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 Chapter
1

Rsan, now in his early
seventies, had served the city of his birth diligently during his
tenure, first as a minor official and then as its governor,
replacing his friend Godarz when the latter had been basely
murdered. Rsan was a curious individual: abstemious, reserved and a
stickler for rules and regulations. He was also averse to war,
which I explained on numerous occasions was a view I too held. But
I also believed in the maxim, ‘if you want peace, prepare for war’,
and so under my guidance men such as Lucius Domitus, Kronos and now
Chrestus created and maintained an army that not only defended Dura
but also the Parthian Empire. Despite his dislike of all things
military and the chaos and destruction of warfare, Rsan was also a
stern disciplinarian, urging the city magistrates to clamp down
ruthlessly on crimes of violence and theft. Murderers, rapists and
thieves were hanged outright, minor transgressors were whipped, and
blasphemers lost a body part, usually an ear or finger, or had
their tongues bored if their words were particularly disrespectful.
This ensured Dura remained a law-abiding city, which in turn
resulted in a happy citizenry and made Rsan a popular governor.

It was testament to
that popularity that he walked from his mansion the short distance
to the Citadel for council meetings and other business either alone
or accompanied by a clerk or manservant. He always refused
Chrestus’ offer of an armed guard wherever he went in the city,
declaring he had lived to a good age without guards and saw no
reason to enlist them now. In weekly council meetings he always sat
next to his friend Aaron, the city treasurer, who was now a
grandfather. Apart from Chrestus, my muscular, shaven-headed
general, all of us who gathered round the table in the Headquarters
Building were over sixty. It would soon be time to introduce fresh
blood to the administration of Dura.

After the usual
round-up of affairs in the city and kingdom, the usual bickering
began between Chrestus and Aaron regarding finances for the army.
My treasurer was querying why soldiers in training damaged so many
javelins, shields and shot so many arrows, when I held up a letter
from Claudia.

‘This arrived earlier
from Princess Claudia. She and the Exiles are returning to the
city, my daughter to attend her sister’s wedding.’

The clerk taking notes
scribbled furiously to record my words, though who would read the
dozens of papyrus sheets stored in the archives – the record of
Dura’s council meetings going back years – I did not know. Aaron
and Rsan nodded their heads.

‘At least we will have
the Exiles back where they belong, instead of acting as Phraates’
personal bodyguard,’ grumbled Chrestus.

Following the Battle
of Ctesiphon, the Exiles had stayed in the marching camp south of
Phraates’ palace to enforce security in the Kingdom of Babylon, the
city having rebelled against him during Tiridates’ insurrection. A
thousand had garrisoned Babylon itself, though following the
crushing of the revolt the city’s nobility were eager to reaffirm
their loyalty to Phraates, especially after the high king had
executed the entire Egibi family and other prominent Babylonians
who had supported Tiridates.

‘Ctesiphon has
reimbursed Dura handsomely for the loan of your soldiers, general,’
remarked Aaron. He was perusing a parchment in front of him,
running a finger over a list of figures. He looked up at me.

‘I was wondering,
majesty, if I we might loan out Dura’s soldiers in the future, as
the recent experience has proved most beneficial to the
treasury.’

‘We won’t be doing
that,’ insisted Chrestus.

Aaron smiled at him.
‘Surely, that is for the king to decide.’

Chrestus gave him a
dark stare but I discounted the idea.

‘The loan of the
Exiles was an exception, Aaron. Dura’s soldiers are not mercenaries
to be hired out to the highest bidder. They exist first and
foremost to protect this kingdom.’

But Aaron had the bit
between his teeth.

‘Forgive me for being
pedantic, majesty.’

‘But you are going to
be anyway,’ complained Chrestus.

‘But you despatched
commanders Azad and Sporaces to Ctesiphon with their horsemen,’
continued Aaron, ‘for a campaign that may last perhaps a year, in
the process incurring considerable costs.’

‘It is in Dura’s
interests to do so,’ I stated.

Aaron was going to
probe me with more answers but Chrestus had had enough.

‘It’s quite simple,’
he hissed. ‘If the Kushans breach the empire’s eastern frontier
they will swarm west like a plague of locusts, just like Tiridates
did recently. It is in Dura’s interests to keep war as far away
from its walls as possible. I would have thought you would
appreciate that strategy, Rsan, as you tremble at the mere hint of
conflict on the horizon.’

Rsan turned his nose
up at the general and Aaron mumbled something under his breath.

‘The Kushans will be
far worse than Tiridates,’ said Gallia, ‘and he was difficult
enough to deal with.’

None at the table
aside from me knew about her part in his downfall and I preferred
to keep it that way. I changed the subject.

‘Princess Claudia will
be journeying with the Exiles, as will Phraates himself.’

My announcement at
first did not register, the clerk merely recording my words, but
then a look of alarm spread across Rsan’s face.

‘The king of kings,
visiting Dura?’

‘That is correct,
Rsan,’ I said. ‘The recent rebellion against him has made Phraates
determined to spend less time at Ctesiphon so he can visit the
capitals of the kingdoms he rules over, or so my daughter informs
me.’

Rsan was stunned. ‘In
all my time serving Dura I never thought the high king of the
empire would visit this city.’

His eyes began to
moisten, much to Chrestus’ amusement.

‘For more years than I
care to remember, Dura was regarded as a city of outcasts, a place
where the empire’s unwanted were banished to. The Euphrates was not
only a river but also a dividing line between what was decent and
what was barbarian, and Dura was on the wrong side of that
line.’

His voice was now
shaking with emotion. ‘But now it will be blessed by the person of
the king of kings himself, and his visit will proclaim to the whole
world that Dura is no longer a despised backwater but a loyal and
trusted ally, first among equals.’

They were heartfelt
words and made me realise just how much the visit of Phraates would
mean to him.

‘That it has become so
is due in no small part to your unstinting efforts, Rsan,’ smiled
Gallia. ‘You are the rock upon which this kingdom has been
built.’

‘Absolutely,’ I
agreed, ‘and I will be sure to inform Phraates of that when he
arrives.’

Rsan dabbed a tear
from his cheek and Aaron put an arm around his old friend’s
shoulders. But then my governor’s eyes filled with apprehension. He
rose to his feet and bowed.

‘The city is not ready
to receive the high king. If you will forgive me, majesties, I must
speak with Ashk as a matter of urgency.’

‘There is plenty of
time,’ I reassured him.

Rsan shook his head.
‘The whole of Parthia will be watching, majesty. I must attend to
my duties.’

