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Pacorus: Prince of Hatra, son of Gafarn and Diana
Other Parthians
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Salar: prince of Sakastan
Silaces: King of Elymais
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‘It looks brand new, as though it has just been carved.’

The man who had escorted my daughter Isabella from the eastern edge of the empire stroked the limestone.

‘It is magnificent and looks like it has been created by one of the gods.’

I laughed when I thought of the man who had carved the griffin standing guard over the city of Dura by day and night.

‘The stonemason was a barrel-chested Greek by the name of Demetrius,’ I told him, ‘who had a foul temper, irreverent manner and treated me like one of his apprentices. But he knew how to create a masterpiece from a slab of rock.’

‘The princess told me your kingdom is safe as long as the griffin stays here, majesty, though your sorceress once told her that one day it might fly away to the mountains in the far north.’

He was talking of Dobbai who had been dead for eighteen years but who still cast a long shadow over Dura and its king. I thought back to the encounter with the old woman in black at Lake Urmia during the campaign against Mark Antony. It was she, I know it was, but as the weeks passed the meeting became more and more like a dream. Perhaps it was a dream.

‘Majesty?’

I snapped out of my daydreaming to smile at Agbar, the commander of King Peroz’s bodyguard from far-away Sakastan. He and two hundred of his men had arrived three weeks ago along with my daughter. Isabella had spent many months in Sakastan and it would have made sense for her to stay there while the guests to her wedding, which included her parents, made their way to Sigal, Sakastan’s capital. But Gallia had wanted all her daughters to be reunited at Dura one last time and insisted she and I accompany Isabella to the wedding. And so Isabella had returned to Dura to prepare for the journey to her betrothed’s city and their marriage bed. Gallia was delighted. I thought it a complete waste of time that Agbar and his men had been dragged across the breadth of the empire for no reason at all.

‘Would you like to inspect the legionary camp?’ I asked.

‘That would be a great honour, majesty.’

Tramping round a dusty, sun-baked camp was not everyone’s choice but since his arrival Agbar had shown a keen interest in Dura and its army. I had no idea if he was genuinely interested or was being the perfect guest but he had made a favourable impression with his impeccable manners and generous sense of honour. We walked down the stone steps in one of the towers flanking the griffin that stood above the Palmyrene Gate, mounted our horses and rode to the camp half a mile to the west. As usual the entrance to the city was a mad press of people, carts, spitting camels and flustered guards trying to keep a semblance of order, but we managed to thread a way through the throng to ride the short journey to where the Exiles and Durans were based. Both legions were on an extended training exercise though a skeleton garrison had been left behind to guard the mud-brick wall perimeter, stores and the Staff of Victory. The griffin and lion standards always marched with the legions but the staff stayed behind under heavy guard.

Because the camp was mostly empty it was mercifully free of dust but not the heat beating down from an angry sun in a cloudless sky. We rode to the commander’s large tent, though Chrestus was away leading his men in the desert to the west and would not return for ten days. Agbar, wearing his open-faced helmet but not his cuirass of overlapping polished square steel scales, dismounted and looked around at the neat rows of tents accommodating the legionaries, almost all empty. Among them were larger granary tents, a hospital, stabling blocks and workshops.

‘What do your soldiers sleep in when they are away, majesty?’

‘In tents exactly the same as the ones here in camp. But because these tents stand in the open for months until they are replaced, tents used for campaigns and exercises are held in warehouses in the city.’

I nodded at the nearest block of tents. ‘These are replaced on a regular basis though in truth they are very hardy.’

‘They are Roman?’ he asked.

‘They are based on those used by the Romans, yes, but are produced by the city’s tannery.’

‘I would like to visit it, majesty.’

I thought of the stench of urine hanging over it at all times, a consequence of the need to employ piss in the manufacture of hides, which was why it was located well away from the city.

‘If we have time I should be delighted to take you there.’

Legionaries took our horses and those of our escort to the stables near Chrestus’ grand headquarters tent but what Agbar really wanted to see was the Staff of Victory. There were three tall, square tents positioned immediately behind Chrestus’ living quarters, all usually heavily guarded but today only one of them ringed by legionaries. The other two normally housed the golden griffin and silver lion but they marched with the legions. The remaining occupied tent was where the Staff of Victory resided. We walked over to it, the duty centurion with his white transverse crest eyeing warily the tall man beside me wearing a yellow silk tunic, yellow leggings and red leather boots. But he and his men snapped to attention as we passed, though he held out his vine cane to prevent the escort – yellow-clad soldiers from Sakastan – from entering.

‘You lot stay here,’ he growled, menace in his voice.

A frown spread across Agbar’s clean-shaven face.

‘We only allow a limited number into the tent at any one time,’ I said apologetically. ‘When we have finished your men can take turns to see the Staff of Victory.’

It sounded grand but in truth it was an ordinary wooden pole topped with a silver horse’s head, the brainchild of Lucius Domitus. The silver discs fixed to the staff, each one bearing a unique design, had value in themselves but it was what they represented that made the Staff of Victory priceless. Inside the tent Agbar stood admiring the discs, each one created to commemorate a victory won by the army of Dura. The army that had never tasted the bitterness of defeat, albeit one that had come close on several occasions. There were discs saluting the victories of Surkh, Susa, Uruk, Carrhae and Persepolis. I tried to maintain a kingly demeanour when Agbar’s eyes rested on the disc showing a dying elephant being speared by legionaries – my defeat of King Porus of Sakastan. That triumph really belonged to Domitus and a herd of swine and I hoped Agbar would not question me about it.

