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Prologue

 

The field hospital was little more than linen cloths strung between poles to alleviate the worst of the midday sun. Scores of wounded soldiers lay packed beneath them on the bare earth, spilling out to each side of the shade, where the suffering of the battle's survivors had thirst and heat added to the plague of flies that had arrived to torment them. Now the hum of insect wings provided a background to the moans of the conscious victims and the muted clatter and murmur of overworked physicians and their blood-spattered assistants.

Through the scene of devastation walked a young man with fair hair and an aura of authority. His two companions towered head and shoulders above him, but nobody had eyes for them. Every eye turned to watch the young man, and even the dying stifled their groans as he drew near, pale bloodless faces turning to him as if his very presence could turn back the remorseless march of death.

The young man stopped at every wounded soldier, stooping to grasp a hand or touch a shoulder, murmuring a word of thanks or praise, often using the wounded man's name. With some, the young man dropped to his knees and spoke at greater length, remembering past deeds, but no man was ignored--even the unconscious or dead warranted a look or a sigh. His companions stood in silence behind him, watching in pride and awe as their commander gave of his own strength in an effort to strengthen his men.

"How does he do it, Hephaestion?" one of his companions murmured. "He knows every man by name. Even I don't know the names of half the men in my troop."

Hephaestion smiled, his eyes never leaving the fair young man on his knees beside a grizzled, blood-soaked soldier old enough to be his father. "Perhaps when you do, Philippos, you too will be Alexander."

The trio continued onward, the long day slipping toward nightfall. Outside the confines of the field hospital, the Macedonian army cleared the battlefield of the fallen, separating out the bodies of their comrades from those of the Sogdian enemy, and setting up camp for the night. Alexander took no sustenance as he communed with the wounded, taking neither food nor drink, but he looked none the worse for his labours, feeding off the strength of his spirit.

Toward sunset he arrived beside the last handful of men and looked down at a tall fair-haired Macedonian clad in the remains of antique armour, a bloodied band of cloth wound around his head.

"What's your name, soldier?" Alexander asked softly. "You're one of few here I don't know."

"Nikometros, sir."

"Son of Leonnatos, from the hills behind Pella," Philippos added. "He's in my troop. Brave, if a trifle inexperienced."

"Indeed? I know Leonnatos and as his son you are welcome."

"I...I met you once, sir. At Mieza."

Alexander stared at Nikometros for a minute, and then nodded. "I remember--the white fox cub, wasn't it?"

Nikometros essayed a smile. "Yes sir. And again at Siwa."

Alexander nodded again, the faintest of smiles creasing his tanned face. "How's your head?"

Nikometros lifted a hand to touch his head and bit back a wave of pain. "It will mend, sir," he gasped.

Alexander squeezed the fallen man's shoulder and passed on to the next man. Shortly after, but only when he had comforted the last of the survivors, he accepted a cup of watered wine and a piece of bread. Refusing a seat, the young king looked out over the campsite and then turned to the east, staring hungrily toward the unseen horizon.

"We move out at first light."

"What of the wounded?" Hephaestion asked. "Many will not be fit to travel for days."

"Leave a company to guard them, and half the physicians. They can catch up when they've recovered."

"The more severely wounded?"

"Have them taken to the settlements and outposts. When they recover, they can join the men who govern these lands in my name."

At dawn, the Macedonian army moved on, toward the east once more, leaving over a hundred wounded behind them. Days later, most of them were well enough to start in pursuit of the vanished army, but Nikometros and a score of the others found themselves sent to tiny military outposts scattered in the wake of conquest, where small detachments of soldiers strove to keep the peace, a handful of Macedonian soldiers amidst thousands of newly subjugated tribesmen. By the time the wounded recovered fully, the army was far to the east and their duty now lay with the garrisons that had taken them in.

One such outpost lay on the southern borders of the great rolling plains of grass known as Scythia.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

Razor-sharp shadows cast by the harsh sunlight made the landscape unreal and forbidding, adding to the feeling of unease that had been gradually washing over Nikometros, son of Leonnatos. The patrol had been following the tracks of the bandits for half a day--tracks that led into the stony, barren hills near the Oxus River--without finding them. It was as if they had sunk into the dry ground or taken wing. Desolation met Nikometros' eyes in every direction as he scanned the valley and rock-strewn hillsides--the desolation of a largely lifeless land. The few signs of human existence, crude stone and timber dwellings, were now in smoking ruins.

The stench of burning flesh hung heavy in the still, hot air, and the sounds of his horse picking its way between the stones on the uneven path were flat and muted. Flies, ever-present, rose in swirling clouds as the horse's shadow fell over nameless carrion, settling again a moment later. His horse shied as a vulture squawked and beat its way slowly into the air, and Nikometros leaned forward, patting the stallion's neck, soothing him. "Easy, Diomede, easy!"

