
        
            [image: cover]
        

    















Wraiths






Peter Darman



























Copyright © 2019 Pete
Darman











All rights are
reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in
any form or by any means without written permission of the
author.






Formatted by
Jo Harrison











Smashwords Edition
License Notes

This ebook is licensed
for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or
given away to other people. If you would like to share this book
with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
person you share it with. If you're reading this book and did not
purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you
should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank
you for respecting the hard work of this author.











This book is a work of
fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products
of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictiously and are
not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or
dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely
coincidental.







 Contents

List of
characters

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Historical
notes


 


 List
of characters

Those marked
with an asterisk * are Companions – individuals who fought with
Spartacus in Italy and who travelled back to Parthia with
Pacorus.

Those marked
with a dagger † are known to history.

The Kingdom of
Dura

Azar: Daughter
of Dura

Bullus: centurion in the army of Dura

Claudia: daughter of Pacorus and Gallia, princess of Dura, Scythian
Sister, now adviser to King of Kings Phraates

*Gallia: Gaul, Queen of Dura Europos

Haya: Amazon

Kewab: Egyptian, former Satrap of Aria, senior officer in the army
of Dura

Klietas: former squire to King Pacorus, now a farmer

Minu: commander of the Amazons

Talib: Agraci, chief scout in Dura’s army

Yasmina: Daughter of Dura

Other
Parthians

Akmon: son of
King Spartacus, King of Media

Atrax: former prince of Media

Castus: son of Spartacus, King of Gordyene

Haytham: son of Spartacus, prince of Gordyene

†Phraates: King of Kings of the Parthian Empire

Shamshir: commander of Gordyene’s King’s Guard


Non-Parthians

†Amyntas: King
of Galatia

†Artaxias: King of Armenia

Gaius Arrianus: Roman ambassador to the court of King Polemon

†Glaphyra: mother of King Archelaus of Cappadocia

Laodice: chief of the Pontic hill men

†Polemon: King of Pontus

Titus Tullus: Roman, commander of King Polemon’s Pontic
legionaries


 


 Chapter
1

No women shed any
tears in the building now. There were no longer any trembling girls
forced to stand before their abusers, who were invariably fat,
greedy and sadistic. The corridors were no longer filled with the
grunts and groans of brutal, angry men inflicting their perversions
on those forced to work within the building’s perfumed, gaudily
decorated rooms. The façade the establishment had presented to the
world was one of a brothel that catered for every male desire, no
matter how deviant. For a price. And that price was invariably
high. The women who plied their trade within the brothel were
ostensibly masters of their craft, females who could satisfy their
male clients akin to a skilled musician playing an instrument. But
the reality was that a prostitute’s life was brutish and short.
Many were lucky to reach their thirtieth birthday; most were dead
in their twenties, their bodies worn out and broken by hard,
constant use. Some succumbed to the diseases that their clients
carried, dying of starvation after being thrown out of the brothel
by the woman who ran the establishment with an iron fist. Diseased
whores were bad for business; clients only wanted the young, the
clean, and the virginal.

But now the building
was free of lascivious men; indeed, all men were prohibited from
entering, even the king. The rooms and corridors had been renovated
and repainted, and cleansed by the prayers and incense of the high
priestess of the city’s Temple of Ishtar. Ishtar, the Goddess of
Love, the embodiment of sexuality and fertility, but also the Lady
of Battle. Ishtar was beautiful, alluring and seductive, but that
was only one part of her powers. She also carried a bow and quiver
and rode the night sky in a silver chariot pulled by celestial
lions. The former brothel became The Sanctuary, the refuge of the
Amazons, the mortal embodiment of Ishtar’s qualities, the bodyguard
of Queen Gallia of Dura, the famed female warrior whose exploits
were well known throughout Parthia and beyond.

The queen was old now,
her eyes still blue but a little world-weary. Her famous long
blonde hair was streaked with grey and not as thick as when she had
first become the queen of the wild outlaw city on the western bank
of the River Euphrates. But she was still a forceful figure, now
the veteran of many battles and campaigns fighting beside her
husband. And where she went so did the Amazons, the band of sisters
first formed in Italy when the queen had been fighting the Romans
in the army of the slave general Spartacus. Only a handful of the
first Amazons still lived and only two still rode into battle. They
were Gallia and Diana, Queen of Hatra, who still rode to war
alongside her husband King Gafarn. But the standards and fighting
prowess of the original Amazons had been upheld by subsequent
recruits to the all-female band, the current members of which stood
in silence in the entrance hall of The Sanctuary. There were always
one hundred Amazons but today there were only seventy, a result of
the recent campaign in Pontus and Cappadocia where Zenobia, their
commander, had fallen. Minu, her replacement, stood next to the
queen at the top of the grand staircase, her brown eyes scanning
the women and teenage girls below. The girls were members of the
Daughters of Dura, the fighting unit raised five years before when
the usurper Tiridates had seized Parthia’s high crown and had
threatened to march on Dura itself. Gallia had raised a small force
of orphan girls to supplement the Amazons, and when the emergency
had passed had retained their services. Orphan girls could quickly
be moulded into keen recruits and their young minds were like
sponges speedily absorbing useful skills. By the time they reached
adulthood they were ready to become fully fledged Amazons.

Minu was not an orphan
but her lithe figure should have been showing signs of getting
plumper by now as the child grew inside her. But the unborn infant
had been lost during the recent campaign, a result of blows
suffered at the hands of Gaul warriors. It was a loss keenly felt
by both Minu and her husband Talib, the chief scout in Dura’s
army.

‘While our enemies
still live, there can be no peace for Dura,’ began Gallia,
examining the sea of faces below. ‘While they still breathe and
walk the earth they continue to pose a threat to this kingdom and
the people who live in it. You may think that because they are
hundreds of miles from this city, they are incapable of striking at
us. But you would be wrong.

‘Five years ago, when
the Daughters of Dura were born in response to a grave crisis,
Tiridates was the King of Aria, a land hundreds of miles to the
east of Dura. And yet in no time at all he was but a stone’s throw
from this city. I subsequently learned he passed through Dura on
his way to Syria where the Romans gave him sanctuary. And now he
resides in Pontus where the Romans continue to indulge him. With
him are other enemies of Dura, who at any time can unite and plot
to wage war not only on this kingdom but also Parthia. I say this
cannot be allowed to continue.’

She let her words sink
in, noticing the nodding heads, especially among the younger
members of the group.