The atmosphere inside the tent was oppressive, not only due to the heat but also because each legionary present stood with his hand on the hilt of his gladius , ready to pull it should the foreign stranger attempt to steal the Staff of Victory. If in a moment of madness he tried such a ruse my presence would not prevent him from being hacked to pieces.

‘It should be in more appropriate surroundings,’ said Agbar at length.

‘A marble hall, perhaps?’ I suggested. ‘I have thought about it but this has been its only home and over the years the army has come to regard its presence in camp as a lucky mascot. And with each victory the idea that to move it would anger the gods took root. So it stays here.’

‘So many victories, majesty,’ he said admiringly.

I smiled politely but as the years passed all I saw was the loss of friends and the earth drenched in blood. The moment of victory was sweet indeed but glory commanded a high price; perhaps too high.

We rode back to the city after an inspection of the camp, which must have disappointed Agbar somewhat on account of it being largely deserted. When we arrived at the Citadel an agitated Rsan was waiting for me. Tegha and the other horses were taken to the stables to be rubbed down and unsaddled. Agbar and his men returned to barracks to refresh themselves before Sporaces, the commander of my horse archers, gave Agbar a tour of the armouries beyond the Citadel’s walls.

Rsan bowed his head. ‘May I have a word with you, majesty?’

He held a rolled papyrus scroll in his hand and I suspected that more than one word would pass between us.

‘Of course,’ I replied, ‘come to the terrace.’

We walked across the cobbled courtyard to the palace steps. Near us carts were unloading supplies at the bakery and granary along the northern wall, and the sound of hammers working metal on anvils came from the workshops in the northwest corner. Rsan said nothing as we walked through the porch into the high-ceilinged hall leading to the throne room. But I could tell by the frown he wore he was far from happy. Now in his seventies, unlike most of us his skin was not dark and weather beaten, a result of him purposely staying out of the sun. The first day I set eyes on him he was wearing a spotless flowing white gown and today was no different, though now his steps were a little stiff and his shoulder-length hair thinning.

We passed the guards on each side of the dais and made our way to the palace terrace accessed via a corridor to the rear of the throne room. The head steward reported to me on the terrace as we settled under a white canvas awning in wicker chairs stuffed with cushions. Below were the blue waters of the Euphrates and beyond the river the lands of my brother, King Gafarn of Hatra. I ordered refreshments to be brought, though I knew most would be sent back to the kitchens. Rsan was abstemious at the best of times and more so when he was troubled.

‘How can I help you?’ I asked him.

He smiled politely and unrolled the scroll.

‘We are all delighted that Princess Isabella is back in the city, majesty, albeit only for a short time. I remember when she was a young, carefree girl and now she is to marry. How the years pass in the blink of an eye.’

I too smiled politely and held up a hand.

‘I’m sure you did not want to speak to me to reminisce about my daughter’s childhood.’

Rsan said nothing as servants placed a table between us and loaded it with dishes of olives, pastries, bread, cheese and a jug of water, pouring the liquid into two cups. The governor waved them away but took no refreshment as I sipped at the water. He held up the scroll.

‘This is a list of people who will be accompanying the princess back to Sakastan in a few weeks.’

He perused the list. ‘You and the queen, naturally, the princesses Claudia and Eszter, Lord Byrd and his wife, the king and queen of Hatra.’

‘I am acquainted with who will be travelling with us to Sakastan, Rsan. What of it?’

He cleared his throat. ‘May I draw your attention to King Malik and Queen Jamal, majesty?’

I picked up a pastry and took a bite. ‘You should try one of these, they are delicious. What of Malik and Jamal attending Isabella’s wedding? She has known Malik since she was a child.’

‘Can I assume King Malik will be accompanied by a bodyguard, majesty?’

I finished the pastry and picked up another. ‘Two thousand warriors will be accompanying the Agraci king and queen, the same number that will be escorting each of the monarchs of Dura, Mesene, Hatra and Gordyene.’

‘Is it wise for so many Agraci warriors to be crossing the Euphrates in light of King of Kings Phraates’ policy, majesty?’

‘You mean his ludicrous Parthian purity policy?’ I answered, finishing the second pastry. ‘Please, try one, they melt on the tongue.’

Rsan picked up a pastry and nibbled the end. ‘Most appetising. But to return to the Agraci problem.’

‘There is no Agraci problem, Rsan,’ I told him. ‘Isabella wants Malik and Jamal at the wedding, Gallia and I want them there and it would be entirely inappropriate for a king to travel anywhere without an escort. As a stickler for rules and regulations I would have thought you would be the first to acknowledge this.’

Rsan put down the pastry. ‘Such a gesture will arouse the ire of the high king, majesty.’

I picked up an olive. ‘It may, though I’m sure the high king is mindful he is only high king and not a Roman puppet due to the armies of Dura, Mesene, Elymais, Hatra and Gordyene in the recent campaign. Like a pair of finely balanced scales he will find that his annoyance over a party of Agraci travelling from the Euphrates to the Indus will be offset by the recognition that he owes his crown to those traveling with King Malik and Queen Jamal.’

‘A most interesting analogy, majesty,’ said Rsan without enthusiasm.