He bowed and hurried
from the room, prompting Chrestus to roll his eyes.

‘Let’s hope Phraates
is not too much of a disappointment to Rsan when he finally meets
him.’

‘Well, it is high time
he did so,’ said Gallia. ‘Dura has spilt much blood and lost too
many valued friends keeping Phraates on his golden throne for the
high king to ignore us.’

‘How long will he be
staying?’ asked Aaron, no doubt his mind already turning to the
expense entailed in playing host to the king of kings.

‘That will depend on
how agreeable he finds Dura and its kingdom,’ I told him.

‘Not long, then,’
grinned Chrestus. ‘Dura is a poor relation compared to Ctesiphon,
Babylon and Seleucia, places where the high king is accustomed to
spending his days. He will want to be away from here as quickly as
he can.’

‘I am surprised you
think so little of this kingdom, general’ remarked a disapproving
Aaron.

‘On the contrary,’
said Chrestus, ‘I prefer a Dura without rich trappings, fawning
courtiers and armies of priests. We keep things simple here and I
prefer it that way. Phraates, on the other hand, is used to
drinking out of gold rhytons, eating off silver plates and
reclining on luxurious couches.’

I stared at the wooden
cup before me on the table and knew Chrestus was talking the truth.
But I smiled when I remembered that during his ‘exile’, Phraates
had been living in a simple stone hut in the Alborz Mountains,
hundreds of miles away from the opulence of Ctesiphon.

‘The high king will
take us as he finds us,’ I said, ‘though I think we might all be
surprised by a change in him since the recent rebellion. If not,
then I am certain he will not dally in Dura.’

But I had to admit the
fact he was even visiting Dura marked a radical change in the
official policy of the king of kings. When I had been a boy and the
empire had been ruled by Sinatruces, my only memory of Dura, and a
fleeting one at that, was of a wild place where the empire’s
unwanted were exiled to. The River Euphrates marked the Parthian
Empire’s physical western boundary and it was no coincidence Dura
was on the river’s western side. It was apart from the empire,
different, desolate and separated from civilised society by a wide
river. It was a place no self-respecting Parthian would ever visit,
and that had included my father and mother who had never blessed
Dura with their presence even after I had been appointed its king.
And even Orodes, though he had spent a good portion of his life
here at Dura, had never made an official visit to my kingdom when
he had become high king, though that was due to his insistence on
visiting every other kingdom in the empire as a means of promoting
good relations between Ctesiphon and the rulers of those kingdoms.
I often wondered if the constant travelling the length and breadth
of the empire had worn him out and led to his premature death. I
refused to believe his son had poisoned him.

Aaron was less
impressed by the prospect of Phraates visiting Dura; aware as he
was of the financial strains such a visit would place on the
kingdom.

‘Having been paid by
Ctesiphon for the services of our soldiers,’ he complained, ‘it
would appear the high king is intent on Dura reimbursing him said
gold.’

‘Phraates is visiting
to attend Eszter’s wedding, Aaron,’ I told him, ‘not to get his
gold back.’

An evil glint appeared
in Gallia’s eye.

‘You might be
interested to know, Aaron, that the king was offered a thousand
talents by Phraates as a reward for his services in crushing the
late rebellion. The king refused the offer.’

Aarons’ eyes opened
wide in astonishment. ‘A thousand talents?’

‘Gold plundered from
the House of Egibi,’ I informed him. ‘I wanted no portion of riches
stolen from a murdered family, even if its leading members were
traitors.’

‘Such an amount would
have bolstered the treasury’s reserves,’ said Aaron.

‘The treasury is full,
is it not?’ I queried.

‘The word “full” has a
number of interpretations, majesty,’ began Aaron.

‘That means yes,’ said
Chrestus.

‘Perhaps I should send
you to Vanadzor, Aaron,’ I suggested. ‘You and King Spartacus
appear to hold the same views when it comes to extorting money from
the high king.’

‘Majesty, I would
never seek to…’

I held up a hand. ‘And
I would never accuse you of doing so, Aaron, but the treasury will
be bearing the cost of Eszter’s wedding and the visit of the high
king. I will not have it said that the King of Dura skimped when it
came to his daughter’s wedding.’

‘Will the King of
Gordyene be attending, majesty?’ enquired Chrestus.

‘He will be invited,’
answered Gallia, ‘though I doubt he or Queen Rasha will be gracing
us with their presence, not after the business at the king’s
sixtieth birthday celebrations.’

‘That is a great
shame,’ said Aaron, behind him the clerk recording every word
uttered on papyrus.

‘And what of King
Akmon and Queen Lusin?’ asked my treasurer. ‘I assume an invitation
will be extended to the new rulers of Media?’

‘That should stir up a
nest of vipers,’ said Chrestus. ‘If King Spartacus discovers his
estranged son and the Armenian, what did he call her, whore? If he
discovers they are coming there will be hell to pay.’

‘I will not be
dictated to by my nephew concerning who will and who will not be
attending my daughter’s wedding,’ I said.

‘It is yet to be
decided if an invitation will be extended to the new rulers of
Media,’ announced Gallia.

After the meeting I
walked back to the palace with Gallia, the courtyard largely devoid
of activity as the midday sun roasted Dura from above. There was no
wind and the heat was oppressive, sweating legionaries pacing the
walls of the Citadel and others standing to attention in the shade
of the palace porch. They snapped to attention as we passed,
rivulets of sweat running down their necks to soak their tunics. In
the heat of summer guards were replaced at hourly intervals to stop
them collapsing due to dehydration. Even in the shade, temperatures
could rise to high levels and sap the stamina of men wearing mail
armour, helmets and equipped with shields, swords, daggers and
javelins.

It was warm inside the
porch and entrance hall, the doors to the throne room open to allow
what little air there was to circulate.

‘It would be politic
not to invite Akmon and Lusin to the wedding,’ suggested Gallia,
‘it is not as if they are close relations, after all.’

I nodded. ‘That is
true, though an invitation would be a way of showing Dura’s support
for the new rulers of Media.’

‘And a way of
insulting Gordyene.’

I stopped to look at
her. ‘Do you know, I am getting heartily sick and tired of having
to tiptoe around Spartacus. He acts like a petulant child but
expects everyone to treat him as a mature adult.’

‘Perhaps if he learns
Phraates is attending, Spartacus might put aside his animosity
towards you.’

