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There is a place, far to the north of Babylon, through the rock and stone labyrinth of mountains that bear no name and many parasangs to the east of the great Hyrcanian sea, where a great plain stretches out to the horizon and beyond. Were one to be born at the centre of this steppe, one would never imagine that such a thing as a mountain or a sea could possibly be, and could believe only that the world was an infinity of earth and rivers and horses. It is here that the Massagetae make their home.


Most of these nomads have never seen a temple or a watchtower or a great city wall. They shun cities as tombs, think of those who live in them as devils who have traded away their souls in the market squares. But there are a few amongst them who make great journeys to the south and west, taking herds of tall horses with them and coming back with treasures – necklaces in lapis lazuli, recurve bows that only the strongest men can pull, clay jars of honey, and, rarest and most valuable of all, the occasional small piece of iron.


These travellers come back with stories too. They tell of mountains that are still capped with ice beneath the summer sun and that steal the air from your lungs when you walk across them, of distant seas that are as great as the plains and are crossed by men in fifty-oared ships. And, sometimes, they speak of places where tens of thousands live crowded together in tents of stone.


The only city that the Massagetae understand is the one that comes and goes in the passing of a single day, when two tribes chance to meet at a good grazing ground. The foundations of the city are laid in moments: a forest of wooden poles, unrolled and joined together with twine, set in a series of circles. Then they are covered with white cloth, so that from a distance the circadian city seems more like a snowfield than a gathering of people. And if it threatens rain during the brief life of the city, it will suddenly change colour, as ten thousand brown horsehides are laid out on top of the tents.


All life is here, if only for a moment. A chanting circle marks a knife fight, two men settling a dispute over livestock or a woman. Children run free in feral mobs throughout the encampment, while all around them men and women drink and talk and argue and barter and make love. A trade pact will be struck, reach a profitable fruition and be broken in bad faith in a matter of hours. A man and a woman meet for the first time, conduct a forbidden courtship and elope from one tribe to another during one passage of the sun. All the life of a city year takes place in a single day and night. The next day, the city is gone, worn ground and horse tracks all that remain to suggest that thousands spent a night and lived a life in this place.


The plains stretch on, cityless, but by no means unchanging. Cutting through the plains in one place is a broad, deep river. The Hellenes called it the Jaxartes, the Persians knew it as Yakhsha Arta. The Massagetae saw no reason to give it a name. There were many smaller rivers, but this was the great barrier of the plains. It and rivers like it had divided kingdoms for thousands of years, until men learned to build boats and bridges, and discovered that one could rule beyond the natural markers of mountains and rivers, that there were no frontiers left, only temporary obstacles that could be washed aside with blood.


Approaching that river, on a warm, calm summer day, came a city of a different kind. The walking city of the Persian army.


Once it had been little larger than a town; a ragged band of archers and horsemen from many different tribes who had gathered together and overthrown the king of the Medes. Now, after twenty years on the march, swollen with tributes from a dozen kingdoms, it was more populous than the greatest cities of the world. Once, it had been filled only with warriors. Now, marching alongside the spearmen and the cavalry were the women held in common by the soldiers, and children dashed along the army’s flanks, like scouts or outriders.


The army had been on the march for so long that there were young men who had been born, raised and now fought alongside their fathers, young women who had grown into their mothers’ sad trade. Some said that this army might march on for generations, replacing soldiers and kings alike with those who were born within it. Perhaps it would still be marching long after Babylon and Sardis and Ecbatana had been conquered and forgotten.


It was a nomad city, marching from the south to tame a nomad people. Somewhere, deep within the plains, the Persians knew that an army was gathering to face them. They had merely to find it and destroy it, and these vast plains that had never seen a master would belong to them.


If you were to ride towards this army, amongst them, against them, like a fish that swims upstream, what would you see? To pass so freely, you would require some conferred immunity to this force that had broken cities and toppled empires. Let us say that you have a mark of the gods upon you, or you bear some diplomatic seal that even Cyrus of Persia, who has made the great kingdoms of Babylon and Lydia and Media bend to his will, must still recognize.


You would ride past the common spearmen bearing their tall wicker shields, the horsemen riding bareback with short bows across their shoulders. You would see a few bands of bronze-armoured Ionians, the mercenaries who sang as they fought and never broke formation. In the midst of the ten thousand Immortals, the elite spearmen whose weapons are marked with gold and silver, you might catch sight of a man riding a tall white horse. Cyrus the Great, the king of Persia.