I had received no word from the high king since the return of the army from Persis after the campaign to kill Prince Alexander, the second son of my dead friend King Atrax and my very much alive and embittered sister Queen Aliyeh. Alexander had indeed been killed and Dura’s army had marched back to its homeland, soon after another silver disc being added to the Staff of Victory. I had no doubt Aliyeh and the new King of Media, King Darius, had petitioned Phraates long and hard about mounting a campaign against my kingdom but the high king had been content to stay at Ctesiphon. The son of Orodes and Axsen had inherited few of his parents’ good qualities but he was the rightful heir to the high throne and for the sake of continuity I had lobbied hard for his coronation. His reign and indeed the empire had faced an immediate challenge when Mark Antony had invaded Parthia at the head of over one hundred thousand Roman and Armenian soldiers. But we had chased Antony back to Armenia in a campaign that had cost him a third of his army and left the rest demoralised and without weapons and equipment. Phraates had been present throughout most of the campaign, though had taken little direct control of actual operations. Nevertheless, his presence had reinforced his credibility and afterwards the scribes and priests at Ctesiphon had been working tirelessly to create an image of the young high king as a military genius who had inflicted defeat after defeat on the Romans.

‘To allay your fears, Rsan, I have given much thought to how we may proceed without provoking the high king into taking any action he may later regret.’

‘I do not understand, majesty.’

I finished off another olive. ‘The clarification will be arriving shortly.’

King Silaces arrived three days later. The ruler of Elymais was now in his early sixties and had always had a world-weary look but the recent campaign in the north, during which he had lost Valak who had been like a son to him, had deepened the worry lines on his face. It had also made him more embittered. He arrived at the head of a hundred horse archers who were quartered in the Citadel along with the yellow-uniformed soldiers of Agbar.

I stood on the palace steps with Gallia when Silaces and his men rode into the courtyard, squires running to assist the king from his saddle, only to be waved away.

‘I’m not a cripple yet,’ he bellowed, easing himself to the ground.

Rsan walked forward and bowed. ‘Welcome, majesty, quarters have been prepared for you and your men. You will want to rest and refresh yourself, I assume.’

Silaces gave him a withering look. ‘Why? Do you need to rest? You are after all older than me.’

Gallia walked over and embraced Silaces, planting a kiss on his cheek.

‘Don’t bully my governor, how are you?’

‘In need of a drink,’ he replied.

She linked her arm in his and together they walked back to the palace. I slapped my friend on the shoulder and walked beside them into the porch, Rsan issuing orders to the duty centurion regarding the billeting of the riders from Elymais. Silaces stopped when he spotted two soldiers in bright yellow tunics and leggings across the courtyard.

‘Soldiers from Sakastan, part of Isabella’s bodyguard,’ I told him.

‘When you travel to her wedding make sure you have a big bodyguard,’ he said, ‘I don’t trust that bastard Phraates.’

He used that word to describe the high king a lot. Silaces was never a man to curb his tongue but since the loss of Valak his utterances towards Phraates had become coarser. Among friends it did not matter but I worried that his disparaging words would reach the ears of the high king, who might march against Elymais.

Later, after he had washed and dressed in fresh clothes, Silaces questioned me concerning my request for him to travel to Dura. We sat on the terrace as the sun was dropping in the west to turn the desert pink and the waters of the Euphrates orange. The King of Elymais stood at the stone balustrade holding a silver cup filled with wine and stared at the river below. I joined him and we stood in silence for a while, drinking in the majestic and serene view.

He took a large gulp of wine. ‘You know what I think?’

‘I am eager to learn.’

‘If I lived here I would never leave the palace. I would stay here with my family and ensure a constant stream of friends visited me so I could enjoy days filled with fine wine, good conversation and peaceful vistas.’

He turned away from the river. ‘Why did you ask me here?’

I nodded to a waiting servant who refilled Silaces’ cup and walked back to the table where other servants were placing serviettes and silver dishes. According to etiquette a royal family should eat its meals in the banqueting hall but Gallia and I preferred the terrace, which was more intimate and relaxed. Tonight she wore her hair loose and sported a beautiful white dress that clung to her still shapely figure, her arms bare. She gave Silaces a dazzling smile when she appeared from our private apartments and took her place at the table. He smiled back, the first time he had done so since his arrival as my queen beckoned him over to sit next to her.

At that moment Claudia walked on to the terrace and Silaces froze. It was the first time he had seen her since the murder of Valak and her terrible ordeal and I saw the surprise in his eyes. Claudia still had her mother’s cheekbones and thick long hair, though hers was light brown instead of blond, but the old Claudia had long gone. In her place was a serious, studious woman who always wore black and was older than her years in many respects.

Silaces bowed his head. ‘Princess. I hope you are well.’

‘The gods have been kind, lord. And you?’

‘I’ll be better after a few more cups of wine,’ he said.

She nodded and took her seat at the table on the other side of Gallia. Claudia was the only one of our daughters in residence, Eszter being at Hatra and Isabella having travelled with Talib and his men to Palmyra. The last to arrive was Rsan, the governor bowing solemnly to me, Gallia, Claudia and Silaces before taking his seat.

Food was ferried from the kitchens – roasted chicken and lamb and cooked fish, accompanied by pickled radishes, almonds, garlic, raisins, bread and mustard – all washed down with wine, fruit juice and water. As the wine flowed Silaces’ mood lightened and he and Gallia chatted and laughed about past times, though I noticed that the king frequently glanced at the sombre figure of Claudia engaging in polite conversation with Rsan. Her formality and distance ironically put my governor at ease, unused as he was to sharing informal occasions with his king and queen.

It was dark, the terrace lit by oil lamps, when I informed Silaces of my reasons for requesting his presence at Dura.

‘For one thing it has been too long since you visited us, my friend,’ I told him. ‘And I also want to ask you a favour.’

‘Name it and it shall be yours,’ he said, his speech slightly slurred.

‘Soon we will be travelling east to Sakastan,’ I said, ‘and I want you to command the armies of those kings who will be travelling with us. I have been in discussion with Gafarn, Spartacus and Nergal and they agree with me that in our absence you should lead their combined armies, plus the army of Dura.’