‘Me? What about your
machinations, plots and schemes, together with your fellow female
conspirators?’ I asked her. ‘I was not the one who engineered Akmon
and Lusin becoming Media’s rulers.’

‘No,’ she agreed,
‘that was Rasha. But you did threaten Spartacus when he intimated
he would seize Queen Parisa and her children. And you did invite
Akmon and Lusin to your sixtieth birthday feast. And we all know
how that ended.’

After a morning in the
Headquarters Building in the stifling heat, my head was beginning
to throb and I had no appetite to argue with her.

‘My head tells me to
invite Spartacus and Rasha and not his estranged son and
daughter-in-law, not that Gordyene’s rulers will come.’

‘Probably for the
best,’ she said, ‘we don’t want an incident at the wedding,
especially as Phraates will be there. Claudia must hold great
influence at Ctesiphon to persuade him to come here.’

I continued walking
into the palace. ‘Everything has come full circle. Dobbai’s protégé
has taken her place beside the high king, just like she did when
Sinatruces ruled Parthia’

I stood in the doorway
to the throne room and stared at the griffin banner hanging limply
on the wall behind the two thrones.

‘I have no son.’

‘Pacorus?’

‘Who will rule Dura
when we are gone?’

I suddenly felt very
old. Sensing my despair, she gripped my arm.

‘There are a few years
left in you, yet. Besides, if Eszter and Dalir have a son, he will
be the heir to the throne.’

I sighed loudly. ‘That
would see the kingdom bankrupt within a generation and the gods
alone know what would happen to the army.’

She jabbed me in the
ribs and walked into the throne room.

‘I know who you really
want as your successor, though you will not say it.’

I followed her.
‘Who?’

She spun and rolled
her eyes. ‘Your namesake, of course, the living demi-god who is
satrap of Elymais, though doubtless he could become that kingdom’s
ruler if he desired it. Not that he would, of course, his manners
and character being beyond reproach. Well, I hate to disappoint you
but Prince Pacorus is the heir to Hatra’s throne, not Dura’s. I did
not realise our daughters were such a disappointment for you.’

‘They are not,’ I
insisted, ‘but I must confess Dalir being the crown-prince does not
fill me with relish.’

She frowned. ‘How you
underestimate Eszter, Pacorus. I have no doubt she will be the
power behind the throne, just as Isabella is in Sakastan and
Claudia is at Ctesiphon.’

‘And Gallia at Dura?’
I teased.

She winked and
grinned. ‘Naturally.’

We walked to the door
at the rear of the chamber giving access to the palace’s private
quarters.

‘Well, then, I would
welcome your assistance with negotiations regarding the marriage
contract between Dalir and Eszter.’

‘That should be
straightforward enough.’

I laughed. ‘You forget
who I am negotiating with.’

As in all societies,
marriage was of vital importance because it not only ensured the
continuation of the family, the bedrock of all civilisations, but
also contributed towards social stability. What was society but a
vast collection of families, each operating according to a
framework of rules and regulations passed down from generation to
generation? Good citizens were not created and raised by kings but
by husbands and wives. Marriage was therefore one of the most
important institutions in the civilised world.

The marriage process
itself could be rather torturous and in the more traditional parts
of Parthia, such as Babylon and Seleucia, negotiations between
families could drag on for months and were usually conducted by
third parties, who invariably took the opportunity to line their
own pockets. The marriage contract between Dalir and Eszter would
be simpler and quicker, or so I hoped.

Kalet, Dura’s chief
lord, roisterer, raider, loyal warlord and a man who could be sadly
lacking in the social graces, arrived that afternoon. As usual he
was dressed in black flowing robes, his head covered with a
shemagh, half a dozen men similarly attired accompanying him
when he trotted into the Citadel’s courtyard. He was a frequent
visitor to Dura and well known among the army’s senior commanders,
as well as the city’s inns and brothels, his wife having died when
Dalir had been a but a boy. The duty centurion ordered the
visitors’ horses to be taken to the stables before escorting Kalet
to the palace terrace, his companions being shown to the barracks
in the courtyard.

Ashk, the palace’s
chief steward, showed him to his chair beneath the large awning
that provided welcome shade. Kalet gave me a slight bow of the head
and a wink at Gallia before flopping down into the chair and
snatching a cup of water proffered by a servant. He whipped off his
shemagh and tossed it on the floor before emptying the
cup.

‘Your sword, lord,’
said Ashk.

‘What?’ snapped
Kalet.

‘You must surrender
your weapons,’ I told him.

Kalet groaned, stood,
unbuckled his belt and handed it and the scabbard attached to it to
Ashk. He also took a dagger from his boot and another from inside
his robe, handing both to my steward.

‘How long have we
known each other?’ asked Kalet.

We took our seats
opposite his.

‘Rules are rules,
Kalet. How are you?’

He flopped back down
in the chair and clicked his fingers at the servant to indicate she
should refill his cup.

‘Hot. Any wine?’

‘Perhaps we should
leave alcohol until after the contract is agreed,’ I offered.

He came straight to
the point. ‘Bride price still tent talents of gold, then?’

I nodded. I had
demanded the bride price of ten talents of gold, the equivalent of
a ton of the precious metal, in the aftermath of our victory at
Battle of Ctesiphon. For a desert lord it was a huge sum and though
Gallia had pressed me to lower the amount, I had stuck firm.
Whatever Eszter was, and she was certainly a wild child of the
desert, she was still a royal princess and should command a bride
price commensurate to her position.

‘It’s on its way,’ he
smiled.

I looked at him and
then Gallia, both of us wondering how he had acquired such a tidy
sum.

‘Never thought you
were the type to judge a man by his appearance, lord,’ he grinned.
‘Just because I don’t wear fancy clothes, don’t mean my purse is
empty.’

‘Well, subject to the
bride price arriving safely at the Citadel, we are happy for the
marriage to proceed,’ I said.

‘What about the
dowry?’ he shot back. ‘No marriage will take place until I am happy
with the dowry.’

‘You are unhappy?’
quizzed Gallia.

‘No offence, princess,
but business is business.’

Ever since the days of
Spandarat, my desert lords had nicknamed Gallia ‘princess’, owing
to her days fighting for Spartacus when she had been a princess of
the Senones tribe. Her forthright manner and usefulness with a
variety of weapons had immediately endeared her to Dura’s wild
lords and their feral retainers, and she had reciprocated their
affection and respect.

‘Five hundred camels,’
I offered.

It was perhaps overly
generous, but such a number would allow him to sell them on and
recoup some of the gold, which he had probably stolen anyway.