Horse and rider picked their way slowly over uneven ground past a burned-out hovel. A dirty, unkempt figure moved slowly on foot alongside him, kicking aside bits and pieces of pottery and other debris that lay scattered by the side of the track. The buzzing of flies, the soft clop of hooves and the muted jingling of harness were the only sounds invading the silence. Nikometros scanned the rocky ground ahead, seeking the danger he knew must be near but finding nothing. His head ached, bright sunlight spearing his red-rimmed eyes, and he removed his antique bronze helmet, raising a hand to touch the scar that lay beneath his sweat-soaked hair. He looked up to where a few kites circled high above, almost lost in the intense blue of the mountain sky, the sight reminding him of the cold airs above the mountains of his homeland. The crush of heat as he lowered his eyes to the Scythian mountain wastes was almost too much for him. 

Nikometros shifted his weight when his stallion fidgeted, stamping and trying to turn as another horseman came up alongside him. He turned to see his friend, Eumenion, smiling at him. 

"There's nothing here, Niko. We should head for home."

Nikometros felt again the pang of injustice as his friend spoke. They were of equal rank, but Eumenion was his superior by a month. That was enough to give him command of the patrol, even though Nikometros had seen more fighting than his companion.

"I disagree," Nikometros murmured. "The bandits obviously passed this way and recently, but I don't trust our guide. He keeps assuring me they are nowhere near."

Eumenion glanced at the figure of their guide standing stolidly by Nikometros' horse's head. Short and solidly built, clothed in dirty rags, and reeking from accumulated filth, his body blended in with the desolate rocky ground. His dirty face gazed vacantly at the hills around them.

"I'm not sure he's capable of guile, Niko," he replied. "He hardly seems aware of us."

Nikometros reached down and tapped the guide on the head, grimacing as he did so. He was sure the man was covered in lice.

"Raiders...where are?" he said, twisting his tongue around the recently learned syllables of the Scythian tongue.

The guide looked up at him with a blank stare then shrugged and pointed once more up the valley. 

Nikometros cursed softly. "A plague on this language, 'Menion. I wish I knew enough of it to really question him and find out where he's leading us. I'd also feel happier if we had enough men to send out a proper scouting party."

"All the more reason to head for camp then. There's nothing happening here."

"But they've been here. You can see the bodies, the pillaged huts."

Eumenion looked around and yawned. "They're only natives, when all's said and done. Oh, all right, Niko, a compromise." He pointed up the valley. "We'll go as far as the crest of the ridge. If we see nothing, then we head home. Agreed?"

"I'll move them ahead then."

Nikometros snapped off a sardonic salute, wheeled his horse, and galloped back to the men waiting further down the dusty track. The body of horsemen broke into a trot when Nikometros beckoned them forward, clattering forward over the rough ground. They displayed little discipline, joking and chattering to one another as they rode. Nikometros upbraided the first of them but the men, mostly older recruits, took no notice. Instead, he contented himself with examining the men as they passed, putting a name to each face, scrutinising their equipment, noting how each sat his horse.

"Ten only," he muttered to himself. "And only half-trained recruits at that. May the gods keep us." His right hand went to the ornate gold armband around his left arm, as it always did when he was worried. The armband had been his mother's, and her mother's before her, a trophy of some long-forgotten war with the Illyrians on Macedon's northern border. It featured a woman's upper body merging into the coils of a serpent. A prized possession, Nikometros felt that some daemon of good luck resided within it. He rubbed it absentmindedly, hoping his luck held for them today.

Spurring his horse forward Nikometros took up a position near the head of the column, the guide running alongside and holding onto his horse's mane. The valley narrowed, the path steepening, and the rock walls drew together in a short but narrow defile before rising to the ridge crest, marked by two large boulders. When they entered the mouth of the defile, Eumenion raised his hand, and slowed the column to a walk. Nikometros scanned the rocky hillsides, looking for any sign of movement. Only the sun-baked earth met his intense gaze, waves of heat distorting the air. A few scraggly trees sprawled over the boulder-strewn ground, casting harsh shadows in the bright sunlight. Sweat trickled slowly down his back. Flies gathered in a small cloud around him, settling around his stallion's eyes and mouth. It tossed its head irritably, snorting. Nikometros shifted uncomfortably, the worn, leather straps of his armour digging into tensed muscles. He slipped his helmet back on, immediately feeling the sweat pour out and soak his hair.

The column moved slowly forward, penetrating deeper into the defile. Eumenion moved up beside Nikometros, his brown gelding whickering softly at the golden stallion.

"It's too quiet, Niko," Eumenion said nervously. "We should turn back."

Nikometros frowned. "You said the ridge crest. It's not far."

"It's a good place for an ambush."

"Then we will have achieved our purpose and found the bandits." He stared at Eumenion. "We continue?"

Eumenion hesitated, and then nodded.

Nikometros searched the pass in front of him with his eyes, before turning to the fidgeting column of men and horses behind them. "Move forward slowly, and as you love your lives, stay alert as we go through there."

He pointed his sword at the guide, who looked up at him impassively, scratching his armpit. Nikometros leaned down, gesturing with the sword.

"There up take," he said then cursing, tried again. "Take us up there, but if you lying, I kill you, no make mistake."