‘I am sad to say our
enemies have grown emboldened by the recent campaign, during which
many brave men and women fell, not least King Spartacus of Gordyene
and Zenobia, your former commander. The king, my husband, greatly
affected by the loss of his nephew, has declared Dura’s army will
not embark on another campaign beyond Parthia’s borders. It is
therefore left to us to avenge the loss of our sisters and
brothers.’

Every head was now
nodding. Every head save one. The tall, graceful Saruke, the
Scythian Sister sent to Dura by Claudia, Gallia’s daughter, stood
impassively, a slight smile on her face. She had been working hard
to impart her knowledge to Dura’s eager female recruits, and was
delighted that Queen Gallia was going to put those skills into
practice.

‘Those responsible
will pay with their lives,’ said Gallia, prompting several of the
girls to beam with delight. ‘You may ask: who are they? I will tell
you. The traitor Atrax, who was spared by Dura’s king, only to
repay that act of clemency with base betrayal. The Roman mercenary
Titus Tullus, who wanted to crucify your king, my husband, before
the walls of Irbil. The barbarian Laodice, the wild hill man of
Pontus who butchered innocent civilians in Irbil. The usurper
Tiridates, who threatened to burn Dura to the ground. The whore
Glaphyra, who conspired with others to keep our army before the
walls of Kayseri with false promises of peace before her fellow
conspirators basely attacked us. Finally, Amyntas of Galatia,
so-called king who murdered my friend and your commander
Zenobia.

‘All must die.’

It was a mix of
half-truths, facts and naked lies. It was true that Atrax, only
surviving son of the late, unlamented Queen Aliyeh, King Pacorus’
sister, had been a thorn in the side of both Media and Parthia as a
whole. His Roman-supported invasion of Media had resulted not only
in Dura’s king and queen narrowly escaping death when they had
found themselves trapped in the kingdom’s capital Irbil by Atrax’s
rebels, but Queen Rasha, wife of King Spartacus, had subsequently
been killed on the Diyana Plain when Gordyene’s army had marched to
Irbil’s relief. Those crimes alone would have been enough to earn
Atrax a death sentence, but what really galled Gallia was that her
husband had saved his life when Spartacus had earlier invaded
Media, defeated its army and surrounded Irbil, where a gravely
wounded Atrax was trapped. Atrax should have died in Media’s
capital, either from his wounds or at the hands of Spartacus’
executioner. As it was, King Pacorus, honourable man that he was,
persuaded Spartacus not to sack Irbil and allow the wounded Atrax
to leave for Hatra. The mercy shown to him by her husband was
repaid with treachery. She would not make the same mistake.

Tiridates had seized
the high crown and forced King of Kings Phraates into exile, or
rather to seek sanctuary with her daughter in the remote, desolate
Alborz Mountains. It was irrelevant to her whether Phraates lived
or died, as the king of kings had proved himself to be an
untrustworthy, duplicitous snake. But in the fighting to save his
hide from the hordes of Tiridates, her dear friends Nergal and
Praxima had been killed. For that reason alone the former King of
Aria deserved to die.

Titus Tullus had once
fought alongside the King and Queen of Dura, when Gallia, Rasha and
Diana had convinced Byrd to cover the costs of hiring a Roman
legion to support the restoration of Phraates to the high throne.
But after Tiridates had been defeated, Titus Tullus left Parthia
and found work with King Polemon of Pontus. It was Media’s
misfortune that he returned to Parthia as part of Prince Atrax’s
army of rebels, which had been financed by Octavian, the Roman
leader, now called Augustus Caesar for reasons that Gallia neither
understood or bothered about. It was Tullus who had organised the
crucifixion of innocent civilians in Irbil to cower the defenders
into surrender, and had been the chosen commander for the intended
crucifixion of King Pacorus himself before the walls of Irbil’s
Citadel. Her husband had been rescued but that would not save Titus
Tullus from death.

Laodice was the leader
of the rabble of Pontic hill men that had accompanied Prince Atrax
into Media, where he and they had wreaked havoc on the kingdom and
its civilian population alike. For siding with Atrax he would also
die.

The final two names on
her death list were in a different category. Glaphyra was the
mother of King Archelaus of Cappadocia, the kingdom she and the
rest of the army had found themselves in after retreating south
following the abortive siege of Sinope the year before. Ironically,
the combined armies of Dura, Hatra and Gordyene had found
themselves before the capital of Pontus out of Spartacus’ desire to
serve justice on those he held responsible for Rasha’s death: Atrax
and Titus Tullus, who were both in Sinope. However, having been
warned of the approach of a relief army of Cappadocians and
Galatians, the Parthians had withdrawn south into those two
kingdoms. Following the death of Spartacus and the proclaiming of
his son Castus as the new King of Gordyene, the Parthians had laid
siege to Kayseri, the capital of Cappadocia. Glaphyra was in the
city and had opened negotiations with King Pacorus, during which
she agreed to pay King Castus a huge sum in gold providing the
Parthians continued their march back to Parthia. Neither Pacorus
nor Gafarn wished to storm a city they would have to relinquish
immediately afterwards, and Castus was more than happy to swell
Gordyene’s treasury, so all parties were happy. But Glaphyra had
merely been playing for time and was the pivotal figure in a bold
plan to crush the Parthians in an attack by no less than four
separate armies It was only due to the genius of Kewab, former
Satrap of Aria, that the Parthians not only survived but triumphed
in the Battle of Kayseri. But for her deception, Glaphyra would pay
with her life.

Finally, there was
Amyntas, King of Galatia, a strange kingdom inhabited by Gauls.
Like many men of his race, Amyntas was loud, boorish, big and
violent. He had threatened to kill Pacorus and had killed
Zenobia and Minu’s unborn child. He deserved death not only for
those crimes, but also for being the embodiment of everything
Gallia despised about her own race.

When the queen had
finished speaking her audience as one said, ‘all must die’. Gallia
smiled and dismissed the assembly, catching Minu’s eye and nodding
as the crowd dispersed. The commander of the Amazons brought Haya
to the ground-floor meeting room, the walls of which had previously
been decorated with images of naked women performing sexual acts,
but were now a pristine white, having been repainted with several
coats to erase the offensive images.

Haya, lithe, tall, her
dark brown hair tumbling to her shoulders, stood at attention
before the queen, Minu by her side. Gallia poured wine into a
silver chalice engraved with the motto of the Amazons and handed it
to her.