But your business is not with the king.


Riding further, past the last of the slingers and archers who trail behind the rest of the fighting men, past the concubines and children, you would see a second army following in the wake of the first. Here the slaves and servants, cloths tied over their mouths to ward off the clouds of dust kicked up by the army in front, drive cattle and carts loaded with grain and water and weaponry. As you glance over these ragged thousands, your eye might be caught by one man in particular, somewhere near the centre of this second army. He is the only one riding rather than walking, a distorted mirror image of the man on the white horse, appearing as a king amongst the slaves. But he rides a mule, not a warhorse, and wears the simple robes of a slave, not the bronze and gold armour of a ruler of men.


His hair and beard are silver touched with black, close cropped against skin that is deeply tanned. This man has passed six and a half decades on this earth in a world where few men live to see forty, and half that life has been spent walking and riding in the wake of one army or another beneath the heavy sun of the East. To survive so long as a slave would be remarkable, but he has not always been the property of another man. Once, hard as it was to believe, he had been one of the great kings of the West: Croesus, ruler of Sardis and Lydia, whose empire had stretched from the Ionian coast to the banks of the great Halys river.


You might try to find some remnant of the king in his bearing, but time has erased almost every trace of rulership from him. There is no hint of arrogance in the way he sits on his mule – he looks rather like a farmer leading his herd to market, constantly leaning down to plead and threaten and coax the stubborn beast forward. He has the hesitant eyes of a slave who must be careful what he does and does not see, and moves with the wary, small motions of one who seeks to remain unnoticed. Yet, from time to time, some ghostly gesture from his past returns to him – a kingly tilt of the head as he listens to the men who walk at his side, an imperiously raised hand to greet a distant companion. And when he lets his gaze drift over the plains, for a moment he still looks upon the world as one who seeks to possess it, reshape it. Then he drops his head and is once again the slave. A man who can change nothing, and who will be forgotten.


When they had almost reached the river, the air suddenly cleared of dust. They had come to a sudden halt, and Croesus reined in his mule, which was as reluctant now to stop as it had been to move forward a moment before. He wiped the sweat from his beard and brow, threw back his head and closed his eyes against the heat of the sun, enjoying a rare moment of peace and stillness.


He waited, and let the rumours pass down from the front of the column and flow over and about him like water. An omen had been seen, one slave said, a horse eating a snake, and the priests had ordered a halt to determine what it meant. Another insisted, more prosaically, that there had been a sighting of the Massagetae army across the river.


Up ahead, a distant flash of red cloth; the king’s tent was being erected; it seemed they would be stopping for some time. Croesus saw a band of riders begin to work its way back along the flank of the army. He assumed that soon they would peel away, that they were scouts dispatched on reconnaissance, but they rode straight on, until they were amongst the carts and cattle of the supply train. As the horsemen drew closer, Croesus heard those around him begin to mutter to each other. He squinted and leaned forward, for his eyes were not as strong as they once had been. At last, he recognized the man who approached, flanked by bodyguards. It was the general of the army, Harpagus, and Croesus at once understood the fear of those around him.


‘Do not worry,’ Croesus said, as he nudged his mule forward once again. ‘He is coming for me.’
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They rode in silence for a time. Harpagus sat with the easy grace of a warrior who has spent more of his life on horseback than on his own feet, Croesus moving awkwardly on his bad-tempered steed. Harpagus gave no word or sign of what the summons might mean; his sharp-boned face was without expression, his eyes as blank as those of a dead man.


‘So,’ Croesus said, at last. ‘What is it that the king wants from me?’


‘The Massagetae have sent us a messenger.’


‘From Tomyris?’


‘Yes. That queen of a leaderless people,’ said Harpagus. ‘Their army is on the other side of the river.’


‘It is time, then?’


‘Yes,’ Harpagus said. ‘It is time.’


‘You should not come back amongst the slaves and servants, you know.’


‘What? Why not?’


‘You make them nervous.’


‘I do not make you nervous?’


‘Not any more,’ said Croesus. ‘But they do not know you as I do.’


‘Perhaps I shall send a messenger in future, to spare their delicate feelings. And yours.’


‘Do not even send the messenger next time,’ Croesus replied. ‘I do not know if this is my hundredth, or thousandth, or ten thousandth counsel of war. I wish he would not command me to be at these meetings.’


