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      Even with the wind behind him, Kian felt cold. It was late autumn in the eastern foothills of the Zagros Mountains and the weather was turning. The blistering heat of summer was a distant memory, though the legacy of the parched weeks was clear to see. Rivers and streams ran dry, vegetation turned brown and the plain still looked barren and arid, the oaks on the hillsides flanking the flat ground providing only a sprinkling of green. But autumn brought rains that were slowly bringing the parched, cracked ground back to life. Not enough as yet to make the earth soft and cover the plain with lush grass, but enough, added to the strong wind, to chill thousands of men stood in their ranks facing north.

      North was where Kian and over thirty thousand others were heading. Their destination was the capital of the Median Empire, the city of Ecbatana, now only fifty miles distant. But there was already snow on the mountains surrounding the plain and soon the passes would be blocked. The rain carried on the blustery wind was now horizontal and blowing in the faces of the enemy army around five hundred paces away. The shower would soon pass but Kian doubted the wind would ease up, which suited him and his soldiers.

      It had been two years since King Cyrus had defeated his grandfather King Astyages of Media on the plain of Pasargadae. On that fateful day the Median army had suffered a huge defeat, a reverse so severe that it had altered the balance of power in both Persia and Media. Astyages and a few thousand horsemen had escaped the carnage but the Median army was broken. The instrument that had been forged into a formidable force by General Harpagus was no more. The general had been captured and was now in the Persian capital Anshan, enjoying comfortable confinement in the company of the queen mother Mandane and Queen Cassandane, the mother and wife of King Cyrus respectively.

      Kian had been frustrated that in the aftermath of the Battle of Pasargadae, Cyrus did not launch an immediate invasion of Media. But Cyrus was leaving nothing to chance. He established a training base on the plain of Pasargadae where his trusted deputy, Sligo, trained fresh recruits for the army. That army was filled with professional soldiers who did nothing but prepare for war and fight in wars. Foot soldiers comprised the bulk of the army, some twenty-four thousand troops divided into three formations. Each formation was commanded by one of Kian’s friends. There was the intelligent and reserved Hystaspes, the son of Araieus, the most powerful lord in Anshan; the aggressive, broad-shouldered Oebares whose father had fallen at the Battle of the Persian Gates; and the gregarious blue-eyed Gobryas whose young sister had been raped by Kraal when the Sarmatian had been satrap of Persia. Then there was Prince Palacus of the Saka people, whose father Taxakis called himself king of his race. Delighted his son had defeated Kraal’s Sarmatians outside the Green Mansion, and even more delighted when Cyrus had sent him a chest of silver in payment for the services of his son and his Saka warriors, Taxakis had sent a further thousand horsemen to fight by the prince’s side. This increased the number of Saka horsemen in the Persian army to six thousand. They were called the Second Sons because that is what they were: not the heirs to their fathers’ wealth and lands.

      Kian commanded all the Persian horsemen in the army, the smallest component in the organisation, a mere seven hundred horsemen. On the battlefield, however, he also commanded half of all the Saka horsemen. Persian and Saka had fought together, trained together and respected each other. They had tasted the sweet elixir of victory and were desirous of more.

      Kian sat on his horse observing the enemy still deploying in their ranks. He could only make out horsemen and foot soldiers but knew the Medes were already beaten. When he had faced the army of King Astyages at the Persian Gates and Pasargadae, the Medes had all been attired in yellow uniforms. He saw a few yellow splashes among the horsemen opposite but the majority were a collection of blue and brown hues. This pointed to the presence of the personal retinues of Median lords. In the centre, to his right, there was a brown mass, evidence that the enemy’s foot soldiers were farmers raised for the duration of the campaign.

      ‘Rider approaching.’

      His deputy’s words caused Kian to turn away from the enemy to spot a horseman riding towards him. The horseman halted his horse and saluted.

      ‘Orders from the king, commander. He requests you and your horsemen guard the flanks of his majesty’s foot soldiers who will open the battle.’

      ‘Inform the king it shall be so,’ said Kian.

      The horseman saluted, turned his mount and galloped away. Kian turned to his deputy.

      ‘It would appear the king has also studied the enemy army and has come to the same conclusion as me. He knows if we hit the Medes hard in the centre, their army will collapse.’

      ‘Our role will be mopping up, then,’ said his deputy.

      Kian turned to the signaller behind him. ‘Officers to me.’

      The soldier placed the horn to his lips. Moments later three Saka and one Persian were trotting towards him and the standard bearer holding his banner. Kian glanced at it and smiled. In recognition of his saving the life of the king, forging an alliance with the Saka and establishing relations with the Hyrcani people when Cyrus had been in exile, the king had granted Kian the privilege of having his own banner. The design was a golden locust on a red background, the insect chosen because a swarm of locusts had saved Kian’s life following his capture at the Persian Gates. He believed they had been summoned by the Scythian Sister Mada, the strange, alluring young woman who belonged to an ancient religious order. He had not seen her in over two years and wondered if she still lived.

      His regimental commanders pulled up their horses behind him. He turned his own horse to face them. The three Saka were dressed identically in blue caftans called kurtas, red leggings and bare heads, their hair shoulder length. The single Persian wore a red kurta and tan woollen leggings like the king’s foot soldiers who were similarly attired, the spearmen and archers also wearing thick woollen vests to ward off the cold. The Persian army was a sea of red in the centre flanked by blue-uniformed Saka. Kian’s seven hundred Persian horsemen were a small island of red on the left flank.

      ‘We are babysitting the foot soldiers today,’ Kian told his commanders, his eyes watering in the wind. ‘With any luck, after the battle we will be chasing the enemy all the way to the gates of Ecbatana. Keep watch for any stray bands of the enemy. The Medes look like a rabble but they may yet surprise us. Questions?’

      There were none.

      ‘Then may the gods be with you,’ said Kian, nodding to his subordinates.

      They rode back to their regiments to inform their officers of the plan. Kian assumed the same order had been relayed to Palacus on the right flank. All that remained was to wait for the signal to attack. The shower had ended but the wind was still blowing hard into the faces of the enemy. Kian’s banner was flapping in the stiff breeze, as were the dozens of banners among his own horsemen and those of the Saka. Palacus had taken the white horse’s head on a blue background as his sigil, while the king’s standard was a gold eagle with outstretched wings on a red background.

      The battlefield was bisected by a wide, winding river that ordinarily would have been difficult if not impossible to traverse. But the summer heat had dried up the waterway and now it was nothing more than a riverbed without water. It would slow an advance but not impede it. That advance now commenced when the mass trumpets arrayed in front of Cyrus sounded to signal the start of the battle.