‘Take the weight off
your feet,’ she told the young woman.

Gallia poured Minu and
herself some wine before all three sat on the plush couches, the
wooden feet of which had been carved to resemble a griffin’s paws.
Gallia held up her chalice to Haya.

‘You have been
selected to be one of those who will serve justice on Dura’s
enemies, Haya.’

The young woman’s
brown eyes lit up. ‘It will be an honour, majesty.’

‘Before you leave,
however,’ continued the queen, ‘I have another important mission
for you.’

The winter months were
pleasant enough in the Kingdom of Dura. They were still warm and
mostly dry, but not as extreme as the hot days of summer when the
wind could resemble a gust from a furnace. This was a blessing for
the kingdom’s farmers, who laboured long and hard to prepare their
fields for the harvest that would take place in mid-spring to early
summer. The land had to be ploughed, watered, weeded and protected
against locusts and other pests, such as flocks of hungry birds. It
was back-breaking work and continued from dawn till dusk, though at
least the king in his palace in the city had taken measures to ease
their burden. He, or rather his soldiers and engineers, had built
canals, dams and irrigation ditches to bring water from the mighty
Euphrates to nourish the bone-dry earth adjacent to it. The river
rose in early spring, swollen by melt waters from the north. But
instead of flooding the land, the kingdom’s irrigation system both
prevented the river from breaking its banks, and also drew water
from the Euphrates to fill the many inland dams. It was a marvel to
behold and resulted in the desert south of the city turning green
as crops grew in the fields.

‘Kill it, lord.’

Cambiz, the grizzled
old farm hand with calloused hands, a leering visage and sinewy
arms and legs turned black by years of being exposed to a harsh
Mesopotamian sun, was pointing at an Egyptian vulture picking at
something on the dirt track. Either side were fields containing
neat lines of ploughed earth.

Klietas shook his
head. ‘No, it is not eating any seeds, it is picking at dung.’

Cambiz glanced at the
sling tucked into his young master’s belt and rubbed his hands.

‘Mind if I take a
shot, lord?’

Klietas flashed a
smile. ‘We are not killing something just for the sake of it.’

The large white bird
waddled around the pile of dung on the track and began picking at
it, searching for insects to eat. Cambiz shook his head.

‘It would make a tasty
meal, lord.’

Klietas smiled to
himself. ‘I have plenty to eat. I assume you do, too.’

Cambiz nodded.
Deputy-governor Almas, the one-handed former horse archer in Dura’s
army, had gifted the farmhand cum adviser, supervisor and general
know-it-all to Klietas. Klietas had at first found the old man’s
presence irksome, but had slowly, grudgingly come to accept his
experience and advice were welcome additions to the great gift he
had received from the king. A large plot of land, a house, a pair
of oxen, seeds, tools, an iron plough and access to substantial
funds meant Klietas had the potential to become rich. Very rich.
But he was young, inexperienced and needed to be steered in the
right direction, which is where Cambiz came in.

Cambiz was a drifter,
a man who had turned his hands to farming, goat herding, camel
driving, travelling salesman and fishing. He had begun life as a
farmer in Persis before travelling to Babylon, Seleucia, Hatra and
finally Dura, seeking refuge in King Pacorus’ kingdom after fleeing
across the Euphrates with a price on his head. He first found
service in the household of Spandarat, the one-eyed noble who
became chief of Dura’s lords, before purchasing his own camel train
to take advantage of the lucrative transport opportunities that
came when peace broke out between King Pacorus and King Haytham of
the Agraci. He should have been rich but he had frittered away his
money on women and gambling. Now an old man with grey hair and a
wicked tongue, he was content to hire out his services to those in
need of knowledge. He lived an austere life but the gods had
blessed him with good health and a mind that resembled a bottomless
well of knowledge.

Klietas stared with
pride at his ploughed fields.

‘I pray we have done
enough.’

Cambiz wiped his nose
on his sleeve.

‘You have nothing to
worry about, lord.’

It amused Klietas to
be referred to as ‘lord’, especially as Cambiz was old enough to be
his grandfather. But his mentor had insisted the title was apt,
seeing as Klietas had saved the king’s life, which had resulted in
him becoming a farmer with considerable assets, not least the pair
of oxen that he used not only to plough his own fields, but also
hired them out to other farmers to plough their fields. They had no
money to pay him, but did provide manual labour to assist him to
weed, water and maintain his own fields. In this way, he saved
money by not having to hire hands until the harvest. Cambiz was
right – there was nothing to worry about.

Each day Klietas rose
before dawn and was in the fields as the sun began to climb in the
eastern sky, not returning home until it was a huge red ball
dipping in the west. He liked to keep busy to ensure his farm would
be successful, thereby ensuring he would not disappoint the king.
Cambiz told him such thoughts were nonsense, that King Pacorus had
bigger things to worry about than one young farmer, and in any case
the king was rich and could afford to throw money away if he wanted
to. But Klietas was determined to succeed and repay the faith King
Pacorus had placed in him.

‘You should think
about a bigger house, lord,’ said Cambiz, ‘after the crops have
been harvested, I mean. A man should live as befitting his status,
and I have a feeling your status will be much improved after the
harvest.’

‘Home’ was a simple
single-story mud-brick house that had formerly been an outpost for
Dura’s royal stud farms. As such, it had stables as well as animal
pens. The former office had two rooms, a flat roof, two chairs, a
table, two chests and a reed mat on the floor of the smaller room
for a bed. It also had a well to provide water as the Euphrates was
five miles away, and when it had been built the office did not have
access to water supplied by an irrigation system.

The vulture suddenly
spread its wings and took to the air.

‘You should get
yourself a wife, lord,’ said Cambiz.

Klietas subconsciously
clutched the necklace around his neck, from which hung the bear
claw taken from the beast that had attacked King Pacorus and
wounded him. Cambiz saw the gesture and grinned.

‘There are plenty of
women who would want to share the bed of the man who saved the
king’s life.’

‘I do not want plenty
of women, just one.’

‘Who?’

Klietas released the
necklace. ‘It does not matter. Besides, I am too busy to think
about marriage.’

As if by magic, or
perhaps it was the will of the gods, they heard the sound of hooves
on the dirt track behind them, a slow plodding noise that prompted
them to turn. Cambiz, who was always suspicious of soldiers on
horseback, frowned. But Klietas smiled when he recognised an
Amazon. The coat of her horse shone in the sunlight and its rays
glinted off her burnished helmet. He was beaming when she removed
her helmet to reveal the figure of Haya sitting in the saddle. He
bounded over to her. She smiled at him.