Harpagus did not answer. Croesus looked at the general, and was surprised to find a crack in the blankness – a certain hesitance there.


‘Harpagus?’ Croesus said.


‘The king did not ask for you,’ the general said slowly.


‘What?’


‘He did not think he would need your advice. But I want you to be there.’


‘Why?’


‘The king is not himself.’ Harpagus paused. ‘Perhaps he will speak to you. You are the only one he talks to in that way.’


‘In what way?’


‘As though you are his wife.’


‘He should have brought Cassandane with him,’ said Croesus. ‘He misses her.’


‘That may be. You will have to do instead.’


They drew close to the king’s tent, passing through the ranks of the Immortals, Cyrus’s personal bodyguards. Croesus looked at them, trying to pick out men he recognized, to see the new faces there. Any who fell in battle were replaced before the next setting of the sun, and the Immortals had never gone into night with less than ten thousand standing in their ranks.


‘That is an ugly beast,’ the general said, looking at Croesus’s mule.


‘Stubborn too. Still, it makes me a prince amongst the servants and the slaves. You should hear them complain.’ Croesus leaned forward and gave the mule a rare, affectionate scratch between the ears. It spat on the ground. ‘It was kind of Cyrus to let me have him. A kindness to an old man.’


‘He just wants to keep his property intact. His talking curiosity, a slave who was once a king.’ He nodded at the mule. ‘What do you call it anyway, your ugly little steed?’


‘I call it Harpagus, of course.’


The general threw back his head, and gave a dry-throated chuckle. ‘Very good. I like that.’


They drew up before the king’s tent. It was a vast, many chambered structure, a palace on the plains. Even in all the years that he had served the king of Persia, Croesus had seen perhaps a quarter of its contents. Only the king knew all the secrets that it contained.


Croesus swung himself down from his mule, wincing at the cracking of his knees. He lifted the heavy cloth of the tent, and stepped through.


It took his eyes a moment to adjust from the glare of the sun to the dim reddish light inside. Within, gathered in a semi circle, he could see the men whose decisions controlled the fate of millions – the captain of the Immortals, a high priest of the Magi, the king’s eldest son, Cambyses. On the far side of the tented chamber, a cushion serving as his throne, Cyrus, king of Persia and many other kingdoms, sat cross-legged on the ground, resting his chin on the palm of one hand, the other toying with the tassels of the carpet.


There were none who could say for certain how old this man was, who had broken the greatest kingdoms of the world to his will as a nomad will break a horse to ride. His face was ageless, the body still that of a young warrior, though Croesus believed him to have lived nearly half a century. It did not seem enough time to have done all the things that Cyrus had done. The world had never seen a king like him.


‘Well,’ Cyrus said. ‘I suppose we can begin now.’


Croesus knelt and touched his forehead to the ground. ‘My apologies, master.’


‘Harpagus is the one who should apologize. But no matter.’ The king gave an elegant wave of his hand. ‘Sit down.’


Croesus found a place next to the king’s son, Cambyses, the young man reluctantly shuffling aside to give him space to sit. Cyrus nodded to one of his bodyguards. ‘Bring him in.’


The entrance parted again, and the messenger entered the tent, his hair pooling around his waist, a wolf-fur coat slung over his shoulders. An emissary from a different world.


The nomad gave a small nod to the king, then closed his eyes and began to repeat his message. ‘I bring my words from Queen Tomyris of the Massagetae. King of Persia—’


‘Just Persia; you note that?’ Cyrus said, and the messenger fell into silence at the interruption. ‘No mention of Babylon, the Medes, the Ionians. Or Lydia for that matter, Croesus.’ He looked back to the Massagetae. ‘Go on.’


‘Rule your people, and try to bear the sight of me ruling mine. But of course, you will ignore my advice . . .’


‘That much is true.’


‘. . . for the last thing you want is to live in peace.’


Cyrus opened his mouth again, as if to deliver another retort. But he had no answer to this.


‘Listen then,’ the messenger continued. ‘If you want to face the Massagetae, we will withdraw three days’ march from the river and send you boats for the crossing, and we can settle things in the way you have become accustomed. Or, if you prefer, withdraw three days yourself, and let us meet on your side of the river. The choice is yours.’


There was silence for a moment.


