’ side, the standards of
Hatra, Dura, Mesene, Gordyene, Elymais, Media and Atropaiene.
Blue-robed slaves took our horses at the entrance to the pavilion
and others escorted us through the massive rectangular tent with a
circular canopy at its centre. Every ten paces stood a spearman in
a variety of coloured clothing from long flame-coloured robes to
fearsome axe men drawn from the highlands of Susiana in their
tight-fitting scarlet tunics.

‘I think the Romans
will be impressed, majesty,’ whispered Kewab as we were ushered
into the throne room.

He stood on one side
of me, Azad on the other, as we bowed to Phraates on his throne and
took our position by the side of the dais. The high king looked
different today: determined, more mature. He undoubtedly felt more
secure in his pavilion surrounded by his sycophants, the scheming
Timo and Ashleen. He exuded a more self-assured air, his confidence
buoyed by the experience of his first battle, though it could
scarce be called that. Still, it had achieved its purpose and the
high king had also benefited from it. The only thing still boyish
was the golden arrow he held in his right hand.

‘Welcome, King
Pacorus, will you partake of wine?’

Ashleen snapped his
fingers and a beautiful young slave girl with more gold around her
neck and dangling from her ears than all my daughters combined
owned, walked forward carrying a silver tray holding gold rhytons.
I held out a hand to her.

‘I would prefer to
drink after negotiations have been concluded.’

‘Negotiations?’ Timo’s
voice was mocking. ‘The Romans will listen to the high king’s
demands and obey them.’

‘If we approach these
talks with that attitude we will achieve nothing,’ I said. ‘We all
want the same thing, after all.’

‘Which is?’ asked
Phraates.

‘To be rid of the
Romans,’ I answered.

‘Pacorus is right,’
the gruff voice of Aschek filled the chamber. ‘The longer they stay
the more my kingdom will be stripped of food and fodder. Supporting
an army as big as this one is an onerous task.’

He bowed to Phraates,
as did Prince Ali.

‘The sooner they are
gone the sooner we can get back to normality,’ said Aschek, he and
his son standing next to me.

Gafarn, Spartacus and
Nergal were the next to arrive, Silaces and Valak the last to join
us. Aschek finished a rhyton of wine straight away but Spartacus,
Gafarn and Nergal refused any drink. Phraates began fidgeting with
the arrow, his nervousness having returned.

‘I hear you have met
this Mark Antony before, King Pacorus,’ said Ashleen.

‘I have, many years
ago.’

‘My uncle captured him
during a battle,’ stated Spartacus.

‘A battle in which you
fought besides the Agraci, I believe,’ said the oily Ashleen.

‘In which we defeated
the Romans and their allies and thus prevented an invasion of
Parthia,’ I said firmly to the amusement of the other kings.

‘You should have
killed Mark Antony then, thus saving us a great deal of time and
trouble,’ said Phraates, who had taken to biting his bottom
lip.

‘Queen Gallia wanted
to do so,’ I replied, ‘but had we done so a great prize would not
have been returned to us.’

‘What prize?’ asked
Ashleen.

I smiled at the
courtier. ‘The Princess Rasha who was being held by the enemy.
Unless you feel her life was worth less because she is Agraci?’

Ashleen’s polished
sheen began to crumble as he realised he had strayed into dangerous
territory. The fearsome King Spartacus was but a few paces away and
the whole empire knew the King of Gordyene was one who favoured
letting his sword do the talking before his tongue.

‘Well, I certainly did
not mean to imply…’ stuttered Ashleen.

‘What my Chief of
Court is trying to say,’ interrupted Phraates, ‘is we are glad
Princess Rasha was exchanged for Mark Antony, and we are also glad
the King and Queen of Gordyene are the guardians of the empire’s
northern border.’

‘The Chief of Court
lives to scheme another day,’ said Silaces rather too loudly.

Ashleen bristled at
the insult and his cheeks coloured but he held his tongue.
Spartacus accepted the high king’s compliment and smiled.

All further
conversation was halted when an officer of Phraates’ royal
bodyguard entered the chamber and announced the Romans had arrived.
I looked at Nergal and Gafarn and their expressions said it all.
Would we never escape the embrace of Rome? Thirty-five years had
passed since we had left Italy and yet here we were, battling the
Romans once again.

They were just as I
remembered them as they strode into the chamber and gave Phraates a
curt nod, at their head the husband of Queen Cleopatra and the
would-be conqueror of Parthia. Mark Antony was now in his late
forties but had retained his handsome features, his jaw still
square and determined, his large forehead free of wrinkles and his
thick curly hair showing no signs of grey. He wore a white tunic
with purple stripes and a muscled cuirass made of hammered bronze
to resemble the muscles of a man’s chest, embossed with silver. At
his hip was a spatha with an ivory and wood handle to
indicate he was a veteran commander of horsemen. A large silver pin
in the shape of an Egyptian scarab fastened the scarlet cloak to
his right shoulder and in the crook of his arm he carried a
burnished helmet with a huge red plume.

‘Ostentatious, these
Romans,’ Aschek whispered.

‘Their gaudiness is
only matched by their arrogance,’ hissed Gafarn.

I noticed the other
half a dozen Romans were dressed as richly as their commander,
though none wore boots as elaborate as those of Mark Antony: ornate
with flaps in the form of lions’ heads.

‘Welcome, Mark
Antony,’ said Ashleen in Greek, ‘I am Chief of Court to King of
Kings Phraates, son of Orodes and grandson of Phraates,
great-grandson of Sinatruces whose bloodline can be traced back to
the first king of the Parthians, Arsaces himself.’

Ashleen extended an
arm to where we were standing.

‘Behold the kings
whose soldiers now swell the army of High King Phraates – King
Pacorus of Dura, King Gafarn of Hatra, King Silaces of Elymais,
King Nergal of Mesene, King Spartacus of Gordyene and King Aschek
of Atropaiene.’

Mark Antony raised his
right arm. ‘In the name of the People and Senate of Rome I hail
King of Kings Phraates whose fame has spread to the four corners of
the known world.’

So far so good.

Then he turned to us
and smiled at me.

‘King Pacorus and I
are old rivals and perhaps friends, though present circumstances
dictate we must face each other on the battlefield. As for the rest
of you, I salute your courage and steadfastness.’

Phraates leaned
forward. ‘King Pacorus is our Lord High General, having been
appointed because of his vast experience in dealing with Roman
armies.’

Mark Antony was all
smiles. ‘I would not have expected anything less, your majesty. I
had the honour of being the guest of King Pacorus for a night many
years ago and value the brief time we had in each other’s
company.’

‘This man could charm
the birds out of the trees,’ Aschek whispered to me.

‘You are too kind,
general,’ I said to Antony.

‘Can I assume it was
you devised the tactic of refusing battle, King Pacorus?’

I turned to Kewab. ‘It
was actually the strategy of Commander Kewab, general, one of my
most talented commanders. He is Egyptian but has made Dura his
home.’

Mark Antony was
surprised. ‘Egyptian?’

Ashleen cleared his
throat. ‘Be that as it may, we are here to resolve the current
situation.’

Phraates now spoke.
‘It grieves us you have invaded our lands, Triumvir Mark Antony, to
lay waste many towns and villages. Winter is approaching and your
army is surrounded and without access to supplies. To avoid any
further unnecessary bloodshed, we are prepared to allow you to
withdraw back to Armenia with what remains of your army.’

Mark Antony’s cheerful
visage vanished as he turned to consult with his subordinates.

‘We should demand
their surrender,’ hissed Spartacus, ‘so next year their bones are
being picked clean by ravens.’

‘They still number ten
legions, thousands of auxiliaries and at least ten thousand
horsemen,’ I told him quietly. ‘If we defeat them Rome might send
another army against Parthia. While Mark Antony lives the Roman
Empire is divided and we should aim to keep it that way.’

‘All those scholars
Pacorus has lured to Dura has turned him into a diplomat,’ smiled
Gafarn.

‘More like a realist,’
I told him.

Mark Antony addressed
Phraates once more.

‘Great king, I am
prepared to lift the siege of Phraaspa and march back to Armenia by
the quickest route. In exchange for my doing so I request I take
back with me the eagles that were lost at Carrhae and the two taken
when my siege train was destroyed.’

Phraates was
horrified. ‘My eagles, you want my eagles? How dare you. I should
have you all executed for your insolence.’

Every Roman hand when
to the hilt of a sword. I stepped forward and raised my hands.

‘This is formal
meeting in which both sides have pledged on their honours and
before whatever gods they worship they will not violate the ancient
customs associated with such meetings. There will be no violence.
This I pledge.’

Gafarn stepped
forward. ‘As do I.’

‘And I,’ said
Nergal.

‘Me too,’ added
Silaces.

‘We might be at war
but even enemies can accord each other respect,’ I said loudly.

Phraates sank into his
throne staring at his feet like a child who had been deprived of a
cake.

‘They are my eagles
and I will not give them up,’ he announced sullenly.

‘That is your final
word on the matter, great king?’ asked Mark Antony, he and his men
having relaxed somewhat.

Phraates looked up at
Ashleen, the old man leaning in so the high king could whisper in
his ear.

‘High King Phraates,’
said Ashleen, ‘requests Triumvir Mark Antony and his officers
withdraw from his pavilion after their refusal of his generous
offer. He furthermore states no mercy will be shown to him, them or
his soldiers when hostilities resume after their departure.’

Phraates stood,
accepted our bows and stormed from the chamber. I walked with Mark
Antony and his officers back to their horses to ensure they came to
no harm. I did not trust Phraates, who was clearly being
manipulated by Ashleen, not to attempt something rash. In the event
nothing untoward happened as the Romans’ horses were brought from
the royal stables behind the pavilion.

Mark Antony pulled his
cloak around him as a defence against the biting wind.

‘I trust your wife is
well,’ he grinned at me.

‘She is. And Queen
Cleopatra?’

‘One of the wonders of
the world, King Pacorus,’ he said wistfully, ‘I miss her
greatly.’

‘Perhaps if you had
not invaded Parthia you could be enjoying her company instead of
conversing with an old adversary.’

He slapped me on the
arm. ‘I will see her soon enough, my old friend.’

‘You will abandon your
siege, then?’

His horse was brought
to him, a magnificent brown stallion. He offered me his hand. I
took it.

‘Your man Kewab, he is
responsible for all of this. Could not place him at first but I
remember the name now. Is one man’s life worth the deaths of
thousands?’

His men were reunited
with their mounts, horsemen of the Babylonian guard assembling
behind us to escort the Romans back to their camp.

‘If we abandon
individuals for the sake of convenience, general, then we abandon
the very bedrock of civilisation.’

He laughed. ‘At heart,
despite your crown and your titles, you are still that young
horsemen who rode beside Spartacus all those years ago. I forgive
your insult of my wife, by the way.’

I was taken aback.
‘Insult?’

He hauled himself into
the saddle. ‘The letter you sent to her after the failure of her
delegation.’

‘I think your wife and
I are equal when it comes to trading insults, general.’

He put on his helmet
with its ridiculous plume.

‘One of the other
kings named Spartacus, is he?’

‘Related to the slave
general?’ I anticipated. ‘He is his son who accompanied us out of
the Silarus Valley all those years ago.’

He raised his hand.
‘Farewell, King Pacorus, may the gods be with you.’

‘And with you, Mark
Antony.’

I watched him and his
men trot away from the pavilion.

Two days later the
Romans abandoned their siege of Phraaspa and began their retreat
west. Everything had worked out perfectly thus far. But the gods
can be cruel and what they give with one hand they may take away
with the other.
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Talib had entered
Phraaspa while we had been amusing the Romans west of the city
during the battle that never was and, after meeting with Prince
Darius, managed to slip back out again under cover of darkness and
past tired and cold Roman sentries. For two months Mark Antony had
laid siege to the city but denied his siege engines and towers and
subsequently a supply of timber to replace them, no assault had
been made against Phraaspa’s high and strong walls. And inside
those walls well-stocked warehouses and a low population meant
Darius and his soldiers did not starve.

‘He gave the order to
fill the city with livestock and supplies before he arrived,
lord.’

Talib drank the milk
greedily, his beard and moustache becoming white as he gulped down
the hot liquid. I ordered more to be brought from the field
kitchens.

‘So the prince is not
entirely devoid of sense,’ I said, pulling the cloak around me.

Talib finished the
bowl of milk. ‘He is a prince no longer.’

‘What is he, then?’
asked Gallia, entering the tent after leading a patrol of Amazons.
Talib rose and bowed but she told him to retake his seat.

‘He is a king now,’
replied Talib, ‘as he never tired of telling me.’

Gallia mocked the
notion and flopped down in a chair as a servant brought more hot
milk for Talib.

‘Darius is now King of
Media, it is true,’ I said.

‘Let us hope he acts
like one,’ sniffed Gallia, ordering milk to be brought for her.

‘Darius is angry and
volatile,’ stated Talib, ‘like a caged wild animal. He will want
revenge against the Romans for killing his father.’

‘He told you that?’
asked Gallia.

‘No, majesty, but,’ he
glanced at me and hesitated.

‘Let’s hear it,’ I
told him.

‘After I had informed
Darius you had been made lord high general, majesty, he demanded to
know why you had not relieved Phraaspa immediately.’

‘What did you tell
him?’ probed Gallia.

‘I told him King
Pacorus was waiting for the army of Prince Alexander before
attacking the Romans.’

I burst out laughing.
‘A most diplomatic answer, Talib. Perhaps you should become Dura’s
ambassador.’

‘If it entails
travelling to lands with warm climes, majesty, I accept,’ grinned
Talib, sipping at his milk. ‘But you should be wary of King Darius.
He is full of hate. He hates the Romans but also those whom he
believes let him and his father down.’

‘Stupid boy,’ sneered
Gallia, ‘if it had not have been for the alliance forged by my
husband there would be no relief of Phraaspa.’

I heard the wind
buffeting the outside of the tent and thought I discerned the
mocking laughter of the immortals as it howled.

‘How many men does
Darius command?’ I asked.

Talib shook his head.
‘He provided no details concerning his soldiers, majesty, and kept
me under close watch during my stay in his palace. When it was time
for me to leave I was escorted back to the city walls. I took your
advice and informed him Phraates sent me, lord. If I had told him I
was Agraci I have no doubt he would have had me thrown from the
walls.’

He finished his milk.
‘It would be better all round to allow the Romans to storm the city
and butcher all those inside and then destroy Mark Antony.’

Gallia chuckled. ‘A
very Agraci way to solve the problem.’

Talib finished his
milk, rose, bowed, drew his cloak around him and took his
leave.

I looked at the empty
bowl and sighed. ‘I sometime wonder if my sister had milk or poison
in her breasts when her boys were infants.’

‘You knew what she and
her sons were like before we came to this cold land,’ said Gallia,
‘what did you expect, gratitude?’

‘Gratitude is in even
shorter supply in these parts than warmth.’

‘So why did we come?’
she asked.

I looked at her. ‘For
Parthia.’

‘Not Phraates?’

‘Phraates is Parthia,
or at least the embodiment of the empire.’

‘Alas for the empire,’
was her only comment.

When the Romans
departed from Phraaspa, forming a huge square of legionaries with
the mules, carts and wounded within, they did so unimpeded. Our
only immediate activity was a flurry of couriers between the
separate camps to coordinate our actions. As they were encouraged
to do the Romans hugged the base of the mountains as they moved
west, withdrawing through the gap between the slopes and Nergal’s
camp. They moved slowly, expecting us to launch an assault on their
square but the only Parthian troops nearing the legionaries were
parties of Nergal’s horse archers who shadowed the Romans and
promptly withdrew when Roman horsemen exited the square to attack
them. Over twenty miles to the west, meanwhile, Phraates summoned
the kings to decide a strategy.

The weather was still
cold but at least it was dry, though the sky to the north was
heaped with dark grey clouds threatening snow in the mountains and
then on the plains.

‘We only need to
shadow the Romans,’ I announced to the high king and the other
monarchs in Phraates’ pavilion, ‘and let the weather and their lack
of supplies grind them down.’

Braziers had been
placed in the snug compartment behind the high king’s throne room
to make the temperature pleasant, the more so when we were served
warmed wine and pastries. Phraates was wearing a magnificent padded
purple tunic and red leather boots. As ever Ashleen and Timo
hovered in the background.

‘This meeting is for
kings only,’ I said brusquely as Ashleen whispered something into
the high king’s ear.

Phraates smarted. ‘I
have the utmost trust in my advisers, King Pacorus.’

‘As do I in mine,’ I
replied, ‘but I came here to talk to you and the other kings, not
share my views with priests and courtiers.’

‘I am the voice of the
gods who see all and hear all,’ announced Timo grandly.

‘Then go and converse
with them,’ growled Aschek, ‘and leave the rest of us to focus on
more worldly matters.’

‘Unless you want the
Romans to escape while we waste our time bickering,’ added
Silaces.

Timo’s nostrils flared
in anger but Phraates ordered him and Ashleen to leave, eager to
discover how more silver eagles could be wrested from the
enemy.

After they had left
Phraates rubbed his hands together.

‘We are in your hands,
lord high general. How do we deal with these Romans?’

‘We harry them, cut
off any stragglers and let the weather do our work for us,’ I
answered.

Phraates looked
bemused, confused and finally angry.

‘So we do nothing is
what you are telling me.’

‘Unless favourable
circumstances arise giving us the chance of an easy victory,
yes.’

The gold arrow made a
reappearance as Phraates began toying with it.

‘This will not do,
King Pacorus, not at all.’

‘No, it will not.’

We all looked to the
entrance where a tall figure with piercing eyes was regarding me
with suspicion. Phraates smiled.

‘Welcome, Prince
Darius, it cheers me to see you safe.’

Darius walked slowly
into the chamber, Phraates ordering a couch to be brought for the
new King of Media. My angry nephew stood like a stone statue with
arms folded across his chest.

‘We are deciding
strategy,’ Gafarn informed him.

‘Strategy?’ spat
Darius, ‘is it what we now call cowardice?’

‘Have a care, boy,’
Silaces warned him, ‘it would be a shame to have survived a siege
only to be killed by those who rescued you.’

I shook my head at
Silaces as Spartacus rose from his couch and squared up to
Darius.

‘I will kill any man
who calls me a coward.’

‘See,’ grinned
Silaces.

‘Sit down both of
you,’ I ordered, ‘remember you are in the presence of the high king
who could have your heads for such insolence.’

Phraates tried to
summon up all his dignity and courage but only half succeeded. I
stood and pointed at Darius.

‘How many men can you
muster?’

Slaves positioned a
couch with silver feet behind him and another offered him wine. He
angrily grabbed the ornate rhyton and sat down.

‘Five and half
thousand,’ he said.

‘All horse?’ I
demanded to know.

‘Two thousand are
foot,’ he replied.

‘It gives us a total
of seventy-five thousand men, which means we are still outnumbered
by the Romans. I do not intend to waste our men on futile attacks
against locked shields.’

Darius sipped at his
wine. ‘I grew up hearing stories about the famed King Pacorus and
King Surena and their humiliation of the Romans at Carrhae. Are you
the same man who fought at that battle? Perhaps you should let
those who are younger and more able fight this war, uncle. I
thought you were a friend of my father.’

‘I was a friend of
your father,’ I retorted angrily, ‘and it is because of that
friendship I assembled an alliance of kings who marched here to
save your kingdom.’

I glared at Phraates.
‘That and the empire.’

‘We have every
confidence in our lord high general,’ Phraates said sternly to
Darius. ‘If we spend our time arguing and hurling accusations then
the Romans will be able to slink back to Armenia where they can
rebuild their army.’

I was amazed by his
foresight. Perhaps he was growing into his role after all.

‘Be seated, King
Pacorus,’ he continued, ‘this is a council of war not a debating
chamber.’

I did as I was asked,
the scowl on Darius’ face refusing to disappear as he continued to
sip at his wine.

‘For the benefit of
those who were not there,’ I said, ‘let me highlight the
differences between our current situation and the one at Carrhae.
Firstly, Mark Antony has brought many auxiliaries with him, no
doubt as a direct consequence of what happened to the army of
Crassus. My scouts inform me up to a third of his army are
slingers, archers and javelin throwers, all recruited to nullify
our horse archers and cataphracts. Secondly, Mark Antony also has
ten thousand Roman horsemen, all well trained and lavishly equipped
soldiers, whereas at Carrhae Crassus had negligible numbers of
horsemen.

‘Besides, the Romans
are retreating, they are short of supplies and the weather is
worsening. I expect…’

‘Where is my brother?’
asked Darius.

‘Prince Alexander is
marching from Persis,’ Phraates told him.

Darius tossed the
empty rhyton at a slave who dropped it. He rose and bowed to
Phraates.

‘When he arrives we
will outnumber the enemy and then I will lead my men and those of
my brother against the invaders.’

Then he was gone.

Aschek shook his head
in disgust. ‘Atrax was a good man. How could his loins produce such
a poisonous offspring?’

‘It takes two to make
a person,’ I said.

‘Prince Darius is
angry, that is understandable,’ said Phraates, ‘cooped up in
Phraaspa surrounded by an enemy army would test the patience of any
man.’

‘He’s not any man,’
interrupted Silaces, ‘he is King of Media and should act like
it.’

Phraates was
mortified. ‘I called him Prince Darius. Unforgivable. I hope he
forgives me.’

‘He will forgive you,
majesty,’ I said, ‘it is the least of our worries.’

‘But will his mother?’
queried Silaces.

Fortunately, Aliyeh
and her newly liberated son remained in each other’s company as the
rest of the kings dismantled their camps and shadowed the
retreating Romans west. Mark Antony, determined to maximise the
strengths of his own forces and minimise our horsemen, followed a
path through the hills, his giant square defended by hordes of
slingers and archers.

The next day the army
of Persis arrived with great fanfare. Trumpeters and kettledrummers
mounted on horses adorned with red and yellow tassels were in the
vanguard of Prince Alexander’s soldiers. He brought with him twenty
thousand men, though only eight thousand were horsemen. He was also
attended by a large entourage of priests, courtiers, mystics,
slaves and court officials from Persepolis, all suffering in the
cold. The rear of his column was composed of hundreds of camels
loaded with tents and supplies.

‘I hope he has brought
food,’ grumbled Aschek as the kings sat on their horses behind
Phraates to welcome the new addition to the army.

‘My kingdom groans
under the responsibility of feeding this army,’ muttered the King
of Atropaiene.

With the siege of
Phraaspa abandoned by the Romans they and we were moving north
through Atropaiene towards the Araxes River. If the Romans reached
it unmolested, then Mark Antony would at least preserve his honour
and the bulk of his army. Darius nudged his horse forward when his
brother appeared before the high king. Alexander was flanked by a
group of brightly dressed senior officers of his army. Behind him
banner men carried the standard of Persis – a black-headed Simurgel
on a yellow background. Alexander beamed with delight when he saw
his brother and mother, Aliyeh leaving the knot of Median officers
to be with her two sons. I had to admit it was a touching moment
and I regretted the bad blood existing between us. The wind had
dropped; the clouds had departed to allow the sun to bathe the land
in autumn sunshine. The gods appeared to be smiling on Parthia. I
looked at Gallia and then Claudia, her hair free, a smile on her
face as she conversed with Valak.

‘Greetings, Prince
Alexander,’ said Phraates, ‘we welcome you and your army. Join me,
please.’

Alexander and his
brother and mother manoeuvred their horses to sit beside the high
king as the army of Persis marched passed Phraates and all of
us.

‘Another parade, how
marvellous,’ announced Gafarn drolly. ‘I envy those of our men who
are shadowing the enemy.’

‘These men will slow
us down,’ remarked Spartacus, nodding towards the soldiers of
Persis.

As I watched the
serried ranks of the soldiers of Persis file in front of the high
king, I was taken back to a time when men who had worn the same
uniforms had been my enemies. I suddenly saw the mocking face of
Narses and shuddered as I remembered the Battle of Susa and my
father’s death.

Alexander’s largest
contingent was his eleven thousand spearmen. All on foot, their
long spears were topped with leaf-shaped points, and though every
man was equipped with a helmet and a large rectangular shield made
of wicker covered with yellow-painted leather, only the officers
wore leather body armour. They also carried swords but their men
had only daggers in addition to their spears. But they did look
colourful in their yellow tunics and blue leggings.

Alexander’s best
troops were the thousand men of his palace guard, all attired in
bronze helmets with large cheek guards, leather cuirasses, and
carrying round wooden shields faced with bronze after the Greek
fashion. Every one sported the image of the bird god. The men of
the guard also carried spears with leaf-shaped blades but at least
they also had swords as secondary weapons. They too wore yellow
tunics and blue leggings.

The final contingent
of the army of Persis was eight thousand horse archers who wore
helmets, yellow shirts and red leggings. With their arrival the
combined total of our army rose to over ninety thousand men,
perhaps giving us parity with the Romans, perhaps not. This fact
would also be known to Phraates and Darius and I wondered how long
it would be before the high king was bending my ear about attacking
the Romans.

‘I would speak to you,
majesty.’

‘Mmm?’ I turned to see
Kewab behind me.

He bowed his head to
Gallia when she too turned to look at him.

‘Come to admire the
army of Persis?’ I asked.

He glanced at the
trotting horse archers riding past the high king, Aliyeh and her
sons.

‘No, majesty, a more
pressing matter.’

I turned Tegha
and walked him back a few paces.

‘Go on.’

‘I have been scouting
with Talib and his men,’ he began, ‘and have a discovered a river
whose banks have been buttressed with a dyke.’

I shrugged. ‘And this
is significant because?’

‘Because, majesty,’ he
replied, ‘the Romans are marching parallel to the river, which lies
above their position. If we were to destroy the dyke than it would
flood the Romans’ route, forcing them to divert their army to lower
ground.’

‘Where we might
intercept them,’ I said.

He nodded. ‘Yes,
majesty, though even if we do not it will wear down the enemy
further. They have already lost many mules; their carcasses being
picked clean by ravens as we speak. We need to bring the enemy down
from the hills, majesty.’

I did not give him my
decision until the parade was over and the kings had dispersed,
Phraates taking Aliyeh and her sons back to his pavilion for a
lavish celebratory feast. Before he left for his own camp I spoke
with Aschek and Ali, the old king’s face white from the cold. I
informed him of Kewab’s proposal.

He wiped his nose.
‘The river is called the Amardus and before I had the dyke built it
flooded every year and caused much damage and loss of life. And now
you want me to tear down my own work and consign the people of the
region to years of misery and death once more?’

‘Yes, majesty,’
answered Kewab flatly.

‘Easy for you to say,’
said Ali, ‘it is not your land being wrecked.’

‘You hold in with
this, Pacorus?’ asked Aschek.

‘It is just a
proposal, lord,’ I replied, ‘but this is your land and you will
determine whether it is put in motion.’

‘It will solve many
outstanding problems, majesty,’ pressed Kewab, ‘and safeguard the
empire.’

I could see
immediately Kewab had regretted his words but Aschek wanted to hear
more.

‘What problems?’

Kewab looked at
me.

‘Answer the king,’ I
told him.

‘At the moment there
is very little we can do to impede the Romans’ retreat back to
Armenia,’ said Kewab. ‘We may harry them and inflict small damage
but the bulk of Mark Antony’s army will reach the Araxes River. If
we flood the land in front of him he will descend to lower ground
where we may inflict more harm upon him.’

‘How?’ asked Ali. ‘He
will still retain his large square formation, will he not?’

But Kewab was thinking
ahead. ‘The arrival of the army of Persis is highly propitious. The
Romans will think they can achieve an easy victory against its
poorly equipped foot soldiers.’

Aschek chuckled. ‘You
wish to sacrifice the lives of Prince Alexander’s men?’

‘To use them as part
of a wider strategy to inflict damage on the Romans and thus
safeguard the future of the empire,’ Kewab told him.

Aschek looked at me.
‘Ruthless bastard, isn’t he. Are you sure he’s on the right
side?’

‘Kewab is a gifted
commander,’ I said, ‘and has my trust.’

‘We must destroy the
dyke now, majesty.’ Kewab pressed.

Aschek looked at his
son. ‘What do you think?’

‘Dykes can be rebuilt,
father.’

Aschek wiped his nose
on his sleeve.

‘What other problems
will it solve?’ he asked Kewab.

‘It will satisfy the
high king’s appetite for battle, majesty,’ Kewab told him, ‘and
reinforce the authority of the lord high general.’

Aschek’s forehead
creased in confusion but he was too cold to debate further.

‘You have my
permission,’ he told Kewab.

On the third day of
his march back to Armenia Mark Antony was forced to divert his army
south when the banks of the Amardus broke and the land to his front
was flooded with ice-cold water.

The weather became
colder, the wind from the north howling at night as winter
approached. But at least there was no rain. On most days the sun
made us squint in its brightness but provided no warmth. We thanked
the gods for our cloaks and thick woollen tunics. As Mark Antony
and his army were forced to make a diversion south I asked Phraates
to assemble the kings for a council of war. We met in his great
pavilion where slave girls served us warm milk and hot broth. From
his demeanour I could tell Phraates was already bored with the
campaign.

‘I hope you have a
plan to bring this campaign to a speedy end, King Pacorus,’ he
whined, ‘this land is too barren and cold for my liking.’

‘We don’t want to be
living in tents when the winter comes,’ said Aschek, whose cough
appeared to have worsened.

‘I’m getting too old
for winter campaigning,’ agreed Silaces, who proceeded to shovel
broth into his mouth, making Phraates grimace.

I rubbed my hands.
‘Then you will all be delighted to learn I propose we engage the
Romans more closely now they are on their way down from the
hills.’

I glanced at Prince
Alexander seated on a couch next to his brother.

‘Now the army of
Persis is here we can get to grips with the Romans and give them a
bloody nose at least.’

Gafarn, Nergal and
Spartacus exchanged glances and raised eyebrows but said
nothing.

‘Excellent,’ exclaimed
Phraates. ‘Let us hope I can add to my collection of eagles.’

Gafarn rolled his eyes
and Aschek sneezed loudly.

‘I ask to lead the
attack, high one,’ said Alexander to Phraates, ‘so I may personally
present you with one of these Roman eagles.’

Phraates beamed with
delight. ‘I accept your offer.’

He turned to me. ‘I
hope the lord high general concurs with my agreement.’

I bowed my head.
‘Nothing would give me more pleasure than to see the army of Persis
leading our retribution against the Romans.’

‘The army of Media
will be joining it,’ growled Darius, whose face was threating to
sour the milk he was sipping at.

‘A most excellent
idea,’ I beamed.

Atrax had forged
Media’s army into a potent instrument, though how much of its
fighting spirit remained following the death of its king, its
mauling at the Araxes and the weeks of privations it had endured
while cooped up in Phraaspa remained to be seen.

Darius gave Spartacus
a derisory glance and curled his lip at Nergal. Clearly the policy
of ‘Parthian purity’ was alive and well in Media.

I knew among his men
Darius possessed cataphracts and professional foot soldiers, the
latter having been specifically raised by Atrax to fight Roman
legionaries. But that was a long time ago and I wondered how
effective they would be. Still, despite the attitude of Darius, I
was unwilling to sanction the sacrifice of what was left of my dead
friend’s army.

‘Perhaps the army of
Media might act as a reserve in the coming clash, lord king,’ I
suggested.

‘I will fight beside
my brother,’ insisted Darius.

‘It is only right the
two sons of Atrax should be in the forefront of the fight to avenge
their father,’ said Phraates.

Aschek wiped his nose
and spilt his milk as he suffered a coughing fit. He really was not
well. Phraates looked disgusted.

‘I hope your plan
works, Pacorus,’ he said, wiping milk from his beard with his
sleeve. ‘You’ve consigned those villagers near the Amardus to death
this winter and I have stripped my kingdom of food and fodder to
feed this army.’

He threw up his hands.
‘There’s nothing left. So after this battle I will be returning
back to Urmia to prepare for the winter.’

Phraates’ mouth
dropped open. ‘What do you mean there’s nothing left, King Aschek?
This army is on a sacred mission.’

‘What about the other
army?’ asked Aschek.

‘What other army?’
Phraates shot back.

‘Your army of whores,
slaves, scribes, priests and assorted hangers-on you brought with
you from Ctesiphon. They have to be fed as well, more’s the
pity.’

Phraates jumped up.
‘How dare you speak about my loyal subjects in such a fashion. You
will leave our presence immediately.’

‘With pleasure,’
hissed Aschek, brushing past me as he left the pavilion.

‘Get out all of you,’
raged Phraates, hurling his gold rhyton at a slave, ‘I will not be
spoken to like a child.’

‘Even if you act like
one,’ whispered Gafarn behind me as we rose from our couches, bowed
and took our leave.

‘King Darius and
Satrap Alexander will remain,’ commanded Phraates, Alexander giving
me a look of triumph as I left the chamber with the others.

Outside, as we waited
for slaves to bring us our horses, Silaces was downcast.

‘Aschek was right, we
can’t stay in this barren land forever. My men are down to
half-rations and our reserves of fodder are dwindling.’

‘I will order more
supplies from Gordyene,’ smiled Spartacus.

‘Alas, my friend,’
said Silaces, ‘I fear just as Atropaiene is being bled white so too
will your kingdom if this army and its hordes of non-combatants
remain here.’

Gafarn slapped me on
the back. ‘Have no fear, Pacorus is about to crush the Romans and
then we can all go home. Why else are we engaging them?’

‘Why indeed?’ I
replied.

But both Silaces and
Aschek were right. We were using up our food and fodder at an
alarming rate and soon our supply situation would force a reduction
in the size of the army. I comforted myself with the knowledge the
Romans were in an even more precarious position. They had to reach
Armenia within days to keep their army intact. But before then they
would have to face the might of Parthia.

The new day dawned dry
and bright, the northern wind still icy but carrying no rain or
flecks of snow. To the north the great mountains of the Caucasus
were white and wreathed in dark-grey clouds carrying snow, but the
plain spread before us was dry and green. It was as if the gods had
arranged for the weather to be sunny so they could have an
unimpeded view of the forthcoming carnage. And to facilitate the
bloodbath they had brought the two armies to this barren,
wind-swept plain devoid of trees, settlements and even life itself.
Life and vegetation could be found higher up on the slopes of the
hills the Romans had been marching through. But they had been
forced to lower ground where just over ninety-four thousand
Parthian warriors waited for them.

The enemy had struck
camp early, leaving their stake-surmounted earthen rampart to march
west on the plain, before swinging north again to strike for the
Araxes and sanctuary. My scouts had been out early too,
reconnoitring the enemy’s movements and staying clear of his
mounted patrols. I knew the Romans, whom we estimated to be around
ninety thousand in number, would adopt their hollow square
formation as they had done each day since leaving Phraaspa. I
doubted we would be able to prise it open this day.

‘Then why are you
intent on giving battle?’

Gallia pulled on her
boots and stood to put on her mail armour and strap on her sword
belt.

