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Prologue

 

The body of warriors rode casually, relaxed, as they moved along the broad dirt roads of northern Persia, heading south and west into the late afternoon sun sinking in a cloudless sky. Lengthening shadows stretched out behind them, rippling on the clouds of acrid dust churned by their horses' hooves. As the road wound slowly down from the mountain fastnesses of the borderlands toward the central plains of Persia, the land slowly took on a richer, more verdant aspect. The loose scree slopes and stunted vegetation gave way to austere pasture dotted with clumps of willow, poplar and alder; fresh new leaves burgeoning on spreading branches. 

From time to time, even in these desolate hinterlands, the group passed men on foot or in rough-hewn carts drawn by resigned oxen. Peasants for the most part, dressed in ragged clothes, they gazed with stony-faced indifference at the armed horsemen confronting them. Few merchants found worthwhile opportunities in the northern mountains; those that passed that way kept a carefully neutral expression as they nodded a greeting. Without exception, the people of those parts deferred to the riders, recognising the tacit authority of armed men, pulling to the side of the road to let them pass. 

Curious eyes followed them as the riders moved down from the mountain passes of the north into the rich fertile plains. Two men in particular watched from a stand of poplar trees atop a low hill several hundred paces from the road.

The smaller of the two men, slight of build and with a narrow, pinched face twisted by virulent emotion, shaded his eyes against the setting sun.

"That is the Greek. The one in front," he snarled.

The other man glanced across at the speaker. His deep-set brown eyes stared without expression for a moment before turning back to the road. "You have good eyes," he replied. "At this distance and against the sun, all I can see is a body of riders."

"I tell you it is he," repeated the thin man. "I would know that man if it were darkest night." The man's body shook with rage and his right hand clutched convulsively at the sword in his belt. "I will kill him now. I will avenge my lord Areipithes."

The other man raised an eyebrow. "Avenge?" he queried. "I thought you said it was the Massegetae noble Parasades, who killed Areipithes. Doesn't he even now rule as king over your tribe?"

The thin man swung round, his sallow face twisted with anger. "The Greek is responsible, you fool! I told you..." His eyes met the taller man's stare and he took a step back, his face paling at the murder in the other's eyes. "Your...your pardon, Scorpion," he stammered. "I meant no offence."

The man called Scorpion stared at the thin man a moment longer then turned his hooded eyes away from the smaller man. "You would do well to remember you are no longer in Scythia, Scolices. In these parts, my name carries more weight than the name of any Scythian king, alive or dead."

Scolices scanned the distant road and the figures of the riders silhouetted against the setting sun. He loosened the collar of his felt jacket, feeling sweat trickle down his back. "Is it always this hot?" he whined. He fanned his face against the warm breeze from the south.

Scorpion grunted. "You think this is hot? Wait until summer. You will long for the high cool plains of Scythia."

"What will you do?" asked Scolices. "About them, I mean," he added, gesturing toward the road. "You promised my lord Areipithes."

"I shall keep my word," Scorpion flatly replied. "Even though your lord is dead, I will keep my promise, made in the name of a friendship we once had."

"Good!" snarled Scolices. "His ghost will welcome their deaths."

Scorpion turned toward his companion again, his face expressionless. "Why such hatred? I can understand wanting a man's death, but not this consuming hatred. What has he done to earn this?"

"He is a barbarian Greek," spat Scolices. "He..."

"A Macedonian," interrupted the other man. "Nikometros, son of Leonnatos. An officer in Alexander's army and quite cultured, I hear. Hardly a barbarian."

Scolices shot the taller man a venomous look. "He seduced both our chief and the priestess Tomyra. He weakened our people..."

Scorpion smiled. "Your chief made this Nikometros a blood-brother quite freely. There was no coercion involved. As for the priestess, well yes, a seduction took place. By all accounts they are lovers."

"She was a virgin priestess of the Massegetae. To touch her is death. It is our law. She whored with the Greek and deserves death too."

"My spies tell me the Mother Goddess has not cast her off, despite her indiscretions," observed Scorpion. "Do you presume to tell the Goddess her business?"

"Of course not!" grunted Scolices. His hand flicked out, palm downward, in the sign of appeasement. "But sentence of death was pronounced on her and her barbarian lover."

"By a man now dead."

"He is still my king," said Scolices quietly. "I will follow his last command."

"The command of a man consumed by hate." Scorpion shook his head and turned back to scan the road sinking now into shadow as the sun dipped below the horizon. "I don't recommend hate as a way of life."

Scolices squinted into the growing darkness as the last of the riders vanished from view. "How will you do it?" 

"Do what?"

"Kill them, of course."

Scorpion laughed. "I shan't kill them." He held up a hand as Scolices swung toward him, anger again twisting his features. "I'll cause it to be done by others."

"Why?" snarled Scolices. "You have the men. You outnumber him five times over. Do it now that I may wash my hands in his blood."

"This is Persia," observed Scorpion. "A land of law, even under Macedonian rule. If I were to kill travellers upon the Royal Road I would find myself hunted down and exterminated. I have seen other...seekers of profit...destroyed by their greed and arrogance. Even my position as a prince of traders and supplier of the Macedonian army would not save me. I won't risk that."

"Then how?"

"This Nikometros assumes he'll be able to pick up his life and his duties where he left them before he disappeared into the northern plains. Others, however, may suspect his motives and present purpose." Scorpion laughed again and strode over to his horse. He took the reins in his hand and swung the beast around before looking back at the smaller man. "A word or two in the proper ears and our purpose is accomplished." 

Scorpion swung himself up onto the horse's back and guided it carefully down the slope through the evening shadows. With a muttered imprecation, Scolices hurried to his own mount and followed, leaving the warm wind from the south swaying the poplars.

 


 

 

Chapter 1

 

The small villages along the Royal Road relied for their survival on a constant stream of travellers. Early spring brought merchants and farmers down from the snowy fastnesses of the mountains of northern Persia, carrying goods and produce to the markets in the south. Less often, bodies of armed men stayed at the villages, even in these troubled times. The wars of conquest, as Alexander crushed the Persian Empire, had largely passed by these northern lands. Macedonian officers, backed more by Alexander's reputation than force of arms, governed with a light hand for the most part, leaving local officials in place unless they proved untrustworthy.

The elder and headman of the village of Abyek, however, lived in almost constant fear. Smugglers and brigands infested the region and more than once Macedonian forces had investigated rumours that he, Algoas, knew more of such business than he admitted. When a party of armed men, led by a Macedonian officer, rode into Abyek on a cool spring afternoon, his first thought was flight. Hastily grabbing a small sack of gold, he hurried out the back door and into a rickety stable attached to the back of the house. With trembling hands, he started to set the bridle on one of his mules.

A screech of anguish rattled the door of the stable. "Where are you going, husband? Will you leave me for the soldiers?"

Turning quickly, Algoas held up his hands. "Wife," he implored, "please be quiet. You will bring the soldiers down on us."

"You're leaving with all our gold. You'll leave me destitute. What will become of me?"

Algoas gave the thin-faced woman standing at the door a sour look. He forced a smile onto his worried face. "Molatta, my honey cake, I'm only taking our gold to a place of safety until the soldiers are gone. How can you think I would leave you?" He glanced beyond her to the shadows, glimpsing the rounded form of their young servant girl. A brief regret flitted across his face. "I'll be back in two or three days, as soon as the soldiers have left."

Molatta stamped her foot. "The soldiers aren't here for you, you fool," she snapped. "You're just using them as an excuse to rob me of my gold."

"Of course they're here for me, wife. Why else would soldiers...why do you say that?"