‘I was thinking of the
same number of horses, lord.’

‘Five hundred horses?’
Gallia was stunned.

‘Can a price be put on
a daughter of Queen Gallia?’ Kalet said nonchalantly.

‘It can,’ I told him,
‘and that price is two hundred horses or five hundred camels.’

‘Don’t suppose you
would throw in one of your fancy swords on top?’ he said
casually.

‘You are right,’ I
replied, ‘I would not. Those fancy swords, as you call them, cost a
gold bar each, though I dare say I could arrange for one to be made
for you if you paid Arsam, my chief armourer, the required amount
of gold.’

‘It would take many
months to make one,’ said Gallia. ‘The metal to create an ukku
blade comes from India, and we would have to negotiate with the
Satavahanis to acquire an ingot.’

Kalet had already lost
interest. ‘Two hundred horses it is. I can pick them out myself, of
course?’

‘I will notify the
head of the royal stud farms you will be paying him a visit.’

Kalet rubbed his
hands, spat in his right palm and held out his arm. Gallia laughed
when I spat in my own palm and shook his hand to seal the deal.
Thus was Eszter officially betrothed to Dalir.

‘What shall we call
each other?’ asked Kalet, a servant pouring wine into his goblet.
‘Now that we are family, I mean?’

‘You can carry on
calling me “lord”,’ I told him.

He downed the wine in
one and held out the goblet to be refilled.

‘Always bear in mind
the old saying, Kalet,’ I said, ‘you can choose your friends, but
you are stuck with your family.’

‘But we will welcome
Dalir as a son,’ smiled Gallia, ‘and will look forward to greeting
our grandchild in the near future.’

I asked Aaron to come
to the palace terrace when a score of burly warriors arrived at the
Citadel that afternoon, as Kalet had promised, with a dozen camels
in tow. The saddlebags of the beasts carried gold coins – ten
talents’ worth – which Aaron could not stop grinning at when the
saddlebags were dumped at his feet on the terrace. My treasurer had
brought two clerks with him, who immediately set up a pair of
scales and began recording the number and weight of the coins.
Kalet’s men, bored and thirsty, were escorted to the banqueting
hall where they were watered and fed. As they departed the master
of horses arrived, a man with a long nose and narrow neck to give
him an equine appearance. I told him to take Kalet to the royal
stud farm, located some twenty miles south of the city, where he
was to select two hundred horses, the bride price for Princess
Eszter. After they had departed I queried Aaron on the provenance
of the gold.

He picked up one of
the coins, a beautiful piece showing the bust of my friend Orodes
on the obverse side, wearing a tiara, the reverse showing a
beardless archer wearing a cloak and seated on a throne. Around him
was the inscription: King of Kings, lord of all Parthia.

‘Judging by their
pristine condition, majesty, I would say they have never been in
circulation, at least not until now.’

‘Kept in a vault
somewhere, then?’

He turned the coin
over in his hand, admiring the metal and rubbing his fingers over
the engraving.

‘The vault in
Ctesiphon?’ I asked.

Aaron placed the coin
back in one of the chests he had ordered be brought to the
terrace.

‘Difficult to say with
certainty, majesty.’

‘Indulge me.’

‘Most probably,’ he
said.

Gallia smiled at the
row of chests.

‘Will you be able to
find room in the treasury vault for all this, Aaron?’

‘There is always room
for more gold, majesty,’ he replied sternly, ‘though the kingdom
will need every ounce to pay for the princess’ wedding, and the
visit of the high king, of course.’

‘I don’t want the
Kingdom of Dura to be perceived as parsimonious, Aaron,’ I said.
‘The eyes of all Parthia will be studying us while the high king is
here. For forty years Dura has let its army do all the talking. But
now I want the world to know this kingdom is not the abode of
barbarians and gruff soldiers; rather, it is a place where
civilisation and learning have also taken root.’

How I was to regret
those words.


 


 Chapter
2

With three months to
go before the wedding and visit of Phraates, Dura became the centre
of much activity. The guest list took on a life of its own and I
worried that the banqueting hall, which could seat up to five
hundred people, would prove inadequate to host the small army that
had been invited, to say nothing of the entourage of the high king
that would inevitably follow Phraates to my city. Rsan and Aaron,
usually so parsimonious and careful when it came to official costs,
suddenly became much more relaxed about royal expenditure. I found
myself signing authorisation papers to purchase banners, lots of
banners. Banners showing a red griffin on a white background, the
horned bull of Babylon on a purple background and other banners
showing an eagle holding a snake in its talons. They were the
symbols of Dura, Babylon and Susiana respectively and were to be
flown throughout the city to welcome Phraates, who was the ruler of
Babylon and Susiana. He had also been the ruler of Persis but that
was now the domain of King Silani, formerly the commander of the
high king’s bodyguard.

Chrestus baulked at
the suggestion all legionaries on duty should wear red and white
plumes in their helmets, though he acquiesced when Aaron promised
he would not quibble over his quartermaster’s demands up to and
immediately after the high king’s visit. Chrestus got his
replacement weapons and armour and Rsan got his plumed
soldiers.

Dura was built as a
frontier outpost, its ochre mud-brick walls, towers and Citadel
constructed with strength in mind, not beauty. That strength had
withstood Agraci war bands, Roman legions and Parthian armies with
ease, the siting and construction of the city entirely functional,
with no regard for aesthetic qualities or ornamentation. It was
above all a military stronghold that proclaimed strength and
endurance from its position atop the rock escarpment by the side of
the Euphrates. It was a far cry from the ornate palaces and their
gardens found in such cities as Babylon, Seleucia, Hatra and Susa.
Or so I thought.

Equine training always
took place in the early morning, just after dawn when the air was
fresh following the cool of the night, the sun still rising in the
east. The training fields to the west of the city became hubs of
activity, though the absence of Sporaces and his horse archers and
Azad and his cataphracts meant they were unusually quiet, save for
the Amazons. By the time the sun was warming the earth to herald
another blisteringly hot day, both riders and horses were making
their way back to barracks to enjoy a hearty breakfast.

I pulled up Horns and
dismounted from his saddle, Gallia beside me, as the Amazons
trotted into the courtyard behind us. On the palace steps the
palace steward was nodding his head as the tall, olive-skinned man
beside him was pointing to the four corners of the courtyard. A
stable hand took Horns and Gallia’s mare and we walked up the
steps, the two stopping their conversation and bowing their
heads.