The guide looked sullenly at him before turning away. The column of horsemen, with the two officers at its head, moved slowly up the path and through the defile in single file, passing between the larger rocks at the crest of the ridge. Nikometros looked keenly about him when they topped the ridge, but could see no sign of danger. The shade cast by the large boulders was a short but welcome relief from the heat. Nothing stirred on the slopes, on either side, as the column moved slowly over the ridge crest. The path before them descended steeply for fifty paces before leveling out.

Nikometros pointed to the level space. "We can rest there before we turn back." He found himself rubbing his armband again, and dropped his hand self-consciously. The horses' hooves slipped in the loose scree, the clatter of the rocks and the jangling of metal sounding loud in the baking immobility of the bare hillside. Nikometros slowed and looked back to check on the men, seeing the last of them emerge from the shadows of the rocks on the ridge crest.

"That cursed fool's half asleep," he muttered to himself. Nikometros opened his mouth to shout at the soldier swaying on his horse. A shadow flitted across the sun and something whispered in the still air. He glanced upward, glimpsing swift movement above. Eumenion grunted beside him, and Nikometros swung round to face his companion.

Eumenion stared back at him; a wide-eyed empty look of horror, and his hands scrabbled at his throat. He opened his mouth and blood cascaded down his chin. The officer slid slowly back off his horse, falling limply to the ground. Nikometros watched all this in numbed disbelief, the silence and lack of awareness of danger making the events seem unreal. Eumenion lay on his side on the stony ground, an arrow shaft in his neck propping his head up. His dead eyes seemed to be looking back up the trail.

Unthinkingly, Nikometros glanced in the same direction. So little time had passed that the trooper swaying on his horse in the shadows of the rock was still falling, and two others began to fall with him. A shout of warning left his lips as reality flooded into his mind. Nikometros jerked his horse's head round, seeking the guide, but the man had disappeared. As another volley of arrows whistled overhead, he saw figures moving on the far slope, many more than he would have expected. Nikometros looked back at his friend's body for a moment then shook himself back into reality, cursing as he realised the folly in delay.

"Men, to me!" he yelled. "Form up on me...shields over your heads."

One of the soldiers surged back up the path, whipping his horse frenziedly. A man stepped out from the shadows on the ridge crest, and cast a spear, taking the horse low down in the neck. The horse screamed and reared, throwing its rider. Before the man could rise, two youths were upon him, hacking downward with short swords.

The remaining men closed on Nikometros, jostling his horse. Strained faces peered around shields as they struggled to maintain a position close to him. The clatter of arrows on the shields brought back an instant memory of hailstones on the wooden roof tiles of his uncle's hall near Pella, and of safety. He felt a strong desire to lose himself in pleasant memories as the weight of his responsibilities fell upon him. His friend Eumenion was dead. Unless he took some action--instantly--he would be joining him in Hades, as would his men. It was now his duty to care for the troopers. He looked quickly around, taking in the situation.

 "Listen, men," he cried, pitching his voice to carry over the din. "We are going to have to break free, and we can't go back through the pass. Follow me down the valley. Keep in close formation, shields up!"

Nikometros kicked his horse in the ribs, pulling his head towards the slope and urging him onward. The powerful stallion leapt forward, plunging down, scattering rocks, and slipping in the loose rubble of the scree slope. High-pitched cries came from the hillside when the ambushers saw their prey escaping. Another volley of arrows followed, but these already fell short as the surviving troopers fled. Aware of riders close behind him, Nikometros spurred his horse on harder, fighting for control on the steep slope, the angry cries of the archers fading rapidly as his small troop raced onward. Down onto the valley floor they fled and, eventually, out onto a broad grassy plain at its base. The Macedonians fled onward, only slowing as their mounts tired.

Pulling his horse up, Nikometros turned to look back at his men, afraid of what he would see. Only five remained. Sweaty, dirt-streaked faces stared back at him, eyes wide, seeking reassurance from their only surviving officer. The men wheeled their mounts round, looking back the way they'd come, quaking at the thought of pursuit. Horses panted and snorted, their coats covered with foam, muscles trembling from the effort of their flight. Nikometros flicked his eyes over his men, registering who remained. He recognised Timon, an older grizzle-bearded Macedonian.

"You, Timon...I saw Doriskos and Thyses fall. What happened to Leonidas and...who was that new man, Periscus was it?"

"Fell in the first volley sir," Timon grunted. "And another three of us took wounds. What do we do now, sir? We can't go back through that valley."

Nikometros did not want to think of what must be done. His mind cringed at the responsibility so suddenly thrust upon him. Five of the men dead...gods! And Eumenion too...He put his shock and grief aside, thinking furiously. We can't risk going back over the ridge, but the hills are low at this end of the mountain range. Perhaps we can go around them. The Oxus River must be close too, and there's a small garrison on the river, closer than our fort. Maybe two days ride. Lifting his head, Nikometros raised his voice so they could all hear him.

"We go around the hills, to the west. That will bring us back to the Oxus River. Then we go south, upriver." He paused, and his voice took on a gentler tone. "There's nothing we can do for our fallen. We'll be back in force later. We can honour our dead then..." 