‘Because, my sweet,’ I
answered, ‘it is the only way to silence Darius and his brother.
They wanted a battle and now they have one.’

I examined the blade
of my spatha.

‘At least here on the
plain we have a chance of hurting the Romans. More so than if we
had battled them in the hills.’

I slid the blade back
into its scabbard.

She began to plait her
long hair.

‘It was clever of
Kewab to think of flooding the land.’

‘He has a keen mind,’
I agreed.

She picked up her
helmet. ‘The Romans are hungry and defeated and we have them where
we want them. This could be your greatest victory.’

I placed my hands on
her arms. ‘Or my greatest defeat. If the Romans prevail then the
western half of the empire falls. They may be desperate and hungry
but desperate men are still capable of great feats. I do not intend
to underestimate them.’

‘You become more
cautious as you age.’

I kissed her on the
lips. ‘It is because I have grown to appreciate how precious are
those things I took for granted. I want you to stay by my side
today.’

Claudia appeared
behind Gallia, carrying her bow, a full quiver in her other
hand.

‘And that goes for
you, too. You will both stay where I can see you.’

Claudia grinned as she
saluted me. ‘Yes, majesty.’

‘I mean it,’ I said
angrily, ‘you will stay with the Amazons today and they will be my
bodyguard.’

Claudia looked at her
mother and rolled her eyes.

‘Unless you wish to be
confined to camp,’ I said.

She was mortified.
‘Stay in camp, with the boys, servants and injured?’

I picked up my helmet
and walked to the tent’s entrance.

‘It is entirely your
choice, Claudia.’

As lord high general
the tactics we would employ this day were also my choice. I had sat
down with the kings the day before, riding to each of their camps
to explain those tactics and request they accept them. My last
visit of the day was to Phraates to explain my battle plan to him.
But he explained to me he had agreed the King of Media and Satrap
of Persis would lead the fight against the enemy and I should amend
my plans accordingly. I smiled when I told him I had anticipated
his gesture and the king and his brother were uppermost in my mind.
I left him a happy man among his courtiers and exotic slave
girls.

It took four hours for
one hundred and eighty thousand fighting men, thousands of squires
and camel drivers and over one hundred thousand horses to get into
position, both sides marshalling their forces within sight of each
other and largely ignoring their opponents. The pre-battle
positioning was a manoeuvring exercise of epic proportions and a
marvel to behold. Mounted on Tegha I admired the view as the
giant Roman square took shape before me and tens of thousands of
Parthian horsemen surrounded it on all sides.

The air was filled
with the shrill sound of trumpets, whistles and kettledrums being
beaten as officers gave orders to their men. The Roman square was
huge, Talib briefing me on its composition after having consulted
with his men. Gafarn was on my left with Phraates to my right, the
Amazons and the Babylonian royal guard behind us, when my chief
scout brought his horse to a halt before me, raising a hand in
acknowledgement and ignoring the other two men either side of
me.

‘Two legions on each
side of the square, majesty, with slingers and archers deployed on
all four corners and between the legions.’

I examined the
southern side of the enemy’s square around five hundred paces away.
Its frontage was at least a thousand paces, perhaps more.

‘It means Mark Antony
has two legions plus his horsemen inside the square as a reserve.
Thank you, Talib.’

He raised a hand and
galloped back to his men. Phraates was unimpressed.

‘Your scout is
insolent, King Pacorus.’

‘In what way,
majesty?’

‘He did not bow to
King Gafarn or me. On another day he would have lost his head for
such an insult.’

‘He’s Agraci,
majesty,’ Gafarn told him.

Phraates was
horrified. ‘Agraci!’

‘All my scouts are
Agraci,’ I said.

Phraates was going to
speak but then the distinctive sound of dozens of Roman trumpets
was carried on the wind. The enemy was moving.

‘Now we will see what
these Romans are made of,’ gloated Phraates.

‘Indeed we will,’ I
said.

I turned to look at
the army’s steel fist – three and a half thousand cataphracts drawn
up in two ranks behind the Amazons and Phraates’ bodyguard. Prince
Ali, Prince Pacorus and Azad commanded this force and would only be
committed under the most favourable circumstances. Until then they
would be bystanders to the spectacle.

‘They are moving,’
exclaimed Phraates excitedly.

The square was indeed
moving, slowly towards the west where the foot soldiers of Media
and Persis, reinforced by their horse archers and mounted spearmen,
plus the horse archers of Babylon and Susiana that Phraates,
against my wishes, had given to the sons of Atrax, waited. Darius
commanded five hundred cataphracts I had wanted to be grouped with
the other armoured horsemen but he had rejected the idea. So facing
the western side of the Roman square were forty-two thousand
Parthian horsemen and foot soldiers, more than enough to halt it
while horse archers tormented the other sides of the enemy
formation.

Once the fighting
commences a general begins to lose control of his subordinate
units. As a battle develops his plan, or what is left of it, is in
the hands of his commanders, in whom he must have absolute trust.
In an army composed of formations drawn from separate kingdoms it
is infinitely more difficult for at any moment a king can decide to
follow his own council and disregard the plan of his lord high
general. On the northern side of the square were the horse archers
of Mesene and Elymais. Both Nergal and Silaces were excellent
commanders and would harry the enemy without being tempted to get
too close to the sling shots, arrows and javelins of the enemy.
Facing the eastern side of the enemy square were the horse archers
and medium horsemen of Atropaiene and Gordyene. Aschek was too wily
to be tempted by the allure of glory and Spartacus was an
accomplished warlord. Both would be content to torment the enemy
while still retaining a healthy respect for Roman martial
prowess.

Either side of me and
Gafarn, plus our wives and Phraates, were the horse archers of
Hatra and Dura, all under tight control as they trotted forward to
test the resolve of the Romans. All that remained was for Darius
and Alexander to handle their troops adroitly to slow down the
Romans. The longer the enemy was under our volleys of arrows the
more men they would lose.

I should have realised
it was too much to ask.

‘They’ve stopped.’

I sighed as Phraates
pointed at the Romans who had indeed halted. They had shifted
perhaps three hundred paces at most to the west, which meant I had
an excellent view of the movements of the horse archers of Gordyene
and Atropaiene as they rode towards the enemy before wheeling right
to discharge volleys of arrows at the Romans. But as they did so
swarms of enemy auxiliaries rushed from the square to shoot arrows
and lead pellets at the horsemen. I saw some horses and their
riders go down as Parthian arrows struck Roman shields, a few
dropping an enemy archer or slinger.

To our front the horse
archers of Dura and Hatra were likewise assailed by archers and
slingers, Sporaces and the commander of Gafarn’s horse archers
immediately recalling their men and changing their tactics. I
turned and called forward Kewab.

‘Find out what is
happening on the left. The Romans should be moving.’

He saluted and
galloped away. Sporaces was the next to appear, bowing his head to
first Phraates and then Gafarn.

‘We will try to entice
their slingers and archers from the square so they can be isolated
and killed. No point in wasting the lives of our men. Why aren’t
they moving?’

‘Why indeed?’ I said.
‘Tell your men to save their arrows.’

He saluted and rode
back to his officers.

Phraates was smirking.
‘Arrows, King Pacorus? You concern yourself with trivia.’

‘Trivia can mean the
difference between victory and defeat,’ I told him, ‘a lesson you
would do well to learn.’

He bristled at the
rebuke and was about to give a barbed retort but was interrupted by
Prince Pacorus who appeared among us, his scale armour glistening
in the autumn sun. His horse was entirely covered with scale
armour. I smiled when I caught sight of his sword with its silver
horse head pommel and the hand axe and mace fastened to his saddle.
Hatra’s Royal Bodyguard was spared nothing when it came to weapons
and equipment, though even it did not possess the Ukku sword blades
carried by Dura’s cataphracts. He cradled his plumed helmet in his
left hand, the reins in his right. He bowed his head to Phraates,
to his father and to me.

‘Great Phraates,’ he
said, ‘I request permission to lead the cataphracts of Hatra, Dura
and Atropaiene against the enemy.’

Ever the stickler for
protocol, he had ignored me in deference to the presence of the
high king.

Phraates smiled. ‘Your
courage does you proud, Prince Pacorus. However, I will leave the
decision to my lord high general.’

‘And he denies your
request,’ I said.

Pacorus maintained his
composure but pointed at the enemy square.

‘There is a gap
between the two Roman legions, uncle, which is held only by lightly
armed auxiliaries. We can brush them aside easily.’

‘And break into the
square,’ I said, ‘after which the Roman formation will fall apart.
Except you will not break into the square. The enemy will plug the
gap with the two legions residing in the square, to say nothing of
their horsemen.’

I looked at Phraates
and dared him to contradict me. He did not. Pacorus looked
pleadingly at his father but Gafarn merely shook his head.

‘Return to your men,
prince,’ I said quietly.

He did so as the horse
archers of Dura and Hatra commenced a desultory battle with the
slingers and archers of the enemy, both sides advancing and
retreating while they exchanged volleys of arrows and lead pellets.
There were few casualties on either side as Sporaces probed the
enemy, who I had to admit seemed to be on a tight leash. The Romans
and their auxiliaries retained their discipline and while they did
so there would be no large-scale attacks against their square.

Kewab returned with a
look of disgust on his face.

‘King Darius and
Prince Alexander are locked in a battle on the western side of the
enemy’s square, majesty, and are suffering accordingly.’

I turned to Phraates.
‘You must send an immediate order for them to disengage, highness.
They risk our entire strategy.’

‘Your strategy,
King Pacorus,’ said Phraates. ‘I gave the sons of Media permission
to exact revenge for the death of their father. You should
reinforce them.’

‘Out of the question,’
I replied tersely. ‘Darius and Alexander have created their dilemma
and they must solve it themselves. They already possess nearly half
the army.’

I turned to Kewab.
‘Get yourself a fresh horse and ride to Aschek and Spartacus and
request they feign an immediate withdrawal.’

‘Withdrawal?’ Phraates
spat out the word in contempt. ‘We must press our advantage.’

I purposely avoided
looking at Gafarn who was desperately suppressing the urge to laugh
out loud.

‘We have no
advantage,’ I said, ‘only an urgent need to rectify the
deteriorating situation.’

Phraates was going to
respond but I held up a hand to him. I needed to think. Like a
spoilt child, which in part he still was, the high king sat in his
saddle and sulked, which suited me fine.

‘What do you intend?’
asked Gafarn.

‘We were wondering
too,’ chimed in Gallia, who had brought her horse forward.

I turned to look at my
wife and the querying Diana next to her.

‘You both know what
the Romans are like. A unique blend of ruthlessness,
professionalism and arrogance. Let’s see if we can make use of the
latter quality.’

‘Quality?’ sneered
Gallia.

‘Vice, then,’ grinned
Gafarn.

I turned Tegha
and rode him to where an unhappy Prince Pacorus was conversing with
Azad and Prince Ali, behind them the cream of Parthian nobility and
horseflesh standing idle in the midday sun. They stopped talking
when I halted my horse before them.

‘I am attempting to
draw the Romans from their square as a physician draws poison from
a wound. If I succeed I will need you and your men. Bring them
forward and prepare for battle. May the gods keep you safe.’

Pacorus beamed with
delight, Azad beckoned over his company commanders and Ali bowed
his head. I rode back to where Phraates was still sulking, stopping
on the way to order the commander of his bodyguard to form his men
into open order to allow the cataphracts to pass through them.

‘You will retire with
your bodyguard, majesty,’ I instructed Phraates.

He looked around to
see hundreds of cataphracts making their way through the purple
ranks of his Babylonians, the sun shining off scale armour, helmets
and kontus points. I smiled, bowed my head and pointed
ahead, to where a large body of Romans was marching from the
square, both horse and foot.

‘You see, majesty,
they have taken our bait.’

Pacorus was suddenly
beside me.

‘Now’s your time,
prince, lance that boil.’

He smiled at me, at
his parents and kicked his horse forward.

The Roman horse and
foot, thinking they had the troops of Aschek and Spartacus on the
run, were now pouring from the square. Not legionaries but lightly
armed slingers and archers protected by a screen of horsemen. They
move fast as they sprinted and cantered towards the retreating
Parthians, straying further from the sanctuary of the square that
had thus far served them so well. And the earth shook as
thirty-five hundred cataphracts thundered across the ground towards
them, great tufts of earth being kicked up by hundreds of iron-shod
hooves. I felt a surge of excitement course through me as I beheld
the spectacle, clenching my fist as each rider brought down his
kontus, gripping the long shaft with both hands on his right
side moments before he struck the enemy.

‘The gods keep Pacorus
safe,’ I heard Diana plead behind me.

Phraates shouted in
triumph when there was a drawn-out scraping noise as the
cataphracts slammed into the Romans. I could only see the hind
quarters of armour-covered horses when the impact was made, which
turned into a frenzied clattering as the cataphracts went to work
with their axes and maces. I looked at Gafarn and he grinned. It
had been a long time since Carrhae and even longer since we had
fought together against the Romans in Italy. He pulled his bow from
its case and nocked an arrow in the bowstring. I did likewise and
turned to the bored commander of Phraates’ bodyguard.

‘You will protect the
high king in my absence.’

‘Where are you going?’
asked Gallia.

‘To re-visit my
youth,’ I told her.

‘I am joining you,’
announced Phraates, pulling the sword from his scabbard.

My first urge was to
berate him for his foolishness but I saw the determination in his
eyes, the locked jaw and the steely expression. Who was I to deny
him a taste of glory? He might die; we all might die. But Parthian
kings did not lead from the rear.

‘Stay close,’ I told
him.

‘Amazons!’

I smiled when I heard
Gallia’s call and the cheer of her women. I nudged Tegha
forward and Phraates followed. Freed from the constraints of Timo
and Ashleen we were about to see perhaps a glimpse of the boy
turned man. Our banners fluttered behind us and the officers of the
Babylonian guard shouted commands to their men.

Tegha began to
canter as we continued to move, then broke into a gallop as Gafarn
hollered in triumph and loosed an arrow. It shot through the air
and hit an enemy slinger who had escaped the charge of the
cataphracts. Only scattered groups of the enemy remained, most
attempting to rally around a group of riders, among them a red
banner. They would soon be cut to pieces by our arrows. Ahead, at
least five hundred paces away, the cataphracts were reforming. But
then there was a loud blast of trumpets on our left and I saw
horsemen charging from the Roman square, hundreds of them.

‘Wheel left!’ I
screamed.

The Amazons responded
immediately as the Roman horsemen, all carrying spears and large
oval shields on their left sides, formed into a wedge and headed
straight for us. We turned left, slowed our horses and loosed a
volley cutting down the tip of the wedge.

‘Withdraw,’ I shouted,
yanking Tegha’s reins to turn him around.

Once more Gallia had
anticipated my orders, as had Gafarn and Diana, the Amazons
twisting in the saddle and shooting arrows at the enemy as they
fell back. The Babylonians had clustered around the irate Phraates
and marshalled him back, the Romans galloping hard to reach the
isolated group and its red standard. Clearly it must be someone of
importance to risk so many men to rescue him.

There were trumpet
blasts on our left as we fell back and my emotions soared when I
caught sight of a line of cataphracts charging to intercept the
Roman horsemen. The Romans saw them too and wheeled left to
intercept them. Gallia halted the Amazons and the Babylonians
likewise slowed and then about-faced. Phraates raised his
sword.

‘For the empire.’

His bodyguard echoed
the war cry and the high king led his men forward. I glanced at
Gallia who rolled her eyes but immediately ordered the Amazons to
act as a shield for the Babylonians as they dressed their lines
before joining the swirling mêlée erupting when the Roman horsemen
and cataphracts crashed into each other. And now the horse archers
of Atropaiene and Gordyene were returning to the fray. The Roman
horsemen and the isolated group were surely finished.

The Amazons stopped
shooting arrows at the enemy horsemen who were now intermingled
with the cataphracts. I slipped my bow back in its case and drew my
sword as Phraates led his bodyguard forward, slashing left and
right at enemy horsemen when he reached the maelstrom of men
hacking furiously at each other with swords, maces and axes. Some
were on foot having been unhorsed by Roman lances, slashing at the
unarmoured enemy horses with their weapons, causing fearful
injuries. Animals with terrible belly wounds collapsed on the
ground, throwing their riders.

There were still
hundreds of Roman horsemen in the saddle, though, slashing at
cataphracts with their spathas and keeping close to their
officer, the Decurion who commanded one turma of thirty-two
troopers. More and more turmae appeared, thrusting at the
Babylonians with their lances who stabbed back with their spears.
The Amazons adopted a circular formation and shot at the enemy
circling us like angry wolves.

‘Pick your targets,’
Gallia shouted.

Gafarn, hissing to
Diana to get behind him, loosed an arrow that thudded into the mail
armour of a Roman charging at him, knocking him from his saddle. I
moved Tegha closer to Phraates who was saved from certain
death by a Babylonian who manoeuvred his horse between the high
king and a Roman horseman, skewering him instead of Phraates.
Arrows hissed through the air like angry hornets amid the screams,
shouts and wails all around us. I was beginning to regret being so
foolish as to charge into the fray and imperilling the high king,
at the same time losing any tenuous grip on the battle I may have
enjoyed as an observing lord high general.

Phraates shouted and
kicked his horse ahead, the beast shooting forward and away from
his bodyguard.

‘The young idiot,’ I
mumbled, following him.

Phraates launched
himself at a Roman holding a standard in his left hand: a small
square red silk banner. He thought taking it would be easy but
standard bearers were chosen for their courage and devotion to the
totem they had been entrusted with. Phraates swung his sword at the
helmeted rider but the Roman saw him, brought up the shield
strapped to his left forearm and slashed his spatha
diagonally, slicing the high king’s dragon-skin armour. Phraates
hacked again and again but the Roman parried his strikes easily,
turning his horse so he was always facing the pale young man before
him. More Romans came to aid their standard bearer, one raising his
sword to split the high king’s helmet, only to die when I thrust my
spatha into his side.

Out of the corner of
my eye I glimpsed another Roman, leering in triumph a split-second
before he stabbed me with his lance. He grimaced, arched his back
and dropped the lance, two arrows in him. Gallia and Claudia, side
by side, strung fresh arrows and put two more missiles into him,
toppling him from the saddle. Tegha rose up in alarm when a
horse collapsed in front of him, denying me the chance to get to
Phraates at the moment the standard bearer knocked the high king’s
sword out of his hand and was pulling back his own blade to deliver
a fatal strike. I stared in horror at the impending death of the
king of kings, which never occurred, the standard bearer dropping
his own sword and wincing in pain. I saw the arrow in his left
thigh, watched Gafarn string another arrow and shoot it into the
Roman’s chest. Tegha composed himself and I urged him
forward. The standard bearer was dead on the ground, the
Babylonians flooded around their king and I breathed a huge sigh of
relief.

‘Fetch me that,’
shouted Phraates pointing at the banner on the ground, oblivious to
how close to death he had been.

The commander of his
guard jumped down from his horse, picked up the banner and handed
it to the high king. Another Babylonian retrieved Phraates’ sword.
Fighting raged all around us and I feared we would be surrounded
and killed if we remained where we were.

‘We must retire,
highness,’ I said.

A Babylonian yelped in
agony when an arrow struck him, an arrow shot by a Parthian. I
looked into the sky and saw black missiles falling among the enemy,
no doubt shot by the archers of Aschek and Spartacus. But they did
not know we were here. And more and more Roman horsemen were coming
from the square. Mark Antony must have committed at least half his
mounted soldiers.

‘Who is Caesar?’

Phraates was examining
the standard, which had a gold fringe and sported a female figure
representing Victoria, the Roman Goddess of Victory. Beneath her
was the inscription Vinc in nom Caesar, meaning ‘to conquer
in the name of Caesar’.

‘A Roman leader,
majesty,’ I told him as another Babylonian was hit by an arrow a
few feet away.

I turned to a
signaller. ‘Sound retreat.’

I grabbed Phraates’
reins, the trumpeter relayed the command and we pulled back
quickly. Seconds later the ground we had been occupying was struck
by a hailstorm of arrows felling dozens of Roman horseman and their
mounts.

‘The gods smile on us,
father,’ said Claudia, squealing with delight at the spectacle of
carnage unfolding behind us.

Beyond the swirling
mass of Roman horsemen were the cataphracts doing murder and I
wondered how long the enemy riders would be able to withstand the
arrows of Aschek and Spartacus and being cut to pieces by our
armoured horsemen.

When we had retreated
a safe distance we turned and watched the deluge of arrows falling
among the enemy horsemen. Phraates raised his captured
vexillum and shook it at the Romans.

‘You see what happens
to you when you invade Parthia, barbarians? You see how Parthia
treats it enemies?’

But the Romans were
far from finished and a new sound soon drowned out the sounds of
battle, the din of massed trumpets accompanied by the tramping of
thousands of hob-nailed boots.

Mark Antony had hurled
one of his reserve legions into the fray.

Two columns of
legionaries marching six abreast and in close order rushed from the
gaps between the two legions holding the eastern side of Mark
Antony’s great square, intent on rescuing what was left of his
horsemen and auxiliaries.

‘There must be someone
important in the isolated group for the Romans to risk so much,’
remarked Gafarn, nocking another arrow in his bowstring.

The legionary columns
slowed to allow centuries to fill the gap between them before
shuffling forward. The horse archers of Spartacus and Aschek began
to swarm around them as they continued to march forward, their pace
slowing further as they locked shields outwards and over their
heads as a defence against arrows. We had taken up a position
around four hundred paces from the southeast corner of the Roman
square and briefly had an excellent view of what was happening. The
horse archers of Dura and Hatra were still duelling with the
southern side of the enemy square, though it appeared to be a
half-hearted affair as Sporaces and the commander of Gafarn’s horse
archers preserved their men and ammunition in the face of the
opposition’s slingers and archers. Directly ahead the Roman columns
had disappeared, our view obscured by the horse archers of
Spartacus and Aschek. And now the cataphracts were returning.

Diana wept with
delight when she saw her son, some of the scales on his armour
missing and a small dent in his helmet but otherwise looking well
and unharmed. Even the plumes on his helmet were intact, as were
his manners. He halted his horse in front of Phraates and bowed his
head.

‘We have inflicted
many casualties on the enemy, highness, but thought it prudent to
retire now the horse archers of Atropaiene and Gordyene have
engaged the enemy more closely.’

‘You have done well,
Prince Pacorus,’ said Phraates, ‘allow me to show you the banner of
Mark Antony I captured.’

He clicked his fingers
to beckon the commander of his bodyguard to come forward, the
officer holding the vexillum. I looked at Gafarn who gave a
small shake of his head but said nothing.

‘Proof the gods smile
upon my reign,’ stated Phraates.

Gallia sighed loudly
but I gave her a rebuking stare. Claudia was grinning and I
likewise frowned at her. Diana looked bemused.

‘The gods smile upon
you and your army,’ said Pacorus, ‘it has been over eighty years
since a high king of the empire has captured a trophy in
battle.’

Phraates, now
oblivious to the battle still raging, was delighted.

‘Really? I had no
idea. You will escort me back to my pavilion, Prince Pacorus, where
we can discuss the matter further.’

‘What about the
battle, majesty?’ I asked.

Phraates frowned. ‘The
Romans are beaten, King Pacorus, any fool can see it is so. Bring
me word of our victory.’

He turned his horse
and nudged it forward, Pacorus falling in beside him; his
Babylonian guard following the pair.

‘Better ride forward
and tell the Romans to lay down their arms, Pacorus,’ quipped
Gafarn.

As Phraates and his
guard left Prince Ali and Azad reported to me. Both looked tired,
though mercifully both carried no wounds.

‘We withdrew once my
father’s archers closed to harry the Roman foot soldiers,’ Ali told
me.

‘It’s useless trying
to charge well-disciplined legionaries,’ said Azad, ‘I learnt that
lesson on the training fields a long time ago.’

‘Casualties?’ I
enquired.

‘We have yet to make a
count, majesty,’ said Azad, ‘but my initial impression is we
suffered few losses.’

‘I would make the same
estimate, lord,’ Ali told me.

‘But both men and
horses are blown,’ said Azad.

‘What of Hatran
losses?’ asked Gafarn.

‘Prince Pacorus
handled his men expertly, majesty,’ said Ali, ‘your bodyguard and
dragon suffered but few casualties.’

‘Thank the gods,’ said
Diana.

‘Now the living god
has left the field what will you do, father?’ asked Claudia.

‘I will not dignify
that with an answer,’ I replied.

But the reality was
the battle was drawing to a close. What was left of the Roman
horsemen had linked up with relief legion, which had reached the
beleaguered group it had been sent to rescue. Now it was retreating
back to the square, under volleys of arrows as it did so. But the
Romans still possessed many slingers and archers and Aschek and
Spartacus had their men on a tight leash and prevented them
straying too close to the square. As the Romans retreated back to
the square so the horse archers of Atropaiene and Gordyene also
pulled back.

A white-uniformed
horse archer brought his mount to a halt before me and bowed his
head.

‘Compliments from Lord
Sporaces, majesty. He sent me to inform you he and the commander of
Hatra’s horse archers are disengaging from the enemy to conserve
arrows.’

‘How many losses has
he incurred?’

‘Insignificant,
majesty.’

‘And how many Roman
dead are there?’ said Gafarn.

‘Not as many as we
would have wished for, majesty,’ said the messenger, ‘Lord Sporaces
complained …’

He was about to speak
out of turn and thought better of it.

‘Continue,’ I
commanded.

‘Begging your pardons,
majesties, but Lord Sporaces says trying to battle a Roman square
without supporting foot soldiers was as much use as pissing into
the wind and playing with the steam.’

Gafarn laughed. ‘Dura
has truly become a city of poets.’

‘Give my regards to
Lord Sporaces,’ I said, ‘and tell him I am glad he is well and I
concur with his decision.’

When he left I asked
Kewab to ride to Aschek and Spartacus and then on to the northern
side of the Roman square to discover what was happening with Nergal
and Silaces. My only concern was what had taken place on the
western side of the Roman square where Darius and Alexander were
fighting, or at least I hoped they were still fighting, if indeed
still alive. I turned to Prince Ali who had taken his place among
us.

‘Lord prince, as the
high king has absented himself I require someone of royal blood to
speak to King Darius and Prince Alexander and would ask you to be
that person.’

‘I would be honoured,
majesty,’ he smiled.

‘Get yourself a fresh
horse, take Alaric’s,’ I told him, ‘and take an escort. The Romans
are still dangerous.’

‘Alexander is a
satrap,’ Gafarn said to Ali, ‘be mindful to use the correct form of
address when speaking to him.’

‘He should bow down to
you, prince,’ said Gallia. ‘What is a satrap anyway?’

‘An official who is
appointed to raise taxes and forward them to the high king, to
recruit soldiers, to appoint officials on behalf of the high king
and to deal with uprisings and external threats,’ Gafarn told
her.

‘A governor, then,’
said Gallia, ‘one of Phraates’ lackeys.’

‘I’m sure you will
conduct yourself with dignity and good manners,’ I said to Ali, who
bowed his head and followed Gallia who directed him to a horse held
by Alaric next to Claudia. She ordered a dozen Amazons to be Ali’s
escort. He duly departed as tiny flecks of snow began to fill the
afternoon air.

‘It’s so quiet,’ said
Diana.

We looked at each
other and then to where the fighting had raged to see there was no
more battle. The Roman square appeared unchanged from when the
fighting had begun. The horse archers of Dura and Hatra had
returned to their original positions and those of Atropaiene and
Gordyene had likewise adopted their starting positions. It was as
if there had been no battle, except on the ground extending from
the eastern side of the square that was littered with the dead and
the dying and their slain horses. Alaric pushed his way through our
horses and gazed at the field of carnage.

‘A few thousand Romans
who were alive at the start of the day are now dead. Not a bad
day’s work, Pacorus.’

A strong gust of wind
blew in our faces and brought more snow. During the battle the
clouds in the distance had moved overhead, blocking out the sun. It
had turned decidedly cooler and soon it would be time to return to
camp. Before we left, though, Ali returned with a tale of woe.

‘King Darius and
Satrap Alexander have suffered many dead and injured, majesty. The
spearmen from Persis are mostly all dead or injured.’

‘All eleven thousands
of them?’ Gafarn could scarcely believe his ears.

‘But Satrap Alexander
assured me the Romans have suffered more losses,’ said Ali.

‘You saw for yourself,
did you?’ asked Alaric seated on the prince’s horse.

Ali looked aghast at
the bluff German, wondering who the barbarian with the strange
accent was.

‘He is one of my
confidantes,’ I told Ali.

‘The Roman square
still holds,’ said Ali softly.

Alaric guffawed.
‘Course it does. You should get rid of those idiots Darius and
Alexander, Pacorus. They are a greater threat than the Romans.’

Ali stared
open-mouthed at the barbarian addressing me with such familiarity
but I agreed with Alaric.

‘Alas, disposing of
the services of the King of Media and his brother is no trivial
matter, Alaric.’

Kewab returned to
report Nergal and Silaces were both well and their men had suffered
negligible losses, having been used judiciously against the enemy
on the northern side of the square. And in a touching gesture Valak
rode to us with a company of Silaces’ horse archers to convey the
compliments of his king and to present Claudia with a captured
Roman plumed helmet he had found on the battlefield. As the
snowflakes became larger and more numerous I gave the order to
return to camp and invited Claudia’s intended to join us for the
night.

We left behind a Roman
army buffeted by wind and snow and facing a night standing to
arms.
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There were two hours
of daylight left when we returned to camp, the squires and
non-combatants taking our horses to the temporary stables, rubbing
them down and feeding them while the veterinaries made their
inspections and treated any wounds. I invited the senior officers
to my tent where hot broth awaited us. Azad and Sporaces had
conducted a preliminary count of our losses and they were indeed
light: fifty horse archers killed, a further thirty-five wounded,
with ten cataphracts slain and forty with minor injuries. The dead
had all been retrieved for cremation the next day.

Diana and Gafarn had
accepted our invitation to stay the night with us, Hatra’s horsemen
returning to their camp without their prince who no doubt would be
experiencing a tortuous night enduring the company of Phraates, his
advisers and courtiers. It was snowing heavily when we sat down at
a makeshift table of boards on four barrels covered with a cloth.
We toasted our survival, the discomfiture of the Romans and thanked
the gods our family and friends were safe. Claudia made small talk
with Valak while Gafarn and Gallia made fun of Phraates.

‘The fool did not even
realise it was the name “Caesar” on the banner and not Mark
Antony,’ scoffed Gallia.

‘The tale will be
embellished beyond recognition,’ said Gafarn. ‘I warrant even as we
speak there are poets compiling an epic about Phraates.’

‘Who is Caesar?’ asked
Valak.

‘A great Roman
general, talented politician and friend of Mark Antony,’ I replied,
‘who was planning an invasion of Parthia, or so Byrd informed me.
By all accounts he was a master of the battlefield and for a time
the ruler of Rome and its empire. Fortunately for Parthia he was
assassinated by a group of Roman senators.’

‘Not so talented,
then,’ remarked Gafarn.

‘You will have to
forgive Pacorus, Valak,’ said Gallia, ‘he has always had a starry
eyed view of Rome and the Romans. I blame it on him having visited
the city once, which obviously bewitched him.’

Valak was stunned.
‘You have been to Rome, majesty?’

I wiped my mouth on a
cloth. ‘It was a long time ago. I was invited there by a
nobleman.’

‘Marcus Licinius
Crassus,’ said Gafarn, ‘the richest man in Rome.’

‘In the whole world, I
heard,’ added Diana.

‘What was it like,
Rome I mean?’ asked Valak.

I took a moment to
remember. ‘Big, noisy, bustling and full of marble. I have heard it
is populated by a million people and having seen it I can well
believe it.’

‘You see,’ said
Gallia, ‘bewitched.’

Claudia smiled at her
intended. ‘Dobbai told me once the fate of my father, the empire
and the Romans would always be entwined. She said he respected and
admired the Romans so much that when he left them he could not bear
to sever all ties with them, which is why he recreated the Roman
legions at Dura.’

‘Your sorceress was
very astute,’ said Gafarn.

‘It is true I have two
legions modelled on those of Rome,’ I answered, ‘but only because
their foot soldiers are the most efficient in the whole world.’

Gallia raised her
eyebrows. ‘You see, blind admiration.’

‘And now you have
defeated the Romans once again, majesty,’ said Valak
admiringly.

‘We have given them a
bloody nose and now they will limp back to Armenia, hopefully never
to return,’ I said, ‘but they have not been defeated.’

‘Rubbish,’ snapped
Gallia. ‘They came here to seize Media and use it as a base for
further conquests in Parthia and now their plans lie in tatters.
Thousands more of them will die in the days ahead before they reach
Armenia.’

Diana reached over to
grip her friend’s forearm and Gafarn smiled.

‘Fierce creatures,
these Gauls.’

Gallia stuck out her
tongue at him and everyone laughed. But stopped when we heard a
commotion outside and saw a flustered guard enter half a minute
later.

‘Forgive me, majesty,
Prince Alexander is outside and is demanding an audience.’

‘This should be
interesting,’ smiled Gafarn.

‘Send him in,’ I
commanded.

Seconds later the
Satrap of Persis, his leather armour cuirass cut and battered, his
eyes filled with rage, was standing before us.

‘Take a seat, prince,’
I said, ‘have some wine and hot food.’

But Alexander was in
no mood for social niceties, or indeed courtesies.

‘A third of my men are
dead,’ he barked.

‘My condolences.’

‘If pressure had been
maintained against all four sides of the Roman square then we could
have broken it. But instead you allowed the soldiers of Media and
Persis to bleed for no result.’

I stood. ‘It is
considered good manners to acknowledge your superiors when you meet
them, prince. But since manners appear to be in short supply in
Persis allow me to explain to you why you are wholly wrong.’

I took a sip of wine.
‘If a third of your men are dead then it is the commander who led
them who should be brought to account. I gave no command to attack
the Romans. On the contrary, having much experience of fighting
them I foresaw the folly of launching frontal assaults against
disciplined legionaries supported by slingers and archers.’

‘It is the duty of
every Parthian to kill the enemy invaders,’ Alexander shot
back.

‘But you have
sacrificed thousands of Parthians for little gain, nephew,’ I
sighed, ‘and in doing so handed the initiative back to the
enemy.’

‘There are still many
days of campaigning left, Alexander,’ Gafarn told him.

‘You are wrong,’ said
Alexander, ‘for tomorrow we attack again and this time the Romans
will not survive.’

Claudia laughed at
him, causing Alexander to glare at her.

‘Have a care,
princess, you are not in Dura now.’

Gallia jumped up. ‘You
have a care, foolish boy. Any one of my Amazons could have
commanded your troops better than you this day. You should go back
to Persepolis where you can play at being a king.’

‘You are making a fool
of yourself, Alexander,’ I told him, ‘go back to your camp and get
some food and rest. You will see things clearer in the
morning.’

‘Run along,’ Claudia
chided him.

He rounded on her.
‘You dare to speak to me in such a way?’