Silaces frowned. ‘Lead them against whom?’

I placed my cup on the table. Of those present only Gallia knew of my plan.

‘I shall write to Phraates informing him of my intention to escort Isabella to her marriage to Prince Salar. The rulers of Hatra, Mesene and Gordyene will likewise inform the high king of their intention to journey to Sakastan. He will appreciate the courtesy.’

‘You hope,’ said Claudia, ‘though someone will have to explain to him the notion of courtesy first.’

Silaces laughed and banged the table with his fist, much to Rsan’s chagrin.

‘Be that as it may,’ I continued, ‘I shall also be informing Phraates that in our absence King Silaces has been granted full authority to command the armies of Hatra, Mesene, Gordyene and Dura, along with any auxiliary forces that said kingdoms may raise. This is both to preserve the western frontier of the empire and the territorial integrity of the aforementioned kingdoms.’

Claudia was nodding in approval, Rsan appeared uncomfortable and Silaces none the wiser.

‘You think the Romans are planning another invasion?’ he asked.

‘Highly unlikely,’ I replied, ‘but in our absence I do not want Phraates to be tempted to take any unwise actions, the more so because I have no doubt that my sister is still pouring poison into his ears. One hundred and thirty thousand men should curb his avarice.’

Silaces grinned. ‘Ah, I see. Clever, Pacorus, very clever.’

But Rsan was horrified. ‘You would threaten the high king, majesty?’

‘I do not threaten him, Rsan, I merely remind him that the armies of the western kingdoms stand ready to battle their enemies.’

‘Of course, he will see straight through the ruse,’ said Claudia. ‘Phraates has a malicious mind, father. He will seek to strike at you but not in a manner you expect.’

Everyone stopped their eating and looked at her, the princess who was now part of the secretive, semi-mystical Scythian Sisterhood that operated in the shadows. Like most people I knew very little about them, only that Dobbai was their high priestess, though she had been dead for many years.

‘But you know?’ queried Gallia.

Claudia picked up a date and nibbled at it. ‘Why should I know, mother, I am not privy to Phraates’ schemes?’

‘He should have been strangled at birth,’ grumbled Silaces, causing Rsan to nearly choke on his wine. ‘You should have been high king, Pacorus.’

Gallia placed a hand on Silaces’ and smiled warmly at him but Claudia would have none of it.

‘Father is entirely unsuited to the role of high king,’ she announced. ‘His sense of honour and loyalty to his friends would wreck any chance of maintaining peace within the empire.’

‘How so?’ I asked.

Claudia finished the date. ‘Imagine a dispute between King Nergal of Mesene and the ruler of the adjacent Kingdom of Babylon. You would naturally side with your friend, notwithstanding the merits of the king of Babylon’s case.’

I held up a hand. ‘Nergal would never try to encroach upon another king’s realm.’

Claudia threw back her head and laughed. ‘Oh, father, you are so predictable and in a single sentence reveal that you would never side against your friends. In any case I said nothing about a territorial dispute. Let us theorise that King Nergal had taken a liking to the queen of Babylon.’

Now I was angry. ‘Impossible. I have known Nergal for more years than you have been on this earth and he would never be unfaithful to Praxima.’

‘He’s right, princess,’ agreed Silaces.

‘I have always found King Nergal to be a most conscientious monarch,’ stated Rsan.

‘You have all proved my point,’ said Claudia. ‘Notions such as conscience, loyalty and friendship mean little to Phraates. I doubt he has any friends and I’m sure he does not care. But such an individual is well suited to the role of high king. It is probably the loneliest position in the whole world.’

‘He’s still an arrogant bastard,’ spat Silaces unapologetically.

‘He’s content playing with his silver eagles, I have no doubt,’ I opined, thinking of the two captured Roman eagles that were presented to him by Claudia and Rasha after our victory at Lake Urmia.

‘A case in point,’ said Claudia. ‘You all remember how Phraates was promoting his ludicrous Parthian purity doctrine, which was instantly cast aside when Rasha presented him with the Roman eagles.’

‘How can anyone trust such a man?’ asked Silaces.

‘They cannot and would be foolish to do so,’ said Claudia, ‘but such pragmatism, allied to ruthlessness, will ensure that the empire holds together, which is what we all want.’

What I wanted was to attend my daughter’s wedding in peace instead of having to worry about the Romans, Armenians, the politics at Ctesiphon or the hostility of my sister Aliyeh. My other sister Adeleh, a member of the Sisters of Shamash, remained at Hatra and did not journey with Eszter, Gafarn and Diana to Dura in preparation for the grand procession east. A tent city sprang up on the eastern bank of the Euphrates, opposite the escarpment on which the Citadel perched, as the kings and queens began to arrive. Soon the red griffin banner that fluttered from the Citadel was joined by the white horse of Hatra, the double-headed lion sceptre crossed with a sword of Mesene, the silver lion of Gordyene and the black flag of the Agraci. The latter made Rsan wince every time he looked up at the standards but the Agraci had been visitors to Dura and its palace for many years and no one batted an eyelid when black-robed riders appeared out of the shimmering heat haze to trot through Dura’s gates. Indeed, Malik had a large house in the city so frequent were his visits to Dura. He came with Jamal, Byrd, Noora, Talib and his scouts and two thousand warriors, plus a host of camels carrying tents, food, weapons and a thousand goats.

‘Goats?’

‘The Agraci’s wedding gift to Isabella,’ Malik announced proudly as he walked with me to the palace after dismounting, Gallia and Jamal deep in conversation behind us.