"Would soldiers on duty bring their women? You must think I'm a fool..."

"Women?" Algoas dropped the bridle and gripped his wife's arm. "What women?"

Molatta shrugged her bony shoulders and screwed up her face. "How should I know? One is richly dressed and she has a few others in attendance. A Macedonian officer leads them but the men are not Macedonians or locals."

"Where are they now?" asked Algoas.

"The officer and the lady went into the inn. His men remain outside."

Algoas sighed. He thrust the bag of gold into his wife's arms. "Put it back, my beloved. If they aren't looking for me then I must make sure they are well looked after." He pushed past Molatta into the house and hurried out the front door into the street. 

Turning to his left he saw a number of townspeople milling around the entrance to the inn, gawking at the strangers. Shouldering his way through the crowd, Algoas bustled up to the door of the inn. A swarthy young man, sweating in layers of felt and leather, stopped him, barking unintelligibly in his face. Algoas grinned weakly and tried to push past. 

The young man jabbered again then threw up his arms and turned in exasperation to a burly man behind him. "Speak to him, Timon. This fool does not seem to understand."

Timon nodded and stepped forward, blocking Algoas' way. "Easy, Tirses. Not everyone knows Scythian." He turned to the pale villager and switching to a mixture of Persian and Greek, addressed the man. "Who you?" He jabbed a finger at the man's chest.

Tirses chuckled. "Very subtle, Timon. Your command of the local language astounds me."

Timon glowered and flushed. "You could not do better," he rasped. "Who you?" he repeated, tapping the villager on the chest. 

Algoas stepped back, flicking an alarmed look at the ring of strange faces. "I am Algoas," he stammered. "The elder of this village. I have come to welcome you to Abyek." He looked toward the inn door. "There is a lord and lady with you? I was told..." Algoas let his voice trail away.

Timon stared back at Algoas for a few moments through a great bush of eyebrow and beard. "Aye," he growled. Then, "Niko!" he shouted through the door, "Somebody to see you."

Metal gleamed in the doorway as a tall sun-bronzed man in cavalry armour emerged. He brushed back his long fair hair with one hand, his grey eyes appraising the scene in front of him. With a cool smile that came nowhere near his eyes, the man cocked his head at the villager standing with Timon and Tirses. 

"I...I am Algoas, elder of Abyek. I welcome you, my lord...er..."

"Nikometros," said the tall man softly. "These are my men."

"Then you are indeed welcome, my lord Nikometros. Perhaps I can offer you such hospitality as our poor village can afford?" Algoas gestured toward the inn.

"It seems not," replied Nikometros. "All the rooms are full."

"Oh, I am sure that cannot be so," exclaimed Algoas. He bobbed his head and scurried into the darkness of the inn. 

Timon raised an eyebrow at Nikometros then grinned as the sounds of a violent argument poured into the street. A few moments later, Algoas came out with a huge smile on his face.

"As I thought, my lord. A misunderstanding. Rooms will be made available to you at once. Perhaps while they are readied you will have some refreshment?"

Nikometros smiled. "Thank you. Perhaps some wine to wash the dust from our throats." He turned to the sweating Scythian. "Have the horses stabled then join us, Tirses." He looked back at the village elder and gestured. "Lead on, Algoas."

The interior of the inn was dim after the bright sunlit street. The air lay heavy and still, redolent with the odours of smoke and cooking. Several trestle tables sprawled in haphazard abandon through the room, each with a candle flickering and guttering, making its own small contribution to the soot-filled air. Stairs at the back of the room led up into darkness. Several men and two women stood in a huddle near the stairs arguing with a burly man who was ordering a string of servants. Bags were hastily thrown down and the burly man started ushering the group toward the door.

As the men passed Nikometros and Timon they flashed them a surly look, muttering imprecations. One of the women swore loudly and colourfully before being hurried out by her companions.

The burly man hurried over, nodded to Algoas and turned to Nikometros.

"My apologies, lord." He flashed a gap-toothed grin and bobbed his head deferentially. "A misunderstanding. Those misbegotten sons of whores..." he gestured toward the now-empty doorway, "...could not pay." He glanced toward Algoas and hurried onward. "Some wine, my lord? Not of the best, I'm afraid. It's been a bad year. Brigands are everywhere now that the Great King has fallen..." The inn-keeper's voice trailed off and he paled visibly in the darkness. "I...I'm sorry, my lord. I didn't mean..."

Nikometros nodded. "These are troubled times. The new Great King will restore order, I'm sure. Now, you spoke of wine?"

The innkeeper snapped his fingers and bellowed into the dim recesses of the inn. A young boy scampered out, bearing an earthenware jug and several wooden cups in a bag. He set the jug and cups on a table, his wide round eyes darting everywhere. The innkeeper cuffed the boy and sent him back to his work with a growl.

"If there's anything else, my lord, you have only to say. I'll see to your dinner." The innkeeper backed away.

Nikometros peered around the dim room. "Where are the ladies," he enquired, "and the old man?"

"They are upstairs, my lord, inspecting your rooms. They'll be ...ah, here they come, my lord." The innkeeper gestured toward the dark stairs then, grabbing Algoas by one arm, dragged him toward the kitchens.

Two figures appeared in the gloom, carrying guttering candles that accentuated the shadows rather than banishing them. A tall, dark-haired young woman in a flowing robe walked sedately toward Nikometros, threading her way through the tables. Behind her stalked a tall warrior in jacket and trousers, a sword belted at the waist and rich enamelled gold ornaments hanging around a slim neck. Only the lack of facial hair and the low swell of breasts betrayed the warrior's gender. An old, bent man, wisps of white hair clinging to an otherwise bald head tottered behind them. Thin arms crossed over his chest sheltered a black cat that inspected everyone in the room with yellow-eyed suspicion.

Nikometros grinned. "How are the rooms, Tomyra? To your satisfaction?"

The robed woman grimaced. "Dirty. And with holes in the walls." She set the candle down on the table and sank onto a stool. "However, I'm too tired to worry about it." She glanced up at the tall figure behind her and grinned. "Bithyia wants to force the inn-keeper to clean the rooms himself. At sword point if necessary."

Timon snorted with laughter then embraced the slim figure. "I'd wager good money he never had to deal with a Scythian warrior woman before." He kissed the tall woman before ushering her to the table. "Come, Bithyia. We have wine and the promise of a meal." He poured the thin wine into cups and passed them around.

Nikometros stepped around the women and guided the old man to a bench and passed him a cup of wine. The grey head shook his head and motioned the cup away. "Water," he muttered. "And some milk for Bubis."

"The water is not safe in the plains, Ket. It will give you the flux," replied Nikometros gently. "At least add some wine to it. Enough to take the ill from it." He scratched the black cat behind the ears and smiled as it butted his hand. "I'm certain we can find some milk for Bubis though."

Tirses arrived from stabling the horses and threw off his jacket with an oath. He slumped onto a bench and drained a cup of wine, spilling some of the thin red liquid onto his chest and shirt. He belched loudly and grinned.

"Apologies, my lady. But I really needed that." He refilled his cup and sipped. "The men are settled in the stables, my lord. Meat has been provided, and wine."

Nikometros nodded. "Good." He paused before carefully putting down his cup. "What is the mood of the men, Tirses?"

"Mood? What do you mean, my lord?"

"We've been traveling a month. A month away from their native Scythia. How are they holding up? Do they want to turn back?"

Tirses shrugged and glanced away. "One or two speak of their homes with longing."

"Malcontents!" growled Timon. "Do they imagine Parasades would leave them alive if they returned?"

"Such is the way of the world," muttered Ket.