‘I do,’ she
replied.

‘It is well known Dura
is a haven for whores and witches.’

Diana gasped and Valak
sprang to his feet.

‘You will withdraw
your words immediately, lord.’

Alexander smirked.
‘Who is this?’

‘The man I am going to
marry,’ Claudia told him.

‘My commiserations,’
sneered Alexander.

‘How dare you,’
shouted Valak.

‘Guards,’ I
shouted.

I pointed at Alexander
as two soldiers entered the tent.

‘Escort Prince
Alexander back to his horse and see he leaves camp
immediately.’

They gripped his arms
but he shook himself free.

‘You dare to lay your
hands on me. I will have your heads.’

‘Get him out,’ I
ordered.

‘You have made an
enemy of Persis and its satrap,’ threatened Alexander.

‘We are quaking in our
boots,’ said Claudia scornfully.

Alexander pointed at
her. ‘You will live to regret your words.’

Gallia and Gafarn
laughed, Alexander fumed as he was led away and I retook my seat. I
had lost my appetite.

‘I apologise for my
behaviour, majesty,’ said Valak.

I waved away his
contrition. ‘You have nothing to apologise for, commander.’

‘Quite right,’ smiled
Claudia.

‘Unlike my daughter,’
I said, ‘who must learn to control her tongue.’

‘Your nephew is an
ass,’ sneered Gallia.

‘I agree,’ added
Gafarn, ‘what was Phraates thinking making him the ruler of
Persis.’

‘I doubt he was
thinking anything,’ I replied, ‘aside from stopping the harping of
my sister.’

Gafarn finished his
wine. ‘I doubt if there will be any assault tomorrow, the army
needs rest.’

But Gafarn was wrong
and the next day, snow still on the ground after a heavy fall
during the night, I was summoned to Phraates’ pavilion an hour
after dawn to attend a council of war. I took Talib with me because
he had entered my tent just before the courier from the high king
had arrived, and what he had observed was pertinent to the council
meeting. Gafarn also rode with us.

Slaves were sweeping
away snow from the royal enclosure when we arrived, the journey
being short because the high king’s camp was only five miles from
my own. Frozen stable hands, their lips blue from the cold due to
their inadequate clothing, took our horses when we dismounted at
the entrance to the royal pavilion. A steward, similarly
inadequately attired and shivering, bowed his head and showed us
into the great tent. Inside it was warm, braziers burning in every
chamber and the canvas corridors linking them all together.

We were shown into the
reception area where Phraates, wrapped in a huge fur-lined cloak,
sat on his throne and toyed with his gold arrow. Next to the dais a
soldier held the vexillum he had taken the previous day.
Behind him, like crows waiting to pick over carrion, stood Ashleen
and Timo. Already in attendance were the angry Alexander and the
haughty Darius, both looking down their noses at Talib and making
it obvious they were ignoring me. Spartacus and Aschek followed me
and the last to arrive were Nergal and Silaces.

‘After consultation
with King Darius and Satrap Alexander I have decided to renew
hostilities against the Romans,’ Phraates announced.

A slave girl, goose
bumps on her bare arms, offered me warm milk in a gold rhyton
carried on a silver tray. I took it. She offered the tray to Talib,
to the angry mutterings of Alexander, who smiled and thanked her.
The milk tasted good.

‘The Romans are no
longer where they were,’ I told everyone, ‘having conducted a night
march.’

‘Where are they?’
asked Phraates.

I turned to Talib.
‘This is my chief scout who has been tracking them throughout the
night.’

‘That would account
for his bedraggled appearance,’ said Alexander.

‘I recognise him,’
said Darius, ‘he was the messenger the high king sent into
Phraaspa.’

Phraates looked at
Talib in confusion.

‘I have never seen
this man before. No, wait, yesterday I saw him. But not
before.’

‘Talib is in fact my
man,’ I told Darius, ‘but you should hear what he has to say.’

‘The Romans did not
make camp after the battle but marched through the night,’ said
Talib.

‘In the snow?’
Phraates was astounded.

‘In the snow, majesty,
yes. They are around ten miles northwest of the battle site.’

‘We should pursue and
attack them, they will be tired and weak,’ said Alexander.

‘I agree. If we pursue
and harry them we can inflict many casualties on them before they
reach the Araxes,’ I said.

‘Why do you talk only
of pestering the enemy instead of annihilating them?’ asked
Alexander. ‘Are you so frightened of the Romans you do not believe
we can defeat them?’

Angry murmurs greeted
his words.

‘Watch your mouth,
boy,’ warned Aschek, ‘Pacorus has fought the Romans more times than
you’ve bedded women.’

‘How many men did you
lose yesterday, prince?’ asked Silaces.

‘I would have thought
the experience would have made you more respectful of the Romans,’
added Nergal, ‘though perhaps you need to lose a few thousand more
before you realise fighting Romans is not the same as beating a
defenceless slave girl.’

‘Enough,’ ordered
Phraates. ‘We are all allies here, or should be, for the only ones
who will benefit from our division will be the Romans. They cannot
be allowed to retreat unhindered back to Armenia. Therefore, I
order our forces to assault them again today.’

Alexander and Darius
looked smug and the others resigned. Ashleen whispered something
into Phraates’ ear and the high king looked at Talib.

‘King Pacorus, do not
bring any more Agraci into our presence. You are well aware of my
directives concerning Parthian purity.’

Alexander sniggered
while Darius sneered at my chief scout.

Phraates rose. ‘We
will march at once to intercept and destroy the Romans.’

We bowed our heads and
he retired to his private compartment, taking his captured
standard, Chief of Court Ashleen and High Priest Timo with him. I
looked at Aschek who shook his head, a gesture repeated by the
others. Alexander and Darius passed us without a word, though
Spartacus could not resist one last taunt.

‘Would you like a
wager, prince?’

Alexander stopped.
‘Wager?’

‘I’ll wager a talent
of gold you manage to lose even more men today than you did
yesterday.’

Silaces roared with
laughter, Nergal smiled but Alexander was incandescent.

‘A new age is coming,
so-called King of Gordyene, an era where slaves and the sons of
slaves have no place among the kings of the empire.’

‘You will not live to
see it,’ said Spartacus slowly, ‘of that you can be certain.’

The atmosphere was
deteriorating rapidly so Silaces bundled Spartacus away, followed
by Gafarn and Nergal. Alexander gave me a hateful look and left
with his brother.

‘The only reason I’m
still here,’ Aschek said to me, ‘is because the Romans are still in
my kingdom, otherwise I would have left this den of intrigue and
vice.’

‘The campaign will
soon be over, lord,’ I said, ‘and then we can all return to our
palaces.’

I had expected the
Romans to be far away by the time the various camps had been
dismantled and the soldiers of the kings were on the march, but in
fact Mark Antony had only travelled around fifteen miles since the
day before. Faced with the blinding snow and driving sleet blasting
him and us alike after a clear morning, he had little choice but to
make camp and see out the storm. We, having packed up our tents and
stowed them on the backs of camels, had no choice but to march
north, men and horses alike with heads bowed as they headed into
the whiteout. The snowstorm lasted for two hours, after which the
clouds overhead continued their journey south and left a white
landscape bathed in late autumn sun. The better conditions allowed
us to pick up the pace and by late afternoon Talib and his scouts
had located the Romans, in a valley flanked by tree-covered
mountain slopes around fifty miles from the Araxes itself.

It wasn’t hard to
follow the path the Romans had taken, even in the storm. Their
route was littered with dead mules and discarded carts, serving as
signposts for those following. We even saw dead auxiliaries along
the way. Raised in Syria or Judea, they were inadequately clothed
for a winter campaign in northern Media and were now dying of
exposure.

Gallia stared at one
unlucky slinger, curled up into a ball in a pathetic defence
against the biting cold.

‘I wonder how many of
those from Persis will suffer the same fate?’

The army of Persis,
what was left of it, lost five hundred foot soldiers during the
march in the snowstorm. It was indicative of Alexander’s complete
disregard for the welfare of his men he insisted those on foot kept
pace with his horsemen so as to not lose face at being the last
king to arrive. That honour belonged to Phraates who, being
concerned over the welfare of his female slaves, eunuchs, priests
and boy servants who attended him, insisted they were adequately
clothed for the journey. As a result there was only three hours of
daylight left when he and his Babylonian guards, all wrapped in
thick cloaks, padded tunics beneath their armour and sturdy leather
boots, appeared on the battlefield.

The terrain was stark
indeed: a long valley carpeted with snow and flanked by
snow-covered slopes leading up to white-capped trees on the upper
slopes. Much snow had fallen during the morning and early
afternoon, which made movement difficult for horses and men on
foot. In the distance stood the Roman army, a black mass to the
north, around five hundred paces away. The banners of the kings
fluttered in the icy breeze and our eyes watered as we stared at
the enemy ahead.

‘Horsemen cannot
operate efficiently in these conditions,’ complained Nergal. ‘Our
horse archers are most effective when launching fast attacks and
rapid withdrawals.’

‘Hold it straight,’
commanded Phraates to the soldier holding his captured Roman
banner.

Nergal looked at me
when he realised Phraates was taking no notice of what he was
saying.

‘We should make camp
for the night before we freeze to death,’ said Aschek, clearly in
some distress and shivering from the cold.

‘The best we can do is
shadow the Romans back to the Araxes,’ suggested Gafarn, ‘combined
with the inclement weather our harassing attacks may inflict
substantial losses on an enemy already weakened.’

‘Makes sense,’ agreed
Silaces.

Alexander and Darius
on the other side of Phraates made no comment but the high king was
whistling and clearly uninterested in the opinions of his kings. He
looked into the sky, at the pale sun sinking in the west.

‘An archer is still an
archer regardless of whether he is on a horse or not,’ he said.
‘Satrap Alexander, how far away are your foot soldiers?’

‘They are already
here, highness, having made a forced march through the snow.’

Phraates nodded. ‘Then
they will have the honour of attacking the Romans, with dismounted
horse archers providing missile support.’

‘Yes, highness,’
beamed Alexander.

‘I will give you my
horse archers,’ said Phraates, ‘and I am sure your brother will be
just as generous.’

‘He will,’ stated
Darius.

Phraates looked at the
rest of us.

‘What of my other
kings? Will you share in the coming glory?’

‘You’ve got no
chance,’ replied Aschek gruffly.

‘I must protest,
majesty,’ I said. ‘It is folly in the extreme to attack the enemy
while the snow lies thick on the ground, to say nothing of
expecting men who have already made a forced-march through the snow
to get here to launch an attack.’

‘I think I know my men
better than you, King Pacorus,’ sneered Alexander.

‘The whole world knows
about the soldiers of Persis,’ said Spartacus.

‘Silence,’ ordered
Phraates. ‘If you will not commit any soldiers to the attack, King
Spartacus, then you forfeit the right to say anything at all. Have
no concerns about losses, Alexander, I will ensure Babylon and
Susiana will make good any dead you suffer during this
campaign.’

Phraates looked at the
other kings.

‘You may leave
us.’

‘Majesty, I beg you
not to attack the Romans today,’ I pleaded, ‘as your lord high
general…’

‘As my lord high
general,’ he interrupted me, ‘you are supposed to destroy the
enemies of the empire.’

He pointed angrily at
the Romans. ‘And yet there they are, resting at will, unconcerned
about us being close. I thought I was appointing the lion of
Carrhae but I see now the years of peace have made you soft and
reluctant to wage war to the death.’

I thought about
replying, pointing out he would likely have no crown if I had not
raised an army to come to the relief of Phraaspa, and he would not
be king of kings had it not been for me lobbying hard on his
behalf. But to what end? It was naïve to expect any gratitude from
a young man who had known nothing but indulgence and being treated
like a god. I therefore gently tugged on Tegha’s reins to
turn him and walked him away from Phraates. In silence the others
followed, their horses making crunching sounds as they plodded
through the snow.

The attack was a
disaster.

Over thirty thousand
dismounted horse archers, foot soldiers of Persis and Media’s
archers and heavy foot waded through the snow towards the Romans,
again deployed in a square. The Median professional foot soldiers
were still a force to be reckoned with. They had been raised by
Atrax specifically to fight Roman legionaries and their appearance
replicated the soldiers of Rome. Their helmets had large cheek
guards and neck protectors; they wore short-sleeved scale armour
tunics and thick leather greaves over leather boots. Their large
oval shields were faced with hide painted black sporting a white
dragon. Their main weapon was a mace – a short length of wood
topped with a spiked iron head – with which they could batter their
way through an enemy formation. Secondary weapons comprised a sword
and dagger. They had originally numbered five thousand men but to
maintain such a number on a permanent basis was expensive and so
over the years their number had dwindled to two thousand.

Had the attack been
handled correctly it might have inflicted heavy losses on the
Romans but instead thousands of dismounted horse archers were
wasted. They began by shooting arrows over the heads of the
spearmen and palace guard of Persis and Media’s professional foot
soldiers, which kept the Roman slingers and archers at bay. But
then Alexander and Darius, seeing the spearmen and mace men collide
into the southern side of the enemy square, made the mistake of
thinking their men were on the verge of crashing through the
legionaries. Instead of ordering the archers to continue shooting
into the square the two brothers diverted them to attack another
two sides of the square. Unarmoured archers armed with no shields
or head protection were cut to pieces by legionaries in close order
protected by shields, helmets, mail armour and armed with short
swords.

‘It saddens me to see
men’s lives wasted, majesty.’

Kewab sighed as we
watched the sad spectacle from among the trees covering the
mountain slope to the west of the enemy square. Squires and
servants were cutting down trees for firewood even though the green
branches would produce much smoke. But we had run out of firewood
and needed wood to cook food and provide warmth. So parties of
horse archers provided guards as men chopped, sawed and loaded
camels to take wood back to camp. I felt ashamed to be sitting on a
horse watching men die but I would not take part in an attack I
knew from the outset would fail, as indeed it was doing.

‘A senseless waste,’
said Sporaces beside me.

The light was fading
fast and I could see parties of men walking back from the edges of
the still extant Roman square. The battle was over. Soon hundreds
of men were tramping south to the cheers, whistles and jeers of the
Romans.

‘May I suggest a
renewal of hostilities during the night, majesty?’ said Kewab.

‘Are you mad?’ asked
Sporaces, ‘you’ve seen what has just happened.’

‘Indeed, lord,’
answered Kewab, ‘but small parties of archers could keep the enemy
awake and further weaken him. We must be like a Nile
crocodile.’

‘In what way?’ I
asked.

‘When a Nile crocodile
grabs its prey it does not let go. That is what we must do from now
on. Never give the enemy any respite. Fight him day and night.’

So we did. During the
night I led small parties of horse archers into the plain to annoy
the enemy, keeping him awake and fraying his nerves. Each of the
hundred parties consisted of five men with a full quiver each.
Gallia insisted on leading one and the Amazons made up another ten.
Horsemen could ride down widely scattered groups of archers easily.
But it was dark, the snow was deep and the enemy was tired, cold
and hopefully hungry. The parties approached the enemy on all four
sides of his square. The Romans had had no time to erect a camp so
every third man stood to arms on shifts, the others eating and, if
they could, grabbing a few hour’s sleep.

The wind had dropped,
the clouds had parted and the land was bathed in moonlight. We
crept forward slowly across snow churned up and compacted by the
thousands of men who had earlier made the abortive attack on the
Romans. We crouched low and concentrated on keeping our footing on
the hard-packed snow turning to ice. No one said a word as we edged
forward, our breath misting in the cold and our hearts pounding. No
sounds came from the enemy camp, though it was illuminated by a
hundred fires cooking food or from braziers providing warmth. But a
small number for such a large army; proof the enemy’s supplies were
running low. I had given orders no one was to venture nearer than
two hundred paces from the enemy. Our bows could shoot accurately
up to a range of three hundred paces so there was no need to get
too close to the Romans. A lesson someone should have taught
Alexander and Darius years ago.

I held up a hand and
those with me stopped. I reached into my quiver and pulled out an
arrow. Traditionally archers employed three-winged bronze arrows
but ever since before Carrhae Dura’s armouries had produced arrows
with pointed steel heads, which could penetrate Roman shields and
mail armour.

I knelt on the ice and
nocked the arrow in the bowstring. At this range it was possible to
pick out individual targets but it did not matter. We were here to
sow disorder and if we killed a few of the enemy so much the
better. I drew back the bowstring, at the same time pointing the
arrow into the starlit sky, inhaling as I pulled the sinew cord
back level to my cheek. I gently exhaled, let the string slip from
my fingers and sent the arrow into the night. My companions did
likewise and the plain was suddenly filed with sharp cracks as
hundreds of arrows arched into the night sky and then down to land
among the Romans.

I nocked another
arrow, shot it and pulled a third from my quiver in quick
succession before the enemy camp stirred. Then there was commotion
as hundreds of arrows landed among the Romans. Frantic whistle
blasts and shouts were carried on the wind. I kept on shooting,
loosing another ten arrows before signalling to the trumpeter to
sound retreat. The shrill sound of a single trumpet call cut
through the icy air and we began to withdraw. I remained in a
kneeling position as my companions pulled back, following them and
passing one who was kneeling fifty paces behind, who then got up
and fell back past another of the group who was kneeling to cover
us. This procedure was repeated until we were around five hundred
paces from the enemy, the other groups likewise falling back in
stages to a safe distance. The Romans sent centuries with slinger
and archer support after us but they did not stray too far from
their camp for fear of being lured into an ambush. The casualties
for our night exercise amounted to one sprained ankle and one
broken wrist, both caused by slipping on ice. Kewab had shown me
the tactics we should employ from now on but the new day brought
news both welcome and unwelcome.

‘I am returning to
Ctesiphon.’

If Phraates was
expecting us to fall on our knees and beg him to stay he was to be
sorely disappointed. We stood in front of him and received his
announcement with a stony silence. Aschek had developed a hacking
cough threatening to shake him to pieces when it struck. Silaces
made no attempt to conceal his boredom, clicking his fingers to
demand more wine from a slave holding a jug near him.

‘This weather is
intolerable and several of my courtiers have caught chills,’
Phraates continued. ‘In any case I see no reason to remain when all
that needs to be done to bring this campaign to a successful
conclusion is to shepherd what remains of the enemy back to
Armenia. I am, after all, king of kings, not a goatherd.’

‘Well said, highness,’
remarked Timo, whose face was very pale, no doubt a consequence of
the cold and his flimsy religious robes.

Phraates pointed at
me. ‘King Pacorus, you will remain as lord high general to ensure
the Romans are expelled from Parthia.’

‘You honour me, sire,’
I replied dryly.

‘The Romans suffered
heavy casualties yesterday,’ announced Alexander.

I tried to keep a
straight face. ‘Really? How many men did they lose?’

‘Thousands,’ stated
Darius. ‘Of course you would already know if you had taken part in
the battle.’

‘More to the point,’
said Gafarn, ‘how many men did Media and Persis lose?’

‘Last night we raided
the enemy camp,’ I informed Alexander. ‘Afterwards my men reported
seeing many dead corpses in the snow, most of them Parthian.’

‘Have you taken to
skulking around in the dark, uncle?’ sneered Alexander, ‘fighting
at night like the barbarians do?’

‘His army is full of
barbarians,’ said Darius, ‘what do you expect, brother?’

‘Watch your tongue,
Darius,’ threatened Spartacus, ‘unless you wish it to talk your
head off its shoulders.’

‘Enough!’ ordered
Phraates. ‘I have informed you all of my decision. King Pacorus,
you will command the army remaining in Atropaiene with authority to
act in the high king’s name.’

I smiled at the two
brothers but when I requested they remain after the high king had
departed they ignored my invitation and left.

‘At least we are in
safe hands now,’ said a relieved Silaces.

‘And hopefully
Alexander will crawl back to Persis,’ added Nergal.

‘I don’t want to lose
too many men,’ I told them, ‘we still have thousands of Romans a
short distance away.’

Aschek gave me a
remorseful look.

‘I too must reduce the
numbers of my men, Pacorus. Truth is they were already on
half-rations and the horses are using up our reserves of fodder.
I’m sorry.’

‘I too must send men
back to Gordyene,’ announced Spartacus. ‘Nearly ten thousand men
and horses consume much food and fodder.’

‘I understand,’ I told
them, ‘but I would ask you leave behind any food and fodder you can
spare so those left do not go hungry.’

I was relieved when
Aschek rode back to Urmia because I truly believed if he had stayed
with the army he would not have seen the spring, but I was less
pleased by the savage reduction in the army’s numbers. When
Phraates had captured the vexillum we had surrounded the
Roman army with ninety-four thousand men; now I had thirty-four
thousand in total to shepherd Mark Antony north. And of those ten
thousand belonged to Darius and Alexander. The Satrap of Persis had
marched south with twenty thousand men but now he could muster only
seven thousand, the rest having died of wounds sustained in battle
or from exposure. I doubted those remaining, of which over half
were foot soldiers, would make any useful contribution to the rest
of the campaign.

This was confirmed
when I held a council of war in my tent the next day. Neither
Darius nor his brother was present and Prince Ali represented his
father. I told those who did attend of my desire to only seek
battle if the circumstances were highly favourable.

‘The Romans now
outnumber us,’ I told them, ‘though whether they are fit for
battle is debateable.’

‘We are like two old
cripples limping to the Araxes,’ sighed Gafarn, who had been forced
to send back a dragon of cataphracts to Hatra because the thousand
men, two thousand squires, three thousand horses, five thousand
more spare, and accompanying thousand camels were all draining his
supplies.

‘Which is why I am
determined to bring this campaign to an end,’ I said. ‘We will each
take it in turns to harass the Romans during the day and night, in
order to reach the Araxes before the Romans, so barring their
path.’

‘We do not have the
men to fight a battle against the Romans, Pacorus,’ said Nergal,
‘even if they have been weakened.’

I nodded. ‘You are
right, my friend, but so far the enemy has lost few men compared to
our forces. They may be cold and hungry but they still number
around eighty thousand at least. I do not wish them to reach
Armenia only to recuperate during the winter to return again in the
spring.’

‘What about Darius and
Alexander?’ enquired Silaces.

I shrugged. ‘What
about them? They are obviously intent on following their own course
of action and unfortunately the office of lord high general does
not give me licence to have them arrested.’

‘More’s the pity,’
said Gallia.

‘But we stand more of
a chance with their men than without them,’ opined Spartacus.

‘Why don’t you send
Gafarn to mediate with them, Pacorus?’ suggested Diana. ‘He and I
have always got on with Aliyeh.’

‘Fortunately my sister
has returned to Irbil,’ I said, ‘but if you think my brother can
succeed where I have failed then by all means let us try. What say
you, Gafarn?’

He frowned. ‘I think
you are forgetting I was once a slave in Hatra, a Bedouin slave at
that, which will hardly endear me to her two sons.’

‘You are the King of
Hatra,’ I reminded him, ‘and in the hierarchy of Parthian kingdoms
Hatra stands well above Media and Persis.’

‘What message do you
wish me to convey?’ asked Gafarn.

‘Tell them they should
get their men to the Araxes as quickly as possible.’

The river was only
around fifty miles away, which in good weather and uninterrupted,
the Romans could have reached in two days. But there was snow on
the ground, the northerly wind carried sleet and snow to blow into
their faces, and there were Parthian horse archers on all four
sides of their marching square during the day and archers on foot
keeping them awake at night.

The different
contingents took it in turns to harry the Romans. On one day
Silaces’ men would taunt and skirmish with them and during the
night parties of Hatra’s horse archers, dismounted and using the
cover of darkness, would try to pick off sentries and generally
keep the enemy awake. Tired, demoralised and hungry, the Romans
would recommence their march the next day, this time harried by
Dura’s horse archers, and at night by the bowmen of Mesene. In this
way we slowed the Romans to five miles a day through the snow and
sleet. We were also cold and tired but at least we had warm food to
fill our bellies and could sleep uninterrupted in waterproof tents
without having to worry about enemy arrows. For nine days and
nights we tormented the Romans and then disappeared as the sun rose
on the tenth.

As we neared the
Araxes the terrain became more mountainous and bleak, the slopes of
the mountains largely bare and the plains between them blasted
unceasingly by a northern wind driving the snow into our faces. But
we won the race to the Araxes and made camp along its southern
side, the high mountains of the Caucasus to the north. I sent Talib
and his men across the waterway to reconnoitre Armenian territory
to ensure we were not surprised by any of Artavasdes’
garrisons.

The Araxes flows for a
thousand miles from its source in northern Cappadocia to empty into
the Caspian Sea in the east, and when it is in spate is extremely
rapid. It cuts through high-sided gorges with fury when filled with
meltwater but on the eve of winter the current is slower after the
heat of summer, even more lethargic in the broader sections of the
river flanked by expanses of flat lowland. We occupied one such
section, the same area the army of Mark Antony had used to commence
his invasion of Parthia in the summer. Scouting parties had been
sent south to give us prior warning of the approach of what
remained of his army. All we had to do was wait, and plan.

We had been bolstered
by the arrival of the foot soldiers of Alexander and Darius, still
simmering with anger over the disrespect I and the other kings had
shown them but eager to share in any glory battling a beaten Roman
army.

I used a stick to
point at the valley to the south, from where the Romans would
approach the river. The mountains on either side were covered in
snow, their peaks obscured by grey clouds carrying more snow to
dump on the ground.

‘Our task is simple.
The Romans will be forced to abandon their square and assume a
battle line to cross the river. We will be deployed between them
and the river.’

Darius looked east and
west and behind him.

‘This stretch of the
river must be ten miles in extent. What is to stop the Romans
marching further upstream or downstream and crossing the river
unimpeded?’

‘A fair question,’ I
admitted, ‘but the shortest route back to Armenia is here, where we
stand. They will not wish to remain in Atropaiene a minute longer
than they have to. Remember they have been marching through snow
for days, under constant attack and after having been forced to
abandon the siege of a city they desperately needed for winter
quarters.’

‘And they will be
loath to refuse a battle against a numerically inferior foe,’
grinned Nergal.

Alexander looked at
him. ‘Numerically inferior?’

‘Of course,’ replied
the King of Mesene. ‘We have how many?’

He looked at me.

‘Thirty-four thousand
men,’ I answered.

‘And the Romans have,
what, around seventy-five thousand?’

‘Perhaps eighty
thousand,’ chipped in Gafarn.

A look of horror
spread across Alexander’s face as the odds dawned on him.

‘We are outnumbered
over two to one.’

‘Perhaps three to
one,’ said Silaces.

I glanced at Spartacus
who said nothing.

‘Can we win against
such odds?’ asked Alexander.

‘No,’ I replied
starkly.

‘In a pitched battle
we do not have the numbers to kill every Roman. But the enemy has
been deprived of sleep for ten days, their supplies of food will be
low and their ammunition is also in short supply.’

‘How do you know
this?’ said Darius.

‘Because for the last
three days their slingers and archers have not responded to our own
archers probing their defences,’ I told him. ‘When they arrive at
this spot our task is to kill as many Romans as possible before
they cross the river.’

‘You do not intend to
pursue them, Pacorus?’ asked Silaces.

I shook my head. ‘Our
supplies are running low too, my friend. Besides, I am too old for
a winter campaign in the mountains.’

Alexander and Darius
frowned but the others laughed. I looked at the two brothers.

‘One more thing. Avoid
the Romans’ eagles like the plague. The enemy will do everything in
their power to protect them and unless you get lucky you will lose
a lot of men for nothing.’

‘You would deny us the
chance of glory?’ spat Alexander.

‘So there are no
challenges to the prestige of King Pacorus of Dura,’ said Darius
haughtily. ‘In any case you contradict yourself, uncle. You said
the Romans are hungry and tired whereas we are strong and well
armed. They will probably surrender when they see us barring their
way.’

The others managed to
keep straight faces.

‘Let us hope so,’ was
my answer.

But Darius was right
about our strength. Bolstered by the knowledge the Romans had been
chased out of Parthia, that we had food while the enemy were going
hungry, and in a short while everyone would be returning home,
albeit with a battle to wage first, the army’s spirits soared.
Morale was improving because Phraates and his entourage had left us
and those remaining were all good soldiers, apart from the
followers of Alexander.

‘I was thinking about
Rhegium.’

Gallia was seated in a
chair, a cloak around her shoulders. The wind had abated and no
snow had fallen, but it was still bitter. The Araxes had not frozen
but the water was ice cold and its banks were white. There was a
sharp frost every night keeping the ground hard and preventing the
camp becoming a giant mud patch.

‘Rhegium?’

I sat down opposite
her and rubbed my hands together. My joints ached, especially my
left leg. I was feeling my age.

‘Where the army of
Spartacus was penned in by Crassus. Do you remember? There was snow
on the ground the night we attacked the Roman siege lines.’

‘I remember. We lost a
lot of men that night.’

‘But the army survived
and escaped,’ she said wistfully. ‘And now the Romans have to come
to us. They will not find it as easy.’

I looked round the
tent. ‘Where’s Claudia?’

‘Scouting with Valak
and a company of his men. Alaric is with them, have no fear.’

I sighed. ‘When we get
back to Dura we must arrange our daughter’s wedding. Silaces has
told me he is going to make Valak the governor of his kingdom’s
largest province, complete with its own palace.’

‘She deserves that,’
said my wife, ‘I will miss her. She is the last link with
Dobbai.’

‘Well, hopefully soon
we will have some grandchildren to dote on in our old age.’

I rubbed my leg.

‘Your old wound
annoying you, Pacorus?’

‘The cold makes it
worse. I shall be glad when this wretched campaign is over.’

I looked up when I
heard horses outside, the tent flap opening seconds later. There
stood the handsome Valak and my daughter beside him, both wrapped
in fur-lined cloaks. Valak went down on one knee before me.

‘I have already given
my permission for you to marry my daughter, commander.’

Claudia rolled her
eyes.

‘No, majesty, I bring
news the Roman army is approaching.’

Claudia jumped up and
began strapping on her sword belt.

‘Get up,’ I told
Valak. ‘How far away is the enemy?’

‘Around three miles to
the south, majesty.’

I heard trumpet calls
and the irksome sound of kettledrums. The other kings had also been
alerted to the enemy’s presence. I went outside and called over the
duty officer standing next to a brazier.

‘Sound assembly.’

Alaric was standing
and chatting to the horsemen of Elymais who had provided Valak’s
escort. Their commander embraced Claudia and walked to his horse,
vaulting into the saddle. He bowed his head to me, turned his horse
and rode back to his king. Alaric wandered over to me.

‘I was thinking about
Castus and Cannicus earlier.’

It was obviously a day
for reminiscing.

I looked around at the
bleak, snowy landscape.

‘We are a long way
from Germania, my friend.’

He screwed up his
face. ‘I remember when we were marching through Italy all those
years ago, in warm weather and on fine Roman roads. Neither of them
wanted to go back to Germania and neither did I. I prefer warmer
climes like Dura.’

I rubbed my leg. ‘Me
too.’

‘The old wound?’

‘The old wound.’

‘I’ve been lucky,’ he
said, ‘had plenty of cuts and bruises but nothing serious.’

I laid a hand on his
shoulder. ‘May your luck continue. May Shamash keep you safe.’

He stroked his long
beard. ‘I put my trust in Thor, God of Thunder, rather than any Sun
God, no offence. Besides my god walks everywhere so he looks down
fondly on old foot soldiers.’

I cocked my ear to the
south and heard the sound of distant trumpets.

‘Just like old times,’
he grinned.

‘Just like old
times.’

My battle plan, such
as it was, differed greatly from old times, however. I would fight
the engagement without a centre because any troops I placed in the
path of the Roman army would be crushed underfoot when Mark
Antony’s legionaries and auxiliaries made a determined push for the
Araxes. In any case the only foot soldiers we possessed were the
rabble of Persis and the professional troops of Media, Darius’ men
now reduced to a paltry thousand men. Therefore, the river would be
recruited to fight for us.

The Araxes meandered
its way through the long valley extending west to east. It was
around sixty yards wide, though becoming slimmer at the points
where the valley narrowed. From a vantage point the river appeared
slow moving with uniform banks but the image was a deceptive one.
In fact, along its length the banks varied greatly in height, as
did the river’s depth. The spot where the Romans and Armenians had
invaded Parthia was the best crossing point: a great bend in the
river pointing north in a convex shape. Here the banks were low,
the depth shallow – between three and four feet – and the current
slow. The width of the river at this point was just over seventy
yards. It was the same depth extending to the west but the banks
were higher and steeper, which would cause chaos for any formations
attempting to negotiate them. A commander might be tempted to cross
further downstream, to the east, but though the banks were low the
water was deeper, six feet in places. In such a depth and in
freezing conditions many men would drown.

So the only viable
choice open to the Romans was the crossing point in the bend of the
river, which was around half a mile wide, enough room for half a
legion – five cohorts – to cross. Mark Antony had ten legions, plus
auxiliaries and what was left of his horsemen, which meant it would
take time for his army to cross the river, and in the time it took
I intended to maul the Romans as they were funnelled into the
crossing place.

It was mid-morning
when I assembled the kings for an eve-of-battle briefing. The plan
had been worked out beforehand and the terrain reconnoitred to
familiarise commanders with the ground they would be manoeuvring
on. Still, it did no harm to go over tactics one last time. Columns
of camels carrying spare arrows were following companies of horse
archers trotting to the east and west. Our knot of kings, their
banner men and escorts sat on their horses in front of the river,
where soon the Romans would be heading. I spoke to everyone, but my
words were directed at Darius and Alexander.

‘Remember, we seek to
use the river to our own advantage. The Romans will not be able to
cross the river all at once. This means they will be under our
arrows longer. Bearing in mind they will be under arrows, be wary
of getting too close to them. We don’t want Parthians being killed
by Parthian arrows.

‘Shamash be with you
all.’

I rode with Gafarn and
Nergal to the west, to where the horse archers of Dura, Hatra and
Mesene were deploying south of the river, beyond the crossing
point. We stopped when we reached two lines of cataphracts drawn up
around five hundred paces from the river, over a mile from the
river bend.

Prince Pacorus nudged
his horse forward, flanking him Prince Ali and Azad. Behind them
seventeen hundred men in scale armour waited on their horses.

‘Well, gentlemen,’ I
said to them, ‘the final part of the drama is about to begin.’

‘Remember you are a
reserve,’ Gafarn told them, ‘resist the temptation to charge in
when the Romans appear.’

‘They are already
here,’ said Nergal, looking at the dark mass filling the valley to
the south.

‘Shamash be with you,’
I told them, wheeling Tegha away towards the waiting horse
archers.

‘Keep safe,’ Gafarn
instructed his son.

‘You too, father.’

We cantered over to
the fourteen and a half thousand horse archers, behind them the
camels loaded with ammunition. Overhead the sun was still beating
down but there was no warmth, our breath misting in the cold
morning air.