‘This is Adel,
majesty,’ Ashk informed me, ‘sent from Hatra by your brother, King
Gafarn.’

Adel reached inside
his tunic and pulled out a papyrus scroll, which he handed to
me.

 


Pacorus

As you are to be
blessed with a visit from Phraates himself, I thought Dura could do
with brightening up. This is Adel, one of my most talented
gardeners. He can work miracles, which is just as well as Dura is
an arid wasteland. We look forward to seeing the fruits of his
labours.

Gafarn

 


I handed the note to
Gallia.

‘Dura is not Hatra,
Adel. There are no springs here to bring forth water to nourish
greenery.’

The gardener scratched
his beard and nodded.

‘I was warned by the
king that conditions might be challenging, majesty.’

‘But Adel has some
interesting ideas, majesty,’ said Ashk, ‘and Lord Aaron has agreed
to release funds for the additional staff.’

‘What staff?’

‘Two hundred
gardeners, majesty,’ answered Adel.

I was astounded. ‘Two
hundred, for what?’

‘To turn your Citadel
and palace into an oasis of green, majesty,’ he informed me.

I knew the rudiments
of garden design from my youth at Hatra, which had some of the most
impressive royal gardens in the empire. But Hatra was fed by
underground springs that brought cool water from the earth to fill
ornamental ponds, create fountains and waterfalls and nourish the
trees, flowers and shrubs all year round. Dura was blessed to be
next to the Euphrates, a river that never dried up and gave life to
the kingdom. But the city sat atop a rock escarpment and water had
to be fetched from the river below. Water carriers were employed by
the crown to ensure a constant supply of the precious liquid to the
city, but no provision was made for the watering of trees and
shrubs, which were considered a waste of precious resources. So the
city and Citadel were devoid of foliage. That changed with the
arrival of Adel and his gardeners.

He set about his task
with gusto and soon the Citadel’s courtyard was bursting with
wooden tubs and terracotta pots filled with small cypress trees,
which were associated with the mythical Life Tree and were assumed
to have healing powers. I must confess I found Adel an interesting
character, a man who had devoted his whole life to creating
paradise on earth, or at least a manmade interpretation of that
blessed place.

I estimated him to be
in his late fifties, his face and arms turned dark brown by years
spent outdoors in the sun, which had made his skin leathery and his
face deeply lined. I had to admit the addition of greenery to the
courtyard, far from being intrusive, was a welcome contribution and
pleasing to the eye. We stood at the top of the palace steps as his
small army of gardeners watered the ornamental junipers, cypress,
rowan, pine and aspen, sweating under a merciless Mesopotamian
sun.

‘I will have to
organise watering rotas to ensure the plants do not wither in the
heat. Still, at least your palace now has the four elements,
majesty.’

‘Four elements?’

‘Since earliest times
man has sought to create paradise on earth by harnessing the four
elements: sky, earth, water and plants.’

He pointed to the
heavens. ‘We have sky, the earth we stand on and now water and
plants.’

‘It is very different
from Hatra.’

He nodded. ‘Hatra is a
living paradise on earth, an oasis of greenery and life in the
middle of a barren desert and yet Dura is closer to the gods.’

‘In what way?’

‘In all palaces, it is
traditional to construct a large pool in the front space of a royal
garden to reflect the image of the palace and the sky,’ he told me,
‘to cement the realm of the earthly to the heavenly. Here at Dura,
the Euphrates, the great giver of life created by the gods
themselves, fulfils the function of binding the realm of the
earthly to the heavenly. That is why this city is beloved of the
gods.’

‘My father did not
think so when he first learned I had been made its ruler,’ I
remembered.

‘I never knew your
father, King Varaz, majesty, though I was privileged to speak to
your mother on occasion. She was a keen gardener.’

An image flashed
through my mind of my mother kneeling on a cushion with a small
trowel in her hand as she planted flowers in her beloved garden at
Hatra. How long ago that seemed.

‘She certainly
was.’

‘You have visited the
royal gardens at Ctesiphon, majesty?

I thought of the pools
filled with fish and fountains, and peacocks strolling around the
grounds.

‘They are most
impressive.’

Dura would never rival
Ctesiphon for wealth and opulence, but Adel worked hard to make the
city pleasing to the eye. Foliage appeared on the main street that
led from the Palmyrene Gate to the Citadel, though Chrestus
complained he had to post extra guards to prevent the plants and
shrubs from being stolen. The general was in a testy mood in the
period leading up to Phraates’ visit, not because the high king was
gracing Dura with his presence, but because he wanted to be in the
east with Azad and Sporaces. He was commander of the army and half
that army was hundreds of miles away, which sat ill with him. But
he was able to take out his frustrations on the Durans and Exiles,
organising long route marches in the desert and punishing battle
simulations with the aid of Kalet and his lords and Malik and his
warriors. When he had returned from one such exercise he came to
the Citadel to make his report, meeting me at the armouries where I
was making my weekly rounds of Arsam’s hot hell on earth.
Afterwards I walked back to the Citadel with Chrestus, a party of
Exiles providing an escort.

‘When will the high
king be arriving, majesty?’

‘Within the month, you
will be pleased to know.’

‘And then we can get
back to normal?’

‘I sincerely hope
so.’

We entered the Citadel
and paced towards the palace, walking up the steps to enter its
porch, to be accosted by a young man. He jumped out from behind a
large terracotta pot holding a flowering acanthus shrub. ‘Armed’
with a lyre that he held in the crook of his left arm while he
plucked at the strings with his right hand, he was suddenly before
me, singing a song in a most harmonious voice.

‘Behold, behold,
Pacorus of Dura.

‘When enemies do
threaten, he declares you go no further.

‘Though outnumbered
and bereft of allies he did not falter or fear,

‘Riding towards the
barren plain of Carrhae.’

Now his voice hit the
high notes as he sang the name of the battle over and over
again.

‘Carrhae, Carrhae,
Carrhae.’

A horrified Chrestus
had had enough.

‘Guards!’ he
shouted.

Two sentries standing
next to the stone columns of the porch rushed forward with swords
drawn, stopping the singer who threw up his hands.

‘I meant no offence,
majesty. I arrived this morning on the orders of Lord Byrd.’

I waved the guards
back, Chrestus eyeing the young man suspiciously and ominously
tapping the vine cane he was carrying against his thigh. Always a
bad sign.

‘Byrd?’ I said. ‘Put
down your arms. Who are you.’

He flashed a smile to
reveal a row of even white teeth.

‘Nicias, lord.’