"Yet they allowed Agarus to remain," pointed out Tomyra. "I really thought he was coming with us. But when he turned back at the last minute..."

Bithyia nodded. "Parasades will do anything to retain his mastery of our people. Those who followed the lord Nikom...Nikometros..." she stumbled over the pronunciation, "...would die as soon as they crossed the borders."

"They know this," Tirses quietly replied.

"Then why do they grumble?" barked Timon. "Give me their names. I'll teach them loyalty."

Nikometros gripped Timon's arm. "It doesn't matter who they are, Timon. Didn't you long for Macedon when we were captive?" 

The meal arrived, ladled from the steaming kitchen cauldron into large earthenware bowls. A thick lamb stew, reeking with herbs and spices, set their mouths watering then rapidly satiated their hunger. Freshly baked bread, hot from the ovens, soaked up the juices of the meal. At last, they pushed their bowls back and stretched, watching Bubis delicately lick the last traces of gravy from the tabletop.

"Now that was a meal," grunted Timon.

"A bit too spiced for my taste," observed Bithyia, "But quite acceptable." She stifled a belch and took another sip of wine.

Tomyra yawned and pushed her bench back. "I think I'm ready for my bed. Will you join me, Niko?"

Nikometros smiled and rose. "Presently, Tomyra. I must talk to the men first. Timon, Tirses, will you join me?"

Bithyia watched her man leave the room with Nikometros and Tirses before turning to her priestess with a smile. "As soon as we reach the army I'm going to insist we're married."

Tomyra grinned. "Does he know what a firebrand he's getting?"

Bithyia curled her tongue and licked her upper lip. "Oh, he knows." Her eyes sparkled then flicked across at Tomyra. "And you, my lady? What of you and Niko?"

Tomyra's grin faltered. "I don't know."

Ket looked up sharply from where he sat, cradling Bubis in his lap. "You haven't told him yet, child?"

Bithyia shook her head. "My lady, you said you were going to days ago."

"It isn't easy to tell the man you love that you carry another man's child."

"Tell him," Ket gently admonished. "Tell him. He knows the circumstances; he'll understand."

"Of course he will," growled Bithyia. "Dimurthes forced you and he's now dead by his own hand. The Mother Goddess forbade you to rid yourself of it, so there must be a reason for you to carry it."

"Still, he's a man..."

Ket leaned forward and gently held Tomyra's wrist. His wise gaze searched her face. "How far gone are you, child. Three months?"

"Near enough, Ket."

"Then it will show soon. Do you mean to let him believe it is his own? Will you found your marriage on a deceit?"

"If you don't tell him, he'll never know it's not his," snapped Tomyra. "Niko is an innocent in some things."

Ket shook his head. "I won't tell him, child; that is for you to do. However, I've known him longer than you. He's no fool and he will find out."

"How can you say you've known Niko longer?" interjected Bithyia. "You were a slave of the Jartai when we found you. Niko and my lady were already close."

"Have you forgotten I was a priest at Siwah in Egypt, girl?" asked Ket. "I was there on that golden day when the pharaoh, Alexander, son of Ammon-Ra, came to the oracle. His half-brother Ptolemy was there, as was a certain youth in his entourage, scarcely more than a boy. Nikometros, illegitimate son of Ptolemy and nephew to Alexander." Ket lifted his cup and sipped his well-watered wine. "Oh yes, I have known Nikometros a long time."

Tomyra sat silent with her head bowed. For several minutes the only sounds in the room were the muted purring of Ket's cat, the clatter behind the kitchen screens and the ever-present drone of flies. At last, Tomyra raised her head and pushed back the black locks of hair falling over her eyes. She nodded.

"I'll tell him tonight."

"Would you like me there?" Bithyia nervously eyed her friend. "I can at least give you some moral support."

Tomyra opened her mouth to reply then shut it with a snap, whipping her head round as a volley of shouts and the clash of steel resounded from the street. She leapt to her feet and darted toward the door, Bithyia on her heels. Bursting into the street, the two women halted, staring in horror at the scene outside.

The narrow street overflowed with armed men. Greek soldiers in armour and clutching long spears stared belligerently over tall shields at Nikometros and Timon who crouched by a body lying in the dust. Behind them, Tirses and his men stood with drawn swords, uncertain as to their next action, waiting for a word of command.

The ranks of the soldiers parted and a tall man in full parade armour strode out to confront the two men crouching over the body of their fallen comrade. Scarlet plumes on his gleaming helmet bobbed as he advanced and the glint in his dark eyes matched that of the drawn sword. Fixing Nikometros with a steely glare, his voice rang out in the silence.

"Nikometros, son of Leonnatos. You are under arrest for treason."

 

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

The small stone cell sweltered in the noon heat. Nikometros lay on a thin straw pallet, feeling sweat trickle down his body. He shifted and scratched at the vermin bites scattered over his torso. A bar of sunlight, golden and rippling in the heat, lay across his legs. His eyes roamed the cell then gazed up to follow the light to the window high on the southern wall, where a thin sliver of blue sky taunted him, speaking of the wide, grassy plains of Scythia. His mind, unlike his captive and supine body, raced free, recounting over and over the events of the last three days.

Outnumbered and confronted by the lawful authority of the land, Nikometros surrendered his sword to the tall Macedonian officer in Abyek. His men, bewildered but ready to fight and die in his defence, unwillingly put down their arms. Nikometros argued for their release as envoys of the Massegetae people but to no avail. The most he could secure for them was the freedom to accompany their captive leader to Kharmsar, the headquarters of the local Macedonian garrison. At least they had retained their weapons and hence, some measure of honour.

Tomyra and Bithyia were treated well and with honour, as was the old Egyptian, Ket. Nikometros grinned despite his discomfort as he remembered the old man querulously insisting he be addressed by his full title and name: Holy Priest of Ammon-Ra, Beloved of the Gods, Keeper of the Oracle at Siwah, Ketherennoferptah.

Timon was taken captive. Though clearly an enlisted man and under the orders of a superior officer, he was named in the arrest warrant as an accomplice. He and Nikometros were bound and, under strict security, transported to the garrison town of Kharmsar, to await trial and sentence.

Footsteps sounded on the stone flagging outside the cell. Nikometros stood up, brushing down his tunic and running fingers through tangled hair. The bolt rattled and the heavy wooden door swung open. An armed officer stepped into the cell, flicking his gaze around the bare stone before settling on the unkempt and unshaven figure before him. After a moment's scrutiny he stepped back, letting an unarmed soldier enter.

The soldier thrust a wooden bowl at Nikometros then stooped and set a jug and cup on the floor. Rising, the man stared at Nikometros, scratching his chin.

"Say your prayers, traitor," he grated. "This will be your last meal."

"Enough, Demos," the officer quietly remarked. "Leave the gentleman alone."

The soldier shrugged and sidled out of the cell. The officer stared at Nikometros a moment longer. "My apologies, sir," he said. He paused.  "I would try to collect my thoughts, sir. I'll come for you within the hour. A brave showing may mean the difference between a quick death and a lingering one."

Nikometros glanced down at the bowl he held then tossed the stale bread within it onto the pallet. He cleared his throat and took a deep breath. "I am condemned then? There's to be no trial?"

The officer shook his head. "You're under Macedonian law now. You'll be heard, of course; though the evidence against you is clear enough."

"What evidence...?"

"In due course," interrupted the officer. "For now, eat, prepare yourself." He stepped back, dragging the door shut behind him. The bolt rattled home and the sound of footsteps diminished.