The Romans were
clearly visible now, advancing in three lines, at their tip a
single legion arranged in two blocks of five cohorts. Flanking the
third line was the remainder of the Roman horsemen, now greatly
reduced, with swarms of auxiliaries flanking the first and second
lines. Mark Antony, not wanting to remain south of the river any
longer than he had to, would make a dash for the river when it was
in striking distance, but for the moment he was forced to keep his
army in formation. This gave us time to pepper it with arrows.

To the east, on our
left flank, the horse archers of Elymais, Gordyene and Atropaiene –
over seven thousand archers – would attack the Romans’ flanks and
rear with missiles. Also on the left flank, nearer the river, were
positioned the soldiers of Media and Persis, ten thousand men in
all. I had requested Darius’ five hundred cataphracts be grouped
with the other armoured horsemen under the overall command of
Prince Pacorus but he had refused. I advised both him and his
brother to avoid the temptation of launching what remained of their
foot soldiers against the Romans as they approached the river, but
doubted they had listened to my advice. Their camp and those of the
other kings was located two miles downstream, so at the very least
they acted as a shield for the tents and non-combatants.

The Romans were moving
slowly, maintaining formation as they approached the river.
Sporaces barked orders to his men as the horse archers of Dura
cantered further away from the Araxes. Gafarn led his men towards
the enemy’s horsemen on the Roman left wing, the air suddenly
filled with cracks as hundreds of archers shot at the Roman
riders.

I gave the order to
wheel left to take us behind the rear of the Roman army, the
companies forming into a long line as they rode along the line of
shields facing us as one by one the legions halted, their rear
cohorts about-facing and forming testudo. I pulled an arrow
from my quiver hanging by my left hip, secured by a leather strap
over my right shoulder, and nocked it in the bowstring. I swung
left, drew the bow up, pulled the string back and shot the arrow.
Behind me nearly five thousand Duran horse archers did the same,
thousands of arrows lancing through the air to slam into shields
and helmets. We wheeled right and pulled back to reform, Nergal’s
horse archers then riding along the Roman line to rake them with
arrows.

There were five Roman
legions in Mark Antony’s rear line and all had now halted and
formed testudo formation, those to the east being assaulted
by the horse archers of Gordyene and Atropaiene, while those of
Elymais were attacking the Roman horsemen on the flanks. This meant
the whole Roman army was soon stationary, giving us time to
reorganise ourselves for another attack, this time by companies in
single file riding directly at the enemy.

No commands were
necessary. Sporaces’ men had done this a hundred times on the
training fields. It was simple enough for a highly skilled horse
archer. Wrap the reins around your left wrist, ride directly at the
target, shooting as many arrows as possible. Only the front man in
the file could shoot at the enemy as he galloped, wheeling right
around fifty paces from the foe and then galloping along the
opposition line again shooting as many arrows as possible, wheeling
right again to withdraw, twisting in the saddle to shoot a final
arrow over the hind quarters of his horse. The other men of the
company did the same: a continuous deluge of arrows hurled at the
enemy until quivers had been emptied.

After no more than ten
minutes the companies were in position and Sporaces gave the signal
to attack. I glanced over at Gallia at the head of her file of
Amazons, face encompassed by the cheek guards of her helmet. She
did not look at me. Of all the races in the world she hated the
Romans the most, hated them for reducing her people to slaves and
enslaving her. At moments like this she was possessed of a cold
fury, focused solely on revenge.

I nudged Tegha
forward. He broke into a canter and then a gallop, covering the
snow-covered ground at speed. I pulled on the reins to stop him
increasing his speed. I did not want him to slip on any ice. I
extracted an arrow and nocked it in the bowstring, raising the bow
and releasing the string. The enemy was now huddled behind their
locked shields but I knew our steel-tipped arrows could go through
a Roman scutum. I wheeled Tegha right, my heart
skipping a beat worrying about him slipping on the snow. But his
iron-shod hooves retained their footing and he galloped parallel to
the Roman line, I shot three more arrows before turning him again.
Shooting a final arrow over his rump I rode back to the starting
position. Fifty companies were carrying out the same manoeuvre,
discharging a total of fifteen thousand arrows every two minutes at
the enemy.

I made six more
attacks against the enemy, the Roman shield wall looking ragged and
patchy as our arrows inflicted casualties. I led the company back
to the camel train where drivers and attendants were handing full
quivers to archers. Sporaces came to me and saluted.

‘If we keep up this
rate to shooting we will be out of arrows in two hours.’

‘The Romans will not
stand for that amount of time,’ I told him, ‘eventually their
commander will be forced to make a dash for the river.’

It was as if the
husband of Cleopatra had heard me for there was a great din of
trumpet blasts and the Roman army recommenced its march to the
river. As more companies rode to the camel train to replenish their
ammunition, I led my company north to resume the battle. Only this
time we were met by a swarm of enemy archers and slingers. Mark
Antony had moved his auxiliaries from the flanks of the legions in
the first and second lines to act as a shield for his rear-line
legions. Sporaces caught up with me and pointed at the
auxiliaries.

‘I thought you said
they had no arrows.’

I shrugged. ‘They are
using our own arrows against us. Every tenth company will remain to
shadow the enemy. The rest will ride around the Roman flank to
attack the legions in front.’

A courier from Nergal
reported he too was taking his men closer to the river. He and I
ordered our men to disengage. Gallia arrived with the Amazons, bow
in hand, quiver nearly empty. Soon the dragon commanders were also
in attendance. The Romans were shuffling forward with the slingers
and archers behind them. I informed the commanders of my
decision.

‘Stress upon the
company commanders remaining in the rear of the enemy their task is
to shadow the enemy, nothing more.’

They departed and we
began our ride to sweep around the Romans’ left flank.

‘Enjoying yourself,’ I
shouted to Gallia beside me.

‘Immensely.’

We met up with Nergal,
Praxima, Gafarn and Diana half a mile west of the Roman army,
slithering like a giant reptile towards the river, which was still
two miles away. Directly ahead, like a long rock escarpment stood
the cataphracts, still waiting for their moment.

I nodded my head at
them. ‘I warrant your son is straining at the bit to unleash
them.’

‘He’s not like you,
Pacorus,’ said Gafarn, ‘our son is disciplined and calm, not wild
and headstrong.’

‘I feel twenty years
younger,’ beamed Praxima.

I felt my left leg
aching. ‘Slaughter agrees with you.’

In front of us
hundreds of horse archers were riding to get in front of the Romans
so they could launch attacks on the legions and hopefully slow them
down or halt them once more. But they did not stop. Whether it was
due to a breakdown in discipline or Mark Antony’s urgent desire to
get across the river I did not know, but the legions suddenly
quickened the pace as they lunged for the Araxes.

Once more we raked
them with volleys of arrows, companies in file methodically
shooting missiles at the legionaries attempting to reach the river
while at the same time maintaining testudo formations. But
the shells of the ‘tortoises’ were ragged and broken. A
testudo with the front rank kneeling on the ground and the
ranks behind holding their shields above their heads to create a
roof of wood and leather was almost impenetrable. But now there
were gaps in the lines and roofs of shields, which our arrows found
to deadly effect. Romans went down and formations began to break
apart.

I sensed victory and
so did the men around me. Their rate of shooting increased as they
endeavoured to kill as many Romans as possible before they reached
the river. I did not know what was happening on the right flank of
the Roman army or behind it, but I did know its left wing was
beginning to crumble.

I reached into my
quiver but searched in vain for an arrow. Cursing, I turned
Tegha and directed him towards the camel train. I saw small
flecks of snow in the air and looked up to see grey clouds
overhead. It did not feel as cold as earlier, though it might have
been due to the excitement of battle, but as I waited my turn at
one of the camels the snowflakes increased in number. The company
in front of us rode away after being replenished. I rode up to the
camelier.

‘We are out of arrows,
majesty.’

‘What?’

He pointed at the
empty wickers baskets strapped to the camel’s back.

‘I am out of arrows,
majesty. Try the next camel.’

Fortunately, the next
beast still had arrows in its baskets but the awful reality we were
running out of ammunition dawned on me. I gave the order for the
archers to conserve their ammunition, which meant aimed shots
instead of mass volleys. This conserved arrows but at the cost of
reducing enemy losses. But as the wind picked up, the sky darkened
and the air was filled with swirling snowflakes, the Roman advance
ground to a halt. They had reached the river and had to wait as
their army was funnelled into the bend to get across the waterway.
And it was at that moment my namesake launched his assault.

It contradicted all
accepted norms regarding tactics, a wild throw of the dice that in
normal circumstances would have ended in carnage and ignominious
failure. But these were not normal circumstances. As the Romans
crowded into the river bend the flank legions in the rear line of
Mark Antony’s army found themselves in limbo. Their commanders
should have ordered their cohorts to about face and form a
convex-shaped formation extending away from the river to protect
those soldiers moving into the bend. But perhaps their commanders
were dead or maybe discipline had crumbled. But whatever the reason
five legions suddenly halted and Pacorus seized his chance.

Mark Antony was still
trying to manoeuvre his troops to shield his army’s crossing of the
river, moving his auxiliaries again from the rear to the flanks
when he realised the Parthian horsemen behind his men were but a
token force. Unfortunately for him the movement of the slingers and
archers coincided with the cataphract attack.

Pacorus formed his men
into a wedge, Hatra’s bodyguard at the tip, and launched them at an
angle of forty-five degrees against the left wing of the Roman
army. A neutral observer would have regarded such an assault as
suicide but the prince had seen the uneven Roman formations, their
disjointed movements as they approached the river and gambled a
powerful, unexpected thrust would succeed. He was right.

Seventeen hundred
horsemen thundered across the snow-covered ground, every
kontus lowered as they approached the auxiliaries taking up
position in front of the far-most legions in the enemy’s second and
third lines. The auxiliaries halted, stunned to see a wall of
armoured horseflesh charging at them, then turned and ran. But the
cataphracts were among them in moments, skewering them with their
long lances and then hacking with their maces and axes. The
auxiliaries that did not die in the initial clash ran wildly away
from the horsemen, straight into their Roman allies.

The first-line cohorts
of the legion receiving the crush of panicking slingers and archers
wavered and then collapsed as any semblance of discipline
evaporated. The legionaries ran towards the river now tantalisingly
close, only to be cut down by Parthian weapons. The sound of
trumpets and whistles filled the air as the Romans tried to save
their left wing, legions wheeling left to present a wall of shields
to the cataphracts in their midst. But Pacorus had no intention of
being drawn into a battle in the centre of the Roman army, where
his men would eventually be surrounded and cut down. He kept them
moving, cutting a swathe of death and disorder as they hacked their
way south, straight through the left flank of the enemy army. In
all my time of campaigning I had never seen a more glorious
sight.

The cataphracts
reformed to the rear of the Roman army, company commanders turning
their men and deploying them in line in case the enemy attempted a
pursuit. But the Roman horsemen had disappeared, either dead or
shamefully fled across the river, and the legions were in no state
to mount an assault. Then a new sound was carried on the wind, the
sound of thousands of men chanting in unison.

‘Pacorus,
Pacorus.’

It was not my name the
horse archers of Dura, Hatra and Mesene were chanting but the son
of Gafarn and Diana. They raised their bows in salute and called
his name in admiration, his men likewise saluting their
commander.

The Romans were now
crossing the river, hundreds of frozen men wading through the icy
water while thousands more waited their turn. But now panic spread
like wild fire through Mark Antony’s army and those cohorts nearest
the river attempted to cross the Araxes without waiting their turn.
To the west of the river bend the banks were high, which meant men
tripped and fell as they tried to negotiate the slopes, but at
least the water was not deep. It was a different matter downstream
where the banks were low but the water was deep and where many
drowned.

I sent riders to our
left wing to call together the kings for a hasty meeting. In front
Mark Antony had succeeded in restoring some sort of order by
forming an arc of five legions into a convex line to face us. They
acted as a shield for the rest of his army to cross the river. The
air was thick with snowflakes, making visibility increasingly
difficult.

‘This snow will aid
the Romans,’ complained Silaces.

‘Can’t help it,’ I
replied, ‘in any case my men are nearly out of arrows.’

‘Mine too,’ added
Nergal.

‘What now, then?’
asked Gafarn, squinting as the flakes buffeted his face.

Spartacus looked at
the ground littered with Roman dead.

‘Keep harassing them
until they are all across the river. A rider from Darius reported
the river is filled with their corpses.’

I looked around at the
group of kings, their escorts and banners.

‘Where is Darius, and
his brother for that matter?’

Silaces gave a grim
laugh. ‘Organising the butchering of their men by the Romans.’

‘Idiots,’ I
hissed.

‘That’s the word,’
agreed Silaces.

The snow was covering
the hundreds of bodies littering the ground as far as the eye could
see, a distance fast diminishing with every minute.

‘Very well,’ I said,
‘let us usher the enemy across the river while at the same time
avoiding any unnecessary losses.’

I rode back to
Sporaces and Gallia, the horse archers and their beasts now wearing
a layer of snow.

‘Well?’ asked Gallia
impatiently.

‘The battle is all but
over. With the snow blowing in our faces and visibility rapidly
reducing to launch any more assaults is foolish. The best we can do
is continue to pick them off.’

So that is what we
did, companies riding forwards slowly, threading their way through
the dead and dying on the ground. Gallia and her Amazons took great
delight in shooting any wounded they came across. But it was
difficult to see in the snowstorm and we nearly collided with the
enemy when a line of red painted shields sporting yellow lightning
bolts suddenly loomed into view, less than twenty paces ahead. I
raised my bow, drew back the string and released the arrow at a
face, the missile piercing the legionary’s eye socket. A javelin
came at me, narrowly missing my left shoulder. I shot another
arrow, as did the men either side of me, but now the centurions
blew their whistles, shouted commands and more javelins were hurled
in our direction.

A Duran screamed and
toppled from his saddle. A series of cracks announced a volley of
arrows felling half a dozen Romans, followed by more screams and
yelps as javelins struck horses and their riders. For a short while
we duelled with the enemy at short range. I pulled arrow after
arrow from my quiver and shot them at the enemy soldiers directly
ahead. A centurion ran at me, gladius in hand, determined to
gut Tegha and butcher me afterwards. I aimed the arrow,
released the bowstring and saw the missile glance off his helmet as
he slipped on the wet earth. He regained his footing, grinned
savagely and lunged forward, falling face-first in the snow when an
arrow slammed into his chest. I turned and saw Sporaces beside
me.

‘Time to withdraw,’ he
said, ordering the signaller behind him to give the command.

I reached into my
quiver and searched in vain for an arrow. A javelin missed me by
inches to land behind Tegha in the snow. I turned him and
screamed at him to move as withdrawal was sounded.

My part in the Battle
of the Araxes was over.
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It did not freeze
during the night but the wind continued to blow, which resulted in
the snowfall during the battle not covering the dead. In the cold
light of a bitter new day the sight greeting us when we returned to
the field of carnage was ghastly. The wind had lessened and the sun
had reappeared but the air was painful to inhale so cold was it.
Hungry ravens were already feasting on frozen corpses, picking at
dead flesh with frenzy and only reluctantly flying away as we
approached.

I rode with Gallia,
Claudia, Kewab, Sporaces, Azad and a hundred cataphracts and
Amazons to where we had fought the enemy. Hundreds of Romans were
lying along the riverbank, their faces and limbs white as snow. In
the bend of the Araxes itself were hundreds more, many having been
trodden underfoot by their panicking comrades. There were also
bodies floating in the water near the riverbank. Our horses were
nervous and skittish around such numbers of dead and I had to admit
the bleakness of the terrain, the cold and eerie silence unnerved
me too.

‘This place is like
the end of the world,’ said Sporaces.

‘The end of the Roman
world, certainly,’ Gallia told him.

I caught sight of
another group of riders, a great yellow banner in their midst.

‘It’s Nergal,’ I
said.

‘How appropriate,’
remarked Claudia.

I looked at her.
‘Appropriate?’

‘In the old days, in
the southern areas of the great empire of Mesopotamia, Nergal was
the god of death and the underworld. It is appropriate we should
behold a vision of the King of Mesene on such a day.’

We rode over to where
Nergal was watching a figure going among the dead. Gallia squealed
with delight when she saw the red hair of her friend.

‘What are you doing?’
she asked.

Praxima looked up.
‘Before I left Uruk I promised Rahim I would bring him a sack of
fifty Roman ears. I always keep my promises.’

Kewab stared in horror
as the Queen of Mesene bent down and cut off the ear of a dead
legionary with her dagger. One of Nergal’s bodyguards held the sack
open for her to toss the body part into. She saw his face and
pointed her dagger at him.

‘You think I am a
barbarian. Egyptian?’

‘I, er, no, majesty,
not at all.’

‘I do not wish to see
my kingdom reduced to a land of Roman slaves like my homeland was.
‘What is your queen but a Roman whore like…’

She was going to say
like she had been but stopped herself. Even after all these years
the hatred and bitterness of what had happened in her youth was
plain for all to see. Made worse by the fact her ill-usage at the
hands of the Romans had denied her the chance to have any
children.

‘Queen Gallia is my
queen,’ said Kewab, ‘none other.’

Gallia jumped down
from her horse and embraced her friend.

‘You always were the
finest Amazon.’

They both looked at
the dead littering the snow-covered ground extending away from the
river.

‘A good day’s work,’
said Praxima grimly. She looked at me. ‘A pity Mark Antony
escaped.’

‘There must be ten
thousand Roman dead on this ground,’ said Nergal, ‘it is a victory
to rival Carrhae, Pacorus.’

I had to admit I felt
immensely pleased with myself. An army of one hundred thousand
Romans and their allies had been evicted from Parthia after having
suffered heavy losses.

‘This will have
delivered a substantial blow to the Romans’ pride,’ agreed
Kewab.

Praxima spun and
glared at him. ‘Pride? Arrogance, more like. They have no
pride.’

‘They won’t be back
any time soon,’ said Azad.

‘How many ears have we
collected?’ Praxima asked the soldier holding the sack.

‘Forty-eight,
majesty.’

‘Let me gather the
last two,’ offered Gallia.

I shuddered as my wife
lopped off the ears to make up the shortfall, Kewab frowning and
Azad and Sporaces laughing. I felt a tinge of remorse for the Roman
dead. Our own slain, in the minority, would be collected for
cremation but the enemy corpses would be stripped of anything
useful and left to rot in the open. I stopped and looked down at a
dead legionary face-down in the snow, wondering if he had a wife
and family waiting for him. Waiting in vain. Yesterday he was alive
and within touching distance of sanctuary and now he was dead, left
to wolves and ravens in a foreign land.

‘Something troubles
you, majesty?’

I looked at Kewab and
nudged Tegha forward. ‘Nothing.’

On the way back to
camp we encountered a large group of cataphracts, the King of Media
and his banner at their head. I had hoped Darius would be in a good
mood after our success but his face wore a scowl and Alexander’s
next to him was just as dour. Their eyes were full of cold disdain
when they halted and looked at us.

‘So the Romans
escaped,’ said Darius.

‘Back to Armenia where
they can recover and rebuild their forces,’ scoffed Alexander.

‘Look around you,’ I
said. ‘The Romans have lost all their equipment, carts, mules and
thousands of men. The men who fled back to Armenia will need months
of recuperation before they are fit to fight in another campaign,
and they will have to be re-equipped to become soldiers once
more.’

‘If you had brought
your foot soldiers we could have destroyed the enemy army,’ spat
Darius.

‘We have
destroyed the enemy army,’ said Kewab, trying to be helpful, ‘in
the sense it has become a mob rather than an organised, disciplined
force of soldiers.’

The two brothers
looked at him in astonishment.

‘Who is this foreigner
who dares to speak in our presence?’ sneered Darius.

‘You might want to
listen to Kewab,’ I told him, ‘he is one of the most intelligent
men in my army.’

‘Is that any
recommendation?’ said Alexander.

‘If it was not for my
father’s army and those of his friends you both would be prostrate
before Mark Antony,’ Claudia chided them. ‘Media would have been
reduced to a land of slaves.’

‘Watch your tongue,
bitch!’ snapped Alexander.

‘You watch your
tongue, boy,’ snarled Praxima, ‘or I will cut it out.’

Alexander smarted at
the insult and his hand went to his sword.

‘Careful, boy,’ Nergal
warned him, ‘you pull your blade and you might die.’

Behind the two
brothers I heard the scraping noise of swords being drawn from
their scabbards as Darius’ bodyguard rode forward to flank their
king. As one the horse archers behind us nocked arrows in their
bowstrings and raised their bows.

‘Hold,’ I shouted, ‘we
have not spent weeks fighting the Romans only to turn on
ourselves.’

‘Quite right,’ smiled
Darius, waving back his bodyguard. ‘We forget Princess Claudia is a
child of the desert. I’m sure she did not mean to upset you,
brother.’

‘Claudia,’ I said,
‘you will apologise to Alexander.’

‘I will not.’

‘It is quite all
right,’ said Alexander, ‘I know she is only part-Parthian. I must
learn to make allowances.’

‘We ride back to Irbil
today,’ Darius told us.

‘You will not be
staying for the celebratory feast?’ I asked.

Darius looked at us
with barely concealed contempt.

‘No, I am finicky when
it comes to company when eating. Besides, our mother will be
desirous to see us.’

‘Even if no one else
is,’ smirked Claudia.

‘You said something,
princess?’ enquired Alexander.

‘I was merely
wondering how many Roman eagles you will be taking back to Irbil to
show your mother.’

I gave Claudia an
angry stare but she ignored me.

‘I heard it was Queen
Rasha, an Agraci, who took the two Roman eagles at Lake Urmia,’ she
continued, ‘another who saved you and your brother from Roman
bondage.’

Alexander, his
nostrils flared, dug his knees into his horse to urge it forward,
followed by his brother and their Median bodyguard. Claudia smiled
triumphantly as they rode past us but I was fuming.

‘If you do not have
anything constructive to say keep your mouth shut. I do not want
relations between Dura and Media to become any more strained than
they already are.’

‘There are no
relations between Dura and Media, Pacorus,’ said Gallia, ‘you
cannot worsen something that does not exist.’

Darius and Alexander
departed during the afternoon, surrounded by cataphracts,
trumpeters, banner men and five hundred men of Alexander’s palace
guard, survivors of the thousand that had marched from Persepolis.
The two brothers’ horse archers, foot soldiers and hundreds of
walking wounded followed in their wake, those unable to walk being
left to their fate. Alcaeus was spitting blood when he visited me
in my tent after the two brothers had departed.

‘What sort of king
leaves his wounded behind?’

‘A ruthless one. How
many have been left behind?’

‘Two hundred, perhaps
more.’

I told him to take a
seat. ‘How many will die in the next few days?’

He sighed. ‘Around
half, more if they are not given food and shelter.’

‘See to it,’ I told
him, ‘we will stay here until the rest are fit to be moved. What
about our own wounded?’

‘Two hundred have
light wounds, broken bones and sprains; fifty more are suffering
lacerations due to blades, arrows or spears.’

This meant our total
losses were fewer than five hundred, a remarkably small number
considering the size of the forces involved.

‘You did well,
Pacorus. Clever tactics.’

‘I would like to take
the credit,’ I said, ‘but the truth is it was Kewab who directed
much of this campaign.’

‘Your Egyptian
prodigy?’

I nodded.

‘The rumour is he will
be a future commander of the army.’

‘He has the talent but
it is early days. We will see.’

Though it pained me to
do so, we were forced to relocate our camp four miles to the west
the next day on account of the Roman corpses still in the river,
contaminating the water downstream. The move resulted in the deaths
of fifty of the Persians but there was nothing to be done. Prince
Ali took his leave, taking his men back to Urmia, leaving what food
and fodder he could spare. Spartacus and Rasha also departed,
riding from camp as the snow once again began to fall. After an
emotional farewell between Gallia, Diana and Praxima, Nergal and
Gafarn decided to go with them, stopping off in Vanadzor to restock
on food and fodder before travelling on to Hatra. The water in the
Araxes was fringed with ice and soon we would all have to march
home before the full fury of winter arrived.

I embraced my friends
and sat on Tegha to watch them and their soldiers ride away
south. There were still nearly ten thousand men in camp, a
combination of soldiers and civilian camel drivers, attendants,
veterinaries and medical orderlies from Dura and Elymais. Silaces
stayed with us not because he was expecting the Romans to return
but because it gave Claudia and Valak more time to spend together.
He not only trusted the commander of his bodyguard but also treated
him like a son, and Gallia and I had come to like him greatly. He
was brave, courteous but above all honest. Even Alaric liked him.
How I was to regret remaining at the Araxes.

I was scraping ice
from Tegha’s horseshoes when Kewab searched me out, concern
etched on his face. Before he spoke I knew something was wrong.

‘Lord Azad requests
your presence immediately, majesty.’

‘On what
business?’

‘A matter of utmost
urgency, majesty.’

The scene of carnage
had been discovered by a patrol of horse archers riding near woods
a few miles south of the camp. They would have ridden by had it not
been for a figure staggering out of the trees on the mountainside,
tumbling down the slope a short distance in the snow. When they
reached him Alaric was dead but the commander ordered a full
reconnaissance of the trees and found the others. They too were
dead, their bodies scattered among the trees, their horses also
dead and covered with terrible wounds. Many of the soldiers, men of
Silaces’ bodyguard, had been decapitated, including Valak. I stared
down at the head of what would have been my son-in-law while Gallia
comforted Claudia.

My soldiers had found
her naked and rolled up in a ball, mumbling to herself. They
covered her with a cloak but she screamed wildly and thrashed
around when they tried to help her up. So they built a fire nearby
and left her to her ramblings while her parents were summoned.
Alcaeus accompanied us, though he could do nothing for the dead or
our daughter at the scene. It took over an hour before Gallia could
coax Claudia to get up and walk to a waiting horse. She was a
gibbering wreck and I had difficultly controlling my rage. Who had
done this terrible thing?

Silaces was equally
distraught when he arrived, ordering his escort to take the bodies
of his men back camp for cremation. There were tears in his eyes
when one of his men carried the severed head of Valak to him.

‘Roman bastards. We
should take our men across the river and burn a few Armenian
villages.’

I was apt to agree.
‘We burn our dead first and then plan revenge.’

Revenge, the thought
comforted me as I sat with Gallia by our daughter’s side as she lay
on her bed and stared listlessly into space. Alcaeus had examined
her and told us many men had raped Claudia, the abuse having
inflicted such damage on her intimate areas he doubted she would be
able to bear children, even if her mind recovered. He fussed over
her, applying bandages and ointments to her wounds and speaking
kindly to her. He had known her since her birth and the violated
body he was tending to must have cut him to the quick. But he
remained the consummate professional and kept his emotions in
check.

Every Duran stood and
watched the body of Alaric burn when he was cremated. I stood on my
own and watched the flames consume him, Gallia having declared her
intention to remain by our daughter’s side. I felt numb, not from
the cold but from what had happened to Claudia, made worse by the
death of a Companion. Guilt also gripped me; guilt at having made
Alaric Claudia’s bodyguard and having delayed our departure from
the Araxes. Alcaeus sidled up to me.

‘Another of our band
departs this world.’

The wood hissed and
spat as the fury of the flames consumed it and the flesh on
top.

‘How is Claudia?’

‘We should return to
Dura quickly. In her weakened state with the weather getting colder
she may worsen.’

‘Not until I and
Silaces have exacted vengeance.’

‘Vengeance?’

I pointed to the
north. ‘Against the Romans and Armenians.’

‘Ah, I see. Before you
do you should see this.’

He held out his hand,
in which was a dagger. I frowned.

‘A dagger. What is
your point?’

He held the blade and
extended the handle closer to me.

‘When I prepared
Alaric’s body for cremation I extracted this blade from his back.
Whoever ambushed your daughter was very careful to remove any trace
of their presence, though not careful enough.’

I sighed and glanced
at the dagger’s handle and my blood ran cold. Alcaeus saw the
realisation in my eyes. He nodded.

‘That’s right.’

I snatched the dagger
from his hand.

‘Who else have you
told?’

‘No one.’

‘Keep it so.’

Silaces was surprised
and disappointed when I told him I was going back to Dura. Talib
and his men had returned from across the river to inform me there
were no Roman or Armenian troops within thirty miles of the Araxes.
I told Silaces the information my scouts had brought back. Little
would be achieved marching north with our reserves of supplies low
and winter coming. He was not in the mood for reasoned debate.

‘Those Roman bastards
killed the commander of my bodyguard, a man I trusted with my life
and a man who was going to marry your daughter in case you had
forgotten.’

He was pacing up and
down on the boards in his tent, hand on the hilt of his sword, the
words coming from his mouth like arrows.

‘It is because of my
daughter I must return to Dura. My physician informs me if I linger
here any longer she might not survive the journey.’

He stopped pacing and
flopped down in his chair.

‘So we do
nothing?’

‘No, my friend, far
from it. But there is nothing to be gained from marching into enemy
territory in winter unprepared for a cold-weather campaign. Those
who have done this will pay, I swear.’

‘Next year, then.’

I nodded. ‘Next
year.’

He left the day after,
a line of sullen horse archers with the King of Elymais at their
head, all feeling cheated of a chance to exact revenge for the loss
of a popular commander and seeing their journey back to their
homeland as a dishonourable act. Because Claudia was in no fit
state to ride we retrieved a Roman cart from the valley to the
south and hitched it to a camel, erecting a canvas cover over the
back so she would be out of the snow now falling on a daily basis.
I ordered Dura’s banner to be furled and covered in its waxed
sleeve for the journey back to our home. I saw no reason for it to
see our despair and I also wanted to avoid our friends. So we
travelled west along the Araxes and then headed for the southern
shore of Lake Van before striking southwest for the Tigris and
Hatran territory. We stayed for a few days at Nisibus where the
governor supplied us with food and fodder. At least the temperature
rose as we travelled south, the snow and ice disappearing though
rain sometimes lashed our column. When we reached the eastern bank
of the Euphrates the spirits of the army rose as men began to think
of their families waiting for them. For Gallia and me there was
nothing to look forward to, only the awful truth our daughter was
broken in body and mind. Fortunately, both Isabella and Eszter were
still away, the former in Carmania and the latter enjoying herself
at Hatra, so they were spared seeing their elder sister, if only
for a while.

The initial euphoria
breaking out when we arrived at Dura quickly faded as news of the
great victory over the Romans was replaced by despair at Claudia’s
ordeal. A pall of sadness hung over the city as life returned to
normality. The weekly meetings of the council were sombre and
serious, everyone doing their best to avoid eye contact, though in
private Aaron, Rsan and Chrestus came to me to convey their
sympathies and pledge their loyalty. Chrestus stepped up the
training of the Durans and Exiles in expectation of the coming
campaign and Aaron for once raise no objections when Azad and
Sporaces made requests for funds to replace equipment losses
suffered in the north.

Gallia, who nursed
Claudia day and night, showed little interest in city affairs or
politics, though a few days after we had arrived back at Dura she
questioned me concerning my intentions. Claudia had been put to bed
after my wife had fed and bathed her, our daughter showing no signs
of returning to any sort of normality. Alcaeus told us the trauma
she had suffered had affected her mind and there was no guarantee
she would ever recover.

Gallia sat in our
bedroom brushing her hair, going through the motions with no great
enthusiasm. She looked tired and suddenly old; no doubt I looked
the same.

‘I need to show you
something,’ I said.

She stopped brushing
when I threw the dagger on the small table in front of her.

‘Alcaeus took this
from the body of Alaric.’

She shrugged.
‘So?’

‘Take a look at the
handle.’

She sighed and picked
up the weapon, turning it in her hand and then freezing in horror
when she recognised the design of the pommel, which resembled a
Simurgel, the bird god emblem of Persis. She looked up at me.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Certain, the more so
when Talib returned and reported there were no Romans within miles
of our camp.’

‘You will march
against Persis next year?’

‘Yes.’

She threw the dagger
on the table.

‘I want to be the one
who kills Alexander.’

I sat down on the bed.
‘It will be just us.’

She turned,
bewildered. ‘Just us? Once our friends know what has happened they
will gladly join us.’

‘They must not know,
at least not until it is all over.’

‘I do not
understand.’

I stood and walked
over to the doors giving access to the balcony, the full moon
making the calm waters of the Euphrates appear like a road of
ghostly silver extending south.

‘If I enlist the help
of Hatra, Mesene, Elymais and Gordyene the empire will descend into
civil war once more. Darius will not stand by and allow his brother
to be destroyed, and Phraates will also be forced to act.’

‘Phraates is weak,’
she said.

I looked at her.
‘Unfortunately, my love, the recent campaign has strengthened his
prestige, which was my intention. If an alliance marches against
Persis then he will be forced to act.’

‘All you have to do is
ask Gafarn, Spartacus, Nergal and Silaces for assistance and you
will be in command of a mighty army.’

‘My point precisely,’
I said. ‘Phraates will be fatally weakened by such a display of
power against him.’

‘It won’t be against
him,’ she insisted.

‘Will it not? Only the
king of kings has the authority to raise armies made up of forces
drawn from many kingdoms. What is to stop the kings of the east
combining their forces and removing Phraates to install their own
candidate? I will not provoke such an action. Besides, any hint of
division within the empire would be a signal to the Romans to
attempt another invasion.’

‘How will we get to
Persepolis?’

‘Easy enough: we march
down the Euphrates and cross the river near Uruk prior to striking
west and then southwest. We can be there in under a month.’

‘You will have to
inform Nergal and Praxima of our intention before we enter their
kingdom at the head of an army.’

I nodded.

‘And afterwards?’ she
said.

‘What do you
mean?’

‘After Alexander is
dead his brother and mother will be howling for revenge and they
have the ear of Phraates. Dura might face an invasion of its
own.’

‘If it happens,’ I
said, ‘then I will offer to abdicate to save the city and go into
exile. If my terms are refused I will defend the city to my last
breath.’

She rose and kissed me
tenderly on the cheek.

‘We will defend
the city.’

We said nothing to
anyone about our plans and as the old year ended the empire was
once again at peace and strong. Old friends visited us and pledged
their allegiance to any actions I was thinking of taking against
the Romans, who were remarkably quiet. Byrd reported Mark Antony
had limped back to Syria and thence to Egypt where he spent the
winter with his wife. Reports reached Palmyra of the Romans losing
a quarter of their men in Media and Atropaiene, a staggering
twenty-five thousand dead. It provided a strange sort of comfort in
those dark days when Claudia rocked to and fro in Dobbai’s old
chair on the palace balcony, oblivious to anything around her.

Alcaeus visited the
palace every day and during one such visit I stressed he must
divulge nothing concerning the identities of Claudia’s attackers,
telling him the same as I had told Gallia. The sun was going down
at the end of a winter’s day, a refreshing breeze blowing from the
east to ruffle the canopy over the balcony. Below a camel train was
making its way towards the city where it would rest for a night or
longer before making its way to Palmyra and then Egypt. I stood
with my hands on the balustrade, Alcaeus beside me. I noticed there
were flecks of grey in his curly black hair.

‘Will she
recover?’

He frowned. ‘Her body
will mend itself as much as my medicine and its own recuperative
processes will allow. But I fear her mind will never recover from
the ordeal she suffered.’

