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 Introduction

‘Halt!’

Asher pulled on the
reins to stop the mule as it walked past the open gates into the
Citadel. He smiled politely at the burly centurion who had been
standing to one side outside the guard room, two more mail-clad
guards armed with spears walking in front of his beast to prevent
it going any further. One grabbed its reins and looked with
disinterest as the centurion halted a few paces from him.

‘Get down and state
your business.’

Asher smiled politely
and alighted from the driver’s seat. He unconsciously fidgeted with
one of his long side curls as he did so.

‘You are a Jew?’ said
the centurion, a note of condescension in his voice.

Asher smiled politely
again. ‘Indeed, sir.’

He pointed to a
beautiful cedar box positioned in the rear of his cart.

‘I have an appointment
with the queen, regarding some documents of her father’s.’

The centurion’s ears
pricked up. ‘King Pacorus?’

Asher placed his hands
together and nodded solemnly. ‘Indeed, God rest his soul.’

The centurion must
have been at least six inches taller than Asher, and was twice as
wide as the lean Jew standing before him. Dura’s army may not have
been the force it once was but its soldiers were still a credit to
the kingdom, their weapons and armour the finest that money could
buy and their discipline legendary. The spirit of the old king
lived on, Asher thought. The centurion’s helmet was burnished and
sported a magnificent white transverse crest that indicated his
rank, as did the silver greaves that covered his shins. He carried
a short sword at his left hip and a dagger in a sheath on his right
hip, though Asher noticed that the ordinary soldiers by his mule
carried swords in scabbards that hung on their right sides. No
doubt one of the many idiosyncrasies associated with military
life.

The centurion tapped
the vine cane he was holding against his right thigh. He turned and
shouted towards the office.

‘There’s a Jew here
says he has business with the queen.’

He turned back to
Asher.

‘Name?’

‘Asher, sir.’

‘Says his name is
Asher.’

A clerk dressed in a
plain grey tunic came from the office.

‘Asher, grandson of
Aaron, is listed as having an appointment with the queen,
centurion.’

The centurion waved
the clerk back to his office and pointed his cane at the box in the
back of the cart.

‘Open it.’

‘It is for the queen,’
protested Asher.

The centurion casually
rested his left hand on the top of his sword but said nothing.
Asher understood the implied threat well enough.

‘It might be full of
snakes or scorpions,’ said the centurion. ‘You might be an assassin
sent by one of the queen’s enemies to murder her. Can’t have that.
Now open it.’

‘Does the queen have
any enemies?’ said Asher, trying to lighten the mood.

The centurion’s dark
eyes narrowed as he moved menacingly closer. Asher smiled once more
and scurried to the rear of the cart, pulling the box towards him
and opening the lid. Inside were rolls of papyrus, half a dozen of
them arranged side by side.

‘As you can see, sir,
no snakes.’

‘Take them out,’
ordered the centurion.

Asher was going to
protest but thought better of it. So he took each roll out of the
box and laid them beside it. The centurion placed his cane on the
cart and picked up the box, holding it aloft and shaking it a few
times. Satisfied, he placed it back on the cart and walked off.

‘Let him pass,’ he
ordered the guards who retook their positions at the gates. They
rested their oblong shields on the ground as Asher replaced the
rolls in the box, secured the lid and climbed into the driver’s
seat. He ordered the mule to walk forward and nodded his head at
the guards as he passed. They ignored him as he entered the
courtyard of Dura’s Citadel. On his right was a large barracks
block that occupied almost the whole southern wall, and beyond it
the great stables where the warhorses of the cataphracts were
housed. He felt strange to be back in this place, where once he had
been a frequent visitor when his grandfather had been the kingdom’s
treasurer. That seemed like another life.

He halted the cart at
the foot of the stone steps leading to the entrance porch of the
palace. Guards standing sentry by the stone columns ignored him as
he walked up the steps carrying the cedar box. How much history had
been made on these steps? He stopped and turned to look at the open
gates. Once kings rode from those gates to decide the fate of
empires.

‘The queen
awaits.’

He snapped out of his
musings to see a short, elderly man with thinning hair dressed in a
long white robe with red leather sandals on his feet standing at
the top of the steps. He had an imperious air and waved Asher
forward with his right hand. He turned and walked into the porch,
Asher hastening up the steps to follow. They passed more guards in
the reception hall that led to the throne room, the doors to which
were closed. The steward turned and pointed at the box Asher was
holding.

‘I will take
that.’

Slightly taken aback
by his brusque manner, Asher frowned but handed over the box. He
was beginning to regret his visit to the palace. It was well known
that the queen could be testy and short-tempered but it appeared
that her staff shared the same attributes. It was most tiresome.
More pleasing was the agreeable aroma of myrrh that filled the
hall, the incense being burned in the stands either side of the
doors to the throne room. The steward turned and ordered him to
follow as one of the guards opened a door and they both entered
Dura’s centre of power.

Light lanced into the
chamber through small windows set high in the walls, their
footsteps on the stone tiles the only sound as they made their way
to the far end where Queen Claudia sat on her high-backed throne.
Once there had been two thrones on the stone dais when King Pacorus
and Queen Gallia had ruled Dura but the latter had been dead for
many years and the old king had renounced his powers long before
his recent demise. Those powers had been inherited by the
middle-aged woman sitting before him, who observed him like a
spider watches its prey. He bowed his head to her.

‘Hail, Queen
Claudia.’

Her lip curled lightly
in acknowledgement as her dark eyes watched the fussy steward place
the cedar box on the floor in front of the dais. Once he had done
so she waved him away with a curt swipe of her hand. He walked
backwards across the tiles, bowing his head as he did so, being
careful not to fall over as he withdrew from the queen’s presence.
There was a time when Princess Claudia was reckoned a great beauty,
having inherited her mother’s lithe frame, thick locks and high
cheekbones. But that was long ago. Now those locks, though still
thick, were as dark as night and her once beautiful face had taken
on a severe countenance. Her mother had dressed in white and blue
and had worn dazzling gold jewellery that complemented her great
beauty and blonde hair. But her eldest daughter wore no adornments
and dressed entirely in black, thus increasing her intimidating
appearance.

Her black eyes
continued to study him as the steward left the chamber and the door
was closed. To avert her uncomfortable gaze he looked up at the
standard hanging on the wall above the dais behind her. The large
square banner was white with gold edging and sported a red griffin.
It had accompanied Dura’s army on many campaigns down the years but
looked as though it had been made yesterday. Asher blinked and took
a closer look. It appeared pristine though he knew this could not
be. Perhaps his eyes were failing him.

‘Asher, grandson of
Aaron.’

The queen’s words made
him jump. He smiled and bowed to her.

‘Your servant,
majesty.’

She pointed a bony
finger at the cedar box.

‘You said you had
something that concerned my father. Is that it?’

Asher nodded. ‘We all
grieve for you, majesty. It is hard to believe that the king is
dead.’

Her face remained an
emotionless mask. ‘He was lonely in his autumn years. He is with my
mother now.’