‘You are Greek?’

Another smile. ‘Yes,
lord. Originally from Thebes but now resident in Damascus where I
make my living composing and singing songs.’

There was a
disapproving sigh from Chrestus beside me.

‘I often sing for the
governor of Syria,’ Nicias informed me, ‘who is a great friend of
Lord Byrd. The governor suggested I come to Dura to compose songs
about Parthia’s great warlord. Lord Byrd has kindly financed my
trip here, lord.’

‘How generous,’
groaned Chrestus.

‘You travelled alone
from Damascus?’ I asked.

‘No, lord, I am part
of a group sent here by Lord Byrd for your entertainment.’

‘Oh?’

‘Poets, dancers,
musicians and costumiers, lord.’

‘Costumiers?’ bellowed
Chrestus. ‘The king doesn’t need anyone to dress him, boy. Byrd has
more money than sense, if you ask me.’

With mounting
trepidation, I walked from the porch into the reception hall and
through to the throne room where Gallia was being entertained by a
poetry recital. She sat on her throne listening to a young man with
a soft voice reciting a tale of Remus, my old warhorse. Behind me
Nicias plucked gently at his lyre until Chrestus turned on him.

‘You continue to play
that and I will shove it up your arse.’

‘Chrestus,’ I rebuked
him mildly, ‘don’t be a barbarian. Don’t you know Dura has become a
place of beauty, civilisation and learning?’

‘Quite right.’

I saw a beaming
Alcaeus standing near the dais and an equally happy Scelias next to
him. I had never seen so many Greeks in the throne room, all
enjoying the soft voice of the handsome young poet who was coming
to the end of his recital. His voice became tremulous as he told
the story of the death of Remus and my horse’s journey to the
afterlife. I stepped on to the dais and sat beside my wife as the
poet’s head dropped and he wiped a tear from his eye.

‘That was most moving,
Agis,’ smiled Gallia, ‘you must return to the palace this evening
so the king may hear your poem in full.’

The young Greek bowed
deeply to Gallia, who tossed him a gold coin. Agis caught the coin,
knelt before the queen and spread his arms.

‘I will write a poem
about the Queen of Dura and the Amazons, which will rival the
Iliad and the Odyssey when it is finished.’

‘Bravo,’ shouted
Alcaeus. ‘The queen is worthy of such epics.’

Gallia, delighted that
a handsome Greek poet had heard of her and the Amazons, stood and
held out her hand.

‘You shall by our
guest at Dura for as long as it takes, Agis.’

The Greek sprang
forward and planted a dainty kiss on my wife’s hand.

‘Your beauty and fame
inspire me, majesty. I shall waste no more time but will away to
start my work.’

‘Hopefully back to
Greece,’ said Chrestus loudly.

Agis gave the general
a disparaging glance and skipped from the throne room.

Alcaeus stepped
forward. ‘Heard of the Iliad and the Odyssey,
Chrestus?’

‘No.’

‘They are epics from
ancient history,’ Alcaeus told him, ‘written by a Greek named Homer
and tell of the war between the Greeks and the Trojans. They are
required reading for anyone who purports to consider themselves
civilised.’

‘I’ve never read
them,’ I confessed.

‘Me neither,’ added
Gallia.

Alcaeus looked at
Scelias who rolled his eyes.

‘We live in a cultural
wasteland,’ lamented the head of the Sons of the Citadel.

‘Culture doesn’t stop
foreign armies burning your home or killing your friends,’ said
Chrestus.

‘No, indeed, general,’
admitted Scelias, ‘but it does save one from a slow, lingering
death.’

Chrestus pointed his
cane at him. ‘Whenever I hear the word “culture”, I reach for my
sword.’

He pointed the cane at
a rotund man with a neat beard and bald crown who was dressed in a
white, knee-length tunic with red boots and fingers adorned with
gold rings. Draped over his left forearm was a blue cloak, which
was fastened to the tunic at the left shoulder by a gold clasp. He
stepped forward and bowed to Gallia and me.

‘Pontius Cinna at your
service, dresser to Marcus Tullus Cicero, Governor of Syria.’

‘I thought Lucius
Didius was the governor of Syria,’ I said.

‘Cicero the Younger is
newly appointed, majesty,’ Cinna informed me. ‘And is eager to meet
you when your daughter marries the son of Lord Kalet.’

I had extended an
invitation to the governor of Syria following Gallia corresponding
with Octavian concerning the return of the eagles lost at Carrhae
and Lake Urmia. This had prompted a discourse between Phraates and
Octavian that was leading to lasting peace between Parthia and
Rome, or so it seemed and so I hoped. In the climate of improving
relations between the empire and Rome, I thought it appropriate to
extend an invitation to the governor to travel to Dura, not least
because he could have a face-to-face meeting with Phraates.

‘Cicero the Younger is
high in Octavian’s favour?’ I probed.

‘Very high, majesty,’
replied Cinna. ‘He took an active role in the defeat of Mark
Antony, the triumvir having killed Cicero’s father. Both the
governor and indeed Octavian himself are mindful of your own part
in the defeat of Mark Antony.’

I was surprised. ‘My
part?’

‘You alone were
responsible for defeating Mark Antony before the walls of Phraaspa
and later when the triumvir formed an alliance with Queen
Aliyeh. The governor is in no doubt his defeats in Parthia
contributed towards his eventual crushing at Actium.’

‘Are you a poet, too?’
asked Chrestus.

Cinna smiled. ‘I am
the personal tailor to Governor Cicero, sent to Dura to fit the
king’s new clothes.’

‘What new clothes?’
asked a bemused Gallia.

‘The ones ordered by
Lord Byrd, majesty, and currently stored in his mansion in the
city.’

I wasn’t really
interested in a new set of clothes but I was eager to quiz the
Roman on the whereabouts of Tiridates, who had sought and been
granted sanctuary in Syria. I had gifted Byrd a mansion in the city
in the hope he and Noora would make it their home. But they were
happy living in a tent in Palmyra, albeit a large tent. So the
mansion was unoccupied for most of the year, though Byrd did pay
staff to maintain it and prevent it falling into disrepair. The
building itself was an impressive mud-brick structure, built in the
Greek style like all the buildings in Dura, specifically according
to Hippodamian principles, named after the Greek architect
Hippodamus of Miletus. A two-storey building, the first floor
contained bedrooms and a library, the ground floor an entrance
hall, kitchens, study, dining room, entertaining lounge and
colonnaded garden. We availed ourselves of the study when I had my
fitting, Cinna overseeing a young male apprentice who took my
measurements. Gallia reclined on a couch sipping wine as Cinna
studied my attire.