‘That is most generous, my friend,’ I said, wondering how we would be able to herd a thousand goats from Dura to Sakastan.

For the pre-journey feast Gallia had insisted that all the guests be lodged in the palace, notwithstanding Malik’s property in the city. It was now rare for the many bedrooms in the palace to be occupied all at once but for a brief time they would be filled and the corridors would echo to the sound of laughter and conversation.

We had not gone a few steps when Eszter ran down the stone steps and flung herself at Malik, laughing, hugging him and planting kisses on his tattooed cheeks. Ignoring all protocol, she then embraced Jamal and kissed her too. Gallia laughed but I raised my eyes to the heavens. It was our fault that Eszter had spent too much time at Palmyra with the Agraci, learning their ways and becoming a wild child of the desert. With her dark brown eyes and even darker complexion she looked like one of the desert people and, too late, we had packed her off to Hatra to soften her hard edges and become a Parthian princess. But a wild animal is never truly tamed and so it was with Eszter.

‘Try to remember you are a princess,’ I scolded her.

She kissed me on the cheek, grinned at the Agraci king and queen and bounded back up the steps.

‘It so good to be back at Dura,’ she squealed before disappearing into the palace.

‘I had hoped that she would find a suitor in Hatra,’ I lamented, ‘but alas the young nobles have no desire to marry a wildcat.’

‘She is a credit to you both,’ smiled Malik. ‘There are many men at Palmyra who would love to tame such a beauty.’

‘We love having Eszter at Palmyra,’ said Jamal.

I looked up at the blue sky and swore I could hear the gods laughing. Of my three daughters one had become a mystic, another was seemingly fated to marry an Agraci warrior, which would ensure she would be forever banished from Parthian society, and the other was to marry a prince of a kingdom at the eastern edge of the empire. What had I done to deserve such a brood?

‘What are you looking at?’ asked Gallia.

‘Nothing.’

Isabella was the most orthodox of the three, though she too had been a frequent guest of the Agraci. It was a stroke of good fortune that Peroz had found his way to Dura in his youth because when he ascended to Sakastan’s throne, he and his son Salar were frequent visitors to my kingdom. Isabella and Salar first became friends, then besotted with each other and so it was decided they should marry. It was an unusual occurrence for a union between Parthian kingdoms because both parties were extremely happy about the arrangement.

At the feast that evening she certainly looked like a queen in the making with her unblemished skin, thick, softly curling brown hair and large brown eyes. Her slender but shapely frame was wrapped in a shimmering blue dress that would have complemented the blue sapphire ring that Salar had given her but it had gone missing during the journey from Sakastan. Isabella had been distraught so I had told her I would find a jeweller to replicate it. She had told me that was not the point. But she hid her disappointment as she sipped wine from a silver rhyton and talked politely to Gafarn seated next to her.

It was like the old days with the dining hall filled with guests and the drink flowing freely. Kalet and his lords sat at one table, gorging themselves on huge chunks of roasted meat, on another Malik’s warlords trying their best to out-consume them. Dura’s nobles and their ladies sat at other tables, ignoring the ruckus. If this had been any other Parthian city there would been outrage and indignation at the behaviour of the ‘barbarians’, but this was Dura, a frontier city where people were judged on their character and not by which social stratum or race they belonged to. They knew that the lords who lived in the desert around the city were wild and uncouth. But they had spilt much blood in defence of the city and its kingdom. Likewise with the Agraci, once feared foes but now valuable allies responsible for safeguarding the lifeblood of the kingdom. That lifeblood was the camel caravans that came from China carrying silk bound for Parthia, Egypt and Rome. The customs dues paid by the caravans poured into the treasury and made Dura rich.

I sat between Nergal and Gafarn on the top table, basking in the company of my family and friends. Gallia was laughing and joking with Diana and Praxima, three of the original Amazons, while Eszter was teasing Spartacus, the strapping ruler of Gordyene and the husband of Rasha, his Agraci wife. Sitting aloof from the revelry was Prince Pacorus of Hatra.

I tipped my rhyton at him. ‘Is the prince unhappy?’

‘Not as far as I know,’ replied Gafarn. ‘I think he finds Dura’s frontier atmosphere strange. His wife is expecting their first child. That might also be on his mind.’

‘Excellent news,’ I said loudly. ‘When is she due?’

‘In six months, give or take,’ replied Gafarn.

‘You are to be a grandfather again,’ smiled Nergal, ‘I salute you.’

I slapped the King of Mesene on the back. He and Praxima had never been blessed with children on account of the hard usage his wife had been subjected to when she had been a slave in a Roman whorehouse. Dobbai had once told me Praxima would never bear children and although Nergal never mentioned the topic, I’m sure the absence of an heir weighed heavily on them both.

‘Why so glum, then?’ I asked.

Gafarn grinned. ‘He is worried he may be summoned to Ctesiphon. As a result of him covering himself with glory in the campaign against Mark Antony, the high king believes he has the qualities to be his chief military adviser.’

He gave us both sideways glances. ‘Those of us who also took part in said campaign being beyond the pale as far as Phraates is concerned. How long do you think we will be away for?’

I shrugged. ‘Four months, give or take. Surely Pacorus could stay at Hatra if he is worried about missing the birth.’

Gafarn shook his head. ‘Hatra’s Royal Bodyguard is going to Sakastan and where it goes, its commander goes. You know what a stickler for rules my son is.’