His voice trailed away when a memory he fought to forget pushed unbidden into his mind. He saw again the ghastly stare on Eumenion's face when death took hold of him. Nikometros gathered his thoughts, and then addressed his men again.

"All right, listen to me. We have a long ride to the river and we can't push our horses much more, but if the gods are with us, we can make it. Keep close together, and don't be tempted to fight if we run into more of the enemy. This time we run." He quelled one or two murmurs at this with a fierce look. "We'll be back and we'll avenge all our comrades then." Nikometros looked into each man's eyes as he spoke, seeing pain and doubt in some, exhaustion in all, but also a desire to survive. "Timon, lead out, double file. At a trot." He kicked his horse into motion and the six remaining troopers formed a rough double line, their shadows long behind them.

Shadows were gathering around the tiny column when at last they rounded the low remnants of the hills. In front of them, though still many miles away across a plain that resembled a sea with the wind rippling the grass like waves, lay the river. Nikometros reined in, letting his horse rest. He gazed over the plain, searching for any trace of the enemy. The ambush by archers and spearmen worried him, though he tried to conceal it from the others. The rabble of local tribesmen owned no horses, and none had been in evidence at the ambush, yet they had followed the tracks of at least twenty horsemen for the last three days.

Where are they now? Nikometros wondered. Have they come through the valley ahead of us? Are they waiting for us somewhere?

Nikometros looked around slowly then pointed towards a small rocky outcrop about half a mile away, nestled beneath the last of the hills. "We camp there tonight," he said, "and try for the river at first light."

The men were reeling with exhaustion as he led them toward the pile of rocks. He wished they could risk a fire tonight but he knew it could easily be seen on these featureless plains. 

At least we have some basic rations, and a warm blanket apiece.

When they drew close to the rocks, a motion beyond caught his eye. Involuntarily pulling back on the reins, his spirit plummeted at the sight of a large body of true Scythian horsemen coming around the edge of the outcrop. They rode easily, men in trousers and jackets, hide boots and Phrygian caps with gaily-coloured material hanging down around their horse's legs. More ominously, they were armed with the short double-curved bows that could cut them down long before they could get to grips with their enemy. 

They had no choice. Nikometros' weary band had nowhere to hide, nowhere to run, and they were heavily outnumbered. His men and horses, tired already, waited for his command, though one or two were already edging away from the oncoming enemy. Nikometros knew that to sit and do nothing meant certain death. To flee, though, was but postponing their fate a short while. But what choice do we have? Wheeling Diomede, Nikometros gestured towards the distant river.

"Ride for the river," he yelled, "we'll be cut down if we stay."

The horses reared, jostling and bumping each other when his men hauled on their reins. Before they could move more than a few paces, loud cries told him they were seen. Nikometros kicked Diomede, forcing him into a gallop, in spite of the horse's great fatigue. His men strung out behind him, thrashing the sides of their horses, hoping for more speed. He glanced back, his throat tightening to see the Scythian horsemen only a few lengths behind. They screamed excited war cries while they rode, their horses moving easily, fresh and full of energy. Nikometros snapped his attention back to his men, urging them onward, but he could see their efforts were hopeless. Already, their horses were faltering, stumbling, their sides streaked with lather. As he watched, the Scythian horsemen swept by on both sides then curved around in a double line to block them. Nikometros cursed volubly. His men hauled at their horse's heads, desperate to avoid a collision with the encircling warriors, but Nikometros knew that surrender meant death.

"Ride through them," he screamed, "we cannot stay here to die."

Nikometros' horse swerved violently, almost unseating him, and he realised it was too late, there was no way through. The gods had turned their faces away and death must surely follow swiftly. His men sat slumped on their jostling horses in the middle of a ring of screaming and laughing riders. The Scythians, brandishing weapons, tightened the circle. At some unseen signal, the ring of galloping horses came to a stop amid clouds of billowing dust, and a complete silence fell. Every Scythian horseman sat staring in at the small group of Greeks. All held a bow at the ready, arrows pointing toward the Macedonians. The soldiers stared back at them, in no doubt that their deaths lay only a few breaths away. The moment dragged out and still the encircling Scythians sat silent and motionless.

"Fight, you sons of whores!" yelled Nikometros. "Come and find out how Macedonians can fight!"

Three riders detached themselves from the ring of horsemen and moved slowly towards him, halting twenty paces away. Two of the men were typically short and squat, but the third, tall and slim, sat his horse silently. The tall man wore a close-fitting leather jacket and trousers, with a cloak over his shoulders. Gold ornaments and jewels hung from his neck and encircled his arms. An ornate felt cap of Phrygian design with inlaid metal rings covered his head. Nikometros locked eyes with him, acknowledging him as the leader. The other two, far more plainly dressed, remained slightly behind him and to each side. They exchanged a few words, too low for him to hear then, at a gesture from the leader, one of the others drew his sword and rode forward slowly, shouting at Nikometros.

Nikometros stood his ground. He resisted the temptation to draw his own sword. Their lives were in the balance and he knew he must not precipitate a massacre by any sudden action. The fact that they had not been killed immediately told him they still had a chance of survival. Maybe the Scythians meant to ransom them. Nikometros dredged up every Scythian word and phrase in his memory, preparing to bargain for their lives.