      Kian looked up at the grey sky, clutched his emerald necklace and said a silent prayer to Verethragna, god of warriors. He then nudged his horse forward. Behind him three thousand, seven hundred horsemen did the same. His riders were widely spaced, occupying a frontage of nearly half a mile. The foot soldiers in the centre, deployed in ten ranks, occupied a frontage of a mile and a quarter. And beyond them Palacus’ horsemen covered a further half a mile. Controlling over thirty thousand soldiers spread over two and a quarter miles was impossible. But Cyrus had no need to worry about such things. Every soldier in his army was a professional who was trained to operate as part of a unit, at the lowest level a ten-man company but also as part of a thousand-man regiment. He trusted them to carry out his orders to the letter. And those orders were to destroy the Median army.

      The spearmen in the front rank, the sparabara, ran forward with their wicker shields, behind each man came nine archers wearing red felt caps. Thousands of soldiers resembled a red wave sweeping across the plain, suddenly halting just shy of the riverbed. Eight hundred sparabara placed their shields on the ground to form a leather-faced wicker wall, behind which over twenty-one thousand archers began shooting volleys.

      The enemy, still forming into their ranks, heard Persian trumpets on the wind and surged forward in a disorganised manner. The leaders among the mob of foot soldiers recognised their troops were poorly trained and equipped and that their only hope of victory was to attack the Persians rather than stand on the defensive. The Median foot soldiers hollered war cries as they ran forward. Straight into an arrow storm.

      Carried on the wind, a hundred thousand arrows arched into the overcast sky and then dropped among the Median mob. War cries and shouts were replaced by screams and groans as arrowheads struck men wearing no helmets or armour and carrying few shields. Tens and then hundreds collapsed to the ground after being struck by one or more arrows. The Persian archers continued to shoot, bringing the Medes’ advance to an end as hundreds more men were hit and fell to the ground. First, individuals, and then groups turned tail and ran, many crashing to the ground when they were struck in the back by missiles. Arrows carried on the wind had an extended range and continued to torment the fleeing Medes, most of whom discarded their weapons to allow them to run faster. In less than ten minutes the battle was all but over. The Median centre had ceased to exist. The ground beyond the riverbed which the Medes never reached was carpeted with enemy dead and wounded.

      Kian saw the rout of the enemy’s centre and continued to canter forward, his horsemen having kept level with the Persian foot soldiers. He and they halted when the foot soldiers did so, observing the deluge of arrows that cut the Medes to pieces. The enemy horsemen opposite, a collection of mounted spearmen, horse archers and lords wearing scale armour and helmets, trotted forward, halted and then withdrew when they realised the majority of their army had routed.

      Kian turned his horse and cantered to the nearest Saka regiment, riding to where the commander sat on his horse in front of his men. He pulled up his mount and pointed at the retreating enemy horsemen.

      ‘Take your men and harass the fleeing enemy. Just pick them off and keep them moving. Don’t get involved in a battle. If the Medes manage to form a battle line, withdraw.’

      ‘Yes, lord.’

      Moments later a thousand blue-uniformed Saka had traversed the riverbed and were galloping to catch up with the fleeing Median horsemen. Kian rode to the riverbed to watch them go, to his right thousands of Persian foot soldiers cheering after winning a bloodless victory. The wind was still blowing and it carried the name of the man who had beaten the enemy, chanted by thousands of his soldiers.

      ‘Cyrus, Cyrus, Cyrus.’

      Kian had not shot an arrow or bloodied his sword blade but it did not matter. The Median army, such as it was, had suffered another crushing defeat, only this time it was much worse. The victory at Pasargadae was against a Median army composed of professional soldiers, all well trained and equipped. But this clash had been against some of Media’s lords and their retinues. There were no professional foot soldiers and only a small number of professional horsemen. The rest were the mounted bands of the lords and a host of farmers impressed into the ranks. Against the battle-hardened Persians they were found to be woefully deficient.

      The army stood to arms for a short period following the rout of the enemy until Cyrus ordered the troops back to camp as the weather deteriorated and pelting rain started to deluge the area. Kian and the other commanders were summoned to the royal pavilion in the centre of the large camp, the ground turning to mud as the rain lashed the canvas and wooden city.

      Cyrus, still wearing his bronze breastplate, welcomed his young commanders into the reception area of his mobile home and headquarters. Warm wine was served to Kian and the others as they filed into the chamber as the king, holding a silver rhyton in his hand, made a toast to his commanders.

      ‘To my young lions, who have mauled Media this day.’

      Kian and his comrades raised their rhytons to their king in response.

      ‘When do we march to Ecbatana, majesty?’ asked Oebares.

      ‘In the next few days,’ replied Cyrus.

      ‘And then we hold Astyages to account?’ queried Oebares.

      ‘The daughters of Persia demand justice,’ said Gobryas, ‘for it was Astyages who installed Kraal as satrap of Persia.’

      ‘He condemned me to death,’ added Kian, draining his rhyton.

      ‘He should be condemned to death,’ insisted Palacus.

      Cyrus observed his commanders for a few seconds and then returned to his throne on the carpeted dais. The wind was now buffeting the roof and walls of the pavilion. Cyrus took a sip of wine while slaves refilled the rhytons of his commanders.

      ‘The easy victory you all won today shows that the power of the Median Empire is broken. King Astyages knows this, for had he believed he could defeat us on home territory he would have been present today. General Harpagus, his right-hand man, is now in exile in Anshan and the army that the general created was destroyed at Pasargadae.’

      Cyrus stood, drained his rhyton and tossed it at a slave.

      ‘I know you all thirst for revenge, and perhaps some of you want to see Astyages executed for his crimes against your families. But this will not happen.’

      Oebares’ expression hardened and Kian looked disappointed.

      ‘I intend to absorb Media into a greater Persia,’ declared the king, ‘and for that to happen we must not act as conquerors but as liberators. There will be no retribution against Astyages or his family, which as you all know includes my mother, Queen Mandane. Media will be lightly ruled so that its sons will not become resentful but rather desirous to participate in the great enterprise we are engaged upon. That is why I have forbidden any looting of villages and will not allow plundering Media of its riches. When we reach the walls of Ecbatana, I am hopeful my grandfather will open the gates of the city to us rather than fight to the end.’

      Kian and the others exchanged confused looks.

      Cyrus clicked his fingers to prompt a slave to serve him a fresh rhyton of wine. He stepped down from the dais and paced up and down in front of his commanders.

      ‘Persia and Media are natural allies, my young lions. They speak the same language, worship the same gods, dress the same and fight in a similar fashion. That said, my grandfather will be removed from power and a loyal official placed in command of Media.’

      ‘A satrap, majesty?’ said Hystaspes.