Nikometros slammed the empty bowl against the wall with a curse. He stared around the small stone cell, his hands clenching impotently at his sides, his nostrils flaring. Taking a deep breath, he uttered a few choice epithets, describing the ancestry and desired fate of the officer and his superiors. After a few moments contemplation, Nikometros sighed and shook his head. He straightened his tunic and ran a hand over the stubble on his chin and then, shrugging at the impossibility of making himself presentable under the present circumstances, he picked up the crust of bread and lay down on the pallet. Chewing absently on the bread he looked toward the barred window far above. The tiny strip of blue sky beckoned to him and he lost himself in memories--for a while he roamed the open plains of Scythia with Tomyra by his side. 

The shaft of sunlight was a hand span higher on the wall when they came for him. Nikometros heard the tramp of boots outside the cell and shouted commands. Footsteps resounded in the passage and the cell door crashed open. The same officer beckoned to him. 

"Nikometros, son of Leonnatos, it is time."

Nikometros smoothed down his tunic and stepped past the officer into the corridor. Two burly soldiers took hold of his arms and started to hustle him toward the exterior door. A sharp command from the officer and they released him, standing back against the walls of the corridor.

Nikometros nodded toward the officer. "Thank you." 

He turned and walked toward the open door, flanked by the guards. He stepped into an open courtyard surrounded by low buildings of wood and stone. Squinting into bright sunshine, Nikometros made out a large building at the opposite end of the courtyard. Scarlet pennants flew from poles affixed to the roof and armed guards stood at attention outside the broad doors. He started across the dusty ground toward the building.

The officer fell in beside him and several more soldiers followed with hands on sword hilts. To one side, several soldiers lounged around a rough wooden stake set into hard-baked earth. One or two rested, leaning on slender javelins. Others hefted them or practiced casting them at a pile of rags. They fell silent as the small party walked by, turning to look at Nikometros with curiosity.

One man laughed. "Ho, traitor! I'll enjoy killing you." His fellow soldiers guffawed and turned back to their practice. Nikometros paled slightly but lifted a hand in a half salute and marched on.

"Bravely done!" muttered the officer.

Nikometros inclined his head. "What is your name, sir?" he asked.

"Dymnos." The officer paused. "I met you before, sir. Well, sort of. After the battle at the Granicus River. I was in Nicanor's infantry. You were wonderful." Dymnos flushed. "The Companion Cavalry, I mean, sir. You swept all before you."

"I must admit I don't remember you, Dymnos."

"No reason to, sir. We were plundering the enemy camp when the cavalry returned from chasing Darius. I handed you a flask of wine. Men pointed you out as one destined for great things."

"I'm sorry, Dymnos, I don't remember, but it was a kindness all the same. I do remember a great thirst and being surrounded by good comrades."

"Aye, sir," said Dymnos. "It saddens me to see it come to this. Never fear, if all goes ill I will do what I can to make sure your death is a swift one." He looked up as they approached the guards at the door.

When the doors swung open, Nikometros' first impression was of being in a garden. A small portico led into a large tiled room. The centre of the room opened to the sky and a fountain sprayed high into the air, splashing and tumbling into a rippling pool. Sun flecks shimmered and danced, reflected into the farthest recesses of the room. Flowering and fruiting trees of all descriptions sat in great earthenware pots around the pool, filling the air with a delicate perfume.

A heavyset man at an ornate table sat to one side of the pool, out of reach of splashes. The man, dark and bearded, wore a drapery of rich robes and an indefinable air of command. Across the dark polished wood of the table lay scattered papers, one of which the man intently studied. At a smaller table sat two men whose duties could only be that of secretaries as a profusion of pens and scrolls lay around them and one scribbled furiously while the other dug through a mound of papers. Dymnos and Nikometros marched up to the table and halted, saluting.

"Sir," said Dymnos. "The prisoner, Nikometros son of Leonnatos."

The heavyset man looked up, scrutinised Nikometros briefly then resumed reading. Nikometros waited in silence. At length the man put down the paper, sighed and looked up again.

"You stand accused of treason, soldier," drawled the man in a weary voice. "The evidence is overwhelming but as you're a Macedonian, I'll hear what you have to say before you are executed."

"Whom have I the honour of addressing, sir?" 

"Alcimenes, son of Leanndros, garrison commander of the Macedonian army at Kharmsar and the surrounding provinces," the man replied. "If you entertain some hope of appealing to a higher officer, know that I have full authority to punish wrongdoing and will do my duty."

"What is my supposed crime, sir?"

"Treason." Alcimenes leaned forward. "Are you hard of hearing, soldier, or do you need an interpreter?"

"No, sir. I meant only that treason could be many things. What precisely am I accused of?"

Alcimenes waved a hand toward his secretaries. "Read him the list of charges, Druon."

A short balding man dropped the pen he was scribbling with and searched through the papers in front of him. "Yes, my lord," he muttered. He cleared his throat and read from a scroll.

"First, that last spring, with foreknowledge, you did lead a troop of Macedonian auxiliaries into an ambush, resulting in the deaths of ten of your men.

"Second, that you did enter..."

"I didn't lead any troop into an ambush, sir," interrupted Nikometros.

"You deny the incident?" Alcimenes furrowed his brow. "It's a matter of public record. The bodies of most of the soldiers were recovered for burial."

"Then you must know that Eumenes captained our troop. He was in command. I only took over when he was killed in the ambush."

Druon sifted through his papers. The other secretary handed him a list that he swiftly scanned.

"A Eumenes is listed sir, but not his rank."

Alcimenes made a notation on a piece of paper then signed to Druon. "Continue reading the charges."

"Yes, sir. Second, that you did enter into a treaty with the enemy."

Alcimenes raised an eyebrow at Nikometros. "You wish to answer that charge?"

"Indeed, sir. I entered into no treaty. I recognise I don't have the authority. What I did do, to preserve my life and the lives of my surviving men, was to become a blood brother of the chief of the Massegetae Scythians."

"You have proof of this, or do I only have your word?"

"Send for my man Timon and the priestess Tomyra. They were both present. Where are they anyway?" Nikometros dropped his voice to a whisper. "Sir, what has become of my companions?"

Alcimenes leaned back and examined his nails. He nibbled at the side of one and spat delicately to one side. "Your women are safe. We don't make war on women. As for the Scythians with you, they'll be detained, quite comfortably I might add, until word arrives from Ekbatana as to their disposition."

"And Timon?"

"He's been found guilty of treason. After a bit of persuasion, he admitted to making arms for the Scythians. He'll be executed by stoning this evening."

"Sir, that admission is taken out of context." Nikometros stepped forward as he spoke, waving his arms in agitation. The guards drew their swords and Dymnos put a restraining hand on Nikometros' arm. He allowed himself to be pulled back. In a calmer voice he went on. "Call him back or question Tomyra. They'll give you the truth of it."

Alcimenes stared coldly at the unkempt man in front of him. "I'll consider it." He waved his hand vaguely at the secretaries. "Continue reading the charges, Druon."

"Third, that you waged war on the loyal allies of Alexander and, by extension, on your fellow Macedonians."

Nikometros gaped. "What allies? I know of no allies."

Alcimenes leaned forward. "Do you deny you invaded the lands of..." He pushed a few papers aside and picked one up, scanning several lines of writing before continuing. "...the lands of the Serratae. Not only did you carry war to this people but also you caused the death of their chief Dimurthes."

Nikometros shook his head weakly. "That's not how it was," he muttered. "How did you come by this information?"

"That isn't your concern. The facts speak for themselves. You stand condemned." Alcimenes pushed his chair back, gripping the arms as he started to rise to his feet. "Guards, take this man..."

Nikometros took a pace forward, shrugging off Dymnos' hand. "Sir, may I not at least confront my accuser."