A high, clear cry came from behind him, lifting the hairs on Nikometros' neck. A soldier pushed past him, still calling out in a high voice. Agamis, the young Thracian, pushed past his companions toward the Scythian leader. He called on his gods to accept his spirit, to know he had lived and died well.

"Agamis," Nikometros shouted. "Halt!"

A glazed look in his eyes, Agamis spurred his horse, calling on his Thracian gods again and launched himself at the trio. An unseen signal from the young Scythian leader released the ring of horsemen and Agamis died, transfixed by several arrows. The ring of horsemen surged inward, swallowing up Nikometros and his men in a confused melee. Nikometros dragged his sword from its sheath and holding his shield high, he dug his heels into Diomede's sides. He swung his sword at a horseman on his right, slashing him across the chest, while blocking another blow with his shield. A spear caught him in the left shoulder, knocking him back and another in his thigh threatened to unseat him.

I die with honour, father. Pain flared in the side of his head, dizzying him, and his bronze helmet tumbled to the ground. The figure of the Scythian leader loomed in front of him, and Nikometros swung blindly, determined to take him with him in death. A jarring shock in his arm swung him around when one of the leader's guards parried his blow. The man shouted and thrust his spear at Nikometros' midriff; the bronze point striking his breastplate and glancing off. Nikometros swung his sword, pushing the spear aside then again, hacking at the guard's neck. The blow connected with the man's shoulder, slicing through the thin leather. The guard cried out shrilly, blood soaking his chest and his face pulled taut in agony. Nikometros pushed his horse past the dying guard, seeking the Scythian leader as horses milled around him, confusing him. Sounds of combat fell away behind him, but he could not spare a look when another spear came at him, searching for his life. His men's cries and shouts faded then ceased and Nikometros knew death had come for them all.

"I will not die alone," he cried out.

His stallion pressed closer to the leader, and a startled look crossed the Scythian leader's eyes when Nikometros swung his sword again. The man jerked backwards, pulling sharply on his reins and half turned his horse to escape the raging blood-covered Macedonian. Nikometros swung wildly at the arms clutching at him and ignored the spears probing his armour. Dropping his shield, he threw himself at the man, falling on the other horse's rump. He slid off, clutching at the man's leg with his hand as he fell, dragging him off his horse. Nikometros fell to the ground, amidst flailing hooves and dust, coughing and clutching his sword and, with an effort, pushed himself up on his knees. Horses stamped and moved around him, bumping into him and churning up the dust, making him cough. A stray hoof thumped into his side. Nikometros looked around wildly, seeking the Scythian leader.

They can't see me for the horses.

The young Scythian leader lay half-stunned on the ground in front of him, making feeble efforts to rise. Nikometros threw himself forward, chopping down awkwardly with his sword. The blow hit the man on his metal-ringed cap, knocking it off and away under the horses' hooves. The leader cried out and raised himself on an elbow, eyes wide as he faced his death. The horses parted momentarily and Nikometros gathered himself for the killing stroke, knowing his own death would closely follow. He raised his sword, his eyes locking with the fallen man's--deep green eyes, wide and staring. Something stirred deep within them as they gazed at Nikometros' own pale blue ones. Long locks of black hair framed a delicate, beardless face; a face too soft, too gentle to be a warrior's.

Awareness flashed through Nikometros' mind at the same moment he started the killing downstroke, "Gods," he croaked, "a woman..." His arm jerked the blade to one side, missing her and burying the blade in the rocky earth. Nikometros' sword slipped from his hand and he knelt in front of her. His right hand crept across his body, fumbled awkwardly with his armband again. The young woman's eyes followed the movement of his hand, her eyes suddenly widening in shock. A shadow crossed his face as a horse moved up beside him and a stunning blow to his head sent blood cascading over his face. Blinded, Nikometros was briefly aware of someone shouting in a clear high-pitched voice before he slipped gratefully into oblivion.

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

Rocking...swaying...darkness...where? What?

Wrapped deep in swaddling furs to keep out the winter cold, his old nurse Helonika rocked him gently in her arms. As awareness seeped back into Nikometros' mind, he clung to memories of comfort, unwilling to face those vague, unsettling thoughts skittering around his head. It was much more pleasant to lie here feeling the strong arms of his nurse cradling him, murmuring reassurances. Formless noises from the household only dimly penetrated his senses. A steady beating noise, keeping time with Helonika's rocking motion, thrummed against his ears. Nikometros felt a dull pain. He groaned. The strong smell of horses grew in his nostrils...