      Cyrus nodded. ‘Satraps. There will be more than one who will rule Media as my representatives.’

      ‘What if Astyages refuses to yield, majesty?’ asked Oebares. ‘What if he fortifies Ecbatana and calls his lords to his banner when we are besieging his capital?’

      Cyrus laid a hand on Oebares’ shoulder. ‘He will not have the opportunity. In the next few days we will strike for the city and take it before my grandfather has a chance to organise any resistance.’

      But the gods had other ideas when it came to the immediate future.

      Cyrus and his army were a mere fifty miles from Ecbatana, which could be covered in three days with ease. But it was now late autumn and though the day of battle had been cold and mostly dry, afterwards there was a rapid deterioration in weather conditions. The rain turned into sleet and every night there was a hard frost that turned the ground white. Scouts returned with news that the mountain passes ahead were already blocked with snow, and then the camp itself was subjected to snowfall. Cyrus had spent much of his youth in Media and knew that to continue would expose his troops to frostbite and even hypothermia.

      ‘I see little merit in defeating the Medes only to lose my army to the weather,’ said Cyrus.

      The king was dining with his senior officers in his pavilion. The camp and land around it was white, the sky was a vivid blue and the ground was as hard as iron in the sub-zero temperatures. Men sat huddled in their tents or round campfires, parties being sent to the hills to cut down wood for fires.

      Slaves were serving hot porridge to those at the table, all of whom were wearing kurtas, aside from the pale and ghostlike Pagos who was wrapped in a fur cloak.

      ‘That being the case,’ continued Cyrus, ‘we will be heading south for lower lands and warmer temperatures in the morning.’

      No one was surprised. Kian and the others gave approving nods as they tucked into the wholesome fare.

      ‘It is a sign from the gods,’ announced Pagos, waving away the offers of a wooden bowl filled with porridge. ‘We must make sacrifices to appease them so they do not deny the king of his rightful reward.’

      ‘What sacrifices?’ asked Palacus.

      ‘I find abstinence helps to bring one closer to the gods,’ replied Pagos smugly.

      Kian rolled his eyes. ‘Men need more food in cold conditions, not less, to keep them at peak efficiency.’

      ‘Battles and wars are not won solely by soldiers,’ Pagos shot back. ‘Without the support of the gods, even the mightiest army will fail.’

      He pointed a bony finger at Kian and his four friends.

      ‘All of you were chosen by the gods to serve the king,’ Pagos reminded them, ‘and you must all conduct yourselves accordingly.’

      Pagos had seemingly forgotten that he had threatened to have Kian burnt alive for allowing Mada to escape the Green Mansion, though the Magi justified this by stating the gods were expecting a Scythian Sister to be consigned to the flames, and since Kian had engineered her escape, it was only fitting he should take her place. Pagos had forgotten the incident; Kian had not.

      ‘What do the flames tell you?’ enquired Palacus, finishing his porridge.

      The Magi were above all ‘fire-watchers’ who saw visions in the flames of fires fed by sandalwood and interpreted the signs the gods revealed to them in the flames. This gift made the Magi respected throughout Persia, Media and Babylonia, and kings were glad to have a Magi adviser by their side.

      ‘They tell me nothing, prince of the Saka, as they do not speak,’ Pagos retorted. ‘I am granted the privilege of seeing visions in the flames that I interpret according to the teachings of my order.’

      ‘Can you summon a swarm of locusts such as the one that saved Kian?’ asked Hystaspes.

      The Magi’s pale lilac eyes bored into the Persian lord.

      ‘The Magi do not use evil to further their own ends, and those who do so will be forever damned to the underworld.’

      ‘Surely the gods wanted Kian to be saved,’ said Gobryas, ‘otherwise they would not have sent Mada to save him.’

      ‘The Scythian Sisters are a plague on the world,’ hissed Pagos. ‘They do not serve the gods, only themselves. They are deceivers who seek to ensnare the gullible in their nefarious plots and schemes. But to follow them is to walk the path of personal ruin.’

      ‘What say you, sire?’ Kian asked Cyrus.

      ‘Pagos is correct that we should all conduct ourselves with probity and honour,’ said Cyrus. ‘He is also correct that without the aid of the gods all our efforts will amount to nothing. All of you will ensure your men are properly equipped for the march south. I have no desire to lose thousands to the weather after having lost a tiny number to the enemy.’

      The next day, the air cold and the ground iron hard, the army quit camp and headed south for lower ground. Morale was excellent following the almost bloodless victory and so soldiers and noncombatants went about their tasks with gusto. Cyrus had ensured every soldier, civilian worker and slave was well-fed and clothed for the campaign. Many others treated slaves no better than animals, often below a lord’s affection for his favourite hounds. But Cyrus was above all a practical man and realised that slaves were integral to the success of his army. It was slaves who erected tents, pavilions, field stables and workshops. It was slaves who served food prepared by cooks, mucked out field stables and repaired clothing. That said, some tasks such as digging latrine trenches were carried out by common soldiers and even officers were expected to attend to their own horses and check their own weapons and equipment, rather than leave those things to slaves. Command came with many privileges but also responsibilities.

      ‘My stomach thinks my throat has been slit,’ grumbled Kian, glaring at Pagos riding ahead of him.

      ‘The king’s mystic believes our sacrifice will win the favour of the gods,’ said Palacus beside him.

      The Persian army looked resplendent in the sunshine, the king’s red banner moving serenely in a gentle but cool breeze, the sun glinting off the king’s bronze helmet. Beside Cyrus rode the gaunt figure of Pagos who had dreamt up the idea that the king and his commanders should fast to ensure the army did not encounter any difficulties during its withdrawal.

      ‘Just because Pagos is intent on starving himself to death, I see no reason why we should all suffer the same fate,’ complained Kian.

      ‘It’s just for a day,’ remarked Hystaspes behind the pair.

      ‘Perhaps tomorrow we can consign Pagos to the flames and feast on his flesh,’ joked Gobryas.

      ‘Feast?’ sneered Oebares. ‘There’s more meat on a half-starved goat.’

      Before Kian and the others left the king’s dining chamber, Pagos had suggested they all forgo food the next day as a personal sacrifice. Kian and his friends were appalled by the suggestion but the Magi knew how to manipulate the king and Cyrus thought the idea excellent. Cyrus was a pious man who believed the gods sent Pagos to him to support him, an idea the Magi did nothing to contradict. The king knew sacrifice was a way of attracting the support and gratification of the gods, and Cyrus was, above all, determined to remain in the gods’ favour. To him going without food for a whole day and night was a small price to pay. For Kian and his comrades, however, it was intensely annoying.

      ‘Fasting is invigorating,’ declared the king loudly, inhaling deeply.