Alcimenes collapsed back into his chair and stared. "What a novel idea!" He gave a short bark of laughter and waved away the guards. "Why would you want to do that?"

"The man is lying. I am sure that he's one of the former chief's men. I could easily show that he seeks my death, by any means, not the truth."

"I thought you said you were some sort of a blood brother to the chief. Why would he want you dead?"

"That was the father, sir. The son, who succeeded him, wanted my death."

Alcimenes shook his head and picked up a delicately wrought silver cup of wine from the table. He sipped, looking thoughtfully at Nikometros over the rim.

"You cannot confront your accuser."

"Sir, I beg of you..."

Alcimenes put down the cup and held up his hand. "He's no longer available. His name is Parates, a merchant of some distinction in these parts, and one who has served the King before. He made a sworn statement before me, accusing you of these crimes. Do you know the man?" he asked.

Nikometros frowned. "I don't know the name, sir."

"Then why should I delay?" Alcimenes cocked his head. "Should I take the sworn statement of a reputable merchant, or that of an accused man who will say anything to escape death?"

Nikometros stared stonily at the garrison commander. "I am a loyal soldier of my king, sir. I fought bravely against his enemies and would do so again. Let me call witnesses to speak on my behalf."

"Who would you call? Don't think to buy time by naming distant witnesses."

Nikometros shook his head. "They are here, sir. My companion Timon and the young woman Tomyra."

"I already know your man is loyal. He took some persuasion to admit his own crimes but refused to implicate you." Alcimenes sipped his wine again. "Why the woman? What is she to you?"

"She is a priestess of the Mother Goddess, sir. Sacred to the Scythians and Greeks alike."

Alcimenes pursed his lips. "This deity of theirs...she has a name?"

"Tabiti, sir, though they rarely invoke her by name. I'm convinced she's the goddess we know as Artemis."

Alcimenes leaned back in his chair and stared at and through Nikometros. He tapped a finger against his lips, his brow furrowed in concentration. After many minutes, he nodded.

"Very well, I'll question your witnesses."

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

The doors to the commander's residence crashed open, the heavy oak panels shivering with the force of the impact. Timon, his arms bound behind him, rebounded from one door and kicked out at his guards. One fell to the tiled floor with an agonised howl, clutching his groin. The others fell on Timon, wrestling him to the floor and landing a series of heavy blows with their fists.

"Enough!" Alcimenes leapt to his feet, violently pushing back the table. His wine cup toppled and the secretary Druon made an unsuccessful grab for it. A purple puddle seeped into the papers.

"Get that man up," hissed Alcimenes. "Dymnos!" He whirled on the officer standing by Nikometros. "If you cannot control your men I'll find someone who can."

Dymnos saluted and strode across to the struggling guards. He tossed one away, pushed another aside and hauled Timon upright. Ignoring the bellowing man's attempts to kick him, Dymnos cocked a fist and drove it into Timon's face. Blood spurted and Timon staggered back then sat down hard on the tiled floor. He stared up at the figures standing over him.

"Fonf of whoref," Timon mumbled through the blood pouring from a swollen gashed lip. "I'ff already told you the truff." He shook his head, wincing and peered past Dymnos. "Niko? If ffat you?"

Nikometros stepped forward, past Dymnos. "Yes, Timon." He dropped to one knee beside his friend and gently wiped the blood away with his fingers.

"Godff, Niko," mumbled Timon. "Tell thefe baftardf the truth of it. They accufe me of making weaponf for the enemy."

"I know, my friend. They believe we both conspired to betray our fellow countrymen." Nikometros half turned and gestured behind him. "The commander here wants to ask you some questions." He got to his feet, wiping the blood on his tunic.

"Sir, allow me to tend to this man's wounds before you question him."

Alcimenes stared coldly at the blood-spattered man on the floor. "He has already been condemned and I don't intend to waste any more time on this than I must." He walked around the table and stood over Timon. "Tell me about the patrol you were in that was ambushed by the Scythians."

Timon spat on the floor, bloody saliva dribbling into his beard. "North Sogdian province, near the Oxus River. There had been raids on the farms." He shrugged. "We rode out to find the raiders. What more do you want me to say?"

"Who commanded you? This man?" Alcimenes pointed at Nikometros.

Timon shook his head and groaned. "No, some stuck-up prig by the name of Eumenes." He glanced up at Nikometros. "Sorry, Niko. I know he was your friend but he shouldn't have been leading us."

"And when did this Eumenes die?"

"In the first volley." Timon thought for a moment. "Things happened fast."

"What did this man do?"

"Niko? He saved our miserable carcasses. Half of us were dead already and nobody knew which way to turn. We were cut off but he led us over the hills and down the other side." Timon shook his head again, wincing. Drops of blood spattered the tile. "I couldn't have pulled the men together like that; none of us could. But Niko did. Just bad luck we ran into a Scythian raiding party."

"Then what happened?"

"They cut us to pieces. Only three of us were captured."

"Three? Who was the other?"

Timon shifted uncomfortably on the tiles, pulling against his bonds. He cleared his throat and spat again. "Mardes, son of Oxartes. He was a Persian auxiliary recently enlisted."

"And where is he now?"

Timon shrugged. "Nikometros sent him south with dispatches about four, maybe five months ago. He was to report to the local commander."

Alcimenes pursed his lips and stood for a moment looking down at Timon before turning back to the papers on his table. He picked up a wine-stained list and scanned it. Abruptly he signalled to Dymnos. 

"Send riders out immediately to the garrison commanders at Nesapur, Dezi and Semnan." Alcimenes began to pace as he fired out the names. "See if this Mardes has turned up. If he has, bring him to me, together with his report."

Dymnos saluted and strode from the room, his shouted commands cut off when he closed the doors behind him.

"I can tell you what was in the report, sir," Nikometros quietly responded.

"No doubt," snapped Alcimenes. "However, the existence of this Mardes or the report will verify your account of the ambush and what followed." He pulled up his chair and sat down then picked up his wine cup. Finding it empty he slammed it down on the table and gestured irritably for it to be filled. Druon hurried over with a jug.

"You there, on the floor." Alcimenes pointed at Timon then hesitated. "By the gods, Druon, what is that fellow's name?"

"Sir," interrupted Nikometros. "His name is Timon, I elevated him in the field to junior officer rank. I would remind you sir, that even though he stands condemned by you, he's a brave soldier and comes from a good Macedonian family." His voice grew steely and he drew himself up as he spoke. "He does not deserve your discourtesy."

Alcimenes stared at Nikometros in silence for several moments. Abruptly he snorted with laughter and signalled to the guards by the door. "Pick him up. Put him in a chair." He waited while Timon's handlers placed him in a chair.

"His bonds, sir?" inquired Nikometros.

Alcimenes nodded and a guard cut the ropes around Timon. The big man flexed his arms and looked speculatively at the commander.

"Now, Timon," Alcimenes stared at the big man. "...Please tell me how you survived capture by the Scythians. By all accounts they usually take no prisoners."

Timon nodded. "Aye, that's right..." He caught a finger signal from Nikometros and appended a reluctant "...sir."

"They're a superstitious lot...sir," went on Timon. "They saw an old armband of Niko's and thought it was a sign from their Goddess. They spared us, intending to sacrifice us."

Alcimenes silently and intently inspected Timon. After a few seconds, he shifted in his chair. "And...?"

"They sent Niko unarmed against a fully armed Scythian." Timon grinned, wincing as his split lip gaped. "By all the gods, that was a fight! Disarmed the bastard and killed him with his own sword."

Alcimenes raised his eyebrows. "Indeed? Then what happened?"