‘Very well,’ Cyrus said. ‘Leave us. My men will give you food and wine—’


‘No wine,’ the messenger said. ‘Just water.’


‘As you wish. You will have your response soon enough. Now go.’


Croesus watched the messenger walk away, his gait the strangely awkward one of a man whose legs and hips had shaped themselves to a horse’s barrel chest from a lifetime in the saddle.


‘What do you think?’ the king said to his council, and it was Cambyses who spoke first.


‘We can defeat them wherever we fight under your leadership,’ the king’s son said. ‘Why worry about which side of the river the battle is held?’ Cambyses smiled. ‘You and I could fight them alone, Father, do you not think?’


Croesus could not help but wince at this. This council, which had fought and won a hundred battles without loss, approached war with respect to the gods and careful planning, not the empty promise of heroics. And Cambyses, feeling the quality of the silence and knowing that he had blundered, dropped his head and looked to the ground.


‘Thank you, my son,’ the king said slowly. ‘Your bravery, it is commendable. Now, Harpagus? What were you going to say?’


‘Let them come over to this side. When we defeat them, we shall drive them into the river.’


There were nods from the other men in the room. Cyrus looked to his slave. ‘Croesus? What do you think?’


‘I am not much of a strategist.’


‘Surprise me. Give me some of that original thinking.’


‘Very well. No one has mentioned the possibility that we might lose.’


The king did not reply for a time. ‘Well,’ Cyrus said at last, ‘that is an original thought. We outnumber them. They fight with brass, we fight with iron. We will not lose.’


‘But we could. It may be bad strategy to fight with your back against a river. But if we lose on that side of the river, your empire is protected. If we lose on this side, there’s nothing to stop them from sweeping down through the northern kingdoms as well.’


Cyrus laughed. A hard-edged, mocking laugh that Croesus had never heard before. ‘I asked for original thinking,’ the king said. ‘Not something that a child might say. We have fought the greatest armies in the world, and you think we will lose to these horsemen? That is the kind of thinking that lost you your own kingdom.’ Now laughter broke around the tent, Cambyses loudest of all.


The king turned to Harpagus. ‘We will bring them to our side, as you suggest. Give the word to the army—’


‘Very well,’ Croesus snapped. ‘Let them say Cyrus the Great gave ground before a woman. If that is how you want to be remembered, so be it!’


Silence followed. The sharp silence that is a prelude to disaster.


‘Out,’ Cyrus said softly. ‘All of you.’


The others filed slowly from the tent, and Croesus got to his feet, clasped his hands behind his back. He waited for the rebuke and the announcement of his punishment. But no words came. He lifted his head, and saw that the king was not looking at him, but was still sitting and staring listlessly into thin air.


On their last day in Babylon, before the long march to this northern frontier, Croesus remembered that he had been called to the king’s chamber, and had found Cyrus arguing with one of his wives, Cassandane. Dark-eyed and beautiful, she spoke insistently, in some dialect that he did not understand. Whether she were trying to dissuade him from marching, or seeking some last gesture of love, he did not know.


The king had said nothing to her. Not a single word. It was only when he had turned away from his wife that Croesus had seen that Cyrus was not angry or sorrowful. He had been blank-eyed, as he was now. He seemed driven not by thought or desire, but by some irresistible compulsion.


‘Why are we here, master?’


At last, Cyrus looked at him. ‘There was a time when you would not have dared speak to me like that,’ he said.


‘Call it the privilege of age. A king’s wrath is less intimidating to an old man.’


‘You are angry at me?’


‘You told me once that the wars were finished. That we would stay in Babylon. And now, we are here. I just want to know why.’


‘I do not know, Croesus. I am sure there was a reason, once. But I have forgotten it. Perhaps we should not be here. I think that God has punished me for it.’


‘Why, master?’


Cyrus bowed his head into his hands. The king had always had an energy to him that was almost tangible. Now, Croesus thought it was still there, but much diminished. It is possible to feel the cold more acutely in the presence of a dying fire than in front of no fire at all. That was how Croesus felt in front of Cyrus, like a man shivering in front of a failing fire.


‘Another message came today,’ the king said, his head still in his hands. ‘From Babylon. I have told no one of it.’


‘What does it say?’


Cyrus looked up at him, and his eyes were without hope. ‘My wife is dying,’ he said.