‘She has not spoken a
word since we returned to Dura. I’m not sure she even recognises me
or Gallia.’

He laid a hand on my
shoulder.

‘Time is a great
healer, my friend, and patience.’

I turned and looked at
Dobbai’s chair.

‘She would have known
what to do.’

He smiled kindly at
me. ‘She would I have no doubt.’

Daily palace life went
on as the army recuperated and prepared for its campaign in the
spring. The gossip was of a grand alliance to invade Armenia or
perhaps Syria and I did nothing to contradict it. This time the
Durans and Exiles would be marching with the army and I knew their
men were itching to win more glory so they could add more battle
honours to the staff of victory. They were not the only ones. Kalet
came to see me in the throne room one overcast morning, waiting
patiently while I saw a delegation from the city’s guild of potters
concerning a matter so trivial it had slipped from my mind as soon
as they had left. Kalet’s audience was more noteworthy.

He marched up and down
in his desert robes, jabbing his finger at me as he spoke. I felt
like a small child being chastised.

‘I have spoken to the
lords and they and I will be coming with you when you exact
revenge. Blood will have blood. It is a creed the lords of this
land have lived by for longer than most can remember. So, when are
we marching?’

‘Soon.’

He stopped and let his
arm fall. ‘What does that mean? Tomorrow, next week or next
year?’

‘It means, lord Kalet,
I will decide when my army will march.’

‘It was a mistake
fighting for that streak of piss Phraates.’

I laughed, the first
time I had done so since discovering my violated daughter.

‘He is the king of
kings, Kalet, our lord.’

‘He isn’t my lord, nor
the lord of any of those who live in the desert outside these
walls. We heard about the disrespect he showed you.’

I leaned back on my
throne. ‘Times change, Kalet. Phraates is not his father, more’s
the pity. The world changes, and not to my liking. It is the way of
things.’

He came closer. ‘Once
you are leading the army again you will feel better, like your old
self.’

I tried to be my old
self when an endless stream of well-wishers visited Dura in the
following days – Gafarn and Diana, Malik and Jamal, Silaces, Nergal
and Praxima and Spartacus and Rasha – all eager to see Claudia and
pledge their support in the coming war against the Romans. How I
wanted to tell them the truth but to do so would split the empire
apart and no one person was worth that, not even a princess of
Dura. So I thanked them, embraced them and told them I would send
word when it was time to gather the banners once more. I hated
myself for lying to my dearest friends but it was for the good of
the empire. I could almost hear the mocking laughter of the gods on
high as I continued to serve a high king who sent no letter of
sympathy.

It was difficult to
continue with the routine, mundane matters of ruling a kingdom. I
found it burdensome to listen to petitioners and priests, my mind
wandering as they spoke during an audience. I shut myself away in
the palace, spending as much time with Claudia as I could, until
two things occurred bringing me back out of the world I was
retreating into. I was summoned to the home of Scelias to discuss
the candidates who would be attending the next Sons of the Citadel
course, a task I had always taken pride in but now seemed trivial
and irrelevant.

Scelias lived in a
neat, two-storey house near the Citadel, within sight of its walls.
The city had been laid out along Greek lines and many of its larger
properties had been built according to the Greek style of
architecture. The home of my Greek philosopher and head tutor had a
kitchen, bathing room, bedrooms, storage room and dining area. If
it had been in Greece it would also have slaves but as this was
Dura, it had servants paid for by the crown, an idiosyncrasy never
failing to amuse him. They served dates and to me wine, to him
water as we relaxed on well-appointed couches in his dining area,
Scelias holding papyrus sheets on which the names of those he, his
fellow tutors and the senior commanders of the army had selected to
follow in Kewab’s footsteps.

‘Only four?’ I
complained. ‘Is they the best we can do?’

He laid the sheets on
a low table next to him.

‘If you wish standards
to be maintained, yes. In any case, there is only one commanding
general of the army, only one commander of cataphracts and only one
commander of horse archers.’

He picked up one of
the sheets.

‘This individual is of
interest, a Roman by the name of Lucius Varsas.’

I raised an eyebrow.
‘A Roman?’

‘A distant relative of
Marcus Sutonius, by all accounts, who came to Dura with the notion
he would one-day command your majesty’s siege engines. And I have
to say having studied his progress and talked at length with
Marcus, he just might. Unless you have any objections.’

‘No.’

‘I like Marcus.’

I took a sip of wine.
‘So do I.’

‘We talk often and I
always look forward to admiring his collection of maps. It must be
one of the finest cartographic collections east of Athens.’

Marcus had spent years
gathering old and current maps, not only of the empire but also of
China, Africa and even the lands north of the Caucasus, though as
far as I knew those areas were uncharted so the maps themselves
must be highly speculative at best.

Scelias sipped at his
water. ‘Persepolis.’

My ears pricked up.
‘What?’

‘Marcus Sutonius is
the most discreet man I know, incorruptible, perhaps, though he is
a man and not a god and I am therefore unwilling to ascribe a
virtue beyond mortal man. But he is virtuous.’

‘He is, yes.’

Scelias stroked his
long beard, his face devoid of any expression.

‘So when I probed him
as to why he had dug out all his maps of Persis and Persepolis he
became flustered and batted away my questions.’

I shrugged. ‘A
collector will admire his collection will he not?’

Now Scelias smiled,
his leathery face screwing up with amusement.

‘Indeed, indeed. But a
collector may also be obeying the commands of his king.’

Mirth left him as his
brown eyes bored into me.

‘You know Talib, of
course.’

‘My chief scout?’

‘The very same.’

He placed his cup on
the table, folded his arms across his chest and stretched out his
legs.

‘I spoke to him at
length before he returned to Palmyra. He has no desire to return to
Atropaiene in winter. I questioned him closely concerning the
outrage committed against your daughter. He was most distraught
about the episode, as were we all. He was most troubled, though,
and insistent there were no Romans south of the Araxes when it
happened.’

‘Talib and his men are
excellent scouts,’ I said, ‘but a patrol of horsemen is easy enough
to miss.’

‘My old tutor,
Antiochus of Ascalon, used to say small things often overlooked are
the clue to discovering the truth.’

I finished my wine and
stood. ‘This is all very interesting, Scelias, but I have other
things to attend to, so I bid you…’

‘You are marching to
Persis, are you not?’

I thought about
denying it and instructing him to be mindful of whom he was
speaking to. But to do so would merely confirm his theory. But
before I had time to answer he said one word.

‘Horseshoes.’

‘What?’

‘Horseshows, majesty,
are the key to unlock this little mystery.’

I became annoyed. ‘If
you have something to say then let’s hear it.’

He raised an eyebrow.
‘You are becoming agitated indicating I am right. But to return to
Talib. He told me the hoof prints in the snow indicated the horses
involved in the ambush, both friendly and hostile, were all shod.
Roman horses are not fitted with horseshoes, majesty, as you well
know. I surmise this fact, combined with Marcus’ research on the
topography of Persis, points to Prince Alexander of Persis being
responsible for the assault on your daughter and your intention is
to seek retribution against him.’

‘You are very clever,’
I said, grudgingly.

‘Logic and deduction
are skills requiring practice, little else,’ he smiled.

I sat back down on the
couch.

‘I ask you to keep
this to yourself.’

‘Naturally, in any
case I have no time for gossip. But I would advise informing your
senior commanders sooner rather than later. At the moment they and
the rest of the army think they are going to war with Rome in the
new year.’

‘I shall be
disappointing them.’

He scoffed at the
notion. ‘They are soldiers, paid, trained and equipped to fight the
enemies of Dura. I doubt they are concerned whether their opponents
fight with short or long swords. Unlike their king, of course.’

‘Me?’

He offered to refresh
my cup. I accepted.

‘Popular opinion has
it you have saved the Parthian Empire from foreign subjugation and
civil strife, and to be rewarded by base treachery from supposed
allies must have been a cruel blow.’

It was, perhaps the
cruellest of all. ‘It is the way of things.’

‘Your planned
vengeance might undo all your good work.’

I told him I did not
intend to involve my friends in the coming campaign and had
deliberately kept them in the dark where Persis was concerned, in
order to avoid the very thing all my actions since the death of
Orodes had been motivated by: civil war in the empire.

He looked confused,
the first time I had seen him not totally composed.

‘If you fight Persis
alone then you risk being ostracised by King of King Phraates, who
perhaps might use your action as an excuse to punish both you and
Dura. Logic would suggest the best course of action would be to
appeal to Ctesiphon for redress of your grievances.’

‘How little you know
of Phraates and the court at Ctesiphon,’ I told him. ‘Besides,
Phraates is heavily influenced by Queen Aliyeh and King Darius,
both no friends of Dura or its king, sad to say.’

‘Sad indeed.’

I looked around at the
bare white-washed walls, austere furniture and dark grey stone
tiles on the floor. The surroundings seemed to suit the
conversation. I told him about the antipathy existing between
Aliyeh and me ever since her husband had been wounded at the Shahar
Chay River all those years ago, resulting in Atrax receiving a
permanent limp. A limp she blamed me for. She also blamed me for my
father’s death at Susa and the installation of Gafarn and Diana, in
her eyes lowborn slaves, as Hatra’s rulers.

‘Jealousy is
corrosive,’ he said after listening to the tale.

I thanked him for the
wine and stood.

‘I wonder what is more
corrosive, Scelias, jealousy or a capacity to hate
unceasingly?’

When I arrived back at
the palace I found a covered cart, camels and black-robed men in
the courtyard, a ring of legionaries around them. I asked the duty
centurion about them.

‘Arrived about an hour
ago, majesty, their mistress said she had urgent business with the
queen.’

‘Mistress?’

‘Dressed all in black
like her bodyguard here. Her majesty herself came out to meet her
when I took her message into the palace.’

‘What message?’

‘The one saying she
had come on the explicit command of the high priestess of her
order.’

‘Did this high
priestess have a name?’

He nodded. ‘Yes,
majesty.’

‘What was it?’ I
demanded impatiently.

He swallowed. ‘Dobbai,
majesty.’

I bounded up the
palace steps, pointing at the half a dozen black-robed individuals
loitering near their camels and the cart.

‘Watch them
closely.’

They seemed totally
disinterested in the ring of guards around them and the gathering
crowd of curious onlookers drifting from the armoury, stables and
Headquarters Building.

‘Back to your duties,’
I hollered, scattering them.

I swept through the
reception chamber, pointed at the closed doors to the throne room,
which were opened by the guards. I entered the empty hall and saw
Gallia helping Claudia to walk across the floor. I could have wept
when I saw her faltering steps and crippled appearance. She was
like an old woman, gibbering to herself as she moved with
difficulty across the stone tiles. On her other side was a
black-robed woman, tall, who was holding my daughter’s arm.

‘Hold!’

Claudia looked up at
the ceiling, her head twitching involuntarily.

I walked across to her
to stand in front of the mystery guest. Her hair was as black as a
raven’s plumage, her eyes dark brown pools. The sun had not
scorched her skin and her face was wrinkle free. I put her in
middle age but she could have been younger.

‘What’s going on
here?’

‘I have come to take
your daughter, King Pacorus,’ the woman’s voice was soft yet
commanding.

‘Who are you?’

‘A member of an
ancient sisterhood.’

‘The Scythian
sisterhood,’ Gallia told me, ‘Mahtab has come to give us our
daughter back, Pacorus.’

Mahtab meant
‘moonlight’ and was an ancient Persian name but I was uninterested
in it or her.

‘By taking her away?’
I said.

‘You must give her to
me, King Pacorus,’ said the woman, ‘she will come to no harm, I
promise you. Your daughter’s soul is in torment. Would you condemn
her to a life of agony?’

The Scythian
sisterhood. I remembered it from years ago when we had set off on a
journey to find and rescue Burebista, an old comrade from our days
in Italy. We had travelled to Cyprus to meet with a member of the
sisterhood, a very wealthy member who had been most helpful. But I
was reluctant to let Claudia out of my sight.

‘Why can’t you treat
her here?’

‘She needs to be taken
to a holy place, far away from the corruption of men and their
ways.’

I was not convinced.
‘There is no proof you are what you say you are. You tricked your
way in here and have worked some sort of magic on my wife.’

Gallia was becoming
angry but the woman smiled at her and whispered ‘it is fine’.

She turned to me. ‘You
are angry. I understand, but I tricked no one.’

‘You think you are
clever but it is common knowledge Dobbai died years ago, so how can
she be the high priestess of your order?’

‘All the high
priestesses of our order have passed from this life,’ she shot
back.

‘You will not take my
daughter.’

‘Pacorus,’ said
Gallia, ‘you must let her take Claudia.’

‘No!’

Claudia began
blubbering like a child, which is what she had become, an
incontinent, simple-minded infant. But she was still my daughter
and I loved her.

‘I will not abandon
her.’

Mahtab stroked
Claudia’s cheek to soothe her.

‘If you release your
daughter to me then I promise by the time you return from your
campaign she will be healed.’

The hairs on the back
of my head stood up.

‘My campaign?’

‘Against Persis, to
avenge the wrong committed against your daughter. That is your
intention, is it not?’

I was going to ask
where she gleaned this information but did not speak. I saw the
knowing look on her face, the expression Dobbai had worn so many
times when lecturing me about something. I looked at Gallia,
thinking perhaps my wife had revealed my intention but she shook
her head.

‘The high priestess
revealed to me you could be stubborn, like an ox, though one with a
good heart.’

I looked at Claudia,
her head lolling from side to side, gurgling like a demented
wretch. The chamber was oppressively silent.

‘It is time for me to
go, King Pacorus,’ Mahtab said softly. ‘I have a message for you
from our high priestess.’

‘What message?’ I
demanded.

‘I told you take care
of Claudia but you ignored me. Now I will tend to her. Have faith,
son of Hatra.’

I let her take
Claudia, meekly standing aside as she and Gallia helped our
daughter to the cart where the black-robed guards assisted her into
it. I followed with tears running down my cheeks, wiping them away
with the sleeve of my tunic. But more came when I kissed Claudia on
the cheek and Mahtab sitting next to her barked a command and the
cart trundled out of the courtyard. I ordered the guards back to
their posts, Mahtab’s warriors mounted their camels and they left
the Citadel with their mistress. Yet part of me could not let go
and so I went to the stables and acquired a saddled horse, Gallia
doing the same. We followed the cart and camels from the Citadel to
the Palmyrene Gate, leaving our mounts at the gatehouse to climb
the stone steps to reach the griffin statue standing watch over
Dura. We stood in silence, holding hands, distraught while watching
the cart head into the desert, not to the west but southwest. There
was nothing there except empty expanses of rock and sand, a barren
landscape inhabited by snakes and scorpions. I prayed to Shamash
Claudia would be safe. Had we done the right thing? I felt helpless
as the cart and camels diminished in size and disappeared
altogether in the shimmering heat.

‘You are not alone,
son of Hatra.’

I looked at Gallia.
‘What did you say?’

‘I did not say
anything.’

I shook my head,
realising the voice must have been in my head. I wiped away the
last tears. It was time to harden my heart for the task at hand. I
rubbed the stone of the statue and drew comfort from its permanence
and solidity.

There was a new war to
fight.

I assembled the army’s
commanders in the throne room, every centurion of the Durans and
Exiles, the commanders of each legion and their deputies. There
were five of the latter for each legion and they were technically
tribunes, though when he had commanded the army Domitus refused to
term them thus because he believed tribunes in the Roman army to be
‘nothing but piss and wind’. So their titles remained deputies and
far from being useless were integral to each legion’s command
structure, providing liaison between its commander and cohorts.
They were equipped with horses and in battle covered much ground
relaying messages from the commander, so much so they were
nicknamed ‘golden couriers’. Chrestus stood with them and the
commanders of the Durans and Exiles, behind them dozens of
centurions, like the commander of the army all carrying vine
canes.

Azad stood with Kewab
and his company commanders, while Sporaces was at the head of his
dragon commanders and behind them the leaders of each company
within each dragon. Marcus was also present as quartermaster
general, the officers grouped round him including the commander of
siege engines, chief veterinary, commander of the camel train,
commander of stores and commander of muleteers. The low hubbub of
muted conversations died when Gallia and I entered the throne room
and stepped on to the dais, behind us my griffin banner mounted on
the wall. Sunlight flooding through the high windows near the
ceiling illuminated the chamber and reflected off mail armour and
helmets cradled in men’s arms. Gallia sat on her throne as I stood
in front of mine and addressed the men arrayed before me.

‘Soldiers of Dura, it
is well known since I returned from the north I have been planning
a new campaign against the perpetrators of the violation of my
daughter. Our allies in Hatra, Gordyene, Elymais and Mesene have
pledged to support this enterprise and popular opinion holds we
will be marching either west into Syria or north into Armenia.

‘I would like to state
it was the Romans who attacked my daughter and her intended future
husband, but the truth is those responsible are not Roman but
Parthian.’

There were gasps of
disbelief in the hall and many looked at their comrades in
astonishment.

‘Princess Claudia was
attacked and humiliated on the orders of Prince Alexander of
Persis. It is therefore my intention to march to Persis and put
Alexander to death.’

Murmurs of agreement
echoed around the chamber. I continued.

‘Because Prince
Alexander is held in high favour by King of Kings Phraates I will
not be enlisting Dura’s allies in this venture as I do not wish to
embroil the empire in civil war. Therefore, we will be marching
alone into the land of the enemy. I lead you not as your king but
as a father who seeks to wash away his daughter’s shame with the
blood of her defilers. I intend the campaign to be short and sharp.
I am not interested in conquering Persis or punishing its people.
But Prince Alexander, though he is of my own kin, cannot be allowed
to live.

‘We will be marching
in two weeks. Dismissed.’

When I assembled the
lords of the kingdom the next day the atmosphere was more raucous,
the meeting full of jeering and urgings to ‘slit the bastard’s
throat’ when I told them about the outrage committed by Alexander.
Kalet was the prime rabble-rouser, delighting in the role and
berating me for not taking him and his fellow nobles north during
the relief of Phraaspa. When I had come to Dura the lords of the
kingdom, who in reality paid little attention to what was happening
in the city and had even less allegiance to its ruler, obeyed their
own laws and settled their own grievances. Their main occupation
was guarding their lands against Agraci raids and exacting swift
and brutal retaliation for any transgressions on their domains.
This in turn led to Agraci reprisals and the self-perpetuating
cycle of violence continuing unabated. Both sides revelled in their
private wars and the empire was glad Dura and its troublesome lords
were located on the western side of the Euphrates, the river having
always been considered the natural western frontier of the Parthian
Empire.

At first it had been
hard for the lords to accept peace between Parthians and Agraci,
but I had kept them ‘amused’ with fighting Romans, Armenians and
fellow Parthians during the empire’s great civil war and gradually
they became amenable to the notion that perhaps they could live
with the Agraci in peace. Peace meant the Silk Road could go
through Dura to Palmyra and on to Egypt, which meant the kingdom
became rich and prosperous. The lords, who lived in great mud-brick
forts capable of withstanding a siege, also became wealthier as the
number of horses and camels they owned rose, free from Agraci
raids. Dura purchased the animals for the army, in which many
lords’ sons served in the horse archers and cataphracts. The lords
also did a brisk business with the Syrians, when they weren’t
waging war against them.

‘Persepolis is
dripping with gold, so I’ve heard,’ shouted a man behind Kalet.

‘It won’t be when we
have finished with it,’ boasted another lord, to wild applause.

I looked at Gallia.
She was smiling. She loved the lords and they loved her back,
always had done.

‘What you take, you
keep,’ she told them.

The hall erupted in
wild cheering threatening to lift the roof. I raised my arms to
still the noise.

‘We do not go to cut a
swathe of destruction through the empire. Keep your men under
control at all times, or try to.’

‘Don’t you worry about
a thing,’ said Kalet, whose stronghold was located north of Dura
and who had adopted the scorpion as his personal symbol, ‘my men
are always under a tight leash.’

‘I am glad to hear it,
Lord Kalet,’ I told him.

The lords were like
clan leaders, with their own set of rules, closed circle of family
and followers, a law unto themselves. Bereft of any sort of
discipline, they and their men could be a double-edged sword in
battle. But I treasured their loyalty and in any case I would need
their numbers to swell the army.

‘And you must bring
your own food.’

Total bewilderment met
my words and they stared at each other in disbelief.

‘Correct,’ I told
them, ‘you and your men must bring enough food for three months,
fodder as well. If you do not have the supplies, then please
restrict the numbers of men you take with you.’

‘Surely we will be
living off the land,’ said Firas, a stick-thin individual with a
wicked scar across his face.

‘We will be marching
through the Kingdom of Mesene before we reach Persis,’ I told him,
‘and Mesene belongs to friends of mine. So no, Lord Firas, we will
not be living off the land.’

‘Food and fodder will
limit the numbers we can bring, majesty,’ said Kalet to the
murmurings of agreement from the others. ‘How many men do you want
us to muster?’

‘Ten thousand at
most,’ I answered.

They seemed satisfied
by this number and left the palace looking forward to slitting the
throats of the enemy, with the mouth-watering prospect of looting
Persepolis when we arrived at the city.

‘There is no city of
Persepolis.’

Marcus frowned at me
when I told him Gallia had sanctioned the sacking of the city after
we had taken it, and I was in no mood to rescind her command. He
leaned back in his chair; around him pigeonholes filled with hide
maps and papyrus sheets. The home he lived in had originally been a
gaol holding him and other Roman engineers when they had been
captured outside the city. The others had either returned to Rome,
or served in Dura’s army, or moved to other quarters in the cities
with their wives and families, or moved to other kingdoms in
Parthia. But Marcus had stayed and made the admittedly comfortable
house his home, from where he organised the logistical support of
the army, its siege train and engineering personnel. He had never
married and now his hair had mostly gone and his eyesight was
failing. But his mind was a sharp as a newly forged
gladius.

He pushed a map across
the large table, pointing at the city of Persepolis.

‘The city was sacked
by Alexander of Macedon three hundred years ago. It never
recovered.’

‘Impossible,’ I said,
‘every king of Persis resides in Persepolis. I have official
documents in the Citadel archives from there which show the seal of
the city.’

He ran a hand over his
crown. ‘Indeed, but such seals are symbolic only. In fact, the
residence of the kings of Persis is the town of Estakhr, a short
distance from the ruins of Persepolis.’

‘A town?’ That makes
our task easier.’

He leaned forward.
‘Not necessarily, majesty. My research has revealed Estakhr is a
large town enclosed by walls with round towers at regular
intervals.’

I dismissed his
concern. ‘With your siege engines I’m sure we can make short work
of its defences.’

‘It will be good to go
on campaign again.’

I was surprised. ‘You
will be accompanying us? Your officers are competent, surely?’

He was not
best-pleased. ‘Naturally. But I am not yet so decrepit I cannot
direct a siege. After all, I was the one who created your siege
train, your supply train and the entire logistical support for your
army. To say nothing of overseeing the administration of the royal
armouries, royal stud farms…’

I held up my hands. ‘I
surrender, Marcus, I am delighted you are coming. Get yourself a
good horse from the stables.’

‘Horse?’

‘To save your
legs.’

He bristled at the
suggestion. ‘I am quite capable of walking beside the wagons
carrying my siege engines. I am not a cripple.’

‘No one said you were,
Marcus.’

‘Is there anything
else, majesty?’ he snapped, ‘I have rather a lot to do.’

‘No, no, nothing
else.’

I left him poring over
his maps and papers, making my way back to the Citadel, an armed
escort accompanying me through the streets back to the palace. The
royal kitchens had been preparing biscuits for weeks, along with
placing orders for smoked and salted meat to feed the army on the
march. The armouries near the Citadel were working night and day
producing new arrows to replace those lost during the campaign
against Mark Antony, though fortunately its warehouses already
contained upwards of two million steel- and bronze-pointed arrows.
It was a large number but five thousand horse archers could easily
shoot nearly five hundred thousand arrows during a prolonged
battle. The lords and their men would bring their own ammunition
but I knew from bitter experience that when their ammunition was
low they congregated at the camel train and whined like small
children until they were re-supplied with the army’s arrows.

The air crackled with
excitement as word spread the army was marching. It had been many
years since the legions had marched in anger but all the while
Chrestus had never let standards slip. He lived by the credo drills
were bloodless battles and battles bloody drills. The legions were
eager to prove themselves once more after the return of the horse
archers and cataphracts from the north where they had covered
themselves in glory. And in the inns in the city the horsemen never
tired of reminding legionaries what they had achieved on the
snow-covered plains of Atropaiene. So there was an additional
motivation for the legions to excel in the coming campaign.

In many ways the
Kingdom of Dura existed to serve and maintain its army. South of
the city for a hundred miles farmers cultivated the land previously
desert when there was war with the Agraci. But now the land, made
green and fertile by the waters of the Euphrates, produced fodder
for the army’s horses and grazing for the herds of cattle, oxen and
goats providing leather and food for its soldiers. Even the palm
trees along the riverbank were harvested for their wood and dates
for the army’s use. The farmers who worked the land, unmolested by
the Agraci and protected by the army’s soldiers garrisoned in small
mud-brick forts along the river, prospered and attracted men and
women to work on their lands, thus creating villages south of the
city. The sons of villagers were now entering the army, for the
first time recruits from the city and the kingdom outnumbering
those who came from foreign lands.

Cattle, oxen, pigs and
goats were slaughtered and their meat salted or smoked to provide
the meat ration for the army. Of the meats being taken pork was the
cheapest and longest lasting and thus in the majority. Cheese made
from cows’ and goats’ milk formed an important part of a campaign
diet, as did olive oil, dates and a sour wine mixed with water. But
the major part of a soldier’s diet was the hard biscuit, which
could last for years under the right conditions, was nutritious and
could also be used to patch shields in extremis!

The item occupying the
most space in the army’s wagons, however, was fodder, not only oats
but also hay, straw, clover, vetch, fava beans and alfalfa. When
moving through verdant lands horses could graze but in the arid
areas of the empire the army had to haul its fodder. And it was not
just horses needing sustenance. Each legion had a thousand mules to
carry its tents, spare weapons, scorpions, tools and other
supplies. Marcus’ siege engines required heavy wagons pulled by
oxen. Even his battering ram, transported on a wheeled platform,
required ten oxen to haul it.

On the morning the
army marched Rsan and Aaron sat in the room in the Headquarters
Building where the council gathered each week, minus Chrestus who
was already leading the Durans and Exiles south. In the courtyard
Gallia and the Amazons waited on their horses, my wife holding the
reins of Tegha. Rsan looked like a ghost, his movements
nervous, no doubt in anticipation of the great responsibility I was
about to award him.

‘You will rule the
kingdom while I am away,’ I told him. ‘If I or Gallia fail to
return Princess…’

I was going to say
Claudia would rule in my place but my daughter had been taken from
the city, perhaps never to return. Even if she did return would she
be healed? Isabella would soon be a princess in Sakastan and I
doubted Eszter had the skills to rule a kingdom.

‘If the worst happens,
Rsan,’ I said, ‘write to King Gafarn at Hatra and ask him to take
over the kingdom. Better that than Dura falling into the hands of
Phraates.’

Rsan looked down and
cleared his throat.

‘If a throne falls
vacant and there are no eligible heirs,’ he said quietly, ‘it is
customary for any kingdom to revert back to the control of the king
of kings. Unless…’

‘Unless what?’ I
asked.

‘Unless you were to
put your signature to an official document stating your desire to
transfer the Kingdom of Dura to your brother in the event of your
own and Queen Gallia’s death. Not that I would wish such a
thing.’

I raised a hand to
him. ‘Draw up the document.’

So I spent the next
thirty minutes drumming my fingers on the tabletop while Rsan’s
chief clerk penned the document, laying it before me to sign and
seal. I did so and walked from the room.

‘God be with you,
majesty,’ said Aaron.

I turned to face him.
‘Which one?’

‘There is only one,’
he said sternly.

‘Of course, I had
forgotten the faith your follow.’

In the courtyard a
restless Gallia tossed Tegha’s reins at me.

‘You took your
time.’

‘Rsan was insistent
everything should be in order before we left, in case we are killed
in Persis.’

I hauled myself into
the saddle. Gallia passed me my helmet. I straightened the feathers
and put it on.

‘In that event Claudia
will become queen.’

‘If she returns.’

She swung in the
saddle. ‘Amazons, forward.’

I caught sight of
Alaric’s name freshly carved on the granite plaque carrying the
names of all dead Companions.

We trotted from the
courtyard, guards at the gates snapping to attention as we passed
them.

‘She will return,’ my
wife told me.

The horses’ hoofs
clattered on the paved road leading from the Citadel to the
Palmyrene Gate, on either side citizens cheering and waving at us.
A few looked pensive and others were weeping. For the second time
in less than six months their king and queen were riding to
war.


 


 Chapter 12

The march south took
us past the mud-brick forts spaced at five-mile intervals both
north and south of Dura. Each one was a simple square, walled
stronghold ringed by a wide ditch containing a barracks for forty
men – half a century – plus stables for four horses. Durans and
Exiles usually staffed them but I had stripped their defenders to
swell the ranks of the army and so skeleton garrisons of veterans
now occupied them.

On the first day we
marched thirty miles before erecting a camp in which everyone would
sleep and eat, much to the chagrin of my lords who viewed any sort
of discipline with disdain. They were particularly annoyed because
we were still in their own kingdom and with the wide Euphrates on
our left and the desert on our right they saw no reason to build a
defensive camp at all. I told them to obey orders for once and
sharpen their swords.

‘Our swords are always
sharp,’ grinned Kalet.

Gallia and I left him
and his incorrigible fellow lords and visited the nearest fort
where a detachment of a dozen veterans paraded for our inspection.
Their commander was a man in his fifties, olive-skinned with a
slight paunch but still looking martial in his metal greaves, mail
shirt and helmet with white transverse crest – a former
centurion.

I slid off
Tegha and Gallia joined me as he saluted and walked with us
past his men. All in their forties, they still retained a military
air even if their bellies had grown larger and their hair greyer. I
nodded approvingly and peered at the silver discs attached to the
centurion’s mail armour, awarded for acts of bravery in battle.

‘You have seen some
active service, centurion?’

‘I won these at Surkh
and Susa, majesty,’ he stated proudly. ‘Then we were fighting
Narses and now Dura is fighting another ruler of Persis. Some
things never change, it seems.’

‘I will try to ensure
you are not here any longer than is possible, centurion. What path
did you follow after you left the army?’

‘Farmer, majesty.’

He pointed to the
east.

‘My land is near to
this fort, majesty. All of these men are from this area. We wish we
were coming with you.’

The others banged the
butts of their javelins on the hard-packed dirt to signal their
approval of his words.

‘I thank you for your
loyalty,’ I told them, ‘and hopefully you will be returning to your
families and livelihoods soon.’

The treasury would be
reimbursing them and all the other veterans who were staffing the
forts until the legions returned, much to the annoyance of Aaron
who believed the veterans would fill in for the regulars until we
returned out of loyalty alone. He was right, they would, but I was
unwilling to take advantage of men’s goodwill. There was also the
replacement cohort, a training and induction unit garrisoning the
city, and which provided Rsan with a degree of comfort. For some
reason every time the army marched away to war he imagined enemies
would spring from the desert to attack the city.

When we had left Duran
territory and reached the barren scrub and desert parallel to the
Kingdom of Mesene, I sent Talib and a party of his men across the
river to pay my compliments to Nergal and Praxima and request
passage for the army through their territory. They returned with my
chief scout and a hundred horse archers just as the army was
settling down to its evening meal. The day had been sunny but not
scorching and the temperature was now very mild. Meals were eaten
twice a day – breakfast in the morning and a main meal in the
evening – and were always partaken in camp. It was easy enough to
surprise soldiers settling down to eat who were more concerned with
filling their bellies than maintaining security.

We were being served a
meal of cheese, biscuit, wine and dates when our friends arrived,
Nergal as gangly and awkward out of the saddle as usual and Praxima
all long red locks. The meeting between Gallia and her friend was
poignant, my wife weeping as Praxima comforted her. The rape of
Claudia had affected us both but Gallia had suffered more and now
the walls of her fierceness crumbled to be replaced by a grieving,
wounded mother.

‘We are coming with
you,’ said Nergal after I had revealed my plans.

‘No, my friend,’ I
replied, ‘I will not embroil Mesene in a war against Persis, a
conflict undoubtedly widening to involve Media, Susiana and
Babylon.’

‘Mesene stands by its
allies,’ said Praxima defiantly, stabbing a piece of cheese with
her dagger.

‘This is a private
matter between me, Gallia, and Prince Alexander,’ I said. ‘I know I
can call upon your aid but I have purposely not done so. Ever since
I returned from Italy I have always tried to put the interests of
the empire first.’

‘That has been your
mistake,’ said Praxima harshly.

Nergal frowned at her
but I appreciated her honesty.

‘Many of the kings of
the empire have proved disappointing to say the least, and yet
since the great civil war we all fought in there has been peace in
Parthia. Phraates’ reign has got off to a shaky start, I accept,
but he has a chance of continuing his father’s work and I will not
be responsible for plunging the empire into more internal
strife.’

Nergal turned the cup
in his hand. ‘If you kill Alexander then Darius will want revenge
and will convince Phraates to march against you. In your heart you
know this.’

‘He knows this,’ said
Gallia.

‘If Phraates marches
against Dura then we will go into exile,’ I told them, ‘better that
than more bloodshed.’

‘You would give up
everything you have built?’ asked Praxima.

I smiled at them. ‘You
two, Spartacus and Rasha, even Peroz, are my legacy. If I return to
Dura I will give the kingdom to Gafarn rather than see it become
the plaything of Phraates.’

‘It is what we want,’
said Gallia. ‘Gafarn and Diana will always have space for a family
of vagrants at Hatra, which after all is the place of Pacorus’
birth.’

Nergal and Praxima
were most unhappy but I made them both swear they would not return
to Uruk to muster their army and follow mine into Persis. They both
reluctantly gave their oaths but then Praxima offered to join us as
a member of the Amazons and Nergal an ordinary horse archer.

‘It will be like old
times,’ joked Nergal.

‘No, my friend,’ I
replied, ‘we are monarchs now and cannot act like runaways with no
responsibility. Mesene needs its king and queen.’

Praxima picked at the
food served to her and Nergal made polite conversation but they
retired deeply unhappy and in the morning were both sullen as they
rode at the head of the army to the ford across the river. The
river was at its lowest ebb, its current slow but it still took
many hours to get ten thousand foot, six thousand horsemen, two
thousand squires, hundreds of mules and dozens of wagon across the
Euphrates, to say nothing of Kalet’s men. Our friends escorted us
across the parched landscape of southern Mesene, dust covering our
clothes and horses and shemaghs covering our faces as a
defence against the sandstorms blasting the army. The Durans and
Exiles, marching six abreast, sang their bawdy songs as they headed
east. Songs about whores, girlfriends with insatiable sexual
appetites and ballads about battle and slaughter. They were in high
spirits and eager to get to grips with the enemy, as were we
all.