The notion that the
queen might now be lonely flashed through his mind, but he
remembered that she had always refused any suitors. And so rumour
had it she had her mystics and sorcerers that always surrounded
her. Today though, only her Amazon guards surrounded her. As a boy
he had remembered them as long-haired beauties attired in mail and
white tunics. But today, though they still wore mail armour, their
black tunics and leggings gave them the appearance of demons of the
underworld. Perhaps that was the idea. Those closest to the queen
rested the tips of their swords, made of the magical Ukku steel, on
the floor. The others lining the walls had their swords in their
scabbards.

There was a time when
the Amazons rode into battle beside Queen Gallia but now they did
little fighting. Their task was to protect their queen who rarely
left the confines of the Citadel, let alone the city. Of course
they still practised with their bows on the shooting ranges outside
the city, but unkind rumours circulated that the queen used them as
assassins on occasion and had trained them to use magic against her
enemies.

‘What is in the box?’
asked the queen.

Asher smiled, bent
down and lifted the lid to reveal the papyrus rolls.

‘Before he died my
grandfather suggested to your father, the king, that he record his
experiences for posterity. At first the king was reluctant, afraid
perhaps that his memory would fail him, which would lead him to
omit important details. But my grandfather persisted; employing
scribes to write down what your father told them. After a while the
king became accustomed to dictating his experiences and took to the
task with relish.’

Asher held out a hand
towards the box. ‘These are the result. Or at least what we have
discovered so far.’

The queen rose from
her throne and stepped off the dais, stooping to pick up one of the
scrolls.

‘So far?’

‘Yes, majesty,’
replied Asher. ‘My grandfather left a mountain of documents that my
family have yet to go through. I myself have had little time to
catalogue them, being swamped by business matters.’

The queen carefully
placed the scroll back in the box and returned to her throne. She
waved over one of her guards.

‘Take it to the
terrace.’

The Amazon bowed,
replaced the lid and took the box from the chamber, disappearing
through a door that led to the palace’s private quarters.

‘And what business
would that be, Asher, grandson of Aaron?’

‘Papyrus, majesty,’
replied Asher. ‘My family owns a plantation to the north of the
city.’

The papyrus plant is a
reed that grows in marshy areas around rivers, and whereas it was
forbidden to create marshes near the city, further upstream the
crown gave licences to businessmen that allowed them to create
artificial marshes where papyrus could be grown. Such areas
attracted mosquitoes and disease and the workers who harvested the
reed often succumbed to illnesses. But the trade was lucrative for
papyrus was in great demand throughout the Parthian Empire and
beyond.

‘And business is
good?’ enquired the queen.

Asher smiled. ‘Very
good, majesty.’

‘Tishtrya has smiled
on you, has she not?’

‘Tishtrya,
majesty?’

‘The Goddess of
Rainfall and Fertility who fills the Euphrates with water and
provides you with the marshes where you grow your papyrus.’

The queen stared at
his curly side hair.

‘You follow the same
religion as your grandfather, grandson of Aaron?’

Asher nodded. ‘Yes,
majesty.’

‘You believe that
there is only one god?’

‘That is what my
religion teaches, majesty,’ answered a now sweating Asher. He knew
all too well that the queen was the protégé of Dobbai, the
sorceress who had befriended King Pacorus and Queen Gallia and who
had hated his grandfather. Many of his faith had feared persecution
when the old king had died, but thus far it had mercifully failed
to materialise.

The queen nodded.
‘Well, my father always believed that Dura should be a kingdom
where men and women were free to worship what gods they chose to
follow.’

‘He was a great man,
majesty,’ said Asher.

‘Thank you. You may
go.’

A relieved Asher bowed
deeply to her, turned on his heels and quickly made his exit.
Halfway across the tiles the queen called after him.

‘You will of course
send any further documents pertaining to my father to the
palace.’

He stopped, turned and
bowed again.

‘You can count on it,
majesty.’

He breathed a deep
sigh of relief when he left the Citadel. Normally a hard-headed
businessman, he had been unnerved meeting the queen. Perhaps it was
her remoteness, the aggressiveness of her guards or the air of
foreboding bordering on malevolence that hung over the entire
Citadel. Or perhaps it had been nothing more than a figment of his
imagination. After all, Dura had been good to him and his family.
He lived with his wife and children in a mansion inside the city.
He and his relatives were free to follow their religion and the
kingdom’s soldiers ensured that his business and its workers were
unmolested. The bureaucracy put in place by his grandfather and his
friend Rsan, who had been the governor of the city, ensured that
taxes were collected with the minimum of corruption. And for her
part the queen ensured that the defences of the kingdom were
maintained. Trade flourished, taxes were well spent – if such a
thing was not a contradiction in terms – and the kingdom
prospered.

He pulled up his mule
and looked back up at the Citadel atop the rock escarpment where it
stood like an eagle guarding its nest, or griffin for that matter.
Around him the main street that led from the Citadel to the
Palmyrene Gate was heaving with people, camels, carts and people.
He prayed to God that Dura would continue to prosper now that King
Pacorus was dead.

Behind the palace’s
throne room, reached via a corridor in the private quarters, was a
large terrace that sat atop the high rock escarpment upon which the
Citadel was built. It overlooked the blue waters of the River
Euphrates below and the lands east of the river. Across the
waterway was Hatran territory, which was formerly ruled by King
Gafarn before his death. It was now the realm of his son, King
Pacorus, named in honour of the man who had made the Kingdom of
Dura such a force in the empire.

Claudia settled
herself down in the large wicker chair on the terrace, the same
chair that had belonged to Dobbai, the mystic who had been the
sorceress of King of Kings Sinatruces, to date the greatest supreme
ruler that the Parthian Empire had ever known. Claudia smiled as
she recounted the tales that Dobbai had told her of Sinatruces when
she had been a small girl. How he had coveted her mother, Gallia,
but had been outwitted by Dobbai into giving Pacorus a kingdom all
of his own and keeping her mother out of the amorous embrace of the
king of kings. As a male servant placed the box of scrolls on the
table nearby and bowed, Claudia remembered the days of her
childhood. Of the frequent gatherings on this very terrace that
were held to decide the fate of Dura and the empire. She remembered
the fierce black-robed Haytham, king of the Agraci, his son Malik
and his daughter Rasha. The stern and uncompromising Lucius
Domitus, commander of Dura’s army. The lanky, smiling Nergal and
his red-headed wife Praxima, the dear friends of his parents who
went on to become living gods at Uruk. But it was Dobbai she
remembered the most, the one who had helped to bring her into the
world and who instructed her in the ancient knowledge of spells and
charms and how to catch glimpses of the workings of the gods.

She picked up one of
the scrolls and looked up to see the land bathed in sunlight.
Across the river the road to the two pontoon bridges that spanned
the Euphrates, giving access to the city, was full of camels, mules
and carts. An endless stream of commerce that coursed both east and
west to satisfy Rome’s and Egypt’s insatiable desire for silk, the
luxurious material produced far to the east in China. The latter
sent other products west, of course – ironware, medicines, bronze
mirrors, and farming and metallurgical techniques – but it was the
demand for silk that gave the great trading route its name. The
commerce was not just one-way: camel trains transported alfalfa,
grape, flax, pomegranate, walnut and cucumber to China. The rulers
of the latter also had a taste for more exotic goods from the west:
peacocks, elephants and lions. So every day camel trains
criss-crossed Parthia loaded with goods, every one paying small
dues for safe conduct along the Silk Road. The latter was the
lifeblood of the empire just as it was for Dura’s prosperity.