      ‘It focuses the mind and brings one closer to the gods, majesty,’ said Pagos.

      Cyrus turned in the saddle to look at his unhappy commanders, his sharp gaze examining each in turn.

      ‘What say you, Kian?’

      ‘It certainly sharpens the senses, majesty.’

      ‘Soldiers should not fight on an empty stomach, majesty,’ said Palacus.

      ‘There will be no fighting,’ declared Pagos. ‘Your sacrifice and those of your fellow commanders will ensure the Medes will not interrupt our march.’

      ‘The gods are generous,’ added Cyrus.

      Ahead of him, forming the vanguard of the army, were a hundred of Kian’s Persian horse archers. Then came the king and his bodyguard, followed by hundreds of Saka and Persian horsemen. Then the baggage train, stretching over two miles, came next rather than being in the rear of the army. Tents, pavilions, food, weapons, ammunition and other supplies were too precious to be left to the mercy of bandits or raiders. Next came the king’s foot soldiers. In the rear of the army rode more Saka and Persian horsemen, while the riders of Kian and Palacus also acted as scouts covering the flanks of the army.

      In the cold, frosty conditions the army moved slowly, covering no more than fifteen miles a day, often less. Cyrus had declared his intention to winter in southern Media rather than return to Persia. He would make camp north of the Persian Gates where he had suffered a major defeat. The pass was the gateway to northern Persia, which meant supplies could be sent to his army through the winter to ensure his soldiers did not starve. The priorities would be food, fodder, firewood and water. Firewood and water could easily be sourced locally as winters were mild on the plains north of the gates. The terrain remained largely snow-free aside from the coldest months, before which Araieus in Anshan would ensure fodder and food were sent through the pass on a regular basis for the army’s upkeep.

      When the army reached the lowlands the frosts disappeared and temperatures rose. The days were more cloudy than sunny and rainfall replaced snow, but marching became easier and the Medes were nowhere to be seen. The Median Empire covered a large area extending more than five hundred miles from the Persian Gates west to the border with the smaller Lydian Empire. But everyone knew that if Ecbatana fell to the Persians, the Median Empire would fracture and fall apart. Some Median lords might take advantage of that collapse to declare themselves kings, but they would only be able to call upon the support of those who surrounded them and lived on their lands. Against the might of the Persian army they would be swept aside with ease.

      ‘In the spring we will strike once more for the Median capital, and this time the snow won’t save the city,’ said Cyrus.

      Cyrus and his commanders were studying a hide map laid on the table in the dining area of his pavilion showing the positions of Persia and Media.

      ‘When we reach our winter quarters,’ continued the king, ‘I intend to visit my wife to ensure she has not forgotten what I look like.’

      Kian and the others laughed.

      ‘I also give you permission to return to your families should you wish to do so.’

      ‘I and the Second Sons will remain here, majesty,’ said Palacus. ‘Saka lands are too far away to travel to, and in any case I have no wife to visit.’

      Kian touched his necklace. How strange was fate. He had believed his destiny was to marry Azra but that future had been cruelly snatched from him by the Sarmatian, Kraal. Now he lived for vengeance, and to win Cyrus’ battles. The king looked at his commanders.

      ‘When Media has been subdued, we must address the subject of finding you all wives. I intend to ensure you all marry well.’

      It was inevitable the king would have a say in who his commanders would marry, aside from Palacus, who as a Saka prince would marry according to the wishes of his father, Taxakis. They were all the sons of nobles and would marry according to their social rank. Nevertheless, Kian was illegitimate, which would limit the choice of his bride. Gobryas, Oebares and Hystaspes might marry princesses if Cyrus enjoyed continued success on the battlefield. The best Kian could hope for was the daughter of a lord who needed Cyrus’ favour.

      ‘But that is for the future,’ said the king. ‘Your minds must be concentrated on bringing the war with the Medes to a successful end. To that end I have ordered the creation of an ammunition train that will accompany the army during the spring campaign. It will comprise camels or packhorses carrying arrows that will be stationed to the rear of the army on the battlefield. This will ensure there will be no repetition of Pasargadae where we ran out of arrows.’

      It made sense. The army Cyrus had created depended on missile power for its success. The vast majority of its horsemen were horse archers, but they were dwarfed by the number of Persian bowmen on foot.

      Cyrus was determined his army would never suffer any shortages, be they recruits, food, ammunition or other supplies. This was part of a wide-ranging strategy to both maintain the army’s strength and fighting capability, but also to ensure the foreign domains it was operating in were not plundered, which would alienate the lords of the lands he intended to absorb into a greater Persia, even though other powers had no such qualms about employing plunder to further their own aims.

      Two days’ march from the Persian Gates a courier arrived from Anshan with news that Persia had been subjected to numerous raids. Lord Ariaeus sent word that the culprits were not Sarmatians but had come from the south, infiltrating through the Zagros Mountains to wreak havoc while the king was away.

      Cyrus was outraged and summoned Kian to his quarters later that evening. His face was red with anger and he was continually clenching and unclenching his fists as he paced up and down in front of Kian, who glanced at Pagos standing in silence by the wall of the reception chamber.

      ‘There is only one power to the south and that is Babylon. Just as Media believed Persia was a small, insignificant power, so do the Babylonians believe we are sheep to be terrorised.’

      Cyrus stopped and pointed at Kian.

      ‘You will take your Persian horsemen, ride through the Zagros and patrol the River Tigris to ensure the Babylonians do not cross the river. You will leave tomorrow.’

      Kian was both stunned and delighted. For the last four years he had been a commander in the army. Now he was being given an independent command, which meant the king was placing great trust in him. Cyrus saw the excited glint in his eyes.

      ‘Power comes with responsibility, Kian. You are not to endanger your men. If you find yourself facing a large enemy force, you will immediately withdraw back to the Persian Gates. Your task is to deter and patrol, nothing more. You understand?’

      ‘Yes, majesty.’ Kian beamed.

      Cyrus nodded to the officer of the guard who left the chamber and returned with a tall, black-eyed individual wearing rough clothing who had stubble for a beard. Kian wondered if he was some sort of criminal who had been caught trying to infiltrate the camp. He was tall with long black hair that fell over his eyes. He winked at Kian as he passed him.

      ‘Insolent wretch,’ Kian said to himself.

      Cyrus pointed at the individual. ‘This is Hiram. He’s not much to look at, but he’s one of my best scouts. He will show you the way through the Zagros Mountains.’

      Kian was stunned for a second time.

      ‘I am…’

      ‘I know who you are,’ said Hiram, cutting him off. ‘The whole army knows of the green-eyed man who saved the king’s life, forged an alliance with the Saka and got hung up like a piece of meat by savage forest dwellers, but who lived to tell the tale.’