At the River Tigris,
which looked exactly the same as the Euphrates in the west, we said
our farewells to Nergal and Praxima. Alcaeus and Marcus, the former
a Companion, the latter a man who had known them both for over
twenty years, both came to bid them goodbye. Gallia shed more tears
as she took leave of her friends and Praxima again pleaded to be
allowed to accompany us as an Amazon. It cut me to the bone to
refuse both her and Nergal but I was insistent there was no place
for them in the army. Nergal clasped my forearm and Praxima gave me
a tender kiss on the cheek and then they were gone.

It took three days to
cross the Tigris, Marcus having to organise tree-felling parties to
cut down palms along the riverbank to fashion rafts to ferry the
army across the waterway. Talib and his scouts were the first to
cross, disappearing into the east to reconnoitre the ground and
report back on any potential threats across the river, which was
the Kingdom of Susiana. The small sailboats and oared fishing
vessels, a feature of both the Tigris and Euphrates, had
disappeared as soon as the army had arrived, as had the occupants
of the fishing villages dotting the eastern bank of the Tigris in
the vicinity. When we began crossing the first patrols of horse
archers returned with news the villages had been abandoned, their
inhabitants taking all livestock and belongings with them.

‘Even as we stand
here,’ said Azad as ten of his cataphracts began leading their
horses from a raft nearby, ‘news will soon be reaching Ctesiphon
the army of Dura has crossed the Tigris.’

Raft men rammed their
poles into the mud of the riverbank to steady the vessel as the
last of the horses left the dirt-covered platform.

I was untroubled.
‘Ctesiphon is two hundred miles from this spot and even an able
general would be hard pressed to intercept us before we reach
Persepolis, or rather Estakhr.’

Azad turned and
shouted to Kewab who was briefing a group of cataphract officers to
join us. The Egyptian bounded over.

‘The king,’ said Azad,
‘believes we are too far from Ctesiphon for the high king to
assemble his army and intercept us before we reach our target. Now,
if you were Phraates’ general, what would you do?’

Kewab thought for a
moment.

‘I would not attempt
to intercept us. Instead I would muster all the soldiers of Babylon
and Susiana and march south to this place, here to await the return
of the army of Dura.’

‘What about Prince
Alexander?’ probed Azad.

Kewab puffed out his
cheeks. ‘What of him? It would be logical to leave Alexander to his
fate and fight the army of Dura after it has conducted a long
retreat following a hard fight, which means when it returns to the
Tigris it would be in a depleted state.’

Azad was delighted.
‘Leaving Alexander to his fate, I like it.’

I shook my head.
‘Phraates will not do that. He is close to my sister, the mother of
the King of Media, my other nephew, so he will endeavour to rescue
Alexander.’

‘Which means Phraates’
own army will be swelled by the forces of King Darius,’ said Kewab
‘A powerful coalition.’

‘But it also means
Phraates will wait at Ctesiphon until Darius joins him,’ I said,
‘which gives us more time.’

‘We could always send
a message to King Silaces requesting aid,’ suggested Azad.

‘It would be logical,’
agreed Kewab.

I looked at the
Egyptian. ‘You sound like a Greek mathematician. We will not be
requesting aid from King Silaces. This is a purely Duran
affair.’

‘Then King of Kings
Phraates will not march against us, majesty?’ said Kewab.

I pondered the
question. ‘An experienced high king, one used to dealing with the
moods of the empire’s kings and their politics would be able to
resist the bleating of my sister and King Darius, but Phraates is
not such a king, at least not yet. Still, if we move fast and beat
Alexander quickly then we will be back in Dura without having to
worry about Phraates.’

Azad and Kewab said
nothing. I knew it would not be the end and so did they, but there
was no going back. I owed Claudia that at least.

We marched southwest
after crossing the Tigris, the great Persian Gulf on our right
flank as we crossed southern Susiana and entered Persis. The desert
gave way to more rugged and verdant terrain as the advance
continued. Talib and his men rode far ahead of the army, Sporaces
sending out parties of horse archers to provide warning of any
hostile force we might encounter. But the country seemed empty of
people and animals as we headed further into Alexander’s domain.
The post stations at thirty-mile intervals were also empty, though
not before their couriers made note of our approach and rode away
to report our presence to both Ctesiphon and Estakhr. I
deliberately kept Kalet and his lords close to the army rather than
giving them free reign to ride hither and thither, plundering as
they went. Kalet riding with Gallia, my senior commanders and me
was quick to convey his and their disappointment and
frustration.

‘I thought we are at
war,’ he grumbled.

‘We are,’ I said.

‘Well, then, we should
be inflicting damage on the enemy.’

‘The people are not
our enemy, Alexander is.’

As we approached
Estakhr the land was filled with large farms and scattered
villages, around them fields growing wheat, barley, rice and flax.
There were also vineyards and olive trees. Irrigation canals
bringing water from the mountains watered the crops. Other areas
were set aside for the raising of sheep, cattle and goats. It was a
rich land, the centre of the old Persian Empire that had once rule
the world.

Kalet pointed to a
white-walled farmstead in the distance.

‘I and the others
should be raiding places to search for food, so we can save our
supplies.’

I laughed. ‘How very
professional of you, Kalet. But if you study the land more closely
you will see the livestock has been evacuated and if you visited
that farm I think you will find it too has been emptied of anything
of use.’

‘Another thing,’ said
Kalet, ‘we are not happy having to camp at night inside your
ramparts.’

He was referring to
the camp built at the end of every day’s march, surrounded by an
earth rampart and a wooden wall made from the stakes the army
carried. It took around three hours to build a camp, every
legionary knowing his precise role in its construction.

‘Kewab,’ I said,
‘please inform Lord Kalet why it is most important for the whole
army to be inside the camp at night.’

‘A fortified camp
makes a powerful impression on the morale of the enemy,’ said
Kewab, ‘as well as fortifying the spirits of those inside it. I
have been told in the Roman world there are no reported instances
of a manned camp being stormed by an enemy.’

There was another
reason why I wanted Kalet and the lords inside the camp and that
was to deter them from mounting night raids or taking themselves
off on great sweeps of the land. At least confined to camp I could
keep my eye on them.

‘There is an
additional reason why it would be prudent not to stray too far from
the army, Lord Kalet.’

Kalet, clearly bored,
sighed. ‘Oh, what’s that?’

‘The strength of the
enemy,’ Kewab told him.

Kalet chuckled and
looked around.

‘Have you checked the
eyesight of your man, majesty? He seems to have forgotten we have
been moving through an empty land for days.’

‘What do you know
about the strength of the enemy?’ Gallia asked him.

‘This land is fertile
and supports many farms and villages, majesty,’ answered Kewab,
‘which leads me to think Prince Alexander has many levies to call
on. The fact he has abandoned the land on our line of march leads
me to assume he is drawing all men of fighting age to him.’

‘Farmers and villagers
with spears are easy meat,’ said Kalet. ‘In any case for all we
know they have scarpered to the hills and mountains.’

‘My scouting parties
indicate this is not the case,’ interrupted Sporaces.

This was confirmed by
Talib who presented himself at my tent that night, the camp
illuminated by the twinkling of hundreds of campfires cooking food,
the air heavy with the smell of wood smoke and broth. The evening
was mild and the mood of the army relaxed and confident following
another uneventful day.

‘We have ridden as far
as the mountains to the north,’ he told me, ‘and there is no one
there.’

‘Then where are
they?’

‘The other parties I
sent east report seeing tracks and people herding livestock. They
also saw soldiers on horseback patrolling the area.’

‘How far away?’

‘Thirty miles, perhaps
more,’ he answered.

I walked over to the
map on the table Marcus had furnished me with, which showed the
area around Persepolis,

‘Soon we will reach
this river called the Pulwar, which leads to Estakhr, around fifty
miles from where we stand.’

‘Alexander is
there?’

I shrugged. ‘I assume
so, unless he has already fled.’

‘To where,
majesty?’

I traced a finger on
the map to its right edge.

‘It does matter;
wherever he goes we will follow.’

He looked at the map
and then at me.

‘Perhaps he is drawing
you in, majesty, like a spider does its prey.’

I smiled at the
thought. ‘This prey would welcome such an invite, Talib.’

He left the next
morning as the cohorts began filing out of the camp’s eastern
entrance, stakes removed from the earth rampart hammered into it
the day before. Another day of marching six abreast under a sky
filled with puffy white clouds and a slight northerly breeze to
keep thousands in mail carrying shield, helmets, a furca and
two javelins cool. Those horsemen not riding with the vanguard,
rearguard and providing flank protection also walked on foot to
save their horses from exertion and to keep pace with the foot. No
other Parthian kingdom observed this practice, horsemen generally
regarding foot soldiers their social and military inferiors. But in
Dura a soldier was treated the same regardless whether he fought on
foot or in the saddle. The same equality was extended to the
hundreds of non-combatants who attended the legions’ pack trains,
siege train and ammunition train, to say nothing of the
veterinaries and Alcaeus’ medical corps.

The move into a more
fertile area lessened the burden on logistics as the animals could
graze and be watered in the irrigation canals, which I gave strict
orders were not to be destroyed. We were surrounded by mountain
ranges, in the east the Rahmat range, to the north the Hossein
range and to the south the Zarghan range, but those mountains made
the soil fertile and abundant. The Rahmat Mountains resembled giant
walls the gods had forged millennia ago. Made of limestone they
were riddled with water seepage and springs, supplying freshwater
for people, animals and crops.

And still the enemy
did not show his face.

But a man who did show
his face was Timo, mounted on a huge grey mare and accompanied by
fifty horse archers, a score of cataphracts and the same number of
camels loaded with supplies and tents. He was the last man I
expected to see in Persis but a patrol of my own horse archers came
across his party and returned with a request from the high priest
for an audience. His men pitched their tents a mile from our own
ramparts and he rode through the main entrance escorted by Azad and
an honour guard of cataphracts. Chrestus stood in his armour and
plumed helmet outside my tent with a cohort of legionaries so Timo
could inspect them on his arrival. Gallia regarded such gestures as
trivial but he was still the high priest at Ctesiphon and by
definition the holiest man in the Parthian Empire.

He did not look very
holy with his piggy eyes and baggy jowls and was unusually polite
as he inspected the guard of honour, before Gallia and I escorted
him inside where refreshments waited. Two younger priests, like
Timo attired in baggy white tunics, leggings and brown boots, their
hair oiled and curly, frowned at the simple stool arranged for
their master to sit on. But there were no plush high-backed chairs
in my camp and so the high priest gingerly lowered himself on it,
his two assistants standing behind him. Chrestus took up position
behind Gallia and me as we were served wine and cheese.

Timo’s eyes darted
left and right at me and Gallia, lighting up as he found the wine
more agreeable than expected. He probably thought we drank nothing
but vinegar in Dura.

‘What brings you
here?’ I asked.

He smarted at my
abrupt tone. ‘I am here at the request of King of Kings Phraates.
He wishes you to withdraw immediately from Persis.’

‘I can imagine he
does,’ laughed Gallia.

‘We will,’ I said.

Timo’s eyes lit up.
‘You will?’

‘As soon as Prince
Alexander has been held to account for his crimes.’

Timo grimaced.
‘Majesty, King of Kings Phraates is aware of the misdemeanour
committed by Satrap Alexander.’

Gallia was outraged.
‘Misdemeanour? Do you call the rape of a princess of Dura a
misdemeanour?’

I said nothing but
merely stared at the high priest who appeared most uncomfortable,
though whether as a result of Gallia’s words or perching on the
stool I did not know. But he soon regained his composure.

‘I have been
authorised to inform you the high king is prepared to strip
Alexander of his position and banish him from the empire in
exchange for the army of Dura immediately withdrawing from
Persis.’

‘These terms are
unacceptable,’ I said. ‘It is now a matter of honour between me and
Alexander.’

Timo handed his cup to
one of his attendant priests and brought his hands together.

‘King of Kings
Phraates will not sanction the death of Satrap Alexander for to do
so would undermine his authority. It would be interpreted as a king
of the empire deciding which of the other kings should live or die.
It will be a statement meaning Ctesiphon has no power.’

‘If others wish to
interpret it thus, then so be it,’ I said.

Timo leaned forward.
‘I am surprised, King Pacorus. You having striven so hard to put
King of Kings Phraates on the throne yet you are now the chief
instigator of his demise.’

I pointed at him. ‘Any
king worth his salt would be doing exactly the same as I am doing;
every court in the empire knows this. If I really intended to
undermine Phraates I would have accepted the offer of aid from my
friends.’

He understood the
implied threat and responded with one of his own.

‘Even as we speak,
majesty, an army is gathering at Susa where I have journeyed from.
When it is assembled it will march to the aid of Satrap
Alexander.’

‘It will not get here
in time,’ I stated flatly.

Timo was losing his
patience. ‘Do you really wish to see the empire embroiled in civil
war, at a time when it is threatened by Rome and Egypt? You who
have always been so vocal a supporter of Parthian unity.’

‘Parthian unity?’
Gallia was also angry. ‘Was it not Phraates who trumpeted the
policy of Parthian purity, deliberately designed to insult those
who have shed blood defending the empire?’

Timo took a large gulp
of wine.

‘With hindsight I
agree it was ill advised and indicative of an immature mind. But
the high king is growing into his position and with time will I
have no doubt become a worthy heir to his father.’

‘I agree,’ I said.

He looked relieved.
‘Then you will take no measures to threaten his reign?’

‘I give you my word,’
I answered, ‘it has always been my intention Phraates should have a
long and prosperous reign.’

‘Then you will
withdraw from Persis?’

‘I will not.’

We bickered for what
seemed like hours, until the sun had gone down and lamps lit the
interior of the tent. Eventually, exasperated, Timo left and
returned to his own camp. He did not return and the next day
departed back to Susa. Gallia poured scorn on his feeble efforts
but I accepted he was only doing his master’s bidding. In his
position I would have done the same but I could no more crawl back
to Dura with my tail between my legs than could a camel sprout
wings. Honour demanded I avenge Claudia’s violation, the army
expected it, my wife demanded it and the gods wished it. Why else
would they make the march to this place uneventful and provide such
ideal terrain for a battle? And battle there would be because the
day after Timo had left Talib returned to us with news the enemy
had been sighted at last.

The camp tingled with
excitement as news spread Alexander’s army had been spotted, Talib
reporting columns of foot soldiers and horsemen had been seen
filing out of Estakhr into the plain of Marvdasht to the west. The
plain was flanked to the north and south by tall hills dotted with
cypress and pistachio trees, which also occupied the plain, though
not in great numbers or closely spaced so as to interrupt horsemen.
Sporaces sent patrols of horse archers ahead to reconnoitre the
ground as the legions marched out of camp. They returned with news
the enemy had taken up a defensive position between two narrow
hills jutting into the plain from north and south. I had my horse
saddled and rode out to see the enemy dispositions for myself,
legionaries raising their javelins as I cantered past them.

The two hills in
question were around six miles east of our camp and narrowed the
plain to around four miles. Talib joined us after having ridden
close to where the enemy was forming up, before being chased away
by a party of horse archers. The enemy riders in turn retired when
they spied the appearance of the legions. Behind us Gallia’s
Amazons pulled their bows from cases and stringed arrows, deploying
into a long line in case any enemy approached, though none ventured
near.

I looked right and
left at the two steep-sided hills, which appeared empty of
soldiers.

‘Have you seen any men
on those hills?’ I asked Talib.

‘No, majesty.’

‘We could send
legionaries to take them,’ suggested Azad.

‘What is the point?’ I
replied. ‘The legions can break those foot soldiers ahead. I saw
what Persis could offer at Phraaspa. It hardly fills me with
dread.’

Kewab cleared his
throat behind me. Gallia smiled.

‘Looks like you are
going to get a lecture,’ grinned Sporaces.

‘You have something to
say, Kewab?’ I asked.

He nudged his horse
forward so it was next to Tegha. He pointed at the unbroken
line of brightly coloured soldiers around four hundred paces
distant.

‘It would be better to
allow the enemy to attack, majesty. In doing so they will move
forward to expose their flanks. I suspect Prince Alexander’s horse
archers are concealed behind those two hills.’

I nodded. ‘I agree,
but Alexander lost five thousand horse archers in the north so the
whereabouts of the survivors does not concern me. However, I fear
General Chrestus would never forgive me if I ordered him to stand
on the defensive.’

‘We should send
soldiers to take possession of those hills, majesty,’ insisted
Kewab.

Azad shook his head
and Sporaces rolled his eyes. Ahead the rumble of drumbeats reached
our ears as the enemy tried to fortify their courage.

‘Remember the enemy is
led by Prince Alexander,’ I told him, ‘a man who has redefined the
term incompetence. I want this over as quickly as possible.’

Kewab made to protest
but I raised a hand to him.

‘Enough, to your
positions. We destroy Alexander’s army, take Estakhr and serve
summary justice on the prince. If the gods are kind they will grant
him a death with a sword in his hand.’

Chrestus deployed each
legion in two lines, the Durans and Exile placing five cohorts in
the first line and five in the second, the cohorts widely spaced to
allow those in the second line to move forward through the first
line should the Persians prove difficult to budge. The cataphracts
provided a reserve behind the legions with Sporaces and his horse
archers on the right wing and Kalet and his lords on the left. The
plan was simple and to a large extent dictated by the enemy’s
position: the legions would smash through the enemy to allow the
horse archers to pour through the gap between the two hills and cut
down any surviving enemy soldiers. We would be at the walls of
Estakhr before night and then Marcus could deploy his machines.

I began to whistle as
the Durans and Exiles began marching towards the enemy.

‘You are in a good
mood,’ said Gallia.

‘Why not? Now we
finally have Alexander and we will have justice for Claudia.’

We were walking our
horses forward in the rear of the legions; ten thousand hobnailed
boots sending shudders through the hard-packed earth.

‘Strange he has not
fled further east.’

I shrugged. ‘I do not
concern myself with the thoughts of a rapist and murderer.’

The sun peaked out
from behind a huge white cloud and bathed the army in sunlight, its
rays reflecting off thousands of helmets and javelin points. It
also glinted off something to my left and I looked over to see a
small group of riders on the hill anchoring the enemy’s right wing.
For a second alarm swept through me as I considered they might be
the vanguard of an enemy formation. But as I continued to study the
group no others joined them and I relaxed. No enemy had bettered
the Durans and Exiles and I did not expect the Persians to put up
much of a fight.

I saw arrows arch into
the sky and then drop on the legions, a huge amount of missiles
shot by the enemy’s foot soldiers. As they had done a thousand
times in training every century huddled down into a static
testudo, the front rank kneeling and presenting their
shields to the enemy to form a wall, the rear ranks hoisting their
shields above their heads to form a roof. The arrows slammed into
the shields, a few hit flesh and more slammed into the earth. The
enemy shot a second volley and a third showering the legions with
bronze points but did little damage save adding to the weight of
individual’s shield. After a fourth volley I heard a succession of
whistle blasts and the legions began to shuffle forward, still in
testudo formation but advancing towards the enemy line.

We followed in their
wake, walking our horses forward, Sporaces on the right doing the
same and the lords in a great disorganised mass reciprocating on
the left. I noticed the figures on the hill had departed but
thought nothing of it.

The legions quickened
the pace and moments after the sound of trumpets rent the air.
Excitement infused me.

‘The enemy is on the
run.’

I turned to Kewab.

‘Sporaces will have
heard the signal and will know what to do but Kalet and his nobles
will not. Ride over and request he lead his lords through the
gap.’

I dug my knees into
Tegha as Gallia ordered the Amazons forward. I followed as
Kewab galloped away to the lords. There was a tingle in the air
coming with the anticipation of victory; riders tightened the grip
on their reins as their mounts became excitable, knowing something
was about to happen; centurions growled at their men to maintain
their discipline as they tasted triumph in their mouths.

‘With me,’ I called to
Gallia and her women as thousands of Dura’s lords thundered
forward, a wild, disorganised charge of men who viewed war as a
large-scale hunt.

We followed them,
skirting the left flank of the Exiles who had now passed the barren
hill on their left to enter the broad Plain of Marvdasht. Ahead I
caught sight of the enemy foot soldiers in yellow tunics and blue
leggings, falling back in haste towards the sanctuary of Estakhr,
some twelve miles to the west. I smiled grimly; they would not make
it. They had abandoned their position and now would be surrounded
and cut down by swarms of horse archers.

‘Pacorus!’

I heard the alarm in
Gallia’s voice and looked to where she was pointing, towards the
hills to north, from where a horde of horsemen was approaching. I
was a helpless spectator as the horrid spectacle was played out in
front of my eyes. The lords, fixated on running down and
slaughtering the enemy’s foot soldiers, were struck by the arrows
of the horse archers attacking their left flank. They were the
remnants of the horse archers escorting Alexander to Phraaspa:
three thousand men wearing helmets, yellow shirts and red leggings.
They had made a poor showing in the north but were effective enough
now as they shot volley after volley into the lords. Who were
immediately thrown into chaos. Some rallied their men to charge the
enemy but the vast majority instinctively wheeled right to escape
the deadly rain falling among them. Straight into the Exiles.

‘Stay here,’ I ordered
Gallia.

I turned Tegha
and shouted at him to move. There was only one thing to do before
the whole army was discomfited and that was to bring the
cataphracts forward. They had followed the legions and were still
riding forward when I brought Tegha to a halt next to Azad.

‘The lords have been
struck in the flank by enemy horse archers,’ I told him. ‘Take your
men forward and disperse the enemy riders.’

He saluted, barked an
order to his signaller and led his men forward. The cataphracts,
previously in two lines, formed into a wedge with Azad at their
head as they cantered forward, heading for the left flank of the
army where my lords and their men were either being cut down by
arrows or were careering through the Exiles. It had the makings of
a disaster but I was hopeful Azad’s men would rectify the
situation.

As I rode back to
Gallia where she and the Amazons had ridden forward to the left
edge of the second line of the Exile cohorts to take pot shots at
the enemy horsemen, something caught my eye. I saw more figures on
the hill, this time behind us, and then a flag being waved
frantically by one of the group. I heard a deep rumble and then
beheld a heartening sight as a thousand cataphracts hurtled past,
the tip of the wedge heading for the enemy horse archers. I drew
Tegha up beside Gallia, who had now ceased shooting as
Azad’s men thundered past on the left.

‘It is chaos, Pacorus,
absolute chaos.’

I heard the despair in
her voice and leaned over to clutch her arm.

‘Have no fear, Azad
will tip the scales back in our favour.’

He did. But the enemy
horse archers were already withdrawing back towards the hills to
the north and the cataphracts merely changed into an empty space.
Azad wheeled them left to give pursuit but the lightly armed horse
archers galloped furiously away and he let them go, returning to
guard the army’s left flank in case the opposition’s foot soldiers
launched an assault. But they had gone, also withdrawing to the
hills while the lords had been rudely handled and the legions,
battered by their own horsemen, had halted to weather the storm of
the fleeing lords and their men.

While the cataphracts
formed a screen on the left flank of the army Azad returned to
report, as did Sporaces who had surprising news.

‘We were attacked by
enemy horsemen armed with javelins and wearing scale armour on
their torsos. They led us a merry dance before we chased them
away.’

‘Where did they flee
to?’ I asked.

He shrugged. ‘South,
majesty, though far fewer than when they had first showed their
faces.’

It was the only piece
of good news that day. A fuming Chrestus tramped over with a
century acting as an escort. We sat in silence as he relayed the
tale of woe.

‘The Exiles have
suffered a hundred dead and the same number wounded, most of them
when Kalet’s men rode into them. The Durans suffered ten dead and
fifty wounded to enemy arrows. Where are the enemy horsemen?’

‘Pulled back to those
hills,’ said Sporaces, pointing to the north, ‘while the foot
soldiers made good their escape.’

‘We will march to
Estakhr and make camp in front of the city tonight,’ I told them.
‘Someone go and find Kalet and bring him to me. Kewab, ride back to
camp and instruct Marcus to bring forward the siege engines.’

The march
re-commenced; the wounded being left behind to be picked up by the
non-combatants remaining in camp with the squires. Alcaeus fussed
around his medical orderlies to organise their treatment and I left
a thousand horse archers to screen them and the casualties in case
the enemy returned. But with the other horse archers forming a
cordon around the army and the cataphracts forming a reserve, the
enemy was deterred from showing his face. Kalet was spitting blood
when he appeared at the head of a score of his colleagues, all of
them eager to kill and burn anything in their path.

‘Give me the order,
lord,’ he said, ‘and I will hunt those bastards down.’

‘It is precisely what
they want,’ I told him. ‘No, we will make camp and let the enemy
come to us. How many men did you lose?’

‘Too many,’ he
replied.

‘But we will pay them
back ten times over,’ boasted Firas beside him.

I smiled politely but
the truth was we had received a bloody nose at the hands of the
soldiers of Persis, which was hard to bear considering who led
them.

‘I did not see
Alexander,’ said Gallia, articulating my thoughts. ‘No great yellow
banner bearing a Simurgel anywhere to be seen.’

‘Nor his palace
guard,’ said Kewab, who had become my chief of operations and the
man I was listening to and trusting more and more. ‘It would
suggest they and he are elsewhere.’

‘Where?’ demanded
Gallia.

Kewab nodded his head
at the town we were approaching.

‘In Estakhr.’

He was right because
when we reached the town a huge yellow banner flying from the
gatehouse greeted us and the walls were lined with soldiers wearing
bronze helmets and holding spears with leaf-shaped blades. There
were also archers among them, a few arrows landing harmlessly in
front of us as we surveyed the walls of the town. The small River
Pulwar coiled around the north and western sides of the town like a
snake but was a mere ten paces wide, double that width in places,
but shallow and easily fordable. I sent Talib to reconnoitre the
land to the east and north while Marcus walked forward to the
river’s edge and made calculations in his mind.

I joined him, the
soldiers on the ramparts immobile as they stared at us. Behind us
the army began to dig the ditch and rampart constituting the
perimeter of our camp for the night.

‘Estakhr was designed
according to the Greek style,’ Marcus told me. ‘Notwithstanding the
circular towers along the perimeter wall the interior resembles a
grid with homes and business arranged in square blocks, much like
Dura, in fact.’

‘Where is the
stronghold?’

‘In the centre, unlike
at Dura,’ he informed me, ‘where the Citadel is perched on top of a
high escarpment in the north of the city.’

‘You will use the ram
against the gates?’ I asked.

He looked at me as
though I was simple-minded.

‘I think not, majesty.
The enemy will have piled earth and stones against the rear of the
gates to strengthen them. Besides, the walls are made of
stones.’

I was none the wiser.
He sighed and shook his head.

‘It is well known, or
ought to be, a ram making repeated blows against a stone wall will
shatter or dislodge individual stones within the wall, leading to
its eventual collapse.’

‘Ah, yes, I see.’

‘You will be pleased
to know rams are much less effective against mud-brick walls.’

I raised an eyebrow.
‘You are expecting a Roman attack against Dura, Marcus?’

‘No, majesty, I just
thought you would like to know, so as to reassure you.’

‘I am reassured.’

He rubbed his hands
together. ‘We will begin in the morning.’

But the next day the
enemy struck us. It was mid-morning and Marcus and his team of
engineers and technicians were assembling the battering ram and the
two siege towers to provide cover for the ram when it was moved to
the walls of Estakhr. Archers and scorpions would shoot at any
defenders on the walls to prevent them dropping stones on to the
ram’s roof, or even using ropes to pull the ram itself up. But the
appearance of the enemy put paid to their efforts.

The Durans and Exiles
had been deployed on all four sides of the town in a show of
strength, reinforced by companies of horse archers in the vague
hope their mere presence would induce Alexander to surrender, or at
least seek terms. But it resulted in the army’s strength being
diluted around Estakhr when the enemy struck.

The vanguard was
hundreds of horse archers, galloping headlong at the gap between
our camp and the town, followed by at least a thousand spearmen on
foot. Shooting volley after volley at anything in front of them,
the horse archers immediately surrounded a cohort of Durans
huddling down into testudo formation. I was standing with
Marcus and his chief assistant when I heard the whistle and trumpet
blasts and saw the enemy horsemen looming into view ahead. More
whistle blasts came from behind and I saw another cohort of Durans
rushing forward to protect us. The tribune-come-deputy bellowed
orders for his men to deploy around the half-assembled battering
ram and us. A squire, my lone escort, was holding Tegha’s
reins and sitting on his own horse, staring at the enemy horse
archers lapping around the isolated cohort.

‘Get off that horse,’
I shouted.

He jumped with alarm
but did as he was told, grabbing his bow from its case and
clutching his quiver. I retrieved my own bow and quiver and nocked
an arrow. The deputy came over as his men adopted a square
formation around us. He saluted.

‘When word reaches
camp of the enemy’s appearance Lord Azad will lead out the
cataphracts to disperse them,’ I reassured him.

‘You should seek cover
under our shields, majesty.’ He looked at Marcus. ‘You too, sir,
and your men.’

But the enemy horse
archers did not bother with us, circling the cohort ahead and
diverting some of their number to assault the western entrance to
our camp. And in doing so they prevented reinforcements leaving by
that exit. Meanwhile, the enemy foot soldiers threw themselves at
the legionaries defending Marcus, his engineers and his battering
ram.

‘Clever, very clever,’
I said to myself.

‘Majesty?’

The squire looked
alarmed, licking his lips, his eyes darting left and right wildly.
He needed steadying.

‘With me,’ I told him,
vaulting towards the frame for the roof of the battering ram, which
had yet to be fitted with its iron plates, clay covering and hides
to defend the beam.

I jumped on the frame
and climbed to the last horizontal beam before the top. The squire
followed, clambering up and nearly dropping his quiver. Then he was
beside me. We had an excellent view of the action: the horse
archers circling the cohort ahead, more skirmishing near the
entrance to the camp and spearmen fighting the cohort defending us
and the ram.

‘Shoot!’ I screamed at
the squire, nearly causing him to topple backwards. ‘Remember your
training.’

It took four years to
turn a squire into a cataphract and each of those years was filled
with days of unending drill, archery and weapons training, as well
as menial chores, the bane of a soldier’s life. I said no more to
him as I plucked an arrow from my quiver, nocked it and shot it at
the mass of spearmen pressing against the sides of the square of
legionaries. The enemy wore no body armour but did carry wicker
shields covered with yellow-painted leather. The rear ranks were
pressing those shields into the backs of those in front, pushing
them forward on to the points of my men’s short swords. I shot the
arrow and saw it hit a man in the face. I strung another and
another, each one striking flesh and bone. I continued to shoot,
the squire doing the same, every one of our missiles hitting a man,
but we were two and they were many. Where was Azad?

‘Majesty,
majesty.’

I shot my last arrow
and held out my hand, thinking he was offering replacements. When I
felt nothing I turned and glared at him but he was not looking at
me; instead pointing to the right, towards the city gates. Marcus
had been wrong about the defenders. They had not piled earth and
rocks behind the gates because they had swung open and from Estakhr
marched a phalanx of soldiers.

‘Shit.’

It was Alexander’s
palace guard, a magnificent body of men in bronze helmets, leather
cuirasses and round shields faced with burnished bronze embellished
with a bird-god symbol. And they were marching with spears levelled
straight at us. I looked behind me and saw at least two cohorts
marching towards us, both in column formation to smash through the
enemy spearmen encircling us. But they would not make it in time.
There was only one thing to do.

I climbed down the
frame, ran over to the commander and grabbed his arm.

‘Give the order to
fall back.’

He looked at me in
confusion.

‘Now!’

Moments later he had
relayed the command to his centurions who blew their whistles and
the north side of our makeshift square began to give ground. At the
same time the legionaries on the opposite side began walking
forward, stabbing over and under their shields as they did so to
forge a path to link up with our relief. Then Marcus was beside me,
holding Tegha’s reins, whom I patted and said a few soft
words to. My quartermaster general was gesticulating at his
precious ram about to be abandoned.

‘My ram, majesty, we
must take it with us.’

‘No, Marcus. We can
save ourselves but we cannot save it and us.’

He was distraught as
he and his engineers watched helplessly as Alexander’s palace guard
swarmed all over it as we shuffled away. In fact they did not
bother to engage us but were more intent on destroying the ram,
which was soon set alight, black smoke ascending into the sky. That
had been their intention all along. Clever, very clever.

The spearmen, rather
than trying to impede our withdrawal, speedily disengaged and
linked up with palace guard, at least five hundred of the latter
forming a line in front of us, backed up by the spearmen.

‘We must go back and
retrieve the ram, majesty,’ Marcus implored me.

But the ram was gone,
up in flames. I pointed at the smoke.

‘It is too late, my
friend.’

Centurions were
reorganising their men into centuries ready to recommence the
assault. The ground between them and the palace guard was littered
with dead spearmen, a few legionaries interspersed among them.

‘The ram, the ram,’
wailed Marcus, ‘we must get back the ram.’

I mounted Tegha
and rode him around the flanks of the centuries and brought him to
halt in front of the legionaries, the men cheering and banging
gladius hilts on the front of their shields when they saw
me. I raised my hand in recognition. Ahead, in front of the palace
guard, was a man on a black horse, a handsome stallion, who
appeared to be studying me. I heard the trumpets signalling the
arrival of the relief cohorts and saw the man turn and issue a
command I could not hear. The palace guard immediately turned left
and began to march back to the town gates, at the same time the
spearmen that had suffered at the hands of the legionaries
about-facing and running back north.

The man on the horse,
bareheaded, his hair and beard black as night, studied me for a few
seconds more before following his men. Fresh trumpet blasts came
from the left and I saw, at long last, files of cataphracts
charging from camp, straight at the horse archers who also began to
withdraw, shooting arrows at Azad’s men. But the cataphracts,
instead of pursuing the now retreating enemy, headed straight for
me, forming a screen in front of the three cohorts now arrayed
ready to attack. Azad rode over to me and saluted.

‘Are you safe,
majesty?’

I smiled grimly. ‘I am
but Marcus’ prize possession has been stolen.’

He looked at me in
confusion. ‘Majesty?’

Poor Marcus. As the
enemy conducted a skilful retreat with my horse archers snapping at
their heels he rushed over to the wreckage of the battering ram. I
followed with Azad, my commander of cataphracts watching the enemy
withdraw to the hills to the north, the mysterious rider on a black
stallion riding up and down the rear of his men, sword in hand,
urging them on.

‘It’s wrecked.’

I looked down at
Marcus, holding his head in his hands in the midst of the charred
remains of his battering ram.

‘Wood can be
replaced,’ Azad berated him.

Marcus scowled at him.
‘They have taken the ram, idiot. How many forty-foot high ash trees
have you seen in this region?’

Azad jumped down from
his horse and squared up to him, a powerfully built man in his
prime and full armour against a portly Roman in his sixties.

‘Enough,’ I commanded.
‘Azad, take your men and see to it the horse archers are not
ambushed.’