Claudia glanced at
another wicker chair a few paces away, the one her father had sat
in every day as the sun began its descent in the western sky and
the temperature on the terrace became bearable. She smiled at the
memory of him laying his aching left leg on a padded foot rest as
he told her that his greatest achievement was not on the
battlefield but securing peace with the Agraci that meant the trade
caravans could travel west from Dura to the oasis city of Palmyra
and on to Syria and Egypt. Prior to this historic agreement the
Kingdom of Dura and its wild lords had been at war with the Agraci
but her father’s peace with Haytham had changed everything. She
smiled as she remembered Haytham himself sitting on this terrace, a
thing once thought impossible. They were good times, even though
her memory of them was as a young girl.

She unfolded the
papyrus roll on the table. Because it had been used for a long work
the text was written horizontally along the roll and divided into
columns. She began to read the neatly written words, keeping a
segment of the roll flat in front of her, the ends on the left and
right rolled up for convenience. The writing was not her father’s
but as she began reading the words she soon heard his voice in her
head, recording an episode from the early years of his reign as the
King of Dura.

 


As the
gods have decreed that I
will have to wait a while
longer before I can join
my dear, beloved wife in
the afterlife, and to put
an end to the incessant
nagging of Aaron, my aged
treasurer, I have decided to
record a number of my
experiences so that posterity
will remember me. Or at
least that is what Aaron
has told me. I actually
think that my miserable attempts
at being a scribe will be
quickly forgotten, notwithstanding that
Aaron has provided me with
enthusiastic, attentive scribes to
write down my words. They
will write in Greek because
Aaron has told me that
all the great books of
history are written in that
language and therefore stand
more chance of being read
by future generations. I am
not confident that the next
generation of Dura’s citizens
will be interested in my
ramblings, let alone future
generations. But for the sake
of putting an end to
Aaron’s hounding I have decided
to become a scribbler.

When I
first suggested the topic of
this work Aaron began his
pestering again, insisting that
it was not a suitable
subject for the reminiscences of
a king. But I politely
informed him that after having
finally surrendered to his
demands to write about my
life, I should at least
be free to choose the
subjects. I suggested that
perhaps it would be better
if I acted as his scribe
and committed to papyrus the
experiences of his long life.
Whereupon he became irritable
and said that sarcasm did
not suit me. But he said
no more on the matter and
so I began this tale of
an episode that took place
many years ago and even
after this great passage of
time still seems remarkable.
Because it has been so
long and because so much
has happened in the intervening
years, I hope I have
remembered the sequence of
events accurately. Those who
took part deserve that at
the very least.


 


 Chapter
1

Phraates was dead.

My father had arrived
at Dura with this sad news just before the army had arrived back
from its campaign in Mesene that had seen King Chosroes deposed and
Nergal and Praxima installed in his place. Chosroes had joined the
faction of Narses and Mithridates and had attempted to capture Dura
itself, but not before he had endeavoured to have me executed. His
plans had come to nothing, however, and his army had been defeated
before the walls of my city. He had scurried back to his capital at
Uruk and I had followed him. The army’s machines had breached
Uruk’s ancient walls and we had stormed the city. Chosroes had
taken his own life rather than be captured and so a new era had
begun in Mesene.

I had been in high
spirits on the march back to Dura but the news of Phraates’ death
had saddened me greatly. In truth he had not been a great high
king; indeed, some might say that he had been a weak and
vacillating one who had been responsible for the outbreak of civil
war in the empire. But he had always been generous to Dura and its
king, making me lord high general of the empire after the great
victory over Narses at Surkh and giving me a large amount of gold
as a reward after the battle. The treasure had allowed me to speed
up the strengthening of Dura’s army, which had been fortuitous as I
was able to use it to destroy a Roman army that had invaded my
kingdom. I was thus indebted to Phraates and even though he had, as
a result of the machinations of his poisonous son Mithridates and
his scheming wife Aruna, subsequently stripped me of the rank of
lord high general, I would always regard Phraates with affection
and respect.

‘Really? Even though
he made you look like a fool at Ctesiphon, sent you off on a fool’s
errand into Mesene that nearly resulted in your death, and sat idly
by while Chosroes and the soldiers of Persis tried to reduce your
city to rubble?’

Dobbai was rubbing her
hands with relish as she recounted the slights that Phraates had
dealt me, or so she believed. I was standing at the foot of the
palace steps and was about to hand a note I had written the day
before to a courier who waited beside his horse.

‘This is not the time
nor place to discuss matters of high strategy,’ I told her.

She cackled as she
descended the steps and pointed a bony finger at the leather tube
that held the note.

‘What’s that?’

‘Nothing.’

‘For the king himself
to be busying himself with handing a document to a courier would
suggest that it is far from nothing.’

I cast her a sideways
glance. ‘It is a letter to the one who masquerades as the king of
kings, if you must know.’

She raised an eyebrow.
‘An invitation to a feast, perhaps?’

I chuckled.
‘Hardly.’

‘May I see it?’

I was tempted to hand
the message to the courier so he could be on his way. However, I
had to admit that I was rather pleased with myself concerning what
I had written, believing it most erudite. I shrugged and passed it
instead to Dobbai. She opened the case and extracted the letter,
her hawk-like eyes darting over the text:

 


To King
Mithridates

Word has
recently reached me that your
father, King Phraates, has died
of a broken heart. It
indeed breaks my heart to
think that such a good
man has departed this world,
and sickens me greatly that
the one who was the cause
of his death has stolen
his crown and now dares
to call himself the King
of Kings.

I have
also heard that you hold
me responsible for your father’s
death, and have used this
lie to deceive numerous other
kings of the empire into
electing you to your present
high office. And now you
seek to make yourself master
of all the Parthian Empire,
but I have to tell you
that while I still live
you will never know peace.
For you are a poison at
the very heart of the
empire, and every day that
you sit upon the throne
Parthia dies a little.

The only
cure for the empire is to
remove this ulcer, this
rottenness, and that includes
your lackey Narses, another
traitor who fouls the empire
by his mere existence. I
will not rest until you
and he have suffered the
same fate as those other
traitors Porus and Chosroes.
This I swear by all that
is sacred.

I
remain, your implacable enemy.

Pacorus,
King of Dura.

 


Dobbai said nothing as
she rolled up the letter, carefully inserted it into the tubular
case and handed it to the courier.

‘It is to get to
Ctesiphon as speedily as possible,’ I told him.

He placed the case in
a leather pouch slung over his shoulder. ‘Yes, majesty.’