In contrast to her
immaculate appearance, he was something of a mess. His shoes were
dirty, his leggings were torn and his tunic was filthy. As he had
no wife or family and lived alone, he had neglected his appearance.
He had followed the king’s example in being clean-shaven, though he
did not shave every day so his chin was showing a dark shade of
stubble. His thick mop of dark-brown hair was longer than shoulder
length and was matted, and there was dirt under his
fingernails.

She looked him up and
down. ‘Have you been sleeping under the stars?’

He laughed to reveal a
row of perfect white teeth. At least he had not been neglecting
them. She jumped down from her horse and embraced him, screwing up
her nose at his body odour.

‘You need a bath.’

He wrapped his arms
around her. ‘It is so good to see you. Are you well?’

What a ridiculous
question. She was a vision of a goddess, her olive skin flawless,
her brown eyes sparkling and her hair thick and lustrous, even if
it was plaited down her back in the style favoured by the Amazons.
Tall and lithe, his eyes were drawn to the shape of her breasts
under her mail shirt. She kissed him on the lips.

‘I am well.’

‘You look absolutely
beautiful,’ he told her.

Cambiz, loitering a
few paces behind, raised an eyebrow at his declaration. He knew the
Amazons well enough, as did every citizen who lived in the Kingdom
of Dura, and also knew to keep well away from them. He saw the
recurve bow in its case hanging from the right side of Haya’s
saddle, the two full quivers on the left side, and the sword and
dagger at her hip. Klietas turned.

‘Cambiz, come and meet
Haya.’

The old man ambled
over and tipped his head at the slayer wrapped in an enticing body.
Haya’s brown eyes examined him with a cool disdain.

‘This is Cambiz,’
beamed Klietas, ‘my right-hand man and friend who has guided me
over the past few months.’

Haya looked at the
shabby clothing and unkempt beard and hair of the old man. Cambiz
winked at her and extended an arm.

‘Come harvest time,
Klietas will be a rich young man.’

Haya glanced at the
fields either side of the track, extending into the distance. Minu
had not lied; the king had purchased a great deal of land for
Klietas.

‘Then hopefully he
will be able to buy some new clothes and purchase a razor and
comb.’

Cambiz took an instant
dislike to her. Like everyone he had heard all the stories about
the battlefield prowess of the Amazons, but others spoke in hushed
tones of their arrogance and cruelty, which the establishment of
The Sanctuary had done nothing to squash. Who was this girl to look
down on him? Her beauty might have dazzled Klietas, or entranced
him for she was probably also a witch, but he was too long in the
tooth to be taken in by a pretty smile and a shapely arse.

‘Come,’ said Klietas,
linking an arm in hers, ‘let me show you where I live.’

‘I will see you in the
morning, lord,’ shouted Cambiz, eager to be away from the
she-devil, raising an arm and turning to walk back to his hovel a
quarter of a mile away.

‘I thought I would see
you before now,’ remarked Klietas.

‘We have both been
busy,’ she replied, resting her head on his shoulder. ‘You have
been establishing your farm.’

‘And what have you
been doing?’

‘This and that,’ she
answered evasively.

She led her horse to
the stable next to the mud-brick shack Klietas called home, the
former squire assisting her unsaddle the mare, rub her down and
feed her from the fodder she had brought with her. Then they
retired to his house, which redefined the word ‘basic’. But she
smiled, ignored the cockroaches scuttling around on the floor and
smiled when Klietas poured water from the well into a pair of
cracked wooden cups. He pulled up the chairs and they both sat at
the table, he gazing into her eyes; she looking kindly at the young
male who was madly in love with her.

‘Where are your oxen?’
she asked.

‘Working on another
farm,’ he told her. ‘After they had ploughed my fields I rented
them out to other farms.’

She looked around at
the empty room.

‘Where do you keep the
money from the rents.’

He shook his head.
‘The farmers have no money, but they send their sons to assist me
with maintaining my fields as part-payment, and after the harvest
they will give me a portion of their crops. Then I will sell that
and my own crops to the army, according to the terms of the
contract drafted on my behalf by Deputy-Governor Almas.’

She toasted him. ‘You
have done well, Klietas.’

She noticed a crude
statue on the window ledge, a clay effigy depicting a figure seated
with a dog at its feet.

‘What is that?’

‘The Goddess Gula,’ he
told her, ‘who creates life in the land and keeps watch over all my
crops. I pray to her every night that she will look favourably on
my efforts.’

She instinctively
reached for the hilt of her sword when she heard the trundle of
wheels outside. Klietas laid a reassuring hand on her arm.

‘It is just my evening
meal.’

He jumped up and went
to the wooden door that had seen better days, opening it to see a
grinning imbecile outside holding a fish, a very large fish.

‘Freshly caught this
afternoon, lord,’ grinned the toothless halfwit, who caught sight
of Haya standing by the table.

Klietas took the carp.
‘Thank you, Aref.’

Aref winked at him.
‘Same time tomorrow, lord?’

‘Same time
tomorrow.’

Klietas closed the
door and placed the fish on the table. He took out his knife and
began to gut it, suddenly stopping and looking at Haya.

‘Forgive me. I am so
used to living on my own I did not think. Would you like to share
it with me?’

She nodded. ‘I would
love to.’

He first washed the
grime from his body with water from the well. Normally he did so
naked but he was careful to retain his leggings with a female guest
in the house, afterwards preparing and cooking the fish. The time
flew by as Haya reminisced about the previous year’s campaign in
the north. She asked if he was happy.

‘Cambiz thinks I
should get a wife,’ he informed her.

‘And what do you
think?’

‘It would be nice to
have someone to share my life with.’ He gestured at the empty
platters. ‘Someone to talk with at the end of each day, like we are
doing now.’

She changed the
subject. ‘Who was the fisherman?’

‘Aref? He is not a
fisherman; he’s a farmer whose land is near the river. He and his
family scratch a living. I let him use my oxen for free, so he
always gives me a portion of his family’s catch of fish.’

She left her chair to
sit on his knee, placing an arm around his shoulders. She kissed
him on the cheek.

‘You will not become
rich by giving things away.’

He felt his heart race
and his loins stir. Her hand went under his tunic and she began
stroking the scars on his chest.

‘Have your wounds
healed, my love?’