Croesus did not reply. Some of the king’s wives had been taken for passion, some for diplomacy. Before he had marched the army north to the plains, he had even sent a proposal to Tomyris of the Massagetae, seeking to win her kingdom through marriage. But there was only one woman that he could be speaking of now.


‘Cassandane has caught a fever,’ the king said. ‘The surgeons say that it will kill her. I love her, more than any of the others. More than I have ever loved anyone. I never said that to her. I thought I would have more time.’


‘I am sure that she knows, master.’


Cyrus did not seem to hear him. ‘I wonder if she is dead already,’ he said. ‘It has taken that rider many days to reach us. I think that she must be.’


‘I am sorry, master.’


‘Tell me what I should do. I know what to do when the odds are against me. I’ve fought many battles that way. But I do not know what to do with the impossible.’


‘You think that I do?’ said Croesus.


‘You were a great king once. Now you are a slave. For you to still be living is an impossibility. And yet here you are. I think you have found your way out of many impossibilities in your time.’ Cyrus tried to smile, but there was no joy in it. ‘What should I do?’


Croesus tried to remember his own wife. She had taken her life the day his city had fallen, the day he lost his freedom. The truth, he realized, was that he could not remember her, and he knew that this was the truth that Cyrus was not ready to hear – that he would forget Cassandane, would be glad to forget her and the pain of her. That he would be left with only an absent hollow, like a lake that has been lost with the passing of time and leaves nothing but a scattering of stones, the worn bones of fish that drowned in the air, to mark where it once was.


‘Write to her,’ he said. ‘Think of all that you want to say to her, and write it down.’


‘She will never live to read such a letter. What good can that do?’


‘None. But write it anyway.’


Cyrus gave an almost imperceptible nod. ‘I will. And I will think on what you said.’ The king turned his head aside, and Croesus knew that he had been dismissed. He bowed deeply and left the tent, glad to go back into air, and light.


Back inside, the king sat still and alone in silence for a time. He beckoned to a servant to bring him a small table, clay and a stylus. When they were laid in front of him, he placed his hands on the clay and closed his eyes for a moment, like a man at prayer.


He opened them again, and began to write.




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


3


Near to the river, there was a point where the ground sloped up slightly. It could not be called a hill, but it was as close as the plains came to such a thing. It was from this point that a solitary nomad watched the Persian army.


The Massagetae feared the lone rider on the plains more than a marching army. It was the mark of a madman if he rode hard, driving his horse to death to run from the phantoms of his mind. If he rode hunched low on his saddle, he had been flogged and cast out of his tribe for some crime or betrayal. Either way, to ride alone was a death sentence for the nomads. No man could survive on the plains alone for long, and no other tribe would take in a rider with scars on his back or a madman’s words falling from his tongue. They made an exception only for the mystic, who wanders between tribes the way a river meanders through the plains, belonging to all and none at the same time.


This lone rider was such a man; he had gone to the high place by the river to fast and meditate. Every few years, he would ride out from the tribe he had adopted to spend some time in contemplation; then he would wait and see what other home he could find, taking up with whatever tribe happened to come along first.


He had heard of the call to arms that Queen Tomyris had put out, summoning every warrior of the plains to gather together and resist the Persian advance. Such things held no interest for him. What was a man’s attempt to carve up the land one way or another, when the Sun proclaimed his sole mastery at every dawn?


The army below might mean his death. Not through direct action; even if their scouts had come across him, a solitary man would be of no interest to them, his old horse not worth stealing. But they had driven away every tribe that might have given him shelter for ten parasangs in every direction. The plains were filled with the skeletons of holy men who had cast themselves into the sea of the steppe and had not found safe passage with another tribe. He might join them soon, yet he bore the army no grudge. If it was his time, it was his time. His dreaming life would be over, and his spirit would sink into the grasslands that he had made his home, would travel to the next world. As a mystic he knew what the afterlife looked like; he had seen it in his dreams. It was an endless plain, a mirror of this world. It held no fear for him.


He meditated and waited for several days, watching as a group of Massagetae boats arrived to meet the Persians, as the army gathered itself and prepared to cross the great river. On the third day, he saw that the dawn was the deep shade of red, the colour of omens, that told him it was time to move on. He would ride south with the sun at his left hand and see what his fate held for him.