...Nikometros waited for his uncle's groom to come and pick him up from the hard earth. His body ached with the pain of the fall, and his head throbbed, though he did not remember hitting it. He knew he had disobeyed his uncle by trying to ride the new horse. It was such a noble beast; he just had to try, though he knew an eight-year-old boy had no business trying out an unbroken horse. I suppose I'll be beaten now, he thought. Most of the time, he felt happy to be ignored, to go his own way, but it was sometimes difficult being without a proper father. As a child, he called his mother's uncle Leonnatos, father. A few years later he came to realise it was not true. His nurse eventually told him the gossip. He was a child of Ptolemy, son of Lagos, begotten on his mother in a moment of passion. Ptolemy wasn't there as a father, but he was a generous man. He provided well for them, and sometimes a small gift would arrive on the anniversary of his birthing day. Later still, he found out Ptolemy was supposed to be a bastard half-brother of the prince Alexander, son of King Philip. That made Nikometros close kin to the king himself. He felt very important for a few days, until a son of one of the household warriors told him, that as the bastard son of a bastard son, he would never be recognised. His world lurched under him again. Where is the groom? Nikometros wondered. I can't seem to move, and my head hurts...

...he lay draped over a rock, or at least something hard, but why it should be moving he couldn't tell. He realised he must have fallen from the cliffs behind one of his uncle's farms in the mountains. I remember, the falcon's nest. I fell. Flashes of light told him it was daytime, but he couldn't make out any coherent image. Where is Polynices? He was climbing with me. Has he fallen too? Nikometros struggled to move when he heard horses' hooves approach. A body of mounted men this close to my uncle's farm can only mean Illyrian raiders. I must get back quickly. At thirteen, he would be allowed to help defend the farm. He would be able to prove he was a child no longer...

...rough voices, not understood, filled with menace. He was sixteen, standing shoulder to shoulder with other youths and men in a rough line facing twenty or thirty sweating men in leather armour. Nikometros looked down at himself, seeing his body clad in leather breast piece, shin guards, and sandals. A leather belt with a short sword hung from his waist. An old bronze helmet rubbed against his scalp as he turned. A round shield with a lion's head emblem hung from his left forearm. He gripped a spear, grimly staring at the approaching warriors, fear gripping his entrails, threatening to shame him. The line of youths swayed back as the armoured men charged, thrusting with their spears. His own spear broke and he drew his sword. A young man beside Nikometros went down, clutching his stomach in agony. The line closed at once, and Nikometros hacked at the oncoming warriors. Life concentrated around him as he sweated and laboured to stay alive. Terror and exultation swept through him in opposing waves. The clamour and clash of metal told him he was part of a larger battle, raging unseen around him. More men joined the line. They started advancing. Nikometros saw a gap in front of him and thrust with his sword, taking his man in the throat with the point. Blood gushed into the man's grizzled beard. He fell. The coppery stink of blood mixed with sweat filled Nikometros' nostrils. Why do I smell horses too? he thought. There is no cavalry here. That came later...

...the sound of hoof beats beat louder, almost deafening, and the motion was more pronounced as Nikometros thundered across the floodplain. He rode with Alexander's Companion Cavalry, cleaving deep into the left wing of the Persian army. He felt godlike and invulnerable astride his powerful stallion. Their momentum carried them toward the enemy commander, slashing and stabbing. The enemy folded in front of them, their will to fight sapped by the wild charge of the Macedonians. The fighting became general. Nikometros could feel dried blood crackling on his skin as he moved. The fierce pain of wounds filled him. His head throbbed unbearably and nausea brought a sour taste to his mouth...

Nikometros opened his eyes to darkness, lit only by the flickering orange glow of a small fire. As he grew accustomed to the dark, he saw he was in a tent of hides open on one side, bodies and baggage lying beside him. Figures armed with spears moved across the front of the tent, and the sound of horses came from the darkness to his left. He sat up and cried out in agony before collapsing, clutching his head, and waiting for the waves of pain to subside. Memory returned of the fight and of the Scythian leader. What was it about him that was so strange? he dimly wondered. Nikometros put the thought aside for consideration at another time. A figure loomed beside him and a hand slipped under his shoulders, raising his head slightly.

"Drink this, sir; it'll make you feel better."

"Who is it?" Nikometros croaked, aware suddenly of his dry throat. The voice was familiar. "Is that you Timon? I thought everyone was dead."

"No, there are three of us left, sir. I don't know why they didn't kill us all. I can't understand a word these savages say to find out what they intend either." He spat to one side. "Here, this'll help." Timon proffered the horn cup again.

Nikometros sipped, and gagged on the bitter liquid.

"Sorry, sir, I should've warned you. It tastes foul, some barbarian brew, but it helps with the pain."

Nikometros drank again; keeping it down this time then lay back groggily, half listening to Timon talking softly beside him.

"We've been traveling a night and a day sir. Mostly north into the plains. They slung you over the back of a horse at first but you were bleeding something awful, so they put you in some sort of hide bag and slung you on the side of a horse. Treated your wounds too. Not much food for us yet but water at dawn and dusk. Couldn't give you more than a sip but I managed to clean your wounds, sir. They look bad but they're not deep and they'll heal clean if the gods smile on us." Timon paused for a moment. "Thought they were going to kill you at first, sir. That chief of theirs, a woman of all things, stopped them. Get that woman into proper clothes and she might be worth a look, for all she's a barbarian savage."

"I remember her, I think," Nikometros muttered. "And she's worth more than just a look. There's something about her I can't quite place." He rolled his head and looked at Timon. "You said three of us. Who is the other one? And where is he?"