He nodded, unable to
speak so mesmerised was he with her. She kissed him tenderly on the
lips, her tongue gently forcing itself into his mouth. He
surrendered totally to her wishes as she removed his tunic and let
her hand drop to his groin.

The next few hours
were the most blissful of his life. They made love on the reed mat
in his sleeping quarters, her lithe limbs wrapping themselves
around his toned frame as he penetrated her and caused her to pant
and moan. They were both young and in their prime, but when the
first rays of dawn lanced through the broken shutters of the room
they were both spent. They lay in each other’s arms for what seemed
like an eternity, not speaking, just caressing each other with
gentle strokes. Klietas’ manhood lay limp and forlorn after a night
of hard usage, even the sight of Haya’s naked body unable to elicit
a response. He had tasted pleasures he could not conceive of even
in his wildest thoughts, and as the room slowly filled with light
he began to dream of a life with Haya by his side. His body may
have been drained but his mind raced with ideas about marriage,
raising a family and seeing his sons work the land the king had
given him. It all suddenly made sense and he closed his eyes to
thank Gula for her blessing. When he opened them Haya was looking
at him.

‘The queen has need of
you.’
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Klietas opened the
chest and took out the unstrung bow and then the sinew bowstring.
He had no horse so he would have to string it and sling it over his
shoulder during the journey. Journey to where? After they had both
dressed and eaten a breakfast of wafers and dates, washed down with
water, Haya went to the stable to feed and water her horse. The
bliss of her arrival and their sharing of intimacy had been
somewhat dimmed by her informing him Queen Gallia had sent her to
fetch him with all haste. She had been cagey when he had probed as
to the reason why the queen should call on the services of a lowly
farmer, merely smiling and telling him all would be revealed in due
course. He tucked the knife and sling into his belt, shouldered the
quiver filled with thirty arrows and sighed.

‘The queen could have
sent someone else,’ he said to the statue of Gula, ‘it is no
coincidence. Help me to find the words.’

He went outside and
saw his beloved exiting the stable, leading her horse into the
sunlight. She gave him a beautiful smile.

‘I love you,’ he told
her.

‘I love you,’ she
replied.

He took a few paces
towards her until their faces were but inches apart.

‘Marry me.’

Her eyes did not
register surprise, or indeed anything.

She extended a hand to
caress his chin.

‘I cannot think of
such things now, not on the eve of an important mission. Will you
wait for my answer?’

He could not hide his
disappointment. He had wanted to ask for her hand in marriage when
they had both returned from the campaign in Armenia, and the
subsequent debacle in Pontus, Galatia and Cappadocia. But when they
had returned to Dura the king had given him land to farm, along
with money, tools and oxen to grow fields of wheat. Haya had
disappeared into The Sanctuary and he had been given short shrift
when he had found the time to visit the establishment, when he was
told men were not welcome. Days had turned into weeks and weeks
into months, and not once had Haya visited him. So, he had thrown
himself into his work to make a success of his farm; and now she
appeared out of nowhere with a summons from the queen herself. He
scuffed the toe of his boot on the parched earth.

‘I suppose I have no
choice.’

Her attitude hardened.
‘I would have thought you would be only too happy to help the queen
in her hour of need, seeing as her husband, the king, financed your
farm. Would you desert them so easily?’

‘Of course not,’ he
snapped.

‘We should be on our
way. You can ride behind me.’

‘We go to the
palace?’

‘No, the queen is
meeting us outside the city.’

She vaulted into the
saddle and extended an arm to him, but before he took it, he heard
a voice behind him.

‘What’s this? Off for
a ride? We have work to do, lord.’

He turned to see
Cambiz strolling towards him. The old man looked at Haya and gave a
knowing smile.

‘Your lord has been
called away by the queen,’ said Haya tersely.

‘Run out of soldiers,
has she?’ he shot back.

Haya’s eyes widened at
his lack of respect.

‘It is not for you to
question the queen’s decisions,’ she said icily.

Cambiz looked at
Klietas.

‘A long time ago, when
I was your age, I too let my loins rule my head. I became
infatuated with a buxom girl from the next village, who was very
free with her affections. Know what happened?’

‘You married her?’
suggested Klietas.

Cambiz roared with
laughter. ‘She was a lying, manipulative, evil bitch who was
responsible for me getting a beating. Turned out she was betrothed
to the son of her village’s headman, who was the jealous type. She
liked to get him riled up so he would profess his undying love for
her.’

Cambiz looked at Haya.
‘She used me, you see, and when she had done tossed me aside.’

He laid a hand on
Klietas’ shoulder. ‘Don’t be deceived by a nice arse and a pair of
breasts, lord.’

‘Enough!’ shouted
Haya, her hand going to the hilt of her sword. ‘You will keep
quiet, old man.’

‘Or what?’ he goaded
her. ‘You will kill me? I might not know much, but I know the rule
of law is highly regarded in the Kingdom of Dura. The king takes a
very dim view of soldiers killing unarmed civilians.’

‘The queen is
waiting,’ Haya snapped to Klietas.

‘I must go,’ he told
Cambiz. ‘You are in charge until I return.’

Deputy-governor Almas
had recommended the old man to Klietas and in truth Cambiz had been
the driving force behind getting the farm up and running. Haya
gestured for him to gain her horse, so he accepted her hand and
hauled himself up behind her.

‘And if you don’t
return?’ enquired Cambiz.

‘The farm is yours,’
said Klietas.

‘The farm will be
returned to the king,’ Haya corrected him, tugging on the reins to
turn her mare.

‘Bitch,’ hissed
Cambiz, occasioning Haya to turn and give him a withering look.

They rode for perhaps
five miles, following the track from Klietas’ home to the
Euphrates, passing villagers working in well-tilled fields served
by well-maintained irrigation ditches. Haya said nothing during the
journey and Klietas was content to hold her close, notwithstanding
her mail armour and helmet. But she did brush away his hands when
they strayed from her waist to cup her breasts. They reached the
nearest mud-brick fort near the river, a legionary in its
watchtower alerting the garrison of their approach. The gate was
opened, and Haya nudged her horse into the courtyard.

The forts spaced at
five-mile intervals north and south of the city of Dura were now
over forty years old, having been first built when the kingdom had
been a wild, untamed place. Each one had a watchtower, barracks to
accommodate forty men – half a century – and stables to hold up to
four horses. There were also storerooms, the commander’s officer
and an armoury. Haya pulled up her horse and she and Klietas
dismounted, the Amazon tethering her mare next to the others in the
courtyard, every animal having a white saddlecloth edged in red
with a red griffin stitched in each corner. The office door opened
and Queen Gallia swept into the courtyard, all free-flowing
blonde-grey hair and smiles, prompting Klietas to go down on one
knee and bow his head.

