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 Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

‘Once?’ he said to
himself.

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

‘How indeed?’ he
sighed.

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

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

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


 


 Chapter
1

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

‘I cannot believe
it.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Guard,’ I
shouted.

Seconds later a
legionary presented himself and bowed.

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

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

‘I should have done
things differently.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Sixteen,’ interrupted
Rsan.

‘What?’

‘He became high king
sixteen years ago.’

Gallia rolled her
eyes.

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

‘Most sensible,’
agreed Rsan.

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

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

‘I will,’ I
replied.

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

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

‘Not much of a
recommendation,’ said Gallia.

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

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

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

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

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

I pointed at the
eastern kingdoms of the empire.

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

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

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

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

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

I jabbed a finger at
the heart of the empire.

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

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

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

‘Most wise, majesty,’
concurred Rsan.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I held my head in my
hands.

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

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

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

She was horrified at
the prospect. ‘Never.’

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

I held the eyes of
each of them in turn.

‘And that is an
order.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Where is your
escort?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Orodes is dead,’ said
Gallia suddenly.

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

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

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

‘How so?’ snapped
Gallia.

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

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

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

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

‘Indeed she is.’

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

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

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

‘How awful,’ said
Isabella.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Quite right, father,’
said Isabella.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Extraordinary,’ was
Gallia’s only utterance.

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

‘Strabo,’ she called
loudly.

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

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

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

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

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

Claudia eyed him
suspiciously. ‘For what?’

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

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

He looked bemused.
‘What?’

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

He pointed at it.
‘That?’

She nodded.

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

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

Strabo was many things
but a courtier he was not.

‘Clear off now before
I wring its neck.’

To avoid an
embarrassing scene I stepped between them.

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

Strabo folded his arms
and gave Claudia a smug impression.

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

‘But, father…’

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

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

‘She needs a husband,’
muttered Strabo.

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

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

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

‘No surprise there,’
sniffed Gallia.

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

I picked up another
bundle of letters.

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

‘What reservations?’
asked Gallia.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Your lands?’ I
said.

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

‘What happened to the
horses?’ asked Gallia.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He kissed Gallia and
likewise embraced her.

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

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

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

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

‘I no longer a scout,’
he lamented.

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

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

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

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

‘Romani still
squabbling among themselves.’

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

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

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

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

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

‘Sampsiceramus of
Emesa,’ said Byrd.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gallia tipped her head
at the Agraci queen in acknowledgement.

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

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

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

‘A modest woman,
then,’ I quipped.

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

‘Just small one,’ came
the answer.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He stopped and looked
at me.

‘You do not trust
him?’

‘I trust him.’

‘Why then do you need
scouts?’

I looked up at a
swaying palm.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘It would be a
mistake,’ remarked Talib.

‘How so?’ I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘But not Parthia,’ I
teased.

‘Parthians hate the
Agraci,’ replied Talib.

‘Not all of them,’ I
said.

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

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

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

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

‘Which is what?’ I
asked.

‘To rule the world,
lord.’

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

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

Byrd dismissed Talib,
his face etched with concern.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Perhaps you are
right.’

‘Anyway we have more
pressing matters to address.’

‘Oh?’

‘Phraates’
coronation.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘You made
contact?’

He nodded. ‘They will
be here soon.’

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

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

‘Welcome,
majesties.’

Gafarn rolled his eyes
and Diana giggled.

‘Oh, Pacorus, always
so formal.’

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

Gafarn flopped down
into a chair inside our Agraci tent.

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

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

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

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

‘We’ll see,’ I
smiled.

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

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

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

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

Pacorus looked at his
father.

‘Speak your mind,’ his
father instructed.

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

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

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

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

‘Don’t you start,’ I
replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I sighed. ‘Who else is
there?’

‘You,’ Praxima shot
back.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Has everyone
arrived?’ I enquired.
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