He was being sarcastic but I could still hear the pride in his voice. Pacorus was a fine young man, the heir to Hatra’s throne who was accepted by all the noble families of the city as being suitably qualified to rule them. Gafarn’s other son, the strapping King of Gordyene, was also a source of pride to his parents though it was as well that he ruled the wild kingdom of the north. Being the natural son of the slave Spartacus was bad enough but the fact he had taken an Agraci wife meant he would never have been acceptable to Hatra’s nobles. But fate had been kind to young Spartacus: he had a striking wife, three sons and a kingdom reflecting his character.

‘Where did you find it?’

Isabella was beaming with delight at the sight of her sapphire ring placed on the table before her.

‘In your tent, lady.’

I immediately stood and pointed at the woman who faced my daughter.

‘Arrest her.’

Guards walked briskly from their stations behind the top table with swords drawn as Isabella picked up the ring and looked quizzically at the tall, striking woman with hair as black as night.

All chatter died away as the guards circled the woman, standing her ground and fixing Gallia with her piercing brown eyes. Two guards seized her arms and bundled her away, her voice filling the chamber.

‘I would have words with you, Queen Gallia, before you have me murdered, just as you did my brother.’

‘Stop,’ Gallia told the guards. ‘Bring her here.’

The raven-haired woman smiled in triumph as she was shoved in front of the now standing Gallia, people mumbling to each other and pointing at the strange woman surrounded by legionaries.

‘Search her for weapons,’ said the duty centurion.

‘I am not armed,’ stated the woman, ‘I am not an assassin like those who live in this city.’

‘Shut her up’, ‘get her out of here’, the guests demanded angrily, while Kalet spat out a piece of meat and shouted, ‘I’ll slit her throat for you, princess’. His lords banged their fists on the table to signal their support. I walked behind those at the top table to stand beside my wife. The rough search of the prisoner revealed her to possess no weapons.

‘As I told you,’ said the mysterious woman to the centurion, ‘did you enjoy fondling my body?’

‘Enough!’ I commanded. ‘You will provide me with your name.’

The women bowed her head. ‘Indira, sister to Spada, commander of the army of Persis who was basely murdered by your wife, Queen Gallia, during an agreed parley.’

There were gasps around the hall, Gallia’s stern expression showing no emotion, but out of the corner of my eye I saw my namesake’s head drop. He knew the truth and so did I: Spada had been lured to a conference where Dura’s desert lords, on the orders of my wife, killed him and his commanders.

‘What do you want?’ demanded Gallia. ‘Compensation for your dead brother?’

‘If you were indeed his sister,’ I added.

Indira looked unconcerned. ‘I do not lie, unlike your wife.’

More astonished gasps greeted her words. She was either totally fearless or completely mad. Either way this charade had to be brought to a speedy conclusion.

‘Take her away,’ I told the guards, ‘she will answer to the law for trespassing on this feast.’

‘Kill me and you and your guests will not reach Sakastan, King Pacorus, for just as I easily took your daughter’s ring so will the warriors of Persis exact their revenge for the murder of their leader. But your wife can guarantee the safety of your family and guests, King Pacorus.’

‘How?’ demanded Gallia.

‘In a trial by combat, Queen Gallia. Let Verethragna judge which of us should live.’

‘Who?’ belched Kalet.

‘The Persian God of War,’ answered Claudia, ‘who has ten incarnations.’

This Indira was clearly mad. ‘Take her away.’

But Gallia had other ideas and walked from her place to stand before her accuser.

‘I accept your challenge.’

My jaw dropped as the hall was filled with wild cheers from Kalet, his lords and the Agraci warlords, while everyone else sat in stunned silence.
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​Chapter 2
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‘You are forbidden to fight her.’

I paced the terrace, pointing and issuing orders to Gallia who sat eating her breakfast in the company of our daughters. The feast had ended abruptly after Gallia had accepted Indira’s challenge because I had ordered everyone to leave. I had toyed with the idea of having the unwanted guest strangled and her body thrown into the Euphrates, but Gallia had her escorted under armed guard to Malik’s home just beyond the Citadel’s walls, having received permission to do so from the bemused Agraci king. She then specifically forbade me to harm even a hair on the woman’s attractive head.

‘I am not one of your officers to order about,’ she replied calmly.

‘You are my wife,’ I exclaimed.

‘Just chop off her head,’ offered Eszter.

‘She should be flogged at least,’ added Isabella, staring at her sapphire ring.

‘What do you say?’ I asked Claudia, hoping for some pearl of wisdom that would dissuade Gallia from fighting Indira.

‘Verethragna punishes evil done by men and demons,’ she answered. ‘Was this Spada murdered?’

Gallia dipped a wafer in a pot of yoghurt. ‘He was a casualty of war, nothing more, nothing less.’

Claudia wore a deadly serious expression. ‘I interpret that as an admission that you murdered him, which would explain why this Indira woman was able to enter the Citadel so easily.’

‘Lax sentries, more like,’ I said.

Claudia gave me a pitying look. ‘You could have ringed the Citadel with thousands of men and she would have still entered the Citadel easily. When you have the aid of the gods, soldiers are useless.’

‘Just kill her and have done with it,’ said Eszter.

‘I thank you all for your advice,’ replied Gallia, ‘but she challenged me in front of my family, my friends, the lords of the kingdom and the nobles of the city. You are right, Claudia, I did kill Spada and I will do the same to his sister. The topic is now closed for discussion.’

I pleaded with her, her friends implored her not to fight, and every Companion still living begged her not to battle Indira, all to no avail. Gallia had the bit between her teeth and fire in her eyes. I knew it was hopeless to try to change her mind. I told her that Indira was at least fifteen years younger than her and reminded her it had been a long time since she had used a sword in anger.

She cut the air with a sideways slash. ‘Nonsense, I use it every day.’