Gallia placed her
hands on his shoulders. ‘Get up, get up.’

He did so and she
embraced him, to his great surprise and slight embarrassment.

She stepped back to
admire him. ‘You look well, Klietas. Farming obviously suits
you.’

‘Thank you,
majesty.’

She took his arm and
led him back to the office.

‘I apologise for
dragging you away from your farm. Almas has kept me fully briefed
concerning your business and by all accounts you are exceeding his
expectations.’

‘He is very kind,
majesty.’

‘And the king himself
is pleased with your efforts.’

‘The king is well,
majesty?’

Gallia’s head dropped.
‘The king is tired, Klietas, as am I.’

He glanced at her. She
looked full of vim and vigour and certainly did not look tired.

‘It is up to younger
bodies and minds to safeguard Dura’s interests.’

Inside the office,
which resembled the bare interior of his home, a burly figure stood
against one wall next to a smaller, slimmer individual. When his
eyes became accustomed to the somewhat dim interior of the room, he
recognised them. They had both been in Irbil when King Pacorus had
defended the city and the king had saved Klietas from the slow,
agonising death of starvation on the streets. The stout individual
was the crop-haired Centurion Bullus, the one with the slight frame
being Minu, commander of the Amazons. Both observed him with cold
eyes. He in turn gave them just a cursory look. When they had first
encountered him he had been a penniless wretch, beneath contempt.
But he was now older, a veteran of the defence of Irbil and the
squire who had saved his king’s life in the previous year’s
campaign. He was moreover a landowner, who one day might become one
of Dura’s lords.

Haya walked into the
room and closed the door. The eyes of Bullus and Minu bored into
Klietas and he began to feel distinctively uncomfortable. But the
queen broke the tension.

‘I will come straight
to the point, Klietas. The enemies of Dura are mustering their
forces with the intention of launching a fresh war, if not this
year then certainly next. To prevent Dura, and Parthia, from
becoming embroiled in fresh bloodshed, I am sending a small, select
group north to strike at our enemies before they can strike at us.
Can I rely on your support in this matter?’

He answered without
hesitation. ‘Yes, majesty.’

She dazzled him with a
smile and reached out to take hold of the bear’s claw hanging from
his necklace.

‘Dura is forever in
your debt, Klietas. You will be pleased to know that Haya will be
accompanying you north on this most important mission.’

He was pleased and
turned to grin boyishly at his love. He knew nothing of politics or
grand strategy and cared even less. But he did care about King
Pacorus and his kingdom and was flattered to be asked to once again
save the kingdom’s ruler. He clutched his necklace and thanked Gula
for her blessing.

‘We will find you a
horse and some fresh clothes,’ Gallia told Klietas. ‘I would like
to come with you, but I am too well known, and this mission is
above all about stealth and secrecy.’

She nodded to Haya who
ushered Klietas from the room. Bullus caught the queen’s eye and
gave a slight shake of the head.

‘You disapprove of
young Klietas, centurion?’

‘How old is he,
nineteen, twenty?’

‘Eighteen,’ said
Gallia.

‘He’s too young and
inexperienced, majesty. He can’t use a sword, can’t read or write
and has had little military training.’

‘He won’t need
literary skills when it comes to killing Dura’s enemies,
centurion,’ said Gallia, ‘but he has a raw courage that I saw for
myself the day he saved the king’s life. He would also walk into
the underworld itself if Haya asked him to. You cannot buy that
sort of devotion and neither can you train it into someone. It is
either there or it is not.’

Bullus said
nothing.

‘There is another
reason why I wanted him on this mission, centurion, along with
yourself.’

‘Majesty?’

‘You remember
Irbil?’

He nodded. ‘It is
seared into my memory, majesty.’

Gallia nodded. ‘Both
Haya and Klietas were there and both should have died in that
city.’

She was going to say
Haya had died but thought better of it.

‘They are both beloved
of the gods, centurion. If you don’t believe me, ask Haya about the
small scar on her neck when you have a chance.’

He saluted and left
the office, Minu watching him go. Gallia turned to the commander of
the Amazons.

‘If you have anything
to say about Klietas, now’s your chance.’

‘I have every faith he
will prove a willing participant, majesty.’

‘And what of the two
Daughters of Dura?’

Minu smiled, an
expression she rarely displayed of late.

‘They will be like
desert vipers in the bosom of the enemy, majesty.’

‘Not too young?’

Another smile. ‘Before
they were conscripted, majesty, they lived like wraiths. Moving
unseen among Dura’s population, robbing at will until their luck
ran out. I have no doubt they slit a few throats along the way
before they were embraced by the Amazons.’

A horse, a fine brown
stallion, was found for Klietas and he rode it in the company of
the others to the desert encampment away from prying eyes where
those chosen to carry out the queen’s orders were to assemble.
There they met Talib, chief scout in Dura’s army and Minu’s
husband. The Agraci orphan had always been a remote figure, but
Minu’s miscarriage had made him more distant, and prickly. For that
reason alone, Gallia believed him to be ideal to lead the
expedition, though she herself would dearly have loved to be its
commander.

Klietas sat
cross-legged on the carpeted floor of the tent and shared the food
with the others after the horses had been watered and fed. It was a
typical Agraci meal of rice and roasted goat, the meat passed
around the circle of diners and eaten with fingers. It had been
cooked over an open fire outside the tent woven from goat’s hair,
the two girls who had supervised the cooking serving the fruits of
their labours.

Bullus, mouth full of
meat, pointed at the younger of the pair, a willowy girl with brown
curly hair and dimples on her cheeks.

‘You will make a fine
wife one day, girl.’

She gave him a hateful
scowl, her brown eyes narrowing to slits. Gallia smiled at her.

‘This is no ordinary
serving girl, centurion, but one of your travelling
companions.’

Bullus stopped
chewing. ‘Her?’

‘Do you not remember
her?’

He wracked his brains
trying to think where he had encountered the girl before. For a
split-second he feared she might be one of the whores from the
brothel he frequented. But then he realised she was far too young
and, more importantly, far too skinny for his liking. He liked his
women to have meat on their bones. He shook his head.