He vaulted into the
saddle, turned his horse and trotted from the courtyard, the iron
shoes on his horse’s hooves clattering on the flagstones. I watched
him exit the gates and smiled to myself. He would ride over the
pontoon bridge across the Euphrates and head southeast towards the
great sprawling palace complex at Ctesiphon, the political heart of
the empire, located on the eastern bank of the River Tigris. The
courier would probably reach the court of Mithridates in around
five or six days, making use of the post stations that could be
found throughout the empire. Simple mud-brick buildings surrounded
by a wall with stables attached, they held fresh horses where
couriers could pick up a new mount before proceeding to the next
station. Established along all the main roads in the empire,
usually thirty miles or so apart, they greatly facilitated
communications within Parthia.

‘And now we wait,’ I
said.

‘Wait for what?’ asked
Dobbai.

I walked back up the
steps towards the palace, Dobbai trailing after me.

‘For Mithridates and
Narses to march against me, of course. They will not be able to
ignore such a challenge.’

Dobbai cackled as we
walked through the colonnaded porch into the palace’s reception
hall, guards snapping to attention as we passed and court officials
bowing their heads.

‘You think that they
will risk their lives fighting you, son of Hatra?’

We walked into the
empty throne room, my griffin banner hanging on the wall behind the
two thrones on the dais.

‘I have issued a
challenge and they will not be able to ignore me.’

Our footsteps echoed
on the stone tiles as we walked to the door at the far end that led
to the palace’s private quarters. I opened it and went through into
the corridor that led to the bedrooms where we slept. There was a
small guardroom at the corridor’s entrance and another door
opposite that led to the palace terrace. Servants on their knees
were scrubbing the floor and two guards stood sentry outside the
guardroom. They brought their spears to their chests in salute as I
passed and the servants stood up and bowed their heads as I walked
on to the balcony.

‘You are wrong, son of
Hatra,’ said Dobbai as she walked over to her wicker chair and sat
in it.

It was going to be
another blisteringly hot day, the sun already roasting the Citadel
from a clear blue sky. More servants arranged a sunshade over
Dobbai and offered her cool fruit juice as I too took a seat and
stretched out my legs. The terrace faced east so the Citadel could
welcome the rising of the sun each morning and the journey of
Shamash, Lord of the Sun who blessed the earth with warmth and life
each day.

A nursemaid brought
Claudia, my young daughter, from the nursery, holding her hand as
the infant gingerly placed one foot in front of the other. Her eyes
lit up when she saw me and I swept her up in my arms, kissing her
on the cheek.

‘You are the one who
is wrong,’ I told her as Claudia saw Dobbai and held out her arms
imploringly to the old woman. Even at this tender age there was a
strong bond between the two. I took Claudia over to the old witch
and placed her in her lap. She may have had a haggard, fearsome
visage but Dobbai was remarkably tender and affectionate with
Claudia, who soon began to close her eyes. I dismissed the
nursemaid.

‘Narses and
Mithridates will not be able to resist raising an army and marching
against me,’ I announced. ‘And just like I did with Chosroes I will
defeat them both before the walls of this city and send their heads
back to Ctesiphon as a present for Queen Aruna.’

Dobbai took a sip of
her juice.

‘You have it all
worked out, don’t you? You will kill Narses and Mithridates just
like you did Porus and Chosroes, peace will return to the empire
and you will be instrumental in choosing a new king of kings, one
more to your liking.’

I emptied a cup of
juice. ‘Why not? We all want peace in the empire and there can be
none while Mithridates and his pet dog rule at Ctesiphon.’

Gallia appeared on the
terrace after her early morning training session with the Amazons.
Every morning it was the same. She would rise early and ride from
the city with her guards to the training grounds south of the city
to practise shooting from the saddle at different sized targets.
The training also involved riding fast at melons placed on top of
posts and slicing them open with sword strikes. Despite having
changed into baggy leggings and a new white tunic her cheeks were
still flushed and she was wiping her neck with a towel. Her blonde
hair was arranged in a single plait down her back to make wearing a
helmet more comfortable. She gladly accepted a cup of juice from a
servant before kissing Claudia and flopping down in a chair.

‘I swear it gets
hotter each day,’ she complained.

She looked at me. ‘I
did not see you at the training fields earlier.’

As well as the Amazons
the training fields were also used by Dura’s horse archers and
cataphracts, and the early morning hours were very busy as officers
endeavoured to put their men through their paces before the fierce
midday heat arrived.

‘I had no time today.
Affairs of state.’

Dobbai chortled. ‘What
he means is that he is endeavouring to provoke Mithridates.’

Gallia emptied her cup
and looked at me. ‘Provoke Mithridates?’

‘Your husband has
written a letter to the high king informing him that he is a
malignant poison that should be removed from the empire,’ stated
Dobbai before I could reply. ‘By doing so he hopes that
Mithridates, filled with wrath, will raise a multitude and march
against Dura, thereby granting the King of Dura another opportunity
to employ his fearsome army on the battlefield. Have I summed up
your intentions succinctly, son of Hatra?’

‘We all know that
Mithridates and Narses are thieves and murderers,’ I said. ‘The
world would be a better place without them.’

Gallia appeared
underwhelmed. ‘Why should they dance to your tune?’

Dobbai chuckled. ‘The
crux of the matter.’

I looked at my wife.
‘Why? Because I have insulted the office of high king, that is why.
Once Mithridates has received my insult the eyes of the empire will
be upon Ctesiphon, watching to see what actions he takes.’

‘Or he could ignore
you,’ said Gallia.

‘A more preferable
option for our devious high king, I think,’ added Dobbai.

I tapped my nose with
a finger. ‘He cannot do that. The office of high king will mean he
has to answer my provocation if the holder wishes to maintain
credibility in the eyes of the empire.’

Dobbai looked at
Gallia and rolled her eyes.

‘What a ridiculously
romantic fool you are, son of Hatra. I doubt that Mithridates has
even considered what the office of high king entails, aside from
the prospect of great wealth and power. You think your insult will
provoke a response? It will, though not the one you expect. But if
you think that Mithridates will march against you then you will be
disappointed.’

‘He is a coward,’ I
sneered.

‘And worse,’ agreed
Dobbai. ‘But consider this. The other kings of the empire may
despise and ridicule Mithridates but he has achieved something that
they all crave.’

I looked at Gallia
whose face wore a confused expression. Dobbai stroked the forehead
of the sleeping Claudia.

‘He has brought peace
to the empire, admittedly of a sorts. But from the Indus to the
Euphrates there is now a general peace.’

‘Peace?’ I scoffed.
‘What sort of peace is it where the Romans occupy the Kingdom of
Gordyene, once the domain of King Balas? Where the traitor Narses
helps himself to the Kingdom of Sakastan and the high king tries to
barter away my own kingdom to Rome?’

‘The one where there
is no war,’ replied Dobbai casually. ‘Your experiences with the
kings of the empire must have made you realise that only you among
them have a relish for war. Phraates, poor fool that he was,
recognised it straight away. That is why he made you lord high
general.’

‘I do not relish war,’
I insisted.

‘But war relishes you,
son of Hatra. Have you ever wondered why it has been relatively
easy for you to turn the backwater of Dura into one of the most
feared kingdoms of the Parthian Empire?’

I had to admit that I
had given the subject no thought. I shrugged indifferently.

‘It is because you are
beloved of the gods, son of Hatra. Your path was determined long
before took your first steps. The immortals have made things easier
for you.’