"Mardes, sir. He's over there." Timon jerked his head toward a far corner. "He's hurt bad, though. Looks serious. It's a wonder he's still alive." He gave a low laugh. "His head always was his strongest part."

Nikometros looked where Timon pointed but could only make out a vague shape. Mardes, he remembered, had volunteered. A native Persian--with some unpronounceable name they had shortened to Mardes--he had enlisted after the satrap, Bessos, was captured. A good man, and a good cavalryman too. There was some grumbling in the ranks after he joined--trouble between Macedonian soldiers and the people they regarded as barbarians was commonplace--but he was loyal.

"Trouble is," Timon went on, "I can't understand a word of this heathen tongue, so I don't know where we're going, or what they mean to do with us. You speak Scythian, don't you sir?" he added hopefully. "Maybe you could find out."

"I know a few words," Nikometros replied. "Have any of them tried to question you yet?"

"No sir. Do you think we should try to escape? Before they decide to save themselves the trouble and just kill us?"

"Where would we go? And how? The chances of getting out of a camp full of armed men, who know the area, without horses..." Nikometros let his voice trail off. "Anyway, I'm not leaving Mardes behind." Deep weariness washed over him like a flood. "Get some sleep, Timon. We are in the hands of the gods. Let them do as they will." Nikometros rubbed his eyes.

Timon moved away then hesitated. "One other thing, sir. Another party of Scythians joined our lot yesterday. Led by somebody important. He had an argument with the woman. Real angry he was."

Nikometros sank back onto the hides beneath him and closed his eyes. "Worry about what it means tomorrow, Timon. Get some sleep now." He rolled over. Presently he slept, as the first light paled the eastern sky.
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A kick awakened Nikometros shortly after dawn. Already, the camp bustled with activity, the hide tent being dismantled around him. When he opened his eyes, a Scythian warrior loomed above him, prodding him with the haft of a spear. He struggled to rise, and the man grunted, put a hand under his arm and lifted him to his feet. Nikometros stood, swaying slightly, and his head throbbing. He rubbed gummy eyes and looked around. Timon and another man were loading baggage onto horses. Mardes lay motionless in a folded bag of hides slung on one side of a placid looking mare.

The pressure in his bladder became urgent. He turned to the spearman, pointing off to one side. Not knowing the proper words, he lifted his tunic and mimed what he hoped was a suitable action. The man grunted again and nodded, standing watch while Nikometros walked off a few paces and relieved himself. He moved back to the tent and asked the guard for water. The man handed him a water bag and waited while he drank. The water was tepid, tasting and smelling of badly cured animal skins. Nikometros gulped it down as if it was the sweetest wine, lowered the bag, belched, and then dashed a few handfuls of the water over his face. All I need now is a hot bath, an oil-rub by a competent slave, and a good solid meal, he thought with longing. He handed the bag back to the Scythian and made eating gestures.

"Food...eat?" he said hopefully. 

The man shook his head and pushed him good-naturedly towards a horse. "Get on," he said, "But not try escape. He watch and will kill." He pointed at another man on a nearby horse, armed with a small double-curved Scythian bow. Nikometros had seen those in action enough to know he would be dead before the horse moved ten paces. 

Despite the ache of his wounds, he gripped the mane and vaulted up onto the horse's back, gripping its sides with strong thighs. Then he sat holding his head, waiting for the throbbing to subside after the exertion of mounting. A Scythian rider reached over and took his reins in hand, kicking his own horse into motion. Looking back, Nikometros saw Timon, also astride a horse, and a whole troop of Scythian riders surrounding them both.

They rode north, further into the long rolling plains, grass-covered, and dotted here and there with tiny sparks of colour, wildflowers that painted the scene with a subtle beauty. The sun rose higher, bringing with it swarms of biting flies feasting on his wounds. Nikometros brushed them off continually but they returned within moments, and after a while he gave up, stoically enduring the torment. A gentle breeze picked up, blowing out of the west, sighing as it swept over the plains and rippling the long grass. A solitary bird sang somewhere high above in the azure sky, notes impossibly sweet as if from the lips of some unseen god. The only other sounds were the muffled movement of the horses mingling with the low voices of the riders.

The sun burned high overhead when they finally stopped. At a signal from his captors, Nikometros eased himself off his horse gently and sank to the ground. He felt giddy, his wounds were aching again and he felt ravenous. Do they mean to starve us? he wondered, or are they short on supplies themselves?

A group of horsemen approached from the southeast. As they got closer, a rider detached from the group and trotted over. The guard shouted and prodded Nikometros with his spear, forcing him to his feet. He looked towards the approaching riders and recognised the tall Scythian leader; the woman he had been so surprised to see when he had been captured. She dressed as before, astride a fiery red mare and controlling it expertly with small movements of her slim legs. The woman looked down at him for a moment then turned to her companions and spoke briefly. The rider next to her fumbled in the bundle tied to his horse, extracting a small package. He made as if to throw it to Nikometros but a shout stopped him. Heads turned as another rider galloped up, coming to a halt in front of the group. The new rider gestured sharply with his right hand and his harsh voice barked a command. The other horsemen turned and trotted off, leaving the woman to face the angry man. Nikometros could only make out snatches of conversation.