      ‘Thank you, Hiram,’ said Cyrus. ‘Try to remember you are no longer among your bandit friends but rather in the presence of your king and one of his most trusted commanders.’

      Cyrus looked at Kian. ‘You will have to excuse Hiram for his poor manners. Under normal circumstances he would have been hanged long ago, but he is very good at what he does and for that reason I tolerate his insolence. He has been fully briefed concerning your mission, Kian.’

      ‘We travel light,’ said Hiram. ‘No wagons or carts and the tents and supplies loaded on camels. No tangling with the enemy, majesty?’

      ‘Absolutely not,’ affirmed Cyrus. ‘Unless you encounter only small raiding parties. Those you can destroy.’

      ‘Perhaps it would be better to launch our own raids into Babylonian territory, sire,’ suggested Kian. ‘To keep the enemy off-balance.’

      ‘How many men will be riding with you?’ Hiram asked Kian.

      ‘Seven hundred, not that it is any of your business.’

      ‘Well, I don’t want to be caught on the wrong side of the Tigris with only a few hundred horsemen,’ said Hiram. ‘The Babylonians get very prickly about hostile forces raiding their lands.’

      ‘As do I,’ declared Cyrus, ‘which is why I am sending Kian and his horsemen to stop these incursions. You will take enough food to sustain you for two months and then return to the Persian Gates. It will winter by then and the Babylonians will find it difficult to cross the mountains.’

      ‘Makes sense,’ nodded Hiram.

      ‘I am promoting you to general, Kian,’ announced Cyrus. ‘May the gods go with you.’

      To Kian’s horror the scout slapped him on the back.

      ‘Rumour is you are lucky because you have the gods on your side. Let’s hope your luck lasts.’

      Kian was delighted the king had given him a promotion and an independent command, though was less pleased at placing his fate in the hands of an uncouth scout. But Cyrus obviously trusted him so Kian had no choice.

      He also had no sleep that night, summoning the officers of his Persian horsemen for a night-time council of war, after which they organised the loading of camels with tents and supplies. Each Persian would be riding with four full quivers, totalling eighty arrows, which meant the column would have fifty-six thousand arrows in total. Plus those carried by the camels. It was enough for patrol work.

      The column was ready before sun-up, the air cool and Kian’s breath misting in the pre-dawn half-light. He joined his friends who had been informed of his departure and who stood in the centre of camp wrapped in cloaks and felt hats. Kian shook their hands before walking to his horse and vaulting onto its back. He and his troops were also wrapped in sheepskin cloaks, his locust banner hanging limp in the crisp, windless air. Cyrus emerged from his pavilion to raise a hand to his departing general, Kian bowing his head in response. Hiram nudged his horse forward to lead the column out of camp, behind him seven hundred horsemen leading one hundred and fifty camels.

      Seven hundred horsemen required one hundred and forty camel-hair tents, each tent accommodating half a company: five men. Each camel could carry up to five tents, which meant thirty beasts were hauling sleeping accommodation. The rest were loaded with tools, food, spare clothing, ammunition and fodder.
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      Hiram led the column into the Zagros Mountains, the scout familiar with the passes from his days of robbing merchant caravans as part of a bandit group. With the sun on their backs, the Persians entered a world of steep valleys, elevated plateaus and limestone formations. The horsemen entered a narrow gorge flanked by rocky outcrops. It was a harsh, barren environment but as the column continued west, the riders also encountered stretches of oak woodlands, fast-flowing streams filled with crystal-clear water, and mountain meadows.

      As the horsemen continued their journey Kian became increasingly nervous and uncertain. He had never visited this region, knew nothing about it and was in the hands of a scout he viewed as dubious at best. Hiram, however, appeared to be in his element, humming to himself as he rode beside him. Eventually Kian found the tension unbearable and broke the silence.

      ‘Are there still bandits in the mountains?’

      Hiram puffed out his cheeks. ‘Of course. The Zagros are a bandit’s paradise.’

      Kian looked around at the outcrops in the gorge the column was riding through.

      Hiram smiled. ‘No one will tangle with us, Sabz Gord. Bandits aren’t like armies. They only attack when they are certain of success. Was it painful being strung up by your chest?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Was it some sort of religious ceremony?’

      Kian shook his head. ‘It was the price I had to pay to seek an audience with the king of the Hyrcani to request aid for our king in his desire to build his army.’

      ‘No wonder Cyrus thinks highly of you.’

      Kian was flattered. ‘I am just one of his loyal servants.’

      ‘And the son of a rich lord.’

      Kian jerked a thumb behind him. ‘All the men behind me are from noble families, either the sons of lords or members of their loyal retainers.’

      ‘Rumour has it you have your own personal sorceress,’ probed Hiram.

      An image of Mada flashed through Kian’s mind.

      ‘You should not listen to gossip.’

      Hiram spun to look at Kian’s locust standard fluttering in the breeze sweeping through the gorge.

      ‘Care to tell me the story of the design of your banner?’

      ‘Not really.’

      ‘We have plenty of time to kill, and there’s no better way to fill it than listening to an interesting story,’ said an undeterred Hiram. ‘I heard⁠—’

      ‘After the Battle of the Persian Gates,’ interrupted Kian, ‘I was captured by the Medes and sentenced to death.’

      ‘After saving the king’s life,’ said Hiram.

      Kian nodded. ‘Anyway, I was sentenced to death by King Astyages as a sacrifice to Mithra. But before the sentence could be carried out, a swarm of locusts descended on the Median camp and in the ensuing chaos I managed to escape.’

      Hiram was disappointed. ‘That’s not the story I heard.’

      ‘What did you hear?’

      ‘That the locusts were spirited up by your sorceress and in thanks you saved her from the flames after she had been captured. That is why the Magi hate and fear you, because at any time you can summon up your sorceress to weave magic spells against your enemies.’

      ‘I haven’t seen her in over two years,’ said Kian.

      ‘So you do have your own sorceress,’ enthused Hiram.

      Kian sighed. He sensed it was going to be a long journey.
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      Ecbatana, capital of the Median Empire, was always covered in snow in winter. The city that controlled the major east-west route through the Zagros Mountains, the so-called High Road, was a high-altitude stronghold positioned in a well-watered, fertile plain where an abundance of wheat, fruit and vegetables were grown. The city itself was surrounded by a well-maintained wall and contained a palace quarter consisting of the royal treasury, temples and the palace itself, all built on a natural rock outcrop. It was accessed by stone steps and enclosed within an inner wall incorporating twenty-two square towers.