‘Everything I have
achieved I have done so by my own efforts,’ I snapped.

Dobbai continued to
stroke my daughter’s head. ‘Let us for the moment leave to one side
the fact that you were born into the Hatran royal family, rulers of
one of the empire’s richest cities that has one of Parthia’s most
formidable armies.’

Gallia laughed but I
saw nothing amusing in Dobbai’s comments.

‘Many men who are born
into wealth and power end up as fat, licentious tyrants,’ I
said.

‘Then consider this,’
continued Dobbai. ‘Do you not think it strange that in your first
battle you managed to capture a Roman eagle, which the commander of
your army informs me is a wondrous thing? And then you get yourself
captured by the Romans and shipped to their homeland. But instead
of ending your days as one of their slaves you are rescued and
become a great warlord in an army of slaves. Now Lucius Domitus has
also informed me that when the slave army was crushed the survivors
were nailed to crosses as an example of what happens when slaves
rebel. But you miraculously manage to escape the Romans and return
to Parthia. Do you think all these things are mere coincidences or
just an endless stream of luck?’

‘If the gods truly
love me as you say,’ I replied, ‘then they would have given
Spartacus victory over the Romans.’

‘Don’t be petulant,
son of Hatra. It is not proper that slaves should be running around
slitting their masters’ throats. It is against the natural order of
things. Would you wish to see the slaves in your own parents’
palace rise up and slaughter Hatra’s royalty?’

I said nothing.

‘I thought not,’ said
Dobbai smugly.

‘Mithridates will not
march against you, Pacorus,’ said Gallia. ‘You defeated him and
Narses at Surkh, you destroyed the army of Porus before that and
your army still has blood on its swords after defeating the Romans
and Chosroes. Only a fool would lead an army against you.’

‘You are wise, child,’
said Dobbai. She gave me a sly glance.

‘Of course you could
always take your army to Ctesiphon if you are at a loose end.’

I was appalled by the
idea. ‘I will not instigate hostilities. Besides, to do so would
entail marching through Hatran and Babylonian territory and I will
not violate the territorial integrity of those two kingdoms.’

‘Well, then,’ said
Dobbai. ‘You had better find something else to amuse yourself with
for I tell you now that the sun will fall from the heavens before
Mithridates marches against you.’

The city council was
underwhelmed by my announcement that I had written to the high
king, challenging his rule in the hope that he would take the field
against me. As usual we met in the headquarters building that was
opposite the palace in the Citadel. It was the official office of
Lucius Domitus, the commander of the army, who liked to reside in
the command tent in the legionary camp immediately west of the
Palmyrene Gate. But the headquarters building was never empty,
being the location of the army’s records where clerks worked
administering its business. Now he was sitting in a chair in the
spacious room looking out onto the courtyard that we used for the
meetings of the city council, as usual toying with his dagger,
occasionally staring out of one of the open windows when a detail
of soldiers marched or rode by.

Lucius Domitus looked
as though he had been carved out of a block of granite, there being
not an ounce of fat on his stocky frame. He was as fighting fit as
the army he led and I could tell that he would rather be leading a
twenty-mile route march than be sitting in this room.

‘And so I expect our
new high king to march against Dura as soon as he receives my
letter.’

I was expecting a
reaction but there was silence. Domitus was trying to balance the
point of his dagger on the end of a finger and Rsan, the city
treasurer, had clasped his hands together and was staring at the
smooth surface on the table we were sitting round. The lean,
cropped-haired city governor, Godarz, wore a confused expression
while Orodes, Prince of Susiana and step-brother of Mithridates,
who had been banished by the new high king, stared blankly out of
the window.

Eventually the prince
looked at me and shook his head.

‘He will not come,
Pacorus. He will regard your insults and provocations as small
prices to pay if it means Dura’s army stays on the western bank of
the Euphrates and leaves him and Narses free to rule the
empire.’

Domitus frowned as the
dagger fell and clattered on the floor.

‘I hope I have your
attention, Domitus,’ I said.

He picked up the blade
and slipped it back into its sheath.

‘You want to kill
Mithridates? Then let us take the army across the Euphrates to
Ctesiphon and storm the place. Simple.’

Orodes’ mouth opened
in horror. ‘Whatever we think of Mithridates, he has been elected
high king by a majority of the kings in the empire. To march
against him would plunge the empire into civil strife once
more.’

‘I will not be
marching against Ctesiphon,’ I reassured him. ‘I have no wish to
incite another civil war.’

Domitus grunted.
‘Orodes’ brother is a coward. You will have a long wait.’

‘My
step-brother,’ Orodes reminded the army’s commander.
He was always keen to emphasise that though they shared the same
father they had two different mothers.

I pointed at Rsan. ‘We
will be withholding the annual tribute to Ctesiphon until further
notice. Let us see how the king of kings likes that.’

The tribute was a
yearly payment of gold that every Parthian kingdom sent to the
treasury at Ctesiphon, based on the number of horse archers every
king could raise.

Rsan appeared alarmed.
‘Is that wise, majesty?’

‘Very wise,’ I
replied. ‘I would rather use the gold to raise and maintain my own
soldiers than see Dura’s money being spent by Mithridates.’

Domitus laughed.
‘First sensible thing you have said all day. But it still won’t
provoke Mithridates or Narses. What is the King of Persis doing,
anyway?’

Godarz ran a hand over
his crown. ‘The reports garnered from the trade caravans is that he
has returned to Persepolis, prior to marching east to consolidate
his new kingdom.’

I had won a great
victory over Porus of Sakastan and his elephants prior to the even
greater victory at Surkh. But it continually irked me that so
complete had been my victory over Porus that his kingdom, Sakastan,
had a vacant throne, his sons also being killed in the battle near
the Euphrates. Sakastan was located immediately east of Persis and
following Narses’ intrigues he had been given the crown of Sakastan
by Mithridates. Thus did Narses become the king of both kingdoms
thanks to my actions.

Dobbai opened her
eyes. ‘Narses plays the great king and will amuse himself in his
new domain for a while. He is no fool and knows that to offer
battle to you, son of Hatra, will result in his defeat and possible
death. As such the prospect offers little attraction. However, that
does not mean he will not try to strike at you.’

‘Or those closest to
you,’ said Gallia.

Everyone looked at
her.

‘You fear an attempt
on your life?’ said Godarz with concern.

Gallia shook her head.
‘Not me, or indeed anyone here, but there are others who are
vulnerable.’

I wracked my brains.
‘Who?’

‘Nergal and Praxima,’
she replied.

Before I had stormed
Uruk I had made plans to install an ally on Mesene’s throne, and in
the aftermath of my victory had asked Nergal, the former commander
of my horsemen, to become King of Mesene. I had promised that Dura
would always support him until he was able to rebuild his kingdom’s
army. Gallia had vehemently opposed the idea, believing that Nergal
and Praxima would be too isolated and vulnerable at Uruk.

I pointed at the hide
map of the empire on the wall behind me.

‘You are right, my
love, that Mithridates could strike at Mesene from Susiana, but if
he did then we would receive intelligence from Babylon and Elymais,
which would give us time to reinforce Nergal.’