"...weak...needs food," the woman was saying.

"No! He...dead man...why you want?"

"...chosen...Great Goddess...sign." The woman pointed to her upper arm then held her hand low, flat to the ground. Angry Man snapped a short, sharp remark at her then savagely wheeled his horse away. The woman took a small package from a bag tied to her horse and tossed it to Nikometros.

"Eat," she said. "Tomorrow Great Goddess decide." She turned her horse with a twitch of her feet and rode away. Nikometros picked up the package from the grass and opened it. Inside were a hunk of foul-smelling cheese and a small piece of dried meat. The stink of the cheese made his stomach rebel, but after a moment's hesitation, Nikometros gulped the cheese down then chewed on the meat. He sank to the ground, and lay back on the long grass, feeling the warmth of the sun soothe him. That man must have been the chief Timon saw, he thought. He seems to have authority, but maybe not complete authority. And what is her position? He looked over at his guard.

"Who man?" he asked, "...angry man?" The guard looked over his shoulder before answering.

"Man is Areipithes son of Spargises, our king." He shrugged. "Maybe kill you, maybe you be slave. Probably kill."

"And woman, who she?"

"Daughter of Great Goddess. Holy. No concern of you." The guard turned away and started grooming his horse. Nikometros lay back on the soft grass, listening to the sighing of the wind, and the song of the birds. He thought of the tall leather-clad woman with the green eyes and wondered who she was. The warm sun and the food in his belly conspired to relax him and he dozed.

He awoke again with a start when the guard kicked him. Nikometros glanced at the sun but it didn't appear to have moved much. With much shouting and laughter, the horsemen swarmed up onto their mounts, starting to move away even as Nikometros dragged himself onto his horse. The long, monotonous journey resumed across an ocean of grass. Nikometros imagined himself a hawk, hanging motionless in the cool air, looking down on the tiny forms of man and horse lost in the limitless plains. I never thought there could be so much grass. It must stretch to the encircling Ocean.

The man guarding him seemed friendly enough, so Nikometros started asking the names of common objects as they rode along. Body parts and weapons were simple enough, but there was an element of doubt whether the words he was getting for sky and ground were not really for air and plains, or wind and grass. It was all a bit confusing, but gradually Nikometros absorbed a small vocabulary and spent the next hour or so stringing words together into sentences amidst much merriment from his captors.

When the sun sank toward the western horizon, the mood of the horsemen changed. Voices rose and excitement gripped them, individual horsemen peeling off the group to gallop away and back again, whooping and calling. A pounding of hooves off to the left drew Nikometros' attention. The angry man and a group of riders rode past, heading off into the setting sun, and a few minutes later, the woman and another rider set off in their wake. The rest of the party changed course behind them but continued their slow pace.

Nikometros called to the man in front of him. "What happens?"

The man turned and grinned. "Urul, home...feast," he said. "For you, maybe not good." He shook his head and grinned again.

The setting sun threw long shadows in a land that was no longer flat. What Nikometros had initially thought was a line of low hills, became raised earthworks. A long low wall of earth extended across their path, and the riders angled to the east, passing the wall. Presently they came to a gap in the earthworks and rode through into a town that unfolded before Nikometros' amazed eyes. I never realised Scythians had towns. And so many people. A multitude of tents vied for space among wooden and stone buildings. The streets were haphazard and narrow, thronged by women and children who greeted the horsemen, yelling and screaming, as they rode into Urul.

The town surrounded a large cleared space. A low, brightly coloured circular hut of felt and hides faced the open ground, with armed guards standing at the entrance. People gathered as the main body of riders approached, people whose bearing and clothing identified them as persons of importance. Guards hauled Nikometros and Timon off their horses and pushed them to the front. As they were hustled up to the waiting group, Nikometros glimpsed Mardes being carried to one side, still unconscious, but he could pay him no more attention as he was roughly brought to a halt in front of the waiting men. A hush descended on the mass of people. 

One of the men holding Nikometros' arms pushed him forward yelling, "Kneel!"

Nikometros caught himself and drew upright again. Timon was thrown down on the ground and a spear held to his back prevented him rising. Again Nikometros resisted being forced to kneel, and now the crowd murmured and the men behind him shouted in anger. He stared straight ahead, ignoring the angry looks, until a savage blow to his head knocked him down. When he struggled to rise, two men leapt forward and gripped his arms. Twisting them behind his back, they forced him down again. Silence fell once more as a tall, powerful man stepped forward. He wore leather trimmed in furs with a brightly coloured cloak flowing behind and his height was accentuated by a tall felt headpiece. A large ornate gold pectoral hung down his chest, with gold and enamel armbands and brooches decorating him. 

The tall man walked slowly around the two prisoners then turned to the group waiting by the tent. "Why have you spared them?" he asked. "These barbarians should have been killed at once. Who decided to bring them back?"

"He carries the sign of the Great Goddess on his arm. He must be given to her."
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