We were on the training field outside the city, the Amazons having just finished their early morning target practice on the shooting ranges and were now wrenching arrows from the straw targets. Zenobia, their commander, was holding the reins of Gallia’s horse and those of Tegha as my wife swung her sword.

‘You use it here, on the training field, but when was the last time you used it on the battlefield? In Italy?’

She stopped and faced me. ‘Draw your sword, then, and let us see who is more adept with a blade.’

‘This is ridiculous. I will not fight my own wife. I ask you one last time. Will you abandon this ludicrous duel?’

‘I will not.’

‘Then I will have her executed.’

She spun around and held the point of her sword at my throat.

‘Do that and I will never forgive you for you will have betrayed me.’

I held up my hands. ‘Very well, have it your way. Why are you so adamant about this?’

She lowered her sword and sheathed it before walking over to her horse, uncorking the water bottle strapped to the saddle and taking a long drink. It was still early but the heat was beginning to rise. It would be another hot and dusty day at Dura.

She replaced the cork in the top of her water bottle. ‘When I was a child my father, King Ambiorix, was the arbiter in a dispute between two of his lords, Brennus and Cerethrius. Their disagreement concerned the ownership of a fertile valley adjacent to both their lands. Brennus was a great warlord, brave, fearless and the leader of a mighty war band. He had three sons who were as brave and formidable as their father. Cerethrius was very different. Older and wiser, he had three daughters but no sons, but was respected for his wisdom and fairness throughout the lands of the Senones.’

The Amazons had completed their arrow gathering and began to gather in a semi-circle around their queen. Instances of Gallia speaking of her time with the Gauls were rare and they listened intently, as did I.

‘My father, true to his cunning nature, did not want to rule against either man, Brennus because he could have been a rival to the throne, and Cerethrius because of the high esteem in which he was held in my father’s kingdom. So the matter was handed over to the chief druid. Both Brennus and Cerethrius presented their cases to the holy man, Brennus stating that he should be given the valley because his many warriors needed land to farm, and in any case his claim was stronger because he had three sons, whereas Cerethrius had only daughters and an insignificant number of warriors.

‘Cerethrius stated that it was true that Brennus had a large retinue and three sons, but pledged that should he be granted the valley, then in gratitude he would give the druids half its annual crop yield in perpetuity. The druid awarded the valley to Cerethrius, which outraged Brennus. Soon after Cerethrius was found murdered after having been lured to a meeting by an unknown party. Soon one of Brennus’ sons was boasting that he had killed Cerethrius on his father’s orders but when the dead man’s daughters petitioned my father, he washed his hands of the whole affair and awarded the valley to Brennus.’

There was absolute silence as Gallia continued her tale, and I too was spellbound.

‘But the year after, when the crops were being sowed, flocks of ravens descended on Brennus’ new valley and devoured the seeds. Thereafter misfortune befell his sons. One fell off his horse and broke his neck, another drowned and the third choked on a chicken bone. Eyewitnesses reported seeing ravens at each of these instances and the druids told the people that it was the work of the Goddess Morrigan, who often took the shape of a raven and is the Gauls’ deity of revenge.

‘I have no desire to bear witness to the deaths of my own daughters, Pacorus. I take full responsibility for my actions and I will honour the gods. That is why I will meet Indira in combat and that is why no harm will come to her beforehand.’

Indira looked calm and refreshed the next morning when she was escorted into the Citadel’s courtyard by a score of legionaries led by Chrestus, the shaven-headed commander of the army. He had a face that looked like thunder as he left the guards and stomped over to where we were standing at the top of the palace steps. Gallia, hair braided down her back and dressed in leggings and a loose-fitting white tunic, nodded to him.

‘Commander. I hope the prisoner has not been molested in any way.’

‘If I had my way her head would be mounted on a spike on these walls by now, majesty. But no, she has not been harmed.’

He turned and nodded to the duty centurion who instructed two of his men to close the gates, other legionaries ensuring the doors of the buildings facing the courtyard were also closed. I had commanded all the clerks in the Headquarters Building to stay at home, though the servants, stable hands, farriers, blacksmiths and apprentices were still in residence to keep the palace and its garrison functioning. But they had been told to stay indoors, leaving the courtyard strangely quiet.

Gallia unfastened her sword belt and drew her weapon, a spatha similar to the one I carried. She handed me the scabbard and belt. I grabbed her forearm.

‘It’s not too late.’

She smiled kindly. ‘The die is cast, my beloved. It is in the hands of the gods now.’

She turned to Chrestus. ‘It is time, commander.’

He nodded again to the centurion who blew his whistle. Two centuries of Durans in full battle array marched from the barracks and formed the outside of a square in the middle of the courtyard. Gallia smiled at our daughters and began walking down the steps with Chrestus, only to halt after a couple of steps. My heart soared and I beamed with delight. She had seen sense and decided not to fight this strange, sultry woman from Persis, if that is where she was from. My wife handed Chrestus her sword and marched over to Gafarn, who was holding a bow. She pointed at it.

‘Why is the King of Hatra carrying his bow in my Citadel.’

‘A Parthian is never far from his bow, Gallia,’ he replied, straight faced.

She looked at him and then at me and sighed.

‘You are Bedouin, not Parthian. Give me it.’

‘I will not,’ Gafarn insisted.

‘Do you have so little confidence in my abilities, Gafarn, that you readily agreed to shoot my opponent? Let me guess. Pacorus begged you to kill her if I got in trouble, for he and I both know that you are the best shot in the whole empire and only you could guarantee that the arrow would hit the right target.’