Timon raised the hem of his tunic to his lips and gently pressed them. He eyed the bloodstains, his tongue probing the wounds. "The priestess said it was a sign from the Goddess. She talked her father, who was the chief, into sparing our lives. He made Niko a blood brother."

"So, we come to it." Alcimenes leaned back with a sigh and sipped from his cup. 

The door to the courtyard opened and Dymnos slipped into the room. 

Alcimenes gestured him to one side. "What was the nature of this oath?" Alcimenes fixed on Timon again. "What were the terms? What obligation was placed on you?"

Timon shrugged. "To fight for one another. His enemies were our enemies, his friends our friends."

"Scythians fought against our troops," the commander quietly replied. "It cannot have been pleasant being forced by your oath to take arms against your countrymen."

Timon grinned again, one hand leaping to his lip. "Not us, sir! Niko here thought that might arise so made it a term of the agreement that we never be forced to fight Macedonians or their allies."

"Yet you fought against the Serratae?"

Timon furrowed his brow. "What of it?"

"The Serratae signed a treaty with the Empire. They are our allies."

Timon paled, his jaw hanging slack. He swallowed and glanced up at Nikometros. "That cannot be," he gasped. "Can it, Niko?"

Nikometros stared at Alcimenes. "When was this treaty made, sir?" he asked.

Alcimenes waved his hand vaguely through the air. "A few months, I think. Maybe more."

"Then we fought them before they became allies." Nikometros turned and smiled encouragingly at Timon.

"Is one of your titles 'Lion of Scythia'?" Alcimenes abruptly asked, fixing on Niko. He nodded. "Yes, I see from your face you know the title. Well, the chief of the Serratae, one Sparses I believe, mentioned you specifically as aiding their enemies the Massegetae."

Alcimenes rose to his feet and signalled to Dymnos. "There is no answer to that, Nikometros son of Leonnatos, you are proven guilty of warring against an ally of King Alexander. The penalty is death. Dymnos, the sentence will be carried out immediately."

 


 

 

Chapter 4

 

The guards stepped forward, hands on sword hilts, and flanked Nikometros and Timon. 

Dymnos turned to Alcimenes, hand outstretched. "Sir," he implored. "Hear the priestess. She waits outside the door."

Alcimenes hesitated and Nikometros spoke quietly into the gap. "She's Scythian royalty sir. As well as priestess, she's daughter of the old chief. There's no one who knows the circumstances of the war with the Serratae better."

Alcimenes scowled and signalled the guards back against the wall. "Very well." He stabbed a finger at Nikometros. "You will not speak. I wish her words to be hers alone." Slumping back into his chair he picked up his cup and drank. "Send her in."

A guard opened the outer door and stood aside to let two figures slip past. Tomyra glided softly into the sun-flecked room, her eyes flicking over the figures seated and standing around her. Behind her strode the athletic figure of Bithyia, hand resting on the handle of her dagger while her gaze took in the situation. She caught sight of the bloody figure of Timon and a look of fury welled up into her eyes. Bithyia strode over to Timon and laid a hand on his shoulder, her other sliding the dagger from her belt.

"Who has done this, beloved?" she whispered. "I will have his life."

Alcimenes nodded and two guards levelled their spears at Bithyia. "What is your name, woman?" he grated.

"Bithyia. Handmaiden to the priestess of the Great Goddess and daughter of the Massegetae," replied Bithyia. "Who has done this to my man?"

"Then I don't need to speak to you. Stand away or die. It's nothing to me." Ignoring the anger on Bithyia's face, Alcimenes turned to the other woman. "You must be the priestess."

Tomyra glanced at the silent figure of Nikometros then toward the bearded man. She inclined her head in a gracious nod. "I am Tomyra, daughter of Spargises, chief of the Massegetae. I am also priestess of the Great Earth Mother." She paused, inspecting him. "And you, sir?"

"Alcimenes, son of Leanndros. I am commander of Alexander's armies in these parts." The garrison commander stood and gestured to the chair in front of him as Timon and Bithyia were ushered to one side. "Please be seated, lady. Some wine?" 

When Tomyra shook her head, Alcimenes reseated himself. "I must ask you some questions, lady. Do you speak Greek well enough or must I find an interpreter?"

Tomyra settled herself onto the chair before replying. "I can speak your tongue and will answer your questions. But before I do so, Alcimenes, son of Leanndros." Her gaze hardened. "I would know why I and my escort are kept captive. We came in peace, bringing greetings and gifts from our king to yours."

"An unfortunate set of circumstances, my lady." Alcimenes avoided Tomyra's eyes. "I'm sure we can quickly settle this matter and let you continue with your mission."

"And my escort?" Tomyra looked across at Nikometros then turned toward Timon. "They seem to be ill-used."

"There lies the problem, my lady. These men are soldiers of our king, Alexander. They are accused of capital crimes." Alcimenes leaned forward and stared at the young woman. "Your words may shed some light on the issue."

Tomyra paled but held herself still. "Ask on then, my lord Alcimenes. What do you wish to know?"

Alcimenes leaned back in his chair and steepled his hands, resting his chin on upturned fingers. He silently regarded the young woman for several minutes. "What is this man, this Nikometros, to you?" Alcimenes asked at last.

Tomyra paused, her eyes flicking sideways toward Niko. "He is...was, a general in my father's army and protector of the priestess. Now he is an interpreter and envoy from the king of the Massegetae to the court of Alexander."

Alcimenes smiled thinly. "Nothing more?"

"What do you mean?"

"I have a report that he's your lover."

Tomyra flushed and shrugged. "What of it?" she asked.

"I was led to believe that priestesses were virgins." Alcimenes' scrutiny sharpened on her face. "Does this mean you're no longer a priestess?"

Tomyra's eyes flashed and she drew herself upright. "The Mother Goddess accepted me when I offered my virginity to her. She accepts me still." 

"Why did the Massegetae take in this Nikometros when the custom was to kill captives?"

"The Goddess willed it. Nikometros bested my champion in the ritual sacrifice. Also, my father, the chief, wished it."

"So, he was made a blood brother." Alcimenes nodded then he snapped, "To what purpose? To war on your enemies?"

Tomyra shook her head. "Is that what all this is about? Nikometros did not war on you, even though we Massegetae have always raided the farms and villages of these lands. Niko stipulated that his friendship did not extend that far and my father accepted it. Furthermore, we left for the north within days and never saw another Greek."

Alcimenes leaned toward Druon and held a short, whispered conversation with him. Druon scribbled on a piece of paper for a few minutes then filed the piece carefully in a small stack.

The garrison commander turned back to Tomyra. "Do you deny the Massegetae and your lover Nikometros waged war against the Serratae?"

"No!" snapped Tomyra. "And if I had my way I would exterminate every last one of them."

"The Massegetae fought and killed Serratae people?"

"Yes."

"And Nikometros?"

"Yes. Why do you ask?"

"The Serratae are allies of the Macedonians. To wage war on an ally is treason." 

Timon groaned from his position near the wall. 

Alcimenes glanced up. "You will keep silent," he grated.

"If Greeks are allies to the Serratae," whispered Tomyra. "You must truly be barbarians."

Alcimenes exploded to his feet, his face going scarlet. "You call us barbarians?" he shouted. "We, who have brought civilisation to the known world?"

"How civilised is it to kill by treachery? To slaughter innocent women and children? To rape a consecrated priestess of the Mother Goddess?"

"No Greek would do such a thing!" Alcimenes blustered, his face becoming redder. "You are making this up."