      The home of King Astyages, the ruler of the Median Empire for nearly thirty years, was a centre of opulence. Cypress and cedar rafters and colonnades were coated in silver or gold and floors were covered in marble tiles. Walls were either painted white or depicted scenes from Astyages’ military campaigns or mythical stories. The palace was a place of quiet and reverence. Officials moved silently around the complex in soft shoes. Aside from the king, voices were never raised and rooms were filled with the pleasant aroma of incense to induce calm and attract the favour of the gods. One god in particular: Mithra, god of light who rode in a silver chariot and wielded a silver mace. Mithra was worshipped by Astyages not only because the deity was the god of light, but also because it was Mithra who granted a monarch the right to rule. When a king displeased Mithra by displaying ‘unrighteous behaviour’, the deity would withdraw his divine grace and give it to another, more worthy, individual.

      Astyages was forthright, uncouth and abrasive, but he was always careful to pay homage to Mithra. There was a temple dedicated to the god in the royal quarter, as well as the palace which was decorated with sun symbols. In addition, Astyages had taken the silver mace as his personal symbol.

      In honour of the Sun God the reception hall in the palace had yellow-painted walls and rafters covered in silver. Guards standing sentry at the doors and around the dais wore ‘dragon-skin’ armour made of overlapping silver scales sewn onto a leather sleeveless vest. The officer standing to attention before the seated Astyages wore the same armour, his burnished bronze helmet in the crook of his arm. The king turned the silver mace in his hand as he listened to the officer’s report.

      ‘After inflicting heavy losses on our own army, the Persians were compelled to withdraw due to deteriorating weather conditions, majesty.’

      ‘How many men did we lose?’ asked Astyages.

      The officer swallowed. ‘Thus far ten thousand are unaccounted for, majesty.’

      ‘Unaccounted for?’ remarked Astyages. ‘I think you mean rotting in the ground, or rather on it as the ground is frozen solid. Where is the army now?’

      ‘Your majesty’s lords believed it prudent to return to their estates before the passes were closed by snow, majesty.’

      ‘So the only soldiers standing between my throne and the enemy reside in this city,’ said the king.

      The officer was lost for words and shifted uncomfortably on his feet.

      ‘Get out,’ commanded Astyages.

      The relieved officer bowed his head and scurried from the chamber. The silence hung heavy in the throne room; Astyages was lost in thought as he turned the mace in his hand. He stopped when the gaunt figure of Pozor entered the chamber, pacing to the dais and bowing his head. His robes, beard and shoulder-length hair were as white as the snow outside the palace, his face pale.

      He bowed to the king. ‘Your majesty looks troubled.’

      ‘So would you be if you had just received news your army had been destroyed by the Persians.’

      Pozor took up his position beside the king.

      ‘Do not trouble yourself, majesty. I looked into the flames earlier and saw nothing of concern.’

      ‘No images of Ecbatana burning?’ asked Astyages darkly.

      ‘This city will never be burnt, majesty,’ replied Pozor with conviction.

      ‘My grandson may have triumphed on the battlefield, but he embarked on his campaign too late in the year. That may be his undoing. Next spring he will be fighting the combined might of Media, Babylon and Lydia.’

      ‘It saddens me to think of fresh blood being spilt between Persia and Media, majesty.’

      ‘That is easily solved, Pozor. All Cyrus has to do is disband his army and prostrate himself before me in this throne room.’

      A steward entered the chamber and scuttled to the dais, bowing deeply, his eyes staring at the floor as he spoke.

      ‘What is it?’ asked the king.

      ‘Lord Batis requests an audience, majesty.’

      ‘Have him escorted to my private reception chamber. You may leave us, Pozor.’

      The palace contained many rooms and corridors, the rooms warmed by either charcoal burners or open fires. The larger chambers had one or more fireplaces to provide warmth, but the palace also benefitted from underground vaulted chambers that were filled with warm air produced by furnaces rising to warm floors above. This provided consistent, radiating heat that was highly efficient in the harsh winters that always afflicted Ecbatana. Many buildings in the city, the palace included, also incorporated thick walls as insulation against the cold.

      The king’s private reception chamber was a small, intimate room near the throne room with underfloor heating, couches and low tables.

      Astyages made himself comfortable on his couch before his guest was shown into the room, having been searched for weapons first. Slaves brought wine and pastries, the cakes having been freshly baked.

      Lord Batis was shown to a couch opposite the king’s before being served wine in a silver rhyton. He toasted Astyages.

      ‘To your continued good health, majesty.’

      ‘You requested an audience,’ said Astyages.

      ‘I heard of the regrettable reverse of your majesty’s army,’ remarked Batis. ‘I wanted to reassure your majesty that as a loyal Mede I place all my resources at your majesty’s disposal.’

      Astyages smiled. ‘That is very generous of you.’

      It was all an elaborate game, of course. Lord Batis was not particularly loyal and rarely generous, but he was like a hunting hound when he sniffed an opportunity.

      The Batis family ruled most of Cappadocia, that land of strange rock formations that looked like barren terrain. But closer inspection revealed a land rich in natural resources, including iron, silver and salt. And despite the rugged terrain, Cappadocia’s volcanic soil made it suitable for the production of wheat and various fruits. All this made the Batis family rich and powerful, the more so since Jain Batis showed no inclination to engage in expensive activities. He dressed modestly in simple linen robes and wore no jewellery. His plain clothing was reflected in his features. A man of average height with an ordinary face, Jain Batis could easily be mistaken for a struggling merchant. His skin was pasty, his build unremarkable, his hair oiled. The only thing that hinted at his cunning nature were his ghost-grey eyes.

      Astyages was fully aware of the potential threat the Batis family posed to his reign, especially in the aftermath of his defeat at Pasargadae. The battle had destroyed the army the king had created, not only to advance Median power, but also to act as a check on the ambitions of the empire’s most powerful lords. Now that army was gone, Astyages found himself more reliant on his lords, whose loyalty would be tested in the spring when the snows disappeared and Cyrus would once again march on his capital.

      Jain nibbled at a cake. ‘The loss of General Harpagus, the man who forged the Median army into a formidable instrument, was deeply felt throughout the empire, majesty.’

      ‘We cannot undo what has been done.’

      ‘Indeed. Has your majesty given any thought as to who might be considered a suitable replacement?’

      Astyages smiled to himself as he understood the reason for Lord Batis’ visit.

      ‘I and my sons are very desirous to join your majesty’s campaign in the spring,’ continued Jain. ‘The full resources of the Batis family will be placed at your majesty’s disposal.’

      ‘That is most generous, my lord,’ said Astyages.

      ‘We are all Medes, after all.’ Jain smiled and took a sip of wine. ‘Of course, such a large number of troops will require a general to ensure they are properly organised and led. An army without a general is like a chicken without a head.’