Though the war between the Massagetae and the Persians did not matter to him, on a whim, the mystic decided to cast an augury before he rode out, more for practice than out of any genuine curiosity. He carved the sigils into the earth in blessing of the Sun, carefully wiping the blade free of dirt and muttering an apology to the god that he had no better sacrifice to offer. He took up the rabbit he had snared that day. It kicked weakly against the leather thongs that bound it, trying to squirm free of his hand. He knocked it between the ears with the butt of knife and opened its throat with the bronze blade. He let the blood soak into the marked earth, then opened its belly and spread its entrails cleanly.


Looking down into the red knots of flesh, he read the outcome of the battle that would soon be fought. He clucked his tongue in surprise at what he saw. Then he swung into the saddle and rode south, leaving the army to its destiny and going in search of his own.


Beside the river, Croesus watched the boats come from the other side, dozens of sturdy, simple craft made from bone and leather. He watched those Persians who had experience of river and sea come forward to check that the boats had not somehow been rigged to sink. One by one they disembarked, signalling to their companions that there was no trick. The captains moved back through the army, shouting and gesturing, trying to impose some kind of order, to move close to a hundred thousand people across the water.


Croesus looked away. Down near the river’s edge, he saw a figure sitting by himself, tearing up clumps of rushes and throwing them into the fast-flowing water, a pair of bodyguards sitting a discreet way off.


When Croesus drew close enough for his footsteps to be heard, Cambyses turned his way. The young man leaned forward, blinked and stared, but it was not until Croesus was very near that the prince seemed to recognize him. His eyes were growing weak as the years passed, and already he had the frail vision of an old man three times his age. Cyrus had brought doctors and medicine men from countless different lands, but none of their treatments had worked. Croesus had heard rumours that Cyrus had sent emissaries as far as Egypt, hoping that their old knowledge could provide some kind of a cure. None spoke of it, but all feared that the prince would one day be blind. And a blind man could not rule.


‘May I join you, my prince?’


Cambyses shrugged and turned back to the river. Croesus sat a respectful distance away.


‘I am sorry that I laughed at you,’ Cambyses said. ‘Before, in my father’s tent.’


‘You never have to apologize to me, Cambyses.’


‘I know. But I wanted to, anyway.’ He tossed another piece of grass into the river. ‘Anyway, he took your advice. I embarrassed him, and so he ignored what I said.’


‘A whim of the king. A favour to an old man. It means nothing.’


‘No,’ Cambyses said. ‘He did what you suggested because he respects you. He does not respect me. I disappoint him. That is true, is it not?’


‘We all disappoint our fathers. But they forgive us.’


‘I do not want to be forgiven.’ Cambyses looked out across the river, at the plains. ‘I hate this place,’ he said, and Croesus wondered just what the other man could see of the plains, with his eyes as weak as they were. Perhaps in mountainous country he could still see the ridges and peaks, and near the sea he could hear the sound of the rolling waves. A city would be alive with sound and colour, and have its own appeal to the near-blind man. Out here, he saw only an empty world.


‘I wish I was with my family,’ the young man said.


‘I understand. I miss my friends as well, master.’


‘You have friends?’


Croesus almost laughed at the baldness of the question, but saw that Cambyses was quite serious. ‘Yes, I do,’ he said. ‘Two slaves, like me. Hellenes, from the coast and the islands. Isocrates, and Maia.’


‘Where are they now?’


‘In Pasargadae. They are helping to build your father’s palace there.’ He thought for a moment, and smiled to himself. ‘Isocrates will be organizing things as usual. He would have made a good king, if things had been different.’


‘You have told him this?’


‘Oh, no. He would be insulted if I did.’ He paused. ‘I do not know what Maia will be doing. But I am sure she will find some way to make herself useful.’


‘You will see them again soon?’


‘If the gods will it.’


‘I hope I will see my mother as well. I miss her.’


‘Yes,’ Croesus said slowly. ‘I hope you do.’


‘Why did you come to me, Croesus?’ Cambyses said. ‘None of the others want to talk to me.’


‘They do not presume to intrude on your time as I do, master.’


‘No,’ Cambyses said flatly. ‘That is not it. Perhaps soon I will understand why they hate me.’ Then the prince stood, and strode off without another word.


Croesus sat on the bank alone for a time. He thought of his own sons.


One he had buried long ago. The other, Gyges, a mute Croesus had mistaken for a madman, had been taken as a slave when Sardis fell. Many years later, in Babylon, Croesus had sent him away with a family of horse traders so that his son could be free of the city that threatened to drive him insane. Those who took Gyges in had been Massagetae.