Gallia stood and
walked over to the map, pulling her dagger from her right boot. She
rested the point at Susa and then pointed it at Uruk.

‘Mithridates is closer
to Uruk than we are and could reach our friends’ city before we
can.’

‘You are right,
Gallia,’ agreed Domitus, ‘but such an eventuality would be welcomed
by Pacorus.’

He looked at me. ‘Am I
right?’

Gallia spun round to
look at me as I felt my cheeks flush. She then eyed Domitus.

‘What do you
mean?’

The chiselled features
of Domitus’ face broke into a broad grin.

‘Let’s say, for the
sake of argument, that Mithridates and Narses send an army to
attack Nergal. We’ve all seen Uruk’s high walls. Which means that
an army will have to lay siege to the city to capture it. Only one
kingdom in Parthia has siege engines to batter down defences and
that is Dura. So an army lays siege to Uruk to starve it into
surrender.’

Domitus rose and laid
a hand on my shoulder. ‘And that gives Pacorus time to march his
army south, cross the Euphrates and destroy the besieging army
before the walls of Uruk.’

‘Is this true,
Pacorus?’ asked Gallia.

‘If Mithridates or
Narses attack Uruk then I will march to its aid,’ I answered.

‘That is not an
answer, son of Hatra,’ smirked Dobbai. ‘What your wife wishes to
know is are you using Mesene as a bait to entice your enemies to
walk into your trap?’

‘There is no trap,’ I
protested. ‘Dura is Mesene’s ally and will stand by Nergal.
Mithridates knows this and so does Narses.’

Gallia returned to her
chair. ‘You should write to Nergal warning him that his kingdom
faces an attack.’

‘He already knows
that, my sweet,’ I said. ‘Besides he is no fool. He has the city
garrison, eight hundred Margianans to stiffen his forces, plus
whatever Surena can raise among the Ma’adan.’

Domitus chuckled. ‘The
marsh dwellers? About as useful as a paper sword.’

I wagged a finger at
him. ‘You underestimate them, Domitus. They will prove useful
allies to Nergal.’

For years Chosroes had
waged a war of annihilation against the Ma’adan, the people who
inhabited the great marshes through which the Tigris and Euphrates
meandered before they emptied their waters into the Persian Gulf.
Surena, my former squire and now an officer in Dura’s cataphracts,
was one of those people and was currently helping Nergal enlist
recruits from among the Ma’adan.

‘You should recall the
marsh boy,’ Dobbai said suddenly. ‘His destiny does not lie among
the swamps and reeds of his people.’

‘I’m sure Nergal will
send him back to us presently,’ I replied.

Orodes leaned forward
to look at Dobbai. ‘Have the gods revealed his true purpose to
you?’

Dobbai flicked a hand
at him, rose and walked towards the door.

‘The gods have better
things to do than whisper in my ear, prince. But I will say this:
Mithridates will never set foot on the western bank of the
Euphrates and neither will Narses. If you wish to kill them you
will have to go and get them.’

With that she opened
the door and departed, mumbling to herself as she did so. Gallia
was still studying the map as Dobbai closed the door behind
her.

‘What is this place?’
she said, turning to Rsan who had spent his whole life at Dura. She
was pointing to a settlement at the spot where the Tigris and
Euphrates entered the Persian Gulf.

‘That is Charax,
majesty,’ answered Rsan. ‘A port that was formerly under the
control of the King of Mesene, but no longer.’

‘No longer? Why?’

‘It was established by
Alexander of Macedon nearly three hundred years ago, majesty,’ said
Rsan. ‘Since then its fortunes have declined sharply. It has been
destroyed by floods at least twice.’

‘It is part of
Mesene?’ queried Gallia.

‘Technically, yes,’
said Rsan. ‘But it has been many decades since Uruk has exercised
control over Charax. Today the port exists as a sort of independent
city, though only because it is out of the way and no one has the
inclination to subdue it. But it too pays dues to the empire.’

Gallia was intrigued.
‘In what way?’

‘Boats dock at Charax
and then sail up the Tigris or Euphrates to trade their goods in
either Babylon or Seleucia where they are taxed.’

‘Who rules Charax?’ I
asked Rsan.

He stroked his beard.
‘Let me see. Ah, yes, a man named Tiraios if my memory serves me
correctly. The port was prosperous many years ago but the Silk Road
has reduced it to a backwater in every sense of the word. Alas for
Tiraios.’

After the meeting I
wrote letters to King Vardan at Babylon and King Gotarzes at
Elymais, both allies, alerting them of my missive to Mithridates
and asking them to keep watch for any troop movements in Susiana
and Persis. But with the news that Narses was travelling east to
Sakastan I thought it improbable that Mithridates would attempt
anything on his own. And so I waited. After two weeks nothing had
happened, and after a month it became obvious that my letter had
been ignored. Frequent messages came from Nergal reporting no
activity on his eastern border, and from Vardan stating that
nothing was happening at Seleucia. Even Gotarzes bewailed the
torpor. He hated Mithridates and Narses more than I did and would
have liked nothing more than a war against them. But Ctesiphon sent
envoys to Elymais to maintain cordial relations with its king and
pointedly ignored the Kingdom of Dura and its ruler. The army
trained, the trade caravans travelled through the kingdom on their
way to Palmyra and I paced the palace terrace waiting for an
invasion that would never happen. I received a letter from my
father, admonishing me for insulting the high king and reporting
that the Romans in Gordyene were quiet. Zeugma sent protestations
of peace and my mother wondered when we would be visiting Hatra
again. The whole empire appeared to have been gripped by an
outbreak of peace that was as infuriating as it was welcome.

The only bright spot
was the gathering of the Companions.

This annual assembly
was a feast for all those who had travelled with me from Italy in
the aftermath of Spartacus’ defeat. As well as the survivors of the
force of Parthians that I had led into Cappadocia they included
Greeks, Gauls, Italians, Germans, Dacians and Thracians. After the
night of revelry, when I sat on the palace terrace nursing a
hangover, Byrd paid me a visit. Though he was not the most sociable
of individuals he always made the effort to attend the gathering,
usually ending up sitting on his own at the end of a table in the
banqueting hall, alone with his thoughts.

He looked more like an
Agraci in his flowing black robes, black headdress and dark,
unkempt features. But then he had made his home among the desert
people, residing at Palmyra with Noora who never left the
settlement.

‘I trust she is well,
Byrd,’ I said, pressing a damp towel to my forehead.

He nodded. ‘She well,
lord.’

‘Gallia is always on
at me to convince you and Noora to come and live in Dura. She has
even earmarked a mansion in the city that could be your residence,
should you so desire.’

He shook his head. ‘I
like Palmyra.’

I eased myself back
into the chair and placed my feet on the stuffed stool. The
throbbing in my head was at least beginning to subside.

‘Gallia believes that
living in a mansion is preferable to sleeping in a tent, Byrd.’

‘I like simple life,
lord.’

I opened my eyes and
looked at him.

‘You are a Companion,
Byrd. You don’t have to call me “lord”. What news do you have of
the Romans?’

‘Romani quiet. We hear
stories of great rivalries in Rome.’