‘Let me enlighten
you,’ said Gallia. ‘Yasmina played the role of my granddaughter
when we infiltrated the town of Corum to allow Spadines and his
Sarmatians to enter and loot the place.’

Yasmina gave Bullus a
wicked grin. The other girl, who was as slim as Yasmina but shorter
with straight black hair, examined the centurion with large, dark
eyes. Gallia pointed at her.

‘Azar was my other
granddaughter. Both will be riding north with you, centurion.’

Bullus was
unimpressed. ‘Two girls, a farmer and a couple of Amazons. Plus
Talib and me. Hardly a group to strike fear into the hearts of the
enemy.’

Gallia washed her
hands in a bowl of water and accepted a towel offered her by
Azar.

‘That is precisely the
intention, centurion.’

She indicated the two
girls should join their group, Minu making room for them to sit
beside her.

Gallia looked at each
of the others, her gaze loitering on Bullus and Klietas the
longest.

‘I will tell you what
the others already know. Those responsible for the deaths of
Spartacus, Rasha, Zenobia and Kalet must all die. But this is not
merely a mission of retribution. When those responsible have paid
for their crimes, Parthia, and Dura, will be safer.’

Bullus recommenced his
munching. ‘May I ask the names of those you want dead,
majesty?’

‘Prince Atrax of
Media; Titus Tullus, who I’m sure you remember from Irbil; Laodice,
the leader of the Pontic hill men, who was also at Irbil; King
Amyntas of Galatia; King Tiridates, the former ruler of Aria; and
Glaphyra, who was in charge of the city of Kayseri where we almost
came to grief last year.’

Bullus puffed out his
cheeks.

‘An impressive kill
list. But if sixty thousand Parthian soldiers could not achieve the
task, what makes you think this band of youngsters can, meaning no
offence?’

‘Precisely because
this group is small and seemingly insignificant, centurion. A tiny
mouse may infiltrate even the strongest fortress unseen, though I
like to think of you as wraiths.’

‘What are they?’ asked
Bullus.

‘Ghosts that people
see just before they die,’ said Azar.

‘What’s our story, in
case we get questioned going to or from wherever we are going?’
asked Bullus.

‘Simple,’ answered
Talib. ‘I and my wife are travelling north with our two
daughters.’

He nodded his head at
Azar and Yasmina. ‘To expand their education. I am a rich Agraci
businessman combining business with pleasure to explore commercial
opportunities in Pontus and Cappadocia. You are my bodyguard.’

Bullus looked at
Klietas and Haya. ‘And those two?’

‘My nephew and his
wife along for the journey.’

The explanation
delighted Klietas, who grinned and winked at Haya, the Amazon
screwing up her face at his boyish naivety.

‘Kings and princes are
usually surrounded by bodyguards,’ cautioned Bullus. ‘They are not
easy to kill.’

‘Even the hardest men
are susceptible to feminine charms, centurion,’ said Gallia.

He looked at Yasmina
and Azar, both very young but alluring enough. Haya, though, was in
her prime and could turn most heads with her beauty, as long as she
ditched the weapons and armour first.

‘Killing someone up
close is different to shooting them down with a bow,’ he said.

Azar whipped out a
dagger with a thin blade.

‘We have killed men up
close before.’

In a blur Yasmina
pulled a blade from her boot and threw it, the point thudding into
the tent pole a few feet from Bullus’ head.

‘We are good at
it.’

Gallia was far from
amused.

‘That’s enough.
Remember what you have been taught. Boasting leads to ostentatious
displays such as the one you have just demonstrated, which in turn
leads to sloppiness. You must remain vigilant at all times when you
are in hostile territory.’

The queen turned her
attention to Bullus, who despite her words and the display of
prowess with a knife from Yasmina, was clearly not convinced about
the plan.

‘You will receive
supplementary pay for the duration of the mission, centurion, and
in the event of your demise, your son and his mother will be well
provided for.’

That pleased Bullus,
who smiled and bowed his head to her.

‘You are most
generous, majesty.’

Gallia allowed a faint
smile to crease her lips. How easily were men manipulated. She knew
Bullus had fathered an illegitimate son in the city and despite his
veneer of brutality, she also knew he sent regular payments to the
boy and his mother to ensure they did not starve. Everyone had a
weak point, a chink in his or her armour that could be
exploited.

‘Do any of you have
any questions?’ she asked.

‘How long will we be
away for, majesty?’ enquired Klietas, thinking of the harvest.

‘Three months should
suffice to eliminate the enemies of Dura,’ she told him.

‘He won’t be missed,’
sniffed Bullus, ‘but the commander of the Amazons and Dura’s chief
scout will be.’

‘They have been
granted compassionate leave,’ Gallia informed him.

Bullus chuckled.
‘Compassionate leave? For what, failing to kill enough of the
enemy?’

‘Remember your place,
centurion,’ hissed Talib. ‘We are embarking on a military
mission, not a holiday, and I am in command.’

Bullus raised a
scarred eyebrow but said nothing.

‘I want no bickering
before you start out,’ said Gallia firmly. ‘This is an important
mission, perhaps the most important that the soldiers of Dura have
embarked upon in recent years. You must put aside any petty
differences and doubts. If you fail, then Dura will be condemned to
war without end. The king deserves to see out his autumn years in
peace after his long years of service to Dura and Parthia, and for
that reason alone you should all be grateful you have been chosen
for this mission.’

They were a disparate
group: an Agraci, his Duran wife, two girls, a burly centurion, a
Median orphan and the woman he was besotted with. But they had all
fought for King Pacorus and been touched by the king’s generous
nature, his integrity, honesty and courage. And they all knew the
Kingdom of Dura was a better place to live than most of the realms
in Parthia and beyond, not least because of the efforts of King
Pacorus and Queen Gallia. They would all try their utmost to
complete the mission they had been selected for, and Queen Gallia
knew they would.

The seven left the
next day, seven riders trailing three camels travelling north at a
leisurely pace so as not to draw any attention to themselves. Their
bodies were wrapped in black robes and their heads and faces hidden
by shemaghs as favoured by the Agraci. Klietas turned his
head to stare at the Palmyrene Gate as they passed near the city,
his eyes squinting as the sunlight reflected off Dura’s stone walls
and towers. A press of people, carts and animals was concentrated
at the gates, all wanting entry, while an equal weight of men and
beasts inside the city wanted to exit. And in the middle of it all
was an agitated duty centurion and his hard-pressed, sweating
soldiers, trying to keep the peace but mightily tempted to use the
blunt ends of their javelins on angry, recalcitrant civilians.
Beyond the great wadi in front of the city’s northern wall, camel
caravans were exiting the great caravan park, heading for Palmyra
and on to Damascus and then Egypt where that kingdom’s fine men and
their ladies liked to wrap themselves in silk produced in
China.