Gafarn’s mask of self-assurance began to crumble as he eyes darted from me to Gallia. She held out her hand. ‘If you have any respect for me at all, give me the bow.’

Diana was going to try to reason with her friend but thought better of it, as did Praxima. So Gafarn handed Gallia his bow and my ruse failed. She handed the bow to Chrestus and they recommenced their journey down the steps to the waiting Indira, who was holding a dagger in each hand. I saw the spatha in Gallia’s hand and was heartened. She was clearly mad if she thought two daggers could defeat an Amazon with a long sword.

Gallia faced Indira as the legionaries formed an enclosed wall using their shields facing inwards, half of them kneeling to place their shields on the cobbles, the other half holding their shields directly above those below. Two hundred men thus created a makeshift fighting arena so the two combatants could do battle. Chrestus withdrew and the fight began.

Gallia attacked immediately, lunging forward to thrust the point of her sword into Indira’s chest. But the Persian side-stepped right and parried the blade with one of her daggers, using the other to slash at my wife’s belly. Gallia stepped back but then attacked again with a flurry of overhead scything blows, which Indira beat away with her daggers, the blades becoming silver blurs in her hands. Gallia’s blade was also moving fast, forcing Indira back towards the locked shields. I clenched my fist as my wife flicked her wrist to deceive her opponent who brought a dagger up to block an overhead strike but instead saw the sword blade sweep low to slash her belly. But Indira was lithe and sucking in her belly fell back into the shield wall, which buckled slightly.

‘Hold!’ bellowed Chrestus from the top of the steps.

Indira recovered and darted left to take herself away from Gallia, slashing my wife’s leg with the dagger held in her right hand. There was a collective groan from those around me as Indira grinned in triumph and red began to show on my wife’s leggings.

The wound did not seem to bother Gallia who again mounted a withering series of strikes against Indira, which were all parried. Gallia appeared tired and let her sword drop, Indira grinned but was then almost decapitated when my wife whipped her blade upwards in a lightning-fast strike. The edge of her sword missed Indira’s neck by inches.

Now Indira attacked, using both her daggers to cut at Gallia from left and right. Deft sword positioning fended off all the blows but as Indira spun away she whipped one of her daggers back and cut my wife’s left arm. Diana shrieked in alarm and I felt sick to my stomach. Around me our friends stood open mouthed and ashen faced as Indira danced around Gallia, who seemed incapable of inflicting a scratch on her opponent. And then it happened.

Gallia deflected a dagger strike with a downward cut of her sword, only for Indira to jab the other knife into my wife’s right hand, causing her to drop her sword. The blade clattered on the cobblestones a second after Gallia gave a shriek when Indira plunged the other dagger into her side. The right side of my wife’s tunic began to turn red and Diana wailed and nearly collapsed. Isabella was praying and Eszter crying but Claudia was strangely calm as a smile crept over her face. I was about to throw up in panic when Gallia took advantage of a gloating Indira to grab the two dagger blades, gripping them firmly as she sprang forward to head-butt the Persian, splitting her nose and sending her sprawling.

‘Yes,’ shouted Chrestus in triumph.

Indira staggered to her feet but collapsed as blood poured from her broken nose. She was nauseous, disorientated and had blurred vision but could see well enough to appreciate the cold steel being pressed to her neck. Gallia had retrieved her sword and held it with her bloodied hand against Indira’s throat.

‘I give you your life,’ said Gallia forcefully, ‘do you yield?’

‘I yield,’ said Indira faintly.

We cheered and Gallia staggered.

‘Defend your queen,’ shouted Chrestus.

The shield wall dissolved and a circle of legionaries formed around Gallia, who had gone down on one knee. I rushed down the steps to cradle her in my arms, blood oozing from the wound in her side. She gave me a half-smile.

‘The gods are appeased, Pacorus. Our daughters are safe.’

Gallia winced as the dog licked the wound in her side, Claudia holding up her mother’s bloodstained tunic so the canine could use its tongue to maximum effect. The mutt had already licked the wounds to Gallia’s arm and hand and was now lapping up her lifeblood with gusto. Claudia watched it carefully; a mangy flea-bitten dog that she insisted was beloved of the gods. Gallia rolled her eyes, Isabella was disgusted and Eszter bemused as Claudia encouraged the beast to finish its task.

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

Alcaeus, Companion, friend, and head of the army’s medical corps, rushed over to Gallia and shouted at the dog to get away. His reward was the dog growling and baring its teeth at the Greek physician. Claudia led it away and used soothing words to calm it before ordering a servant to take it to her quarters. The young woman glanced nervously at the beast and then at Claudia.

‘He won’t harm you,’ she assured the girl, ‘he only likes to bite Greeks.’

I laughed but Alcaeus stopped rummaging through his bag and rounded on me.

‘First you allow your wife to take part in a ludicrous duel and now you allow your daughter to indulge her mysticism on your injured wife, injured as a result of your folly.’

‘He did not allow me to do anything,’ said Gallia in a low tone, ‘I do as I wish.’

Alcaeus probed the side wound with a finger.

‘You are to be congratulated. It looks clean enough and probably won’t need stitches. You were lucky.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Claudia, ‘luck had nothing to do with it. Mother appeased the gods and they gave her victory over a far superior opponent.’

‘You are too kind,’ said Gallia sarcastically.

Alcaeus fished out a jar of ointment and began applying it to Gallia’s wounds.

‘You won’t need that,’ insisted Claudia, ‘mother will heal quickly.’

Alcaeus finished applying the ointment and took a bandage from his bag.

‘Now who’s talking nonsense?’

Behind them the servant was leading a well-behaved dog
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