      ‘I was thinking you would make a fine general to lead such a formidable army, my lord,’ said the king.

      Astyages thought he saw jubilation in the noble’s eyes but it was only fleeting. Those eyes soon returned to pools of cold cunning.

      ‘That is very generous, majesty, and I accept your offer.’

      Astyages emptied his rhyton and held it out to be refilled by a slave.

      ‘Remind me, Lord Batis, how many sons do you have?’

      ‘Two, majesty, Ariston and Draco, plus a daughter, Adrina. Just like your own daughters, I am hopeful Adrina will marry well.’

      ‘And further increase your family’s wealth and power.’ Astyages didn’t voice his thought aloud. ‘I pray it will be so, my lord. You will stay in the capital for the winter?’

      Jain nodded. ‘Until the spring, majesty. My sons have orders to organise a muster once the weather improves and the passes are free of snow.’

      ‘When the spring arrives, my lord, I desire you bring your horsemen here with all speed. My scouts inform me that Cyrus has camped for the winter at the Persian Gates. I cannot wait for your farmers to march all the way from Cappadocia on foot before I take the field against the Persians.’

      ‘I and my sons will be by your side before you march from the capital, majesty, rest assured,’ replied Jain.

      ‘Excellent. Now, I have other matters to attend to, Lord Batis.’

      Taking the hint, Jain rose from his couch, bowed his head and left the room, a slave removing the noble’s silver plate with its unfinished cake and the half-empty rhyton. Astyages took a gulp of wine and looked at the door when it opened and Pozor sauntered in. Astyages pointed at the recently vacated couch. The Magi took the weight off his feet and accepted a fresh rhyton of wine from a slave.

      ‘A fruitful meeting, majesty?’

      ‘We discussed the transfer of power from myself to the Batis family.’

      Pozor’s jaw dropped.

      ‘Not in so many words but that is why Jain Batis is in my capital rather than in his home in Cappadocia.’

      ‘The Batis family have always been loyal to the crown,’ said Pozor.

      Astyages shrugged. ‘The crown is weak, Pozor, I freely admit it. When I had Harpagus by my side and a formidable army, no one dared challenge me. Now Harpagus is gone and my army is no more.’

      ‘Every Median lord has taken an oath of loyalty to your majesty.’

      ‘Loyalty is a fragile creature,’ said Astyages. ‘Jain Batis detects an opportunity to further his own and his family’s ambitions. If the roles were reversed, I would be doing the same.’

      The king stood and smiled at Pozor.

      ‘But Lord Batis may have played his hand too early. I may have no army but I still have allies. The queen is currently in Lydia lobbying her brother, while my daughter will be using her influence with her husband to aid my fight against the Persians. But even if my brother-in-law is not inclined to provide direct assistance, he’s an avaricious individual who would be tempted by the prospect of acquiring Batis lands.’

      Pozor was surprised. ‘You will sanction attacks on Median territory, majesty?’

      There was a wicked glint in the king’s eye. ‘If it clips Lord Batis’ wings, why not?’

      Like all kings and princes, Astyages had used family to strengthen his rule by establishing alliances. And other kings did the same to create a spider’s web of ties and alliances throughout the civilised world. Thus the wife of Astyages, Queen Aryenis, was the sister of King Croesus, the ruler of Lydia that sat on Media’s western border. Croesus was already the richest man in the world but his thirst for wealth was insatiable. If the queen let it be known to her brother that Astyages would turn a blind eye to him seizing lands in Cappadocia should Lord Batis not prove loyal, Croesus would not be able to resist the temptation.

      Amytis, Astyages’ daughter, was married to the ruler of Babylon. Babylon and Media had long-standing ties going back nearly seventy years. It had been a combined Babylonian-Median army that had captured the city of Nineveh, bringing the Assyrian Empire to an end. Astyages was confident his daughter’s entreaties would result in Babylon sending troops to support his war against Persia. All of this would be a counterweight to the ambitions of Jain Batis and his sons.

      ‘You may be interested to know that in response to my appeal for aid,’ said Astyages, ‘the Babylonians have started to raid Persian supply lines. Come the spring, Cyrus might find himself incapable of conducting any campaign against me. There is still everything to play for.’
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      Hiram had an intimate knowledge of the Zagros Mountains, which reassured Kian as the scout led his horsemen through the ancient peaks. He was older than Kian, though estimating his precise age was difficult. The former bandit looked older than his years, evidence of a harsh life in the mountains, that and living among cutthroats. He also had the disconcerting habit of suddenly taking himself off without seeking Kian’s permission, either galloping away from the column or absconding before the Persians had started their day’s march. This made Kian nervous, though he did his best to hide this uncertainty from his men. But Hiram always returned, today, with news that enemy riders were approaching.

      He was now kneeling on an outcrop beside Kian, watching the narrow pass below. Either side of the pass dismounted Persians waited with arrows nocked in bowstrings. The day was windless and mild, a few white clouds above and a mild breeze freshening the air. There was also absolute silence, which with each passing minute increased the tension.

      ‘Are you sure about this?’

      Hiram was studying the western end of the pass.

      ‘Quite sure. I saw their campfires last night and this is the only way through this part of the mountains.’

      ‘What if they have scouts?’ asked Kian.

      ‘It doesn’t matter if they do. You have told your men not to shoot any lone riders who appear? They will be the scouts.’

      ‘I’m not an idiot,’ said Kian tersely. ‘My men are professionals. They know what they are doing.’

      ‘We will see.’

      The minutes passed and the ravine remained empty. The tension increased. Kian’s forehead was beaded in sweat and his mouth was dry. There were two hundred men deployed on rocks either side of the pass but they were well hidden. The rest were waiting on horseback guarding the camels several hundred paces to the east. Kian spotted an eagle high above.

      ‘What I would give to have your eyes,’ he muttered.

      He felt a sharp dig in his ribs and looked back to the pass to see two riders trotting through the ravine. Scouts. They were not disturbed as they rode past the unseen Persians, disappearing after a few moments. Then Kian saw them, a column of horsemen riding two abreast. They were all attired in long-sleeved blue tunics and all were armed with long spears. Kian estimated they numbered around forty riders, civilian riders in the rear leading camels loaded with supplies.

      It was a small party but one that could cause much damage if allowed to pass through the Zagros to raid Persia. Kian and his men had been sent to prevent such raids and this party would not be leaving the pass. Kian had briefed his officers beforehand and they and their men waited for the signal. Kian nodded to his signaller a few paces away who sounded his instrument, the loud, deep blast echoing through the canyon. Kian stood, drew back his bowstring as his eyes identified a target and let the bowstring slip through his fingers. The Babylonian fell from his horse after Kian’s arrow struck him. One of dozens flying through the air to strike men, horses and camels.