Klietas pulled up his
horse to gaze in admiration at the scene of activity, pride
swelling up in his chest in the knowledge that he was part of the
life of the kingdom, plucked out of poverty by the man who ruled
Dura from his palace in the Citadel visible in the distance.

Haya was beside him.
‘What are you doing?’

‘Taking a last look at
the city.’

She sighed in
irritation. ‘It will be there when we get back, and long after we
are both dead. We should not delay.’

He urged on his horse
by gently tapping his heels on its flanks.

‘Yes, wife.’

She rolled her eyes.
‘You are such an idiot.’

None of them knew
their number was not a random choice but a deliberate decision.
When she had arrived in Parthia, Gallia had paid scant attention to
the gods and folklore of the land of heat and dust she found
herself in. But as the years passed, she had learnt more of the
people who had lived in Mesopotamia, ‘the land between the two
rivers’ that was steeped in history and legend. Dobbai had taught
her much about the ancient Sumerians, Assyrians, Babylonians and
Persians, their gods, beliefs and government. She also learnt that
numbers had meaning, and the number seven above all had a special
significance. Over four thousand years before Parthia’s horsemen
rode the earth, the Sumerians worshipped seven gods whom they could
see in the sky. So they named the days of their week after those
seven heavenly bodies. Three thousand years later, the Babylonians
divided weeks into seven day-names to commemorate the gods they
worshipped, the same gods now revered in Parthia. They were
Shamash, the Sun God; Sin, God of the Moon; Nergal, God of War;
Nabu, God of Scribes; Marduk, the Supreme God; Ishtar, Goddess of
Love; and Ninurta, God of Farming.

Again and again, the
number seven was mentioned in stories of how the gods had fashioned
the world. In the ancient Mesopotamian legend, the Gilgamesh myth,
the great flood that swamped the earth had lasted seven days, and
for seven days the great boat carrying the survivors of that flood
had rested on a mountain. She had seen the mountain, Mount Ararat,
herself in Armenia, when Lucius Varsas, Dura’s quartermaster
general, had spoken of the Jewish belief in the ark of Noah. But
the Gilgamesh story was older, and she had seen with her own eyes
the proof that the gods of Mesopotamia existed. She hoped Shamash
and Ishtar especially would look favourably upon the seven now
trekking north to Pontus, bless their venture and guarantee their
safe return.
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For over six hundred
years there had been Greeks living in Sinope. But like many towns
and cities in the lands between the Mediterranean, Black Sea and
Mesopotamia, other races had made their homes in the city and its
hinterland. Now, Pontic society was divided into three distinct but
overlapping parts. On the coastal strip Greeks predominated,
whereas in the hills and mountains to the south the villages were
populated by Anatolians: a hardy, warlike people under the
leadership of a fierce warlord named Laodice. But the coastal strip
and mountain villages also contained the descendants of Persians,
who had once ruled Pontus as part of a mighty empire covering the
whole earth. The god-king no longer ruled Pontus but Persian gods
still held an iron grip over the majority of its population, and
their priests held great sway over the land.

Nearly three hundred
years before, Pontus was established as a kingdom by Mithridates I,
the son of a Persian satrap serving one of Alexander of Macedon’s
former generals, a man named Antigonus. For the next one hundred
and eighty years the Kingdom of Pontus enjoyed peaceful prosperity
and friendly relations with the rising power in the west – Rome.
That all changed with the accession to the throne of the sixth
ruler of Pontus to bear the name Mithridates, a cruel, ambitious
man whose lust for war and conquests was insatiable. At first,
Mithridates and his army swept all before them, reaching the Aegean
and entering Greece itself. In the process, tens of thousands of
Roman citizens were butchered, an atrocity Rome was determined to
avenge. But it took the Romans three wars waged over twenty-six
years to vanquish Mithridates, who at the end of his final defeat
committed suicide rather than suffer the humiliation of capture and
being taken to Rome to be slowly strangled before rapturous crowds.
The king was buried in Sinope, his body resting in a fine mausoleum
ironically part-financed by the Roman general Pompey, who
apparently admired the Pontic’s martial skills, though a more
likely reason was guilt over his taking the children, wives and
sisters of Mithridates to Rome where they took part in a triumph
before being put to death.

With the defeat of
Mithridates, Pontus became a Roman client kingdom, though the kings
that followed the great warlord made huge efforts to be loyal
servants of Rome, in return for which the Romans administered
Pontus with a light touch. That said, when the great Roman schism
between Octavian and Mark Antony erupted, Cleopatra’s lover
demanded the King of Pontus march with his soldiers when the
triumvir launched his invasion of Parthia. That king was
Polemon and the invasion ended in disaster, defeat and his capture
at the hands of the Parthians, though he was released when he had
assured his Parthian captor he would never again lead his soldiers
south of the Araxes River. That Parthian was King Pacorus of Dura
some eleven years before.

Polemon, now in his
fortieth year, looked older than his age. His thick mop of black
hair was already showing signs of grey and his face wore a
permanent weary expression. His mood had darkened when a Parthian
army had laid siege to Sinope the year before, drawn to his kingdom
by the presence of Parthian rebels who had taken up residence in
his realm, much to his chagrin. The Parthians had departed but the
rebels remained, and though their upkeep was paid for by the new
leader of the Roman world, Octavian, now called Augustus Caesar,
their presence was both unwelcome and dangerous, for as long as
they remained there was a danger the Parthians might return to
inflict further misery on his kingdom.

Polemon looked at the
other members of the royal council sitting at the large walnut
table. His fresh-faced son Zenon; the plump, bald Aetius, High
Priest of the Temple of Ahura Mazda, the supreme deity who saw
everything on earth; the tall, broad-shouldered Diophantus, the
commander of the king’s army; and Laodice, the wild-haired leader
of the hill tribes that populated Pontus’ mountains.

Polemon tossed the
letter he had received the day before on the table.

‘Now the mountain
passes are free of snow and ice, the letter I was expecting has
finally arrived.’

‘An appeal from
Cappadocia and Galatia?’ said Diophantus.

The king rested his
elbows on the table and brought his hands together.

‘Appeal is one name
for it. Demand might be another. Our
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