He pointed menacingly
at Marcus who folded his arms across his chest and defied him to
assault him. The squire who had been my shooting partner assisted
Azad into his saddle, who barked a command at his company
commanders to follow him, plucking his kontus from the earth
and cantering north. Marcus went back to surveying the damage,
muttering to himself as he scratched his head. I jumped down from
Tegha and walked beside him.

‘They have taken the
ram, iron head as well, which means we can’t batter the walls,’ he
said.

‘You can’t fashion
another one?’

I saw the anguish in
his eyes.

‘Even if I could find
a tree tall enough I doubt it would be the right type of wood.
Because the ramming beam is under compression on each impact, it is
essential to use hard woods, such as ash. Whoever was behind
today’s assault knew what he was doing.’

‘An assault on the
town, then?’

He gazed at the walls
and towers. ‘That will cost you many men, especially as our only
option is to scale the walls with ladders now we no longer have the
ram. It would be better to establish siege lines and starve them
out.’

I shook my head. ‘A
relief army, a large relief army, is on its way. We don’t have the
time.’

I told those attending
the council of war the same when they gathered in my tent that
evening. Chrestus had placed cohorts all around the town in their
own fortified camps, both as a defence against a reappearance of
our friend on the black stallion and to keep watch on Estakhr
itself.

‘We have occupied
Persepolis as well,’ he informed us, ‘though it is mostly grand
statues and a large stone terrace and not much else.’

‘So Estakhr is
encircled,’ I said, ‘that is something at least.’

‘We need to storm the
place, butcher all those inside and get our arses back to Dura,’
stated Kalet, still smarting over the loss of five hundred of his
men to the enemy the day before.

‘I agree,’ I said.
‘Tomorrow we end this. It will undoubtedly be costly but if
Phraates arrives before we have breached the town’s walls then it
is over.’

‘Nothing is over,’
growled Gallia, ‘nothing is ever over.’

Kalet smiled. ‘I’m
with you, princess.’

‘Kewab,’ I said,
‘please explain the situation we find ourselves in to the
queen.’

Kewab glanced
nervously at Gallia who froze him with ice-blue eyes.

‘Go on,’ I urged him,
‘it is an order.’

He cleared his throat.
‘Well, we are nearly seven hundred miles from Dura, in enemy
territory, attempting to besiege a town while dealing with a
hostile force of indeterminate numbers attempting to thwart our
efforts. Finally, there is a relief army marching to relieve
Estakhr, also of unknown size but no doubt three or four times the
size of our own army, based on the resources of Susiana, Media and
Babylon who I assume constitute the components of said army.’

Gallia’s eyes
narrowed. ‘Well, Egyptian, if you know so much tell us when
Phraates’ army will arrive.’

‘In four or five days’
time, majesty,’ he answered.

‘We assault the town
tomorrow,’ I said, ‘kill Alexander and retreat before Phraates gets
here. If he chooses to pursue us, so be it.’

‘Those who destroyed
the battering ram today might return tomorrow,’ said Sporaces.

‘Which is why all the
horsemen, including your lords, Kalet, will form a cordon around
the legions while they are assaulting the town,’ I replied.

‘What’s that?’ said
Azad.

We all fell silent and
listened for a few seconds. I sighed when I heard a familiar sound:
drums. I went outside, the others following, to hear the sound of
drums all around. Guards, squires and non-combatants were also
peering around as the air was filled with a continuous low thumping
sound. We rushed to the ramparts where guards were pointing into
the darkness. They snapped to attention when we appeared, a gruff
duty centurion tapping his cane against his thigh in rhythm to the
drums.

He saluted and tilted
his head at the fires stretching left and right as far as the eye
could see.

‘They were all lit at
the same time, majesty,’ he said.

I stared in wonder and
awe at the dozens of fires forming a cordon around our main camp
and all the subsidiary camps containing cohorts ringing the town.
It was difficult to estimate how far away the fires were but if
they encompassed my whole army – nearly twenty-six thousand men
plus two thousand squires and the same number of non-combatants –
then there must have been hundreds of them.

As the ominous sound
of hundreds of drums showed no signs of abating I wondered how many
soldiers the man on the black stallion commanded.

In the pale grey light
of early morning, the clouds blocking out the sun and the air damp
and cool, we saw for ourselves. The fires died down to reveal
thousands upon thousands of men on foot and horseback ringing us.
Chrestus sent runners to every part of the camp to report back to
us as we rubbed our eyes and warmed our bodies on hot porridge
prepared by the field kitchens. No one said anything, even Kalet
was silent, all of us studying the area between the town and the
hills, which was filled with armed men.

They stood in long
lines, spears erect, those on horseback moving between the lines of
foot soldiers. And there, directly ahead, was our friend on the
black stallion. As I shovelled porridge into my mouth I pointed at
him.

‘He was the same
individual I saw yesterday, the one who took your battering ram,
Marcus.’

My quartermaster was
tired, not only because he had had no sleep but because he had
found this campaign harder than anticipated. He had not left Dura
for many years and here he was, hundreds of miles from his home and
papers, surrounded by tens of thousands of enemy soldiers.

‘He appears a most
astute commander, majesty.’

I finished the
porridge and tossed the empty wooden bowl to the young cook who had
brought it.

‘Sporaces, Azad,
saddle your men so they are ready at a moment’s notice to ride out
of camp. Yours too, Kalet.’

The lord smiled. ‘We
will attack the enemy.’

‘No, I have eleven
cohorts positioned around the town in their own camps, any of which
could be attacked by those soldiers out there. The horsemen will
act as a mobile reserve, ready to respond to any under attack.’

He sighed, it was not
his idea of how war was supposed to be fought but Kewab nodded.

‘A sensible strategy,
majesty, and if the enemy attacks then he will lose many men when
caught between our ramparts and horsemen.’

I sent riders to all
the smaller camps to reassure their occupants they would be
relieved if assaulted, and all the while the enemy banged their
accursed drums to irritate and unnerve us. The entire camp stood to
arms, quartermasters issuing weapons to non-combatants and squires
waiting on horseback with their fully armed and armoured masters,
waiting to charge out of camp. My nerves began to fray as I paced
up and down in my tent, Gallia toying with a dagger as she sat on a
stool, the drumming outside like a toothache refusing to go
away.

‘Stop pacing,’ she
said.

‘It relieves the
tension.’

She threw the dagger
into one of the tent poles, a couple of feet from me.

‘Not for me, it
doesn’t.’

A sentry appeared.

‘What?’ I snapped.

‘Commander Kewab
requests your presence at the northern rampart, majesty.’

At least the sun had
made an appearance to warm the earth as the midpoint of the day was
reached. There would be no assault on Estakhr today; indeed, we
were ourselves waiting to be attacked. Horse archers sat on the
ground, waiting for the order to mount and ride out to engage the
enemy. Cataphracts, sweating in the scale armour, stood in groups
and grumbled, while the lords and their men chafed at the bit,
unused to being penned in camp like goats.

At the rampart, behind
the wooden stakes, flanked either side by legionaries armed with
javelins, scorpion bolt throwers interspersed among them along the
camp perimeter, stood Kewab. He had a smug smile on his face.

‘What are you so happy
about?’ I asked him.

Chrestus saluted.
‘Tell him.’

Kewab was now grinning
like am imbecile. He pointed at the rows of enemy soldiers filling
the ground to the north and bending round to the right and
left.

‘They are fake,
majesty.’

‘What?’

‘Probably painted
sacks filled with straw and propped up with sticks made to look
like spears. I have been observing them for some time and the
horsemen are real, as are the soldiers moving among the dummies to
give the illusion of a real army, plus the drummers at the ends of
lines of course. But the vast majority are scarecrows.’

Gallia burst out
laughing. ‘You have been well and truly duped, Pacorus.’

I failed to see the
funny side of the situation.

‘Get Kalet!’ I
commanded.

When he arrived, tired
and irritable, I had Kewab explain again how we had been made to
look fools.

‘Take your men and
burn those scarecrows, and kill any enemy you encounter.’

‘With pleasure,’ he
growled.

His men flooded from
the camp, heading in all directions to burn and kill. I sent
Sporaces and his horse archers to reconnoitre the ‘enemy’ to the
east and south of the town, just to ensure they too were fake
soldiers. Kewab went with them, leaving me to ponder how we had
squandered another day, another day bringing Phraates’ relief army
closer. The air was soon filled with the aroma of smoke as the
lords torched the scarecrows, thousands of them, and the afternoon
was filled with countless flickers of flame in the distance as they
vented their fury on sacks and straw. But the enemy had long
gone.

They returned that
evening, shooting arrows and slingshots into camp to keep us awake
and fray our nerves. We crouched on the ramparts, trying to
identify targets, arrows and lead pellets hissing past us, a few
finding their targets. Kalet wanted to ride out against them but I
told him that was what they wanted.

‘In any case they are
not a threat, more an irritant.’

A scream pierced the
night further along the rampart. Kalet, kneeling, thumped the
earth.

‘This is more than I
can bear.’

I laid a hand on his
shoulder. ‘We must bear it, my friend, for otherwise we will be
dancing to the enemy’s tune, which is what he wants.’

In the pre-dawn light,
men with tired eyes yawned and stretched their limbs, with unwashed
faces and aching limbs. Squires and cooks brought us hot porridge.
Every other man stood down and made his way to the foot of the
rampart to sit on the damp earth, lay down his shield and javelins
and ponder another day without sleep. As the light slowly improved
I stood and surveyed the ground in front of me. Flat and
featureless, the slingers and archers who had used darkness as
their cover had long gone. But one remained, a bareheaded man in
armour riding a black horse. He rode along the northern edge of our
camp for a while, turning and riding back as he examined the
rampart surmounted by stakes and the legionaries standing behind
them. An archer a few feet away, one of Sporaces’ men deployed to
the ramparts to shoot back at the enemy slingers and bowmen, raised
his weapon.

‘You are wasting your
time,’ I shouted, ‘he’s out of range.’

‘As he well knows,’
said Chrestus, a faint hint of admiration in his voice. ‘Who is
he?’

‘Who indeed?’

The drop in morale was
palpable as I strode back to my tent, Chrestus walking beside me.
He looked tired, dark rings round his eyes. My arms felt like lead,
my mouth dry and acrid. Tired groups of legionaries and horsemen,
their movements leaden but not slovenly, went back to their tents
to grab a few precious hours’ sleep. Chrestus read my thoughts.

‘There will be no
assault today, majesty. Two days without sleep and standing to arms
all day and all night means we are looking at the day after
tomorrow at the earliest. Longer if the enemy attacks again today
or tonight.’

‘By which time
Phraates will have arrived.’

I accompanied him as
he did his rounds, the both of us putting on a brave face to rouse
the flagging spirits of the men. We stopped to talk with groups of
legionaries, sharing jokes about the hard biscuits they were
chewing on, listening to war stories and asking about their wives
and families. My estimation as I left Chrestus to try to grab a
couple of hours’ sleep was the army was tired and frustrated. Sleep
would take care of the former; victory the latter.

The hope of sleep
receded when I entered my tent and discovered Gallia, Talib and
Kewab waiting for me, sitting at the table drinking wine, my wife
filling their cups. The men rose and bowed when I entered, Gallia
pouring wine into another cup.

‘I have good news,
Pacorus.’

‘Has Alexander
surrendered himself? Or perhaps Phraates has decided not to march
to the relief of my dear nephew.’

‘Don’t be sarcastic,
Pacorus,’ she scolded me, ‘it does not suit you.’

‘Sit, please,’ I said
to Kewab and Talib, flopping down into a chair and taking the cup
of wine. ‘So what is this good news?’

‘Talib has been
undertaking a mission for me while we have been cooped up in
camp.’

‘Oh?’

She nodded at my head
scout.

‘Talib has made
contact with the man on the black horse.’

I was suddenly wide
awake. ‘Who is he?’

‘His name is Spada,
majesty,’ replied Talib.

‘Odd name.’

Gallia tilted her head
at Kewab.

‘Commander Kewab will
enlighten you.’

‘Spada was the general
term for the army in Persian times but is now used to denote the
commander of the forces raised in Persis.’

‘Spada fought with
Narses at Susa, majesty,’ said Talib.

‘And now he fights
beside Alexander,’ I said, ‘marvellous.’

Talib shook his head.
‘Alexander is not descended from the ancient nobility of Persis,
majesty. He is seen as an outsider.’

‘Then why is he
fighting for him?’ I asked.

‘You can ask him
yourself,’ said Gallia, ‘he is coming here to speak with you.’

I dropped the cup on
the table. ‘Here? Why?’

‘To discuss our
withdrawal from Persis.’

I jumped up. ‘Are you
mad? We are not withdrawing. How dare you instigate contact with
the enemy without my permission.’

Talib and Kewab
squirmed uncomfortably in their seats as I chastised my wife, who
was impassive as I raged at her. They excused themselves and
speedily exited as I paced up and down.

‘I am the king and
commander of the army. I alone make decisions that determine the
fate of Dura and its army.’

‘Do you trust me,
Pacorus?’

I stopped and fixed
her with my gaze.

‘It is a simple
question,’ she said quietly.

‘I trust you.’

‘Well, then, get some
sleep, a clean tunic and prepare for this evening.’

Before I grabbed some
precious sleep I sent word to Chrestus, Sporaces and Azad they were
to attend the queen and me the same evening. I further informed
them that as the enemy commander had agreed to meet me, hostilities
would for the moment cease. Though this did not include Alexander
and so I issued orders the gates of Estakhr were to be watched
closely.

I slept fitfully,
strange dreams filling my mind. Visions of a smiling, happy Claudia
suddenly replaced by the horrid spectre of a drooling, scarred
woman who had lost her mind. Then I was alone, standing by a statue
of a stone griffin in the middle of a huge desert, the sun beating
down mercilessly on the white sand. The sky was a blinding blue,
the horizon shimmering. I was the last person in the world.

‘You look tired.’

A figure dressed in
black was before me, the hood drawn over the head to make
identification impossible. But the voice was female.

‘I have failed,’ I
said forlornly.

‘You have saved the
empire, now it is time for you to share the burden you have
shouldered alone for too long.’

‘I have failed
Claudia. It is my fault she was attacked.’

‘Sleep now, son of
Hatra. Everything will be resolved, that I promise.’

When I woke it seemed
I had been sleeping for an age but Gallia told me I had closed my
eyes for no more than two hours. I lay in my cot and heard the
commands of officers outside, the laughing of squires leading
horses to the stable block and the sounds of marching legionaries.
It was most reassuring.

As the sun began to
drop in the west the camp came alive. Men who had been tired and
irritable became curious and eager to see the man who had led the
army of Dura on a merry dance, the only living individual who had
come close to inflicting a defeat on a force reckoned to be
invincible. I dressed in my Roman leather cuirass, fitted new goose
feathers in my helmet and polished my sword.

Gallia chided me. ‘You
have servants and squires do that.’

I admired the long
blade. ‘I prefer to do it myself. You clean your own sword.’

I glanced at her and
noticed she was wearing a dress, her hair shining and falling free
about her shoulders. The Amazon had been replaced by a vision of
feminine beauty.

‘Where is it?’

‘Tonight I am Queen of
Dura, not one among thousands in armour.’

‘I approve.’

A large rectangular
tent, although it would be more accurate to call it a canopy with
cloth walls, was erected outside the camp, three hundred paces from
the northern entrance. The enemy arrived as the day was waning,
pitching their tents in a circular fashion around the commander’s
tent, as was the Parthian and ancient Persian way. Gallia informed
me she had invited Spada and his senior commanders to attend the
meeting. I therefore told Chrestus, Azad and Sporaces they should
also be present, along with their senior commanders. Fortunately,
Kalet and his comrades had absented themselves, which saved me the
uncomfortable task of barring them from the meeting. The lords were
a valuable asset to Dura but were no diplomats, being too free with
their tongues, especially when any wine flowed.

The temperature was
pleasant as we walked from camp, the Amazons on their horses riding
ahead as a vanguard and two companies of horse archers providing
flank protection. Behind us marched a century of Durans, while
Chrestus, Sporaces, Kewab, Azad and those selected from their
officers, walked beside us. Gallia in her white dress, gold
earrings and gold arm bracelets was most conspicuous among the
armour and leather.

The rectangular canopy
was open at both ends to allow both parties to enter separately,
the men of Persis entering via the northern exit, we the southern
entrance. Oil lamps fixed to tent poles illuminated the bare
interior of the canopy, both sides leaving their weapons at their
respective entrances as a sign of good will and no ill intent. The
atmosphere was relaxed and I was curious to see the man who had
outwitted my commanders and me.

He was tall with a
round face, his beard and hair neatly cropped like the facial hair
of his subordinates. I estimated his age to be around forty,
perhaps older. The most striking thing about him was his armour, a
combination scale-and-mail corselet with the chest and shoulders
protected by rounded iron scales and the stomach shielded by mail.
He tilted his head at Gallia and then fixed me with his dark brown
eyes.

‘King Pacorus, it is
an honour to meet you, and you Queen Gallia. Long have I wished to
meet the most famous monarchs in the empire, whose courage and
wisdom have forged a kingdom both unique and feared.’

‘You honour us,
General Spada,’ I replied, ‘though I am ashamed to admit my
knowledge of Persis and its lords is sketchy at best.’

‘And yet here you
are,’ said Spada, ‘at the head of the famed army of Dura, intent on
subduing a kingdom that has never offended Dura.’

‘Debatable,’ snapped
Gallia.

‘General,’ I smiled,
‘we are here to serve justice on Prince Alexander for the crimes
committed against Princess Claudia, my daughter, and Commander
Valak, her intended husband.’

‘And you stand in our
way,’ snarled Gallia, whose demeanour was rapidly turning
aggressive.

Spada remained polite.
‘I know nothing about the crimes you speak of, King Pacorus. I am
merely a soldier tasked with the defence of Persis and its ruler, a
ruler appointed by King of Kings Phraates, I might add.’

‘You will not
withdraw?’ demanded Gallia.

Spada gave her a
confused look.

‘Forgive me, Queen
Gallia, but the message I received from you requesting this meeting
concerned your withdrawal from Persis.’

I too was confused and
looked at my wife but Gallia appeared unconcerned.

‘Will you withdraw
your army, General Spada?’ she demanded.

‘I will not,’ he
stated firmly.

‘Then the meeting is
at an end. Kalet!’

It happened in a blur.
The cloth sidewalls fell to the ground, the arrows shot through the
air from both sides and Spada and his men dropped dead, their
bodies pierced by missiles. The shouting and screaming came half a
minute later, from outside the tent where Dura’s lords and their
men were doing murder. Kalet himself grinned gloatingly at Gallia
as he surveyed his handiwork, his henchmen sprinting forward to
check Spada and his subordinates were dead. They began rifling
through their tunics for anything of value.

‘Leave them!’ I
shouted, walking forward, disbelieving, to kneel beside the man I
had been conversing with less than a minute before. Blood oozed
over the iron of his scale armour around the shafts embedded in his
chest, the armour giving no protection from arrows shot from so
short a range. I closed my eyes and prayed to Shamash he would
forgive Gallia for this outrage. I opened them and turned to look
at her, hard disregard etched on her face.

‘Why?’ I asked.

Chrestus and the
others had rushed to retrieve their weapons as the enemy’s tents
began to burn as the slaughter continued. Kalet had moved to
Gallia’s side, his men forming a cordon around her, arrows nocked
in their bowstrings. Outside the horror was unending as his fellow
nobles and their followers butchered every one of the enemy who had
accompanied Spada. Gallia approached, looking down at me with cruel
eyes.

‘Why? Because we are
here to avenge Claudia and I grew tired of being the plaything of
this fool. Now we can get into Estakhr and do what we came here to
do.’

I stood, quivering
with rage. ‘You have violated a truce and in so doing have stained
my honour.’

‘Honour? Who cares
about honour? Only you, Pacorus, but what about our daughter’s
honour? Does that not count?’

I was seething. ‘When
news of this sad episode spreads Dura will be viewed with
contempt?’

Her icy gaze did not
falter. ‘I do not care if the whole world views Dura with contempt.
I care about my family and friends, nothing more. You are the one
who concerns himself with honour and affairs of the empire, and
where has it got you? The very person whom you have spent so much
time and effort putting on Ctesiphon’s throne is at this very
moment marching against you.’

Her rebuke stung me
more than an arrow piercing my side. Had it all been in vain? Had I
wasted my whole life fighting to uphold a corrupt and worthless
system? Was Gallia right? I had no answers to these questions. I
felt numb, empty, bereft of hope. Chrestus and the others returned
to my side as Kalet and his men escorted a gloating Gallia back to
camp. The night was silent now, the area lit by dozens of burning
tents and dotted with hundreds, perhaps thousands, of corpses, all
food for ravens in the morning.

‘Well, the queen has
certainly solved one problem,’ observed Chrestus matter-of-factly.
‘One remains – getting into the town.’

I stayed outside camp
that night, sleeping on the ground near to the dead and the charred
earth where their tents had been, rather than share a tent with
Gallia. I could not bear to look at her so incensed was I over her
behaviour. Chrestus and the century stayed with me, cooks bringing
us porridge in the cold morning light when the full horror of the
preceding evening was revealed. Ravens were already clustered
around the dead, plucking at flesh with their sharp beaks. They
scattered when a host of bearded vultures arrived to partake of
human flesh. It was hideous and I commanded the enemy dead were to
be cremated immediately.

‘It is not healthy to
stay here, majesty,’ said Chrestus. ‘We risk catching pestilence
being so near to so many dead.’

Reluctantly I agreed
to go back to camp, legionaries raising their javelins in salute as
we walked through the entrance. We received more applause as we
walked to my tent in the centre of the camp. I saw only the smiling
faces of soldiers, squires and non-combatants.

‘At least spirits have
improved,’ observed Chrestus.

‘For some,’ I
answered.

But the truth was the
army’s morale had increased markedly as a result of Gallia seizing
the initiative, the slaughter of Spada and his men was seen as a
great victory. Kalet and his fellow lords were delighted, even more
so when I despatched them to the hills in the north to seek out and
destroy any remaining soldiers of Spada’s army. I had devised it as
a punishment for to venture into the hills was to invite ambush,
but they were still filled with bloodlust and relished the
opportunity to scour the enemy’s land. With them gone and Talib and
his scouts sent west and east to provide warning of the approach of
Phraates’ army, I assembled a council of war to plan our next move.
Gallia, dressed in mail armour and leggings, sat opposite me at the
table. I avoided her gaze.

‘As the men’s spirits
seemed to have improved,’ I told them, ‘we will attack the town
tomorrow.’

Marcus looked alarmed.
‘Assaulting the walls without preparation will be costly, majesty,
as I have informed you.’

‘Time is not a luxury
we enjoy, Marcus, I assume we have enough scaling ladders.’

‘More than enough,
majesty.’

The ladders had been
fashioned before we had left Dura, their length determined by
Marcus’ exhaustive research of Estakhr and its defences.

‘The scorpions will
provide cover, Marcus,’ Chrestus reassured him.

‘And my horse
archers,’ added Sporaces.

‘Not all of them,’ I
said, ‘half will be screening the army to ensure we are not
surprised by the remnants of Spada’s men.’

‘Will not Kalet and
his men hunt down those who still live, majesty?’ asked Azad.

‘Perhaps, though they
cannot be relied upon.’

‘They are loyal,’
snapped Gallia.

‘To you, my sweet,
certainly,’ I said sarcastically.

Everyone looked down
at the table as Gallia and I stared unblinking at each other.

‘We attack at dawn,’ I
told them, ‘the meeting is over.’

They departed
speedily, leaving husband and wife together.

‘Still sulking,
Pacorus?’

‘Still pained at your
gross violation of protocol,’ I told her.

‘Protocol,’ she
sniffed, ‘what is protocol but a game invented by courtiers who
have nothing better to do? How short is your memory.’

‘In what way?’

‘You had Mithridates
killed.’

‘Executed,’ I
corrected her. ‘And you killed Crassus.’

She laughed. ‘We are
both killers, Pacorus. We have killed countless men in battle so
what does it matter if a few more have been added to the list?’

I did not have the
stomach to argue with her so I gave up, drank some wine and flopped
on to my cot. She did the same. We were both tired. Like the rest
of the army we rested, ate, drank and prepared for the morrow when
we would do some more killing.


 


 Chapter 13

Conditions were
perfect: a slight breeze, the sun shining intermittently from
behind large white clouds and visibility unimpeded by rain or mist.
The well-dressed walls of Estakhr, forged from yellow sandstone,
were lined with soldiers, the bronze helmets denoting Alexander’s
palace guard and the bare heads and soft felt caps indicating
slingers and archers. There were more manning the battlements of
the round towers sited at each corner of the town’s walls and more
at regular intervals along their length. On one of the towers stood
Alexander himself, a great banner held behind him and his senior
commanders around him.

I turned away from the
town’s defences to consult with my commanders. Their mood, and the
army’s, was sombre and no wonder. Assaulting the town using scaling
ladders would result in substantial casualties. I knew it and so
did every man in armour arrayed around Estakhr. I was equipped as
one of them: mail armour, gladius, shield and simple helmet.
I would be in the vanguard of the assault. Perhaps a display of
courage might wash away the shame of what had happened to Spada at
least; if not, then a good death.

The assault would be
against the southern and eastern sides of the town because the
River Pulwar hugged the northern and western walls, the Greek
architects who designed Estakhr using geography with some skill. To
try to offset the advantages enjoyed by the defenders Marcus had
placed his scorpions well. These machines looked like a large bow
lying parallel to the ground on a wooden bolt carrier, the whole on
a wooden stand. Just under the height of a man’s chest, the
scorpion was a complex piece of equipment, the two arms firing the
two-feet long bolt being pushed through ropes made of animal
sinews, which were then twisted to create a hugely powerful tension
device to push each arm forwards. The arms were then pulled back by
means of a bowstring, the bolt was placed on the carrier and the
bowstring released. The bolt had a range of around five hundred
feet and though it could inflict terrible damage on the densely
packed ranks of an enemy on the battlefield, when storming a
stronghold, it was useful for clearing ramparts of soldiers. Each
century was supported by a scorpion, which meant a total of a
hundred and twenty deployed against Estakhr. Also in support would
be half of Sporaces’ horse archers – twenty-five hundred men – who
would be dismounted and would shoot arrows at the defenders on the
walls. Not a sound came from the thousands of Exiles, Durans and
horse archers standing in their centuries and companies before the
walls, nor from the hundreds of cataphracts and Gallia’s Amazons
sitting on their horses nearby. Kalet and his robbers were still in
the hills to the north and Talib was keeping watch on the east and
west, so there was no hope of relief for the town, at least not
until Phraates appeared.

‘Perhaps we might try
negotiations before we attack, majesty,’ suggested Kewab.

I slapped him on the
arm. ‘As my terms demand Alexander surrender himself so he can be
executed I doubt he will be willing to listen to a plea for
negotiations.’

I looked at Chrestus.
‘Your men have been briefed on their target once they have breached
the walls?’

He nodded. ‘Every
centurion knows his task, majesty.’

The citadel was
positioned in the centre of the town and was the place where
Alexander would make his last stand. All efforts were therefore to
be directed at seizing it. Once we had possession of the citadel,
and Alexander, further resistance would end. I looked left and
right at the town’s southern wall, around a mile in extent.

‘Let us begin,
then.’

I shook their hands
before they left, leaving me alone with Gallia. Her eyes were
moist. She knew trying to talk me out of participating in the
attack would be in vain so she embraced me.

‘The gods be with
you,’ she whispered.

‘They have so far,’ I
smiled, kissing her on the cheek. ‘For Claudia.’

I walked forward with
Chrestus, like Domitus before him always in the forefront of any
action. We did not speak as we walked between two centuries to take
our places in the front rank. He turned and offered me his hand
before standing at the head of the century on the left. I nodded
and walked to the century on the right and stood beside the
centurion who barely acknowledged me. There were ten of us in the
front rank and nine legionaries behind every one of us. Every file
was equipped with a ladder with which to scale the walls. No one
carried a javelin, which would impede climbing ladders, and every
shield was equipped with a strap to enable it to be slung on the
back once the walls were reached. If the walls were reached.
But for the dash to the walls we would hold our shields above our
heads as a protection against the deluge of sling shots, arrows and
rocks that would come at us. Hopefully the scorpions and archers
would keep enemy heads down, but even if they did archers standing
to the rear of the walls would still be able to hit us by shooting
over the battlements. I blocked such thoughts out of my mind. It
was in the hands of the gods now. I clutched the lock of Gallia’s
hair around my neck and nodded to the centurion. I felt hot in the
leather vest all my legionaries wore beneath their mail armour. He
pressed the whistle to his lips and blew. We began to walk forward,
centuries flanking us doing likewise as shrill whistle blasts broke
the silence.

We started out around
four hundred paces from the walls, the crews of the scorpions in
between centuries shooting bolts as soon as we commenced the
advance. The dismounted horse archers followed behind the
centuries, not shooting until they were within at least a hundred
paces of the walls. At such a distance they would be in range of
the slingers and archers on the walls, but they would be
concentrating their efforts on the legionaries directly below
them.

The pace was measured
at first, the enemy lining the walls seemingly frozen in time as we
walked forward. But when we had advanced to within three hundred
paces of the walls arrows began to appear in the sky, flying high
before dropping to slam into the ground in front of us.
Subconsciously the pace quickened with men eager to reduce the time
they were under missiles before they reached the walls.

‘Shields!’ shouted the
centurion.

As one everyone
hoisted shields above their heads, slowing the advance as men tried
to maintain an unbroken roof of wood and leather over them while
hauling ladders. I heard thuds and felt an arrow slam into my own
shield.

I also heard
high-pitched yelps as men were hit. A few groaned as a lead pellet
hit their face, fracturing their cheekbone if they were lucky; if
not, killing them outright. The pace quickened – no one wanted to
be under enemy missiles longer than they had to. From behind I
heard the reassuring sounds of bowstrings cracking as our own
archers shot at those lining the walls.

Then we were at the
wall, legionaries behind me manhandling ladders against the stone
surface. There was a loud crunch. I stared in horror at the bloody
mess, once a head encased by a helmet, now red gore after being hit
by a rock. I felt a sharp blow to my back.

‘Move!’

The file behind me was
waiting for me to begin climbing the ladder. I slung my shield on
my back, clutched the rungs and climbed. My heart was pounding in
my chest and not because I was a man in his fifties. Out of the
corner of my eye I saw a man hit by a rock flipping him backwards,
tumbling into the man behind, who lost his footing and swung
outwards, away from the ladder, which collapsed sideways. The wall
wasn’t high – perhaps twenty feet – but high enough to give the
defenders time to knock many men off ladders. Bodies began to pile
up at the foot of the wall along its length but there was no time
to think of others.

I scrambled up the
ladder, missing a rung in my desire to get to the top. My leg
slipped between the rungs and I hung on for dear life. It saved my
life for in that instant a rock glanced off my shield; two seconds
earlier and it would have hit me on the head.

‘On, on.’

Frantic calls behind
me prompted me to regain my footing and keep climbing. I approached
the top of the ladder, saw a leering man above holding a spear
directed at me, the shaft being drawn back just prior to throwing
and I knew I was dead. Like a rabbit hypnotised by a cobra I just
stared at the point, time slowing and all sounds fading away, to be
replaced by the sound of my heart thumping. Then there was an arrow
in his eye socket, a brief look of anguish on his face and the
spear falling harmlessly as he collapsed forward. Shaking myself
out of my paralysis I grabbed the back of his tunic, hauled him
over the battlements and scrambled over the wall. There was a thud
on my shield. Our archers were still shooting! I crouched down and
shifted right to allow the others to get onto the wall.

I drew my
gladius to slash at the hamstring of a slinger who had just
released a lead pellet. He collapsed in pain and fell silently as I
plunged the sword into his chest. I took the shield off my back as
a legionary shoved me forward.

‘Move, get off the
wall.’

I heard the
centurion’s whistle. At least he had made it. Men were now flooding
over the walls, thirsting for vengeance for their dead comrades.
One of Alexander’s palace guards, shield tight to his body, thrust
his spear forward. I jumped aside but not before the blade had cut
some links in my mail armour. I thrust my shield forward to catch
the spear as he lunged again, the point glancing off the metal boss
allowing me to spring forward and drive the point of my sword into
his right thigh. He grimaced in pain and sprang back, hobbling
somewhat as he and others retreated down the stone steps giving
access to the battlements. I followed, using my shield to batter
away his spear thrusts as he limped down the steps, blood staining
his leggings.

Screams and shouts
erupted behind me and I was nearly knocked over when the man behind
me stumbled forward. I ceased my private duel to focus on keeping
my balance and stepped back, grabbing the legionary who had an
arrow lodged in his shoulder.

Hiss, hiss, hiss. More
arrows flying at us.

‘Keep moving, down the
steps.’

The centurion was
bellowing orders as a line of enemy archers – bows over a yard in
length, their owners wearing conical felt hats, yellow tunics and
blue leggings – took pot shots at us to allow those who had been
lining the walls to escape.

A man behind me hauled
the wounded legionary back and I bounded down the steps, holding
the shield in front of me. Two arrows slammed into it and then I
was at the foot of the steps, the centurion beside me.

‘Are you hurt,
majesty?’

His men clustered
around him and formed into a testudo to shuffle forward.

‘No, I’m fine.’

The archers released
another volley hitting shields as the century continued to move
forward, either side of it other centuries also forming into
testudo and walking forward. We had taken the walls.

The centurion and I
pushed our way forward to reach the front rank and lead the
advance, the enemy falling back into the town as legionaries
continued to pour over the walls.

Then the enemy
attacked. The archers stepped aside to allow the palace guard and
town militia to rush at us. The guards came at us with spears
levelled in a disciplined rush, round shields facing front. A point
was shoved into my shield; I hacked down with the gladius
and splintered the shaft. The guard released the haft, drew his
sword and rammed it over the top of my scutum. I ducked so
he cut only air before thrusting the gladius forward in the
hope to split his face open. But he parried the stab with his own
shield and slashed low with his blade, against my left leg,
slightly forward. I dropped my shield but not quickly enough to
prevent the point of his sword slicing my leggings and cutting
flesh. These men were good. But perhaps I was getting old. I jabbed
forward with a feint designed to draw his shield higher, succeeding
and flicked the blade low to cut his own leg. Perhaps not that
old.

Beside me and around
me guards and legionaries, both maintaining their formations,
hacked and slashed at each other in a grim dance of death. My
adversary attempted a horizontal cut with his sword. I rammed my
shield forward and forced the blade upwards, jabbing the
gladius forward, the point piercing his armpit. He shouted,
dropped his sword and grimaced in pain. I seized my chance and
stabbed the sword into his chest, the point cutting through the
leather cuirass and hitting bone. His eyes glazed over. I stabbed
forward again and again, lacerating the leather. He collapsed to
the ground and I stepped over him. Slowly, surely, we were winning.
Then I saw him. In burnished helmet and glimmering silver-scale
cuirass, Alexander was fighting a mere stone’s throw away from me.
I saw him, he saw me and we both headed for each other.