      The sharp cracks of bowstrings, screams and groans filled the pass as two hundred archers shot five or six arrows each to destroy the enemy column. Persian missiles killed every rider, their horses and half the camels in the rear of the column, the rest bolting away when those leading them were felled. The action was over in less than two minutes, after which Kian, Hiram and the others made their way to the pass. Kian was pleased with himself. It had been a minor skirmish but it was his first victory as an independent commander and it had been perfectly executed.

      ‘Strip the dead of anything useful,’ Kian told his deputy.

      He saw Hiram going among the slain, turning over corpses to examine them more closely, shaking his head and then moving on to the next body. Kian walked over to him as his men stripped the dead of arrows, weapons and food and ammunition from dead camels. Their horses had been left with the balance of the company, the prearranged signal of three horn blasts bringing them to the site of the ambush.

      ‘What are you doing?’ enquired Kian as he stood over Hiram as the scout searched a dead enemy soldier.

      ‘Notice anything different about this one?’

      ‘No,’ replied Kian.

      ‘He is wearing more expensive clothing and he is at the head of the column, or was,’ explained Hiram. ‘He’s the commander and Babylonian officers always carry silver or gold with them. Ah, here it is.’

      The scout beamed with delight when he plucked a leather pouch from the corpse, loosened the drawstring and peered inside, his eyes lighting up.

      ‘Old habits die hard,’ observed Kian.

      Hiram poured the small silver ingots from the pouch into his hand.

      ‘I’m not like you.’

      ‘No, you are not,’ retorted Kian.

      Hiram put the ingots back into the pouch and tied the drawstring.

      ‘I meant I’m not from a wealthy family who occupy a privileged position and have the king’s favour. The only way I can accrue wealth is to take it.’

      ‘You mean steal it,’ said Kian.

      Hiram shrugged. ‘It’s all the same to me.’

      ‘Does not King Cyrus give you silver?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Then why serve him?’ asked Kian.

      Hiram secreted the pouch in his clothing.

      ‘When you’re a bandit, you quickly learn who in the band is useful or lucky and to avoid those who will get you killed. Now King Cyrus is both lucky and a winner, which means in the years to come he will be capturing lands and cities when he defeats his enemies. This means those who serve him will benefit from his conquests. Some like you will be showered with lands and wealth. Lesser mortals like me will have to make do with what is left over.’

      Their conversation was interrupted by the appearance of Kian’s deputy holding a standard. It was blue and showed a yellow head of a strange creature that looked like a snake but had two horns on its head.

      ‘The enemy’s banner, lord,’ reported the deputy.

      ‘It looks evil,’ said Kian. ‘Burn it.’

      Hiram pointed at the banner. ‘That creature is Mushussu, the snake-dragon pet of Marduk, the patron god of Babylon. Marduk is mostly associated with gold, reflecting his divine status. But not even the Babylonians are rich enough to cloth their soldiers in gold, so they opted for blue, which is also associated with Marduk.’

      Kian looked at the blue-clad bodies of the enemy.

      ‘These soldiers are from Babylon?’

      ‘No, the city of Assur most likely,’ replied Hiram.

      ‘Where is that?’

      Hiram pointed west down the pass. ‘Around a hundred miles in that direction.’

      ‘This city is well defended?’ probed Kian.

      Hiram roared with laughter. ‘Forget it. Assur is a well-garrisoned city built of stone with mud-brick walls. It’s not like Persia where everyone lives in tents.’

      ‘The king has ordered me to stop the raids into his kingdom.’

      ‘Which you will do by basing yourself in the western foothills of the Zagros,’ explained Hiram. ‘Anything else and the Babylonians will eat you for breakfast.’

      Kian took umbrage at being told what to do by a former bandit.

      ‘We should not delay here.’

      After the arrival of the rest of Kian’s horsemen with the mounts of those who had sprung the ambush, they recommenced the march. The bodies and carcasses were left to ravens and vultures to feast on. Morale among the Persians was high as seven hundred men trotted west, though Kian’s thoughts were on the city of Assur. He had never seen a city of stone in his life, Anshan and the military camps he had lived in for the past four years being expanses of buildings constructed of goat hair and wood. Hiram kept glancing at him as they left the pass to enter more verdant, open ground.

      ‘You have something to say, Hiram?’

      ‘Put all thoughts of Assur out of your mind.’

      ‘What makes you think Assur was occupying my mind?’

      ‘It’s written all over your face. I was warned you can be unpredictable.’

      ‘Who told you that?’ demanded Kian.

      ‘The king’s sorcerer.’

      ‘Pagos? He tried to have me burnt to death once.’

      Hiram nodded. ‘He told me. But I think he now regrets that.’

      ‘How generous of him,’ remarked Kian dryly.

      ‘He is generous,’ Hiram shot back. ‘You think you would have an independent command without him agreeing to it?’

      The scout chuckled. ‘Then again, he might have agreed to your mission so you would get killed by the Babylonians, which you will be if you go anywhere near Assur.’

      They made camp in a sheltered meadow at the foot of an outcrop, over which a waterfall filled a small lake with ice-cold water to provide drinking water for men and beasts. The days were still mild and mostly rain-free, though the evenings were cool as the year drew to a close. The lower reaches of the mountains contained many stretches of broad-leafed trees, predominantly oak. Hunting parties were sent out regularly to shoot game, which was cooked over campfires in the evening. Cured meat and biscuit were reserved for when the column reached Babylonian territory, though the fact Hiram had already detected enemy campfires made Kian concerned for the security of his own soldiers.

      Hiram tried to soothe his fears.

      ‘We ambushed forty or so troops today,’ remarked the scout, ‘but you lead seven hundred, which would require a large number of Babylonian soldiers to defeat. Small parties let loose in civilian areas can cause a lot of damage, which is why the Babylonians are sending raiders through the mountains.’

      A soldier handed a wooden plate heaped with roasted venison to Kian, then a second to Hiram. The meadow was illuminated by a host of spitting campfires and the pleasing aroma of cooking meat filled the air. Men were laughing and joking as they enjoyed their evening meal, while others were standing guard to ensure the camp was not infiltrated during the hours of darkness.

      ‘When we reach the western foothills, we will move continuously to avoid being trapped, while at the same time raiding Babylonian territory,’ said Hiram.

      ‘Snow will close all the passes during the winter?’ asked Kian.

      Hiram nodded. ‘The Babylonians won’t be sending anyone through the passes during the winter, but they will be trying to hunt us down once we begin raiding.’

      ‘Deter and patrol,’ said Kian, ‘that is what we are here for.’

      Before he retired
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