Croesus had never thought that Cyrus’s army would come this far. He imagined where his son might be, out somewhere in this vast plain. He had no fear that Gyges would be in the army that waited for them beyond the river. He had never done anything that he did not want to. You could no more hand a spear to him and expect him to use it than you could command a dog to eat grass. Perhaps, he thought, that was at the root of the boy’s strangeness. What had been mistaken for madness was simple resolve to be who he was, not what he was commanded to be. He wondered whether his son still lived, what place he had found amongst the people of the plains.


Nearby, Croesus could hear a familiar voice calling out orders to his men. He looked over his shoulder and saw Harpagus stalking through the army, leaving shaken captains in his wake, orders ringing in their ears. Croesus waved to Harpagus, and the general looked at the slave with a sour twist in his mouth. He turned, gave one particularly barbed set of commands to the soldier who stood to attention close by, then wandered over to join the old slave on the banks of the channel.


‘I see you are shirking your duties to stare at a river,’ the general said.


‘When I was a king,’ said Croesus, ‘there was a man in my court called Thales. He seemed to spend all his time staring at the sun and the moon and the stars, and they called him a philosopher for it. I have seen many great rivers in my life. The Pactolus, the Halys, the Euphrates. Now this one. Perhaps I could be a philosopher of the rivers. What do you think?’


‘I hope you like crossing them as much as you seem to like staring at them. And I hope you are pleased that Cyrus has ignored my advice to indulge your fantasies.’


‘I do not suppose that’s what you had in mind when you took me to the council. My apologies.’


‘No matter. We shall win either way.’


‘I am sure you are right.’ Croesus stretched his feet forward, and felt the cool water run over them. ‘Why are you here, Harpagus?’


‘I came to rescue you from the prince.’


‘I needed no rescuing. I am fond of him.’


Harpagus raised an eyebrow.


‘That is unworthy of you, Harpagus.’


‘He is not a king yet. I wonder if he ever will be,’ Harpagus said. ‘What do you see in him?’


‘Something of my sons, perhaps. I have buried one, and the other is lost to me. I miss them. You must forgive an old man his indulgences.’


‘Oh, I shall try.’


They sat for a time on the bank of the river, two old men looking out on the running water.


‘I have an interesting plan for when we get to the other side,’ Harpagus said, breaking the silence.


‘What kind of plan?’


‘A trick for the Massagetae. You will like it. Risky, but inventive.’


‘That does not sound like you.’


‘Your bad influence on me,’ Harpagus said. ‘I can always say it was one of your daft ideas if it goes wrong.’


‘How comforting.’


Harpagus stood, slapping the dust from his tunic. ‘Come on. The boats are waiting.’ He reached down and offered the slave a hand. ‘You cross with me.’


Croesus took one last look at the river, then clasped the other man’s hand, struggled to his feet, and made his way slowly towards the boats.


As he walked, motion caught his eye. He watched a single horseman ride down from the high point on the plains, travelling south. A lone traveller, he thought to himself, and paid it no mind.




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


4


At dawn the next day, a Persian detachment marched out from the encampment on the far side of the river. They hunted, not for water or meat, but for a particular kind of landscape. They did not look for a place to stage an ambush or fight a pitched battle. They looked for a place that would be tempting for other reasons. They looked for a place of beauty.


After some searching, they found a pleasant hollow beside a small river, a tributary of the great Yakhsha Arta. It was a spot where any seasoned rider would stop and water his horses, then be tempted to linger on, listening to the silvery sound of the shallow water, enjoying the sun on his face and the soft earth under his back.


They planted four high poles and strung a heavy cloth covering between them. There were clouds blowing in, and it would not do to have their trap made unappealing by the rain. In the dry space below they laid heavy cushions and unrolled thick carpets that were perfect for bare feet to dance on.


They laid out the gifts, chosen with care. Gold was worthless to the Massagetae. One of their most common metals, it was considered a poor, soft substitute for brass. They would have laughed at jewels as well, trinkets for women of no value to a warrior. Instead, the Persians offered iron daggers with intricately patterned bone handles, bronze spears and axes, light tents that held out the rain and were quick to put up or collapse. Fine treasures for nomads who valued only practicality.