‘Are they your working
clothes, majesty?’

I looked down at my
simple white tunic, tan leggings and leather boots.

‘This is my normal
attire.’

Cinna’s brow creased
into a frown. ‘Oh, dear.’

He clapped his hands
to prompt the appearance of another young assistant, also male,
young and attractive. The youth was carrying a white silk robe,
upon which were stitched red griffins.

‘Try this on, majesty.
Lord Byrd gave me your approximate measurements but the robe can of
course be adjusted.’

I unstrapped my sword
belt and handed it to Gallia before putting on the robe, which was
as light as a feather. It had long, loose-fitting sleeves and was
open at the front to facilitate ease of fitting. The boy handed me
a red silk sash that Cinna informed me was to be used as a belt to
keep the robe closed.

‘What about my sword
belt?’ I asked.

Cinna tutted. ‘No
weapons to be worn with this robe, majesty. Presumably you have
guards to keep you safe?’

Gallia laughed. Half a
dozen Exiles had escorted us to the mansion but I felt naked
without my spatha.

‘Is Tiridates still in
Syria?’ I asked.

A servant handed me a
chalice of wine, proffering another to Cinna.

‘Yes, majesty, I
believe he is.’

‘Where?’

His confident manner
disappeared as his piggy eyes darted between Gallia and me.

‘Near the coast,
majesty, or so I am told.’

‘Have no fear, Cinna,’
Gallia reassured him, ‘the king has no intention of sending
assassins to kill him, though we cannot vouch the same for King of
Kings Phraates.’

The boy tied the sash
around my waist.

‘The high king will
not try to kill Tiridates while his son is in Rome,’ I said.

‘The governor informed
me the child is under the care and protection of Octavian himself,’
said Cinna.

The tailor stepped
back and admired his creation, his gaze concentrating on my boots.
More tutting.

‘They will not do, not
at all. Bring the boots.’

The youth with the
tape measure disappeared and reappeared moments later with a pair
of beautiful red leather boots. Cinna saw my admiring look.

‘You’ll not find a
finer pair in the whole of Mesopotamia, majesty. They are made from
ox leather prepared by a vegetable tanning process that takes two
years to complete. They are more comfortable than a pair of
slippers yet very durable for outdoor wear.’

The youth placed the
boots on the floor. I removed my own footwear and slipped my feet
into them. Wide straps that passed under the feet and crisscrossed
up the lower leg secured the soft leather uppers. They were
certainly comfortable and as a nice finishing touch were adorned
with silver griffins. I liked them. I stepped back and faced
Gallia.

‘What do you
think?’

‘Very kingly.’

‘I have more robes in
blue, red and purple, majesty, with corresponding complementary
sashes. I assume you will be taking them all?’

‘He will,’ smiled
Gallia.

‘Lord Byrd has also
paid for a number of dresses for yourself, majesty,’ Cinna told
Gallia. ‘Perhaps you might send your female dressers to collect
them later.’

‘I have no dressers,’
Gallia told him.

Cinna was perplexed.
‘Then who dresses you, majesty?’

‘I dress myself,’ she
told him.

‘No slaves,
majesty?’

‘No slaves.’

Cinna was shocked.
‘But I have seen slaves in your palace.’

‘They are paid
servants,’ I said, ‘free men and women who are hired for their
services.’

‘Has Tiridates
indicated he will stay in Syria?’ I asked, changing the
subject.

‘I am not privy to
that information, majesty,’ said Cinna.

‘Does he have any
supporters around him?’ queried Gallia.

‘Again, majesty, you
must forgive my ignorance but I do not know.’

Afterwards, wearing my
new robes, I walked back to the Citadel with Gallia.

‘When the Roman
governor arrives we can question him more closely about the
whereabouts and motives of Tiridates,’ she said.

‘It seems strange he
is lingering in Syria. I suspect he is biding his time until
conditions are right.’

‘To return to
Parthia?’

I nodded. ‘He has had
a taste of being high king and I doubt the prospect of being an
exile in Syria holds much allure.’

‘We should get Byrd to
locate him,’ she said. ‘He has offices and contacts throughout
Syria.’

‘To what end?’

‘To kill Tiridates, of
course.’

I stopped to look at
her.

‘If we kill Tiridates,
Octavian might retaliate by murdering the son of Phraates.’

‘Not if we are
careful.’

‘Careful?’

‘A pretty girl could
infiltrate his household easily enough.’

My blood ran cold. ‘I
was not aware the Daughters of Dura were being trained as
assassins.’

She continued walking
back to the Citadel.

‘They are trained to
be loyal to their king and queen and their homeland. Or I could
send one of the younger Amazons. It makes no difference.’

‘And when your girl or
young woman has slit Tiridates’ throat, what then? She will be far
from home and alone. You would be condemning her to death, a slow
death nailed to a cross.’

We walked into the
Citadel, guards at the gates snapping to attention as we passed by.
I dismissed our escort and the duty centurion coming from the
office just inside the gates instructed them to return to barracks.
He looked surprised to see me in such rich attire but composed
himself and saluted us both.

‘She would not be
alone,’ said Gallia. ‘Some of Kalet’s men would be her escort, or
Malik’s warriors if we asked him. Tiridates deserves to die.’

I could not argue with
her logic, though I would not sanction an assassination
attempt.

‘We do nothing until
after the wedding.’

She shrugged. ‘As you
wish.’

We walked up the
palace steps.

‘Promise me you will
not take matters into your own hands,’ I beseeched.

She raised a
well-manicured eyebrow. ‘Not until after the wedding. You have my
word.’

The presence in Syria
of the man who had been responsible for igniting a civil war in
Parthia, in addition to causing the deaths of Nergal and Praxima,
meant he could expect no mercy from Gallia still bent on exacting
revenge. But the crushing of Tiridates’ rebellion, combined with
the negotiations that were ongoing between Octavian and Phraates,
had resulted in the prospect of a lasting peace on the empire’s
western border. I saw no reason to endanger the blossoming
relations between Rome and Parthia, not least because there existed
a very real danger in the east. Kujula had recovered from his
battle wounds and his gaze was once again focused on expanding the
Kushan Empire at the expense of Parthia. Fortunately, the arrival
of King of Kings Phraates focused Gallia’s attention on Dura and
her daughter’s wedding rather than on murdering the former King of
Aria.