‘That’s good. If the
Romans are fighting among themselves then they won’t be bothering
Dura, or Palmyra for that matter.’

I immersed the towel
in the bowel of fresh water on the table beside me, wrung it out
and replaced it on my forehead.

‘My scouts report no
activity east or west of the Euphrates,’ said Byrd.

I smiled to myself. He
commanded fifty hand-picked scouts that were the eyes and ears of
Dura’s army. Mostly ragged-looking Agraci, they were a law unto
themselves, riding hither and thither at their own beck and call.
Their refusal to obey anyone save Byrd and me drove Domitus to
distraction and he was forever complaining about their appearance
or non-appearance when they decided to take themselves off at a
moment’s notice. But for all their shortcomings I reckoned them to
be the finest group of scouts in the Parthian Empire. And to date
they had always provided me with accurate information regarding an
enemy’s whereabouts and strength, and the army had never been
surprised on campaign. This made Byrd and his fifty scouts
priceless and that is why I never interfered with their peculiar
ways. Every month a payment of gold was sent from Dura’s treasury
to Byrd at Palmyra to pay him and his scouts. The amount was
generous, which was a bone of contention with Rsan, but I reckoned
it money well spent for it provided me with information concerning
what was happening beyond Dura’s borders.

‘I’m glad that your
men are collecting intelligence, Byrd,’ I told him, ‘but the
caravans also convey gossip concerning what is going on east of the
Euphrates.’

He reached into his
robes and held out his hand to me, a gold coin between his
fingers.

‘What’s this?’

‘From Gerrha,’ he
replied.

‘Gerrha?’

The name was vaguely
familiar but I could not place it. I took the coin. It was newly
minted and on one side bore the head of Simurgel, the bird-god
symbol of Persis. I placed the towel on the table and sat up as I
turned the coin in my hand.

‘This is the currency
of the Kingdom of Persis,’ I said.

Byrd nodded. ‘Lord
Yasser recently escorted a caravan carrying incense from
Gerrha.’

Yasser was one of
Haytham’s warlords who commanded a large stretch of territory in
the southern Agraci lands. Byrd told me that Gerrha was the capital
of the Kingdom of Dilmun, a domain in eastern Arabia, and Gerrha
itself was a large port that traded in goods coming from east of
the Indus. Its boats transported incense and spices throughout the
Persian Gulf and also into Parthia via the Tigris and
Euphrates.

‘Yasser imposed a tax
on the caravan and then escorted it north toward Petra,’ said
Byrd.

I laughed. ‘He is a
merchant now rather than a warlord.’

Byrd nodded.

‘Yasser must be
getting soft,’ I remarked.

‘Haytham himself
visited Kingdom of Dilmun and proposed trade treaty based on the
one he has with Dura. You have changed him, Pacorus.’

I felt immensely proud
and smug at that moment. Perhaps future generations would view me
as the Parthian who tamed the Agraci, not with bows but with
words.

‘Thing is,’ continued
Byrd, ‘Yasser talked to the camel drivers and they told him that
many of Narses’ agents in Gerrha hiring boats with gold.’

‘Boats?’

Byrd nodded.

‘Perhaps Narses wishes
Persis to become a great trading kingdom,’ I suggested. ‘Why else
does he need boats?’

Byrd had no answer to
my question but I was secretly pleased that Narses was occupying
himself with affairs within his own kingdom, and presumably his
newly acquired kingdom of Sakastan.

The next few days were
a happy time as I hunted with Gafarn, Diana, Nergal and Praxima,
taking with me the saker falcon named Najya that had been a present
from Haytham. Gafarn, my former slave, now my adopted brother and a
prince of Hatra, was in high spirits as he basked in the love of
his wife, the former kitchen slave from Capua who had escaped from
the gladiatorial school with Spartacus. I had hope that they would
bring the young son of Spartacus with them to Dura but he had been
left behind at Hatra.

‘Your mother dotes on
him,’ Gafarn said to me as we rode back to the city after a day
hunting desert quail. The sun was dipping on the western horizon –
a golden molten ball of fire resembling Praxima’s wild red mane
hanging around her shoulders.

‘I remember the night
he was born,’ said Nergal.

‘The night Claudia
died,’ lamented Praxima.

‘I have often wondered
what would have happened if she had lived,’ said Gafarn. ‘Perhaps
Spartacus would not have thrown his life away in battle the next
day and we would all still be in Italy.’

‘Being chased around
the country by Crassus,’ I said.

‘Or perhaps we would
have defeated Crassus and ended up as rulers of Rome,’ offered
Nergal.

‘I prefer our new
home,’ said Praxima.

‘What is it like,
being a god I mean?’ asked a smiling Diana.

‘Tiresome,’ replied
her friend. ‘Total obedience gets on my nerves and no one looks you
in the eye.’

‘How is Surena getting
along?’ I asked.

‘Very well,’ said
Nergal. ‘He has raised a good number of Ma’adan recruits who are
being trained in the ways of war by Kuban and his officers. They
are enthusiastic recruits.’

‘What is the view of
those men who used to serve Chosroes?’ I asked.

‘They are soldiers,’
replied Nergal. ‘Those who survived our storm of the city now serve
me.’

Praxima giggled.
‘Besides, we have High Priest Rahim on our side and no one dare
challenge him.’

‘It was a stroke of
luck you two resembling the old gods of Uruk,’ said Gafarn.

‘Dobbai would say that
luck played no part in it,’ I said. ‘She would say that it was the
will of the gods that led Nergal and Praxima to Uruk. That I was
merely an agent of their desires.’

‘She doesn’t like me,’
said Gafarn.

‘She is very wise,’ I
agreed.

‘Just as the people of
Uruk believe that Nergal and Praxima were sent by the gods,’ said
Gallia, ‘so do the inhabitants of Dura believe that Dobbai was sent
to protect the city. She was the one who gave Dura’s army its
banner, the golden griffin of the Durans and the statue that guards
the city.’

‘It is always best to
have the gods on your side,’ said Nergal. ‘It makes things much
easier.’

‘Let us hope that the
gods speedily do away with Mithridates and Narses,’ I said.

‘Mithridates writes
honey-coated letters to our father, Pacorus,’ said Gafarn,
‘pledging eternal friendship and peace between Ctesiphon and
Hatra.’

‘He ignores Dura,’ I
stated.

‘And Uruk,’ added
Nergal.

‘He seeks to isolate
us from the rest of the empire,’ I said. ‘To let our two kingdoms
wither and die like vines deprived of water.’

‘Like Charax,’ said
Nergal.

Gallia’s ears pricked
up. ‘What do you know of Charax? Its name was raised at a council
meeting recently.’

Nergal shrugged. ‘A
poor city built where the Tigris and Euphrates flow into the
Persian Gulf. Boats from the port frequently visit Uruk to unload
their cargoes for sale in the city. It is rumoured that its ruler,
Tiraios, is a tyrant but he has no army to speak of, or so the
Ma’adan inform me.’

‘They fight this
Tiraios?’ asked Gafarn.

Nergal laughed. ‘The
Ma’adan will fight anyone who encroaches on their territory.’

‘But not you, my
friend,’ I said.