They surrounded these with dozens of amphoras of wine, dark and unwatered. They placed skinned sheep carcasses above stacked wood and kindling, and waited for a north wind to blow. When it came, they lit the fires under the carcasses, watching the cooking smoke blow north, towards the Massagetae.


They should have waited all day and night with no success. The Massagetae, at the great conference of shepherds that had gathered their army together, had been warned against greed and told to be alert to the trickery of the Persians. But, by chance or by fate, a group rode within sight of the camp, and at their head was a captain who had his own reason for taking a foolish chance.


He gave a long, ululating war cry, and swung his band of horsemen back towards the trap.


As Croesus passed through the camp towards the king’s tent the next morning, he noted, as was his habit, the mood of the men around him, the way a sailor would study the sky to glean a sense of the day ahead. He had learned to watch for the signs of trouble, the whispering talk, the silent man sitting alone, that spoke of illness or defeat. On this day, he saw spearmen smiling openly, small infractions of discipline going unpunished by the captains, people telling stories with animated motions of their hands. Whatever had happened in the night, it seemed the plan had gone well.


He reached the king’s tent, but paused before he went in, stopped by a sound. He listened again, and from within the folds of the tent he recognized one of the many sounds of war that he had almost managed to forget. The soft clink of chains.


The prisoner was a young man, who sat hunched and dirty and miserable, in one corner of the tent. His hands and feet were bound together with iron chains, which moved and rattled as the prisoner lifted them up and stared at them. He stared at his bindings with such horror that Croesus wondered if the young man had seen such a thing before. Perhaps the rough justice of the plains had no use for such things, exile and the whip being sufficient punishment for all the crimes that a man could commit. Confinement was a horror that he had not dreamed of.


‘Your trick worked, I take it?’ he said to Harpagus.


‘Their messenger gave me the idea, when he refused the wine,’ said the general. ‘Their people are not used to it.’ He nodded towards the prisoner. ‘We caught them sleeping off the drink.’


‘And who is this?’


‘The queen’s son,’ Cyrus said. ‘He is called Spargapises.’


At the sound of his name, the one word he could have understood out of what was being said, Spargapises burst into tears and covered his face. Croesus looked away from the prisoner, and noted an absence in the tent.


‘Where is Cambyses?’ Croesus said to the king.


Cyrus hesitated. ‘There are other things that I wanted him to do,’ the king said slowly. ‘There is no need for him to be here.’


You did not want him to see this, Croesus thought. ‘What will you do with him?’ he said aloud.


‘Tomyris’s messenger is back again. No doubt to bargain for the return of her son.’


‘What will you do?’


‘What do you think I should do?’


Croesus reached out a hand and leaned against one of the poles of the tent, feeling the grain of the wood against his palm as if it were a spear in his hand. He felt something akin to the warrior’s weariness, a particular exhaustion born of fear and doubt. ‘Keep her son as a hostage,’ he said. ‘Make peace with her. That is what I think you should do.’


The king’s face was unreadable. ‘Harpagus?’ he said.


‘It has been done before,’ the general said slowly. ‘But she will not surrender fully to you. Not even for her son. You may get a tribute, but that is all.’


‘I do not know if I can be satisfied with that,’ the king said, almost to himself. ‘We have come a long way.’


‘No one has ever won tribute from the Massagetae,’ Croesus said. ‘You could be the first.’


Cyrus fell silent and thought for a time. He looked at the prisoner, who stared mutely back at him, and then nodded to one of the guards.


When the Massagetae emissary entered, he did not bow, and spoke at once. ‘I have a message from the queen.’


Cyrus inclined his head. ‘You may speak.’


‘Glutton as you are for blood,’ the messenger said, ‘you have no cause to be proud of this day’s work. There was no soldier’s courage here. Your weapon was the fruit of the vine. Give me back my son and leave my country, and be content with your little victory. If you refuse, I swear by the Sun to give you more blood than you can drink, for all your gluttony.’


There was silence in the tent, broken only by the quiet sobbing of the prisoner, the rattle of his chains.


‘She certainly has courage,’ Cyrus said at last. ‘And a fine way with words. Tell her that her son will be safe if she offers me a yearly tribute, and will swear to a peaceful alliance with me. I will not seek to conquer her people. I do not ask her to prostrate herself before the king of Persia, but she must bend her knee a little.’ Cyrus paused, and when he spoke again, there was a different quality to his speech. He spoke as a man, not as a king. ‘Will she accept, do you think?’
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