Dura suddenly seemed
small and overcrowded as the guests and their entourages began to
arrive. The Governor of Syria, Cicero the Younger, arrived in the
company of Byrd, Noora, Malik, Jamal and Riad, his son who had
recently returned to Palmyra. We greeted them in the palace, Byrd
complimenting me on my new clothes and Malik asking if I had lost
my sword. The governor, in his late thirties, his hair receding,
reminded me of one of Aaron’s clerks but was most courteous and
softly spoken. Byrd had thought it prudent for him to be lodged in
his mansion for the duration of his stay, which made sense as he
and my former chief scout were friends and the governor was also
familiar with Malik and his family.

The next to arrive
were Gafarn and Diana, though without Prince Pacorus who was ruling
Elymais while Queen Cia concentrated on giving birth to the
kingdom’s heir. It seemed strange not to see the prince at the head
of Hatra’s Royal Bodyguard, though nothing could diminish the
happiness we felt at the arrival of our oldest friends. When he had
finished chiding me about my new apparel and complimenting me on
the greenery in the Citadel, Gafarn had some interesting news from
Hatra. We were sitting on the palace terrace, enjoying a vivid
sunset of a white sun dropping in a red western sky, the heat of
the day yet to leave the earth.

‘Atrax has left
Hatra,’ announced Gafarn.

‘I’m amazed he was
able to summon the strength to leave his bed,’ remarked Gallia,
noticing Gafarn was rubbing his right leg. Diana saw her stare.

‘He tripped and fell
in the palace a few days ago and cut his leg.’

‘Wretched thing won’t
heal,’ complained Gafarn.

‘You should see
Alcaeus,’ I said.

He rolled his eyes.
‘I’ve seen a small army of physicians, plus a host of priests,
sorceresses and faith healers, all of whom got word of my ailment
and beat a path to the palace. Their wittering and wailing were an
excellent cure for insomnia but did nothing for my leg.’

‘So what are you
taking for it?’ asked Gallia.

‘Keeping it clean and
fresh bandages every day,’ he told her. ‘It’s only a large cut.
I’ve suffered worse.’

‘But you were younger
then,’ I said. ‘You must take care of yourself.’

‘Yes, father,’ he
grinned.

‘So, Prince Atrax
survived his wounds,’ I said.

The son of the late,
unlamented King Darius of Media had been grievously wounded during
Darius’ abortive invasion of Hatra, which had resulted in the
king’s death. His son had made it back to Irbil but was expected to
succumb to his wounds. He was still on the verge of death when he,
his mother and sisters left Irbil in the aftermath of Aliyeh’s
suicide to seek sanctuary in Hatra.

‘It was a miracle,’
said Diana. ‘Prayers were said day and night for the prince and the
high priest of the Great Temple had been planning for his funeral.
But the gods smiled on Atrax and he slowly recovered.’

Gafarn nodded. ‘He
made a full recovery, and as soon as he was able to walk declared
his intention to leave Hatra.’

‘And go where?’
enquired Gallia.

‘Zeugma,’ he
replied.

The city on the
Euphrates had formally been part of the Parthian Empire but its
ruler, the debauched King Darius, had defected to the Romans for a
large bribe. Darius was long dead, but his city thrived under Roman
rule, being on the Silk Road and benefiting from its riches.

‘Another penniless
prince,’ said Gallia.

‘Not so penniless,’
her friend informed her. ‘When they left Irbil, Atrax’s two sisters
took the crown jewels with them, along with a substantial amount of
gold.’

I remembered the two
young women at Aliyeh’s funeral. Darya and Setareh had appeared
vulnerable and lost.

‘They have their
grandmother’s propensity for scheming,’ said Gafarn bluntly.
‘Unlike their mother who has joined the Sisters of Shamash.’

The Sisters of Shamash
was a religious order dedicated to the care of unfortunates, its
female devotees living lives of chastity, poverty and obedience to
the Sun God. My own sister Adeleh was a member and now it seemed
Queen Parisa had joined the order.

‘Of course, Parisa
will have to serve two years as a novice before she becomes a
fully-fledged member of the Sisters,’ said Diana.

‘The death of her
husband was the final straw,’ remarked Gafarn, ‘but Adeleh informs
us she is happy living the simple life of a servant of
Shamash.’

‘That’s the last we
will see of Atrax and his sisters, then,’ I surmised.

Gafarn looked at me.
‘I hope so, because his character leaves a lot to be desired. He
hates you, of course.’

I sipped at my wine.
‘Me? Why? What have I done to wrong him?’

‘You underestimate
yourself, Pacorus,’ smiled Gafarn. ‘You killed his uncle, Prince
Alexander, was responsible for his grandfather walking with a limp,
and caused his grandmother to take her own life. Or so young Atrax
believes.’

I was most
disappointed. ‘I saved his life, and those of his sisters. If
Spartacus had had his way, they would be rotting in cells in
Vanadzor by now, or worse.’

‘Talking of Spartacus,
can we assume he will not be attending the wedding?’ asked
Gallia.

Diana avoided her
friend’s eyes and Gafarn’s head dropped.

‘He is stubborn,’ said
the King of Hatra, ‘I apologise on his behalf.’

‘He seems to hate the
world and everything in it,’ lamented Diana.

‘Parthia is fortunate
to have him guarding its northern border,’ I said, ‘but we have to
accept Spartacus is a man who does not forgive or forget. I assume
he has not visited the new King and Queen of Media?’

Gafarn laughed. ‘He
holds you responsible.’

I was not amused. ‘Me?
As I seem to remember, it was Rasha, cooperating closely with our
wives, who instigated Akmon becoming the ruler of Media.’

Gafarn winked at
Gallia. ‘We know that, but Spartacus, for all his faults, loves his
wife dearly and so refuses to believe she was the progenitor of the
plot to make Akmon ruler of Media. He loves and respects his
mother, of course, and so believes she is blameless in all things.
He respects his aunt greatly and though he accepts Gallia
was responsible for Akmon’s elevation, he also accepts she
was grieving deeply for the loss of Nergal and Praxima, so in his
own way he has absolved her of any blame.’

A wicked grin spread
across Gafarn’s face. ‘So that leaves you, Pacorus, to be the focus
of my son’s wrath.’

‘There are no words,’
I replied.

In truth Spartacus did
not occupy my mind at all as the wedding drew nearer. Ashk showed
me the seating arrangements for the wedding feast, Chrestus
accompanied me as we walked the route the newlyweds and their
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