"No." Tomyra shook her head. "Would that I was. The chief of the Serratae, Dimurthes, invaded our lands though we were at peace. He killed my father, killed my maidservants and carried me off for his pleasure." She glanced at Nikometros, who stood against the wall, a wooden expression on his face as he stared off into the distance. "He raped me, knowing I was a priestess."

"And all this was witnessed?" Alcimenes asked.

"Ask any who are here today. Every Massegetae here knows the truth of Dimurthes' treachery and the killing of our women and children."

"And the rape?"

Tomyra shook her head. "Only Dimurthes. And he is dead by his own hand."

"So, we only have your word for this charge?"

Tomyra sat silently, head bowed. 

The fountain splashed and gurgled in the open courtyard, filling the silence. Armour creaked as the guards shifted, eyes and ears avid for the unfolding story.

"My lady?" Alcimenes interrupted. "You have no way of proving the charge of rape, do you?"

"I bear his child."

"Eh?" Alcimenes' eyebrows lifted. "What did you say?"

Tomyra raised her head and defiantly stared into the commander's eyes. "Dimurthes raped me. As a result, I carry his child." She blinked, and turned toward Nikometros. 

He stared back at her, his face pale and rigid with shock.

"I am sorry, Niko," Tomyra whispered. "I wanted to tell you before but...."

Alcimenes gaped then chuckled as a grin spread across his face. "You didn't know, soldier?" He shook his head and clapped his hands together. "Pleasured her this last year by all accounts then she ups and has another man's baby."

"My lord Alcimenes," Tomyra pleaded. "I would ask you to be civil. This isn't a situation for mirth."

Alcimenes dismissively waved a hand. "Your pardon, lady. But the expression on this man's face..." He leaned forward. "Why didn't you simply get rid of it? I know you women can do such things."

Tomyra paused. "I considered it, but the Goddess forbade me. I don't know why."

Alcimenes leaned back in his chair and picked up his wine cup. He slowly turned it, examining the rough outlines of men and beasts carved into the wooden rim. "So, what do I do with all of you?" he mused. He sipped the wine then put the cup down before rising.

"My first thought is to just execute the men." Alcimenes nodded at Nikometros and Timon. "It's a tidy solution. However..." he went on, "...if the Serratae are fomenting war then the policy makers in Babylon need to hear about it firsthand." The commander paced, ignoring his audience. "The first charge can probably be dismissed," he muttered, "depending on the report of this Persian auxiliary, Mardes. The second, aiding the enemy, needs further investigation. The third and most serious, that of waging war against our allies, hinges on the testimony of the priestess."

Alcimenes halted and looked at Nikometros and Tomyra, then Timon and Bithyia. He turned toward the guard. "Dymnos. You will escort the prisoners and their Massegetae companions to Ekbatana. You will carry dispatches addressed to the lord Hephaestion as commander of the Companion Cavalry. Let him decide on their fate."

"Yes, sir!" Dymnos snapped to attention and saluted. He turned and hesitated before turning back to face his commander again. "Er, sir?" he queried.

"Yes, Dymnos, what is it?"

"There are twenty er...prisoners, sir. Or rather, nineteen after the death in Abyek."

"So?"

"If I am to guard them sufficiently, sir, it'll deplete our forces here in Kharmsar. It wouldn't be wise..." Dymnos' voice trailed off uncertainly.

Alcimenes grunted, the corners of his mouth turning down. Then he looked at Nikometros, his eyes measuring the man. "Nikometros, son of Leonnatos, do you count yourself a gentleman?"

Nikometros inclined his head.

"If I send you to Ekbatana with no more than a nominal escort, will you undertake, on your honour, to present yourself to the commander there?"

Nikometros considered for a moment then, "I will, on my honour, sir."

Alcimenes nodded and turned back to Dymnos. "Take no more than a squad. You pick them. I'll prepare the dispatches tonight and you'll leave at dawn. If the Persian soldier or his report turns up I'll send it after you. I'll also send a rider ahead of you to alert the army of your coming."

Dymnos saluted then shouted commands to the guards. The armed soldiers, wary of the glowering Timon, ushered their charges from the building and into the barrack rooms. They began to prepare for the long journey south to Ekbatana, to the summer palace of the Persian kings and the court of the emperor Alexander of Macedon.

 


 

 

Chapter 5

 

The King's Road lay broad and dusty, running straight and true to the south. For many days it wound between mountains, over high passes, along narrow defiles and through gorges bursting with freshly melted water. Now the hills were softer, more rounded, flattening out into broad and fertile plains. The dusty air, once acrid and sour from the thin mountain soil, became softer, redolent with the odours of living things. Though still early spring, the noonday sun beat down from a cloudless sky, rippling the air and obscuring the now distant horizon. Spilling out into the plains, the road gathered itself for the final push south through the civilised lands of Persia to the hills that bore the great city of Ekbatana. 

Tomyra rode her grey mare near the front of the company, seeking to avoid the clouds of pale dust thrown up by the horses' hooves. She squinted up at the sun and sighed, pulling the stopper from her flask. She sipped tepid water, flavoured with just enough wine to counteract any possible flux in the plains water. Turning to the rider alongside her, she grimaced and desultorily waved her free hand at the monotonous landscape.

"I thought you said Persia was a beautiful land, Niko. These fields and farms are colourless and boring."

Nikometros grunted. "Boring maybe, but productive. Besides, we'll be entering hill country again soon. It will be cooler and I can promise you glorious sights."

They rode in silence for a while. Each village and town they passed brought an increase in traffic. The column of horses picked its way through herds of animals moving to and from pastures, caravans of traders bringing commodities from the farthest reaches of the empire, and gaggles of common people caught up in the excitement of the king's presence.

Tomyra sipped from her flask. "Niko," she said in a small voice. "I couldn't prevent it."

Nikometros did not answer. He twitched the reins of his stallion, Diomede, guiding him around a particularly large pothole.

"Would you rather I had killed myself, Niko? I considered it."

Nikometros jerked around. "Gods, no!" He smoothed back unruly blond hair and sighed. "I'm sorry Tomyra. I'm finding it difficult to...to accept..."

"To accept that your woman bears another man's child?" Tomyra bluntly asked. "I'm not a piece of property Niko, neither yours nor any man's. I was raped, taken against my will. The fault was not mine. Why do you blame me?"

"I don't, Tomyra," exclaimed Nikometros. "Before the gods, I..." he fell silent when a group of merchants passed close by, heads turning in curiosity. "In my homeland I would have the man's life for what he did. He dishonoured me...and you, and his blood would have cleansed us of the shame."

Tomyra stared at the man riding beside her. "I feel no shame," she snapped. "If you think I enjoyed the experience, you're a fool. Dimurthes died by his own hand. He felt the shame, not I."

"Forgive me, Tomyra, that was not well put." Nikometros slapped his thigh with frustration. "I wouldn't willingly hurt you but..."

"No," sighed Tomyra. "But you're still a Greek barbarian for all your experience of my people. What any Massegetae would accept as meaningless has taken over your mind. Get past the injury, Niko, whether real or imagined. My love for you is unchanged."

"You shame me, my love," Nikometros whispered.

Tomyra uttered a sharp cry of frustration. "Forget shame! I don't feel it, nor should you. Just live your life as the Goddess sends it. Love me as you once did and all will be well between us."

Nikometros bit his lip, his sunburned face darkening. "And...and the child?" he enquired, nodding his head toward her belly.

"I bear it but I shall not mother it," she quietly responded. "The Goddess requires me to have it, for some purpose of Her own, but I shall not rear it. I'll give it away." She pulled back on the reins, bringing her mare to a halt before turning to face him.