But the tide of battle
intervened as a surge of Durans forced him and his men back and
away from me. I cried out in anguish and lunged and stabbed with
frenzy and frustration at the man in front of me. I rammed my
shield forward; the guardsman in front of me lost his footing and
fell backwards. I jumped on him and stamped the heel of my boot
into his face again and again, reducing his nose to a bloody mess.
I left him to be stabbed to death by the Duran behind me and
stepped forward.

Horns sounded, the
enemy disengaged and fell back. We did not pursue. A raging thirst
suddenly took hold of me and I was gasping for air.

‘Reform.’

The centurion was
among his men, cajoling, encouraging and flattering those still
alive. I made a quick head count. Twenty were missing, not all
dead, some limping back to camp through the seized and open town
gates, but it was still a substantial number.

‘Take a breather,’ he
commanded.

I reached for my water
bottle and took a few sips. It had been ingrained in us that even
with a crushing thirst one should not gorge on the contents of a
water bottle. The next drink might be many hours, perhaps days,
away. Trumpets and whistles blew as the Durans were reorganised for
the next stage: the assault on Estakhr’s citadel. I took the
opportunity to take stock of the town, its neat and tidy
stone-paved streets flanked by single-story mud-brick houses
extending from the southern wall. Their occupants would be cowering
inside their homes, hoping Dura’s soldiers had not come to rape and
pillage.

‘General Chrestus
requests your presence, majesty.’

The centurion was in
front of me, his helmet battered and his transverse crest almost
gone. I offered him my hand.

‘It has been a
pleasure.’

His chiselled face
cracked a smile.

‘That’s one word for
it.’

I made my way to where
Chrestus and a knot of his officers stood, turning to acknowledge
the legionaries’ salute as they banged the flats of their swords
against their shields. I felt exhausted and old and must have
looked it because Chrestus commanded a medical orderly to bandage
my leg and give me an examination.

‘I’m fine,’ I
insisted, the orderly reaching into his bag to apply some aloe vera
balm on my cut leg before binding it.

‘You don’t look fine,’
he said bluntly. ‘The town is ours, the walls and gates are secure
and all that remains is to get inside the citadel.’

One of his
subordinates shoved a man before me, a tall, bearded individual in
fine robes and quality leather shoes on his feet.

‘This man is the head
of Estakhr’s guild of traders, majesty,’ said Chrestus, ‘he
surrendered himself to us immediately.’

‘Benham, majesty,’ the
man announced, bowing theatrically to me.

I took another swig of
water as the orderly tied off the bandage, bowed and left us to
treat the more seriously wounded.

‘What do you
want?’

‘To preserve Estakhr,
majesty. Its fine buildings and people.’

‘And businesses,’ said
Chrestus sarcastically as fresh cohorts marched past us from the
gates to replace those who had stormed the walls.

‘Estakhr will not be
destroyed, Benham,’ I reassured him. ‘As soon as we have got what
we came for we will leave.’

Benham gave me a
quizzical look. ‘What would that be, majesty?’

‘Prince Alexander,’ I
replied.

‘Go back to your
fellow businessmen and tell them to keep indoors and stay out of
our way,’ Chrestus told him, waving him away.

Benham bowed to him
and me as he backed away, smiling and glad to be still living as he
hastily left our presence.

‘He should be thankful
Kalet and his men aren’t in the town,’ remarked Chrestus, ‘they
would wipe the smile off his face.’

I knew the Durans and
Exiles would not pillage Estakhr, not until they were ordered to do
so, so was unconcerned about the presence of thousands of
legionaries in the town. I was more concerned when I saw Talib
trotting towards us, a feeling of dread gripping my stomach as he
slid off his horse and bowed.

‘What brings you into
Estakhr?’ I asked.

His face told me
before he spoke the words.

‘Phraates and his army
are approaching the town, majesty.’

‘Where?’ demanded
Chrestus.

‘Ten miles to the
east, general. He will be here in less than an hour.’

I looked at Chrestus,
both of us reading each other’s thoughts. It would take longer to
regroup and batter our way into the citadel. The army was split
into three parts: the legions in the town, the horsemen outside and
Kalet and his lords in the north. There was only one sensible
option.

I sighed. ‘Give the
order to withdraw. Detail two cohorts to hold the western gates
into the town and the walls either side of them.’

I looked at Talib. ‘Go
and find Kalet and his men and tell them to get back here with all
speed.’

It was a bitter
decision but six thousand horsemen would not be able to stand
against perhaps ten times their number once Phraates arrived.
Gallia met me at the gates at the head of the Amazons, leading
Tegha whom I was grateful to ride. My left leg was aching
like fury. She kissed me, embraced me warmly and handed me my Roman
helmet complete with new goose feathers. She looked at my damaged
mail armour and wounded leg.

‘You look terrible.
Talib told me about Phraates. What will we will do?’

It was a good question
and one I had no answer to, at least not yet. I toyed with the idea
of deploying the army to the east of Estakhr but realised to do so
would mean there would be a hostile force in the town between the
army and our main camp, not to mention the River Pulwar. And we
might need our camp if hostilities broke out. So I decided to
deploy the legions near the main camp so they could reinforce those
at the gates if need be, or cover their withdrawal if matters
deteriorated. I would take the cataphracts, the only force still
fresh, to meet with Phraates.

I left Chrestus in
command with Sporaces his deputy, and rode to the west in the
company of Azad, Gallia, Kewab, the Amazons and a thousand
cataphracts. We did not travel far, Estakhr still visible behind
us, before we halted and Azad formed his men into line. The eastern
end of the Plain of Marvdasht was suddenly heaving with horsemen,
among them hundreds of banners fluttering in the wind. As they drew
near I saw the eagle of Susiana, the dragon of Media and the horned
bull of Babylon.

‘Phraates must have
emptied Babylon and Susiana of people,’ said Azad as the high
king’s horsemen flooded the plain.

‘Darius rides to save
his wretched brother,’ observed Gallia bitterly.

‘As does his mother,’
I said, noting the presence of Aliyeh beside the King of Media.

I glanced behind at
Dura’s dragon of cataphracts, which suddenly appeared paltry and
fragile compared to the vast host they faced. Phraates’ army had
halted around two hundred paces from us, the fluttering standards
the only things moving. I laughed.

‘Something amuses you,
Pacorus?’ Gallia was certainly not in a jovial mood.

‘I was just thinking
Phraates has us. If he attacked now his army would simply roll over
us, he could rescue Alexander and end any threat to the Kingdom of
Persis.’

I stared at the huge
banner of a horned bull in front of a large group of soldiers
wearing armour, purple leggings and tunics, in front of them the
figure of Phraates. The two sides gawped at each other for what
seemed like an eternity, not one man moving.

‘Apparently the high
king wishes to talk.’ I nudged Tegha forward. ‘Let’s get it
over with.’

Gallia joined me;
behind Zenobia holding Dura’s banner also accompanied us. From
Phraates’ ranks came the high king himself, Darius, Aliyeh and
their banner men. As we neared each other Phraates appeared
nervous, Darius confident and Aliyeh hateful. It would not be a
pleasant family reunion. Ignoring all protocol, my sister spoke
first, looking down her nose at me and ignoring Gallia.

‘You look like one of
my slaves, Pacorus.’

Phraates grinned and
Darius smirked but I did not rise to the bait.

‘And you have a rapist
and murderer for a son, Aliyeh, but let us dispense with niceties
and get straight to the point.’

‘King Pacorus,’ said
Phraates, ‘you will withdraw your army from Persis immediately or I
will be forced to evict you and your men with force.’

‘And as you can see we
have enough men to accomplish that easily,’ said Darius.

He peered past me. ‘I
see the banner of the Bird God still flies from Estakhr’s citadel.
We have arrived just in time to prevent a gross injustice.’

Gallia was livid.
‘Injustice? If there were any justice in this world your brother’s
head would be on a spike by now. But he fled into the citadel like
a frightened girl rather than face my husband man to man.’

‘Are we to tolerate
the outbursts of this former slave, highness?’ Aliyeh asked
Phraates.

‘Watch your tongue,
Aliyeh,’ I warned her.

Darius nudged his
horse forward gripping the hilt of his sword.

‘Pull it,’ I said,
‘please.’

‘Enough,’ commanded
Phraates. ‘King Pacorus, you have one hour to depart with your
army. If you refuse to leave this place I will have no option but
to…’

The words stopped as
his mouth dropped open and his eyes widened. At first I thought
someone had put an arrow in his back but then I saw he was staring
at something behind us, so I turned in the saddle and felt relief
and joy in equal measure cascade through me. For beyond the
cataphracts was a sea of banners showing the emblems of Hatra,
Mesene, Elymais and Gordyene.

A new army had come to
the Plain of Marvdasht.

Phraates wilted in the
saddle as my friends and their soldiers advanced towards us, Aliyeh
burning with anger but her son slowly moving his hand away from his
sword, getting his horse to retreat a few paces.

‘We should retire back
to our men, highness,’ said Darius.

‘Wait, we are not here
to fight,’ I stated.

‘The actions of your
allies indicate otherwise,’ said Phraates.

‘We are here for
justice only,’ I insisted.

‘Withdraw your army
from Estakhr and you shall have it,’ said Phraates, turning his
horse and riding back to his men.

Darius and Aliyeh,
mystified, had no other option but to follow. The high king
withdrew his substantial forces a short distance and we also
retreated, to a most happy reunion. The ache in my leg disappeared
as I greeted Nergal, Spartacus, Gafarn and Silaces, Gallia and the
Amazons whooping with joy as they mingled with Diana, Rasha and
Praxima.

‘I did not expect you
to be here, though I am glad you are,’ I told them as their
cataphracts, horse archers and mounted spearmen flanked my
cataphracts to face the army of the high king.

‘You are not alone,
Pacorus,’ said Gafarn.

‘We do not abandon our
friends,’ stated Nergal.

‘Phraates is an
ungrateful little bastard,’ spat Silaces, ‘and I wanted to be
present when the runt Alexander is held to account.’

‘We have Alexander
trapped in the town,’ said Gallia.

Silaces rubbed his
hands with glee. ‘Excellent.’

Phraates sent an envoy
with an offer for all parties to negotiate an end to what could be
the start of a civil war in Parthia, something he knew I wished to
avoid at all costs. That said, he knew I was bargaining from
a position of strength and he had to tread carefully. He insisted
before any discussions could take place I had to immediately
withdraw my soldiers from Estakhr and allow his bodyguard to enter
the town to verify Alexander was still alive. Both sides retreated
as I gave safe passage to the party of Babylonians who rode into
the town and thence to the citadel where a joyous Alexander desired
to ride back to Phraates’ pavilion to pay his compliments. Chrestus
informed them the prince was to stay in the citadel until his fate
was decided the next day. If he attempted to leave before then he
would order his men to kill him.

But Alexander made no
attempt to leave, he had no need to. He knew his salvation was at
hand. I knew too, though I said nothing to Gallia before I left
camp to meet Phraates at his pavilion pitched immediately east of
Estakhr’s walls, the tents of his army forming a vast crescent
around the town. The tents of the army my friends commanded flooded
the plain to the west of my camp and their occupants were stirring
before dawn to be in the saddle to greet the new day. The air
tingled with excitement and foreboding. For men like Silaces it
promised revenge for the death of Valak and for their wounded
pride, for Spartacus a chance to wipe the smug expression from
Darius’ face. But for me it threatened to undo everything I had
dedicated my life to.

I took Kewab with me.
Surprisingly Phraates’ Chief of Court had not accompanied him but
another courtier, a man barely out of his teens, had arrived at my
camp the evening before with conditions for the morrow’s meeting.
No women were to be present and the high king would meet me alone.
The good news was neither Darius nor Aliyeh would be present. Just
me and the man I had lobbied so hard for to be high king of the
empire. Silaces and Spartacus warned me not to go alone but I
dismissed their fears. My soldiers were inside Estakhr, my friends
commanded tens of thousands of horsemen and the last thing Phraates
desired was a pitched battle in which he might lose not only his
empire but also his life.

At the pavilion slaves
in purple took our horses and Babylonian guards escorted us past
smirking and sneering courtiers to the high king’s private
quarters. I had expected a coterie of stern-faced advisers and
generals but two couches had been arranged on the plush carpets
covering the boards and beautiful olive-skinned slave girls served
Kewab and me with pastries and fine wine as we waited for Phraates.
He appeared moments later, dressed in silk robes and red leather
shoes. We bowed as he took his couch, two huge bearded brutes in
dragon-skin armour, armed with two-handed battle axes standing
behind him. Phraates looked at Kewab and gestured for me to sit
opposite him.

He nibbled at a fancy.
‘So here we are, King Pacorus, far from home and set to kill each
other. And for what?’

‘For justice,
majesty,’ I said, ‘justice for my daughter’s violation.’

He finished the pastry
and clicked his fingers. A slave scuttled over to offer a white
cloth with which he cleaned his hands.

‘I regret what
happened to Princess Claudia, truly. But I cannot let you kill
Satrap Alexander. I have given my word to his mother and brother he
will come to no harm.’

I took a sip of wine.
It was like the nectar of the gods.

‘How unfortunate,
majesty.’

A slave filled
Phraates’ gold rhyton with wine.

‘You understand I
cannot back down on this matter. Having ejected the Romans from the
empire I cannot allow my reputation to be sullied at Estakhr.’

‘It is a quandary,
majesty, I agree.’

Phraates looked away
from me to Kewab.

‘Your face is
familiar.’

‘This is Commander
Kewab, majesty,’ I told him, ‘whose advice on tactics and strategy
at Phraaspa resulted in the retreat and defeat of Mark Antony.’

Phraates’ eyes
narrowed as he beheld the man whose mind was sharper than his, or
mine for that matter.

‘Ah, yes, I remember.
Perhaps he can suggest a way out of this dilemma.’

I turned to look at
Kewab who blushed with embarrassment.

‘Speak,’ ordered
Phraates, ‘I command it.’

‘Only the death of
Satrap Alexander will satisfy Dura, highness,’ said Kewab.

I thought Phraates
would be outraged but he merely sipped at his wine and smiled at
me.

‘There are many
deaths, Commander Kewab. A common soldier may lose his life on the
battlefield but a prince may suffer shame akin to a living
death.’

Clearly Phraates had
spent much time in the presence of Ashleen and his serpent tongue.
I wondered where the Chief of Court was.

‘I am prepared to
banish Alexander,’ continued Phraates, ‘to strip him of his
position as ruler of Persis. In addition, in recognition of your
part in saving the empire from the Romans, I will give you a
thousand talents of gold.’

Kewab gasped. It was a
huge sum, the equivalent of thirty tons of gold. I did not answer
immediately. I was unconcerned about the gold, it was irrelevant,
but I had to weigh my next words carefully. Phraates knew this and
struck first.

‘Do you really wish to
reignite civil war in the empire, King Pacorus, after you and my
father fought so long and hard to unite Parthia? If it were within
my power to undo the damage done to your daughter, I would not
hesitate. But you ask me to break my word and that I cannot
do.’

He drank his wine and
held out the rhyton for more.

‘Let us suppose you
leave this pavilion intent on war, and in the ensuing battle you
kill me, your sister, Darius and finally Alexander. What then?
Would you take the high crown yourself?’

‘You know I would
not.’

‘Then civil war would
grip the empire, King Pacorus. The lords of Media, Susiana and
Babylon would seek retribution and you would have to subdue each of
those kingdoms. How long would you take? A year, ten years? And
what of the kingdoms of the east? I know Hyrcania and Margiana are
loyal to you, but what of the others? Even as we sit here Chief of
Court Ashleen is negotiating my marriage to the daughter of King
Rama of Aria.’

One mystery
solved.

‘The Princess Usha is
most prepossessing by all accounts.’

‘My congratulations,
majesty,’ I said.

‘Our union will bring
east and west together and herald a period of peace and prosperity
for the empire.’

I held out my rhyton
for a slave to take it, rose and bowed to Phraates.

‘I agree to your
terms, highness.’

Phraates, delighted,
emptied his rhyton, tossed it at a slave and jumped up.

‘You are a great
ruler, King Pacorus, and the sword of Parthia. You will always be
welcome at Ctesiphon, both as a friend and a trusted adviser.’

He was careful not
allow his delight to transform into gloating, walking beside me
through the pavilion to our waiting horses. He invited me to his
wedding, promised to have the gold delivered to Dura immediately,
enquired after Gallia and even had friendly words for Kewab. He had
won a great triumph and we all knew it. His grinning visage was
like a knife in the guts as I rode away from his pavilion.

On the journey back to
camp Kewab was silent but I was aware he was bursting to question
me on why I had given in so easily. But his keen intellect would
soon work out the answer as to why I had sold my daughter’s honour
so cheaply. So did Gallia.

When I stood before
her in our tent in the presence of our friends and told her what I
had agreed, she slapped my face hard. Diana took a sharp intake of
breath but the expressions on the faces of Nergal, Silaces and
Spartacus told me I had deserved it and more. Only Gafarn appeared
sympathetic. Gallia went to slap me again but I grabbed her
wrist.

‘Once is enough, I
think.’

She wrenched her arm
free.

‘I will not plunge the
empire into civil war,’ I told her.

‘Not even for
Claudia?’

‘Not even for Claudia,
no.’

‘This leaves a bitter
taste in the mouth, Pacorus,’ said Silaces.

I sighed. ‘If you wish
to fight Phraates, my friend, I cannot stop you. I cannot stop any
of you. But I would ask you all to consider your actions carefully.
The fate of the empire is in your hands. You can accept Phraates’
judgement or kill him. Those are the stark alternatives.’

They filed out of the
tent dejected and angry, though their ire was nothing compared to
Gallia’s rage. I accepted her wrath and their disapproval but I
knew I had let Claudia down, as well as the hundreds of men who had
died storming the walls of Estakhr. I visited the wounded where
Alcaeus and his orderlies were doing their best to patch up their
injuries and set their broken bones. His apron was stained with
blood and when he saw me standing at the entrance to the tent he
barked at me to either lend a hand or go. I lent a hand.

I walked over to where
he was applying a bandage to a broken upper right arm, applying
alum and honey first, the sitting legionary grimacing as he tied
off the material. When the soldier saw me he made to stand but
Alcaeus stopped him.

‘He may be a king
outside this tent but in here he is just an orderly. Now hold still
while I get a sling.’

He wandered off to
rummage in an open chest in the centre of the tent, occupied cots
lining the sidewalls.

‘You are a Duran?’

‘Yes, majesty, third
cohort, fourth century.’

‘How did you acquire
your wound?’

He looked sheepish.
‘Fell off a ladder majesty, lost my footing.’

I gently placed a hand
on his left shoulder.

‘I thank you for your
service and pray your healing is speedy.’

Alcaeus returned and
fitted him with a sling to keep his wounded arm immobile.

‘Keep the wound clean
and as still as possible. It should heal in six or seven
weeks.’

The legionary thanked
him and me and departed. Alcaeus turned when a piercing cry shot
through the air. He rushed over to the table on which a wounded
soldier was lying. He had passed out while the medic had been
extracting the arrowhead from his leg. Blood was gushing from the
wound. In an instant Alcaeus elevated the limb while the medic
fetched a clean cloth and applied it to the wound, tying it in
place with leather straps.

‘Not too tight,’ said
Alcaeus, ‘we do not want the leg turning green through lack of
blood.’

The medic made sure
padding was placed under the leg to keep it elevated and thanked
Alcaeus.

‘Will he live?’ I
asked.

‘He’ll live, though he
won’t be walking for a while. What is on your mind?’

‘On my mind?’

He sighed and raised
his eyes. ‘How long have we known each other?’

‘Thirty-five
years.’

‘So I think I can say
with a degree of certainty I know you. Usually you only wander into
a hospital tent to get something off your chest. So what is
it?’

I told him about the
meeting with Phraates, my agreement to let Alexander live and
Gallia slapping me.

He stretched his back
and took a swig of water, offering me the water bottle.

‘A wise decision,
Pacorus, we may make a great king out of you yet.’

‘I failed Claudia,’ I
said forlornly.

He snatched the water
bottle back. ‘Don’t whine, it is most unbecoming. You have saved
further bloodshed and prevented the empire descending into civil
war. I would say tens of thousands owe you their lives, though they
will never know it. I approve.’

My spirits rose. ‘You
do?’

‘Naturally. Anything
preventing bloodshed is to be applauded. Men like me have to deal
with the consequences of kings starting wars. As you can see, they
are not pretty.’

‘And Claudia?’

He moved closer. ‘You
and Gallia sent her away so I assume you both think she can be
healed, though the gods alone know how. That being the case, to
provoke a war would have been the height of folly and indulgence.
Tell Gallia I said so.’

I did not, of course,
and the next day we hardly spoke as the intricate details of
Alexander’s retreat from Estakhr and his banishment to Media, which
was really no punishment at all, were worked out and agreed.
Couriers hurried between my camp and those of my friends and
Phraates’ pavilion, the whole morning passing before formalities
were agreed. First of all, I agreed to withdraw my soldiers from
Estakhr, to be replaced by Babylonians so Alexander would not feel
threatened when he ventured from the citadel. Then came the
bickering over who should be allowed to be there when he did leave
his stronghold. Gallia was insistent she should be present, though
Phraates was naturally worried she might try to kill his satrap, as
was I. In the end I personally vouched for my wife restraining
herself. Phraates himself would ride into the town and bring
Alexander from the citadel to his pavilion, escorted by Darius and
his mother. The route would be lined with Babylonian spearmen who
would face outwards to prevent an assassination attempt.

‘Unlike Alexander we
are not thieves and assassins,’ muttered Silaces as we sat on our
horses waiting for Alexander to appear.

The townsfolk had been
ordered to remain indoors so the streets were empty apart from our
small group and bored Babylonian spearmen lining the paved road
from the citadel to the gates. Each king was allowed just six
soldiers for an escort, plus a standard bearer, one of Phraates’
stewards counting each and every one at the western gates when we
entered the town. There was nearly an incident at the entrance when
a steward requested we leave our bows at the gatehouse, a request
Gallia refused. Rasha also refused to yield her bow, which had been
a gift from Gallia. A compromise was reached whereby the bows were
deposited with slaves from Phraates’ pavilion, each one carrying a
bow and walking ten paces behind its owner. In this way even if
Gallia wanted to shoot Alexander, he would be ushered to safety by
the time she had retrieved her bow.

‘A pleasant enough
place,’ remarked Gafarn, looking around at the yellow mud-brick
buildings and clean and tidy streets.

No one answered.

‘Well, I think so at
least.’

The sound of trumpets
broke the tension and then the wooden gates to the citadel began to
open, creaking on their aged hinges as they swung inwards. I
glanced at Gallia who was staring, unblinking at the open entrance
to the citadel. A party of Phraates’ bodyguard, magnificent in
their gleaming dragon-skin armour, trotted through the gates,
followed by the royal party – Phraates, Alexander, Darius and
Aliyeh – followed by more horsemen. Alexander stared directly
ahead, his mother’s haughtiness was clearly on display, while
Darius was gripping the hilt of his sword. But as he approached a
sense of anti-climax permeated the air. Even Gallia seemed resigned
to witnessing Alexander leave the town unmolested. I comforted
myself with knowing the empire would be spared internal convulsion
and wondered what Dobbai would have made of it all.

Perhaps it was no
coincidence I thought of her at that moment because out of the
corner of my eye I saw a fleeting black shape and heard curses and
shouting.

‘Who is the old
woman?’, ‘get the witch out of the way’, ‘guards’. The alarm was
followed by Alexander’s horse rearing up on its hind legs and
throwing its rider, who crashed onto the hard surface of the road.
Silaces laughed and Rasha squealed with delight but I merely shook
my head.

‘Idiot,’ hissed
Spartacus.

‘He can’t even ride a
horse properly,’ said Nergal.

The royal party halted
and Darius and his mother alighted from their mounts to help
Alexander to his feet, assisted by at least a dozen guards. Gallia
sighed loudly, Diana smiled politely and Nergal began chatting with
Praxima. He stopped when a loud wail pierced the air.

‘Noooooooooo.’

I jumped down from
Tegha and wandered over to where Darius was kneeling beside
his brother, his mother cradling her son, rocking to and fro.
Phraates was beside her, ashen-faced, a hand on her shoulder. I saw
the lifeless eyes of Alexander, his grieving mother and walked back
to my horse.

‘He’s dead,’ I said,
mounting Tegha and walking him back towards the gates. The
others followed. Gallia’s scowl disappeared to be replaced by a
beaming infectious smile, Rasha and Praxima sporting wide grins and
Silaces whistling as we left the town.

I never saw Estakhr
again.

Silaces departed north
for Elymais the next day, passing Kalet and his lords who returned
to us after being absent for days. Their men were laden with booty,
mostly horses and cattle but also a few slaves Gallia freed
immediately so they could return to their homes.

‘We burned their
homes,’ grumbled Kalet.

In the days following
we retraced our steps and reached the blue waters of the Tigris
fourteen days after Alexander had fallen from his horse and broken
his neck. At the river we bade farewell to Spartacus and Gafarn who
took their horsemen north. We were feasted with great pomp at Uruk
and stayed there three days to refresh ourselves and enjoy the
company of our friends. During the march back to Dura I had said
nothing about what I had seen just before Alexander had toppled
from his horse, or what I thought I saw. But when we had said our
farewells to Nergal and Praxima and were on the last leg of our
journey to Dura, Gallia raised the topic.

‘I saw Dobbai in
Estakhr.’

‘Really?’

‘You saw her too,
didn’t you?’

‘I saw something,’ I
admitted, ‘I cannot say for sure.’

‘It was her, I know
it. She watches over us still.’

We said nothing of
Claudia, as though not talking of her would not tempt the gods to
be cruel. But our hearts were in our mouths when we rode through
the Palmyrene Gate and along the road heaving with well-wishers to
the Citadel. We kept glancing at each other, nodding and trying to
fortify our courage as our horses reached the summit and passed
through the gates. I was shaking with fear; my tunic was drenched
with sweat. I swallowed and looked towards the palace. There, at
the foot of the steps, stood Rsan and Aaron, between them a tall
figure dressed in black, thick light brown hair around her
shoulders. Rsan and Aaron both smiled but my eyes were on our
eldest daughter, no longer the drooling shell but her faculties
fully restored. We jumped from our horses and threw our arms around
her, showering her with kisses. We had our daughter back.

In the days and weeks
afterwards we discovered the renewed Claudia was much more serious
than of old. She never spoke of what had happened to her when she
had been taken away from us and we did not probe. She never
mentioned Valak and we began to realise her terrible ordeal had
been erased from her mind. But it was truly a miracle and I gave
thanks to Shamash for returning Claudia to us. For once the gods
had been kind.


 


 Epilogue

Phraates was as good
as his word when it came to the gold, notwithstanding that
theoretically he could have defaulted on the delivery because
Alexander no longer lived. But three weeks after we had returned to
Dura a large convoy of camels and horsemen arrived at the Citadel
with the precious metal. Aaron was beside himself with joy,
assiduously counting each gold bar as his clerks updated their
records prior to organising the depositing of the treasure in the
treasury’s vault. He was less happy when I told him that I would
give part of Phraates’ gift to Kalet and each of his lords as
compensation for the lack of booty they had taken during the
campaign in Persis.

When I reached the
palace terrace I found the commander of the escort being
entertained by Gallia and Claudia, our daughter now fully
recovered, though utterly changed. The carefree woman was gone, in
her place a serious, slightly sombre individual who rarely laughed
and whose tongue had become more biting. But she and my wife were
chuckling as the commander of the Babylonian escort, a strapping
fellow with a large round face and thick beard, was talking to them
about something. He stopped and bowed when he saw me approach.

‘Tell my husband what
you have just informed us, Commander Aesus,’ said Gallia.

‘We have received word
from King Spartacus that King Artavasdes, his wife and children
have been seized by Mark Antony as a punishment for abandoning him
during the recent campaign.’

‘They are to be the
slaves of Queen Cleopatra, father,’ said Claudia, ‘a fitting
punishment for their alliance with the Romans.’

‘Alas for Artavasdes,’
I said. ‘I trust King of Kings Phraates is well, commander.’

‘Very well, majesty,’
replied Aesus, ‘he is looking forward to seeing you at his
wedding.’

‘As I am him,’ I
smiled.

Of course I was not
and the wedding was a mild form of torture Gallia and I had to
endure, a few days of forced smiles and polite conversations that
at least went quickly, aided by lavish quantities of wine. Silaces
got drunk every day, Aliyeh and Darius ignored us and Peroz and
Phanes threatened each other. But everyone thought Princess Usha
beautiful and it was good to see the eastern kings mixing with the
other monarchs of the empire rather than fighting them. I had to
admit I felt immensely proud when Timo married Usha to Phraates in
the presence of all the empire’s rulers. It was as if my life’s
work had come to fruition.

‘Of course Phraates
will take all the credit, father.’

Claudia had not
travelled to Ctesiphon; indeed, she rarely left the city now,
content to live in the palace, visit the markets to gather
ingredients for her concoctions or visit the camel park to converse
with strange individuals who had attached themselves to the
caravans stopping there. She sat in Dobbai’s old chair in her black
robes on the palace terrace, often just staring into space.
Initially when I discovered her doing so I rushed over and gripped
her by the shoulders, afraid her insanity had returned. But a
barbed comment and a withering look assured me that her wits were
as sharp as ever. Today she was in a good mood, sharing an evening
meal of rice, yogurt, bread, cheese and roasted antelope with us,
washed down by fine wine.

After she had finished
her meal she stood and wandered over to the balcony, a beautiful
evening sun descending in a red ball on the western horizon.

‘Now that he is secure
as high king he does not need the assistance of the King of Dura,’
she said harshly.

‘If there is one thing
I despise it is ingratitude,’ sneered Gallia.

Claudia shrugged.
‘Father could have been high king, perhaps should have been high
king, but it is too late now. Dura’s sun will fade, I fear.’

‘And Phraates?’ I
probed, ‘what will be his fate?’

She gave me a
mischievous grin. ‘Oh, I think you will find that Phraates will
quickly find his feet and have a long reign.’

‘That is all I ever
wanted,’ I smiled.

‘But will he be a good
high king?’ asked Gallia.

Claudia leaned back
against the balustrade. ‘He will rule the empire, mother, and usher
in a period of peace in which the kingdoms may or may not thrive
depending on their rulers. Everything else is irrelevant.’

And he did, though for
me there was a price to pay. Aliyeh and Darius had a kind of
revenge. They remained close confidantes of Phraates and over time
their subtle and malicious influence over the high king ensured
that I was gradually erased from the empire’s history. The scribes
at Ctesiphon rewrote history and so Surena alone won the Battle of
Carrhae. Phraates’ grandfather became the victor of Surkh and my
father the valiant commander who had beaten Narses at Susa.
Phraates was, unsurprisingly, given sole credit for defeating Mark
Antony’s invasion. The high king’s name was immortalised in both
writings and statues. As long as monarchs paid their annual tribute
he did not concern himself with their internal affairs. There were
some things we thanked him for, however. He did away with the
gatherings at Esfahan, for which everyone applauded him, but made
great efforts to invite kings to Ctesiphon where he could flatter
and bribe them to be his allies. He became the consummate
intriguer, winning with charm, veiled threats and largess what
others before had claimed with the sword. Individuals crossed him
at their peril. Ashleen thought his position unassailable and began
to behave like a king himself. So Phraates had him strangled. The
ludicrous policy of ‘Parthian purity’ died with him and his passing
was not mourned.

And what of Pacorus of
Dura? I had spent my life fighting for the empire, battling its
external and internal foes, and though Dura itself prospered and
many of its citizens grew very rich, its king became a mere
footnote of history. The reward for dedicating my entire life to
the empire?

Parthia forgot me.


 


 Historical notes

Ever since Carrhae in
53BC the Romans had been obsessed with reclaiming the eagles lost
at that battle. Julius Caesar had been planning a major campaign
against Parthia involving no less than 16 legions and 10,000
horsemen. His plan was to invade Parthia via Armenia, making use of
the hilly terrain in the north to avoid the open ground of
Mesopotamia where horse archers and cataphracts were so effective.
In the event Caesar’s assassination in 44BC meant the campaign
never materialised. But there is no doubt Mark Antony adopted his
former commander’s plans when he launched his own invasion of
Parthia in 37BC. He commanded a very strong army made up of 60,000
Roman legionaries, 10,000 Iberian and Celt horsemen and 30,000
non-Romans recruited in the Eastern provinces, a mixture of
horsemen and auxiliary foot soldiers. In addition, Artavasdes of
Armenia contributed 6000 cavalry and 7000 foot soldiers to the
invasion.

Phraates, after having
murdered his father Orodes, had just ascended to the high throne
and was in theory in a very weak position. However, Antony’s
rashness and pride fatally compromised his campaign and doomed it
to failure. Firstly, by rushing after the remnants of the Parthian
army to encircle Phraaspa and leaving his siege engines to catch
up, which allowed other Parthian forces to destroy said engines,
along with the 10,000 Roman legionaries guarding them. Secondly,
his refusal to abandon the siege of Phraaspa allowed the Parthians
to muster an army to ride to the relief of the city. Faced with the
onset of autumn, no winter base and dwindling supplies Antony had
no option but to retreat back to Armenia (his Armenian allies had
already abandoned him). He had surrounded Phraaspa in the middle of
August but was forced quit the siege in the middle of October when
the weather deteriorated rapidly.

The retreat lasted for
27 days and was conducted with some aplomb, the Parthians being
repulsed on no less than 18 separate occasions. However, they
continually harassed the Romans and in the blinding snow and
driving sleet Antony lost most of his mules and thousands of men.
When he reached sanctuary in Armenia his losses totalled 20,000
foot and 4000 horsemen.

Outraged by the
desertion of the Armenians Antony captured Artavasdes, his wife and
children and gave them to Cleopatra as slaves. Artavasdes was later
put to death. But this act of vengeance backfired dramatically on
the Romans, prompting a permanent grievance against Rome and
causing the Armenians to ally themselves with the Parthians
(Armenia became a bone of contention between the Romans and
Parthians for the next few decades). In 31BC, Mark Antony and
Cleopatra were defeated by Octavian at the Battle of Actium and by
30BC both were dead by their own hands.

The deaths of Antony
and Cleopatra made Octavian, who became Caesar Augustus, the
undisputed ruler of the Roman world. But the new Roman emperor
embarked on a campaign of diplomacy against Parthia rather than a
war of conquest. His reward was the return of the eagles lost at
Carrhae in 20BC and the establishment of good relations between
Rome and Parthia that lasted, for the most part, for over 100
years.

As for Phraates, after
a shaky start he ruled the Parthian Empire as king of kings for 36
years, no mean achievement, eventually being poisoned by his wife
so her son, also called Phraates, could become high king. Having
murdered his own father the same way many years before, for his son
it was perhaps an appropriate end.
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