Nergal nodded. ‘No,
they are our allies.’

That night the
kitchens cooked the quail we had caught and we ate them in the
banqueting hall, which seemed eerily quiet after the raucous feast
of the Companions. We mostly ate in silence, Gallia, Diana and
Praxima exchanging the occasional word. Though we all loved these
annual gatherings the eve of journeys home was always a sad affair.
Part of me wished that I still lived in Hatra with my parents and
Gafarn and Diana, with Nergal and Praxima living in one of the
great mansions in the city. But we all had our own destinies to
fulfil and it was a futile exercise to wish for what would never
be. And so we sat in silence, each mulling over their thoughts.

‘You know that you
will always have a home at Dura should you so wish,’ I said
suddenly to Nergal and Praxima.

They both looked at me
in confusion, as did the others.

‘We have our own home
now, Pacorus,’ said Nergal, ‘but I thank you for the offer.’

‘A strange thing to
say,’ remarked Gafarn, his lean features illuminated by the torches
that flickered on the wall behind us.

‘I don’t trust
Mithridates, that is all,’ I answered.

‘Who does?’ said
Gafarn.

‘Pacorus is worried
that Mithridates will attack Uruk instead of Dura. Is it not so?’
Gallia stated bluntly.

Nergal seemed
unconcerned, shovelling some spiced rice into his mouth.

‘If he does then
Uruk’s walls are high and strong and he possesses no siege engines.
The city is well stocked with provisions to withstand a siege until
our allies arrive.’

‘I can be at Uruk in
two weeks,’ I reassured him.

Gafarn took a sip of
his wine. ‘Pacorus, have you ever considered that Mithridates may
not even give your existence a passing thought?’

I looked at him. ‘I
don’t understand.’

‘It’s quite simple. He
has achieved his lifelong ambition of becoming king of kings and
has the allegiance of most of the kings in the empire.’

‘Half,’ I corrected
him.

He held up a hand to
me. ‘Have it your own way. But the fact remains that he is high
king, the other kings of the empire either support him or tolerate
him but all wish to avoid any further bloodshed.’

‘Except Pacorus,’ said
Gallia.

‘Except Pacorus,’
agreed Gafarn. ‘If you ignore him then I can assure you that he
will ignore you.’

Gafarn looked at
Nergal. ‘And you, my friend. I do not wish to offend your new
kingdom but Mesene has always been regarded as a poor relation
among the empire’s family of kings.’

‘Not all that glitters
is gold, my love,’ said Diana.

‘Wise words,’ I
said.

‘We would not swap
Uruk for all the gold in Ctesiphon,’ said Praxima defiantly.

I smiled. Same old
Praxima – wild and fierce. No wonder Gallia had chosen her to be
second-in-command of the Amazons.

‘My point is,’
continued Gafarn, ‘that Mithridates has no interest in raising an
army to try and subdue Dura or Mesene. He would rather sit on his
throne and receive slavish homage from his army of courtiers,
concubines and eunuchs at Ctesiphon. I am sure he is mindful of the
fate of other kings who have challenged you in battle, such as
Porus and Chosroes.’

‘He’s right, Pacorus,’
said Nergal.

Gafarn wore a smug
smile. ‘I usually am.’

Nergal and Praxima
left early the next morning, their escort of a hundred horse
archers drawn up in the courtyard as we said our goodbyes on the
palace steps.

I embraced Praxima and
Nergal.

‘If you need me just
send word,’ I told him.

He smiled and shook
his head. ‘You worry too much. But do not leave it too long before
you and Gallia visit us.’

The Mesenian camp had
been pitched outside the city where the rest of Nergal’s horse
archers and the camels loaded with tents and supplies were waiting.
They would cross the pontoon bridge and travel back to Uruk along
the eastern bank of the Euphrates. At a leisurely pace of around
twenty miles a day it would take them fifteen days.

Domitus and Godarz
were also present to bid farewell to their friends, a colour party
of the Durans arrayed in front of the treasury and headquarters
building in the courtyard. Its golden griffin shone in the early
morning sunlight as Nergal and Praxima rode from the Citadel.

Gafarn and Diana left
an hour later, Gallia sharing a tearful farewell with her friend on
the palace steps. Diana kissed Claudia and then embraced me as
their escort rode into the courtyard. My father had given them two
companies of Hatra’s cataphracts: two hundred men and horses
encased in gleaming scale armour, burnished helmets glinting in the
sun and every one sporting a red plume. Each rider carried a long
lance called a kontus that had a vicious point and a steel
butt spike. There was no wind and so the red pennants bearing a
white horse’s head hung limply on the thick shafts. Nevertheless
Hatra’s professional armoured horsemen looked magnificent in their
scale armour comprising overlapping steel scales shimmering in the
sun. Hugely expensive to raise and maintain, cataphracts were a
visible symbol of a king’s wealth and power and Hatra was blessed
that it could field fifteen hundred of them. The Hatran camp had
been established across the river, in Hatran territory, where the
four hundred squires and servants waited with the camel train
loaded with armour, weapons, tents, food and fodder for the journey
back to my father’s capital.

Trumpets sounded, the
colour party stood to attention and my friends led their escort
from the Citadel. We stood on the palace steps until the last of
the cataphracts had left, piles of horse dung in the courtyard the
only reminder of their presence. Domitus dismissed the Durans,
stable hands came into the courtyard to clean up the mess and
Gallia took Claudia back to her nursery. Godarz made his excuses
and walked over to the treasury where Rsan waited for him to
discuss new farming tenancy agreements. The royal estates extended
south from the city for a distance of a hundred miles and the peace
with the Agraci meant that there was a lot of land adjacent to the
Euphrates waiting to be irrigated and farmed.

I walked to the
stables, saddled Remus and rode him from the Citadel to the
Palmyrene Gate. I left him in the care of a guard and ascended the
stone steps in the gatehouse to reach the stone griffin that stood
sentry over the city. Already the entrance to the city was filling
with travellers, traders bringing their wares to Dura to sell in
the markets, and citizens walking from the city to work in the
fields or in the sprawling legionary camp half a mile to the west.
Across the deep wadi beyond the city’s northern walls was the vast
caravan park where hundreds of camels spat and grunted as they were
led to water troughs fed by water from the nearby Euphrates. The
ill-tempered, stinking beasts were Dura’s lifeblood for they
transported the precious silk from China to Egypt and Rome where it
was worn by fine ladies and men. As I stood beside the stone statue
I subconsciously turned the gold coin Byrd had given me in my right
hand.

‘So, the feast of
drunkenness and gluttony is over for another year.’

I stopped playing with
the coin and turned to see Dobbai approaching.

‘The stable hands told
me that you had left the Citadel,’ she said. ‘I thought I would
find you here.’

‘Really? Been using
your magic again? I could have been visiting Domitus or practising
shooting on the ranges.’

She stood next to me,
saying nothing as she stared at the legionary camp where hundreds
of men were going about their daily duties.

‘You always come here
when you are brooding,’ she said at last.

I turned the coin
between my fingers. ‘Who said I was brooding?’

‘It’s written all over
your face. What’s that?’

She was looking at
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