"If you can put all this behind us and love me as before then come and see me tonight. For now, I'll ride with Bithyia. I have need of the company of women." She pulled her mare around and trotted back to where the warrior woman rode.

Nikometros rode on at the head of the column, his face burning and his mind in turmoil. Presently, Timon, dislodged from his place beside Bithyia, came alongside his friend.

"What in Hades did you say to her, Niko?" Timon asked with a puzzled look. "I've seldom seen her in such a mood."

Nikometros shrugged. "Nothing special," he muttered.

"Ah!" Timon nodded with understanding.

The two men continued in silence, threading their horses through the gaggle of humanity that crowded the Royal Road near the towns. They passed by a small hamlet on the left, bustling with life. It reeked of noise and the odours of a farm community. The land gently rose before them, presaging the hill country that surrounded their goal.

A small family group of farmers approached, the man pulling a cart laden with vegetables. A woman pulled an unwilling goat on a short tether, while several children ran and played around them.

Timon jerked his head at the children as they passed. "See that boy?"

Nikometros grunted in reply and gave the farmers a cursory glance.

"Strange isn't it?" Timon glanced at his friend. "The others are so dark haired and swarthy, yet he's fair haired."

"Not so strange. An army went through here."

The blond child fell and set up a howl, while stubbornly sitting in the middle of the road. Passing the care of the goat to an older boy, the woman hurried over. The man stopped and turned, exchanging a few words. The young boy ceased crying and limped over to the cart. Once there, he stood smiling as the man gently picked him up and deposited him among the produce.

"The man, who is plainly not his father, appears to love him, doesn't he?"

"All right," Nikometros growled. "I get the point."

Timon grinned. "What point is that, Niko?"

Nikometros scowled and kicked his heels into Diomede's sides. They thundered away, Niko's back stiff with anger.

With a laugh, Timon urged his horse forward, matching the other until he slowed once more to a walk beside them.

After a short silence, Nikometros turned and gave his friend a weak smile. "And how is Bithyia?" he asked.

"Fretting. She hates not being in control of the situation. I had to dissuade her and Tirses both from overpowering our escort and setting out on their own."

"Not a good idea. I gave my word we wouldn't escape. Our lives would be forfeit on sight if we tried anything like that."

"I know. But really, how do you rate our chances when we get to Ekbatana?"

"Hephaestion is a fair man by all accounts," Nikometros carefully replied. 

Timon snorted. "And what are our chances of getting to see him? Far more likely we'll end up with some self-important mid-level official like that bastard Alcimenes." He fingered the nearly healed scar on his lip.

Nikometros smiled. "I think you're overlooking our novelty value. Do you think anyone at Ekbatana has seen Scythian horsemen up close? That alone should get us noticed."

"Aye, you could be right." Timon yawned and eyed the afternoon sun. "Getting on," he remarked. "Maybe we should stop at the next town." He turned and looked back down the road at the column of Scythian horsemen and Macedonian cavalry. "I'll go and suggest it to Dymnos."

"I will," Nikometros said while wheeling his stallion around. "I need to talk to him anyway." He trotted back down the road. As he passed the two women he smiled and nodded but did not stop. 

Dymnos, dressed in full armour, sat astride a grey stallion that walked sedately beside the small Scythian pony of Tirses, the leader of the Scythians. He looked up as Nikometros approached, breaking off his conversation with the other man.

"Greetings, Nikometros," Dymnos said when Niko came close. "Tirses was telling me of your exploits among the Massegetae. By the gods, you made your mark there." He laughed and smacked his stallion on the flank, causing it to shy and whicker with annoyance. 

Nikometros guided Diomede alongside, pulling his stallion's head away as it tried to nip the other horse. "Don't believe everything you hear. Scythians love a good tale and will make one up if they cannot think of a true one." He grinned at Tirses. "Not that I'm calling anyone a liar, of course."

Tirses snorted. "Any other man I'd call out if he called me a liar. Not this one though. I value my life too much."

"Indeed," Dymnos chuckled. "I heard about your combat with the priestess' champion. Unarmed, yet you defeated a fully armed warrior?"

"The gods smiled on me," Nikometros replied with genuine humility.

"Or goddess, more like, from what I hear." Dymnos smiled. "I would be honoured if you addressed me by name, Nikometros. I think my rank will only be higher for a short while." He caught the puzzled look on the other man's face. "This trial will be but a formality. When the lord Hephaestion hears how you secured the trust and goodwill of the border tribes, I would be very surprised if he didn't promote you."

"Well, we shall see...Dymnos." Nikometros leaned back to catch the eye of Tirses. "I would have a moment alone, my friend." 

Tirses saluted and slowed his horse, falling back to join his tribesmen.

Dymnos said nothing but cocked a quizzical eye at Nikometros.

"Timon thinks we should stop for the night, perhaps at the next town," Nikometros stated. "I agree."

"This required you speaking to me alone?"

Nikometros glanced away. His gaze settled on nearby groves of fruit trees, the branches laden with green buds of unidentifiable fruit. "Er, no. I was hoping to find, well...a jeweler or a goldsmith..."

"Ah! A token for the lady." Dymnos grinned. "All is well between you then, Nikometros?"

"I think so, Dymnos, though I would find some present for her. She likes gold ornaments."

Dymnos nodded. "I find gold is always acceptable to women."

Nikometros glanced at the rider beside him. "That brings me to my problem," he muttered. He cleared his throat before continuing. "I have no money." A flush creeping into his face, Nikometros hurried on. "Scythians don't use it and I had no need. My army pay for the last year should...if and when I get it..."

"You need a loan," Dymnos replied. He grimaced. "You're welcome to what I have, Nikometros," he said, fingering a small leather purse at his belt, "But I fear all I have would barely buy a jug of wine at an inn."

Nikometros shook his head. "Never mind. I thank you for your offer."

"Even if I had money, it would be useless to you. There are no towns between Ekbatana and here. I thought to push on to the city. We could reach it not long after dark."

"And miss the sight of the great walls? I would rather come in sight of the city in daylight."

Dymnos laughed. "Yes, that would impress a lady used to open plains and small towns. Very well, Nikometros, I'll look around for a place to camp for the night."

"Perhaps Tomyra will be content with the sight of Ekbatana until I can afford a jewel." Nikometros smiled.

Dymnos pursed his lips, forehead wrinkling in thought. "Why not give her something beautiful in the meantime? A flower perhaps?"

"A flower? Are you serious, Dymnos?"

"Have you never given her a flower, Nikometros?" Dymnos grinned and shook his head. "You still have much to learn about women. Believe me, she'll like it."

Nikometros looked around at dusty farmland slowly giving way to pasture and groves of trees. "Where would I find a flower?"

"Go and look. I'll have the men make camp at the next clean stream." He smiled at Nikometros' ardent search of the surrounding area. "Go and find your flower, Nikometros, then take it to your lady."

 

 


 

 

Chapter 6

 

"Did I not say it is a spectacle worthy of the gods?" Nikometros' eyes sparkled with awe and joy. "There lies Ekbatana, summer palace of the Persian kings."

The Scythian horsemen drew rein and sat stock still in the middle of the road, staring at the city that rose up before them, sparkling in the early morning light. The Royal Road from the north crested a low line of hills before dipping to a great flat expanse of pasture. Beyond the open plain the hills rose again, increasingly dotted with buildings of stone and wood. The houses clustered in groups, gathering together and shrinking beneath the enormous edifice that reared in their midst. A great white wall dwarfed the nearby buildings as if the hills ended in a colossal cliff face. Tiny figures of men could be seen atop towering battlements, the sun glinting on burnished armour and spear points as they moved along its walkways.
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